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Abstract
The ideal of theoretical integration in motivational approaches to education is wor-
thy, but in this commentary, I raise some (semi)contrarian concerns about both the 
meaning of theoretical integration and how that occurs. Integration is more than an 
aggregation or combination of measures but rather involves synthesis into a frame-
work with theoretic and meta-theoretic integrity. Across disciplines and fields of 
inquiry, the development of science largely happens within theories and at their 
boundaries. Integration in practice (e.g., interventions) raises different issues, mainly 
concerning the coordination of elements that may address different classroom issues, 
and therefore can stem from multiple models and theories. I also describe the com-
mon direction and progress of motivational psychology over the past several dec-
ades, albeit with some “jingle –jangle” trends muddying our conceptual waters. Yet 
contrary to the view that it is our multiple perspectives that confuse teachers, I argue 
that confusion more centrally lies in the wide gap between our generally student-
centered theories and public policies and institutional norms that hinder their imple-
mentation and their integration into practice.

Keywords Motivation · Educational theory · Integration · Self-determination 
theory · Jingle-jangle

It is truly an honor to be able to comment on this special issue and the series of arti-
cles within it. Each of these articles represents an authoritative attempt by top schol-
ars to expand the field of motivation in education through cross-theoretical “fertili-
zation” or, in a few cases, actual theoretical integration. A challenge in commenting 
here is that each of these arguments for theory expansions or integration itself comes 
from a different theoretical perspective, and while there is some convergence, the 
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specific aims and contents of the target articles differ considerably as a function of 
those perspectives and what they are attempting to integrate. I hope to highlight 
some of these specific missions and the nature of the extensions proposed. However, 
not to be entirely lauding, on three themes, my commentary will be a bit contrarian.

First, it is very difficult to argue against lofty notions such as integration and 
cross-fertilization. Who could be opposed to such a thing? Yet the more difficult 
problem is: What does theoretical integration mean, and how (through what pro-
cesses) does such integration occur? A strong sentiment in this special issue is that 
we should be actively combining distinct theories and their diverse constructs, lest 
we hold back science and progress. But there is a strong countertheory, one popu-
lar and enduring across the sciences (Chalmers, 2013), which holds that progress 
occurs through the development of often competing theories or paradigms that each 
attempt to claim explanatory and predictive territory. These theories will differ not 
only in the facts on which they focus, but even on the meanings they attach to the 
specific constructs they use to interpret these facts, and the importance and rele-
vance they assign to them. They will integrate different findings with varied degrees 
of breadth, depth, and practical utility.

So my first (semi-)contrarian aim will be to advocate for a view in which theories 
are the frameworks into which facts, constructs, models, and mini-theories are gener-
ally integrated. I will argue against the idea that constructs from different theories can 
be readily or easily fused or “modeled” together without deep consideration of their fit 
and meaning within the new framework. And I will suggest that it is often healthier for 
a theory not to incorporate “foreign” constructs and principles without doing the hard 
work, and facing the often-complex implications of, such an assimilation.

This leads to a second contrarian point. In the call for this special issue, it was 
argued that we have not made much progress since the 70’s and 80’s in the field of 
motivation in education. The argument is that we are a fragmented and diffuse field, 
spreading a confusing message, and have failed to develop new theories. Several 
contributions to the special issue echo this sentiment concerning our slow progress, 
failures to advance theory, and our overly siloed research perspectives, which are 
said to hamper our discipline’s advance and our ability to be useful to educators.

This theme reflects a characteristic that I fear is all too common among educa-
tional psychologists (and which I also love about us). We are, if nothing else, spec-
tacularly critical of our own field. Yet being among the oldest (though surely not the 
wisest) of the scholars in this special issue, I view this history somewhat differently. 
I believe there has been significant progress in the field of motivation in education 
over the past several decades. Moreover, the historical changes across these decades 
have, in a relatively concerted (if not fully integrated) way, shared a common gen-
eral direction of becoming more learner centered. I might even argue that the shift in 
our common focus is revolutionary.

It is thus not any lack of commonality or convergence of the wisdom in our field 
that makes life confusing to teachers. Thus, in my third semi-contrarian view, I will 
argue that the primary sources of confusion and incoherence for translating our work 
into educational practice are less our differing research perspectives, but rather the 
clash between what we know as educational researchers and the policies, directives, 
and institutional cultures that regulate teachers’ classroom behaviors and goals. That 
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is, what we know about best practices is rarely supported by these systems level pro-
cesses. It is, for example, hard to be “learner centered” when you are mandated to cover 
a specific curriculum, at a specific pace, and in an evaluative manner, regardless of the 
learner’s experience or needs. But where our findings have found their way to practice, 
results are often positive, demonstrating that our current bodies of knowledge can well 
contribute to the science and practice of education.

Our Progressing and Convergent Field

As I noted, both the introduction to the special issue and several of the essays in it con-
tain a brief introductory section bemoaning the confusing, multi-nodal, often siloed, 
nature of our field. The argument is that because of this cacophonous backdrop, we 
have made little progress since the 70’s and 80’s (King & Fryer, 2023). This point is, I 
think, at least somewhat overstated.

Since the 70’s (and I was there to see it), there has indeed been a dramatic change in 
the field. It would be hard for young researchers today to appreciate the dominance of 
behavioral and cognitive behavioral perspectives in that time and the separation of that 
work from the largely non-empirically based but passionate humanistic perspectives of 
the era. Yes, the 70’s was a time when the undercurrents of change in empirical tradi-
tions began, but over the next years, the field of motivation in education specifically 
evolved from an emphasis on the external control of behaviors via contingent rewards, 
toward an emphasis on the inherent propensities and psychological needs of the active 
learner. Today, the focus across many of our most prominent motivation theories, 
including those represented in this SI, is on promoting student engagement, interest, 
agency, and feeling of competence. This reflects what we (Ryan & Deci, 2017) have 
sometimes described as the “Copernican turn” of the field of motivation—putting the 
learner in the center of our universe of inquiries. This may not be a full Kuhnian para-
digm shift, but it comes close.

Reflecting such a focus, Martin (2023, p. 53) opens the series with three questions 
drawn from Pintrich (2003): “what motivates students in classrooms?”; “what do stu-
dents want?”; and…, “how do students get what they want?” Similarly, Fryer and Leen-
knecht (2023) argue that the current approach to feedback has “shifted from teacher-
centered to student-centered and from transmission-centered to process-oriented” (p 5). 
Such student-centered perspectives speak volumes about the changes to our field, which 
at one time was focused on what behaviors teachers wanted and how to reinforce them. 
Today, almost all theories appreciate that learning requires some inner motivation on 
the part of students, and they commonly seek to harness and enhance that motivation.

How Does Scientific Progress Occur?

The question remains, if there has been progress, how did such progress occur. The 
answer I will offer is that it has largely happened, and continues to happen, within 
theoretical frameworks as they expand and provide explanations for what they and/
or previous theories could not. Theories are the frameworks through which both 
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normal science and the uncovering of anomalies occur—anomalies being phenom-
ena that are not well explained in previous theorizing or research. As Skinner (2023) 
argues in her piece, several theories have been very successful in elaborating and 
validating their principles, both theoretical and practical, with a widening explana-
tory net. Although some theories, either because of limiting assumptions or wrong 
ideas, have waned in influence, or even died off, others have undergone growth and 
even flourished. Reflecting this, several authors in this special issue explicitly trace 
the strong growth and progress of their theoretical frames. For example, Elliot and 
Sommet (2023) trace the history of the hierarchical theory of achievement motiva-
tion, and Martin (2023) reviews the development of his Motivation and Engagement 
Wheel, each of which has been expanded and refined over time.

Self-determination theory (SDT), the tradition within which I have worked for 
four decades, has particularly flourished, and it has done so largely in a fashion we 
have described as “brick by brick”—a slow assimilation of new knowledge (Ryan 
& Deci, 2019). For example, early work in SDT (Deci, 1975; Deci & Ryan, 1980) 
was important because it began to explain the phenomena of intrinsically moti-
vated engagement, which was not within the focus of the dominant cognitive and 
behavioral theories of the day. But a model exclusively focusing on intrinsic moti-
vation is insufficient to capture the driving forces of engagement and learning in 
schools. SDT thus then went on to develop a theory of extrinsic motivation that both 
explained the power of external regulations and their limitations, and how the value 
of non-intrinsically motivated activities can be internalized by individuals, such 
that they can be autonomously engaged (Ryan & Connell, 1989). So the theory was 
integrating what was known about external regulation within a wider framework. 
As findings accumulated showing that the conditions that facilitated both intrinsic 
and autonomous extrinsic motivation also fostered greater vitality and wellness, a 
theory of basic psychological needs was added to SDT, asserting that satisfactions 
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are essential to mental health and flour-
ishing (Ryan & Deci, 2002) including flourishing in schools (Curren et  al., 2023; 
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Then, noting how different goal contents and pursuits more 
or less satisfied basic needs, SDT added a goal contents theory (see Bradshaw et al., 
2023). Most recently, an additional mini-theory was incorporated into SDT address-
ing high-quality relationships in both vertical and horizontal interpersonal interac-
tions (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Frameworks for the study of parenting, teacher support, 
and educational growth also grew out of SDT’s expanding database, formalized in 
specific models. Finally, especially over the past 15 years, this strong evidence base 
has enabled the development of evidence-supported educational interventions that 
are proving to be both efficacious and practical (see Reeve et al., 2022). In sum, SDT 
is a broad theory that has incrementally developed by accumulating research find-
ings combined with theory development that ties each of these stands of research 
together. In this way, SDT exemplifies how systematic knowledge grows within the-
oretical frames.

Progress also happens at the boundaries between frameworks as each tries to 
assimilate (successfully or not, and fully or not) the phenomena at hand. Dinsmore 
et al. even argue that: “the heroes here are those that work across the boundaries of 
theoretical and methodological divides…” (p 13). While I agree, I think the very 
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concept of boundaries generally refers not to the edges of knowledge, per se, but 
of theories. In other words, a boundary is defined by the framework of ideas that 
is finding its limits or meeting its challenges. As Argamakova (2018) describes, 
anomalies are both sources of trouble for a theory and the impetus for creative work. 
Problem solving with respect to these theory defined boundaries and anomalies is 
thus a primary source of growth in science.

When there is not strong theory, researchers may throw together concepts into 
loose models, but whatever results from that still must be given theoretical sense. 
It must be interpreted to be meaningful and useful. Some interpretations of these 
variables, if not thoughtful, can often violate basic assumptions of the theories from 
which they draw, or even generate contradictory ideas. This results in what Dins-
more et al. (2023) described as a “poor quality alloy.” Thus, I agree with their argu-
ment that “finding the convergences and divergences of models and fusing them 
together will not be effective unless the underlying metatheoretical assumptions of 
each model and the resulting fused model are considered and made explicit” (p.15).

Models Versus Theories

It is also the case that as researchers we often develop “local” models of phenomena 
that may focus on a subset of variables, processes, or their determinants. Models 
are useful and usually, given their simplicity, can be grounded in empirical support. 
For example, a dichotomy that says “attitude x is superior to attitude y, a difference 
mediated by z” is not a theory, but a statement of relations between variables. It 
only becomes a theory when the model expands to define the roots of such differ-
ences and the variables that impact them over time. Moreover, a theory situates the 
model within a larger body of thought. Models can have value in developing ideas 
and practices, and they are also a fertilizer for those theories and conceptual frame-
works that are broad enough to absorb and refine them. The larger the theory (the 
wider its explanatory net), the more it must have an account of varied models in its 
territory and on its fringes.

Yet it is important to recognize that theories with specific underlying assumptions 
and frameworks also differ in their integrative span. Some have no business trying 
to integrate others. A “model” cannot integrate a theory, but a theory can integrate a 
model. A theory can also integrate another theory (potentially) but usually not with-
out serious alterations to both.

Should We Throw Disparate Constructs Together?

An aspiration, expressed from the beginning of this special issue, is that ideas 
should become un-siloed. But I suggest this, while a laudable sentiment, warrants 
strong qualifications. Some theories can be meaningfully logically and empirically 
blended, some not so much. Whereas integrated theories provide organization and 
meaning for abstract constructs and connect them with associated research find-
ings, fused theories may simply end up being more like lists or collections of vari-
ables with unclear criteria for inclusion or exclusion and often present challenging 
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psychometrics because of overlapping variances. Said differently, piling up variables 
or models does not a theory make. A theory brings variables and models into an 
organized relation with one another and with the theory’s underlying epistemol-
ogy and philosophical meta-theory. There can thus be expansion without integra-
tion even within the most popular of frameworks. A salient example of this is the 
“PERMA” model (Seligman, 2011) in positive psychology, often described as 
a theory, but which includes disparate and overlapping constructs without a clear 
meta-theory.

When a person is guided by a theory, they know what to prioritize and what 
is contingent. They also know what they do not know. In this regard, what Mar-
tin (2023) referred to as “sins of omission,” where some motivation factors are not 
included in a given model even if they are represented in others, may not always be a 
bad thing. In SDT, we have specifically argued that good theories can often weather 
omissions of phenomena they are not ready to assimilate but can often collapse 
under the weight of swallowing too much; making assertions or including variables 
that are outside their integrative span.

Errors of commission are more harmful to a theory, because they suggest a lack of 
careful validation and can lead both fellow researchers and practitioners astray (see 
discussion by Ryan & Deci, 2019). As an example, consider SDT’s broad claims that 
autonomy is a basic psychological need and thus universally important for wellbe-
ing. Casting doubt on this claim was assertions by some researchers that autonomy 
is not a basic need for those in East Asian cultures and reflects instead a particularly 
Western value (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 2003). These counter claims undoubtedly 
inspired many researchers and perhaps led some educators to discount the value of 
autonomy-support in collectivist educational contexts. Luckily for SDT, subsequent 
data have yielded strong meta-analytic evidence supporting the universality position 
(e.g., Yu et al., 2018; Slemp et al., in press). Indeed, within educational research, the 
meta-analytic evidence suggests that both student (Howard et al., 2021) and teacher 
(Slemp et al., 2020) autonomy predict better outcomes across cultures. Had this not 
been the case, a fundamental assumption of SDT would have been falsified, and an 
error of commission revealed, raising concerns with the theory’s general validity. 
On the positive side, such controversies can highlight the importance of exacting 
definitions of constructs, such as distinguishing autonomy from concepts easily 
conflated with it such as independence, separateness, and freedom from constraints 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017).

Jingle‑Jangle Issues

Several contributions to this special issue described one of the knottier issues plagu-
ing not only educational research in motivation, but psychology more generally, 
namely, the well-termed jingle-jangle problem (Marsh, 1994). Jingle occurs when 
two constructs (or measures of them) are distinct but are named the same; jangle is 
in evidence when two constructs or measures are identical, but distinctly named.

Perhaps the strongest impetus to jingle jangle is pressure on scholars to be “origi-
nal” (by all means not derivative!) and to be visible (say something splashy!). 
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Novelty and splash draw citations, which incentivizes both editors and scholars to 
be attracted to them. Such incentivization of novelty and visibility in our field can 
clearly detract from the pursuit of “normal” science, in the Kuhnian sense, of work-
ing within the existing frameworks of theory, and of engaging in slower, more care-
ful, validation. This is also a source of jangle as well, as authors feel a pull to put 
new labels on old wine.

But there is another reason for jingle jangle with, I think, more integrity. Within 
different theoretical frameworks nuanced definitions matter. Distinct terms have the 
intention of establishing or highlighting those nuanced differences, bringing more 
specificity to models and predictions. Many of our motivational and self-concept 
constructs are especially prone to jangle. We have closely related concepts with dif-
ferent names. But what makes two constructs similar enough to be considered iden-
tical? For instance, Marsh et al. (2019) argued that the constructs of academic self-
concept and academic self-efficacy are in some analyses overlapping enough to be 
considered jangle. Similarly, Ponnock et al. (2020) presented analyses indicating to 
them that the popular concepts of grit and conscientiousness represent jangle (Pon-
nock et al, 2020). Close inspection of most of our concerns with jangle reveals, in 
fact, a continuum from very similar (different in specific nuanced ways) to identical 
requiring a rationale for where we draw the line.

Given this, it thus becomes essential as part of our practice to have clarity in our 
own definitions and an explicit argument for what distinguishes any newly intro-
duced construct from what already exists. These distinctions can be made both 
empirically and rationally, and such evidence-supported justifications improve 
theory by drawing sharper edges where needed. Moreover, there are specific steps 
researchers can take to make sure that closely associated constructs do not lead to 
theoretical or methodological chaos. Lawson and Robins (2021), for example, pro-
vide excellent guidance for addressing jingle-jangle issues, laying out statistical 
procedures and conceptual criteria by which to identify identical constructs that are 
nominally distinct and distinct constructs that are similarly labeled. I would extend 
this to the larger issue of the predictions made by theories operating in the same area 
of study (Lawson and Robbins call them “sibling theories”). Understanding what is 
identical and distinct in predictions is a clarifying and science-advancing adventure 
and is well within our existing methodologies to accomplish. Nonetheless, as we 
highlighted above, the dynamics of our field would need to support such efforts at 
detailed construct validation, and such scholarship would need to be more institu-
tionally valued.

What Theoretical Integration Really Means

So while we can always throw multiple constructs from varied sources into our 
charts and models, doing so is not always coherent or integrated. As a researcher 
and theorist who works in an organismic tradition, the concept of integration holds 
particular significance and specific meaning. In organismic thinking, propensities 
toward integration are a defining characteristic of living entities. Organisms are said 
move toward greater integration where possible—toward actively assimilating and 
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synthesizing new experiences and behavioral regulations. In this tradition, integra-
tion is differentiated from other types of growth or expansion; it is not just adding or 
combining elements but rather bringing them into a truly coherent, organized whole.

The same is true of true theoretical integration, which would involve a genuine 
synthesis of different theories or models into a coherent and internally consistent 
perspective. This is a strong criteria. A true synthesis goes beyond a simple aggre-
gation of variables or of theories. It involves creating new insights, frameworks, or 
models that capture the strengths and address the limitations of the individual the-
ories being integrated. It also grounds its synthesis in a proper and consistent set 
of assumptions and meta-theory. The goal is to develop a more comprehensive and 
robust perspective that provides a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under 
study and more than ad hoc findings. If integrative, such efforts supply hypotheses 
and formulations for new or novel problems as these arise (Witte et al., 2022). So it 
is important to distinguish mere additions, and even cross-fertilizations, from true 
integration.

This does not mean that variables from different theories cannot usefully be com-
bined. In this special issue, Elliot and Sommet (2023) detail how achievement goal 
theory (AGT) has begun to combine measures of mastery versus performance goals 
with SDT’s concept of autonomy, creating a new construct called a goal complex. 
The ontological basis of this combination of variables is of course an open question. 
But beyond that more basic level of inquiry, previous empirical evidence (e.g., Gillet 
et al., 2015; Vansteenkiste et al., 2010, 2014) suggests that the relative autonomy of 
motives will represent a particularly potent variable in this mix. Of most relevance 
to the current discussion is thus how assimilating a variable from a different tradi-
tion will affect the AGT framework. Autonomy, as an organismic variable, is more 
than an attribution, but rather a reflection of internal coherence and motivational 
quality, with implications related to its development, dynamics, and impacts on 
wellness and performance. This then raises the question: If AGT truly “integrates” 
the idea of autonomy, will it move toward a theory of autonomy support? Will AGT 
even more strongly decry controlling forms of goal setting in the classroom? Will it 
endorse an organismic metatheory from which autonomy gets its meaning and defi-
nition, or instead treat autonomy as (merely) a cognitive phenomenon? I raise these 
questions to highlight that “incorporating” a construct like the autonomy continuum 
of SDT is more than merely adding a variable; it will come with considerable bag-
gage because of its deep implications at both organismic and philosophical levels. I 
trust and hope that AGT researchers will be grappling with the deep ramifications of 
this inclusion going forward.

Similarly, Fryer and Leenknecht (2023) suggest that issues related to SDT’s 
construct of structure (which includes both teacher clarity and effectance-oriented 
feedback) have been linked with perceived competence within SDT, but not to the 
literature of self-efficacy as conceived within a social cognitive view (Bandura, 
1977). But hindering that effort is not just artificial silos, but rather strongly differ-
ing assumptions in the respective underlying theories. Specifically, SDT emphasizes 
the importance of autonomy supportive structure (Reeve, 2023), whereas social cog-
nitive theory explicitly rejects the notion of autonomy as meaningful or useful (see 
Bandura, 1977). Moreover, self-efficacy specifically concerns outcome expectations, 
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whereas in SDT, experiences of competence need not always be outcome focused, 
as in many intrinsically motivated activities. Finally, SDT sees the importance of 
autonomy support and structure as essential to promoting engagement and perfor-
mance, and it takes the view that autonomy supportive structure impacts multiple 
needs. Constructs such as perceived control (Rotter, 1966) as classically defined are 
also typically outcome focused and thus do not encompass that sensibility concern-
ing supports for autonomy and volition, or the practical advice corresponding to 
it. Noting that considerable research supports the efficacy of autonomy supportive 
structure (e.g., Jang et al., 2010; Reeve, 2023), Fryer et al. thus suggest the impor-
tance of “situating support for students’ control beliefs within a broader network 
of emotional and motivational support” (p 18) as SDT also advocates. My sugges-
tion is that whereas AGT’s inclusion of autonomy support as a process variable and 
individual difference within a complex (Elliot & Sommet, 2023) could potentially 
expand that theory’s scope and assumptions, social cognitive theory could not incor-
porate SDT’s views of competence growth without a radical change in its philosoph-
ical foundations.

Skinner (2023) argues that identifying commonalities, overlaps, and complemen-
tary aspects among different theories is helpful in integrating them. But it further 
involves examining the underlying assumptions, concepts, and principles of each 
theory and finding ways to reconcile, definitively dispute, or upgrading them into a 
more comprehensive understanding. Achieving such theoretical integration can be 
challenging, and it may not always be possible to integrate all aspects of every the-
ory into a single unified framework. The level and extent of integration will depend 
on the nature of the theories involved, the specific research context, and the goals 
of the integration effort. So we accept that even some clearly similar ideas (e.g., 
self-efficacy and perceived competence) may be appropriately residing in separate 
theoretical frames.

Integration Within Interventions

Although I have raised skepticisms regarding theoretical integration, another focus 
in some articles in this special issue is on integrating different theoretical notions 
within interventions (e.g., Martin, 2023; Skinner, 2023). In principle, as long as 
techniques and processes within different theories can be coordinated and are not 
contradictory to one another, they can be combined in interventions without confu-
sion. Different theories focus on different aspects of the classroom. Dinsmore et al. 
(2023) in fact show how different theory frames may offer elements that can well be 
practically synthesized in teacher instruction.

Well-constructed but distinct theories can be coordinated within interventions, 
as different theories may address different aspects of a problem or shed more light 
on different populations. Applying multiple theories and knowledge frameworks 
in one’s practice is common in many professions, from engineering to psycho-
therapy, where real-world problems can be diverse, and school-based practice is no 
exception.
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Some theories, because they share underlying assumptions and a common focus, 
are readily combined in practice. Hornstra and colleagues (2023) make this case for 
integrating in practice teacher expectation theory and SDT, which although stem-
ming from very different origins converge in emphasizing the importance of a 
positive classroom climate in which progress rather than comparisons of ability are 
the focus. Moreover, they suggest that high-expectations can and should be com-
municated in need supportive ways. Similarly, Ng (2023) has overviewed the ready 
pairing of SDT and socio-emotional learning (SEL) strategies within classroom 
and school-based interventions. Yet not all theories can be as easily integrated, and 
some may even be contradictory. For instance, SDT has a very specific definition of 
a basic psychological need as something essential to full functioning and wellness. 
But some theories define this concept of need more loosely, ending up with list of 
needs that do not square with that definition and thus do not represent an integration.

The article by Noetel et  al. (2023) on prediction versus explanation in motiva-
tion science is particularly interesting as an attempt to identify active behavioral 
ingredients of engaging teaching that could inform interventions. Their methodol-
ogy is drawn from Ahmadi et al. (2023), a study in which I was on the large team 
of investigators. In that exploratory work, we tried to list a wide range of teacher 
behaviors and rate their relevance to various theoretical ideas about how teachers 
facilitate engagement. Most ratings were probabilistic. Yet, as an SDT researcher, 
most of my behavioral ratings were made with qualifications. I would consider a 
given target behavior and frequently think: “it depends.” For example, providing 
“praise” could in SDT be an element of structure (positive feedback) and thereby 
promote competence and engagement. But praise can be manipulative, controlling, 
comparative, or pressuring, so the same “behavior” can have a quite different, and 
even opposite, effect. Noetel et al. then had students report their perceptions of their 
teacher’s employment of these behaviors. Again, construal is involved, now at the 
student level. The ratings depend on the salience and the functional significance 
(Deci & Ryan, 1980; Ryan & Deci, 2017) of these behaviors to the students. So 
the items need to be understood as “perceived behaviors” and that the ties between 
these items and their explanatory frameworks are more probabilistic than one might 
imagine from a term like behavior, which sounds like something directly observed. 
Noetel et al. find in their study that very few of these behavioral items ended up reli-
ably predicting engagement, and that, as a package, the culled list of behaviors did 
not match well within any framework. But that may be a problem more with a focus 
on behaviors, rather than on the teacher attitudes, values, and demeanor that color 
how students perceive these behaviors. From an SDT perspective, it is argued that 
the most central focus of interventions is promoting an attitude and sensibility of 
autonomy support, including a consideration of the student’s viewpoint and perspec-
tive, out of which every action and behavior then emanates (see Reeve et al., 2022). 
All the SDT techniques we offer to educators are grounded in that basic attitude and 
value set that undoubtedly shape how the behaviors are perceived.

A further thought as well. Noetel et  al. claim that researchers rarely test their 
existing models on new data—that is, data that is not drawn from the sample on 
which their models have been derived and refined. It is implicitly suggested that 
this is why their effect sizes are larger than those obtained in this study (which are 
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small). But I believe cross-validation is less rare than claimed. Speaking only from 
SDT, the constructs and models we develop to predict student outcomes have been 
repeatedly tested on new data. They have been replicated in samples of students at 
different levels of education, in different cultures, and in different topic areas from 
physical education to medical schools (e.g., Howard et al., 2021; Neufeld & Malin., 
2020; Vasconcellos et al., 2020). This is also true of other theories represented in 
this special issue. Many of these theoretical models (and here I include AGT, SDT, 
and SCT among others) have also been tested prospectively and longitudinally, 
showing predictive value. The claim that we researchers are normatively refitting 
our models within a single data to maximize the variance accounted for thus seems 
overstated, at least with respect to these well researched and often meta-analytically 
supported theoretical models. Nonetheless, and more importantly, Noetel et al. show 
how one can accomplish cross-validation even within a single data collection, sup-
plying another pathway to this important practice.

Are Motivation Researchers the Source of Confusion in Education?

One of the repeated claims in this special issue is that our different theories are a 
source of confusion for teachers, and to be more helpful, we should integrate our 
perspectives. But here again I will be (semi-)contrarian. There are often difficulties 
and obstacles in integrating our (largely) student-centered perspectives into class-
room practice. But I work in a lot of schools and confusion about our different theo-
ries is something I have rarely observed. Instead, the obstacles and the difficulties 
are not conflicts between academic theories, which, as I argued earlier, commonly 
point toward a student-centered attitude that includes informational feedback and 
strong interpersonal supports. Instead, any confusions and obstacles tend to stem 
from the lack of fit between the kinds of supportive teaching and classroom prac-
tices our evidence supports and what educational policies too often mandate. Policy 
makers often have an outcome focus—for example, they place pressure on institu-
tions to achieve performance on standardized test score improvements (Ryan et al., 
2023). In doing so, they drive out the process-oriented orientations needed to opti-
mally develop and engage learners. Attempting to ensure prespecified outcomes, 
they mandate inflexible contents, timelines for delivery, and regular testing, with an 
implicit theory that these are somehow the pathway to school achievement, where 
in reality they are the pathways to disengagement for many students and teachers 
alike. The same is true of unexamined institutional practices like grading, which is 
pervasive in classrooms everywhere. We can see the drawbacks of grading from the 
evidence of multiple perspectives, but many teachers find that the use of grades is 
both normative and required.

The irony then is that these top-down prescriptions and institutional norms are 
quite often completely out of sync with what most all our theories hold dear—things 
like respect for and cultivation of student interests and autonomy, the provision of 
optimally challenging tasks, making learning relevant, the removal of excessive 
evaluation and threat from learning climates, and the creation of a learning com-
munity rather than a comparative or competitive focus. In fact, Ryan et al. (2023) 
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argue that the group-level achievement focus of schools crowds out the more impor-
tant goal of helping all students flourish. Not all students will hit the benchmarks 
politicians want to see, but all students deserve to have schools that do not harm 
them, kill their confidence, crush their vitality, or diminish their self-esteem. More 
positively, they deserve schools that facilitate their development as both learners and 
citizens. I think it is important for every theorist to wonder how their own frame-
work plays into this dynamic.

We recently presented a book detailing how a typical SDT-based intervention 
works (Reeve et al., 2022). In it, we detail how, when workshops begin, there are 
often doubters and skeptics. There are some teachers who reasonably question “how 
this will help?” But the evidence (which we also detail) shows that as the workshop 
proceeds, not only is it broadly understood but it is nearly universally found to be 
both practical and helpful by teachers. We have no doubt that some of the other 
interventions discussed in this special issue are also quite well received.

Yet even though our interventions can be effective and clear, the conflict between 
supporting students’ needs and school policies and practices can be confusing. Some 
weeks after a workshop this past summer with Belgian teachers, I received a letter 
from one of the participants. This teacher spoke of the “extraordinary gap between 
evidence and practice” he witnessed when returning back to his school. He continued:

“I have not found one integrated school policy measure that reflects the SDT 
findings. Some school leaders excelled in verbally stressing the basic elements 
to create a positive class and school climate that fosters flourishing and well-
being…but in fact, these school leaders condoned or implemented the exact 
opposite: punishment is the norm, and team meetings discussing the progress 
of students shine with the use of negative, moralistic, and demeaning lan-
guage, etc.”

As Street (2018) cogently observes, “ideals need to be supported within the 
context they are delivered” (p. 25). We can have well research and accurate theo-
ries about what fosters individual motivation and wellness, but if these lessons are 
ignored at an institutional level, even supportive teacher behaviors will not necessar-
ily counteract the overall situation. We can, for example, demonstrate the superiority 
of mastery goals (Elliot, 2005), but one sees comparative grading as the everyday 
grist of classrooms. One can advocate for the promotion of interest (e.g., Renninger 
& Su, 2012), but one sees teachers hamstrung by constraints limiting their time and 
ability to engage topics of relevance to students, or issues about which they are curi-
ous. One can push for high expectations concerning personal progress (Hornstra 
et al., 2023), but that effort can be undermined by one-size-fits-all curricular man-
dates and high stakes standardized testing.

So although there can be conflict and “jingle-jangle” issues between our moti-
vational perspectives, I submit that the most important conflicts here are not 
between SDT and AGT, which both emphasize mastery goals; or between Martin’s 
motivation wheel and HET, which both emphasize scaffolding; or between SDT 
and expectancy-value theories, which both emphasize a focus in progress and sup-
port for intrinsic motivation and internalization; or between SRL and SCT, which 
both focus on task self-efficacy. The salient conflict is between nearly all of these 
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relatively student-centered theories and the implicit and explicit policies we can 
observe in educational institutions and the practices and pressures they dictate.

If we have failed to progress since the 70’s and 80’s, as is the claim in the special 
issue’s introduction, I suggest it is not primarily because we have failed to develop 
more refined methods and ideas, or because we have not coordinated our perspec-
tives into a single model. It is because we have failed to have an impact on school 
policies that negatively impact motivation, engagement, and self-concepts in so 
many palaces across the globe. And while we focus most of our interventions on 
teachers, they can usually at best provide shelter from the storm, as the supports they 
can afford students must happen within constraints on their own autonomy (Ryan 
et al., 2023). We are far from implementing school cultures that can in a sustained 
way implement even our best our evidence-based theories of student motivation.

Having expressed some contrarian views on some forms of combining theories and 
constructs, none of my comments should suggest we should merely exist in silos. I 
know as one theorist I am always looking for advances in the field, and where appro-
priate allowing them to inform SDT. I am sure all the other authors in this special issue 
do the same. We can learn from distinct theories and strive to coordinate that knowl-
edge into our theoretical frameworks. My concern is that we do not mistake charts, 
figures, models, or lists of variables as constituting a theory. And if we as scholars take 
the idea of theories seriously, we should demand a lot from them—including a fully 
considered and explicit meta-theory and philosophic grounding, a solid set of links 
between abstract constructs and empirical data, a consistent set of priorities and aims, 
and the psychological sensibilities that should follow from these. Thus, my hope is 
that these comments inform our reflections on theory integration and cross-fertiliza-
tion as we continue to progress in the science and practice of motivation.
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