Motivating Students to Lever Exam Scores by “Nailing” Assignments: An Empirical Test of Herzberg’s Motivator-Hygiene Theory
Kathy Pettit-OMalley, College of Business and Economics, University of Idaho, P.O. Box 443161, Moscow, ID 83844-3161, 208-885-6819, komalley@uidaho.edu
Thomas Liesz, College of Business and Economics, University of Idaho, P.O. Box 443161, Moscow, ID 83844-3161, 208-885-5447, tliesz@uidaho.edu
Mark Rounds, College of Business and Economics, University of Idaho, P.O. Box 443161, Moscow, ID 83844-3161, 208-885-4199, mrounds@uidaho.edu
Shenghan Xu, College of Business and Economics, University of Idaho, P.O. Box 443161, Moscow, ID 83844-3161, 208-885-1083, shenghan@uidaho.edu
Daniel Eveleth, College of Business and Economics, University of Idaho, P.O. Box 443161, Moscow, ID 83844-3161, 208-885-4396, eveleth@uidaho.edu
ABSTRACT
In a team-taught integrated business class, we employed same-day student presentations and evening exams.  We recognized that preparing for a presentation and an exam in tandem could result in several benefits and drawbacks. In particular, we were concerned that preparing for a presentation and an exam concurrently might result in excessive stress, could limit other study time for the test, and could result in both inferior exam performance and dissatisfaction.  Employing Herzberg’s Motivator-Hygiene Theory, in which both satisfaction and dissatisfaction are related to motivation, we were able to successfully predict which students would prefer the same-day presentation and exam format in the future.  

Background

Our University’s business school offers an Integrated Business Curriculum (IBC) program that consists of 17 credits in six modules over the course of one academic (junior) year, taught by a 5-person faculty team. The modules, collectively, replace the traditional principles courses. Team projects each semester include a written report, an oral presentation, and a poster presentation. Two-hour essay exams are given every third Wednesday evening to assess individual performance.  Essay questions are given out one week before the exam, and a subset of those essays is randomly drawn at the exam time.
While students prefer to have no class on the exam day, with a two-hour exam, one “orphan” hour needs to be covered during the normally three-hour class period.  The semester of this research, two student teams per exam day gave presentations during the daytime hour. Topics for each presentation related closely to a particular exam question. Our rationale was that as teams prepared their presentations, they would be studying in depth at least one exam question, and other students would benefit (i.e., in higher exam scores) from listening to in-depth presentations on the exam day. We also anticipated that student reactions to the format would be mixed, because some might observe a benefit from the added stress of an additional assignment at the same time as a major exam while others might not.  
Stress has alternately been defined as both an independent (stimulus-based models) and a dependent (response-based models) variable [3] [4].  Stimulus-based models define stress in terms of situations (termed stressors) that cause distortions in people’s behavior; and the focus is on the interactions between stressors and responses.  If an individual’s tolerance level for a stressor is exceeded, some negative response will follow. Thus, the reaction to a stressor can be quite different from one person to another [1] [7] [8]. Response-based models focus upon a reaction an individual has to threatening or disturbing stimuli [9].  Responses can “take many forms, from immediate, reflexive, physiological reactions to chronic changes in behavior or health” [10], often termed as strains.  

Motivator-Hygiene Theory

Herzberg and his colleagues have concluded that motivation (and indirectly, future performance) can be facilitated by previous satisfying experiences [6], if and only if dissatisfying experiences do not interfere. Specifically, they believe that dissatisfaction, caused by inadequate “hygiene” factors, can undermine the ability of “motivator” factors to enhance satisfaction and subsequent performance.  Regardless of how many aspects of satisfaction are present, or how satisfying certain aspects of a situation may be they may be rendered ineffective if inadequate levels of hygiene factors are also present.  As such, motivator factors (e.g., job enrichment) are only predicted to increase motivation only when adequate levels of hygiene factors (e.g., working conditions) are present.  

In the current teaching context, satisfaction with the presentation and exam combination could lead to greater motivation and, as a result, could potentially enhance exam performance.  Accordingly, one would expect those students who are involved in both tasks the same week to start preparing early and work more diligently.  Even though there would likely be increased stress, it could result in higher motivation and improved exam performance.  However, if an individual were to view the situation as too stressful ― i.e., inadequate levels of a hygiene factor (not enough time to study for both) ― it could lead to dissatisfaction and subsequent decline in motivation and/or performance.  This view is consistent with the findings of Beehr & Newman [1], Schuler [8] and Lazarus and Folkman [7], which indicated that individual differences do exist in response to potentially stressful situations.

Methodology

At the beginning of the 2007-2008 academic year, students formed teams and then randomly selected a faculty mentor, presentation topic and presentation date. Topics and presentation dates coincide with the mentor’s functional area and the date of an exam with questions related to the topic.  At the end of the semester, we administered an anonymous questionnaire concerning student attitudes and opinions about having the exams and presentations on the same day. Questions measured various aspects of potential satisfaction and dissatisfaction.  All such questions asked participants to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with a statement (Likert), with higher numbers indicating greater agreement. Questions relating to the potential costs and benefits of the system were interspersed throughout the questionnaire.  Students were also asked to report their previous GPA and gender, and whether a question related to their team’s presentation was selected for the exam. We also maintained data on when each group presented, and grades of each student.  Whether or not a person had been involved in a same-day presentation, as well as whether or not a question related to his or her presentation was randomly drawn could be related to objective performance on the exam.

RESULTS
Based on the population of the two sections of IBC (n = 96), 77.1% of the students had higher scores on the exams when they presented than their mean for the other exams, and the scores of the students on the presenting teams were, on average, 2.26 points higher than for their non-presenting peers. Thus, the additional time and workload constraints imposed by preparing a presentation for the same day as an exam, did not handicap presenters relative to non-presenting students on other tested material.  
The first analysis on the attitude and perceptual data (n = 59; response rate 61.5%), was to see if differing dimensions existed which reflected aspects of both satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the same-day presentations.  Factor analysis revealed two factors with Eigen Values of greater than 1.00.  The first factor, which we subjectively interpreted as “satisfaction” aspects, had an Eigen value of 2.682, and accounted for 44.69% of the variance.  The “dissatisfaction” factor, accounting for 21.62% of the variance, had an Eigen value of 1.777.
Next, we created two indices:  one corresponding to Satisfaction and one to Dissatisfaction.  For each index, we made a summated multiplicative score of one’s ratings on various scaled variables, weighted by the corresponding factor loading for the variable. To test the implicit hypothesis of Herzberg’s Motivator-Hygiene Theory, we ran a discriminant analysis.  We were able to accurately predict 79.1% of the time whether a respondent would prefer to maintain or drop the same-day presentations the following semester, indicating that future preferences (presumably related to motivation) were related to both satisfaction and to dissatisfaction.  This result supports the implicit hypothesis. 
Conclusions
Just as had been asserted by Herzberg’s group, satisfaction and dissatisfaction seemed to be separate dimensions of the current student “job” relating to completion of both exams and a same-day presentation.  Using knowledge of both a student’s areas of satisfaction and dissatisfaction, we were able to predict whether one would prefer to maintain or drop the presentations the following semester.  Further from a pedagogical standpoint, exam performance was no worse for presenters, despite having more time pressure and, presumably, more situational stress. Finally, in comparing exam performance, it should be noted that the “control group” was other students in the class who had not presented.  However, those students also had the advantage of hearing each presentation, and of receiving a related handout.  A better comparison would have been between presenters, and students in another section taught by the same faculty team, but who had not had the benefit of listening to student presentations.
It should be noted that how students perceived the in-class presentation task in advance was likely to affect their motivation, willingness to start early, and ultimately their performance on both the presentation and the related test.  When we introduced the presentation assignment, we strongly stressed the advantages of having further clarification of important exam-related topics. Without this “pitch”, the results might have been different.  In Herzberg’s terms, the dissatisfaction produced by inadequacy of study time for a test and potential resulting stress might have rendered any related aspects of satisfaction inadequate to produce the requisite motivation to perform well.  
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