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Introduction 

I am interested in how to effectively motivate students to both complete learning 

tasks associated with my class and become lifelong learners. I first became interested in 

this topic when I was at Institute teaching in Atlanta through Teach for America. My 

students would flat out refuse to complete the tasks that were put in front of them. I 

struggled to understand how and why to get the students to learn over the course of the 

summer. I often reverted to pleading with students instead of addressing their own 

interests.   

Over the course of this year teaching at a charter school, I realized that I had 

framed the problem incorrectly. It wasn’t my responsibility to make students learn. 

Instead, I should have focused on how to get students excited about the learning process. 

Without intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, students won’t successfully navigate the world 

of school.  

Yet the words “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” are amorphous and I struggled to 

effectively implement strategies to motivate students. At the beginning of the year, I 

remember feeling really overwhelmed by everything that comes along with being a 

teacher and I didn’t make any attempt to motivate students. Then, as I transitioned to a 

Common Core pilot unit in the spring, students began to resent writing the same type of 

analytical summaries throughout the semester. I remember thinking at the end of the year 

that would have been a powerful time to work on motivating students by helping them 

recognize the power and importance of becoming more effective writers and 

communicators. Instead, when I saw apathetic students in my classroom, I used punitive 

measures within a merit/ demerit system to get students to do as I asked.  



 3 

As I am getting ready for this next year in the classroom, I want to do more work 

around motivating students and help them recognize their potential to become better 

writers and lifelong learners. After reflecting upon my challenges in motivating students 

this year, my burning question is why is it difficult to motivate students to engage in 

learning in and out of the classroom? In researching this topic, I wanted to explore 

strategies current teachers use in practice, theory relating to research, and how people are 

motivated in and outside of education.  

Research on Student Motivation 

 In the 1930s, educational philosopher and advocate of experiential learning John 

Dewey said, “the most important attitude that can be formed is that of the desire to go on 

learning” (Meece & McCloskey, 2001, p. v). By advocating for lifelong learning, Dewey 

articulated the need for student motivation in the classroom. While most teachers would 

recognize that it’s impossible to work with a group of students who lack motivation or 

aren’t invested in the learning, discussion of motivation hasn’t made its way into 

education reform discussions.  

Motivation is why we take action and make choices. Pink (2009) says that 

mastery, autonomy, and purpose are the keys to motivating people towards lifelong 

learning outcomes. In landmark research on motivation published in 2001, Meece and 

McCloskey argued that motivation is not a fixed personality trait, but can be stimulated 

with appropriate strategies like modeling, clearly communicating expectations, and 

creating engaging lessons. There are two types of motivation that Meece and McCloskey 

(2001) explored in their research: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic motivation manifests in 

students who are task oriented as opposed to performance oriented. When an intrinsically 
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motivated student experiences difficulties, he/she becomes more motivated by the 

challenge (Meece and McCloskey, 2001). However, an extrinsically motivated student 

feels more accomplished when he/she does better than another student or when receiving 

praise from an authority figure (Meece and McCloskey, 2001). In the face of difficulty, 

an extrinsically motivated student is more likely to give up working on the task 

altogether. The typical learner in the United States is disengaged, unmotivated, and only 

exerts minimal effort on learning tasks (Meece and McCloskey, 2001).    

In aiming to motivate students, it’s important to think broadly about organizations 

that effectively motivate people to complete tasks because every person experiences the 

challenges of remaining motivated in their career and personal life. Christensen studied 

organizations that effectively engendered motivation in employees and argues that 

educators and reformers alike are asking the wrong questions about how to change 

student learning outcomes. Christensen (2010) argues the key to unlocking student 

achievement is shifting the education reform debate to one of motivation. He states that 

students aren’t motivated because they aren’t interested in the “job” they are trying to do 

at school, which is an argument of motivation he generalizes to myriad types of 

organizations (Christensen, 2010). One major challenge in motivating students that 

Christensen described was creating a plan for motivating students that is scalable on a 

national level. There are some conflicting opinions amongst researchers of motivation, 

but the strategy Christensen (2010) advocates for is aiming to make all students feel 

successful during the school day, which he argues should be a norm in every type of 

organization.  
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The argument aimed at helping students who have traditionally not succeeded in a 

school setting is an extrinsic motivation strategy. Extrinsic motivators are rewards given 

by someone else. They may be tangible rewards or could elicit competition. Christensen’s 

argument is more nuanced than other theorists. Instead of focusing on the most effective 

types of motivation, Christensen (2010) focuses on the students who struggle the most 

with motivation and argues the first way to address their challenges is by making students 

feel successful immediately through project based learning (which fosters collaboration) 

and computer software that allows for integration and immediate results.   

While Christensen’s theory focuses on extrinsic motivation for struggling 

students, Dweck (2006) describes two learner profiles: a fixed and a growth mindset. A 

fixed mindset is the belief that your abilities are set in stone and you cognitively have a 

finite amount of ability (Dweck, 2006). However, a growth mindset is malleable where a 

person believes that learning is something that happens through your own effort (Dweck, 

2006). People with a fixed mindset are constantly aiming to prove themselves and their 

abilities when they can easily accomplish a cognitive task. Yet, people with a growth 

mindset are constantly aiming to stretch themselves.  

This discussion of mindset correlates with the motivation conversation when it’s 

broken down into intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Students with a fixed mindset tend to 

be extrinsically motivated by rote force tasks that can be completed quickly. However, 

students with a growth mindset tend to be intrinsically motivated because they are 

interested in reflecting on their learning and are particularly aware of their metacognition. 

When students are aware of their thinking, it is much easier for them to move to a growth 

mindset that aims to constantly improve and persevere (Dweck, 2006). Ames (1992) 
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states there are large bodies of research linking mastery of objectives to student 

performance. Students in a growth mindset want to master learning objectives and 

students in a growth mindset may even feel guilt if they feel they’ve given an inadequate 

effort (Ames, 1992). Dweck (2006) states that a child develops metacognition in the 

middle school years, they begin to evaluate whether or not they are intelligent. At this 

point, they begin to develop a fixed or growth mindset. The good news is that mindset is 

flexible.        

Finally, motivation should be assessed within a classroom setting. Conley (2014), 

a master teacher and professor or writing education argues that all extrinsic motivators 

need to be removed from the writing classroom to promote authentic writing experiences. 

Using Dan Pink’s framework of motivation nurtured by mastery, autonomy, and purpose, 

Conley (2014) makes deadlines more flexible in her classroom, lets students choose 

topics they write about, and provides students with real purposes/ audiences in their 

assignments. Teaching metacognition and self-monitoring in the learning process is also 

an effective way to help students develop intrinsic motivation because they are more 

aware of how they learn and how they assimilate new knowledge (Conley, 2014).          

Application in the Classroom 

 To effectively motivate students, teachers can make instructional shifts to move 

away from extrinsic motivators to fostering intrinsic motivation within students. Since 

motivation is not something that is genetically embedded in our personalities, teachers 

have the power to change the way students approach tasks within a classroom setting. 

There are a number of strategies the theorists have recommended for teachers to use in a 

classroom setting. 
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 Dan Pink (2009) found in simple work tasks that extrinsic motivation led to better 

performance. However, tasks that required any type of critical thinking skills weakened 

performance. Pink’s conclusion was that extrinsic motivators are ineffective the vast 

majority of the time; instead, people want to experience mastery, autonomy, and purpose 

in their work (Pink, 2009). Within a classroom, this means teachers should do everything 

possible to invest students in the ideas of mastery, autonomy, and purpose. Teachers 

should emphasize the benefits of learning, which precludes students from operating in a 

fixed mindset and reverting to learned helplessness (Meece and McCloskey, 2001). 

Teachers should aim to use phrases that explain why the learning objectives are useful 

and matter. Additionally, as students develop metacognitive abilities, teachers can narrate 

the process of student thinking about thinking (Conley, 2014). 

 In addition to thinking about student-centered ways to foster motivation, teachers 

can utilize specific instructional strategies to encourage student purpose. Teachers should 

aim to stimulate student interest in unusual ways. A teacher could highlight unusual or 

surprising information. Teachers can also encourage students to ask questions, debate 

with one another, and share personal experiences. Problem centered activities also 

encourage student purpose in learning (Meece and McCloskey, 2001).  

 To promote student autonomy, there is evidence indicating that teachers should 

move away from ability groups to more task-oriented projects (Meece and McCloskey, 

2001). Students have spheres of influence on their motivation. Parents, family members, 

and friends influence student self-efficacy and belief about their abilities (Meece and 

McCloskey, 2001). Therefore, grouping students in task-oriented projects with 

heterogeneous groupings allows students to work with students from different 
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backgrounds and motivational competencies. Task oriented projects also encourage 

students to make their own choices in their education and seek their own purpose within a 

project (Conley, 2014).  

 Teachers must frame positively in their classrooms. It is very important for 

teachers to emphasize the benefits of learning as opposed to grades or competition. 

Grades and competition are extrinsic motivators that only work when students are 

completing rote force tasks that require no critical thinking skills. This means that 

teachers should instead be emphasizing the benefits of learning (Meece and McCloskey, 

2001). Having a positive learning environment makes a huge difference in changing a 

student’s motivational strategy. This is particularly true for low-income students who 

don’t come from environments that are nurturing or supportive. Teachers should aim to 

celebrate small wins with their students when mastery goals are reached or if students 

accomplish something meaningful during a class period (Dweck, 2006).         

 It’s also important to note that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are far 

more challenging to motivate because of their familial environments and how far behind 

they traditionally enter school. Extrinsic rewards do not need to be eliminated from the 

school environment, but they should be used for routine tasks (Meece and McCloskey, 

2001). In addition to using extrinsic rewards for routine tasks, teachers and administrators 

need to set clear benchmarks for students to earn the reward. Extrinsic rewards should not 

be earned for simply completing a task; instead, there needs to be a performance 

benchmark for all students (Ames, 1992). It should be the aim of teachers to use extrinsic 

motivators as sparsely as possible.    
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Conclusion 

 Before I began this paper, I wanted to focus heavily on student motivation at the 

beginning of this school year because it was one of the major challenges that continued to 

worsen over the course of last year. This research was enormously helpful in 

understanding the different types of motivation that drive students (and people) to action. 

I had previously heard Dan Pink’s TED talk on motivation, but I wanted to explore more 

deeply the research he conducted and how to pragmatically motivate students 

intrinsically. I also wanted to know more about metacognition, how it develops, and how 

it relates to motivation. In reflecting on the findings, I think I have an effective set of 

strategies that will be helpful in my planning process and strategies to use in my 

instruction. Based on this research, I’m hoping to use more project-based learning, 

narrate what students should be thinking about in my instruction, and working with 

students individually to develop stronger senses of purpose within learning.  

 As I rethought the context of my topic, I realized that while I did foster stronger 

relationships over the course of my first year teaching, I never thought about how to use 

intrinsic motivation. During TCAP month, I used trackers and different extrinsic rewards 

that motivated students to become more excited about the learning process, but it was 

simply in service of the reward that was at the end of the line. This year, I want to start by 

thinking about the framework of mastery, autonomy, and purpose.   

 Within my inquiry process, I first made a list of all the challenges that I’ve 

encountered in my classroom. I thought about what topics I would be able to better 

understand through a theoretical framework and motivation stuck out on that list. I used a 

database (JSTOR) to determine what authors were cited most frequently cited. I made a 
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list of these “gurus” that I saw most frequently and began to read their peer-reviewed 

articles. As I continued to research, I found additional articles to look into. As I read, I 

grouped my notes into categories that helped me better conceptualize the research and 

strategies to implement in my classroom. I enjoyed this inquiry process that allowed me 

to review the research on the topic and apply it to my own classroom setting. This inquiry 

process was no different than the research process that I’ve used throughout high school 

and college and is the most effective inquiry process I’ve utilized and refined with time. 
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