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My school, ACES Academy, is made up of students over the age of sixteen that have not been successful at the normal high school.  There are several reasons students attend ACES. Learning disabilities, troubled home life, legal issues, social issues, and frustration with traditional education are a few examples of why students attend our school.  All of these reasons interfere with motivation in our students.  They come to our school with an expectation to change.  

The students have a history of not being motivated and they come to our school with this affecting their confidence in their own abilities.  Cognitively, they are not motivated because their educational experience has beaten them down.  They do not believe in themselves and they have trouble seeing the worth of their education.  For our students to be motivated, they first need to feel self-worth.  We need to create an environment where we can change these feelings.  It is something that cannot be done with rules or policies.  We need to change the way they think about themselves and the value of their education.  We do not do this.  We think we can change their motivation by raising the bar.  Going from not motivated to motivated is not a simple process and our students struggle with it.  


From the outside, our motivational program looks simple.  Our marking periods are divided into nine-week segments.   During the nine weeks, motivation fluctuates.  With the majority of our students, their motivation can be described as a reverse Bell Curve.  They start out motivated and as the term progresses, their motivation falls.  It continues this way until the near end of the semester when grades will be assigned.  At this point, there is a mad rush and high motivation is again seen.  To clarify, I believe that motivation is not visible.  It is the acts that are seen.  Therefore, I have to characterize motivation in this situation as students attending, completing their assignments, working to their ability, participating in classroom activities, taking interest in their work, asking questions and staying after school to make up missed time.  It can also be seen through their attitudes.  If they are motivated, they are more likely to enjoy school.  

To respond to this motivational problem, our staff got together and developed a plan to help motivate our students.  The plan is called the Three C Rule.  Students take four classes during a marking period at ACES.  According to this rule, students have to get better than a C- in three of their classes.  If they do not obtain this goal, they are punished by having to sit out the following marking period.  They are not able to attend our school and therefore do not obtain any high school credit for the following marking period. 


The school is set up to break down the barriers that made them unsuccessful in the past.  The classes are in three two-hour blocks.  The first part of the hour is meant for instruction and the second part is for group and individual work.  During this time, students receive a lot of attention and help.  Also, fifty percent of their grades are based on participation and attendance.  These policies are meant to help our students succeed.  

The problem is that grades are not an important aspect in our students’ lives.  They are not a motivating factor.  Our students have not been successful in the past.  Grades are seen as a negative because they only remind them of their failures.  Students have the attitude that passing a class with a D- is good enough.  In some cases, good grades are seen as being negative because it could destroy their image as a rebel.  They do not plan on going to a college that looks at grades for acceptance.  Their parents do not expect them to get good grades.  Even they do not expect to get good grades.  
Our school has to be a school of new beginnings.  We need to break the mold and stop doing what made our students be unsuccessful in the past.  The pressure of grades made these students unsuccessful in the past.  In her book, Deborah Stipek argues that in order to have motivation, a student will ask the question, “Will I be successful?” (Stipek, 2002).  This is the essential idea behind cognitive motivation. A student believing in themselves is crucial for them to be successful.  In many cases at our school, the students go into the marking period thinking that they will not be successful.  As the policy was being implemented, I was worried about a particular student.  In talking with that student, I asked him about his expectations of the new policy.  He replied, “I have never gotten that good of grades before. I don’t think that I will be back next semester.”  This was his attitude through the marking period and he did not get three Cs.  After sitting out nine weeks, he did complete five marking periods in a row and graduated last year.  It was through mentoring and tutoring that this student found success.  
The policy has affected our school in the last year and a half. But, I do not believe that it has affected motivation.  Before this rule was implemented, students had to sit out if they failed three out of their four classes.  With the bar being raised to Cs, the number of students who have sat out has been doubled.  We still see the same reverse bell curve with a lack of motivation.  The grades have improved at our school, but I believe that this is at the expense of the people having to sit out and it also destroys the self-confidence of struggling students.  It has led to students quitting in the middle of the semester and also to some behavioral issues.  On several occasions, I have had students in my office for behavior issues and they expressed that they do not care because they will not be back next marking period anyway.  This is not an environment for optimal motivation.  
The rule does not fit in with our school.  The school is set up to make students successful.  There are many preconditions in place that create a motivating environment. The school is small and the students say that there is “not the drama that they had at the high school.”   It is meant to give students a second chance and the students are aware of this.  It is a new beginning where students can forget about their failures of the past.  ACES is a chance for them to begin to develop a positive self-image and this motivates them to change.  There is a lot of individual support to help the students with their goals.  The school is a safe place with little conflict between students.  The rule takes emphasis off individual learning goals.  The rule does not accommodate for the individual.  It does not take into consideration the students’ ability, what is going on in their lives and their own expectations. 
With most of the students at ACES, grades are external motivators.  They do not strive to get good grades.  I am not saying that these students are not motivated.  It is a cultural difference and they are motivated by different means.  Their motivation is to change and to succeed in life.  I believe as a staff, we are putting our own values of grades onto our students and we expect our students to strive by them.  I know that I was motivated to get good grades in school.  I was motivated to get into a university.  ACES students are different.  Most of our students come from families with little education.  They value completing high school and having the skills to get a job.  A select few want to continue on to a community college.

This rule does not fit with the TARGET Model mostly because it does not set goals for the individual.  Students are not given the authority to set their own goals.  The school sets the bar and this makes an unauthentic goal for the students.  Furthermore, recognition in given only at the end of the marking period. It makes the emphasis the end result and we do not focus on the learning process.  We do not give credit to a student who made great improvement, but who received a D+.  We do give credit to students who find the work easy and have no trouble getting a C.  This does not motivate them either because they do not find it to be challenging.  Getting good grades creates competition between students. It breaks down the community of learners that we try to build on a daily basis.  It is too stringent of a rule for alternative education.  It does not give the students room to make mistakes.  They are not allowed to retake tests or assignments.  It is set up to motivate students who are motivated by grades.  A student I interviewed summed it up perfectly.  He said, “I don’t care about grades.  I just want to get out of here.” 

I believe that as a school we need to review this policy.  It does not help them start a new educational life.  Instead, we need to focus more on why students are not motivated and then create a plan.  Good grades are too foreign.  I believe that we need to focus more on the individual.  Individual plans need to be developed for each student.  They need to set their own goals and expectations.  We need to embrace the fact that the students have difficulties learning.  We need to show them that learning and developing as a student is more important than grades.  This will increase effort and motivation.
In the discussion for the class, my team gave many interesting ideas that would help at ACES.  One idea was that grades should be replaced with points and students need a certain amount of points to graduate.  This would allow students to be more motivated because they would see the value in the work and recognition would be given on a daily basis. This would also give them more control of their own learning.  They would know the importance of getting their work done.  The harder they work, the closer they will get to graduation.  
Another idea was to institute a mentoring program.  Mentors would work well in creating an individualized plan for students.  Instead of making students sit out for nine weeks, ACES should put the students on an individual plan.  With the mentors help, the students should set their own goals and their plans to achieve them.  Let the students determine what is important to them and where they want to concentrate their efforts.  This will motivate them a lot more than reaching a certain level of grades.    The mentors main goal needs to be to help students to strive to be a master learner. Our school needs to get the student to be more concerned with the process instead of the product.   The most important idea that I came across in our reading in regards to this problem had to be Stipek’s ideas behind attribution retraining.  Instead of having the students sit out, we need to motivate them by making them see why they failed.  As mentors, we need to make them see that it is not a lack of ability.  It is a lack of effort that made them unsuccessful.  Grades do not reflect this.  Grades are always not that controllable.  Effort is controllable.  Concentrating on effort would give them control which in return does not make them feel helpless.  This would help in the motivation. (Stipek, 108-109).  
An emphasis on mentoring and a switch from grades to point achievement fits with the target model.  It would change the environment of our school and truly make it a new beginning.

Task

Mentors first priority would be to get students to develop an educational plan.  As a part of this plan, students would have to set goals that pertain to what they want to do with their education and with their future.  This is why a point system would be beneficial to our school.  As a school in the Alpena School District, we still need to fulfill the requirements of the school board.  With a point system, the students could tailor their plan to their own needs.  They could take classes that pertain to their own interests and their own plans.  As a part of the education plan, they would be given a sheet that explains the requirements and what classes fulfill which requirements.  This is not much different from college where students created their own schedules.  To complete each class, the students would have to reach a certain number of points in each class.  These points need to be based more on the learning process and less on the outcome.  Much like we have it now, the majority has to be based on participation in the learning process. We need to build the students confidence and show them that they are able to be successful as long as they have effort. Teachers can help create this by setting clear objectives that are achievable by each student. Each objective could correspond with a student getting an additional point.  To fit with students educational plans, each objective and lesson may be modified or differentiated, as well as varying the task from day to day, to meet the needs of the individual.   

The educational plans also need to focus on goals.  They need to be both short and long term.  This is important because students need to have an overall idea of where they are going while still seeing success on a daily basis. This gives meaning to what they are doing and confidence in that they can achieve every day.  Part of the mentoring process has to be the monitoring of these goals.  Students need to evaluate whether or not they are achieving them.  If they are, they will feel self-satisfaction.  If they are not achieving them, they need to identify the factors behind this and make changes.

Mentoring and a point system would be very important in that it would create “I can do this task” attitude (Stipek, 41).  This is the way to break them of their old habits.  Just like bad habits, small successes can be contagious.  They can build on each other to become a student who enjoys learning and being in school.  This student would see the value in his or her actions and be motivated to learn.

Authority   

A lot of the motivation to implement  the Three C Rule has to do with authority.  It takes control away from the students and it gives it to the adults.  It is used to control behavior.  For example, the participation grade in our school is affected by the way a student acts.  If a student swears, the grade will drop no matter how much effort the student put into his or her work that day.  This makes motivation transfer.  It goes from having value in the task to having value in the way they act.  This has negative effects on trying to create a master student who is self-motivated.   I believe that we need to give more authority to the students. The first part of this has to do with the student’s educational plan.  They need to set goals because it is critical for cognitive motivation.  These goals need to stress the value of the process.  The student needs to see that they are in school for other reasons than just to get good grades. Having students personally involved creates many advantages over other motivational strategies.  It allows for a deeper understanding of the relationship between behavior and consequences.  Instead of teachers taking points away, the students need to see that their own behaviors keep them away from achieving their goals.  This will allow them  to feel more in control over their learning and behavior.  In her book, Stipek argues that cognitive behavior modification requires students to take responsibility by administering their own rewards (Stipek, 45). It is so important to get students into this process because they are much more likely to set goals and work to achieve them when they are authentic.

 Beyond giving the students the opportunity to create an education plan, we need to give them partial control of what is taught in our school.  To do this, I believe they should have control of the topics they cover in class as well as what classes are offered in our school.  Teachers need to help students find topics that are interesting to them in each class.  For example, instead of assigning a topic that the students should do a report on, they should let the students decide what topic they want to cover.  Let the decision come from what interests the student.  This way, the students will be more motivated because they value what they are learning.  We also need to let the students have a hand in what classes are taught. Teachers should work with students each year to create courses that interest the students.  If students are interested in going into carpentry, we should not teach a traditional Geometry class.  The student should get with the teacher and create a Geometry class that is tailored for students who have an interest in going to that field.  This would motivate those students because they would see the value of what they are doing.  They will use those skills the rest of their lives and this would help keep them motivated.    
Recognition

Through the mentoring process, recognition would be given mostly privately.  This is important because we do not want to create competition between the students.  Grades create competition and this does not work for our students. This goes against what Brophy describes as creating a learning community (Brophy, 2004).  Instead, students need to help each other.  This is why the point system would work better. They are not in competition with other.  They are only striving to reach enough points to complete a class.  With the points system, they could work together to achieve their goals.   


At ACES, we have an awards ceremony at the end of each marking period.  This is important to many students because it reinforces the pride they have in doing well for that marking period.  My problem with the awards ceremony is that it is always the same students getting the awards.  It is based on achievement rather than effort.  I see the student who worked harder then he or she has ever worked before, but did not get good grades.  That student has to sit there and watch another student get three awards for academic achievement.  This does not reinforce that student’s effort.  With the points system, only milestone achievements would be recognized.  Other achievements would be recognized through mentoring.
Grouping


As mentioned above, we need to create a learning community free from competition and one that focuses on collaboration to reach goals.  Beyond the students working together, I believe that the teachers need to do more to create a learning community.  They have to be a part of the mentoring process.  They need to collaborate with the students to help them reach their goals.  This has to be a fundamental shift from an authoritarian role to a team leader.  They need to get away from telling the students what they should learn.  They need to act like a guide and let the students discover for themselves.  
Evaluation


I believe that the points system fits well into the Target Model.  In it, evaluation is a part of the process of learning and not the end of it.  To get points, students will have to achieve certain levels of performance.  This could be in the form of a test or an assignment.  With the points system, this would be different than from what we have now because students have the opportunity the redo assignments and tests until they reach a certain proficiency.  In the past, they were never allowed to do this.  All of these failures helped create an attitude of low self-esteem.  The points system embraces the fact that students will not always pass.  Instead of dwelling on it, we need to use it as a tool.  We need to mentor students so that they can learn from their mistakes.  This will help show them that effort, not ability, it the most important part of being successful.     
Time


As a high school, we need to get away from the traditional notion that high school is a four year tour of duty.  At ACES, we cannot have freshmen, sophomores, juniors and seniors.  We only can have students who are striving to reach their goals and attain the enough points to graduate.  On the classroom level, teachers need to be flexible in their lesson plans.  They need to give the student an opportunity to work at a different pace.  All students have different abilities and teachers need to allow more time to accommodate this.  This fits well into the points system in that students are working at their own pace.  Mentors need to work with their students to set time goals.  This is important because we cannot allow students to take ten years to complete high school.  Their goals should be reasonable in that they fit their abilities while still pushing them to work hard.   

I believe that ACES needs to get away from the Three C Rule.  We are an alternative high school and this is a traditional way of looking at motivation.  We need to look more at the individual in terms of motivation.  This rule does not give us the opportunity to do that.  Instead, we should look to mentoring and a points system.  This will better motivate students because it fits their needs better.  Both would help in creating a master student.  This is important because a master student will not lose motivation in the middle of a marking period and will show the motivational qualities we are looking for in our students.    
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