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Accepted: 13 October 2018 This comparative study was conducted to explore achieve-ment motivation and learning approaches of agriculturalstudents and to examine students’ views on educationalfactors influencing their achievement motivation andlearning approaches. The statistical population of this studycomprised agricultural students of Tehran University(Tehran, Iran) and Ghent University (Belgium). A sampleof 89 agricultural students from Tehran University and 85agricultural students from Ghent University participatedin this study, using the random sampling method. A ques-tionnaire was used to obtain data on respondents’ demo-graphic characteristics, viewpoints on educational factors,achievement motivation, and learning approaches of re-spondents. Validity and reliability coefficient of the instru-ment were determined through opinions of professors andapplication of coefficient alpha (more than 0.8 for differentparts). Based on the results, there was no significant dif-ference between the two groups (Iranian and Flemish stu-dents) on intrinsic motivation, while the two groups showedsignificant difference on extrinsic motivation. There were,also, differences between the two groups of students re-garding deep approach to learning. This study implied thatboth similarities and differences can be observed on thefactors influencing achievement motivation and learningapproaches of agricultural students in different learningcontexts. Based on the findings, conclusions were drawnand recommendations were put forth.
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INTRODUCTIONLearning outcomes of students is one of themost important pieces of information utilizedby employers in decision making as a signalof individuals’ capability (Barkley & Forst,2004). In order to improve the quality of stu-dents’ learning, it is important to understandthe learning process and learning outcomesof students (Beyaztaş & Senemoğlu, 2015;Bonsaksen et al., 2017). Research has shownthat learning approaches contributes tolearning outcomes and performance (Bon-saksen et al., 2017; Watkins, 2001; Zeegers,2001). In general, two approaches to learningcan be identified, the deep approaches andthe surface approaches (Hussin et al., 2017).The deep approach, defined with a combina-tion of intention and processes, emphasizesunderstanding the learning process (En-twisle & McCune, 2004; cited in Cetin, 2016).On the contrary, the surface approach is re-lated to the intention of finishing a task with-out putting much effort in it (Cetin, 2016).Among factors affecting students’ learning,motivation is known as a significant reasonfor learning outcomes (Choosri & Intharaksa,2011). Motivation can influence what, when,and how students learn (Pintrich & Schunk,2002). Accordingly, students need to be mo-tivated to use learning approaches to managetheir cognition and effort (Zhu et al., 2009).Generally, the more a student is motivated todo an assignment, the more deeply he/shelearns, and the better his/her performanceon assignment tasks (Ross, 2008). Motivationcan take either intrinsic or extrinsic forms.Intrinsic motivation refers to doing an activ-ity for one’s own purpose. The activity itselfis interesting and engaging and is not ameans to incentive or encouragement (Isen& Reeve, 2005). Students who are intrinsi-cally motivated show self-determination be-haviors (Rienties et al., 2012). Extrinsicmotivation refers to behaviors that are en-gaged in response to something apart fromits own benefit, such as reward or the com-mand of other people (Lee et al., 2005). Stu-dents who adopt external goals are worried

about receiving higher grades compared tothose who adopt internal and learning-fo-cused goals (Harackiewicz et al., 2002). Ligon(2006) and Cokley et al. (2001) studies indi-cated that achievement motivation acrossgender was not significant. However, Linnen-brink and Pintrich (2002) and Wigfield andEccles (2002) reported that constructs re-lated to achievement motivation differ signif-icantly between males and females. Intrinsicmotivation is assumed the desired type ofmotivation in students (Deci & Ryan, 2000),and it has been shown to be associated withdeep learning and better performance (Deci& Ryan, 2000) in comparison to extrinsic mo-tivation. Researches have shown that a variety offactors have impact on students’ motivationand learning. Oche (2012) stated that the waya teacher presents subject matter to studentsmight make them like or dislike the subject.William (2007) and Kehm (2010) suggestedmotivated teachers as effective factors on stu-dents' achievement motivation. Content(Williams & Williams, 2011), classroom envi-ronment (Ranka, 2016), teacher-student in-teraction (Nugent, 2009), and peers(WigWeld & Tonks, 2002) were the other ed-ucational factors that have impacts on stu-dents’ motivation. According to Rahman et al.(2012), major factors affecting the students’learning approaches is good teaching, assess-ment, learning resources, and clear objec-tives. Lublin (2003) stated that assessment ofthe subject was the major factor that influ-ences their preferred approaches.On the other hand, agriculture plays a sig-nificant role on development and economicgrowth. As agriculture is based on the mod-ern science and technologies, demand forqualified and eligible work-forces is growingin the sector (Okutsu et al. 2004). Therefore,agricultural education is critical in improvingthe people's capacity (Movahedi, 2014) andthe prosperity of agricultural development(Manafi et al., 2016; Mulder & Kupper, 2006).While higher education is the main focus ofeconomic, political, social and cultural devel-
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opment of each country, it should be studiedfrom various aspects in order to achieve theintended goals (Khajeshahkoohi and Sahne,2009; cited in Movahedi, 2014). Students areknown as one of the most important inputsthat need proper attention. Given the afore-mentioned issues and due to the contributionof achievement motivation and learning ap-proaches to learning outcomes (BouJaoude etal., 2004; Collins et al., 2004), this study aimsto investigate students’ achievement motiva-tion and learning approaches as well as to

find the effects of educational factors on thestudies variables. Theoretical framework ofthe study is shown in Figure 1.Specific objectives of the research were tostudy: (1) Demographic characteristics of thesampled population (2) students’ achieve-ment motivation and learning approaches (3)students’ views regarding the educationalfactors (4) the relationship between educa-tional factors and students’ achievement mo-tivation and learning approaches.

How Students’ Views on Educational Factors ...  / Pouratashi  and Zhu 

Figure 1. Theoretical framework of the study
METHODOLOgyThis comparative study is rooted in appliedstudies and was conducted based on the sur-vey method in descriptive statistics. The sta-tistical population of this study consisted ofagricultural students of Tehran University(Iran) and Ghent University (Belgium). Twoviews about student acceptance for highereducation include free access and limited ac-cess to higher education (Hedjazi, 2006). TheIranian and Flemish (Belgium) learning con-texts show differences. For Iranian studentsentering to universities is competitive, and itis important and necessary to pass the na-tional entrance exam for university access.The acceptance of a student in each field is

based on his/her entrance examinationscores, the number of students that can be ac-cepted in that field, and the competitive re-sults among the students who applied in eachfield. In contrast, Flemish students are free tochoose most of the study programs. Accord-ingly, they have easier access to university;however, after entering the university, theevaluation practices force students to be con-stantly busy with their study (Zhu, 2009).Flemish system follows the EuropeanBologna guidelines and takes three years atbachelor level (Zhu, 2009), while bachelorlevel in Iran takes four academic years. By useof Cochran formula, a sample of 89 studentsfrom the University of Tehran and 85 stu-
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dents from the University of Ghent randomlyselected randomly and participated in thisstudy. A questionnaire was developed to collectdata from agricultural students. The instru-ment was divided into three parts: Part oneassessed students’ achievement motivationand learning approaches. The scale ofachievement motivation was composed oftwo subscales (intrinsic and extrinsic moti-vation), each of subscales had four items(Pintrich et al., 1991; cited in Pintrich, 2003).R-SPQ-2F, a revised version of Study ProcessQuestionnaire, was used for assessing stu-dents’ learning approaches (Biggs et al.,2001). The scale was composed of two sub-scales (deep and surface learning), each ofsubscales had 10 items. Part two consisted of22 items to assess the viewpoints of studentson educational factors, using five-point Likertscales ranging from strongly disagree (1) tostrongly agree (5). Finally, the third sectionwould collect demographic data, interest inthe field of agriculture and so forth. Achievingequivalence between the source version andthe target version of an instrument is impor-

tant in translation and includes not only lin-gual, but also cultural considerations (Su &Parham, 2002). For Iranian students, thestandardized scales were translated into Per-sian and the translation was validated ac-cording to the cultural and educationalcontexts. For the Flemish students, Dutchversion of the research instrument was used.The demographic and educational itemswere translated to English, and were checkedfor suitable corresponding terms accordingto the cultural setting. Then, the questionswere translated into Dutch by two bilingualexperts of English–Dutch. Face validity of theinstrument was determined through opin-ions of professors at University of Tehran. Re-liability, an internal consistency measure,was confirmed by application of coefficientalpha. Coefficient alpha estimates both thedegree of interrelatedness and varianceamong a set of items. The reliability of the in-strument for different scales for both theIranian and the Flemish groups was found tobe acceptable (George & Mallery, 2003)(Table 1).
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Scales
Coefficient alpha

Iranian Flemish

Achievement motivation Intrinsic motivation 0.84 0.87Extrinsic motivation 0.88 0.92Learning approaches Deep learning 0.89 0.85Surface learning 0.91 0.81Educational factors 0.83 0.77

Table 1
Coefficient Alpha for the Research Scales

Using SPSS version 16, descriptive and in-ferential statistics were calculated for dataanalysis. The descriptive statistics includedfrequencies, percentages, mean, and stan-dard deviation; while inferential statistics in-cluded comparative tests, factor analysis andpath analysis based on a series of regressions.

RESULTS The profile of students participated in thisstudy showed that 52.8% of Iranian studentsand 56.5% of Flemish students were females.Iranian students were, on average, 21 yearsold and Flemish students were, on average,20 years old. In both groups, the majority ofthe respondents had not any previous expe-
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riences in agriculture (before entering thefield of study). Comparisons of the twogroups (Iranian and Flemish students) on de-mographic information indicated no signifi-cant differences between the groups on thebasis of gender. There were also non-signifi-cant differences between the two groups onthe basis of previous experience in agricul-ture, employment status of father and mother(agriculture related jobs or not), information

about employment possibilities of the agri-cultural sector, and whether they have everdecided to change field of study to non-agri-culture majors. There were significant differ-ences between the groups (Iranian andFlemish students) on the basis of age andplace of birth (80.9% of Iranian students ver-sus 51.8% of Flemish students were city inorigin). The profiles of the two groups of re-spondents are presented in Table 2.
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Variable
Iranian Flemish t-test/ Mann-

Whitney U/
Chi-square 

(P-value)
Frequency % Frequency %

Gender 0.235ns (0.628)Male 42 47.2 37 43.5Female 47 52.8 48 56.5Age (year) 2.877** (0.005)<20 32 36.0 38 44.720-22 38 42.7 42 49.423-25 14 15.7 5 5.9>25 5 5.6 - -Place of origin 16.606** (0.000)City 72 80.9 44 51.8Village 17 19.1 41 48.2Previous experience inagriculture 1.552ns (0.213)Yes 19 21.3 12 14.1No 70 78.7 73 85.9employment status of fa-ther and mother (at leastone of those work inagricultural sector) 0.442ns (0.506)
Yes 17 19.1 13 15.3No 72 80.9 72 84.7Information about em-ployment possibilities ofagricultural sector 3540.00ns (0.444)Very little 6 6.7 - -Little 31 34.8 23 27.1Medium 23 25.8 39 45.8Much 20 22..6 21 24.7Very much 9 10.1 2 2.4Have ever decided tochange field of study tonon-agriculture majors 1.187ns (0.276)Yes 32 36.0 24 28.2No 57 64.0 61 71.8

Table 2 
Profile of Respondents

** p<0.01, ns Non significant
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In order to classify educational variablesinto a small number of factors that can suffi-ciently explain the relations among a set ofvariables, an exploratory factor analysis withdata reduction approach was used. Items thatare grouped together are assumed to meas-ure the same underlying construct (Kerlinger,1986; cited in Gholifar et al., 2010). TheKaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) calculated andobtained 0.751. This indicated that the sam-ple was adequate for factor analysis (Kaiser,1974). Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity turned outto be 1106.66 (p<0.01), showed that the datawere appropriate for factor analysis.

The Kaiser criterion was utilized to arriveat a particular number of factors to extractand so, only factors with eigenvalues greaterthan 1 were kept. Accordingly, four factorswith eigenvalues over one were extracted.Three items were omitted from the analysisbecause their factor loadings were lowerthan 0.5 and they were not related with othervariables. The results of varimax rotation op-tion, which tries to minimize the number ofvariables that load highly on a factor, areshown in Table 3. Factors were given a de-scriptive title that described the attributes ofthe items.
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Name Item
Factor loadings

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

University   facilities andsupport (UF&S)
Quantity and quality of computer services 0.844Quality and quantity of greenhouse and agriculturalland 0.762Students consultation about their future career inagriculture 0.801Invitation of successful people in agriculture to havea lecture for students 0.772Interaction between university with rural communi-ties and agricultural farms 0.714

Classroom climate(CC)
Good relationship between professors and students 0.688Good relationships among students 0.570Professors welcomes to students’ ideas and view-points 0.732Competitive climate in classrooms 0.720Stress on real motivation instead of grades for learn-ing (e.g. productivity and good jobs after graduation) 0.811

Educational goalsand contents(EG&C)
Awareness of the field of study goals 0.721Relevance of course contents to students’ level of in-formation and knowledge 0.757
up-to-date course contents 0.709Relevance of course contents to the needs in agricul-tural sector 0.640

Teaching and as-sessment (T&A)
Students encouragement to do researches 0.698Multiple exams for assessing students’ performance 0.745Master professors on the course contents 0.803Stating goals before teaching 0.599Students encouragement to participate in classroomdiscussions 0.734

Table 3
Items Loaded in the Factors Using Varimax Rotated Factor Analysis
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Students’ achievement motivation and
learning approachesThere was no significant difference be-tween the two groups (Iranian and Flemish)on the basis of intrinsic motivation, whilethere was significant difference between thetwo groups on extrinsic motivation (t=-1.977,
p= 0.049). In both groups, there were no sig-

nificant differences between males and fe-males on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. There were significant differences betweenthe two groups (Iranian and Flemish) ondeep learning (t= 2.923, p= 0.004). In Iraniangroup, female students had significantlyhigher score on surface learning. Table 4shows the detailed results.
Variable

Mean
(SD) t-Value

(Sig.)

Male Female t-Value
(Sig.)Mean

(SD)
Mean
(SD)

Achiev
ement 

motiva
tion Intrinsicmotivation Iranian 15.37 15.47 15.27 0.417ns(2.24) 0.055ns (2.13) (2.35) (0.678)Flemish 15.35 (0.956) 15.75 15.04 1.658ns(1.99) (1.73) (2.13) (0.101)Extrinsicmotivation Iranian 13.37 12.95 13.63 -1.371ns(2.41) -1.977* (2.43) (2.27) (0.174)Flemish 14.12 (0.049) 13.67 14.47 -1.210ns(3.04) (3.14) (2.94) (0.230)

Learnin
g appro

ach Deep learning Iranian 32.24 32.38 32.12 0.244ns(4.87) 2.923** (4.96) (4.83) (0.808)Flemish 30.02 (0.004) 30.37 29.75 0.554ns(5.16) (5.55) (4.87) (0.581)Surfacelearning Iranian 28.52 27.09 29.80 -2.088*(6.23) 0.893ns (6.17) (6.06) (0.040)Flemish 27.80 (0.373) 26.83 28.54 -1.836ns(4.30) (4.73) (3.82) (0.070)
SD= Standard Deviationns: Non significant**: p<0.01,  *: p<0.05

Table 4 
Results of T-Test for Assessing Iranian and Flemish Students’ Achievement Motivation and Learning Approaches

Students’ views on educational factorsThe results showed that Iranian studentswere significantly more satisfied with class-room climate compared to Flemish students(t= 2.097, p=.037), while Flemish studentswere significantly more satisfied with educa-tional goals and contents compared to Iran-ian students (t= -2.395, p=.018). In bothgroups, there were no significant differencesbetween males and females’ views on univer-sity facilities and support, educational goals

and contents, and teaching and assessment.The detailed results are reported in Table 5.
Path analysisIn order to estimate the effect size ofeducational factors on students’ achievementmotivation and learning approaches, pathanalysis was conducted. In the Iranian con-text, university facilities and support had themost effect on extrinsic motivation and edu-cational goals and contents had the most
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Variable Label
Mean
(SD) t-Value

(Sig.)

Male Female
t-Value
(Sig.)

Mean
(SD)

Mean
(SD)

University facilities andsupport UF&S Iranian 16.30 16.76 15.88 1.519ns(2.74) -1.438ns (2.15) (3.14) (0.132)Flemish 16.91 (0.152) 16.78 17.02 -.367ns(2.93) (3.02) (2.89) (0.715)
Classroom climate CC Iranian 19.06 19.92 18.29 2.400*(3.28) 2.097* (3.29) (3.11) (0.019)Flemish 18.16 (0.037) 18.00 18.29 -.583ns(2.27) (2.19) (2.35) (0.561)Educational goals andcontents EG&C Iranian 14.85 15.40 14.36 1.736ns(2.86) -2.395* (2.32) (3.21) (0.086)Flemish 15.71 (0.018) 15.64 15.77 -.321ns(1.72) (1.58) (1.84) (0.749)
Teaching and assessment T&A Iranian 17.73 17.54 17.89 -.558ns(2.91) .110ns (2.32) (3.36) (0.579)Flemish 17.68 (0.913) 17.24 18.02 -1.244ns(2.86) (2.77) (2.90) (0.217)
ns: Non significant,  *: p<0.05

Table 5
Result of t-test for Assessing Iranian and Flemish Students’ Views on Educational Factors

Table 6
Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of the Research Model

Outcome Determinant
Iranian Flemish

Standardized estimates Standardized estimates
Direct Indirect Total Direct Indirect Total

Based 
on Figu

re 3 Deep le
arning

Intrinsic motivation 0.404 - 0.404 0.319 - 0.319Extrinsic motivation -0.327 - -0.327 -0.197 - -0.197University facilities and support 0.333 0.051 0.384 - -0.053 -0.053Classroom climate - 0.071 0.071 0.023 0.273Educational goals and contents 0.327 0.153 0.480 0.250 0.093 0.093Teaching and assessment - 0.120 0.120 - 0.055 0.055Intrinsic motivation -0.349 - -0.349 - - -0.520

Surface
 learnin

g Extrinsic motivation 0.385 - 0.385 -0.520 - 0.305University facilities and support - -0.013 -0.013 - 0.082 0.082Classroom climate - -0.084 -0.084 - -0.040 -0.040Educational goals and contents - -0.132 -0.132 - -0.151 -0.151Teaching and assessment - -0.126 -0.126 - -0.086 -0.086
effect on intrinsic motivation. In the Flemishcontext, teaching and assessment had themost effect on extrinsic motivation, and edu-cational goals and contents had the most ef-fect on intrinsic motivation. In addition, in the

Iranian context, the most dominant determi-nant was educational goals and contents forboth surface and deep learning. In the Flem-ish context, the most dominant determinantwas educational goals and contents for sur-
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face learning and classroom climate for deeplearning (Table 6).Figure 2 represents the effect size of educa- tional factors on students’ achievementmotivation and learning approaches.
How Students’ Views on Educational Factors ...  / Pouratashi  and Zhu 

Figure 2. Path analysis diagram
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONIn this study, agricultural students from twodifferent contexts, Iran and Flanders, wereselected, and educational factors influencingtheir achievement motivation and learningapproaches were investigated. One objectiveof our study was to examine the findings froma learning context to different context tostudy if the results were country-specific orif they could be generalized to other coun-tries. In this study, the researchers examinedthe differences of two groups and gender dif-ferences in students’ achievement motiva-tion, learning approaches and their viewsregarding educational factors; and modeledthe relationships between students’ views re-garding educational factors with theirachievement motivation and learning ap-proaches. The two groups’ intrinsic motiva-tion did not appear to be markedly different.On the contrary, there was significant differ-ence between the two groups on extrinsicmotivation. In addition, a significant differ-ence between the two groups on the learningapproaches has been found. Iranian studentused deeper approaches for learning com-

pared to Flemish students. It seems thatlearning approaches are context dependent(Case & Marshall, 2004). Aguinis and Roth(2005) found that cultural influences were akey issue when considering student learningprocesses. In both groups, there were no sig-nificant differences between males and fe-males on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.This result is accordant to Cokley et al.(2001) and Ligon (2006). Extrinsic motiva-tion can change to intrinsic motivation andvice versa (Deci, 1975). Therefore, learningenvironment should be positive and support-ive to intrinsic motivation. About the learningapproaches, the findings showed that in Iran-ian group, female students had significantlyhigher score on surface learning than malestudents. In Flemish group, the differenceswere not significant. Shokri et al. (2006)found that there were significant differencesbetween males and females on surface learn-ing. Yet no significant difference was found ondeep learning. It is worthy of mention thatthe surface approach is usually connected torecreation of words through rehearsal strate-gies and rote learning. Accordingly, when stu-
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dents study only for passing the course, theygo over and over the materials and memoriz-ing them, which means that they apply sur-face learning. Therefore, it is recommendedthat professors stress on real motivation in-stead of grades for motivating students.In this study, the researchers have taken theachievement motivation as a mediator be-tween effective factors and learning ap-proaches in each learning context. Firstly, weassessed external factors on achievementmotivation as dependent variable. Of the ed-ucational factors, The similarity was found inthe two groups (Iranian and Flemish) on thebasis of the most effect of “educational goalsand contents” (EG&C) on intrinsic motiva-tion. “University facilities and support”(UF&S) and “teaching and assessment” (T&A)had the most effect on extrinsic motivation inthe Iranian and Flemish contexts, respec-tively. Second, according to the total effectson each of the learning approaches, we foundanother similarity in the two groups (Iranianand Flemish) on the basis of the most nega-tive effect of educational goals and contentson surface learning. In the Iranian context,this factor had also the most positive effecton deep learning. In contrast, in the Flemishcontext, the most positive effect on deeplearning was for classroom climate. In gen-eral, it is concluded that students’ achieve-ment motivation is enhanced, and they usedeep learning not only when educational pro-grams are adapted to the individual needs oflearners and to the needs of agricultural sec-tor, but also when learning environment em-phases participation and responsibility andeducational climate is positive and support-ive. In both groups (Iranian and Flemish stu-dents), intrinsic motivation had positiveeffect on deep learning and negative effect onsurface learning. On the contrary, extrinsicmotivation had negative effect on deep learn-ing and positive effect on surface learning. Todescribe the findings, we would like to pointto the importance of intrinsic and extrinsicmotivation to learning and academic per-

formance. Intrinsically motivated studentsconcentrate more on mastering material thanextrinsically motivated students, leads todeep learning, which Barron and Harack-iewicz (2001) also cited in their study. Thefindings are of interest as it is in line with thefindings of the studies done by Felder andBrent (2005). For both studied communities, consultationwith students about their future career inagriculture and invitation of successful peo-ple in agriculture to give lectures for studentscan be beneficial to motivate students. Eachuniversity should have a specialized consul-tation center. Students may need to knowmore about how they can increase their qual-ity of learning, by using deep approaches tolearning. Since globalization creates a greatchange in agricultural curricula worldwide(Kidane & Worth, 2012), it is recommendedthat adequate attention be paid to the devel-opment of new curricula, in which educa-tional contents be connected more to theworld experiences and career. Since ap-proaches of teaching and assessment can af-fect students’ use of deep or surfaceapproaches for learning, it is recommendedthat professors use constructivist approachesto teaching -which focus on students as activeparticipants in the process of knowledge ac-quisition. Professors would emphasize oncollaborative learning in the classrooms inorder to help students accomplish assign-ments that it is difficult to be accomplishedindividually, through creating conditions forstudents to help each other and handlingknowledge, skills, and resources within eachgroup. This research was not without limita-tions. In this study, only quantitative methodswere used. In further studies, qualitative datacan be gathered using interviews and obser-vation to get a more detailed and deep under-standing of motivation and learning ofagriculture students.
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