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How Future Goals Enhance Motivation and
Learning in Multicultural Classrooms

Karen Phalet,1,3 Iris Andriessen,1 and Willy Lens2

This review examines the impact of future goals on motivation and learning
in multicultural classrooms. Across cultures, schooling is a future-oriented
investment. Studies of minority students’ school achievement have advanced
future goals as a crucial protective factor in the face of frequent school failure.
At the same time, cultural discontinuities and limited opportunities in minority
students’ school careers may weaken the motivational force of the future. Our
review of the seemingly contradictory evidence on the role of the future in mi-
nority students’ school achievement calls for a more fine-grained motivational
theory of the future. Specifically, converging findings support conceptual dis-
tinctions (a) between positive and negative perceptions of the instrumentality
of school tasks for future goals, and (b) between internal and external regu-
lation of classroom behaviour by future goals. Thus, positive instrumentality
and internal regulation enhance intrinsic motivation and adaptive learning in
multicultural classrooms. We conclude that the motivational force of future
goals can be generalized to minority students and that it depends crucially on
perceived instrumentality and internal regulation.
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INTRODUCTION

As a consequence of new non-European immigration from the 1960s
until today, schools and classrooms in Western Europe, as in the United
States, have become increasingly multicultural. From the late 1980s onward,
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when the second generation started their school careers, many European
schools were for the first time confronted with an increasingly ethnically
(i.e., racially, culturally, and linguistically) diverse student population. In the
European context, we use the term migrant or minority youth interchange-
ably to refer to the children of first-generation ethnic minorities, who may or
may not have the nationality of the host country. Predominant postcolonial
and guest worker types of immigration in Europe occupy an intermediate po-
sition in between upwardly mobile voluntary immigrants and permanently
excluded involuntary immigrants in the U.S. context of race relations (Ogbu,
1992). More often than not, the minority status of ethnic minority families
in European host countries is associated with social disadvantage. This is
especially true for children of so-called labor immigrants including, among
others, Turkish and Moroccan youth in Europe (Vermeulen and Perlmann,
2000). Most often, their parents have a rural background with little or no for-
mal education; they are vastly overrepresented in low-end jobs; and they are
more often unemployed and living in relatively poor urban neighborhoods.
As visible minorities, they are also facing widespread ethnic discrimination
and prejudice by their European hosts (Bovenkerk et al., 1991).

Clearly, immigration has become a salient and a permanent feature
of the school environment in European and North American cities. From
an applied angle, the ensuing changes in the social and ethnic composition
of student populations have far-reaching implications for educational psy-
chology. Learning and teaching in multicultural classrooms pose a major
challenge to both students and teachers. Teachers are facing the difficult
task of providing an optimal learning environment to students from vary-
ing social, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds. From their side, minority
students may have different experiences in the same classroom than their
native classmates. For instance, they may have difficulty in understanding
teacher instructions and in structuring school tasks, and hence use less ef-
fective learning strategies (Tharp, 1989). Not only task aspects but also re-
lational and cultural aspects of the classroom environment come into play.
For example, negative teacher stereotypes of minority students as lazy or
dumb may become self-fulfilling prophecies (Steele and Aronson, 1995).
Furthermore, repeated experiences of school failure may threaten the self-
esteem of disadvantaged minority youth, leading to disengagement with
learning (Okagaki et al., 1996). Some minority students may lack social or
cultural skills to participate actively in classroom interactions (Connell et al.,
1994). Others may actively oppose or resist schoolwork as a reaction against
perceived ethnic discrimination by teachers or peers (Ogbu and Simons,
1998).

In view of the many social, cultural, and academic obstacles that mi-
nority students are likely to encounter on their way to school success, the
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question of which motivational factors may support minority students’ school
achievement is a crucial one. This review focuses specifically on the moti-
vational force of future goals in multicultural classrooms, bringing together
cross-cultural motivational research in the United States and Europe. It is
argued that the future is both highly relevant and of prime importance for
school achievement in general, and for the achievement of minority students
in particular.

In the first part of this review, we discuss mixed evidence from cross-
cultural studies on the motivational role of the future in sustaining minority
students’ school engagement and achievement. Specifically, frequent find-
ings of “resistance to schooling,” in spite of high aspirations or future ex-
pectations, cast doubt on the motivational force of the future in minority
students’ school careers. Typically, school failure is attributed to a lack of
congruence between home and school cultures, or else to limited opportu-
nities for disadvantaged minority youth.

The second part builds on recent developments in motivational research
on future time perspective and goal theory, with a view to developing and
documenting a more fine-grained motivational theory of future goals. It is ar-
gued that future goals may fail to motivate school achievement for two main
reasons: Because students may not perceive a clear positive connection be-
tween doing well in school and success later in life; and because they may
not experience future goals as internally driven or self-set goals but rather as
externally controlled or imposed from the outside. Extending recent motiva-
tional research to minority students’ school achievement, we conclude that
future goals will motivate achievement in multicultural classrooms, provided
that schools and families succeed in fostering internal regulation along with
positive perceptions of instrumentality.

THE ROLE OF THE FUTURE IN MINORITY
STUDENTS’ SCHOOL CAREERS

Across cultures, schooling is not an end in itself. It is a future-oriented
investment. Whereas learning and achieving good grades may be reward-
ing as such, they are also important to achieve highly valued educational or
professional career goals in the future. Hence, students who are highly mo-
tivated to achieve in school are probably also highly involved in their future
educational and professional career (Husman and Lens, 1999). Turning to
the schooling experience of minority students, future goal setting acquires
special relevance as a psychological buffer against more frequent school fail-
ure and dropout (Meece and Kurtz-Costes, 2001). In general, future goals
sustain achievement motivation in the face of failure by turning attention
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away from past or present setbacks to possible improvement or progress in
the future (Nuttin and Lens, 1985). In minority students’ school careers in
particular, a strong and positive future orientation seems crucial to succeed.
Although a majority of nonethnic minority youth may pass with consider-
ably more ease and less motivation, most minority children start their school
career with an initial disadvantage and hence must work harder and persist
more to catch up with their native classmates. Two types of evidence lend
support to the role of the future in the minority students’ school careers: (a)
cross-cultural studies have documented the subjective importance of future
goals in the schooling experience of minority youth (Zéroulou, 1998); (b)
there is indirect as well as direct evidence of the impact of future goal setting
on minority students’ school success (Okagaki and Frensch, 1998).

Importance and Impact of the Future: The Immigrant
Optimism Hypothesis

In support of the importance of the future, ethnic minorities in the
United States and Europe are revealed as strong believers in self-improve-
ment through academic achievement. Compared with native parents with
a similar social-class background, ethnic minority parents typically express
higher aspirations and a more academic orientation toward nonvocational
secondary and higher education for their children (Müller and Kerbow, 1993;
Vallet and Caille, 1996). In a similar vein, ethnographic studies of minority
families and communities have documented high aspirations in ethnic minor-
ity families and youth as part of an intergenerational social-mobility project
(Matute-Bianchi, 1986; Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 1995; Zéroulou,
1998). In the European host context, newcomers are often reluctant ethnic
minorities who hope to better themselves in the short run and to return to
their countries of origin. Settled ethnic minority communities, however, tend
to reorient their socioeconomic immigration project toward a better future
in the host society (Zéroulou, 1998). In Europe as in the United States, mi-
nority parents typically perceive educational investment in the children as
the primary means to improving the family’s living standards and socioe-
conomic status. From their side, minority youth often perceive educational
progress as a family obligation and as an effective way to achieve a better
future (Matute-Bianchi, 1986; Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 1995).

A series of cross-cultural motivational studies provide converging ev-
idence of the importance of future expectations in ethnic minority fami-
lies for the school achievement of minority students. Thus, in their cross-
cultural study of Turkish and Belgian youth, Phalet and Claeys (1993) found
that Turkish immigrant students were more achievement oriented than
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native Belgian students of the same social class. Similarly, a recent study by
Andriessen and Phalet (2002), comparing motivation and learning among
Turkish, Moroccan, and native students in Dutch high schools, reveals higher
levels of task motivation and engagement with learning, along with more pos-
itive feelings of school belonging, for ethnic minority students than for lower
class native students. Last, Phalet et al. (2001) have measured separately the
levels of future and present task motivation in Turkish, Moroccan, and na-
tive students. Their questionnaire measure of future goals includes personal
maturity, career goals, and later earnings or material rewards. In comparison
with their native classmates, minority students attach more importance to
reasons for studying that are located in the distant future.

Turning to the future expectations of ethnic minority parents, there is
mixed evidence of family-based educational investment in the school careers
of the second generation. Thus, comparative studies on Turkish, Moroccan,
and native Dutch families report higher academic aspirations among ethnic
minority parents than among native parents with a similar social background
(Nijsten, 1998; Pels, 1998). At the same time, the generally high value at-
tached to education by ethnic minority parents is often accompanied by per-
ceptions of ethnic prejudice and culture conflict in Dutch schools, suggesting
at least some degree of ambivalence in parental attitudes toward schooling.
Moreover, these findings leave unanswered the key question in how far
parental values and aspirations effectively motivate school achievement in
their children. In two comparative studies with ethnic minority parent–child
dyads in Germany and in the Netherlands, Phalet and Schönpflug (2001a,b)
addressed precisely this question. Although both studies support the suc-
cessful transmission of family values of relatedness to the next generation,
the evidence is less clear-cut for achievement goals and aspirations. They
conclude that the effective transmission of parental aspirations varies with
educational opportunities in the host context. Overall, cross-cultural studies
in the United States and Europe suggest that parental aspirations may, at
least in some cases, successfully motivate the school achievement of ethnic
minority youth.

Not only are many ethnic minority families and youth more aspiring
than lower class native families, high aspirations and future expectations ap-
pear to predict educational attainment (e.g., Okagaki and Frensch, 1998).
Thus, there is indirect evidence from national longitudinal studies of educa-
tional progress, in the United Kingdom (Smith and Tomlinson, 1989), France
(Vallet and Caille, 1996), and Australia (Clifton et al., 1991). Across host soci-
eties, the findings document an initial educational disadvantage of minority
children in comparison with native classmates. This is followed, however,
by greater progress among minority students, leading to delayed attainment
toward the end of secondary school. Apparently, sustained achievement
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motivation in the face of failure enables at least some portion of minority
youth to make progress over time and in the end to catch up with native
classmates.

Although such indirect findings are suggestive of the motivational force
of a positive future orientation, there is also more direct evidence. Thus,
longitudinal studies in France and Australia find positive effects of parental
aspirations on the educational progress of minority and nonminority chil-
dren alike, after controlling for social and family background (Clifton et al.,
1991; Vallet and Caille, 1996). Apparently, children of more aspiring minor-
ity parents are more likely to be successful in school. Similarly in the United
States, students who believe that doing well in school is instrumental for
their future careers are more successful in school (Steinberg et al., 1992).
Accordingly, a multiethnic study of minority youth shows positive effects
of parental academic aspirations and future expectations on the school per-
formance of their children. These motivational effects hold after controlling
for previously obtained grades (Okagaki and Frensch, 1998). Other stud-
ies in the United States have addressed the development of future goals
in disadvantaged minority youth. For example, a study of Mexican Amer-
ican youth emphasized the utility of good grades in school to overcome
social disadvantage and poverty (Day et al., 1994). Similarly, in a follow-up
study of African American Head Start children, educational goal setting
was revealed as the critical juncture between early school experience and
later educational attainment (Slaughter-Defoe and Rubin, 2001). In paral-
lel, Turkish and Moroccan minority students in Dutch schools were asked to
report their perceptions of the instrumental value of schooling for success
later in life (Phalet and Andriessen, in press). As expected, minority students
with more positive perceptions of instrumentality achieve higher levels of
educational attainment and progress (when the latter measure is controlled
for initial school advice). More importantly, the impact of students’ future
orientation is significant after taking into account family background and
ethnic composition of schools.

These and other findings of close linkages between immigration, future
orientation, and school achievement gave rise to the well-known immigrant
optimism hypothesis, which attributes educational progress in minority youth
to parental expectations of upward intergenerational mobility through ed-
ucation (Kao and Tienda, 1995). In other words, the typical striving of mi-
nority families for upward mobility in a distant future motivates the school
achievement of minority children. Three possible explanations have been
advanced to account for the self-fulfilling prophecy of immigrant optimism
(Vallet and Caille, 1996). First, immigration is associated with the positive
selection of more aspiring persons, because persons with a weak motiva-
tional drive are less likely to leave behind the comforts of home in search
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of a better future. Second, the lack of schooling in most minority families
is due to failing school systems in the countries of origin. In the absence
of a history of school failure, therefore, ethnic minorities with little or no
schooling are more likely to attach positive value to school achievement
than sections of the host population with similarly low levels of education.
Finally, the relative overinvestment in education that sets minorities apart
from the native working classes may also be motivated by the realistic antic-
ipation of ethnic discrimination in the labor market. Thus, ethnic minorities
may perceive schooling as an effective means to overcome discrimination.
Whatever the mechanisms that connect minority status with future-oriented
educational investment, the empirical evidence leads us to a double conclu-
sion. Across cultures, minority students, and their parents, typically express
high levels of future goal orientation, as compared with lower class native
students. Moreover, those students, minority as well as native, who are more
oriented toward future goals, show enhanced levels of classroom motivation
and achievement.

To conclude, the immigrant optimism hypothesis highlights the motiva-
tional importance and impact of future goals. It explains why some minor-
ity students succeed in school despite their initial disadvantage, and why so
many of them continue to be highly motivated in the face of failure in school.
In this latter respect, ethnic minority students differ markedly from their
generally less motivated native classmates with a lower class background.
On a cautionary note, some findings suggest that there are limits to the mo-
tivational impact of high parental aspirations in the presence of perceived
discrimination or unequal opportunities (Pels, 1998; Phalet and Schönpflug,
2001b). Moreover, the findings in support of immigrant optimism do not
include so-called involuntary minorities in the U.S. context (Ogbu, 1992).
More in general, the immigrant optimism hypothesis has been challenged
by conflicting findings from research on the role of perceived opportunities in
minority students’ school careers. This type of research focuses on class and
race barriers that stand in the way of minority students’ school achievement
(Ogbu, 1992).

Perceived Opportunities: The Attitude-Achievement Paradox

Research from a perceived opportunities approach has challenged the
psychological viability of future-oriented achievement motivation under
conditions of severe disadvantage and discrimination. Although academic
aspirations are a good predictor of successful achievement most of the time,
they often fail to predict achievement in disadvantaged minority youth.
Specifically, studies among African American youth in the United States
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have repeatedly found conflicting evidence of low levels of school achieve-
ment, in spite of high levels of motivation to achieve upward mobility through
schooling (Ogbu and Simons, 1998). This repeated finding is labelled the
attitude-achievement paradox. This paradox is commonly explained as a re-
sult of ambivalent attitudes toward achievement in the presence of racism
and discrimination (Mickelson, 1990).

There are three major sources of evidence from educational research
that associate limited opportunities with detrimental motivational processes.
First, most African American and Latino youth are found to endorse “ab-
stract” mobility beliefs about the value of education for success later in life.
At the same time, however, they tend to reject “concrete” beliefs about
the benefits of education for their personal future (Mickelson, 1990). The
discrepancy between abstract and concrete mobility beliefs is instructive
because it suggests limits to the perceived instrumentality of doing well in
school in the absence of sufficient opportunities. In a similar vein, Phalet and
Claeys (1993) found that highly unequal educational opportunities in Turkey
are associated with low achievement expectations among urban youth, in
spite of typically high levels of commitment to present and future achieve-
ment goals, as compared with urban youth in Belgium. The observed discrep-
ancy between achievement values and expectations in the future orientation
of Turkish youth is reminiscent of Mickelson’s attitude-achievement paradox
in the U.S. context. Last, a wide stream of research has associated racism and
discrimination in the classroom with impaired performance and so-called
resistance to schooling in minority students (Okagaki et al., 1996). When
the school environment thus fails to support minority achievement, minor-
ity students may develop ambivalent or negative attitudes toward school
achievement. Even in the case of more aspiring ethnic minority families,
negative peer pressure or low teacher expectations may result in situation-
ally induced disengagement with learning (D’Amato, 1993). Resistance to
schooling in disadvantaged minority youth has been associated with three
types of explanatory factors: (a) poor school adjustment (Okagaki et al.,
1996), (b) identity conflict (Arroyo and Ziegler, 1995), and (c) stereotype
threat (Steele, 1997).

Thus, from the perspective of school belonging and psychological adjust-
ment (Goodenow and Grady, 1993; Roeser et al., 1996; Voekl, 1996), percep-
tions of ethnic or racial barriers in peer interactions and teaching practices
may interfere with the school adjustment of minority students. Accordingly,
students who experience ethnic discrimination in class are more prone to
resist schoolwork. For instance, Latino children who agree that “it is harder
for Latino kids to get good grades from teachers” are paying less attention
and working less diligently in class than those who believe that “Latino kids
can get good grades as easily as white kids” (Okagaki et al., 1996).
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A related explanation of resistance to schooling has focused on iden-
tity conflict. Specifically, the controversial acting white hypothesis (cf. Ford-
ham and Ogbu, 1986) builds on ethnographic evidence of oppositional eth-
nic identification. The development of an oppositional identity, and the
ensuing motivational conflict between ethnic loyalty and school success,
is understood as a reaction against ethnic prejudice in school. The acting
white hypothesis has, however, been challenged by mixed evidence of either
positive or zero correlations between ethnic self-identification and school
achievement. Thus, a recent large-scale study in the United States finds that
afrocentric self-identity is positively related to academic self-esteem and
achievement (Spencer et al., 2001). Similarly, a cross-cultural study of eth-
nic minority students in vocational and higher tracks of Dutch high schools
finds that ethnic minority youth who feel more strongly involved with their
ethnic identity show higher levels of educational progress than more weakly
identified peers (Phalet and Andriessen, in press). But a twin study of ethnic
relations in Dutch multicultural classrooms finds no significant correlation
between ethnic identity and school achievement within the same educational
track (Verkuyten and Canatan, in press). Looking across various immigrant
communities and host societies (including the United States, the Nether-
lands, Finland, and Israel), comparative research by Phinney et al., (2001)
yields weak or inconsistent associations of minority students’ school adjust-
ment with ethnic identification, along with much more robust positive associ-
ations of school success with national identification (with the host country).
The authors conclude that the development of a bicultural identity, combin-
ing ethnic and national attachments, is most conducive to minority students’
school success. Conversely, conflictual ethnic relations, opposing ethnic and
national loyalties, has a negative impact on school success.

Finally, a series of studies on stereotype threat have specified when and
how concerns with self-identity negatively affect school achievement (Steele,
1997). More precisely, ethnic and gender identity inhibit academic perfor-
mance in experimental task situations where negative stereotypes are made
salient and self-relevant (Spencer et al., 1999; Steele and Aronson, 1995). In
contrast, positive stereotypes facilitate academic performance. Thus, among
Asian American female undergraduates, the priming of ethnic identity yields
higher math scores, whereas the priming of gender identity results in lower
math scores (Shih et al., 1999). To conclude, ethnic or racial barriers inter-
fere with academic achievement, when salient negative ethnic stereotyping
by teachers or peers coincides with high ethnic self-identification by minority
students.

Overall, research from a perceived opportunities perspective provides
converging evidence of an attitude-achievement paradox, which contra-
dicts the immigrant optimism hypothesis under conditions of enduring
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disadvantage. Specifically, minority students tend to develop ambivalent ori-
entations toward the future in the face of unequal or blocked opportunities,
as shown by research on abstract mobility beliefs and low future expec-
tations. Moreover, experiences of ethnic conflict or racial exclusion in the
classroom are shown to impede minority motivation and achievement, as is
evident from research on resistance to schooling.

So far, we have discussed negative motivational effects of blocked op-
portunities, racism, and discrimination. To complete the picture of conflicting
motivational forces in minority students’ school careers, we now turn to alter-
native cultural explanations of motivation and achievement. Cultural forces
in minority students’ school careers have been studied along parallel re-
search lines in multicultural classrooms and in minority families. On the one
hand, minority students may experience more or less discontinuity between
home and school cultures. Accordingly, cultural distance and acculturative
adjustment problems in school are associated with resistance to schooling in
minority youth (Jacob and Jordan, 1993). On the other hand, some minority
families and communities are more forward-looking and more resourceful
than others, and hence better equipped to overcome cultural distance and
social disadvantage (Portes and MacLeod, 1996).

Cultural Difference: Discontinuity Between Family and School Contexts

Educational psychologists and anthropologists have long attributed so-
called resistance to schooling in minority youth to cultural discontinuities
between home and school environments. Obviously, resistance to schooling
is not limited to minority students. Rather, there are inherent constraints
in all forms of schooling, such as its compulsory and public nature, that
evoke resistance in some students regardless of their social and cultural
backgrounds (Arroyo and Ziegler, 1995). Still, minority children may ex-
perience more difficulty in engaging with their schoolwork, when behav-
ioral norms and repertoires in class differ greatly from familiar norms and
practices at home. This is the case when minority cultures are character-
ized by a normative emphasis on collectivism or relatedness, in contrast
with dominant cultural values of individualism or separateness in the host
culture (Phalet and Swyngedouw, in press). Consequently, ethnic minor-
ity students with a collectivist cultural background may have to cope with
conflicting goal stresses in family and school contexts (Maehr and Nicholls,
1980). For example in the United States, strong norms of cooperation and
sharing among Native American children are at odds with predominant
competitive goal stresses in mainstream classrooms. This lack of congru-
ence between the norms and values of home and school inhibits classroom
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participation (Greenbaum, 1985). Moreover, small changes in instructional
practices can greatly facilitate adaptive learning in minority children. Thus,
the introduction of small group learning improved the school achievement
of Hawaiian children (Jordan, 1984). This classroom arrangement is more
similar to the home environment, which is structured around child-initiated
activity in peer groups of siblings and friends.

In spite of such successful experiments, the importance of cultural sim-
ilarity between home and school contexts should be qualified in at least two
ways. First, motivational studies of cooperative classrooms strongly suggest
that cultural similarity per se may be less important than the culture-general
adaptive value of cooperative learning. Across cultures, classroom arrange-
ments facilitating cooperative learning are more effective in supporting mo-
tivation and achievement than individual or competitive goals structures
(Ames and Archer, 1988; Gallimore, 1981; Johnson and Johnson, 1985). For
example, Phalet and Lens (1995) found the highest levels of psychological
adjustment and task performance among Turkish and Belgian students who
were most strongly committed to both task goals and group goals.

Second, the cultural-difference approach is complicated by empirical
findings from acculturation studies in multicultural classrooms (Andriessen
and Phalet, 2002). Cultural explanations of minority underachievement typ-
ically treat cultural similarity or difference as exogenous factors. In contrast,
acculturation research conceives of psychological cultural distance as a func-
tion of acculturation processes (Berry, 2002). Although most acculturation
studies are primarily concerned with the impact of cross-cultural contact on
ethnic minority well-being and health, a growing number of studies include
cultural competence and school performance as relevant outcomes (Van de
Vijver and Phalet, in press). Thus, minority students with high levels of bi-
cultural competence experience less psychological distance or difficulty in
cross-cultural encounters (Lafromboise et al., 1993). In addition to culture
learning, migrant attitudes toward culture maintenance and culture contact
also play a role (Berry, 2002). Among ethnic minority youth in the Nether-
lands, Phalet and Andriessen (in press) found that combined positive atti-
tudes toward ethnic and host cultures in the school context contributed most
to educational progress, in line with a most adaptive “integration” type of
acculturation (Berry, 2002). Moreover, the impact of acculturation attitudes
on school results remains significant after controlling for family background
and ethnic composition of schools. In sum, acculturation research suggests
that the facilitation of cross-cultural contact and learning in multicultural
classrooms is crucial to support the school adjustment and achievement of
minority students.

To conclude, empirical studies in multicultural classrooms have as-
sociated cultural difference or discontinuity with increased resistance to
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schooling in minority students. On the positive side, there is complemen-
tary evidence of the positive motivational impact of classroom arrangements
that increase the cultural congruence between behavioral norms and reper-
toires at home and in school. Still, the role of cultural congruence in minor-
ity students’ school achievement should not be overstated. Across cultures,
minority students are better off when classroom interactions and teaching
practices encourage cooperative learning and cross-cultural contact.

Cultures of Success: Educational Investment in Minority Families

A complementary type of cultural explanations has focused on cultural
norms and practices in the family context, which may affect minority stu-
dents’ school achievement. Cross-cultural studies of minority families have
amply documented the cultural diversity of parental mobility beliefs and
achievement expectations (Kagitcibasi, 1990). Extending the motivational
concept of personal investment (Maehr, 1984), the term “family investment”
is used here to refer to a broad set of cultural values, beliefs, and behavioral
practices within minority families and communities that motivate and sup-
port educational attainment. In psychological and anthropological studies,
family investment was found to attenuate resistance to schooling in more
“successful” minority groups (Gibson, 2000; Okagaki, 2001). Clearly, in some
minority communities parents are more aspiring, and youngsters are more
achieving, than in others. Thus, Portes and MacLeod (1996) found that rel-
atively successful Cuban and Vietnamese communities in the United States
mobilize more educational support than more disadvantaged Haitian and
Mexican communities, after controlling for social class and immigration his-
tory. In parallel, Steinberg et al. (1992) found that generally less successful
African American and Hispanic students report less educational support
from parents and peers than more successful Asian and White students do.

Other more small-scale studies in the United States and Europe have
similarly reported positive effects of family investment on the school achieve-
ment of immigrant or minority children (Okagaki and Frensch, 1998; Nijsten,
1998; Pels, 1998; Schneider and Lee, 1990). Concretely, family investment
may consist of direct as well as indirect forms of help and encouragement
from parents and siblings (Crul, 1999). Because many minority parents have
little or no education and may not be familiar with the school system in
the host society, parental support most often takes an indirect form. For ex-
ample, Hieshima and Schneider (1994) found that Japanese parents in the
United States, while they may not be able to help their children with their
homework or to give specific instructions, find other, more indirect ways
of promoting future success through hard work and high standards. Thus,
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they typically create a home environment that instils discipline and facili-
tates studying, encouraging their children to take private classes in music,
language, or computer science, and to spend much time practicing for their
lessons.

One possible explanation of cultural differences in family investment
and school success refers to differential ethnic resources, such as family net-
works and mutual support (Portes and MacLeod, 1996). From a sociological
viewpoint, communities that are more resourceful are more likely to lend
effective support to high academic aspirations and achievement. Anthropo-
logical studies have similarly emphasized the role of family and community
investment in minority students’ school achievement, playing out cultural
beliefs and values against structural disadvantage as competing explanatory
grounds (Vermeulen and Perlmann, 2000). A useful synthesis of the inter-
play of cultural and structural factors in minority education is Ogbu’s well-
known distinction between involuntary and voluntary types of minorities in
the United States (Ogbu, 1992). To account for ethnographic observations
of achievement in adversity among the latter type of minorities, he introduces
the key concept of “folk models of success.” Folk models refer to cultural
ideals rooted in the shared history of a particular community that explain
high academic aspirations in successful minorities.

Along those lines, there is much cross-cultural evidence showing that
the perception of culturally relevant benefits to education positively affects
minority students’ school engagement and achievement. Examples include
moral definitions of a good person as an educated person, as is the case in the
Punjabi Sikh community (Gibson, 2000). Other examples refer to cultural
notions of academic achievement as a source of family honor or prestige, for
instance, in Asian American communities (Schneider and Lee, 1990). Across
cultures, the culturally valued benefits attached to educational attainment
differ considerably, ranging from moral virtue, honor to the family, a better
marriage partner, to purely economic rewards (Okagaki, 2001). Overall,
folk models refer to shared cultural ideals of self-improvement or status
achievement through hard work and perseverance in spite of obstacles. Such
cultural values and beliefs provide a supportive family context where the
motivation to achieve is high, where effort and hard work are rewarded,
and where parents feel responsible for the school success of their children
(Hieshima and Schneider, 1994).

Similarly in a European host context, Phalet and Claeys (1993) found
that Turkish ethnic minority youth, as compared to native youth, attached
more value to present and future achievement goals. Parallel findings of
family-based achievement striving among Turkish youth reflect broadly
shared cultural values in a modernizing culture of relatedness (Gailly, 1979;
Kagitcibasi, 1990; Phalet and Lens, 1995). Accordingly, Phalet and Lens
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(1995) found evidence of a family-oriented type of achievement motiva-
tion in Turkish youth, which pairs a strong sense of family loyalty with high
academic aspirations. Moreover, cross-cultural causal models in Turkey and
Belgium demonstrate the adaptive impact of relatedness and achievement
goals, which enhance psychological adjustment and task performance. More
in general, these findings resonate with cross-cultural evidence of a most
frequent and adaptive collectivist type of achievement orientation in Asian
cultures, as distinct from a predominant individualistic type of achievement
motivation in the West (Maehr and Nicholls, 1980; Yu and Yang, 1994). In
support of the psychological relevance of a collectivist achievement motive
for minority youth, Phalet and Hagendoorn (1996) found that socioeconomic
disadvantage was accompanied by sustained achievement striving, along
with an increased emphasis on family loyalty among Turkish youth. Cul-
tural distance between families and schools, however, appeared to weaken
motivation and achievement in Turkish ethnic minority youth, as compared
with lower class Turkish youth in Turkey, in spite of strong family ties. Ap-
parently, there are limits to the adaptive value of family-based achievement
striving when social disadvantage is coupled with large cultural distances
in international immigration. Taken together, the Asian and Turkish exam-
ples in the United States and Europe strongly suggest that close-knit and
forward-looking minority families may, at least to some extent, effectively
support their children to succeed in spite of limited opportunities.

In summary, cross-cultural findings in family and school contexts lead
to the following conclusions on the role of the future in minority students’
school careers. On the one hand, high future expectations of minority parents
and youth may fail to produce the desired school results, when cultural dis-
continuity with the school context leads to disengagement with learning. On
the other hand, family investment may effectively support school achieve-
ment in spite of cultural discontinuity, when shared cultural values and be-
liefs within minority families and communities elevate the future benefits of
schooling. To conclude, the immigrant optimism hypothesis holds in some
cultural contexts but not in others; specifically, it holds when teaching prac-
tices and interactions in multicultural classrooms support cultural congru-
ence and cooperative learning, and/or when shared cultural values and be-
liefs in minority families and communities promote educational investment.

FUTURE GOALS, MOTIVATION, AND LEARNING

What Have We Learned? From Cultural Diversity to Common Processes

So far, the cross-cultural literature leaves us with seemingly contradic-
tory findings on the enhanced versus impaired role of future goals in minority
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students’ school achievement. Probably the most important finding from the
literature is that the schooling experience of minority youth is the product
of conflicting motivational forces. On the positive side, high hopes of a bet-
ter future through schooling seem inherent in the immigration project of
many immigrant families (Kao and Tienda, 1995). Moreover, in some im-
migrant communities, such hopes are reinforced by shared cultural ideals,
associating educational progress with collective achievement values (Phalet
and Lens, 1995; Portes and MacLeod, 1996). At the same time, however,
limited opportunities and cultural discontinuities constitute powerful neg-
ative incentives, which may stand in the way of minority students’ school
achievement (D’Amato, 1993; Mickelson, 1990). Hence, minority students
run high risks of being caught between dreams and deeds.

Although it appears that future goals are highly relevant and influential
in the schooling experience of minority youth, it is much less clear when
and how future goals will effectively support motivation and learning. A
major limitation of much research on the schooling of minority youth is
its one-sided focus on motivational deficits or differences that set minor-
ity students apart from the mainstream (Meece and Kurtz-Costes, 2001).
Hence, little is known about the cross-cultural validity of common motiva-
tional processes that may sustain, enhance, or undermine student motivation
in multicultural classrooms. How do limited perceived opportunities and
experienced cultural discontinuities affect motivation and learning among
minority students? To improve our understanding of the seemingly contra-
dictory cross-cultural findings reviewed above, we must spell out the mo-
tivational processes that connect future goals with classroom engagement
and achievement. To this end, a more fine-tuned conceptual framework
is needed. The following briefly discusses recent developments in motiva-
tional research regarding the future’s impact on minority students’ school
achievement.

Goal striving is by definition future-oriented. Still, it is necessary to dis-
tinguish between immediate and delayed goals that play a role in academic
achievement. Once immediate task goals and future goals are clearly distin-
guished, we can articulate how they are (dis)connected through time. This
is an important explanatory task because the motivational impact of the fu-
ture depends crucially on the processes that connect task goals in the present
time with more distant future goals. To this end, a motivational framework
is developed that brings together recent research in the areas of future time
perspective, intrinsic motivation, and goal theories in the United States and
Europe. Specifically, we argue and document two important conceptual dis-
tinctions: (a) a distinction between incentive value and instrumentality and
(b) a further distinction between internal and external types of instrumen-
tality. Finally, the key concepts of perceived instrumentality and internal
regulation are brought to bear on minority students’ school achievement.
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Perceived Instrumentality, Motivation, and Learning

Most research on achievement motivation in academic settings is limited
by its one-sided focus on immediate goals in the present task situation and,
consequently, by its neglect of the personal and instrumental relevance of
delayed goals in the near or distant future. With a view to extending research
on student motivation to include future time perspective (FTP), an important
question concerns the development and impact of instrumental motivation:
does the instrumentality of present task goals in terms of future goal setting
make a difference in student motivation and learning?

According to Nuttin and Lens (1985), “future time perspective evolves
from motivational goal setting. It is formed by more or less distant goals
that are processed by the individual” (p. 22). Thus, formulating motivational
goals in the distant future creates an extended FTP, which in turn strength-
ens the motivation to strive for those goals (Lens, 1986; Nuttin and Lens,
1985). To explain the motivational effects of a more or less extended FTP,
De Volder and Lens (1982) distinguished between cognitive and dynamic
aspects of FTP. Whereas the cognitive aspect of FTP refers to the instru-
mentality or utility value of immediate task goals to reach distant future
goals, the dynamic aspect concerns the incentive value of more or less dis-
tant future goals. Specifically, the cognitive aspect refers to the capacity to
anticipate in the present not only the immediate, but also the potential long-
term consequences of one’s actions. Students with a long FTP more easily
anticipate the implications of their present classroom activities for the more
distant future and elaborate on the covert level more long-term behavioral
means-end structures, such as academic or professional plans or projects
(e.g., a college degree or becoming a teacher). Therefore, the utility value or
the instrumentality of present learning and achievement tasks in school is
higher the longer the FTP. In addition, the dynamic aspect of FTP is defined
as the preference to attribute a high valence to future goals, even if they are
located in the more distant future. In general, the incentive value of a given
reward decreases as a function of the length of its temporal delay (Mischel,
1981). This decrease is less steep, however, for persons with a long FTP than
for those with a short FTP (De Volder and Lens, 1982). Because a long FTP
reduces the psychological distance toward delayed goals, the incentive value
of chronologically distant goals is higher the longer the FTP. More precisely,
the effect of individual differences in the extension of FTP on the incentive
value of future goals is curvilinear, so that it is smaller for goals in the very
near or very distant future than for goals in the intermediate future.

From empirical research on expectancy× value theories (VIE) in moti-
vational psychology (Feather, 1982), we know that people are more mo-
tivated when (a) they have higher expectations that their behavior will
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produce the desired outcomes (instrumentality) and (b) the subjective value
of the outcomes is higher. Accordingly, a series of studies among nonmi-
nority students supports the positive motivational impact of the perceived
instrumentality of school tasks for reaching future career goals, over and
above the incentive value attached to present and future goals. De Volder
and Lens (1982) indeed found a positive correlation between students’ total
motivation (Grade 11) and the length of their FTP. More motivated stu-
dents attach more valence to goals in the distant future than less motivated
students do. Many motivated students also attach more instrumental value
to their schoolwork for reaching goals in the near and the distant future.
In their study of student motivation in Flanders (Belgium), Lens and De-
cruyenaere (1991) categorized high school students in high, medium, and
low motivation subgroups using a questionnaire measure of achievement
motivation. Students with higher and lower motivation differed significantly
in the instrumentality or utility value of “doing your best in school” for suc-
cess in life in general. Thus, the more highly motivated students also attach
the highest instrumental value to their schoolwork. Similarly, Van Calster
et al. (1991) found that perceived instrumentality affects student motivation.
Students in Grades 11 and 12 who perceive their schoolwork as important
for their future (i.e., high instrumentality) are more motivated than students
who experience education as less important (i.e., low instrumentality). But
they also found an interaction effect between perceived instrumentality and
affective attitudes toward one’s individual future. Perceived instrumentality
does enhance student motivation but only for students with a positive atti-
tude toward their personal future. For students with a negative outlook on
their future, attaching high utility to school results had the opposite effect on
their motivation to study. In sum, the combination of a high level of perceived
instrumentality and a positive attitude toward the personal future has a pos-
itive effect on student motivation and school results. Finally, Creten et al.
(2001) studied the motivational role of perceived instrumentality or utility
in vocational schools in Flanders (Belgium). Many students in vocational
training have serious motivational problems, especially in studying theoret-
ical courses such as mathematics, languages, and history. As compared to
students in higher tracks, these students are often characterized by a rather
short FTP (Lens and Decruyenaere, 1991). In other words, they do not clearly
perceive, or do not much care about, the instrumentality or utility of present
school tasks for their future career. As expected, Creten et al. (2001) found
a positive correlation between the perceived instrumentality of theoretical
and practical courses and student motivation for both types of courses. Al-
though the studies are correlational, there is enough empirical evidence to
conclude here that the instrumentality aspect of FTP increases the strength
or intensity of student motivation for school tasks.
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Not only does the instrumental value of school tasks enhance student
motivation, it also contributes to more effective learning strategies and better
school results. Learning is the complex process of assimilating, structuring,
and applying new knowledge and skills. As students play an active role in
learning and studying, the effective use of learning strategies is central to
adaptive learning. Pintrich (1989) defines learning strategies as the cognitive
strategies or the ways of information processing that students use in studying
or learning their lessons. In addition to purely cognitive strategies, such as
cognitive rehearsal, elaboration, organization, and critical thinking, resource
management strategies, such as time and effort regulation, are an important
part of effective learning strategies. Another much-used distinction is be-
tween deep-level and surface-level learning (Entwistle and Entwistle, 1991;
Nolen, 1988). Students who engage in deep-level learning are actively elab-
orating, structuring, and questioning the course materials to understand the
underlying meaning. In contrast, students who stick to surface-level learning
focus on memorization without understanding. They are mainly relying on
rehearsal and other passive learning strategies. Although specific task situa-
tions may either inhibit or facilitate deep-level learning, learning styles are
also thought to reflect (at least in part) more or less stable individual differ-
ences in learning styles (Biggs, 1993). Most importantly, the use of effective
cognitive and self-regulative strategies predicts school achievement. In par-
ticular, deep-level learning and self-regulation are associated with enhanced
school performance (Pintrich and De Groot, 1990).

Extending the research on motivation and learning to take into account
FTP, Lens et al. (in press) found that when the present learning task is ex-
perienced as having high instrumentality or utility, students score higher on
deep-level learning and lower on surface-level learning. Consequently, they
are also achieving better school results than do their classmates who per-
ceive a low utility value. Similar findings are also reported by Simons et al.
(2003). Although perceived instrumentality may directly enhance classroom
behavior through volition or self-control, it seems most likely that its mo-
tivational impetus is mediated by increased interest in classroom tasks or
activities (Lens et al., in press).

In summary, research on FTP accentuates the added instrumental value,
as distinct from the incentive value, of academic tasks in connection with fu-
ture goals. Perceptions of instrumentality refer to the presence or absence
of positive connections between immediate task goals and more or less dis-
tant future goals. Overall, the empirical findings discussed above support the
following conclusions: students with a positive perception of the instrumen-
tality of school work to reach future career goals (a) are more motivated
for school tasks, (b) make more use of effective learning strategies, and
(c) work harder and perform better in school. In contrast, ambivalent or
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negative perceptions of instrumentality are associated with lower levels of
task motivation, less effective learning strategies, less persistence, and poor
performance.

Internal Regulation, Motivation, and Learning

Since the introduction of goal theory, we know that not only the in-
tensity or quantity of student motivation matters but also its quality. In
educational settings, parallel distinctions are made between task goals and
ego goals (Maehr, 1984), mastery and ability goals (Ames and Archer, 1988),
learning and performance goals (Dweck, 1986), or task involvement and ego
involvement (Nicholls, 1984), as distinct reasons to engage with schoolwork.
Task-oriented students are primarily motivated to learn in order to increase
their knowledge and competence. They want to improve on their past per-
formance, to learn from their mistakes, to make progress over time, and to
master ever more difficult or challenging tasks. In contrast, ego-oriented stu-
dents are not so much motivated by the desire to learn new knowledge and
skills as such. Rather, they perceive school tasks as opportunities to demon-
strate ability, to outperform others, to achieve success (approach goals), or
to avoid looking stupid or ignorant in front of their classmates (avoidance
goals). In short, they are concerned more with self-worth or self-evaluation
than with learning or problem solving. More in general, student goal orien-
tations are the products of past personal experiences and present situational
factors in the school environment (Ames and Archer, 1988). Typically, high
levels of task orientation in students are associated with intrinsic (vs. extrin-
sic) motivation. In turn, task orientation or intrinsic motivation are related
to positive motivational outcomes such as more effort and persistence, more
effective learning strategies, and better school results (Dweck and Leggett,
1988; Elliot and Dweck, 1988; Nolen and Haladyna, 1990; Pintrich and De
Groot, 1990). Conversely, ego orientation has often, though not always, been
opposed to task orientation and associated with negative achievement out-
comes (Harackiewicz et al., 1993; Pintrich, 2000).

Goal theories have mainly focused on immediate task goals. To include
future goals into goal theories, research on intrinsic motivation and task
orientation raises the following question: Does instrumentality preclude in-
trinsic interest and being task oriented? Indeed, to the extent that learning
is motivated by future goals (instrumental motivation), it is not rewarding
in itself. In this sense, instrumental motivation can only be extrinsic moti-
vation. Along those lines, Eccles (1984) has contrasted utility value, which
she defines as “the importance of (a) task for some future goal that might
itself be somewhat unrelated to the process nature of the task at hand”
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(p. 90), with interest value, which she describes as “the inherent, immediate
enjoyment one gets from engaging in an activity” (p. 89). In line with the
classical definition of intrinsic motivation, she has contrasted utility value
as extrinsic motivation with interest value as intrinsic motivation. If instru-
mental motivation is a type of extrinsic motivation, we need to know in what
circumstances the utility value of performing well in school for one’s future
career undermines intrinsic task motivation, in the same way as extrinsic
rewards sometimes do.

Two related lines of inquiry run counter to the extrinsic motivation the-
sis by connecting future goals with intrinsic motivation and task orientation.
One argument refers to the distinct nature of task orientation as defined by
goal theories. According to this definition, future orientation is an inherent
feature of task orientation, with its typical goal stresses on making progress,
looking for new challenges, and learning as an end in itself. In support of
the forward-looking nature of task goals, the degree to which students value
the future was positively related to their task goal focus for specific college
courses (Husman and Lens, 1999). Another line of research distinguishes an
endogenous type of utility of present tasks for future goals, which is associ-
ated with enhanced intrinsic motivation. The theoretical reasoning behind
this notion of endogenous instrumentality draws links between types of in-
strumentality and levels of internal regulation or self-determination as dis-
tinguished by Deci and Ryan (1985; Deci et al., 1999). Within the domain of
extrinsic motivation, so-called identified and integrated levels of regulation
imply that goals are extrinsic to the task but that they are at the same time
experienced as self-chosen, and hence internally controlled by the individ-
ual. The internal type of regulation is distinguished from so-called external
and introjected levels of regulation, when goal setting is experienced as im-
posed from the outside, and hence externally controlled. Turning to FTP and
instrumental motivation, so-called endogenous instrumentality is related to
internal regulation. Thus, future goals may be at the origin of an internal
type of regulation or self-determination, if they are experienced as self-set
goals, and hence internally controlled, in spite of being extrinsic to the task.

Along those lines, Lens (2001; Lens and Rand, 1997) identified different
types of instrumentality, or relations between present motivation and future
goals. The typology is based on two dimensions. One dimension concerns
the nature of present and future tasks or goals. If an academic task in the
present belongs to the same motivational category as the relevant future
task or goal, the relation between both tasks is endogenous (Husman and
Lens, 1999). Specifically, the endogenous dimension of instrumentality de-
pends on the kinds of competences required to accomplish a task now and
in the future. The more the capacities or competences used in present and
future tasks overlap, the higher should be the utility or instrumentality of the
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present task for achievement goals in the future (e.g., studying mathematics
to become an engineer vs. to become a nurse). Another dimension of instru-
mentality refers to the kinds of conditions that regulate classroom behavior,
including the kind of future goals or rewards that are anticipated. Future
goals can internally or externally regulate classroom behavior. Thus, exter-
nally regulated behavior is motivated by future goals that originate outside
the person, such as job requirements or material rewards. In contrast, inter-
nally regulated behavior is driven by motives that are internal to the person,
such as one’s personal development or life project. In sum, exogenous future
goals that are perceived as externally controlling students’ motivation fall
into the category of extrinsic motivation. If the typology is valid, a predom-
inant focus on this type of future goals will not enhance the quality of task
motivation in the present, whereas an alternative focus on future goals that
are endogenous and/or internally controlled will.

As expected, correlational as well as experimental research with non-
minority students demonstrates that students’ motivation, task orientation,
and intrinsic interest are enhanced when they perceive an endogenous link
between their present schoolwork and future career goals. Students who
are striving for future goals that are closely modelled on the skills learned
in present schoolwork show higher levels of intrinsic motivation in school.
Moreover, students who experience future goals as self-set goals (internal
regulation) are also more intrinsically motivated to achieve than those who
perceive the future as externally controlled (external regulation). Finally, in
line with expectations from goal theory, students who develop an intrinsic
interest in school tasks also score higher on task orientation, persistence,
and effort, and lower on positive and negative ego orientation (Lens et al.,
2001; Shell and Husman, 2001; Simons et al., 2000).

In addition, not only does the motivational impact of internal regulation
enhance intrinsic motivation and task orientation, but it also fosters the use of
more effective learning strategies, leading to improved school performance.
Lens et al. (in press) found that when the present learning task is experienced
as internally regulated, students score higher on deep-level learning and
lower on surface-level learning. This also explains why they outperform their
classmates who feel externally regulated by imposed or externally controlled
future goals. For a more extensive review of recent evidence, we refer to
Simons et al. in this special issue. Again, the motivational drive that comes
from internal regulation through self-set future goals may enhance academic
behavior directly as well as indirectly through increased interest in academic
tasks (Lens et al., in press).

Taken together, recent findings on internal and external types of in-
strumentality corroborate the following conclusions. Students who are mo-
tivated by highly valued and internally controlled future goals, as part of a
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personal life project, (a) are more intrinsically motivated for their school
work, (b) use more effective learning strategies, and (c) work harder and
achieve better results. Conversely, students who are motivated by externally
controlled future goals, such as increased earnings or job qualifications, and
those who attach little or no value to future goals or rewards, show lower
levels of task motivation, less effective learning strategies, less persistence,
and poor performance.

Cross-Cultural Implications: Future Goals in Minority
Students’ School Careers

In the previous paragraphs, we developed and documented the motiva-
tional processes that are associated with (a) the perceived instrumentality
of school tasks for future goals and (b) the internal or external regulation of
classroom behavior by future goals. Returning to the central issue of minority
school achievement, the following remaining questions must be addressed:
How valid is our conceptualization of future goals across cultures; and how
well does it explain contradictory findings on the importance and impact of
the future in minority students’ school achievement?

Our starting point is the paradoxical cross-cultural evidence on the im-
portance and impact of future goals in minority students’ school careers. On
the one hand, the immigrant optimism hypothesis has portrayed minority
students as highly aspiring and achieving (Kao and Tienda, 1995). On the
other hand, conflicting findings of underachievement in spite of high aspira-
tions are attributed to the detrimental effects of limited opportunities and
cultural discontinuities on minority students’ school achievement (D’Amato,
1993; Mickelson, 1990). In light of the moderating role of perceived instru-
mentality and internal regulation in (dis)connecting school achievement with
future goal setting, more fine-grained motivational concepts and measures
are needed to improve our understanding of minority students’ school ca-
reers. So far, research on minority students’ school achievement that takes
into account recent developments in research on FTP is limited. However,
preliminary findings tend to support the cross-cultural validity and the ex-
planatory power of the FTP framework in multicultural educational settings.

In particular, the experience of limited opportunities or cultural barri-
ers in minority students’ school careers may affect the instrumental value
of school tasks, giving rise to ambivalent or negative perceptions of instru-
mentality. Thus, one possible explanation of more frequent school disen-
gagement in minority youth is the failure to connect school engagement
with valued future goals. Phalet et al. (2001) have put the negative instru-
mentality hypothesis to a test. They compared minority students and native
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youth in Dutch schools, using a questionnaire measure to categorize students
into positive, negative, and ambivalent types of perceived instrumentality.
In line with FTP research (cf. supra) and across cultures, positive perceived
instrumentality is related to higher levels of task motivation. Although the
evidence is correlational, the motivational impact of the perceived instru-
mental value of school tasks for future goals is robust after controlling for
gender, parental education (low or higher), and school tracks (vocational or
higher). As expected by the negative instrumentality hypothesis, minority
youth have less positive and more ambivalent or negative perceptions of the
instrumentality of doing well in school for their future than native youth.
But gross motivational differences are completely accounted for by family
background (parental education) and school track (vocational or higher).
Apparently, unequal educational opportunities are a more plausible expla-
nation of motivational differences between minority and native youth than
cultural discontinuities per se.

In addition, there is yet another way in which unequal opportunities or
cultural discontinuities may impede minority students’ school achievement.
In as far as future goals are perceived as out of reach (in the case of perceived
discrimination) or externally imposed (in the case of experienced culture
conflict), minority youth are more prone than native youth to experience
future career goals as externally controlled and, hence, to disengage with
learning. The external regulation hypothesis receives mixed support from
correlational findings in multicultural classrooms. Concretely, Phalet et al.
(2001) asked immigrant and native students to rate the importance (high
or low) of internally and externally controlled types of future goals. On the
basis of their ratings, students were assigned to three subgroups: either (a)
no regulation (low value attached to future goals) or (b) external regulation
(high value attached to external future goals only, e.g., job opportunities or
earnings) or (c) internal regulation (high value attached to internal future
goals as well, e.g., personal growth). In accordance with recent FTP research
(cf. supra) and across cultures, internal regulation enhances student motiva-
tion, as well as adaptive learning (increased self-regulation and deep-level
learning, decreased surface-level learning). But external regulation also con-
tributes to task motivation. At the same time, only internal regulation, but
not external regulation, was found to increase the use of effective learning
strategies. Finally, and running counter to the external regulation hypothesis,
minority youth are more motivated by internally controlled future goals than
are native youth (e.g., they study to prepare themselves for a personal life
project). In parallel, they also attach as much or more importance to exter-
nal future goals (e.g., they want to improve their family’s standard of living).
Overall, minority students are more motivated by distant future goals than
native students are.
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To conclude, the motivational effects of perceived instrumentality and
types of regulation are largely replicated across cultures. Moreover, the para-
doxical findings of motivational differences between minority and native
students are explained at least in part by (a) more ambivalent or more nega-
tive perceptions of instrumentality among minority youth, together with (b)
more internal as well as external regulation by distant future goals. These
preliminary findings indicate new directions for cross-cultural research, ex-
tending the FTP approach to motivational explanations of minority stu-
dents’ school achievement. Moreover, they suggest the applied relevance of
the FTP framework for enhancing task motivation and adaptive learning in
multicultural classrooms.

DISCUSSION

This review brings together cross-cultural research in the United States
and Europe on the motivational role of the future in multicultural class-
rooms. Overall, the analyses yield convergent results, which demonstrate
the cross-cultural validity of our conceptualization of future goal setting,
and which throw new light on conflicting findings of an impaired versus en-
hanced future orientation in ethnic minority students. Indeed, contradictory
research findings on the schooling experience of minority youth were the
starting point of this review. In general, future goals may help students to
overcome momentary failures by focusing instead on the path toward future
success. In minority students’ school careers, a focus on future goals seems
all the more important as a powerful protective factor against more frequent
school failure and dropout.

Along those lines, the special relevance and decisive impact of future
goals on minority students’ school achievement are amply documented. Typ-
ically, minority families and youth show higher academic aspirations and
future expectations than working-class native youth (Pels, 1998; Phalet and
Claeys, 1993; Phalet and Schönpflug, 2001a,b; Zéroulou, 1998). Not only are
minority families more aspiring, high academic aspirations in minority par-
ents and children appear to enable sustained motivation in spite of repeated
failure (Müller and Kerbow, 1993; Okagaki and Frensch, 1998; Phalet and
Andriessen, in press; Vallet and Caille, 1996). Together, these cross-cultural
findings corroborate the immigrant optimism hypothesis, which foregrounds
family investment in education as a way to achieve upward mobility in the
distant future (Kao and Tienda, 1995).

The immigrant optimism hypothesis has been challenged, however,
by contradictory evidence from related lines of inquiry on minority un-
derachievement due to blocked opportunities and/or cultural discontinuity.
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Thus, repeated findings of underachievement in spite of high aspirations
have exposed the limits of future-oriented achievement motivation in the
presence of structural disadvantage and discrimination (Mickelson, 1990;
Ogbu and Simons, 1998). From a perceived opportunities perspective, dis-
advantaged minority youth are therefore expected and found to develop
a more ambivalent orientation toward the future than native youth, which
in turn interferes with minority students’ school engagement and achieve-
ment (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986; Okagaki, 2001). From a complementary
cultural-difference approach, similar predictions of an impaired future ori-
entation and increased resistance to schooling among minority youth have
been made. But explanations are sought primarily in the lack of cultural con-
gruence between home and school environments (D’Amato, 1993; Jacob and
Jordan, 1993; Okagaki, 2001). The detrimental motivational impact of cul-
tural discontinuity should be qualified, however, as cooperative classrooms
and supportive minority families can go a long way toward sustaining future-
oriented achievement motivation in spite of disadvantage and discontinuity
(Gibson, 2000; Okagaki, 2001; Phalet and Lens, 1995; Portes and MacLeod,
1996).

Much research on the schooling of minority youth has emphasized cul-
tural difference or deficit over cross-cultural commonality. Consequently,
the common motivational processes that connect family aspirations, cul-
tural ideals, or personal goals in a distant future with classroom motivation
and achievement are left largely unexplained. At the same time, new de-
velopments in research on FTP (cf. Nuttin and Lens, 1985) elucidate the
cognitive–motivational processes that connect immediate task goals with
delayed goals in the near or distant future. But most of this motivational re-
search has not been validated across cultures, nor is it systematically applied
to minority achievement in multicultural classrooms. Because the future fig-
ures prominently as a potential driving force in minority students’ school
careers, such a close link with research on future time perspective seems
rather promising.

Specifically, we have theoretically elaborated and empirically docu-
mented two conceptual distinctions, which seem crucial to understanding
how present task goals and future goals are (dis)connected through time:
The first one is between incentive value and instrumentality; the second one
is between internal and external types of regulation. First, educational re-
search has often focused one-sidedly on the incentive value of immediate
task goals. But doing well in school is not an end in itself. It is a future-oriented
investment. Accordingly, the instrumentality of school tasks for realizing im-
portant future goals is shown to enhance task motivation, adaptive learning,
and achievement (Creten et al., 2001; De Volder and Lens, 1982; Lens and
Decruyenaere, 1991; Van Calster et al., 1991). Second, classroom behavior
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may be regulated by self-chosen or internally controlled future goals, or by
future goals or rewards that are experienced as externally controlled. Recent
research with nonminority students has associated internal regulation with
enhanced intrinsic motivation and task orientation, and with effective learn-
ing strategies and performance (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Husman and Lens,
1999; Lens et al., 2001; Simons et al., 2000).

Linking up motivational research on FTP with minority students’ school
achievement, competing expectations of an impaired versus enhanced future
orientation of minority students can be reformulated in a more precise way.
Building on FTP research, there are two possible explanations for the failure
of future goals to motivate school achievement in some minority (and native)
youth. First, students may have ambivalent or negative perceptions of the
instrumentality of doing well in school for success later in life (for instance,
when they expect to be discriminated against by potential employers in spite
of their qualifications, or when nonconventional or criminal careers appear
more attractive ways to realize one’s desired lifestyle). Second, students may
experience future goals as externally controlled or imposed from the outside
rather than internally driven or self-set goals (for instance, when they lack
attractive coethnic role models of success in the host society, or when they
feel that their future is determined by social forces outside their personal
control).

Accordingly, there is preliminary evidence in support of the motiva-
tional importance and impact of future goals in minority students’ school
careers (Phalet et al., 2001; Phalet and Andriessen, in press). When school
tasks are perceived as instrumental for future career goals, and especially
when school work is internally regulated by future goal setting, minority and
native youth alike show higher levels of task motivation, deep-level learning,
and effective self-regulation. Conversely, positive perceptions of instrumen-
tality and internal regulation effectively protect minority as well as native
students against high risks of disengagement and maladaptive learning in
multicultural classrooms. Although these empirical findings are encourag-
ing, cross-cultural replications using the same fine-grained motivational mea-
sures in other multicultural settings is needed to further develop the FTP
approach to minority students’ school achievement.

From an applied educational perspective, the cross-cultural evidence
reviewed in this article has great potential relevance for teaching practices
in multicultural classrooms. In particular, many students to whom academic
task goals have limited direct appeal are likely to profit from the added
instrumental value by an extended FTP. Therefore, teachers should look
for innovative ways of actively supporting the development of future goal
setting in culturally diverse student populations, for instance, by stressing
relevant future goals along with immediate task goals, or by articulating



P1: JVP

Educational Psychology Review [jepr] PP1042-edpr-475668 November 25, 2003 14:24 Style file version June 4th, 2002

How Future Goals Enhance Motivation and Learning in Multicultural Classrooms 85

positive connections between making progress in class and achieving valued
personal goals in the near and distant future.
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