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M
eet Nadia, a veteran who recently returned from a tour of duty and 

began her first year of college. Nadia has been in school a few months 

now, and she’s surprised at how different college life is from her previous 

experiences. In the military Nadia’s life was highly structured; she 

maintained a constant schedule and received her duty assignments 

from her commanding officer and other superiors that clearly identified what 

she needed to do, when, and with whom. In college, Nadia’s instructors 

don’t provide as much structure. They expect Nadia to schedule her 

own time and figure out how — and how much — to study. Nadia 

finds this new freedom exciting but also intimidating. She knows 

it’s up to her to stay motivated, make good decisions, and take 

responsibility for achieving her own goals.

Like Nadia, you may be surprised, excited, and 

intimidated by aspects of college life that seem 

unfamiliar, even if your background differs from hers. 

As a result, you may have difficulty staying motivated, 

making smart choices, and taking charge of your 

learning. But by understanding more about these 

important college survival skills, you can restore the 

initial enthusiasm you felt as you looked ahead to 

your first term at school. And you can truly own your 

college experience. As a result, you’ll get the most 

value from your classes — including new knowledge 

and skills that will help you excel in your career.

In fact, motivation, decision making, and personal 

responsibility will be just as critical in your work life as in 

your college life. Why? Recent college graduates can’t expect 

to stay with their first employer for a lifetime. They need to 

develop marketable skills, be flexible, and prepare to find new jobs 

if necessary. Doing this involves seeking out mentors for guidance, 

regularly assessing your abilities and needs, and creating action plans to 

build new skills and strengthen others. In short, to be competitive in today’s 

work world, you need to assume responsibility for your own success.

In this chapter you’ll learn how to activate three forces that will keep you 

motivated in school: believing you can succeed, viewing your coursework as 

relevant to your goals, and cultivating a positive attitude. In addition, you’ll learn 

strategies you can use to make careful decisions and take personal responsibility 

for your education. Finally, you’ll see how each of these skills can help you excel 

in your professional life.

Don Mason/Getty Images
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   What Keeps You Motivated?  

 Imagine it’s Friday night, and you have five chapters to read in your nutrition text-
book to prepare for a test on Monday morning. Let’s say that you’re not very con-
fident in your reading abilities; you don’t think you’ll spend much time reading 
in your career; and you often feel frustrated when you have to read long passages 
about topics that don’t really interest you. Given these feelings and thoughts, you 
probably won’t feel motivated to work through the chapters this weekend.      

   ACES Reflection: 
 Motivation, Decision Making, 
and Personal Responsibility  

  WRITING PROMPT:  Ask students to 
refl ect on these questions: Are you 
as excited about college now as you 
were on the fi rst day? Are you more 
motivated in some classes than in 
others? Have all your experiences 
been positive so far? Have you 
received any negative feedback in 
class that caused your motivation 
to falter? These responses will help 
students begin to assess their own 
level of motivation for college. 

 Take a moment to reflect on your Motivation, Decision Making, and Personal 
Responsibility score on ACES. Find your score and add it in the box to the right. 

 This score measures your beliefs about how well you stay motivated, make decisions, 
and take responsibility for your learning. Do you think it’s an accurate snapshot of your 
current skills in these areas? Why or why not? 

 IF YOU SCORED IN THE HIGH RANGE  and you think this score is accurate, 
you may be very good at staying motivated, making careful decisions, and taking 
responsibility for your education. This is great news! Now, though, look for new 
ways to improve. As you read this chapter, focus on developing even better ways 
to stay motivated, make decisions, and actively drive your own learning. The more 
strategies you build up, the better prepared you’ll be when you run into those 
inevitable moments of feeling overwhelmed. 

      IF YOU SCORED IN THE MODERATE OR LOW RANGE , don’t be discouraged. 
You  can  strengthen your motivation, learn how to make good decisions, and take 
more responsibility for your learning. This chapter is filled with tips you can begin 
using now — and you can start with the ideas below!      

   ACES + ACTION  
 ACES paired with action is what leads to positive change. Now that you’ve reflected 
on your ACES results, how will you  use  what you learned about yourself to stay 
motivated, make better decisions, and take personal responsibility? Try these concrete 
suggestions, or get inspired and create your own! 

      Make a list.  Write down the top three reasons that you’re in college, and use that 
list to get inspired when you grow tired of studying. Remind yourself why you’re 
here each and every day. 

     Stay focused.  You’re getting ready to read one of the most important chapters of 
this book. Set a goal to stay focused as you read: plan to take a 5-minute break every 
hour to refresh yourself. 

     Talk to an instructor.  Take responsibility for getting the most out of your education: 
Identify a course that you find challenging and make an appointment with the 
instructor to discuss difficult concepts or assignments.                

  My ACES Score   
    High 
    Moderate 
    Low 

To find your  Motivation, 
Decision Making, and 
Personal Responsibility 
score , go to the LaunchPad 
for  Connections , Second 
Edition.
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50 C H A P T E R  3  ❘ Motivation, Decision Making, and Personal Responsibility

Now imagine a different scenario. Once again, it’s Friday night, but this 
time you have an investigative story due Monday for your journalism class. You 
believe you’re a good writer, and you think you have a meaningful and import-

ant story to tell — plus, you love this class. Given these thoughts and 
emotions, you’ll probably feel motivated to work hard on the story 
over the weekend. Why? You believe you can do a good job, meaning 
you have strong self- efficacy in your journalism skills. You see this 
writing task as relevant to what matters most to you. And you have 
a positive attitude  about the task facing you. These are three key 
components of motivation (see Figure 3.1).

Let’s begin by taking a closer look at each component. Then 
we’ll  compare two types of motivation — and explore which is more 
powerful.

Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy refers to your belief in your ability to carry out the actions needed to 
reach a particular goal. In other words, you believe you can be effective. The stron-
ger your sense of self-efficacy, the more likely you’ll do what’s needed to achieve 
your goals and to keep trying even when you encounter setbacks.

Take Moira, who always struggled in her high school Spanish classes. She 
didn’t believe she could improve, so she gave up easily on projects and her grades 
suffered as a result. If Moira had believed that she could do what was needed to 
master Spanish, she would have taken action to make it happen — for example, 
by finding a tutor or joining a study group. Her grades would have ultimately 

improved. Her sense of hope that she could succeed in school would 
have been restored. And she would have built new knowledge that would  
have equipped her for jobs that require Spanish speaking and writing 
skills.

If you find yourself in a situation like Moira, how can you strengthen 
your sense of self-efficacy? Try the following tactics, suggested by psychol-
ogist Albert Bandura.1

 Experience success. One important component of a SMART goal is 
that it’s achievable. Achieving a desired goal enhances your self- 
efficacy beliefs (“I did it once, so I can do it again!”) and spurs you to 
take on your next challenge. In that way, success builds on success. 
By proving to yourself that you’re making progress, as you do when 
you use the Personal Success Plan, you strengthen your sense of 
self-efficacy and are more likely to succeed at your next goal.

 Observe others who are successful. You can strengthen your self- 
efficacy beliefs by watching other people complete a task success-
fully. Psychologists call this process modeling. For instance, join a 
study group and see how students who get the best grades take 
notes during lectures. Or ask tutors at the math and writing centers 
to show you which strategies they’ve used in the past to master the 
subject matter. Doing so will help motivate you to try these activi-
ties yourself in the future.

 Seek support and encouragement. Being supported and encouraged 
in your pursuits helps you believe more strongly in your ability 
to achieve goals. So surround yourself with people who want you 
to succeed. Let them know not only when you’re struggling but also 
when you’re making progress toward your goals. Their encourage-
ment will help you feel even more confident in your abilities.

FIGURE 3.1 
Three Key Components 
of Motivation

MOTIVATION 

Self-
Ef�cacy  

Relevance  

Attitude

self-efficacy: Your belief in 
your ability to carry out the 
actions needed to reach a 
particular goal.

ACTIVITY: Divide the class into 
pairs. Have students in each pair 
share what they consider to be 
their greatest success. Invite each 
student to share how this success 
has motivated him or her to 
achieve important goals.

Self-Efficacy Secrets. These dance 
 students are building self-efficacy by expe-
riencing  successes gained through  practice. 
They can strengthen their self- efficacy 
even more by observing each other’s  
best techniques and sharing  suggestions. 
PeopleImages/Getty Images
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 What Keeps You Motivated? 51

 Turn stress into a motivator. Stress is natural — everyone feels it — and it isn’t 
always a bad thing. In fact, a little bit of stress can energize you to tackle a 
challenge. Too much stress, however, can sap your motivation. The key is to 
find a middle ground — just enough stress to inspire you, but not so much 
that it paralyzes you.

Relevance
If you think that a goal has relevance for you — that achieving it will make a pos-
itive difference in some way — you’ll feel more motivated to work toward that 
goal. (Remember the R in SMART?) Relevance can even motivate you to achieve 
a goal that seems boring or unpleasant in the short term, because you know that 
by meeting this challenge now, you’ll get something that’s important to you in 
the long term. For instance, maybe you dread your English composition class. Still, 
you force yourself to work at the class assignments because you understand that 
knowing how to write well will help you in your professional life, no matter what 
career you choose to pursue.

If a subject or an assignment seems irrelevant to your life at first, connect it to 
something that is relevant. If your motivation for a particular task starts to wane, 
try out these strategies.

 Find something interesting in every class. Almost all academic topics relate to 
one another in some way. For example, if you’re a psychology major taking a 
history class, you might be able to write a paper on the history of psychoana-
lytic thought. Even though the paper is for your history class, the topic connects 
with something that interests you. If you remind yourself of such connections, 
seemingly irrelevant projects will become more relevant than you thought at 
first — and you’ll be more motivated to do a good job on them.

 Connect coursework to your long-term goals. Doing well in college can give 
you the knowledge and skills needed to achieve your long-term goals — such 
as going to graduate school, getting into a highly competitive program like 
nursing, or effectively managing family or community responsibilities. 
Always try to keep the big picture in mind.

 Focus on practical benefits. Remind yourself of the practical benefits of 
achieving a goal — for instance, “If I can maintain a 3.5 GPA, I can keep my 
scholarship” or “If I pass this class, I’ll avoid the cost of retaking it.”

ACTIVITY: Invite an upperclassman 
to visit your class and share his or 
her strategies for college success. 
Invite the class to incorporate 
these strategies into their own 
study habits. Then, invite students 
to find a successful model at 
work. What does this person do 
to make him or her successful in 
the workplace? How can students 
use these techniques for their own 
professional success?

The Power of Relevance.  
When your goals have relevance 
to you, you’ll stay motivated to 
achieve them — even in the face 
of serious setbacks. Take Malala 
Yousafzai, the Pakistani activist 
for female education and the 
youngest person to ever receive 
the Nobel Peace Prize. After a 
gunman shot and nearly killed 
her and the Taliban threatened 
her life and her father’s, her 
commitment to education only 
grew stronger — so strong that 
she’s now attending college. ODD 
ANDERSEN/AFP/Getty Images

CONNECT
TO MY EXPERIENCE
Write down two goals you have 
for yourself right now — one 
that you’re highly motivated to 
achieve and one that you’re 
less motivated to achieve. What 
is the difference between these 
two goals? How could you link 
the latter goal to something 
that’s highly relevant to your 
life, in order to improve your 
motivation to succeed?

WRITING PROMPT: Ask students 
to imagine where they’ll be in five 
years. What do their lives look like? 
Now ask them to imagine what 
their lives will look like if they 
don’t finish college. How do these 
two outcomes differ?
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52 C H A P T E R  3  ❘ Motivation, Decision Making, and Personal Responsibility

 Build transferable skills. Use general-education courses to develop transfer-
able skills like note taking, writing, time management, and critical thinking.

 Focus on a love of learning. The feeling of accomplishment you get from mas-
tering new material — even if that material isn’t your favorite — can give a 
task meaning.

Attitude
A positive attitude is a beautiful thing: It makes you more resilient in the face 
of difficulties, helps you learn from your mistakes, and increases your enjoyment 
when you succeed. It’s also a powerful motivator that can keep you energized and 
focused on your goals. Use the following strategies to stay positive, even when a 
project, an assignment, or a class leaves you feeling uninspired.

 Identify something positive resulting from the work you’re doing. Even little  
rewards can make difficult tasks more pleasant. Look for those small 
moments of enjoyment or positivity, and take time to appreciate them. For 
instance, if you’re reading your ecology textbook, you might unexpectedly 
find a photo of the natural world that takes your breath away. Or if you’re 
working with a classmate on a calculus assignment, you might realize that 
you have a lot in common and that this person could become a good friend.

 If possible, take at least one course in your intended major each term. That way, 
you can spend some time each week focused on the content you most enjoy.

 Think and speak positively. Monitor your self-talk: what you tell yourself 
about the courses you’re taking, the assignments you’re working on, and 
your goals. Positive self-talk — thinking positive thoughts and making posi-
tive statements — protects you from stress, promotes creative thinking, aids 
in problem solving, and can help you stay motivated.2 Interestingly, how you 

FOR DISCUSSION: After reviewing 
the recommendations provided in 
the text, ask students to brainstorm 
other ways to stay positive even 
when they feel uninspired. What 
strategies have worked for them in 
the past? What strategies will they 
try in the future?

Fake It ‘til You Make It.  
 Maintaining a positive attitude 
can help you remain motivated 
to work toward your most 
challenging goals. So practice 
thinking positive thoughts and 
making positive statements 
about yourself and your studies. 
Does positive self-talk feel  
awkward or contrived to you?  
If so, remind yourself that some-
times you have to “fake it ‘til you 
make it.” marekuliasz/Shutterstock

ACTIVITY: Invite a volunteer to 
name his or her least favorite 
class. What skills are required to 
do well in this class? Create a list 
of about ten different skills on the 
whiteboard. This will probably 
take a lot of prompting. Next, ask 
students how these skills can be 
applied in other situations.
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refer to yourself when engaging in self-talk makes a difference. According 
to one recent study, addressing yourself as “you” rather than “I” tends to be 
more effective.3 So, the next time you’re studying for an upcoming biology 
exam, you may be tempted to mutter something like “There’s no way I’ll 
ever remember this stuff on the test.” Instead, try telling yourself, “You can 
understand the concept of photosynthesis; you just need to stay focused 
and spend time mastering this topic.”      

 When your self-efficacy is strong, your task is relevant, and you have a posi-
tive attitude, you’ll feel especially motivated to work toward a goal. See  Table 3.1  
for examples of how these components fit together to help you achieve what is 
important to you.     

   Tap into Your Internal Motivation  
 In your school, work, and personal life, multiple motivations underlie the choices 
you make. Maybe you decided to go to college because you enjoy learning new 
things, but also because you need to build skills that will get you a good job. 
 Perhaps you’ve joined a study group because you’ll meet friendly people, but 
also  because it will help you get better grades. Each of these decisions reflects 
the two kinds of motivation identified by psychologists: intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation.   Intrinsic motivation  stems from your inner desire to achieve a spe-
cific outcome.  Extrinsic motivation  derives from forces external to you, such as 
an expected reward or a negative outcome that you want to avoid. If you study 
hard because you enjoy the feeling of success, then you’re motivated for intrin-
sic reasons. If you study hard because you need to maintain a 3.0 GPA to keep 
your scholarship, then you’re motivated for extrinsic reasons. Sometimes you’ll be 

  Goal    Strong self-efficacy    High relevance    Positive attitude  

  Conduct research in the 
library for an English 
composition paper  

 I used the online catalog 
successfully last week, so I 
should be able to find the 
materials I need this week. 

 This isn’t my favorite 
class, but I’ll need to 
conduct research in other 
classes, too. If I build my 
skills now, I can apply 
them in my other classes. 

 Instead of telling myself 
that this project will be 
boring, I’ll think about 
how good it will feel to 
check this task off my 
to-do list. 

  Read three chapters 
in my textbook 
for Foundations of 
Education  

 I’ve worked with a tutor to 
create a reading schedule, 
so I know what I have to 
do to finish the chapters 
on time. 

 I want to become a 
teacher, so this reading is 
relevant to my long-term 
goal. 

 I feel too tired to complete 
all my reading this 
weekend, but I do like 
the boxes in the chapter 
where real people share 
their stories. I’ll read those 
first to energize myself. 

  Do a group marketing 
campaign project for my 
business class  

 Last spring I worked with 
some neighbors to design 
a fund-raising campaign 
for our local after-school 
program. I can apply 
what I learned about 
working in a group to this 
assignment. 

 I want to do creative work 
and eventually manage a 
team. This project will let 
me create something I can 
show employers as part of 
my portfolio. 

 One of my classmates 
on this project seems 
especially creative. I think 
it’ll be fun to work with 
her on this assignment. 

  TABLE   3.1  
 How Key Components of Motivation Help You Achieve Goals  

intrinsic motivation:    
 Motivation that stems from 
your inner desire to achieve a 
specific outcome.  

extrinsic motivation:    
 Motivation that derives from 
forces external to you, such 
as an expected reward or a 
negative outcome that you 
want to avoid.  
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influenced by both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. For example, you may gen-
uinely enjoy the subject you’re studying, but also work hard to keep up your GPA.

Both types of motivators can prompt you to meet your goals, but intrinsic moti-
vation has some special benefits over extrinsic motivation. First, intrinsic motiva-
tion is usually more reliable because you control it. How? You stay focused on the 
positive feelings you’ll experience when you achieve the goal, and that keeps you 
motivated. Also, intrinsic motivation is especially helpful in unfamiliar or confus-
ing situations — both of which can occur during your first year in college. For exam-
ple, your professors will assign course material, but they may not tell you how to 
learn it. You have to figure that out, and intrinsic motivation can spur you on.

But how can you find an approach to building intrinsic motivation that works for 
you? Many techniques are covered in this chapter: using positive self-talk, identi-
fying positive aspects, and finding something interesting in challenging situations. 
In addition, leaders of industry, professional athletes, psychologists, salespeople, 
Navy SEALs, and others often use another powerful technique — visualization.4 In 
visualization you imagine the outcome you’d like to see happen and the steps it 
takes to get there using your senses, including sight, sound, smell, and feel. Visual-
izing a desirable outcome can stir up positive emotions and motivate you to work 
hard. It prompts you to think about your values, the relationship between your 
short-term and long-term goals, and the steps needed to reach these goals.

To visualize effectively, relax and clear your mind. Imagine your future self 
accomplishing the goal you set out to achieve. Where are you? Who are you 
with? What are you doing? How do you feel? Use these images and feelings to 
maintain motivation. You’ll have a chance to try a visualization activity at the 
end of the chapter.

Make Good Decisions

In your school, work, and personal life, you might make hundreds of decisions 
every day. Some choices are straightforward and quick, like selecting tuna over tur-
key for lunch. Others are more complex, with higher stakes. For example, should 
you stay in school even if your spouse isn’t supportive? Should you buy a car to get 
to class even though you’re already carrying heavy credit card debt? What major 

Congratulations, Future Self!  
One way to build intrinsic motiva-
tion is to visualize yourself accom-
plishing a goal that is important 
to you — for example, getting 
your degree or certificate. So 
paint a positive mental picture to 
cheer yourself on, and remember: 
You’re working hard for a reason. 
Terry Vine/AGE Fotostock

FURTHER READING: A brief 
article in Psychology Today written 
by Leslie Becker-Phelps, Ph.D., 
entitled “Peak Performance: in 
the NFL, Fortune 500, and Life” 
(January 17, 2010), discusses how 
intrinsic motivation affects many 
areas of our lives.

FOR DISCUSSION: Ask students 
to share what motivated them to 
go to college. With the help of the 
class, categorize their motivations 
as either intrinsic or extrinsic. 
Discuss why intrinsic motivation 
can be particularly beneficial.

ACTIVITY: Ask students to keep 
a log of their decision making 
for one day (to the best of their 
ability). What automatic decisions 
did they make? Did any decisions 
require critical thinking? The more 
detail they provide, the better.
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  voices of 
experience
student 

        NAME  
  Patricia Perez   

   SCHOOL  
  Georgia State 
University   

   MAJOR  
  Nutrition   

   CAREER GOAL  
  Registered Dietitian      

 STAYING MOTIVATED IN COLLEGE  

  Breaking things down 

helps me stay motivated 

even when I don’t enjoy 

the work as much.  

     Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f P

at
ric

ia
 P

er
ez

  

 Many factors keep me motivated in school. As an international student, it’s very 
important for me to be successful in college, not just for my own fulfilment but also 
to keep my scholarships. My family members, who still live in Venezuela, are working 
extremely hard to support me and give me an opportunity for a bright and success-
ful future. I feel it is my responsibility to be successful not just for myself, but also 
for them. 

 I’m also motivated to earn my degree so I can become a well-prepared registered dieti-
tian, and when the time comes, I can go back to my country to help rebuild its health care 
system. I want to help others with my knowledge and change people’s lives through the 
benefits of eating well. 

 When I’m in class for my favorite subjects, staying motivated isn’t a problem — I can sit 
down and enjoy listening to the lecture. However, right now, I’m taking a chemistry class 
that I’m struggling in, which makes it very difficult for me to stay motivated and get good 
grades. For this reason, I spend a little bit of time each day studying. Breaking things down 
helps me stay motivated even when I don’t enjoy the work as much. I usually have a to-do 
list for that day’s assignments and crossing out one thing per day for my chemistry class 
makes me feel I’ve accomplished something really, really good. It’s just a rewarding feeling 
that encourages me to continue! 

 Additionally, I attend supplemental instruction (SI) sessions at least once per 
week. SI sessions are classes taught by students who previously took the same class 
and aced it. A great part about those sessions is that I can invest time in studying 
while also meeting other people. For my chemistry class, I met another student, and 
we set up times during the week to study the material together. We’re now great 
friends, and we encourage each other to excel in this class, even though it’s not our 
favorite!   

    YOUR TURN    Like Patricia, do you have particular strategies that you use to 
stay motivated in courses that you find challenging or less interesting? If so, what 
are those strategies? How well do they work for you?  

will you declare? The outcomes of the choices you make, along with the complexity 
or difficulty of such choices, can affect your motivation. And your level of motiva-
tion can ultimately influence whether you achieve the goals that have personal 
meaning for you. 

 With tough choices, you need to weigh your options carefully, but you also 
have to make reasonable decisions that help you move forward. If you obsess 
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about making a perfect decision, you can fall victim to “analysis paralysis,” which 
can sap your motivation and leave you feeling hopeless about selecting a course 
of action.

How do you make a reasonable decision even if you’re feeling overwhelmed or 
frightened by a choice you’re facing? Try the following steps, which have a lot in 
common with the steps in the Personal Success Plan.

1. Identify the decision to be made. Articulating the decision sets the stage for 
the rest of the process.

2. Know yourself. Identify your strengths, weaknesses, interests, and values. 
This self-knowledge helps you think broadly about your options.

3. Identify your options. With a friend, colleague, or family member, brainstorm 
options available to you and write them down on a sheet of paper.

4. Gather information about each option. Research the details of each option 
you’ve listed, such as what actions you’d need to take if you chose that 
option and who could help you take those actions.

5. Evaluate your options. List the pros and cons of each option. Rate each option 
based on how attractive it is to you and how it will affect the people who are 
important to you.

6. Select the best option. The option with the highest rating is often your most 
reasonable choice. If you feel nervous about committing to this choice, 
remind yourself that you can always change your mind later if the decision 
doesn’t work out as well as you had hoped.

7. Develop and implement an action plan. List the actions you’ll take to follow 
through on your decision. Then take those actions.

8. Evaluate the outcomes of your decision. Determine whether your decision has 
worked out. If not, follow this eight-step process again to arrive at a new 
decision.

Making complex, high-stakes decisions will always be challenging, but this pro-
cess can help you take a systematic approach (see Figure 3.2 and Table 3.2). Also, 
the more you practice using it, the easier it gets.

CONNECT
TO MY EXPERIENCE
Select one choice you’ve made 
recently — personal, academic, 
or professional — and reflect 
on the decision-making 
process you used. In a brief 
paragraph, answer these 
questions: What decision-
making steps did you take? 
Which steps didn’t you take? 
How could the steps you didn’t 
take have been helpful to you?

FOR DISCUSSION: Walk through 
the decision-making process using 
a simple example such as “What 
should I have for lunch?” Explore 
what would happen if you skipped 
a step. Would you still get the same 
results? Next, apply the decision-
making process to a much more 
complicated situation, guiding 
students through each step.

ACTIVITY: To connect this section to 
the previous section on self-efficacy 
beliefs, invite students to identify 
an academic skill in which their self-
efficacy is weakest. Then have them 
apply this decision-making process 
to figure out the best option for 
improving their self-efficacy.

FIGURE 3.2
The Decision-
Making Process

1. Identify
the decision
to be made

2. Know
yourself

3. Identify
your options

4. Gather
information
about each

option

5.
Evaluate

your
options

6. Select
the best
option

7. Develop and
implement an
action plan

8. Evaluate
the outcomes

FURTHER READING: Carlin Flora’s 
brief article “Choices: Lost in the 
Aisles” (Psychology Today, 2004) 
examines the impact of having too 
many choices and looks at some 
of the literature regarding this 
topic. See also Barry Schwartz, The 
Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less 
(New York: Harper Perennial, 2004).

04_GOR_10716_ch03_047_070.indd   56 25/07/18   7:22 AM



 Take Responsibility for Your Actions — and Your Education 57

   Take Responsibility for Your Actions — 
and Your Education  

 We’re all accustomed to some degree of personal responsibility in our lives, but 
in college, personal responsibility is a whole new ball game. For one thing, if 
you just graduated from high school, you’ll likely notice that in college you have 
more independence  and  more responsibility than you had in high school. And if 
you entered college a number of years after graduating from high school, you’re 
probably used to personal responsibility, but you’ll also find yourself accountable 

   TABLE   3.2  
  Examples of the Decision-Making Process    

 Step  Example 1  Example 2 

  Identify the decision to 
be made  

 I need to select a major.  My mom is sick in another country. 
Should I leave school to take care of her, 
or should I continue my studies? 

  Know yourself   I love history, art, music, and literature, 
but I’m not an artist or a musician. I enjoy 
interacting with people. I value family, so 
I don’t want to work sixty hours a week. I 
may want to work in a museum or in arts 
management. 

 I value my family and my education. I’m 
the oldest of three, so my mom relies on 
me a lot. I’m also the first in my family to 
go to college, which is a point of pride for 
my loved ones. 

  Identify your options   I’m considering a major in art history, 
finance, business, or psychology. Taking 
various electives is also an option. 

 I called my brother back home and 
discussed options: Take a year off from 
school to help mom, or stay in school and 
my brother will care for mom. 

  Gather information 
about each option  

 I’ll learn more by meeting with my 
academic adviser, visiting the career 
center library, and interviewing recent 
graduates who are working in museums 
and the entertainment industry. 

 I’ll research the answers to some key 
questions: If I take time off from school, 
can I keep all my credits? Is my brother in 
a better position to help? Can we arrange 
for someone else to visit during the day? 

  Evaluate your options   The information I gathered suggests that 
art history and business could prepare 
me for jobs in the arts. 

 Taking a year off from school would 
make things tough for me. My brother 
works days and could be with mom every 
evening. Hiring a visiting nurse to check 
on mom at lunch would ensure regular 
care for mom during the day. 

  Select the best option   I’ll major in art history but take electives 
in business and management. 

 We’ll have a nurse visit mom once a day 
and my brother will be there each night. 

  Develop and implement 
an action plan  

 I’ll declare my major and meet with 
my new art history academic adviser to 
create a course plan. 

 My brother lives near mom, so he’ll 
interview nurse candidates. My brother 
and I will split the costs. We’ll also ask 
several of mom’s friends to check in on 
her when they’re able. 

  Evaluate the outcomes 
of your decision  

 I’ve taken courses in my major for one 
term and I like them, but my gut tells me 
that declaring a business major will give 
me the most options after graduation. I’ll 
need to do more career research before 
I’m comfortable with my decision. 

 This arrangement has worked out well. 
Mom’s nurse and friends check in on her 
during the day, and my brother comes by 
after work. I’m doing well in school, but I 
really miss mom — I’ll visit her during the 
next school break. 
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for new kinds of decisions. For example, you may be accustomed to balancing 
child care and work, but now you’ll have another area to look out for: staying 
focused on your studies.

Only you can decide how to balance your various responsibilities as you pur-
sue your degree and that’s okay: Ownership is a good thing. In fact, taking per-
sonal responsibility for your education is empowering. It puts you in control of 
maintaining your motivation and making smart choices. For instance, if you don’t 
see why a particular assignment is important, you can find reasons to care. If you 
keep missing class, you can set two alarms so you’ll wake up on time.

By taking responsibility in these ways, you drive your learning and your per-
sonal growth. You also prove to yourself that you value your education and show 
respect for your instructors and the classmates who depend on you to complete 
group projects and assignments. Taking responsibility for our actions isn’t always 
easy, but every college student — and every professional in the workplace — needs 
to do it.

In the next section, we’ll explore four ways to take ownership of your success: 
two that involve putting yourself in the right frame of mind to take responsibility 
for your actions, and two that involve taking concrete steps to get the most out of 
your education.

Develop a Growth Mindset
Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck proposes that there are two types of 
students. Those with a growth mindset believe they can change aspects of their 
lives and further develop or improve their talents, skills, and abilities.5 They assume 
personal responsibility for their success and learn as much as they can from their 
failures. Maintaining a growth mindset and believing that they can improve is  
motivational for these students.

By contrast, students with a fixed mindset believe they can’t improve their 
 talents, skills, and abilities, and tend to see themselves as victims of circumstance, 
which saps their motivation completely. Take Justin, who turned in a project late 

Cross That Finish Line. No 
matter what your goals are, only 
you can cross the finish line and 
reach them. By taking personal 
responsibility in college, you 
drive your own learning and 
growth, rather than look to  
others to lead you. That’s real  
power — but you have to 
embrace it. Cultura/Getty Images

growth mindset: The belief 
that one can further develop 
or improve one’s talents, 
skills, and abilities.

fixed mindset: The belief 
that one cannot improve one’s 
talents, skills, and abilities.

CONNECT
TO MY RESOURCES
List your most important 
responsibilities this term. 
Identify two resources, 
either on campus or in 
your community, that can 
help you build a plan for 
managing these high-
priority responsibilities.

WRITING PROMPT: Remind students 
that they are their own coach by 
telling them that they are responsible 
for creating an all-star academic 
team. Ask them to evaluate their own 
performance as a student so far this 
term. Would they make the team? If 
so, would they make first string? If not, 
what steps could they take to become 
more successful academically?
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and was penalized one letter grade. He blamed work and family demands for miss-
ing the deadline, and he didn’t reflect on his behaviors or learn how to manage his 
time more effectively; as a result, he struggled to turn in his work on time when the 
next project came around.

When you have a growth mindset, you take responsibility for setbacks. You 
examine the behaviors that led to the failure, identify what you could have 
done differently, and apply those lessons to the next situation. For example, if 
Justin had adopted a growth mindset after losing a letter grade, he might have 
identified behavior changes to make in the future, such as exchanging work 
shifts as a deadline approaches or working on assignments when his kids are 
in school.

If you feel that your abilities are fixed and you blame others for setbacks, you 
miss an opportunity to learn how you can improve in the future. Adopting a growth 
mindset is a win-win situation: When you fail, you take steps to improve, and 
when you succeed, you get the credit for making a positive change. Either way, you 
become a better student and get more value from your education.

Understand Why Outcomes Occur
In addition to growth mindset, another related factor influences our sense of 
personal responsibility: Whether we believe that we control what happens to 
us or that outcomes occur as a result of someone (or something) outside of 
ourselves.

Psychologists have studied how people explain outcomes for almost a century, 
and in doing so, they’ve developed a concept called attribution theory. According 
to this theory, we tend to attribute what happens in our lives to either internal or 
external causes (those within ourselves or outside ourselves), and we tend to believe 
that those causes are either stable or transient (meaning that they stay the same or 
they can change). Generally speaking, when we can attribute causes to factors that 
are both internal and transient, we’re in a better position to take responsibility for 
our choices and the outcomes we face: We believe that we are in control and that 
things can change for the better next time around.

WRITING PROMPT: Ask students 
to think about a situation that 
didn’t work out as they had hoped. 
At the time, did they view the 
outcome using a fixed mindset 
or a growth mindset? If they 
viewed the outcome using a fixed 
mindset, invite them to reframe 
the situation using a growth 
mindset. What would they do 
differently?

Keep a Growth Mindset. When 
you have a growth mindset, 
you’re willing to see setbacks and 
disappointments from a whole 
new angle. Instead of coming up 
with excuses or blaming others for 
failures, you look for the lessons 
hidden in these experiences —  
such as what you can do differently 
in the future to get a better result. 
serg_dibrova/Shutterstock

attribution theory: Theory 
about how people use 
information to explain the 
events that occur in their 
lives.
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 To get a better sense of how attribution theory works, let’s take a look at Raisa, 
who received a poor grade on her first math test. If Raisa attributes her grade to 
the fact that she’s not a good learner and never has been, she’s attributing her 
failure to internal and stable causes — causes within herself that she doesn’t think 
will change (see  Table 3.3 ). But if Raisa credits her grade to the fact that she didn’t 
study enough for this one exam, she’s attributing her performance to internal 
and transient causes — causes within herself that she can change next time. This 
may keep her motivated to work toward a different, more positive result on an 
 upcoming test. 

 And what about external causes? Attributing outcomes to external causes can 
be problematic because it allows us to dodge responsibility. For example, say Raisa 
blames her poor test grade on the quality of her instructor (“My professor doesn’t 
explain concepts well”), which is a stable, external cause. Or say she blames it on 
the specific test itself (“This exam had too many essay questions”), which is a tran-
sient, external cause. In either case, if Raisa doesn’t think she played a role in the 
outcome, why would she be motivated to pursue a different result next time?    

 Of course, there may be times when external causes really are to blame for 
outcomes. For example, if Raisa performed poorly on her test because she had to 
attend to a sick relative unexpectedly rather than study, she could appropriately 
attribute the outcome to an external and transient cause. But even in this situation, 
Raisa has the opportunity to create change: She can schedule an appointment with 
her instructor, explain the reasons for her performance, and request an opportu-
nity to earn extra credit toward a future exam. 

 How you explain the outcomes of your efforts in this class and others can have 
a profound impact on your motivation and future success. If you’re realistic about 
why certain outcomes occur  and  you have a growth mindset about your own abilities 
(“I can change and get better”), you’re well on the way to improving your perfor-
mance, taking responsibility, and putting yourself in a positive frame of mind.  

   Take an Active Approach to Your Learning  
 In addition to developing a growth mindset and realistically explaining outcomes, 
you can take personal responsibility for yourself and your education by becoming 
an  active learner . Many high schools have passive learning environments, where 
teachers are considered experts who impart knowledge and students memorize 
the information that is presented. By contrast, college instructors expect students 
to participate fully in the learning experience and make it their own — for example, 
by thinking critically, engaging in discussion and debate, and applying their knowl-
edge to real-world settings. Instead of simply attending class and listening to your 
instructor, in college you identify and use your own  learning strategies , which are 
methods for mastering course material. 

  FOR DISCUSSION:  Ask a volunteer 
to name a class in which he or 
she is struggling to stay focused. 
As a group, discuss specific ways 
that the student might use the 
suggestions in this section to 
become more engaged in that 
course. Have the student try out 
these suggestions and report back 
about his or her experience. 

   Stable  Transient 

 Internal     • I’m not smart.  

  • I’m bad at math.  

  • I’m a procrastinator.    

    • I didn’t study.  

  • I was sick that day.  

  • I crammed the night before the exam.    

 External     • I had a bad instructor.  

  • This college is too hard.  

  •  My life is too hectic for 
me to succeed in school.    

    • It was a hard exam.  

  • The course material was difficult.  

  •  Other obligations prevented me from 
preparing for this exam.    

  TABLE   3.3  
  Possible Explanations 
for Poor Test 
Performance   
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CONNECT
TO MY CLASSES
Pick an active-learning 
strategy described in this 
section and explain how 
you’ll apply it in a class 
this week or next.

“What Do You  Think This 
Term Means?” Joining a study 
group can help you take an 
active approach to your learning 
in college. You can discuss 
assignments with other group 
members, brainstorm which 
questions you might see on 
an upcoming test, or debate 
 concepts from class. Hybrid 
Images/AGE Fotostock

Consider Cody, who is studying to 
become a certified medical assistant and 
is taking a course in medical terminology. 
While reading one evening, he encounters 
an unfamiliar term: neuropathy. Deciding to 
puzzle out the meaning instead of Googling 
the word’s definition, Cody recalls informa-
tion he learned in his biology and anatomy 
courses: Neurology is the study of the ner-
vous system, and pathology means “disease.” 
He combines these two pieces of informa-
tion and determines that neuropathy means 
“a disease of the nerves.” By coming up with 
his own strategy to learn this material, he 
has adopted an active learning approach: 
connecting past learning to a new term to 
figure out its meaning.

As you read this book, you’ll find  dozens 
of active learning strategies — from the best 
ways to schedule your time and preview 
your textbooks to tactics for effective note 
taking and paper writing. (The ACES + Action suggestions at the beginning of 
the chapter are active learning strategies, too!) Not all strategies work in all situ-
ations, but if you experiment, you’ll figure out which ones work best for you with 
each course and assignment. In the meantime, get a head start by giving these 
strategies a try.

1.  Get involved. Asking questions in class can help clarify content you find con-
fusing. Briefly summarize what you do understand about the topic, and then 
ask about the parts that are unclear. In addition, form or join study groups 
to discuss assignments, brainstorm possible test questions, or debate ideas 
you’re learning about in class.

2.  Look for connections. What you learn in one class often relates to something 
you’re learning in another class or to an experience you’ve had in the past. 
As Cody discovered, connecting new, unfamiliar material to other material 
is a powerful active learning strategy. When you make such connections, 
you’re more likely to remember what you’ve learned, which means you can 
use your new knowledge long after the class ends.

3.  Seek applications for your new knowledge. Look for ways you can apply what 
you’re learning to your personal life, your current job, or your future career. 
Applying what you’ve learned is an important critical thinking skill and 
makes the concepts you’re learning more concrete.

Think about Thinking and Learning
If you’re an active learner who takes responsibility for your education, you mon-
itor your learning and adjust your strategies based on your results. You’re also 
aware of how you think and learn. Scholars call this awareness  metacognition, 
which means “thinking about thinking” or “thinking about learning.” For 
instance, you’re engaging in metacognition if you notice that you have an  easier 
time learning biology than learning European history, if you discover that one 

metacognition: Thinking 
about how you think and 
learn.
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study strategy works better for you than another, and every time you reflect on 
your ACES results. You’re also using metacognition when you consider why out-
comes occur (attribution theory), and determine whether you have a fixed or a 
growth mindset. And when you think metacognitively in any of these ways, you 
can use what you learn about yourself to take targeted action.

To get a better sense of how metacognition works, consider Cholena’s expe-
rience. Cholena got a C– on her first writing assignment in Freshman Com-
position, but she didn’t lose hope; instead, she turned into a metacognitive 
detective, asking herself questions about what could have gone wrong, and 
focused on getting help. She reflected on her instructor’s comments and how 
she had approached the assignment by asking herself: Did I spend enough 
time creating an outline? Did I revise my first draft and proofread the final 
version for errors? Did I ask anyone else to give me feedback before handing 
it in? She also took the paper to a tutor in the writing center. Together, they 

discussed her writing strategies, the instructor’s com-
ments, and approaches she might take to get better 
grades in the future.

Research shows that metacognition promotes 
learning.6 Students who reflect on their approach to 
coursework remember more information, apply that 
 information to new situations more effectively, and get 
higher grades. To make use of metacognition to improve 
your performance in school, try these strategies.

  Plan and organize. Set learning goals and pre-
view assignments so you can decide how best to 
approach them.

  Monitor your progress. Check your progress against 
time lines you set for yourself. Troubleshoot prob-
lems. Ask yourself whether you’re doing your best 
work or whether you could improve your effort.

  Evaluate your results and make adjustments. Con-
sider how well your learning strategies helped 
you achieve a goal. If you weren’t as successful as 
you had hoped, plan how to change your strategy 
the next time.

These metacognitive strategies may seem famil-
iar because you’ve seen many of them before. Critical 
thinking, goal setting, and decision making also call for 
you to evaluate your learning, apply new knowledge, 
reflect on your results, and make changes as needed to 

get better results. Since these skills are all connected, you can use them over and 
over again, in any setting.

Take a moment now to assess your metacognitive skills. What are you 
thinking about as you read this section of the chapter? Are you daydreaming, 
contemplating all the assignments that are due in your other classes, or pon-
dering what to make for dinner? Or are you considering how these concepts 
can benefit you, be useful in other courses and assignments, and help your 
future career? If you reflect on both the content you’re studying and the pro-
cesses you’re using to understand and apply material, you’re well on your way 
to becoming an active, metacognitive learner.

Think Your Thoughts. How 
do you usually think through 
class assignments? What  
study strategies work best for 
you? When you explore these 
kinds of questions, you’re  
using metacognition —  
thinking about how you 
think and learn. And the more 
you use it, the greater the 
chance you’ll improve your 
performance in school.  
PeopleImages/Getty Images
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spotlight on research
Grit  
Leads to

Success!

In this chapter we’ve suggested that your success depends on a number of different 
 factors, including motivation, mindset, and a willingness to take personal responsibility 
for your actions. According to a recent study, there’s one more item to add to this list of 
important success factors: a related concept called grit.7 You can think of grit as your level 
of perseverance and passion for achieving long-term goals: Students with higher levels 
of grit would be more persistent in working toward their goals than students with lower 
levels of grit. “Gritty” students are also more likely to persist when faced with setbacks, 
distractions, or boredom.

In this study, researchers set out to explore the relationship between grit and metacogni-
tion; did students with higher levels of grit also use more metacognitive learning strate-
gies than other students? To investigate, they administered a measure of grit to more than 
200   college-aged students, as well as a measure of planning and learning strategy skills 
(metacognitive skills). When they analyzed these two variables to determine their relation-
ship to each other, here’s what they discovered:

 Grit was strongly and positively related to metacognitive skills: Students with high levels 
of grit tended to use more metacognitive strategies than students who reported lower 
levels of grit.

 In addition, grit was an even better predictor of metacognitive learning strategies than 
prior academic achievement. In other words, your success in school is more a function of 
your persistence and drive than how well you’ve performed in the past.

THE BOTTOM LINE
It’s time to get gritty. By working hard to go after your goals, you may also become a more 
metacognitive, thoughtful learner. Your future success is in your hands!

Students with 
high levels of grit 
tended to use more 
metacognitive 
strategies.

Information from C. A. Wolters and M. Hussain, “Investigating Grit and Its Relations with College Students’ Self- 
Regulated Learning and Academic Achievement,” Metacognition Learning 10 (2015): 293–311.
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DISCUSSION: To help students 
process these Spotlight findings 
and apply them to their own lives, 
try these discussion prompts in 
class: (1) How can grit help you 
stay focused on pursuing a college 
degree? (2) Describe a specific 
situation in which grit helped you 
achieve a goal or accomplishment.  
(3) What metacognitive skills have 
you found yourself using so far 
this term? How have they worked 
for you?
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 Staying motivated in school  Staying motivated at work 

 Take a variety of courses so that at least 
a few each term motivate you. 

 With your boss, design your job so that 
you can use a variety of skills. 

 Establish goals in each class that feel 
relevant to you. 

 Find aspects of your job that relate to 
your passions. 

 Develop active-learning strategies and 
participate in your education. 

 Take responsibility for your workplace 
choices. 

 Evaluate the results of your learning 
strategies, and if needed, adjust your 
strategies to get better results. 

 Reflect on the results of your work 
efforts, and if needed, change your 
strategies to get better results. 

 Identify your strengths and take 
advantage of them. Find ways to 
address your weaknesses. Graduate! 

 Seek out opportunities for growth and 
advancement at work. 

  TABLE   3.4  
  Staying Motivated in 
School and at Work   

  FOR DISCUSSION:  Ask students 
to provide examples of how 
they’ve used the transferable skills 
discussed in this chapter in class. 
Then connect these examples to 
specific experiences you have had 
in the workplace in which these 
skills have been needed. Teach 
students how to make these types 
of connections when talking to 
employers during the interview 
process. 

  ACTIVITY:  Put students into 
groups and ask them to put 
themselves in the position of 
an employer. Have them list 
attributes they would want to see 
in job candidates; then ask them 
to put the attributes in rank order. 
What kind of attributes are in the 
top three? Are they similar to the 
characteristics listed here? Was it 
hard to agree on these as a group? 
Why or why not? 

   Motivation, Decision Making, and 
Personal Responsibility at Work  

 Imagine that you’re a manager who needs to fill an open position. What  qualities 
would you look for in a job candidate? You’d likely look for someone who can stay 
motivated, make good choices, and take responsibility for his or her actions — 
all characteristics you’ll develop by taking this course and applying what you 
learn in this textbook. So keep up the good work! If you do, you’ll be more likely to 
get a rewarding job, perform well in that job, and advance quickly in your career.    

     Apply Motivational Strategies on the Job  
 Staying motivated is just as important in your professional life as it is in college. 
In fact, psychologists who focus on workplace success study the role of motivation 
closely,8 since you have to stay motivated in order to be a productive employee 
who does your best work. Look at  Table 3.4  to see how staying motivated in school 
relates to staying motivated in the workplace.  

   Make Good Choices at Work  
 On the job, you make choices every day that can impact your career and your 
organization. Sometimes choices are tough. If a salesperson on your team gives 
a friend an unauthorized discount, what do you do? If you own a restaurant 
and revenues decrease, do you lay off employees or raise prices? In cases like 
these, the  decision-making process outlined in this chapter can help you make 
 sensible choices. 

 Of course, not every decision you make will work out the way you had hoped 
it would. When that happens, stay positive, rethink strategies that aren’t working, 
and consider how best to make a change. By doing so, you’ll demonstrate meta-
cognition and a growth mindset.  Choose  to own your successes and take steps to 
bounce back from your mistakes.  

   Take Responsibility to Boost Career Success  
 Taking responsibility on the job can enhance your career prospects. In fact, 
research shows that employees who have more independence — and therefore 
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              As an entrepreneur and small-business owner, decision making is critical for my success as 
well as my family’s livelihood. While I make lots of small decisions every day, major deci-
sions about my business can make a difference in success or failure. I recently had a critical 
decision to make regarding staffing in my business. I was spending a lot of time working 
and wasn’t seeing much income for all of my efforts. I knew it was time to make a decision 
about how to move the business forward. 

 I started with a self-evaluation. Through this process of introspection and gathering 
information about myself, I laid out the fact that I’ve always had lots of ideas and tons of 
passion to give back to the world. I also discovered that I’m sometimes short on execution, 
or seeing my ideas through to the end. I was also spending three to four hours a day con-
ducting administrative tasks for the business — not a good use of my time and creative 
energy. Using this information, I evaluated my options and made the major decision to hire 
a personal assistant to free up time. This was a significant expense for my small business, 
but I believed that it was the best choice. 

 Looking back on the past few months, this has turned out to be a wonderful choice. I’m 
working fewer hours and my income has increased. To be an effective leader and catapult 
your business to success, you have to make tough decisions. Knowing the facts and the 
options available can help you make the best decision. Often the best option requires a 
leap of faith. 

    YOUR TURN    Have you had to make a tough decision in a work situation? If so, 
how did it turn out? What did you learn from the outcome of your decision?   

 MAKING DECISIONS ON THE JOB 

  Knowing the facts and the 

options available can help 

you make the best decision.  
   NAME  

 Tiona Blyden  
   PROFESSION  

 Entrepreneur  
   SCHOOL  

 Morgan State University  
   DEGREE  

 Bachelor of Science  
   MAJORS  

 Communications and 
Broadcast Journalism  

more responsibility — experience greater job satisfaction, better performance eval-
uations, and more success. 9

 Taking responsibility can also help you deal with work challenges. Psycholo-
gist Marla Gottschalk describes one common challenge in today’s workplace: Feel-
ing as though you don’t have enough time to complete all the tasks facing you.10 

When this happens, people sometimes point to others as the source of the prob-
lem: “My coworkers are always interrupting me” or “We have too many meetings.” 
(In attribution theory, these are external attributions, since other people are get-
ting the blame.) Gottschalk suggests another response: acknowledging your role in 
the problem. Ask yourself: Do I value my own time and communicate that to my 
coworkers? Or: What am I going to do to remedy this situation? With this approach, 
you make yourself part of the solution to your problem. And that means  you  can 
control your own effectiveness at work.  
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 Based on your 
ACES results and 
what you learned 
in this chapter, 
are you inspired 
to set a new goal 
aimed at improving 
your motivation, 
decision-making 
skills, or ability 
to take personal 
responsibility? If so, 
the Personal Success 
Plan can walk you 
through the goal-
setting process. 
Read the advice 
and examples; then 
sketch out your ideas 
in the space provided.    

  my 
personal 
success 
plan  

 MOTIVATION, 
DECISION 
MAKING, AND 
PERSONAL 
RESPONSIBILITY 

      To access the Personal 
Success Plan online, go 
to the LaunchPad for 
Connections , Second 
Edition.   

 1 
 2  
 3  
 4  
 5  
 6  

 
  IDENTIFY A GOAL  
  Choose a motivation, decision making, or personal responsibility goal to 
work toward this term. Here are some general ideas you might draw from; 
you can also create a goal of your own.   

     Identify something that motivates me in every class. 
    Practice using positive self-talk. 
    Use the decision-making process to make choices. 
    Develop a growth mindset. 
  Become an active learner.  

 
  MAKE YOUR GOAL SMART   
  Rewrite your specific goal so that it’s SMART, and make sure to use the 
SMART goal checklist.   

  SAMPLE:     I’m struggling to stay motivated in my sociology class. By the end 
of the week, I’ll fi gure out how to make the course content more 
relevant to my interests and goals. 

 
  CREATE AN ACTION PLAN  
  Outline the specific steps you’ll take to achieve your SMART goal, and note 
when you’ll complete each step.   

  SAMPLE:   Tomorrow, I’ll ask my instructor if I can write my term paper on a topic 
I’m passionate about: factors that cause economic inequality. 

 
  LIST BARRIERS AND SOLUTIONS   
  Think about possible barriers to your action steps; then brainstorm 
solutions for overcoming them.   

  SAMPLE:     My instructor might reject my term paper idea. If she does, I’ll explain 
my areas of interest to see if there’s another topic that I’m just as 
passionate about that would meet the course requirements. 

 
  ACT AND EVALUATE OUTCOMES   
  Now that your plan is in place, take action. Record each action step as you 
take it. Then evaluate whether you achieved your SMART goal, and make 
any adjustments needed to get better results in the future.   

  SAMPLE:     My instructor and I were able to identify several alternative topics that 
interest me and would meet the course requirements. 

 
  CONNECT TO CAREER   
  List the skills you’re building as you progress toward your SMART goal. How 
will you use these skills to land a job and succeed at work?   

  SAMPLE:     I’m learning more about my interests and how to incorporate them 
into my coursework. These skills could help me work with a supervisor 
to design job responsibilities that appeal to these interests. 
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  IDENTIFY A GOAL  
  Choose a motivation, decision making, or personal responsibility goal to 
work toward this term. Here are some general ideas you might draw from; 
you can also create a goal of your own.   

     Identify something that motivates me in every class. 
    Practice using positive self-talk. 
    Use the decision-making process to make choices. 
    Develop a growth mindset. 
  Become an active learner.  

 
  MAKE YOUR GOAL SMART   
  Rewrite your specific goal so that it’s SMART, and make sure to use the 
SMART goal checklist.   

  SAMPLE:     I’m struggling to stay motivated in my sociology class. By the end 
of the week, I’ll fi gure out how to make the course content more 
relevant to my interests and goals. 

 
  CREATE AN ACTION PLAN  
  Outline the specific steps you’ll take to achieve your SMART goal, and note 
when you’ll complete each step.   

  SAMPLE:   Tomorrow, I’ll ask my instructor if I can write my term paper on a topic 
I’m passionate about: factors that cause economic inequality. 

 
  LIST BARRIERS AND SOLUTIONS   
  Think about possible barriers to your action steps; then brainstorm 
solutions for overcoming them.   

  SAMPLE:     My instructor might reject my term paper idea. If she does, I’ll explain 
my areas of interest to see if there’s another topic that I’m just as 
passionate about that would meet the course requirements. 

 
  ACT AND EVALUATE OUTCOMES   
  Now that your plan is in place, take action. Record each action step as you 
take it. Then evaluate whether you achieved your SMART goal, and make 
any adjustments needed to get better results in the future.   

  SAMPLE:     My instructor and I were able to identify several alternative topics that 
interest me and would meet the course requirements. 

 
  CONNECT TO CAREER   
  List the skills you’re building as you progress toward your SMART goal. How 
will you use these skills to land a job and succeed at work?   

  SAMPLE:     I’m learning more about my interests and how to incorporate them 
into my coursework. These skills could help me work with a supervisor 
to design job responsibilities that appeal to these interests. 
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                      3  CHAPTER SUMMARY  

 In this chapter you learned how motivation, decision making, and personal responsibility 
affect college and career success. Revisit the following key points, and reflect on how you 
can use this information to support your success now and in the future. 

  Three key components of motivation are  self-efficacy , or your belief in your ability 
to carry out the actions needed to reach a particular goal; the  relevance  of a goal 
to you; and your  attitude  toward the goal. The stronger these components are, the 
more motivated you’ll feel to work toward the goal. 

  You can be motivated by either intrinsic rewards (for example, a feeling of accom-
plishment) or extrinsic rewards (such as praise from others). But intrinsic motivators 
are more powerful than extrinsic motivators. 

  The eight-step decision-making process can help you transform your motivation 
into action by making carefully considered choices. 

  To take personal responsibility for your learning in college, you can develop a 
growth mindset, consider why different outcomes occur, take an active approach 
to learning, and reflect on how you think and learn and make the changes needed 
to improve (metacognition). 

  Motivation, decision making, and personal responsibility set the stage for career 
success as well as college success. By acquiring or strengthening these skills now, 
you’ll make an attractive candidate for jobs that interest you, and you’ll perform 
better in those roles.     

   CHAPTER ACTIVITIES   

   Journal Entry  
   TURNING A FIXED MINDSET INTO A GROWTH MINDSET  

 In this chapter you read about the difference between a fixed mindset and a growth 
mindset. People who adopt a growth mindset believe that intelligence and talent aren’t 
fixed; rather, they believe that these qualities can be developed. They’re also more likely to 
embrace challenges and persist in the face of obstacles. 

 In this journal entry, describe an activity or an academic subject area in which you 
don’t feel confident or don’t believe you would do well. With respect to this activity 
or subject area, have you ever felt you just weren’t smart enough or talented enough 
to succeed? Explain. Now, challenge yourself to think differently: Take on a growth 
 mindset for the activity or academic subject area you just described, and outline at least 
three concrete steps you could take to develop skills and abilities that you don’t have 
now. To structure your discussion, you may wish to respond to the following questions: 

1. What skills and abilities would you work to build? 

 2. How would you build them? 

 3. What would you do or tell yourself to keep going and stay motivated if things got 
difficult?      
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Adopting a Success Attitude
VISUALIZING SUCCESS

Visualization is a powerful success strategy that can instill positive emotions, help you 
assess the relevance of your goals, and motivate you to follow through on your intentions. 
Try a short visualization activity designed to help you reflect on your motivation for being 
in college.

1. Find a quiet, peaceful place where you can be alone. Close your eyes and breathe in 
deeply through your nose. Hold for a count of three, and then breathe out through 
your mouth. Repeat this process until you feel your body relaxing and your mind 
clearing.

2. Imagine yourself in a graduation gown walking across the stage to receive your 
diploma. You shake hands with the college president, and as you walk off the stage 
you notice a video camera pointed at you. A reporter asks if she can interview you 
for a “graduation success story.” You agree. Think about how you would respond 
to her questions: “How are you feeling right now? What does this accomplishment 
mean to you? What explains your success? How did you stay motivated when the 
going got tough? How will your life change now that you have this degree?” The 
reporter thanks you for your time, and you walk back to your seat.

3. Translate your thoughts and feelings about getting your degree into action steps. 
What three actions could you take this week to ensure that you’re on the right path 
and to make this graduation scenario come true?

Applying Your Skills
GETTING THE GRADE YOU WANT

In this chapter you read about ways to be an active, metacognitive learner. By monitoring 
your attitude and effort, evaluating your results, and adjusting your strategies as necessary, 
you can get the outcome you want. This activity will help you practice these skills.

Monitoring Your Progress 
Pretend that you’re the instructor of this course and that you have to assign yourself a letter 
grade as a student. Give yourself a grade that honestly reflects three class-performance 
criteria: your attitude, effort, and results up to this point in the term. You may use + or – 
designations such as A– or C+.

Evaluating Results
Explain why you gave yourself this grade by responding to the following questions:

1. How would you describe your attitude toward this class? How might you con-
sciously or unconsciously convey this attitude toward your actual instructor?

2. What kind of effort have you put into this course so far? Such effort might include 
reading, taking notes, completing assignments, participating in classroom discus-
sions, reflecting on course material, and applying your new knowledge.

3. What results have you achieved in this class up to this point? Results can include 
quiz grades, written feedback on a journal entry, points for completing an assign-
ment, and your instructor’s verbal acknowledgment of a thoughtful response you 
provided, as well as class attendance, participation in discussions, and assignments 
turned in on time.
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Making Adjustments
Give yourself both positive and constructive feedback on your attitude, effort, and results:

1. What are you doing well?

2. What could you improve?

3. What adjustments will you make in the next week to improve your performance (or 
maintain outstanding performance) in this class?

College Success = Career Success
LEVERAGING INTRINSIC MOTIVATION IN YOUR CAREER

In this chapter you’ve learned about intrinsic motivation, which in some cases can be more 
powerful than extrinsic motivation. To explore how intrinsic motivation can affect your 
career success, respond to the following scenarios.

1. You’ve won the lottery, but one condition of receiving the money is that you have 
to work forty hours a week. What three occupations would you consider pursuing? 
Why? (Don’t worry if they require more education — you’ll have the money to pay 
for it.)

2. A company offers you a job with an annual salary of $2 million. You’re asked to 
create a unique job title for yourself and outline five job responsibilities based on 
activities you most enjoy doing. What title and responsibilities would you select?

3. Identify the worst job you’ve ever had (or could imagine having). Besides an inade-
quate salary, what made (or would make) it the worst job?

Based on your responses to these three scenarios, create a list of intrinsic rewards that 
motivate you. How might you use this list to make career-related decisions, such as choos-
ing a major, identifying a career path, applying for a job, accepting a job, or leaving a job?
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