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Motivation.  The word alone means “the act of giving somebody a reason or incentive to do something (Dictionary.com 2005).  Today, distance education is in all aspects of teaching and learning.  It is seen at the collegiate level at many universities around the world.  It has changed the way college students and professors partake in the educational process.  Many universities have changed their focus and direction due to the recent enhancements in the distance learning community.  Enhancements include the ability to do video conference classes via distance, the various technologies available for internet courses, and the fact that people have the ability to be connected to the Internet at various locations (Lumsden 1994). It has also revolutionized the adult and ongoing education.  Employees that never had the chance to further their education before now can do that from the comfort of their own home as well as their place of work (Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland 2005, p. 34).  It gives students the opportunity to take classes that fit with their ever-changing schedules.  There is something else driving the students to take online courses: motivation (Teachnology 2005).  There’s that word again. Throughout this paper, topics covered will include types of motivated students, online learning for students, and learning through technology and online learning through the self directed approach.


There are many people today looking to further their education.  It’s one of the best ways to get promoted in today’s technological world.  Knowledge is power!  Technology is advancing our access to and interaction with knowledge everyday.  To stay up with the times, people must be responsible and change with the times as well.  This involves educating themselves about technology with the latest advancements, especially those that pertain to their career.  

Students can be extrinsically or intrinsically motivated.  Lepper (1998) contends that intrinsically motivated students “undertake an activity for its own sake, for the enjoyment it provides, the learning it permits, or the feelings of accomplishment it evokes” (p. 290).  A student who is extrinsically motivated will “perform in order to obtain some reward or avoid some punishment external to the activity itself” (p. 292).  For example, the student may be striving to get the best grades, obtain a degree, etc.  Teachers must motivate students in multiple ways.  It is important for the instructors to learn why their students are enrolled in their course(s) in order to enhance the students’ reasons for enrolling in the first place.  Showing the adult learners the relationship between learning and their goals promotes success (Lieb 1991).  Intrinsic motivation is the “preferred” way due to the fact that students are highly challenged where as extrinsically motivated students tend to move toward the “tasks that are low in degree of difficulty” (p. 293).  Online learning must be challenging to get the maximal amount of effort from the student, yet at the same time, it must be within the students’ reach.  

The term motivation to learn has a slightly different meaning. It is defined by one author as "the meaningfulness, value, and benefits of academic tasks to the learner—regardless of whether or not they are intrinsically interesting" (Marshall 1987, p. 137).  According to Ames (1990), motivation to learn is characterized by long-term, quality involvement in learning and commitment to the process of learning.

What motivates an adult learner?  Conner (2000) states that “acquiring new knowledge brings delight, passion, and even power”.  Today in our society, money is power and power is money.  That’s not to say that money is what drives us.  It is to some, however, a means of gaining knowledge and power in itself is motivation for some of today’s students.  By gaining knowledge and furthering ones’ education, a person has the ability to move up on the pay scale or promotional ladder (Lumsden 1994).  Technology that is available to learners promotes them to make the necessary changes to succeed by allowing them to maintain old skills or develop new ones for various jobs (Lieb 1991).  

Another motivational key is choice.  There are many people today who don’t like their job or career.  According to a BLS report, the average person holds roughly 10 different jobs before the age of thirty six (Bureau of Investigation 2002).  Life changes and with those changes come different jobs.   Going back to school provides people with opportunity to seek the degree they want in the convenience of their own home due to online courses.  Adult learners are able to learn at their own pace while still being able to make a living to provide for them and/or their family.   These learners may also prefer online learning compared to the traditional educational settings.  Adult learners may even choose online courses due to negative past experiences with conventional educational methods and being time bound to on-campus instruction schedules (Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland 2005, p. 38). 

This brings me to my next point. Convenience of online learning makes goals of becoming highly educated that much easier.  Gaining access to a computer and the Internet at home or in the office makes earning a degree much more convenient.  Because online tools are being improved constantly, learners want to learn online.  They have the drive and dedication within to achieve at a higher level.

Adult students are different in ways than that of K-12 students as well as some college aged students.  Adults are goal-oriented.  They are taking the time as well as their finances and putting it towards what they want: an advanced education in the area of their choosing.  Educational programs which are organized and clearly defined are appreciated by adult learners.  The material presented gives them a clear definition of what can be expected. Adult learners are also practical because they want to know if the lesson or content is of value to them (Lieb 1991).   

The learning approach students take is important in an online course.  Dabbagh and Bannan-Ritland (2005) believe that online learning is largely student centered, concluding that it is important for the learner to synthesize, organize, and restructure information to satisfy their learning needs (p. 35).  In many ways, students will get out of online learning what they put into it.  This is important for the student and instructor to realize.  Due to what is at stake, adult learners are willing to accommodate and make the learning environment as successful as possible (Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland 2005, p. 37).

In conclusion, adult learners are a different kind of learner.  They expect to get something out of their education in which they’re taking their time to get.  Technology available today gives adults the ability to enhance their knowledge base in a direction of their choice.  With technology continually advancing, adults are able to get the desired degrees of their choice at their own convenience.  Motivation plays a key part as to why distance education is so successful, especially for adult students. Student centered learning allows the instructor to know their students and get a real feel for exactly what their goals are in their learning. Their motivation gives them a chance to be successful in the growing online environment.    
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