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ABSTRACT

Students with intellectual disability (ID) benefit from classrooms offering 
specialized curricula and resources designed to meet their individual learn-
ing needs. This qualitative, single descriptive case study applied Keller’s At-
tention, Relevance, Confidence, and Satisfaction (ARCS) Motivational In-
struction Model to reading instruction for adults with ID in a Northern 
California learning environment previously excluding a specific motivational 
curriculum component. Twelve adult student participants with ID experi-
enced a reading workshop curriculum including and without the addition of 
Keller’s Attention, Relevance, Confidence, and Satisfaction (ARCS) motiva-
tional instruction model. The research questions, presented in a focus group 
format, asked how the students described their perceptions of learning ability 
in the four ARCS focus areas of attention, relevance, confidence, and satis-
faction. The sub-questions asked which areas the students perceived as the 
most engaging part of each workshop. Four instructor participants also pro-
vided classroom observations in post-workshop interviews. Resultant themes 
identified that perceived personal connection to class material, personal sup-
port, and recognition of accomplishment motivate student concept learning, 
engagement, and success. Implications and recommendations for scholars, 
practitioners, and leaders present suggestions for developing new models or 
adapting existing models for motivational instruction designed for optimal 
education of this special student group.
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INTRODUCTION 

Students with intellectual disability, or ID, experience 
cognitive delays inhibiting performance and connection 
within educational and social environments (Matson & 
Rivet, 2008). Those who do not receive individualized 
access to instruction can experience diminished academic 
and social classroom success (Causton-Theoharis et al., 
2011). The development of classroom best practices can 
benefit from an awareness of obstacles experienced by 
students within their coursework (Carnahan & Fulton, 
2013). Related attention to the students’ own voices, per-
spectives, and perceptions of success can inform instruc-
tional strategies for increased motivation, participation, 
and learning connections. Understanding and working 
toward the development of such components are neces-
sary for the identification of motivational strategies that 
can result in increased accessible learning (Neagu, 2016; 
Wentzel & Wigfield, 1998). However, few studies of 
motivational curriculum components for the instruction 
of adult students with ID beyond post-senior education 
exist within the current literature. Therefore, the focus of 
this qualitative, descriptive single case study was on the 
perceptions of learning success in a wider age range of 
adult students with ID who experienced a reading work-
shop curriculum with and without the addition of a mo-
tivational instruction model.

Research question 1 was: How did the inclusion of the 
ARCS motivational instruction model (Keller, 2008) in 
the reading workshop curriculum affect the instructors’ 
observations of perceptions of learning attention, rele-
vance, confidence, and satisfaction in adult students with 
ID? Research question 2 was: How did the inclusion of 
the ARCS motivational instruction model in the reading 
workshop curriculum affect personal perceptions of learn-
ing attention, relevance, confidence, and satisfaction in 
adult students with ID? Sub-question 1 was: How did in-
structors describe what they observed as the most engaging 
part of the learning experience with the reading workshop 
curriculum without and including the ARCS motivational 
instruction model for adult students with ID? Sub-ques-
tion 2 was: How did adult students with ID describe what 
they perceived as the most engaging part of their learning 
experience with the reading workshop curriculum without 
and including the ARCS motivational instruction model?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Described pathways for learner interest and involvement 
include the student’s intrinsic needs, connections to 

individual and classroom goals, perceived personal val-
ues, and participant-based learning experiences. Keller’s 
(1983) Motivational Design Theory (MDT) combines 
these pathways and offers a framework for the design of 
this qualitative, descriptive case study of motivational 
instruction. MDT also includes enhanced motivational 
elements for addition to traditional instruction. 

Aspects of MDT include stimulus of student self-ef-
ficacy, personal motivation to learn, emphasis on the 
whole learner, and psychological aspects of attention in-
volving the student’s personal and environmental needs. 
Some of the theories providing a foundation for MDT 
were Gagné’s (2018) Conditions of Learning Theory, 
Merrill’s (1994) Component Display Theory, and Ban-
dura’s (1996) Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) of human 
development. These theories support strategies for the 
development and shaping of student focus. Specific at-
tention to intrinsic and extrinsic areas of motivation pro-
vides focus on the physical and psychological aspects of a 
learner’s experience. Employment of MDT assists in the 
development of instruction with student motivation and 
engagement at the center of planning and delivery.  

Keller (2008) leveraged MDT to develop the Atten-
tion, Relevance, Confidence, and Satisfaction (ARCS) 
model for motivational instruction as a specific process 
for the application of motivational principles when 
teaching groups of learners. The ARCS model features a 
framework integrating the four separate areas within its 
title. The first area of attention includes levels of learner 
curiosity; the second area of relevancy involves the learn-
er’s motives and pre-established values. The third area of 
confidence relates to the learner’s expectancies of success. 
Finally, the fourth area of satisfaction addresses the learn-
er’s evaluation of personal outcomes. 

Pai-Luwith and coauthors (2012) note the usefulness 
of the ARCS framework through clinical validation of 
situational learning applications. Keller’s (2008) ARCS 
model offers educators and administrators a tool for 
identifying characteristics of learners and applying ap-
propriate tactical adjustments to increase motivational 
outcomes. The ARCS model has previously been em-
ployed to research diverse learning needs and environ-
ments through attention to situational uniqueness with-
in the learning environment in developing synthesized 
approaches to productive problem-solving. The concep-
tual framework for this study includes problem-solving 
motivational strategies related to such specific situational 
characteristics. 

The findings included observations of instructors and 
direct responses from students regarding their perceptions 
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of personal experiences through the lens of the four ARCS 
areas. The inclusion of the perceptions of adult students 
with ID also contributes toward filling the gap in the liter-
ature through the addition of their voices to the findings 
of the study. The addition of aspects of Keller’s (1983) 
Motivational Design Theory (MDT) to the instruction 
of adults with ID and employment of the MDT-based 
ARCS motivational instruction model (Keller, 1983, 
2008) expand theory applications through the employ-
ment of MDT and ARCS as a motivational component 
of curriculum development and delivery within a higher 
education classroom of adult students with ID.

Educators of adults with ID experience challeng-
es with improving and effectively employing tools for 
determining outcomes within varied learning environ-
ments (Courtade et al., 2014). Identified motivational 
curriculum components assist teachers of special edu-
cation, inclusive, and typical learning groups in practice 
by expanding their curriculum repertoire. Contributions 
of the study also assist educational leaders in developing 
policies for expanded and motivationally based classroom 
goals for instruction and learning. 

Implications include recommendations for the devel-
opment of new models or adaptation of existing models 
for motivational instruction designed for optimal edu-
cation of students with ID. These recommendations in-
clude the development of creative motivational materials, 
methods leveraging motivational support, and alternative 
motivational assessments.

The intended audience for this study includes schol-
ars, instructors, administrators, educational leaders, 
and policymakers involved in work toward curriculum 
development and instructional planning for classrooms 
including learners with ID. The information also con-
tributes to applications in other learning environments 
designed for diverse age groups and neurodiverse learn-
ing groups.

METHOD AND DESIGN 

A qualitative approach was selected for this study because 
of the need for small class groups of participants and 
questions about how those participants create meaning 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A single classroom of learn-
ers in an expressive reading workshop was identified as 
the bounded system or unit of analysis. Deep exploration 
of the phenomenon was obtained through the employ-
ment of multiple data sources, and thick descriptions 
within inductive analysis moving from raw, textual data 
to in-depth inferred and contextual meaning within ab-

stract data concepts and categories (Yin, 2018). 
The framework including Keller’s (1983) Motivation-

al Design Theory, or MDT, included an emphasis on the 
whole learner, psychological aspects of attention involv-
ing the student’s personal and environmental needs, the 
stimulus of student self-efficacy, and personal motivation 
to learn. The framework also employed Keller’s (2008) 
ARCS Motivational Instruction Model with a focus on 
the four core motivational areas of attention, relevance, 
confidence, and satisfaction. Identifying learners’ indi-
vidual characteristics and needs informed strategies and 
adjustments considering varied learning styles, needs, 
and environments.

This MDT/ARCS framework was added to the ex-
isting model for curriculum development and delivery 
already employed in all classes in the environment for 
study including access to concepts through engaged par-
ticipation, the response through personal inquiry and 
identified connections, transfer to independent use, and 
sustainment through the sharing of learned concepts 
with others.

Setting, Population, and Sample 
A Northern California environment within the Unit-
ed States offering higher education learning programs, 
curriculum, and delivery methods specifically designed 
for adult learners with the ID provided the setting for 
the study. The research benefitted from this unique lo-
cation, the only of its type in the region for ongoing, 
higher education for adults with ID. The researcher’s role 
at the time of the study was Dean of Instruction, includ-
ing curriculum development, instructional supervision 
and mentoring, and expansion of programs and learn-
ing resources. The researcher did not participate in any 
teaching, mentoring, or supervisory capacity during the 
workshop sessions. 

Administrative permissions, resources, instructors, 
and volunteers were immediately available. The ratio-
nale for location selection also included the registration 
of adult students with ID and the fact that all registered 
students participated in courses in one central location. 
The latter provided convenience for participants. 

The number of participants was appropriate because 
the standard number of students per class and the aver-
age instructor ratio were compatible with the needs of 
the study. Selection of student participants who were 
part of the location’s registered student base provided the 
convenience of non-random selection on a first-come, 
first-serve basis. The adult students reliant on family 
transportation or restricted state-provided transportation 
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experienced logistical convenience because of the pre-es-
tablished scheduling of travel to the location with trans-
portation providers. 

The general population included adult students with 
ID at the learning organization in the Northwestern 
region of the United States in which the research was 
conducted. The specific population included male and 
female adult learners with ID enrolled in two expressive 
reading workshop sessions at the same location for the 
study. The sample for study included twelve students and 
four instructors. These numbers provided a reasonable 
representation of the environment for study. Purposeful 
and non-random convenience sampling was employed 
on a first-come, first-serve basis.

Instrumentation 
The selected instrumentation included three main lines 
of inquiry toward data triangulation. First, videotaped 
student focus groups occurred at the end of each of the 
2 workshop sessions. Second, videotaped individual in-
structor interviews occurred at the end of the second 
session. Third, a researcher’s field journal provided obser-
vational notes.

A researcher field journal included written and vid-
eotaped observational information from each area of 
triangulated data: two instructor-led workshop sessions, 
instructor-led focus groups following both sessions, and 
individual instructor interviews led by the researcher. The 
uniform application of this tool helped organize all writ-
ten data for transcription in a similar way. Descriptive 
field journal notes from each interview were also em-
ployed to assist with the transcription of complete and 
authentic responses to interview questions.  Semi-struc-
tured and open-ended questions were employed for 
the student focus group discussions and the instructor 
interviews. The instructors shared personal stories rich 
with descriptions of student attitudes, and choices, and 
expressed feelings toward workshop sessions employing 
and without the ARCS motivational instruction model. 

Audio files from videotaped data were captured using 
Quicktime 7 video software for playback and Microsoft 
Word software for transcription to individual text-based 
documents. These documents were referenced to record 
and code the raw textual data. This coded data was trans-
ferred to excel spreadsheets and loaded into an NVivo 
software program for deeper analysis of thematic, infer-
ential, and contextual meaning. Results emerged from an 
examination of analysis tools including charts and tables. 

Throughout the study, dependability and trustworthi-
ness were maintained through a focus on ethics, steps to 

prevent bias, and maintenance of the participants’ emic 
focus. Appropriate steps were followed to obtain signa-
tures on participant documents of informed consent, 
including a co-signature of a legal guardian on all forms 
signed by student participants to verify understanding 
of and agreement to the content. Instructor participants 
signed additional non-disclosure forms. 

Other individuals including legal guardians, a site 
Safety Manager, and a Class Scheduling Manager who 
were present at the site during the study but not partic-
ipants in the study, also signed forms of non-disclosure. 
Ongoing clarification of the researcher’s role occurred 
through the information posted for potential participants 
pre-study and presented at pre-study participant infor-
mational meetings for instructors, students, and their 
legal guardians, and reviewed at a separate, pre-study 
instructor training meeting. During these meetings, all 
participants were informed that they could withdraw at 
any time with no negative repercussions.

Dependability was assured through attention to de-
tailed protocols and clear documentation of expectations 
and assumptions throughout the research steps. Con-
firmability was acknowledged through explanations of 
the step-by-step processes and analysis tools: Nvivo12, 
Excel, and Microsoft Word. Credibility was assured 
through clear research steps.

Assurance of trustworthiness involved attention to as-
pects such as multiple sources of triangulated data and 
the inclusion of confirming and disconfirming evidence. 
Transferability included a clear audit trail and thick, de-
scriptive data for potential transfer to other environments. 
The need for authenticity was addressed through data 
and artifacts identified as authentic and occurring within 
truthful, systematic reporting of processes and results.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

During the data collection, the researcher maintained 
the role of a complete observer within the learning space. 
The classroom area consisted of a rectangular formation 
of tables at the back of a large open studio. A 6-foot-by-
twelve-foot jointed, lightweight black canvas rolling par-
tition separated the large room into individual class spac-
es. The students were accustomed to seeing this divider in 
various parts of the classroom, including directly behind 
their immediate learning area when multiple classes were 
sharing the space. 

The researcher remained unseen and outside of the 
immediate class space, and quietly observed using a large 
monitor connected by cable to a video camera positioned 
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in the corner of the classroom. The students were ac-
customed to being filmed and photographed for social 
media posts sharing class projects, and the presence of a 
video camera was as familiar to them as the divider. The 
researcher remained hidden from direct student view in 
this area during both workshop sessions and student fo-
cus group discussions.

This arrangement provided detachment from person-
al interactions. Removal from the immediate classroom 
space also allowed discreet journal writing, potentially 
decreasing participant anxiety or concerns about whether 
they were being critiqued. In addition, instructor par-
ticipants could follow established protocols without re-
searcher involvement.

The two reading workshop sessions occurred on two 
consecutive days and employed two different children’s 
theatre scripts. 

The two days of reading workshop sessions includ-
ed two different children’s theatre scripts. Both sessions 
days included a discussion of vocabulary and storyline, 
student self-selection of characters, a table reading of the 
script, and floor work in the classroom space when where 
the students could apply physical action to the words 
they read. Focus groups included student participation 
in discussions concerning perceptions of their learning 
experiences. These groups were employed as instruc-
tor-led, videotaped, semi-structured, and open-ended 
question-and-answer sessions following the completion 
of each workshop learning session day.

Instructor interviews took place after the second 
workshop session. These interviews provided instructor 
observations of student behaviors, responses, and com-
municated thoughts and feelings. The process was vid-
eotaped and researcher-led, using semi-structured and 
open-ended questions. A researcher field journal provid-
ed a third data source with manual, descriptive, and de-
tailed data gathered consistently through the use of the 
same data-gathering tool during each point of the study.

Transcribed data were ordered and coded manually 
using Word and Excel, and digitally using the NVivo 12 
software. Concepts, trends, patterns, and themes were 
then identified during the triangulation of the three main 
data sources for a broad view of student ideas and percep-
tions, and identification of the connections that did or did 
not exist between them (Berg & Lune, 2012). The pres-
ence or absence of connections led to the identification 
of confirming and disconfirming evidence, and emerging 
patterns within the data toward three main themes. 

Theme one: Perceived personal connection to class 
material motivates student concept learning. The in-

structors observed the students perceive improvisation-
al, theatrical floor work as the most impactful workshop 
activity. They explained their perception that these were 
the most memorable, fun, and interactive parts of the 
class. This is an interesting point, as the students de-
scribed their perceptions of the experiences as playful 
additions to heavier core concept work of traditional 
reading instruction. However, these theatrical activities 
were observed to involve the deepest instructional work 
and demand the most continually focused participation 
toward concept learning. 

For example, the intellectual attention demand-
ed by the session one-floor work lesson included deep 
and thoughtful interactions with instructors and fellow 
learners regarding abstract concepts. Adults with ID can 
experience difficulties with skills such as initiation and 
response, recognition of emotional states, and recogni-
tion of the interests of others (Dickerson et al, 2013). 
Dialogue required depth of inferential thinking, dissec-
tion of connections that did or did not exist between 
differing perspectives, and contemplation of cause and 
effect. Physical demands included the use of the body 
and voice in new and potentially awkward ways toward a 
whole-body experience of unique qualities of speech and 
characterization. 

Connections exist between engagement, positive at-
titudes toward learning, and abilities of critical thinking 
(Belzer & Ross-Gordon, 2011). As the activities of the 
class created personal connections to the activity, students 
were observed to exhibit increased personal connections 
and insight toward the development of character quali-
ties. Such content was not included in the naming of the 
activity and students viewed the work as a break from 
serious instruction. 

When activities offered to adult learners with ID are 
perceived to offer attention to personal needs, increased 
interest can transfer to learning (Moni et al., 2011). The 
non-traditional re-framing of this workshop activity was 
observed to create the perception of a diversion from seri-
ous study, decreasing anxiety and increasing the opportuni-
ty for personal connection and engagement. This produced 
a burst of energy and prolonged focus from the students. 

The instructors observed a similar effect on student 
learning perceptions during the small group break-out 
rehearsals of session two. Students also exhibited a re-
newed burst of energy and focus when work was trans-
ferred to the floor. The general model of activity from the 
day before was employed again and most could comfort-
ably engage with a performance-prove goal orientation 
(Hirst et al., 2011). 



123

IJSE 2022, 37(2), 118-128

Doi: https://doi.org/10.52291/ijse.2022.37.45

Hear Our Voice: Motivational Curriculum and Perceptions ...

The students participated in similar, guided, intellec-
tual-inferential exercises toward narration of a story with 
a point of view. However, session two included the added 
discussion of ARCS concepts throughout the class and 
the total time allotted to floor work was shorter. There-
fore, physical work and the development of character 
backstories were not included. 

The removal of the physical component may have 
contributed to observations that student attention and 
energy were maintained at a higher level during the floor 
work of session one. Students who perceive classroom 
experiences as personally supportive are motivated to 
engage in learning activities. The format of the second 
session may have presented challenges in these areas. 

Class discussion topics regarding concepts taught 
were observed to produce the fastest, most detailed recall 
when centered on lessons from floor work. The students 
were also observed to perceive increased contribution 
ability based on recall when discussion topics involved 
floor work activities. Such observations address RQ1 and 
RQ2 inquiry regarding instructor observations and stu-
dent perceptions of attention as related to the ARCS ar-
eas of motivational learning. They also address SQ1 and 
SQ2 inquiries regarding attention-based areas of work-
shop learning observed by instructors and perceived by 
students as most engaging. 

Theme two: Perceived personal support motivates en-
gagement in learning activities. Students who perceive 
classroom experiences as personally supportive are moti-
vated to engage in learning activities. The curriculum de-
livery of session one allowed the students to focus on their 
own best performance of a character they personally de-
veloped. Such development created a personal connection 
to the work of the class and class members and focused 
attention on their personal understanding and situational 
responses. These qualities of experience contribute to the 
development of a positive, supportive dynamic between 
the individual with ID and others (AAIDD, 2013). Ses-
sion two involved ensemble work in group narration-style 
readings of a story. The readings of lines for the few char-
acters in the story were shared by small groups of students 
without the personalization of character development or 
personal ownership of a specific role. 

This changed the role of the student within the class 
group. The result was observed as an obstacle to forward 
momentum for some students who had committed the 
previous day to an existing workshop structure that fit 
their needs (Dizdarević & Ibralić, 2011). During the sec-
ond session, they approached a new structure in which 
they had not previously experienced success. This infor-

mation aligns with the instructors’ observations that the 
students perceived the structure of session two as more 
challenging than session one. The team approach, with 
multiple students narrating each role in the rotation, re-
quired increased flexibility and group focus. 

Students described perceptions of occasional nervous-
ness and anxiety about their ability to understand new 
expectations of instruction. The instructors observed this 
scenario as providing opportunities to support apprehen-
sive or fearful students, and for the students to support 
each other. Disability culture includes common belief 
systems (Ripat & Woodgate, 2011). Interpersonal sup-
port was defined by the instructors as an important part 
of the belief system of the adults with ID in this class 
group and at this location for study. This aligned with a 
common thread within student focus group feedback of 
the importance of additional opportunities to encourage 
and support fellow classmates. 

These student-to-student opportunities were ob-
served to occur with the most frequency during the 
ARCS-based question and answer sessions of workshop 
two when students could express what had occurred just 
prior to during session work. The topical content of the 
discussion activity was observed to validate perceptions 
of important self-efficacy among the students (Bergstrom 
et al., 2014). Feelings and thoughts kept inside during 
the instructional portions of the class were brought out 
during this active solicitation of their ideas and reflec-
tions. The revelations were encouraged and applauded by 
instructors and classmates to increasing degrees respec-
tive to the depth of reflective personal contribution and 
insight and the degree to which they could relate the in-
formation to their own experience. 

The positive meaning ascribed to an individual’s prog-
ress can increase classroom motivation, and the negative 
meaning can decrease classroom motivation (Bandura & 
Locke, 2003). Students were observed to desire the pos-
itive praise and contribute in some way to each shared 
story, finding a personal connection within the shared 
class experiences. Although common points of discussion 
often included feelings of insecurity and frustration with 
others in their group, the act of expressing their thoughts 
and feelings provided a positive environment for shar-
ing. This was followed by introspective group dialogue 
for an understanding of concepts of teamwork and pa-
tience, with outcomes of self-worth and satisfaction with 
the learning moment. An example of such a discussion 
between a student (S8) and a teacher (T3) follows:

S8: I wanted to say when we were, um, when we were 
reading our script today. When I was reading I just no-
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ticed that when we, I know people wanted to cut me off 
when I was reading something and then someone take 
over my part. And I don’t want to give up. Because I 
know my ability to say my lines before people get into 
my lines. And that was kind of hard for me.

T3: Yes, and I think sometimes people weren’t doing 
that deliberately, (S8), they were confused about where 
they are…

S8: Oh, okay.
T3: Or about when their time was…
S8: That’s fine.
T3: Yeah, no but that’s why doing something like this 

is all about teamwork.
S8: Yeah, that’s right!
The deep learning of concepts of involving interper-

sonal skills of working with others and focusing outside 
of oneself provided the eventual connection of session 
learning to other life areas, discussed further in Theme 
Three. The instructors observed, and the students relat-
ed, perceptions that ARCS-based discussion was anoth-
er highly engaging portion of the workshop experience. 
This information is surprising, as discussion regarding 
why the class is difficult may not initially seem a motiva-
tor of success and learning drive. 

Some adults with ID may possess residual feelings 
of failure from other environments and low learning ex-
pectations (Graham, 2015). This information may con-
tribute to indicators within this study that positive self-
worth and intrinsic motivators can be more important 
to these students than other extrinsic motivators, such 
as the completion of a reading task. Such observations 
address RQ1 and RQ2 inquiries regarding instructor ob-
servations and student perceptions of personal relevance 
as related to the ARCS areas of motivational learning. 
They also address SQ1 and SQ2 inquiries regarding rel-
evance-based areas of workshop learning observed by in-
structors and perceived by students as most engaging.

Theme three: Recognition of accomplishment mo-
tivates perceived learning success. As noted in the dis-
cussion of Theme Two, the students transitioned from 
one structure of participation into another at the start of 
session two. The success of day one was observed to result 
in expectations of positive outcomes, which is important 
to the development of skills of persistence (Dickhäuser et 
al., 2011). The American Psychiatric Association’s (APA, 
2019) definition of ID includes behavioral limitations 
when adapting to changing stimuli. Such persistence, 
combined with the confidence gained from interactions 
of day one, may have contributed to the student’s abili-
ties to overcome their anxieties about perceived barriers 

to success in session two (Gibbons et al., 2015). 
Personal support from instructors and classmates are 

important to eventual feelings of belonging and accom-
plishment (Wilson et al., 2012). The instructors observed 
the help of friends in practicing reading fluidity, vocab-
ulary understanding, and articulation skills to increase 
student confidence. The students discussed perceptions 
of success and pride when their skills were encouraged 
and praised by the instructors.

Some students expressed perceptions of confusion 
and nervousness about performance expectations with a 
new style of the script and a different approach to work 
on the second day. Others expressed relief about the fo-
cus on small groups rather than individual performance. 
Some instructors observed flexibility to be another sign 
of student success. 

Separate cognitive domains for academic and so-
cial-individual orientation require an understanding 
of the context and reasoning behind a presented goal. 
When multiple goals including both domains are pre-
sented, the social goals often receive priority. When these 
social-individual goals are connected to classroom goals, 
motivation can occur (Wentzel & Wigfield, 1998). In-
structors observed that all students were committed to 
the goal of small group work, and the opportunity to 
work with friends connected to their social-individual 
goals of enjoyment. Instructor and student recognition 
of a student’s success through flexibility included ongo-
ing and enthusiastic acknowledgment of confidence in 
the students’ abilities to meet class challenges.

Another area of student perception related to learning 
success was recognition from people important to their 
lives. For example, one student frequently mentioned 
the positive recognition from a parent gained from shar-
ing stories of success in the workshop. Another student 
discussed pride in the ownership of new skills and the 
excitement to apply them that night in a reading class at 
another location. A second student then mentioned par-
ticipation in the same outside reading class and increased 
confidence to attend the following experiences in the 
workshop. Students also discussed recognition received 
in class as heightening their self-identification of success 
and perceived worth. 

DISCUSSION 

The addition of the voices and perceptions of the adult 
student participants with ID within this study contrib-
utes toward filling an identified gap in the literature. 
Related motivational curriculum components identified 
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as increasing learner engagement and perceptions of suc-
cess may assist teachers of special education, inclusive, 
and typical learning groups in expanding their curricu-
lum repertoire. Such approaches addressing individual 
student learning needs, pace, and style may contribute 
toward increased motivation through attention to and 
recognition of personal accomplishments and goals.

The findings of this study may also benefit educa-
tional leaders involved with the training of instructors in 
developing expanded, motivationally based recognitions 
and classroom goals. Leaders of special education de-
partments within post-senior programs, lifelong learning 
programs for adults of all ages with ID, and community 
organizations housing these programs must continually 
develop their understanding of differences in the learning 
level, style, readiness, and motivation of the individual 
with special needs. All are interconnected, as the ability 
to address the first two areas influences the development 
of the latter (Gredler, 2009). These differences influence 
student responses to and internalization of class concept 
delivery and materials.

The limitations of this study included the selection of 
a small group of students and instructors. The group size 
may limit the ability to generalize findings to other envi-
ronments and student groups. The study was also limited 
to a two-day expressive reading workshop.  Although an 
appropriate match for the typical class size and learning 
timeframe experienced by students in classes in the envi-
ronment for study, these limitations may affect the gen-
eralization of findings to other environments and student 
groups. Another limitation was the inclusion of experi-
ential classroom work without reliance on tests or other 
ratings-based data. Studies focused on the assessment of 
grades or other comparative outcomes may require the 
addition of such sources within the triangulation of data.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Three recommendations are offered based on the findings 
of the study. Each contributes ideas for strategies in the 
special needs classroom. Final recommendations for fu-
ture study identify potential next steps.

Recommendation One: Development of creative 
motivational materials. Students who were apprehensive 
engaged fully in reading work through the use of scripts 
and theatrical activities, employed as resources to build 
positive associations between class work and creative pro-
cesses (Hirst et al., 2011).

Over 90% of students with a disability will learn in 
inclusive classrooms (AACTE, 2011). These students 

may be required to learn from materials and methods 
designed for typical classes of learners. However, detach-
ment from learning experiences can occur when students 
with ID do not have access to materials and supports that 
engage their ability to learn and encourage an increased 
personal connection to concepts. Leaders may leverage 
such understanding and increase responsiveness through 
awareness of research, training of staff, and development 
of teaching tools toward related best practices. 

Recommendation Two: Develop methods leveraging 
motivational support. 

Adult students with ID do not enter the classroom 
alone. They bring with them the residual anxieties from 
all previous educational environments with low expecta-
tions based on learning level and pace (Graham, 2015). 

The potential of these students is often overshadowed 
by the stigma caused by misconceptions about their abil-
ity to learn. This point is reflected in the shortage of pro-
grams and data specific to their learning needs (Manthey, 
2011). This fact can also be reflected in the insecurities 
of the students, requiring personal connection to materi-
als for increased motivation through engagement, confi-
dence, and learning satisfaction. 

These students possess their own distinct opinions and 
understand their personal needs. However, those who in-
struct them do not always have the training to understand 
(Petner-Arrey & Copeland, 2015). Leaders focused on 
programs for training and professionals who work direct-
ly with adult students with ID can engage in the ongoing 
development of methods toward increased student ex-
pectations of and motivation resulting from experienced 
success. Such methods may increase engagement in class-
room activities and provide intrinsic motivation through 
ongoing personal learning validation and support.	

Recommendation Three: Develop Alternative Mo-
tivational Assessments. Educators must navigate budgets 
and resources often prioritizing areas other than processes 
to benefit a student’s individual learning pace (Graham, 
2015). Determining the results of such focused instruction 
would require alternative assessments addressing students’ 
unique learning styles and needs (LoC, 2016). Increased 
focus on learners’ successes can maximize their sense of 
self-advocacy, resulting in additional time for the instruc-
tor to address the needs of other learners in special needs 
and inclusive classrooms (Stockall, 2014). This increased 
self-advocacy and independence in the classroom may also 
translate to a student’s independence in other areas of life.

Recommendations for Future Research: Keller 
(2008) also added a fifth category of volition to the 
ARCS model, titled the ARCS-V, which focused on the 
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sustainment of personal actions for continued work to-
ward the achievement of goals. Potential applications of 
ARCS-V include use as a possible tool for future study of 
long-range motivation for learning. 

The research was limited to a specific learning envi-
ronment and topic area. Therefore, another recommen-
dation for future study includes applications to other 
subject areas and learning spaces. Additional questions 
regarding best practices and evidence-based solutions 
could inform the functional use of future study results.

CONCLUSIONS

The work of this study adds to the professional discussion 
of strategies for the development and delivery of moti-
vational curriculum for individuals with ID. Strategies 
include methods for increased student confidence and 
self-efficacy. The research also expands previous profes-
sional discussions related to studies of Keller’s (1983) 
Motivational Design Theory (MDT) and related ARCS 
motivational instruction model (Keller, 2008) and ap-
plications to current instructional frameworks for class-
rooms of learners with ID. Contributions include results 
that inform future discussion related to the development 
of policy for ongoing formative and summative motiva-
tional learning assessments and methods for evaluation 
and analysis of motivational instructional approaches 
employed in classrooms including learners with ID.

The information may inform progressive efforts in 
areas of research, practice, and policy. The design and 
methodology of this study may also be useful in estab-

lishing approaches for other research methods for (1) 
delivery of motivational instruction, (2) production of 
new classroom tools for motivational assessment, and (3) 
development of new opportunities for students motivat-
ed and continued academic progression. Such continued 
research may contribute toward an increased understand-
ing of perceptions of motivation within students with ID 
and enthusiasm for the continuation of their individual, 
ongoing journeys of higher education.  

SUMMARY

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) discuss a unique representa-
tion of the bounded case study as a phenomenon depict-
ed by a circle with a heart in the center. The heart is the 
focus and the circle the symbolizes definition of the edge 
of the study (Miles et al., 2014). The imagery matches 
the work of this and future research diving into that circle 
of the classroom to reach the heart of the adult learner 
with ID. The diving expedition of this research brought 
information to the surface for additional discussion of 
the students’ expressed, intrinsic needs toward percep-
tions of personal motivation and learning success.
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