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Exploring the significance of a simple concept to

aid in understanding what we perceive about us.
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What is the motivation for action? That is, action by oneself, other individuals, societies, and social groups, even actions by other mammals, any animal, even plants and bacteria—by any living thing? What is it that makes us do what we do? It would seem that knowing the answer to this question would provide valuable knowledge. In fact, such a quest would appear to lie at the basis of all understanding of human history and explanation of current human activity, and the basis for understanding all life forms since the goal of science is explaining what makes the world operate. But then, isn’t this all rather obvious? Yes, and the obvious is often overlooked.

Perhaps using personal experience as an example would be useful. In the later years of my formal education in anthropology, after having studied many cultures of the world and tried to more clearly understand what it meant to personally share any culture, the issue gradually focused more on why there were so many different cultures rather than on the particular characteristics of each. Those specific characteristics were fascinating enough, but it begged the question of why there were different ways to, for example, formalize a marriage, recognize adulthood, cook a meal, clothe oneself, or communicate with each other. What did each human culture share? What did all humans share? Was it some universal need, such as food, sexual regulation, and protection from the elements? Certainly much has been written about this and lists have been made. Yet, there's always something that fits on one list and not another or needs to be added, subtracted, or merged. 

Such precariousness in list-making did not seem to fit my sense of a universal explanation for why cultures are different, or why they exist at all. It would appear that there isn't anything genetic that specifically dictates that a human culture needs to exist. But why stop there? Isn’t the question much broader than asking what is the motivation for behavior in just human culture? Shouldn’t it be asked more universally for all life forms—and that human culture is subsumed as part of a broader concern To me, it was more conceivable that an answer should apply to all life, not just humans. Now, that would be something worth investigating further.

After leaving my time of formal education and spending many years teaching in public schools, while not actively pursuing this question of a universal explanation for motivation of action, it nevertheless was always in the back of my mind and occasionally contemplated as life’s events came to touch on its relevance for explaining what I observed in daily life. In particular was the behavior of students in the classroom. 

One of the primary goals of a classroom teacher is to maintain control of student behavior so that another primary goal, learning by the students, can occur. Like other teachers, I had my system set up for achieving both goals, which was rationally structured to allow specific levels of student choice matched with required activities. Generally, it was successful. However, some students, because of cognitive inability, emotional upset, family problems, and so on—whatever it was for that day—had trouble with my system. In other words, they “got in trouble”: talking excessively, making noises, refusing to attempt the work, and being physical with other pupils, to name a few. Constantly, I was confronted with the necessity of keeping students on task and solving problems caused by those who got into trouble. 

After a few years of this daily teaching demand, I started to ask myself: Seriously, why do kids get into trouble? It got a bit tiresome to deal with, especially since the logic of my teaching structure was supposed to guarantee students that they would learn with as little conflict as possible. What was at work here? What was the motivation for action? 

A common response, of course, is that trouble-makers are just ornery kids, or mean, stupid, bad seed, evil, or whatever popular reason can be thought of. I rejected all these because they offered no opportunity for remedy; they were all reasons for immutability. But realistically, why try? Just kick the kid out. Yet, that was a solution I could not accept because the trouble-makers weren’t always a problem; they did well some days, perhaps not as well as others, but clearly, there was some evidence of ability. How to get to them was the problem. And it seemed that accessing the positive side of the child meant understanding what motivated them, what caused their seemingly unreasonable behavior.

Another explanation, rather than inherent inability and evilness, could be that their family had problems that sparked the trouble: financial instability, lack of supervision, anti-social modeling, dysfunctional relationships, and many other options. Or it could be more immediately personal: a friendship turned bad, an argument with another teacher, a stomach-ache, the flu, a disappointing test score, and a dozen more possible events of the day. Or it could be cultural: an immigrant struggling with the language, religious beliefs, values toward education or certain subjects, pressure from parental expectation, and on and on. 

So at the end of the day, how was I, as a teacher, to assess what had happened during that time and what my responses had been—and then get up the next day and try all over again, without beginning to resent the trouble-makers even more?

One realization I came to early in my teaching career was that with rare exception, the acting out of the student rarely had anything to do with me personally: I was just the adult in the way of responding to whatever was bothering them and therefore faced the substance of their action. This would usually become apparent after we had a chance to talk privately about the incident, or simply after a short passage of time. That understanding helped me direct my immediate response to the situation and allow the class to continue with as little disruption as possible. Of course, for future reference at some point, it was necessary to further investigate the parts of the conflict that occurred, which could be rather complex, as suggested.

Another and more important, realization I came to because of these conflict situations was that every student in my classes wanted to be successful, regardless of how it seemed on the surface. Given a new task, they would all try to do what I required, which was obvious from their effort, expressions on their faces, and their comments. Great! That’s what I hoped for. 

However, in every situation, some students would soon have difficulty accomplishing what I expected and get into trouble doing something they shouldn't. It wouldn’t be the same kids every time but would vary with the assignments, clarifying that if I varied the exercises enough, all students should have a chance to be successful. So, variation in assignments to meet the different learning styles of all students was what they needed. Nevertheless, as much as I tried every day, I couldn't provide the variety needed for each assignment so every student could always be successful, at least successful in doing what I expected. Some still were motivated to take action I deemed disruptive and unsuccessful.

Then it finally dawned on me. In the disruptive student’s mind, he was being successful—just not according to my definition. If it was getting laughs from the other students, he was successful. If it was avoiding having to do something he wasn’t capable of (for whatever reason), he was successful. If it was displacing anger with his parents onto an adult, such as me, who was also requesting compliance, he was successful. In other words, every student wants to be successful and will find one means or another to achieve success, whether in an educationally acceptable form or another not so acceptable form. 

This realization put student behavior on a new level of understanding which not only aided my personal relationship with students but also helped educationally in trying to establish a learning environment that took into account the individual students' preferred learning styles, and the demands of their personal life that day. None of us has a great day every day, and students have more trouble with that as they grow up. However, just being aware of the issue, and making acceptable accommodations, goes a long way toward accomplishing the primary goal, in this case, of providing an optimal learning environment in the classroom.

Great. But the question still lurked in my mind: Is there some universal factor behind all this classroom conflict and struggle to be successful, something that can more broadly explain not only student behavior but also human behavior in general? After all, don’t all humans want to be successful in their actions, legal and criminal? Why else would people try so hard, for example, to raise a family or increase their standing in their profession or, for another kind of example, to develop a narcotics network or increase the respect they have in their gang community? What is it that motivates people to strive for success, whatever the definition? Since the definition of success varies from society to society, and even within each society, it would seem that there must be some kind of universal motivation common to all humanity that accounts for this behavior. But what is it? 

Eventually, I determined that perhaps success wasn’t quite the concept that best described what I observed since it has subjective value connotations. I needed a broader concept, and the descriptor “control” seemed to best fit what I was searching for. What my students were seeking was as much control of their situation as they could get, given the bounds of culture and society. Those who went along with the control system for learning that I had set up received the customary reward of grade and teacher/student approval. Those who didn’t go along with it didn't receive approval and got in trouble. 

Yet, the troublesome student wasn’t necessarily unsuccessful in his attempt to assert control over his situation; it just wasn’t what I wanted as a result. The issue was one of control, between the students and me, and there were several possible outcomes: some socially acceptable according to adult culture, some socially acceptable according to student culture, and some not acceptable to either. 

Putting the teaching situation in the context of a struggle for control and acceptance or rejection of that control made it easier for me to analyze student interactions not only with myself but also with each other. Besides, it removed the tendency to explain student behavior as due to innate, unchangeable character; instead, behavior could be explained by analyzing the attempts to assert control in a particular interaction. 

So, for example, when a student stops trying to work on an assignment and starts poking the kid in front with his pencil, the teacher should try to figure out what the student is trying to control. First, he is rejecting the existing control of the teacher and learning structure. The question would be how the structure could be changed so the student would feel he has greater direction over it (changing the level of difficulty, partnering with another pupil, etc.). Second, the trouble-maker’s attempt to assert some physical influence over the kid in front must be dealt with immediately. This is where the teacher’s box of tricks to maintain discipline comes in; it's strictly a matter of asserting teacher control to stop the student trying to assert his control so the disruption can be immediately stopped and then turning to redirect the power the student is seeking. 

Ultimately, having the student be able to assert some control over his learning parameters of the assignment (“buying into it”) because of adaptations made by the teacher is the best means of removing the unacceptable behavior, and more lasting. The alternative is outright physical and/or verbal struggle for dominance, with neither student nor teacher seeking adaptations and alternatives, resulting in punishment—and resentment by both sides—with any return to an optimum learning environment jeopardized. 

In essence, was control the concept I was seeking which best explained the motivation for action by humans? It seemed to make sense for my teaching situation, and it seemed to fit for other human behavior that I could see about me in my personal life of family, teaching staff, and community interaction (such as simply paying for items at a store and obeying stop signs), and elsewhere. If control was the key in my small part of the world, then it would be the same for all human interaction, a universal explanation for all behavior. 

But maybe it’s more than that. Since humans are part of the animal world, could it also be true for all animals? And for plants too? Perhaps a universal explanation for the motivation for the behavior of all living things? I believe that it is, and the rest of this treatise examines that suggestion concerning all life forms, and particularly human, to see if control is the broad conceptual paradigm that it appears to be, encompassing all the processes and elements of life.

In conclusion, my understanding of the concept is based on personal life experience, as depicted previously, but also on examples of world history, science, and every other existing explanatory tool of human knowledge that I have delved into throughout my life. Therefore, I consider the reader to be just as capable as the author in finding relevant examples needed to help explain the universality of the paradigm beyond those I have provided in this text. The entire history of and current knowledge about the world, and one’s personal experience, can provide a reader with all the instances useful for further insight. 

Since the focus of this endeavor is to outline the paradigm and to enhance one's understanding of it, I further encourage the reader to also use every opportunity available to apply the concept to personal life situations and assess its relevance. I believe it will then become clear that there are many more associated areas of human behavior to be considered than what I have touched upon. As with any useful philosophical concept, the test of its value is in its application to the life of the individual and those social groups to which he or she belongs. I hope this effort meets that pragmatic standard. 
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