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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to shed light on the culturally novel variables that affect students’ motivation as well as the effect of these variables on the changes that may occur to students’ motivations as they adapt to and progress in the university environment. For the purpose of this study, motivation was conceptualized using Keller’s ARCS model of motivation. This model states that attention, relevance, confidence and satisfaction are the four conditions of motivation in an instructional situation. Focus groups consisting of 12 graduating students (two students from each of the six colleges) were held to retrospectively reflect on the culturally different variables that have affected their motivation throughout their years at Zayed University. More emphasis was placed on comparisons between students’ first year and their last year at the university in terms of the above variables. The main questions of focus were: 1) What are the culturally different instructional experiences that have affected student motivation during their first year and their last year? 2) What changes have occurred both in the types of culturally different instructional experiences and in student reactions to these experiences from their first year at ZU to their last year?

I. Introduction:

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is one of the smallest yet fastest growing and most developed countries in the Middle East. The UAE native population is almost 25% of the total population in the country. The remaining 75% are expatriates who have come to work or do business in the country.

Since the establishment of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in 1971, education has been a priority for the government. Primary, secondary, and higher education is provided freely to all Emiratis. There are three national higher education institutions in this country. Zayed University is the newest. Zayed University was established in 1998 to educate national women. To make sure that higher education meets national UAE needs, Zayed University provides learning outcomes and technology-based curriculum. The university employs qualified faculty from all over the world with a mandate to educate national women for leadership to create the future of the United Arab Emirates.

As a minimum qualification, Zayed University faculty should have 1) appropriate terminal degrees from Western nations, primarily U.S., Canada, Britain, Australia, and New Zealand; 2) university level teaching experiences in these countries (Howell, 2003). The Majority of Zayed University faculty members are either young graduates or faculty nearing retirement. Faculty members are offered renewable three-year contracts. However, there is a high faculty turnover; some faculty members leave after one or two years (Howell, 2003).

Zayed University selects each year Emirati female students with the highest secondary school grades. The majority of the students come from government schools where Arabic is the language of instruction. English is the language of instruction at Zayed University. In government schools (about 60% of schools in the country) boys and girls have equal access to education, but are taught in separate schools. As well, boys and girls are taught separately in many private schools. Students had limited interaction with men outside of the family before joining Zayed University. As well, the majority had no past experience with western faculty and methods of instruction. 

The purpose of this study was to shed light on any culturally novel variables that might affect student motivation as well as the effect of these variables on the changes that might occur to their motivation as they adapt to the university environment. For the purpose of this study, motivation is conceptualized using the ARCS model of motivation (Keller, 1983, 1987a). This model states that attention, relevance, confidence and satisfaction are the four conditions of motivation in an instructional situation. The first condition for motivating students is maintaining their attention. This can be achieved through instructional strategies that increase student curiosity or arousal. The second motivational factor is relevance of the instructional environment. This factor can be addressed through instruction that matches learners’ goals. The third motivational factor is confidence. Confidence is related to students’ expectancy for success or failure. Clearly stating criteria for success and providing a low risk environment can increase students’ confidence. Finally, learner satisfaction is essential for maintaining motivation. Providing appropriate learner recognition for success as well as giving appropriate feedback can foster students’ satisfaction. 

II. Review of the Literature

There might be cultural differences in what elicits student’s attention, relevance, confidence or satisfaction in an instructional situation. Also, it is possible that there are cultural differences in what heightens students’ curiosity, the nature of their goals, expectancy for success or failure, and what is considered appropriate recognition for success. As these motivational factors are not static, they might change as students adapt to the university context.

Numerous studies have been conducted on student motivation to learn during the past decades. There is also a growing body of empirical literature on student transition into the university context. However, none of these studies specifically addressed any culturally different variables that might affect students’ motivation or its change as students adapt to the university environment. Further, most previous studies on students’ motivation were conducted in Western higher education institutions underscoring the need for more information on cross-cultural university contexts.

The process theories of motivation suggest that both personal student characteristics and situational circumstances must be taken into consideration in order to understand motivation and address motivational problems (Snow and Swanson, 1992). In other words, motivation is a function of internal and external multifaceted factors. Changes in the university context as well as changes in students’ levels of development lead to changes in their motivational reactions. 

Research conducted in Western higher education institutions on student transitions into the university context has yielded two main models: developmental and college impact (Pascarella & Tranzini, 1991). Developmental theories focus on intra-individual growth and change processes. For example, Chickering and Reisser (1993) presented a theory of psychosocial development, while Baxter Magolda (1992) discussed a theory of epistemological development. Chickering (1969, 1981, 1993) explained that university students are usually in their late adolescence and early adulthood (17 to 22 years old). He discussed students’ sequential psychosocial development including developing competence, managing emotions, moving from autonomy to independence, mature interpersonal relationships, developing purpose, developing identity, and developing integrity.

On the other hand, college impact models focus on environmental variables influencing student change. Tinto’s (1987, 1993) model of voluntary attrition, Weidman’s (1989) model of undergraduate socialization, and Astin’s (1993) student involvement theory are examples of college impact models. 

Generally, both the developmental and college impact models describe three phases of university student transition and development. Schlossberg (1984) discussed the three intra-personal phases of transition which are pervasiveness, disruption, integration. During the pervasive phase, the student becomes aware of the transition and becomes preoccupied with responding to it. In the disruption phase, “the individual is a bit at sea as old norms and relationships are changing and new ones are in process” (Schlossberg, 1984, p. 61). In the final integration phase, some kind of resolution is reached and the transition experience is integrated into the broader life experience. Tinto (1993, 1997) focused on the 
institutional phases of transition; namely, separation, transition, and incorporation. During the separation phase, students disassociate themselves from past relationships to various degrees. While during the transition stage, students start to interact in new ways with members of the university into which they are trying to adapt. In the final incorporation stage, the student must establish membership in the university community in terms of competent integration into its academic and social systems. 

Since the first year and the last year at the university are being compared here, the first and the last phases of each of the above models would be the most relevant. However, these models were developed in western contexts, unlike Zayed University. 
In addition, the above models were not developed for a new university which is in fact co-developing with the students at a very fast pace. In addition to the multiple transitions that all students adjusting to a university context seem to go through, the students in this study experienced cross-cultural adaptation processes. Therefore, it is important to borrow from the cross-cultural adaptation literature. According to models in this literature, people coming into a new culture experience the three main acculturation phases of crisis, adjustment, and adaptation (Winkelman, 1994).

III. Methodology

This study has examined students’ reflections on their motivations for learning. Specifically, this study has explored the culturally novel variables that affected students’ motivation as well as the effect of these variables on the changes in students’ motivation as they adapted to the university environment. 

At the beginning of the semester, focus groups consisting of 12 graduating students were held to have students retrospectively reflect on the culturally different variables that have affected their motivation throughout their years at Zayed University. The participating students were selected through random sampling. Focus groups discussed changes in student motivation to learn as they adapted to Zayed University’s environment. They also discussed, the culturally novel factors affecting change in their motivation. Discussions focused on the four facets of motivation as per the ARCS model previously stated. Specifically, students were asked about factors that have affected their attentiveness in class throughout their years at Zayed University. Further, focus group discussions addressed students' perception of the relevance of what they have learned at Zayed University and how these perceptions have changed throughout their university years. Students discussed changes in their confidence to learn as they adapted to Zayed University’s environment. Finally, students were asked about how satisfied they have been with their learning at Zayed University and what factors have affected their satisfaction. Participants signed an informed consent form. They were assured of anonymity and confidentiality. Content analysis of the data was conducted using the NUD-IST software.

IV. Main Findings and discussion

Some of the main study findings are as follows. Culturally novel instructional experiences such as t
eam-work,  learning about and through computers (Internet, groupwise, etc.) as well as extra curricular events such as the National Day and Women’s Day came out as highly motivating for students throughout their years at Zayed University. 

These motivating experiences either fit closely with the students’ interests or with their more general culture. Although most students did not experience team-work as an instructional strategy in high school, the general UAE cultural is collaborative and group oriented. As well, all of the students are interested in computers as they see them both enjoyable and useful. 

During their first year, students reported several de-motivating culturally different experiences including using difficult books (in terms of language and context), new language, difficult projects (without enough instructions), presentation expectations higher than their level (students were confident enough), and instructors not allowing students to choose their assignment topics. It should be noted that the curricular materials, language, and instructional methodology were different than what students used to in high school. We have to note that the university programs have significantly improved during the past few years. For example, a more successful English language readiness program has replaced the Intensive English Program which had been the source of student complaints. 

At the interpersonal level, students reported culturally different experiences that negatively affected their motivation to learn including: some male instructors being too close to or touching students, some instructors holding bias against students (that students are lazy, etc.), dressing inappropriately (tight or short dress), and limited instructor-student communication (mainly due to language limitations). 

In reaction to the above de-motivating, culturally novel experiences, students reported feeling scared, embarrassed, shy, shocked, angry, confused, surprised, worried, disrespected, distracted, frustrated, afraid to talk, stressed out, offended, etc. 
 Student behavioral reactions to these cultural novel experiences include being put off, avoiding communicating with instructors, occupying oneself with doing other things, ignoring the instructors, asking “How about here?”
 (in reaction to materials deemed irrelevant), and 
complaining to their parents as well as to the university administration.


Student experiences, perceptions and reactions seem to fit the first phase of both the student transition and cross-cultural adaptation models. Schlossberg’s pervasiveness phase and the cross-cultural adaptation model’s crisis phase seem to be particularly relevant here. 

However, one has to note that the university itself was just one-year-old during the participants’ first year at the university. University policy, faculty, and programs are now more stable and aligned with student needs.  

By the students’ final year at the university, most of the first year’s de-motivating experiences disappeared. Student report teachers asking students to provide UAE examples of what is being taught, which they see as a motivating experience. The persisting experiences included problems related to instructors’ distance and dress and some books still being too difficult. As well, some new novel, de-motivating experiences appeared lately including: some instructors using the normal grade distribution (students see it unfair), 
difficulty in understanding the Zayed University Learning Outcomes. 

Students’ reactions to the de-motivating experiences also changed notably by their last year at the university. Students at this level felt confident and grew tolerant. They explain to instructors their cultural needs, talk among themselves, rely on themselves, listen to the instructor regardless of the type of instruction. At worse, they try to ignore irrelevance of materials and just study in order to graduate. 

Again, students’ perceptions and reactions by their final year is in line with the final phase of both the student transition and cross-cultural adaptation models. Schlossberg’s  integration phase, Tinto’s incorporation phase as well as the cross-cultural adaptation model’s adaptation phase seem to match student’s reported emotional and behavioral reactions. 

One of the major findings of this study is the motivational significance of cross-cultural issues. After initial interest and excitement, people in new cross-cultural situations enter the crisis phase. The crisis phase often emerges in terms of negative experiences and reactions (Winkelman, 1994). Student’s de-motivating emotional reactions and behavioral reactions are clear manifestations of the crisis phase. During the second adjustment phase, the person becomes preoccupied with learning how to adapt to the new cultural environment. To adapt successfully into a new cross-cultural environment, the person must develop problem-solving skills. During the final adaptation or adjustment phase, the person develops the skills and attitudes necessary to interact, resolve problems, and complete tasks successfully in the new environment. This is what we see in the final year when student report being “more tolerant” or “just study to graduate”. Of course, students have not relinquished previous identities for the identity of the new environment.

V. Conclusion

Overall, the data seems to fit (at least partially) the models of student transition into the university context, as discussed in the literature. This study provides an insight into the culturally novel variables that affect students’ motivations as well as the effect of these variables on the changes that may occur to students’ motivations as they adapt to the university environment. Such information is very much needed given the dearth of research in this area. Result of this study could inform motivational instructional design at Zayed University and at similar contexts. Study findings have been used for faculty development endeavors including faculty orientation programs at Zayed University. Study results could also be used to prepare the first-year students for the new university environment.  In sum, results of this study will illuminate the cross-cultural factors that affect students’ motivation as well as the processes and patterns of motivational change as students adapt to the university context. Further focused research is needed to describe the process of student motivational development in a cross-cultural, new university like Zayed University. Larger number of students could be followed for the whole four years at the university. They could be interviewed periodically and asked to keep reflective journals.
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