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INTRODUCTION
Previous studies have shown that students come into 

the introductory psychology class with many false 
preconceptions. Having an interest in the subject has 
been shown to facilitate deeper cognitive processing and 
the adoption of a mastery goal – an intrinsic desire to 
learn – which has been shown to enhance performance. 
Tobias (1994) found that having an interest in the 
material engages deeper cognitive processing, creating a 
wider associative network. This conclusion is 
strengthened by the findings of Harackiewicz et al. 
(1997) that interest may help to motivate deeper 
processing. They also found that interest serves as a 
mediating variable such that interest, along with a 
mastery orientation and effort regulation, predicted 
performance. 

A later study by Harackiewicz et al. (2008) 
demonstrated that the adoption of mastery goals is 
reciprocally related to interest; having an interest in the 
subject predicted mastery goal adoption and continued 
interest in the subject. Additionally, Dole & Sinatra (1998) 
suggested that a high level of interest promotes a greater 
motivation to process a message, which in turn leads to 
better performance. Finally, a number of studies (c.f. 
Hidi, 1990) have shown that effort regulation is related to 
both interest and mastery orientations.
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Sample Items
•Initial Interest

I chose to take Introductory Psychology because I am 
really interested in the topic.

•Mastery
I want to learn as much as possible in this class.

•Effort Regulation
I work hard to do well in the class even if I don’t like 
what we are doing.

•Misconceptions
Too much sugar causes hyperactivity in children.

Table 1.
Bivariate Correlations Between Interest, Effort        
Regulation and Mastery Orientation, and 
Misconceptions Change Using Gain Scores (N=44).

Gain Mastery            

Mastery .286 --
(.059) --

Initial Interest .303 .368
(.046) (.014)

Effort  Regulation .373 .392
(.013) (.008)

RESEARCH QUESTION:
The purpose of this present study was to examine 

whether a higher level of interest had a significant effect 
on changing false preconceptions to correct conceptions 
among introductory psychology students. 

These findings confirm our hypothesis that a higher 
level of interest in the subject facilitated greater change 
in false preconceptions and support previous studies 
showing that a mastery goal orientation and effort 
regulation also play a role in learning. 

Interest alone significantly predicted gain. However, 
the greatest amount of gain was found when interest was 
coupled with a mastery goal orientation. 

These results are limited by a small sample size due 
to the small class size at the University of San Diego. 
This leads us to be cautious in interpreting our results. 
Further research should be done with a larger sample 
size to strengthen these findings. Nevertheless, prior and 
on-going interest appears to be a good predictor of 
changing false preconceptions to correct conceptions 
about information in psychology

At the beginning and end of the course introductory 
psychology students at the University of San Diego 
completed a misconceptions questionnaire developed by 
Taylor and Kowalski (2004) assessing their belief in 
common psychological misconceptions. The students 
completed the Motivated Strategies for Learning 
Questionnaire (Pintrich et al., 1991) which assessed their 
motivation including effort regulation. Separately, 
students completed a questionnaire (Harackiewicz et al., 
1997) which assessed their interest in psychology as well 
as an Achievement Goals Questionnaire (Elliot & Church, 
1997) to assess mastery or goal orientation. 

Of the 169 students who completed questionnaires 
only 44 completed all of them.

We calculated gain was as a ratio of posttest – pretest 
to maximum score possible – pretest. This approach 
accounts for different levels of pretest knowledge.
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