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Teachers want students to engage in classroom activities because they want to, not because they have to. While we love to see students intrinsically motivated to learn, it is usually external motivation that nudges them toward undertaking an assignment. The external motivation varies with each child: it may be fear of a poor grade, affection for the teacher, fear of parental reaction or a desire to please the parents. The point is that most students begin their participation in a classroom lesson because they have to, not because they want to.

However, a well designed lesson “grabs” the student and suddenly the student who may have become engaged in an activity for external reasons, becomes intrinsically motivated to complete the task and to do it well. How do we know when internal motivation has taken over? That’s easy: you know you have hooked a student when you see her do more than the student knows she needs to do in order to get the grade she wants.

Tim Bedley in Arizona sees this intrinsic motivation in his 4th grade students when they sing songs about the standards. Beth Konkoski-Bates in Virginia enjoys the excitement she shares with her secondary English students as they sit on the floor, passing the special wand they collected in the woods while they discuss poetry. Social studies teachers have seen students put in far more time and effort than was required for a good grade when they  assign students to create a CD cover that has a design and lists songs that tell the story of a decade in our history. Science teachers know the extra time students will commit when they are preparing something for exhibit at a science fair, and teachers at every grade level see the excitement in their students’ eyes when they are preparing an activity to share with students in another class.

Miss  Toliver, an award winning math teacher, saw student eyes light up when she announced “We’re going to walk around the block and you are going to design math problems that you will put into a book and we will distribute your book of problems for everyone in the community to solve.”

One of the keys to allowing students’ intrinsic motivation to take over after extrinsic motivation encourages them to get started on a task is the use of options. The teacher determines the learning objectives; what the teacher wants students to learn has to be non-negotiable. But the vehicle for student learning should have flexibility:

Let the musically inclined student learn and demonstrate what he knows and can apply by writing lyrics to a tune he selects.

Allow the artistically inclined child to demonstrate her learning with a graphic organizer or diorama.

Why can’t bodily-kinaesthetic learners perform a skit and linguistically strong learners design a crossword puzzle?
As a K-12 student I did what I needed to do to get by and satisfy my parents. When I reached adulthood, my mother liked to remind me, “You made honor society, Donnie.”

“Yes, mom,” I would reply, “I made honor society once for a semester and that was barely making it with an 86 average when 85 was the requirement.” My mother saw me through eyes that only a mother has for her child, but the point is I was an average, far from exceptional, student because I did what I felt I had to do, and not one bit more.

My childhood idol was Jackie Robinson and possibly the only book I read cover-to-cover before I reached college was “The Jackie Robinson Story.” If the learning objective of the lesson was for students to learn plot, character, setting, and conflict, wouldn’t my teachers have accomplished their objectives better if they allowed me to use “The Jackie Robinson Story” as the vehicle instead of assigning me to read a book in which I had little interest and would, at best, skim to the degree I felt it necessary to get a passing grade?

Now if the learning objective has to do with learning about Shakespearean plays, obviously I would have had to have been assigned readings of Shakespearean plays. But even then, why not let me compare and contrast the development of secondary characters in “The Jackie Robinson Story” with secondary characters in “Hamlet”? I’d still have to read and understand “Hamlet,” but I’d have been much more likely to have done so in that context.

The point is, as teachers we need to focus on what we want students to learn and we need to maintain our standards for what they have to learn, but we should be flexible and provide options in terms of how we require students to learn and to demonstrate what they have learned.
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Please know that your work in the field of education is as meaningful to our society as anything anyone can possibly do. Thank you for caring about the future of our children!!!!
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The Institute is currently registering teams for the 2009 summer constructivist conference, July 20-24, at St. Lawrence University, Canton, New York. Don’t miss the opportunity for this unique conference that models the constructivist behaviors that teachers are using increasingly in the classroom. Check out the website of The Institute for Learning Centered Education: www.learnercentereded.org
or, e-mail a request for information. 

