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RESEARCH
How can we foster intrinsic motivation in our classrooms? Two-hundred 5th and 6th grade students with “high” and “low” 
academic achievement scores were given interesting tasks within three sessions. Sessions 1, 2, and 3 gave individual comments, 
numerical grades, standardized praise, or no feedback at all. Additionally in session 3, a post-test was given on interest-level and 
academic performance.

The study looks at two forms of motivation: 
1) A task-involved orientation, where someone finds the activity inherently satisfying and desires to improve for the sake of 
mastery.  
2) An ego-involved orientation, where someone wants to demonstrate excellence or hide poor ability relative to others, for their 
own self-esteem or to achieve a desired goal.

FINDINGS
The type of feedback we provide promotes different degrees of 
motivation.

• Providing no feedback at all gives little to no motivation.
• Providing praise and/or a grade stimulated an ego-involved 

orientation (students desiring the extrinsic motivation of a 
mark or distinguishment.)

• Providing only feedback stimulated a task-involved 
orientation.

In other words, students were more intrinsically motivated when 
not given a grade. When given a grade or praise, students desired 
the this reward (an “A”, special recognition, etc.) rather than 
learning new things.
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Ruth Butler is a world leading 
developmental psychologist. Her 
research surrounding motivation, 
feedback, and assessment paved new 
paths in the field, with her work being 
cited over 6,000 times. Professor Butler 
serves at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem.

This study has been replicated 
multiple times, always showing that 
increased intrinsic motivation is 
tied to providing feedback without 
grades.
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• Butler, R., Journal of Educational 
Psychology. 1988.

• Lipnevich, A. & Smith, Jeffrey. 
2008.

Providing 
comments alone 

showed significant 
advantages in 

school achievement 
scores, with 

grades and praise 
actually worsening 

performance in 
comparison. Both 

high- and low-
ranked academic 

performers 
benefited from 

comments alone.

Feedback alone!

Feedback Condition

Comments Grades Praise No Feedback

Measure 
(School Achievement) High Low High Low High Low High Low

Session 1

Mean 19.54 10.16 19.28 10.28 19.68 9.92 19.48 10.00

Standard 
Deviation 4.20 3.35 5.05 6.48 6.47 5.04 5.36 3.36

Session 3

Mean 25.04 14.92 14.92 7.32 13.60 9.96 11.76 8.36

Standard 
Deviation

5.22 5.23 6.06 2.84 4.38 3.76 5.42 2.69

Task-Involving and Ego-Involving Properties of Evaluation: Effects 
of Different Feedback Conditions on Motivational Perceptions, 

Interest, and Performance.
Butler, Ruth. Journal of Educational Psychology, Vol. 79, No. 4, 474-

482. 1987.
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