Here’s how educators can harness its power
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any educators struggle with ques- perspectwe motivation'is
tions about student motivation . dnves a student. “Thi
in the classroom. I's our premise = .motwatwn 15 ac
that, despite how things may
appear at times, all smdents are
mouvated tolearn, :
- Educators have descnbed motivation in-

- many ways—and how they view it influences
both their beliefs about theit students and their
.approach to teachmg Two metaphors we com-::

monly hear in our work as teacher educators
are mouvatlon as-a gas tank and motivation as a '
garden, '
The gas tank analogy compares motivation
- to-the amount of potential energy or drive &
o studen has, A student may have a full tank an.
e : somethlng in between From thls'f z

is. that it can: set up an'i
“fleld of dreams” mentaht. that assurne
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hivtivation. It may ebb and flow, but it's always
present. It's up to the guide and the rafters to nse
the current to facilitate the journey.

From this perspective, an mdwldual’s char-
acteristics, such as prior knowledge, interests,

goals, and self-efficacy, matter very much. All'_th:ié

nformation helps the teacher access the motiva-

_1 energy that exists in learners as a;current_ in -

"ol a WARM stance—-that enable a teacher to tap
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into student motivation: Teachers
must be Watchful during an instruc-
tional activity so they see what they
need 1o do to adjust their instruction
to meet each student’s needs, they
must be Adaptable enough to make
those changes along the way, they
must be Reflective about their practice
and open to new ways of teaching,
and they must be Modest enough to
understand that there’s always room
for improvement.

Lack of student engagement in a
given activity doesn’t mean
that students aren’t moti-
vated, just that they're moti-
vated to do something else
at that moment. Like river
guides, by being watchful
and adapting to the situation
at hand, by reflecting on
what we're doing and how
we're doing it, and by being
modest enough to recognize
that we can always improve
our technique, we prepare
ourselves to navigate the
obstacles in teaching and to
harness the motivation that
is ever present but some-
times buried deep beneath
the surface. Skillful navi-
gation may enable teachers
to redirect the current of
motivation toward the
desired goal,

Practices That Motivate
Just as river guides use their paddles
to negotiate the current and guide the
raft toward its destination, teachers
can orient their instruction toward
the following motivation-enhancing
practices:

® Promoting student voice. Students
should have choices about things that
relate to the who, what, when, where,
and how aspects of the classroom.
However, it's best not to provide too
much choice. Research suggests that
thoughtful, structured, limited choices
work better than an unlimited range

of options (lyengar & Lepper, 2000).
For example, a middle school science
teacher mighi allow his or her 7th
grade students Lo choose a weather
phenomenon and, using a common
scoring rubric, create a presentation in
the medium of their choice.

m Designing meaningful tasks that are
interesting, useful, or both. Students can
complete a short interest inventory
at the beginning of the semester, and
teachers can use this information to
shape academic content and future

learning activities. Teachers can also
point out a task’s usefulness in the
world outside school or its alignment
with a standard that students need

to master, For example, in a social
studies classroom we observed, stu-
dents summarized interviews they had
conducted with local citizens involved
in the civil rights movement and the
influence their actions had on their
communities.

Providing challenge and scaffolding
for success. Learners need to believe
that if they expend the appropriate
effort on a challenge, they’ll have a
strong chance of success {Schunk
& Pajares, 2005). Unfortunately,
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the reverse is also true: Fajlure to
succeed on difficult tasks may lead to
disengagement.

So how can teachers know their stu-
dents’ actual levels of comprehension
so they can provide the appropriate
challenge or scaffolding? They can
begin discussions about specific
content with student-generated ques-
tions, as opposed to teacher-generated
ones that give little feedback about
what students do or don’t understand.
Teacher-generated questions can be
too hard or toc easy, and
students will disengage.
However, beginning discus-
sions with the students’ own
questions engages students
because they get to talk
about what caught their
attention or confused them,
and it focuses the discussion
on their actual level of com-
prehension. If teachers need
to ask some clarifying ques-
tions, they can do so after
this initial scaffolding.

& Fostering positive adult
and peer relationships. Stu-
dents are more likely to
exhibit higher levels of
motivation and engagement
when they perceive that
their teacher cares about
them (Noddings, 20053).
Posttive relationships among learners
also play an important role. Coop-
erative and collaborative learning tasks
tend to have a much more positive
relationship with achievernent than
do school practices that promote
competition among students or com-
parisons of grades or performance
(Roseth, Johnson, & Johnson, 2008).
Practices like student advisories, when
used to develop relationships, may tap
into students’ social motivation for
engaging in school.

Feedback as Motivator
Let’s see how these approaches play out
in the context of a commeon instruc-




tional straiegy—giving feedback, which
“recent research suggests is a powerful
‘way to support student achievement
' (Hattie, 2012). Although we focus on
feedback here, teachers can look at
many other insiructional activities,
such as curriculum design, assessment,
and student grouping practices, in light
of these four approaches and come up
with their own motivation-generating
- strategies.

—

Strategy 1: Have students set goals
and make predictions.

A simple yet highly effective strategy
for leveraging student motivation is
to have students set goals and predict
" how theyll perform. Teachers must
start by making the objectives and
design of the learning tasks clear. Post
. the lesson objective on the board and,
most important, continue to reference
. the objective throughout the lesson.

Strong objectives should also be
concrete and understandable to stu-

-~ dents. Avoid vague terms like under-
stand or analyze. For example, a clear
objective might be this: By the end of
- the lesson, you'll be able to define the

~ following elements of an argument—
claim, evidence, and warrant—as well
as identify examples of each term in a
written text. ) '

Once students understand what
they're going to learn or be able to do,
ask them to assess their current level
of knowledge and skill. Students could
- ‘rate their familiarity with the elements
of an argument using a rating seale:

1 = no familiarity, 2 = some familiarity,
3 = I know what the word means,

4 =1 can use the word in a sentence.
You can also assess students’ current
knowledge and skills by having them
respond to short writing prompts,
such as, “How familiar are you with
the three main parts of an argument:
claim, evidence, and warrant? Explain
what you think these terms mean.”

Once students have an under-
standing of their initial level of
knowledge and skill in relation to

these terms, they might predict how

well they'll be able to identify the three

parts of an argument in a magazine or
newspaper article. Sometimes theyll
struggle more than anticipated on a
task, or they may fail to meet their pre-
dictions or goals entirely. But all this
is valuable information that teachers
can use to give students feedback.
Encourage students to reflect on what
they found challenging and on.the
additional supports they might need.

This approach to student feedback is
effective because the goal setting that
students do makes the learning mean-
ingful. In other words, students better
understand the nature of the content,
its purpose, and their relatien to it.
Also, teachers can use the information
generated during goal seiting and pre-
dicting to both design future learning
opportunities at a more appropriate
level of challenge and offer even
better scaffolds to help ensure student

SUCCEsS.

Strategy 2: Make learning

visible for students.

Making student growth and learning
visible is another effective strategy
that helps foster motivation. Some
teachers use portfolios that include
examples of student work over time..
When students see their competence
and abilities improving, they begin to
understand the link between effort and-
success, particularly when it comes to
challenging work.

You can implement this strategy in
various Wéys—by encouraging stu-
dents to make charts and graphs of
their own learning, by having them
plot out their progress on quizzes,
or by asking them to record how
many words they write during jour-
naling activities or how many words
they read accurately in a minute. By
promoting student voice and demon-
strating the value of learning as related
directly to improvement, this feedback
strategy taps into motivation for con-
tinued engagement.

One teacher with whom we worked
held student-led conferences during
the year. Students identified specific
work they had completed-that demon-
strated improvement in their conient
knowledge or academic skills.

Another teacher came up with an
effective way for students to chart
their progress. To increase her stu-
dents’ writing fluency, the teacher
gave three-minute writing prompts
every day for three weeks. After stu-
dents wrote their first response, they
counted the number of words they
wrote and established a higher word
count as a goal. They used a chart
to document the number of words
they wiote every day in response to
the prompts. By the end of the three
weeks, every student had exceeded his
or her goal.

Strategy 3: Teach students how to ask
for feedback from their peers.

It's often desirable to have students
give feedback to their peers. The
problem is, peer feedback can be too
critical or too bland. Typically, this
is because the student receiving the
feedback hasn'’t clarified the kind of
information that he or she is looking
for. Also, students are often loath to be
critical of their peers.

We've seen that peer feedback works
much better when students are more
specific in how they ask for feedback.
To better understand the kind of
feedback the student desires, his or her
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peers can ask the student the following
questions:

a Describe what-you've been
working or1.

mWhat's been going well?

What's been the most challenging

" aspect of the worl?

& What type of information will be
the most helpful to you?

In one classtoom we observed, stu-
dents were offering feedback to their
classmates about the oral presentations
they'd be giving in a few days. One
student responded o the questions

students to build strong relationships
through engagement in the academic
work.

Strategy 4: Ask students for feedback
on your teaching.

Because teaching is such a complex
endeavor, there’s always room to
enhance one’s practice---and who
better to give us valuable feedback
about how well we're doing than our
students themselves? Some teachers
we know share upcoming lessons,
projects, and units of study with

Who better to give us valuable

feedback about how well we're d Oi.ng |

than our students themselves?

above by explaining that she was chal-
lenged by the timing of her presen-
tation: Every time she practiced, she
finished too quickly. She said that she
thought she had all the information
she needed and that she was talking
at an appropriate rate but that she was
still finding it difficult te meet the time
requirements. She wanted to know
whether she should add more infor-
mation or just talk more slowly.

After watching her presentatien,
two of her classmates pointed cut that
there was one place in her presen-
tation where she could provide more
detail. They alsc suggested that she
pause longer between slides to give
the audience more time to process the
informatien. This student appreciated
this targeted feedback. And why not?
It specifically addressed her needs.

A strategy like this helps foster
motivation because it leverages every
aspect of motivation. Peer [eedback
promotes student voice because stu-
denis play an essential rele in one
another’s learning. It helps scaflold
for success by enabling peers to guide
others’ learning. And it encourages

studenis and ask them to suggest
improvements. Others regularly post
the description and directions for
upcoming projects on the class website
and encourage students to identify
what’s not clear and how the learning
experiences might be improved. Still
others use exit tickets at the end of
class that ask students to note the most
and least helpful parts of the lesson.
One of our favorite outcomes from
an exit ticket came from a teacher
who asked her students 1o complete
an exit ticket about her explanation
of a research project that students
were about to begin. One student
wrote that it would be great to see
actual examples of a good research
paper during each phase of the writing
process. As a vesult, the teacher
created a display that depicted the life
cycle of a research paper {much like
that of a butterily}, with examples
of the work at each stage, from early
brainstorming through rough drafts
to the final draft. Many students com-
mented how valuable il was to see
these examples. Strategies like these
clearly promote student voice and help
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develop trusting relationships between
students and teacher.

Catching the Current

Motivation is a natural asset Lo the
learning process, despite the barriers
that the process of schooling or obliga-
tions outside the classroom may
impose. Engagement requires teachers
to skilllully navigate academic content,
instruction, and students’ individual
differences 1o tap into the existing
current of motivation. Teacher and
students may not always seem (o be
paddling in the same direction, but by
acknowledging the ebb and flow of
student motivation and redirecting its
power toward meaningful learning, we
can transform our classrooms. &
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