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Abstract

Decades of research in the management literature have guided managers 
on how to effectively motivate their employees, increase the performance 
of their employees, and evaluate the performance of their employees. Many 
of these findings could be applied to higher education, both in research and 
in practice. More specifically, the findings on performance management 
and evaluation in the management literature could be integrated into the 
literature on higher education. This integration could prove beneficial for 
academics, institutions, and students alike. This article provides recom-
mendations for educators and opportunities for future research.

RÉSUMÉ

Des décennies de recherche dans la documentation relative à la gestion 
ont démontré comment réussir à motiver des employés, à accroître leur 
performance et à évaluer celle-ci. Bon nombre de ces conclusions pourraient 
être appliquées à l’enseignement supérieur, tant en recherche, qu’en pratique. 
Plus précisément, ce que l’on a découvert sur la gestion du rendement et 
l’évaluation, parmi la documentation portant sur la gestion, pourrait être 
intégré dans la littérature relative à l’enseignement supérieur. L’intégration 
de ces deux courants pourrait se révéler bénéfique pour les théoriciens, les 
institutions et les étudiants. Cet article fournit des recommandations pour 
les éducateurs et des opportunités pour de futures recherches.
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In the management literature, researchers have spent decades examining ways 
to motivate employees and increase their performance through effective perfor-
mance evaluation. Despite the plethora of research in the education literature ex-
amining ways to motivate students and increase their academic performance (for 
example Ames, 1992; Ames & Archer, 1988; Bandura, 1977, 1986; Greene & Miller, 
1996; Schunk, 1989), these two streams of literature have not been integrated. The 
findings from the management literature could be used to build on existing find-
ings in the literature on higher education and suggest ways for educators to increase 
the motivation and performance of their students through effective performance 
evaluation. The intent of this article is threefold: to provide recommendations for 
educators that may be applicable from the performance appraisal literature; to pro-
vide ideas for future research and integration between the two disciplines, namely 
management and higher education; third, to raise awareness among higher educa-
tion researchers that many cross-discipline opportunities exist. 

Motivation

Prior to presenting the findings from the performance appraisal literature, the 
findings on motivation within the management literature must be reviewed in 
context. The management literature states that motivation is a function of needs, 
values, cognition/goals, affect, and behaviour (Latham & Pinder, 2005). This is 
likely equally true of student motivation. Seminal motivation theories include 
needs theories (for example, Mazlow’s Hierarchy of Needs), which, as the name 
implies, suggest that individuals are motivated by different needs. Likewise, 
employee values – specifically, cultural, work, and personal values – have been 
shown to predict higher levels of motivation. See Latham and Pinder (2005) for 
a recent review of the motivation literature and evidence of the success of these 
theories in a workplace setting. 

While research has found that employees are motivated by needs and val-
ues, process theories of motivation are perhaps more relevant to student motiva-
tion. Expectancy theory is a management theory that can transfer smoothly to the 
educational setting. Vroom’s Expectancy Theory (1964) states that individuals are 
motivated by three beliefs. First, individuals must feel that their level of effort 
will lead to a corresponding level of performance. In other words, do employ-
ees feel that if they put in a great deal of effort, they will achieve a high level 
of performance? Self-efficacy, or a person’s belief in their own ability to achieve 
their desired goal (Gist & Mitchell, 1992), is the most critical component of this 
model: individuals without a high level of self-efficacy will not be motivated. In 
the educational context, do students feel that if they study hard, they will be able 
to perform well on the exam? Educators should be aware of this question, and 
first recognize students’ levels of self-efficacy and then help improve those levels, 
perhaps by providing students with the appropriate tools and resources they need 
to complete the task. The second component of expectancy theory links motiva-
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tion to outcome. For example, does the student feel that performing well on an 
exam will actually lead to a high grade? While intuitively obvious, high perfor-
mance does not always lead to high grades due to bias on the part of the instructor 
or grader. Therefore, the most critical learning here is to ensure performance is 
measured fairly and accurately, minimizing bias, a recommendation that will be 
discussed in further detail later in this paper. Expectancy theory also suggests that 
it is important that the individual values the reward. Whether or not the student 
actually values getting a high grade may be out of the educator’s control, however, 
this insight may help in diagnosing a particularly low level of motivation.

Equity theory (Adams, 1963) can also be applied to students. Equity Theory 
describes a social comparison process whereby individuals compare their inputs 
and outputs to the inputs and outputs of others. Students, for example, will be 
aware of the ratio of their inputs (academic ability, amount of time spent studying, 
attending class) to their outputs (e.g. grades, amount of learning) and compare this 
to the input/output ratio of their classmates. If they feel as though the relationship 
is inequitable (classmates are receiving higher grades for the same amount of ef-
fort or performance), they will reduce their inputs or effort. Again, educators must 
ensure that students feel that they are being treated in a fair and equitable manner. 
This often involves removing the bias involved in assessing performance, to be 
discussed in more detail later in this paper. 

The concept of justice becomes particularly important here. Specifically, proce-
dural justice is critical to the perception of fair treatment. Procedural justice (Folger & 
Greenberg, 1985) determines the degree to which the process of evaluation is consid-
ered fair. In education, for example, is the evaluation process transparent (was a grad-
ing key provided to the students)? Was sufficient feedback given to the students? Was 
the exam or test valid and based on the content of the course? Was everyone given 
equal opportunity and access to materials for the course? Ensuring that individuals 
perceive that the entire process is fair is critical to increasing their motivation. 

Interactional justice (Bies & Moag, 1986) refers to perceived fairness based on 
the individual being treated with respect: merely treating people with respect can 
greatly impact their level of motivation. Ensuring justice, both procedural and in-
teractional, is essential to increasing the motivation level of employees, and likely 
students as well. A recent article has applied some of the findings from the per-
formance appraisal literature to the classroom, but only examined what students 
perceive as a fair assessment (Pepper & Pathak, 2008). It should also be noted that 
despite high levels of procedural and interactional justice, some students may still 
feel they deserve more marks than are awarded.

Lastly, Locke and Latham’s (1990) goal setting theory can also apply to edu-
cation. Goal setting theory states that if individuals set goals, they will be more 
motivated to perform. However, in order for goal setting to be successful, the goals 
must be specific, relevant, and challenging. In addition, individuals must be com-
mitted to the goals, must participate in the setting of the goals, and, most impor-
tantly, must be provided feedback on the progress of the goals. 
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Performance Management

In the management literature, performance has been categorized into three 
dimensions – task, citizenship, and counterproductive). Academic performance 
(grades on an exam for example) could be considered a proxy for task perfor-
mance. However, both citizenship performance and counterproductive perfor-
mance should both be examined within the educational context as they may be 
critical to the overall success of the student. For example, citizenship performance 
is defined as “individual behaviour that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly 
recognized by the formal reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes the 
effective functioning of the organization” (Organ, 1988, p.4). In the context of post-
secondary education, citizenship performance could be important in that some 
students may be more or less willing to help other students depending on a variety 
of factors. Findings that individual levels of citizenship behaviour lead to higher 
levels of team success (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 2000) might also 
apply in an education setting. The predictors of citizenship behaviour (satisfac-
tion, perceptions of fairness, commitment, and conscientiousness) (Podsakoff et 
al., 2000) would then become of interest. Researchers should examine whether 
citizenship behaviour can be increased in an education setting, whether the pre-
dictors from the management literature apply to education, and what the effects 
of citizenship behaviour in the classroom are. For example, perhaps citizenship 
behaviour increases the likelihood and outcome of collaborative and cooperative 
learning (e.g. Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1998). 

In the management literature, counterproductive behaviours are behaviors 
that violate the legitimate interests of the organization (Sackett & Devore, 2001). 
In teams where at least one group member demonstrates a high level of coun-
terproductive behaviour, group performance decreases over time (Budworth & 
Mann, 2006). Education research should counterproductive behaviours’ effects in 
the classroom, and whether the predictors from the management literature also 
apply in a classroom setting. Recognizing the multiple dimensions of student per-
formance (in addition to grades) may be of value to educators and students.

The Literature

What we know about measuring employee performance should also be ap-
plied to measuring student performance. It is critical that the method of evalua-
tion is valid, reliable, practical, and free from bias (Thorndike, 1949). With respect 
to validity, it is critical that the assessment tool is measuring the actual content of 
the course. Often students are frustrated that test or exam questions are not rep-
resentative of the material covered in the course. Second, assessment tools should 
be reliable – consistently administered to all students (same time and place, with 
everyone given same access to prior information) and consistently graded. Third, 
the assessment tool should be practical. Of course, time constraints need to be tak-
en into consideration, so there must be a balance between an optimal assessment 
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tool and one practical from the educators’ perspective. Lastly, the assessment tool 
should be free from bias. This is potentially the most difficult and yet most critical 
requirement. How can we minimize bias as much as possible and yet still keep 
the assessment tool practical? This may involve providing a grading key that is 
detailed, choosing an unbiased rater, and removing identity from the assignments 
(e.g. using student number only to identify the student).

The performance management literature shows that rater bias accounts for 
most of the variability in performance ratings (Scullen, Mount, & Goff, 2000). 
Therefore, it is critical to train the grader so as to minimize the bias. In the world 
of work, individual performance often falls after a performance appraisal (Kluger 
& DeNisi, 1996), most often because of a lack of appropriate feedback. Individu-
als perceive a low level of procedural justice if they feel feedback on their perfor-
mance was either not provided at all, not timely, or not provided in a respectful 
manner. Educators should recognize the importance of providing feedback and 
realize the impact this can have on subsequent performance. Ideally, performance 
evaluation should not be a discrete event, rather continuous feedback should be 
provided throughout the term, and there should not be any surprises. 

Another concept from the management literature that could be applied is 360 
degree feedback, or feedback from multiple sources (Bracken, Timmreck, & Church, 
2001). In education, this could mean, for example, that students receive feedback 
from their peers as well as from their educator. Input from multiple sources takes 
into account the “multidimensional nature of jobs as seen by different constitu-
encies” (London & Smither, 1995, p. 804), and the fact that different populations 
(e.g., peers) have different opportunities to observe different aspects of an indi-
vidual’s performance (Murphy & Cleveland, 1995). The caveat though, is that the 
peer evaluations need to be anonymous in order to be effective (Dominick, Reilly, & 
McGourty, 1997). While there is a plethora of research in the education literature re-
garding peer evaluations, researchers should compare the findings in the manage-
ment literature as well. For a recent review of the performance management litera-
ture, see Latham, Almost, Mann and Moore (2005) and Latham and Mann (2006).

Recommendations

It is important that research inform and influence teaching and vice versa. Ap-
plying the management theories to the education of students is an attempt at this 
integration. Based on the relevant literature presented in this article, the following 
are recommendations for educators based on findings in the management litera-
ture, specifically with respect to performance evaluation:

•	 Student performance should be measured accurately. Minimize bias when 
measuring performance, and train the grader appropriately. Keep in mind 
– that which gets measured and rewarded gets done. Therefore, ensure stu-
dents understand what you are measuring, how you are measuring it, and 
that the reward (grade) is tied to a high level of performance. Also, ensure 
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that feedback is timely, and that the assessment tool is valid, reliable, prac-
tical, and free from bias. Feedback from multiple sources should be col-
lected where possible, but remember to keep peer evaluations anonymous.

•	 Recognize the importance of fairness. Procedural fairness (that students 
understand how their performance is measured and that it is free from 
bias) is particularly important. Interactional fairness (treating students 
with respect) will also go far in increasing their performance. 

•	 Recognize that individuals are constantly engaging in a social comparison 
process, and therefore you need to treat students fairly, relative to each other.

•	 Have your students set goals that are specific, relevant, and challenging. In 
addition, students should be committed to the goals, should participate in 
the setting of the goals, and, most importantly, must be provided feedback 
on the progress of the goals. 

Future Research

Performance management and evaluation findings from the management lit-
erature should be examined to determine whether they are transferable and appli-
cable to an educational context. Other concepts within the management literature 
might also be germane to higher education. For example, while there is extensive 
research on training in the education literature, researchers should also examine 
some key concepts from the training literature within the management discipline, 
such as Tharenou’s (2001) concept of motivation to learn, or factors that influence 
the transfer of training (Baldwin & Ford, 1988). Similarly, management literature 
findings on socialization and orientation may also apply in a classroom setting. 

There is also a plethora of research surrounding team development (e.g. Tuck-
man & Jensen, 1977), composition (e.g. Morgensen, Reider & Campion, 2005), 
and performance (e.g. Arrow, McGrath, & Berdahl, 2000; Kozlowski & Bell, 2008). 
Many management studies use undergraduate students as subjects, and the rel-
evant findings might be applicable to an educational setting.

Research on leadership styles and predictors of effective leadership might also 
to relevant to the classroom. Are behaviours that lead to effective leadership in the 
workplace also transferable to the classroom? Could professors adapt their leader-
ship style accordingly? 

Conclusion

The literature on higher education, specifically on the motivation and perfor-
mance of students, is complex, thoughtful, and comprehensive. The purpose of 
this paper is not to suggest these issues are not being examined in the literature 
on higher education, but rather to suggest that researchers examine the findings in 
the management literature as well to see if any of those findings could be applied 
to students, specifically relating to performance evaluation. Given that we are re-
searching such similar topics and issues, the purpose of this article is simply to 
raise awareness of our findings on motivation, performance, and evaluation, albeit 
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with employees rather than students. In conclusion, this article suggests that there 
are opportunities to apply some of the findings from the management literature to 
higher education, in both research and practice. The possible integration of these 
two disciplines could prove fruitful for multiple stakeholders. 
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