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Students’ motivation naturally is
connected with their desire to par-
ticipate in the learning process.

When students pay attention, do their
homework, and participate in class, we
usually say that they are motivated.
Motivation is that force that energizes
and directs behavior toward a goal.
It involves the reasons or purposes that
underlie students’ involvement or
noninvolvement in academic activities.
It is well known that motivation is critical
for learning. However, we should talk not
about a general motivation to learn, but
about a specific motivation to learn, that
“energizes students in a particular class
or lesson and which depends more on the
teacher and the content” (Eggen &
Kauchak, 1994).
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Teachers do not have to wait for
students to become motivated to learn;
they have the ability to influence the
motivational process in the classroom
through the instructional decisions they
make. Motivating students involves not
only leading them to what is to be
learned, but also making them thirsty for
knowledge and understanding. Our goal
for this study is to present an approach
that teachers can use to promote and
investigate students’ motivation to learn
in the classroom. Four teachers (includ-
ing the author) were involved in this
research. All four teach psychology, in
three different public high schools, and
all had attended Reading and Writing
for Critical Thinking (RWCT) courses
(Klooster, Steele, & Bloem, 2001). The
idea that brought us together was to see
to what extent RWCT strategies used in
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our psychology courses could sustain
students’ motivation to learn.

At the very beginning, I have to men-
tion that the whole investigation, which
covered the second semester of the school
year 2000–2001, was a challenge for
teachers as well as for students. It was a
challenge for teachers because they were
using the RWCT strategies for the first
time in classroom instruction, and for
students because these strategies were
quite different from the instructional
practices they were accustomed to. We
worked with 91 students in tenth grade
(15–16 years old). The subjects of the
lessons were taken from the existing
curriculum, and ultimately we gathered
data for 40 psychology lessons. The
individual teachers had the freedom to
plan and conduct the lessons in their
own manner, but there were some com-
mon elements in these lessons.

The psychology lessons were based on
a three-phase teaching framework:
Evocation/Realization of Meaning/
Reflection. During the Evocation phase
students were encouraged to evoke prior
knowledge, to make predictions and to
set goals for exploring newly introduced
topics. During the Realization of Mean-
ing phase students were exposed to new
information—new academic content—
and were actively engaged with the
information. Reflection was the final
phase of the learning process, when
students expressed their new knowledge
and understanding in their own words.

The teachers used a variety of RWCT
teaching strategies and cooperative
learning activities that encouraged
participation and critical thinking: dual-
entry diary; I.N.S.E.R.T. technique; clus-
ters; know/want to know/learned; think/
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pair/share; jigsaw; discussion web;
debate; reciprocal teaching. (See Sidebar
1 for descriptions and examples of these
strategies and activities.)

The teachers asked open-ended and
higher order questions to encourage
expression of diverse ideas, opinions, and
responses from the students; the students
were also encouraged to formulate and
ask higher order questions.

The physical arrangement of the
classrooms was adapted to facilitate the
grouping of students for effective instruc-
tion, and the learning environment and
wall displays reflected students’ work.
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In order to capture the dynamics of

students’ classroom motivation in these
lessons we used Paris and Turner’s (1994)
notion of situated motivation. In the view
of these authors, situated motivation has
four characteristics. First, motivation is a
consequence of the cognitive assessments
individuals provide in specific situations.
For example, students evaluate how they
perform while engaging in class work
(“I like to solve math problems, but
I can’t memorize the formulas”). Second,
individuals construct cognitive interpre-
tations of events that are open to distor-
tion. That means that these cognitive
interpretations are constructed by the
learner and represent his or her percep-
tion rather than an objective assessment.
Third, motivation is contextualized
because individuals create unique inter-
pretations of events, goals, and probabili-
ties in different situations. For example,
the presence of a competitive peer may
alter one’s effort and persistence in
following the task. Fourth, situated
motivation is unstable, because learners’
goals are not the same in all settings and
may vary as a consequence of their
perception of their own efficacy, values,
rewards, or expectations in a particular
setting.

Considering these characteristics, we
can say that situated motivation is
highly individualized. Paris and Turner’s
(1994) situated motivation theory re-
quires attention to individuals in context,
or, in our case, to students in a classroom
context. According to this theory, motiva-
tion is a process that involves a complex
and dynamic interaction between an
individual and an external environment.

In consequence, whether a situation or
a task is motivating or not depends on
the assessment of an individual, which in
turn is determined by the internal state
of that individual.
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Applying the concept of situated

motivation in the classroom means that
students are active evaluators of the
lessons. In order to study students’ learn-
ing motivation in the classroom from a
situated perspective, “it is important that
students are given the chance to assess
their own motivation with regard to a
specific lesson” (Ng, 1998). The author
cited suggests that a lesson diary can
serve this purpose. Following these ideas,
we used two kinds of diaries in this study:
an open diary and a structured diary (see
Sidebar 2). The open diary allowed
students to assess and reflect on their
learning, and to make judgments about
their motivation with regard to a specific
lesson. The students were encouraged to
write in the open diary whatever they
considered important or relevant con-
cerning either the lesson itself or their
participation in it. The structured diary
contained 13 statements that students
used to assess the lessons and their
learning behavior during the lessons.
Performance goals, socio-affective goals,
academic challenge, expressing ideas,
and learning climate were each meas-
ured by one item. Two items measured
self-efficacy, while mastery learning and
cooperative learning were each measured
by three items. Students were given
personal code numbers by which they
identified themselves in these diaries. The
teachers allowed time for students to fill
in the diaries at the end of class. The
diaries were collected at the end of each
class, so that at the end of semester we
had diaries for 40 psychology lessons in
four different courses.

Following the notion of situated moti-
vation, we looked for answers to these
questions:

How do students perceive the psychology
lessons based on RWCT methods?

What criteria do students use in their
assessment of learning activities?

What different descriptors will students
choose for lessons they perceive as motivat-
ing, versus those they identified as
unmotivating?
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(Barone, 1992)
Time: 20 minutes, Topic: Attention

Handouts containing a text about attention are dis-
tributed to the class. The teacher asks the students to
draw a vertical line down the middle of a blank sheet
of paper and to use the left side for writing ideas and
citations from the text that seem to be relevant; and
the right side for their comments, questions, and links
with other information they know.

�)')�)�)�)�)	:�����
�����	'�����	�-&�� 	���	���������

��
����	
��	�"��#���;
(Vaughan & Estes, 1986)
Time: 30 minutes, Topic: Language and communication

The students receive a text about human communi-
cation. They are asked to read the text and make
marks in the margin, using symbols, such as: “�” if
the text confirms the things they already know; “+”
for new information; “–” if something contradicts to
what they already know; “?” if the students want to
extend their knowledge about some specific things
encountered in the text. After reading and marking
the text, the students draw a table with four columns,
corresponding to the four symbols above, and write
the information into the table accordingly.
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(Aronson et al., 1978)
Time: 40 minutes, Topic: Personality

The students are divided into small, heterogeneous
teams. The academic material on “personality” is
divided among the members of each team (home
group). Students from different teams who are study-
ing the same material meet in “expert groups” to
discuss their topic for about twenty minutes. Next,
the “experts” return to their teams and take turns
teaching their teammates about their topics. Finally,
all the students are tested on the entire body of infor-
mation.
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(McTighe & Lyman, 1988)
Time: 5–8 minutes, Topic: Creativity

The teacher asks the question, “Under what circum-
stances is a person considered to be creative? Give at
least three examples of creative attitudes.” Each stu-
dent writes out a brief answer to this question. Then,
students pair up and share answers with each other,
trying to arrive at a joint answer that incorporates
both their ideas.
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(Tierney, Readence, & Dishner, 1990).
Time: 10 minutes, Topic: The Character

The teacher writes the word “character” in a circle
in the center of the chalkboard and asks the stu-

dents to write down their ideas related to this no-
tion. The students write “character” in their note-
books, and circle the word, and then connect other
words related to character to the circle with lines. In
this way they fill out a cluster of ideas. Then, the
students share their ideas and the teacher writes them
on the chalkboard, organizing the ideas (with the
students’ help) into more categories. The result is an
enriched cluster. After adding and categorizing all
the ideas, the teacher asks students to identify as-
pects of the topic about which they need more infor-
mation.
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(Ogle, 1986)
Time: 40 minutes, Topic: Imagination

The teacher divides the chalkboard into three broad
columns, marked “Know,” “Want to know,” and
“Learned.” The students produce their own version
of the K/W/L chart in their notebooks. The teacher
introduces the topic “Imagination” and asks students
what they already know about it. They discuss their
ideas until a set of essential facts emerges, facts that
the students are sure about. These are recorded in
the “Know” column of the chart on the chalkboard
(the students do the same in their own version). Then,
students are asked to think of things they are curious
about with respect to the topic, and they record these
(both on the board and in their notebooks) as ques-
tions in the “Want to know” column. At this point,
the students are assigned to read a text about the
topic. When they are finished reading, the teacher
asks them to record the main points they have
learned on their charts, lining up the answers with
the questions they raised originally, and writing other
information learned lower down in the “Learned”
column. Then students share with the whole group
what they have entered in the “Learned” column of
their own charts, and this information is also added
to the large chart. To answer any remaining unan-
swered questions, the teacher recommends books and
periodicals.
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(Alvermann, 1991)
Time: 15 minutes, Topic: Temperament

After lecturing on human temperaments, the teacher
introduces a controversial question to the class:
“Should we consider a person’s temperament as be-
ing either good or bad?” Each pair of students con-
siders the question for five minutes and lists several
reasons in favor of each position, “yes” and “no.”
Then each pair joins another pair and they share the
reasons they have listed for both sides. The foursomes
discuss the issue and attempt to reach a consensus
on the question, and they write down their conclu-
sions in their notebooks. The teacher invites several
of the groups to make a summary presentation of
their positions.
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We begin with the analysis of the open diaries. The

emphasis in this analysis is on how students perceived
and interpreted the lessons. Students’ comments in the
open diaries were classified into three groups: favorable,
unfavorable, and neutral; and were coded by parentheti-
cal identifiers to maintain students’ confidentiality and
researcher objectivity. Here are samples for each of these
three categories.

Favorable open diary comments:
“I liked today’s lesson because I understood it and

the teacher challenged us to express and to discuss our
ideas. I didn’t even realize the time had gone by.”
(E 121, 25.04.2001)

“The topic (the imagination) has been interesting.
I focused on the subject and I liked when we had the
opportunity to work in groups.” (E 124, 14.02.2001)

Unfavorable open diary comments:
“I didn’t pay attention to the lesson. I was sleepy.”

(E 318, 23.04.2001)
“I didn’t like the subject: the memory. Too many ideas

and difficult concepts.” (E 212, 13.03.2001)
Neutral open diary comments:
“The teacher presented the lesson and explained some

new things to us. We also received a homework assign-
ment.” (E 213, 5.04.2001)

“Today we learned about attention. We answered some
questions.” (E 113, 7.03.2001)

Among 899 open diaries collected, 77.30% (695 diaries)
were classified as “favorable.” These diaries exhibited a
variety of comments used by the students in assessing
their lessons. We should mention that the categories
describing the comments were derived from a close ex-
amination of the students’ responses after all the diaries
were gathered. Table 1 shows these comments and their
frequency in students’ open diaries.

�
!��	5�	Favorable diary comments

Criteria Frequency Percentage Rank

Interest 203 20.38   1

Expressing ideas 180 18.07   2

Cooperative learning 129 12.95   3

Mastery 123 12.34   4

Approval of teacher’s
methods/actions   92   9.23   5

Academic challenge   81   8.13   6

Learning new things   61   6.12   7

Learning climate   58   5.82   8

Valuable lesson   31   3.11   9

Self-efficacy   26   2.61 10

No reference comments   12   1.20 11

As the table shows, interest, expressing ideas, coopera-
tive learning and mastery were the most important crite-
ria students cited when they reflected on the lessons. In
other words, the students liked the subject matter or the
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�-�	Please make a comment
about today’s lesson that expresses
your general impression of it.
(What did you think about today’s
lesson? Why do you think this?
How did you feel during the
lesson?)

��������	��
�-�	Using a scale
ranging from 1 to 5 (where 1
indicates total disagreement and 5
indicates total agreement), students
were asked to evaluate the follow-
ing statements concerning their
learning behavior during a particu-
lar lesson:

• The learning climate was
favorable

• It is important for me to learn
this lesson

• I was interested in today’s lesson

• I was concerned about under-
standing my class work

• I tried to do better than other
students

• I wanted to make a good impres-
sion on my teacher

• I cooperated with my classmates
in a common learning task

• I listened attentively to my
colleagues’ ideas

• I did my best when I worked with
other students

• I expressed my opinion when-
ever I had something to say

• The class work was challeng-
ing—it made me think

• I was able to understand the
class work

• I think I can learn this material

�����������������������
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learning tasks, appreciated the opportu-
nities for expressing ideas and working in
groups, and they understood the lessons.
The following sample comments illus-
trate criteria cited by students in the
assessment process.

• Interest: “I liked today’s lesson. Human
affect is a subject I am very interested
in, and I was focused on this.” (E107,
21.03.2001)

• Expressing ideas: “We’ve been encour-
aged by the teacher to express our
ideas. I looked for convincing argu-
ments to support my opinions. I en-
joyed it.” (E 220, 4.04.2001)

• Cooperative learning: “I worked in
groups with my classmates. We ex-
changed opinions and listened to each
other. I am beginning to like psychol-
ogy class.” (E 121, 28.02.2001)

• Mastery: “A good lesson. I paid atten-
tion and I understood it.” (E 111,
7.02.2001)

• Approval of teacher’s methods/actions:
“It seems to me that our teacher has
changed her way of teaching. She
makes us think more about the subject
we are discussing, and encourages us
to express our thoughts. I like this way
of teaching.” (E 101, 7.02.2001).

• Academic challenge: “Today we had a
lot of work to do. We did research and
tried to answer the teacher’s questions
or questions of our own. We made
connections between new information
and the data we already knew. I used
my knowledge and my thinking skills
a lot.” (E 209, 28.02.2001)

• Learning new things: “I learned a lot
about human temperament and
I found out what characterizes me
from this point of view. I also made a
temperament portrait for one of my
classmates.” (E 318, 30.03.2001)

• Learning climate: “Today’s lesson was
like a game. Everyone enjoyed it

because it was an excellent atmos-
phere for learning and debates.”
(E 113, 7.03.2001)

• Valuable lesson: “We talked about the
human character. It is a very impor-
tant subject and I think the informa-
tion we learned in today’s lesson is
important not only for school, but for
life, because it helps us toward a better
understanding of people.” (E 205,
28.02.2001)

• Self-efficacy: “I have understood the
main ideas of this lesson and I believe
I will not encounter problems in
learning it at home.” (E 412, 2.05.2001)

Many of students’ comments fit into
more than one category, and in these
cases we counted them multiple times in
the corresponding categories. For exam-
ple, the comment “Today I was more
active then usual. I expressed my ideas
several times and I enjoyed working in
groups. I like the way the teacher encour-
aged us to get involved in our class work”
(E 116, 14.02.2001), fit into three catego-
ries: expressing ideas, cooperative learn-
ing, and approval of teacher’s actions. In
contrast to such multifaceted comments,
there were also comments that were too
brief or noncommittal to classify, such as:
“It was OK” or “A good lesson.” We
included these kinds of comments in a
category called “no reference.” Fortu-
nately, the frequency of these comments
was insignificant (1.20%). That means
that most students succeeded in assessing
the lessons and their motivation for
learning during these lessons.

Similarly, we tried to identify the
criteria used by students in their
unfavorable lesson comments. One
hundred sixty-three diaries (8.13%
among the total diaries) were classified
as unfavorable. Table 2 shows these
criteria and the frequency with which
they occurred in students’ diaries.

�
!��	7�	Criteria of unfavorable diary comments

Criteria Frequency Percentage Rank

No interest 39 23.92 1
Unfavorable physical or psychic states 37 22.69 2
Passivity 22 13.49 3
Disapproval of teacher’s actions 19 11.65 4
Misunderstanding 16   9.81 5,5
Unfavorable learning climate 16   9.81 5,5
No reference 14   8.58 7
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The following comments illustrate
these criteria:

• No interest: “I could not pay attention
to the lesson. There is a personal
problem bothering me.” (E 107,
4.04.2001)

• Unfavorable physical states: “I have
been so tired. I couldn’t concentrate on
my class work.” (E 329, 28.02.2001)

• Passivity: “I was bored. I did not get
involved in the lesson.” (E 223,
8.04.2001)

• Disapproval of teacher’s actions: “The
teacher wanted us to teach one an-
other. Too complicated for me. I did
not like it.” (E 416, 14.02.2001)

• Misunderstanding: “I was confused.
I did not understand the lesson. It
seems very difficult to me.” (E 306,
23.04.2001).

• Learning climate: “Too much noise in
class today.” (E 112, 11.04.2001)

• No reference: “I didn’t like the lesson.”
(E 420, 21.02.2001)

Many of the diary comments show
that the students brought with them to
class a variety of concerns and attitudes
that distracted them from engaging in
the learning activities. These kinds of
comments point out that in addition to
cognitive assessments, noncognitive
variables (e.g., bad mood, tiredness)
should be included when we talk about
students’ motivation to learn in class.

Some of the students, used to teacher-
directed instruction and traditional
methods, were quite uncomfortable with
RWCT methods, which “attack” their
accustomed passive role in class. The
novelty of the RWCT teaching strategies
and the major differences from tradi-
tional practices confused some of the
students. That was especially the case
when teachers moved too quickly from
one strategy to another, before the stu-
dents had enough time to get used to
them or before they completed an as-
signed learning task. In addition, the
noise level (frequently associated with
group work) troubled some students.
They found it distracting. Active listen-
ing, tolerance in debates, and respecting
others’ opinions are abilities that need
time to develop. The problem here for
teachers is to assure that classroom noise
is evidence only of productive work by
the students.

Despite these problems—which we
believe will be resolved as teachers’ and
students’ experience with RWCT instruc-
tional practices grows—the results of our
investigations are encouraging. Most
students appreciated the new approach.
Even if teachers cannot control students’
physical or psychic states, they can use
instructional strategies to engage stu-
dents in the lessons and make the
learning process more enjoyable.
I would like to cite here just one com-
ment made by a student at the end of
the second semester:

The psychology lessons this semester have
been more interesting than those in the
previous one, when I used to get bored.
This semester many things have been
different: the teacher used more attractive
methods, we were actively involved in
debate, we worked in groups, we expressed
and shared our ideas. I have even learned
more this semester. I hope we continue this
way next year, and I also would like to
have this kind of class in other disciplines:
mathematics, history and so on. (E 423).

Coming back to the diaries, one im-
portant finding of our analysis was the
fact that students reported disparate and
sometimes even contradictory opinions
about the same lesson. These contrasting
opinions support the idea that each
student reflects on the learning situation
from a personal point of view, using
different criteria to interpret a lesson,
according to his or her present needs.
Here is a sample of different impressions
of the same class, a lesson on “Charac-
ter” (9.05.2001):

“The lesson seemed easy to me, and the
group work made it more attractive. I am
enjoying psychology classes more and
more”. (E 403)

“It was good. We had the opportunity to
express what we thought.” (E 404)

“I was bored and I didn’t understand very
much of the subject.” (E 407)

“I felt challenged and I like it.” (E 409)

“An headache kept me from concentrating
on the lesson. I want to go to home.”
(E 419)

“We found out new things about the
human character.” (E 421)

“A classmate was annoying me the whole
time. I did some work, but I didn’t finish
it.” (E 424)
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Another important finding was that a
given student’s perceptions of the course
varied from lesson to lesson. This fact
illustrates the unstable nature of situated
motivation. Here is a sample of the
comments of student E 404:

“It was good. The teacher challenged us to
express our thoughts.” (14.02.2001)

“I was distracted because today is my
birthday.” (28.02.2001)

“I learned new things about my tempera-
ment.” (7.03.2001)

“It was boring. Too much noise in the
classroom.” (21.03.2001)

“We worked in pairs and then in groups of
four, and it was fun. I liked it.” (4.04.2001)

“I’m a little confused because I didn’t
understand today’s topic very well.”
(25.04.2001)

“Today’s lesson was good. I enjoyed it and
participated in it.” (9.05.2001)

The variety of learning situations, and
of students’ psychological or physical
states, explains the heterogeneous nature
of their comments. The disparate or even
opposite comments on a given lesson,
and the variation of the individual
comments across the lessons, reflect the
characteristics of situated motivation.
These findings support the idea that
students’ motivation to learn in the
classroom is an individual–context
interaction, a process by which indi-
vidual students are activated to engage
in academic activities.

Students’ entries in the structured
diaries were classified into “motivating”
and “unmotivating” lessons, according
to their favorable or unfavorable com-
ments in the corresponding open diaries.
The next chart presents a comparison of
motivating versus unmotivating lessons,
showing the mean scores for the vari-
ables in the structured diaries (computed
based on students’ answers given on a
scale from 1 to 5 for each variable).

The above chart shows major differ-
ences between the two groups of lessons,
from the students’ perspective. The open
diaries and the structured diaries seem to
support each other. That means that
students who wrote favorable comments
in the open diaries also marked high
scores for the structured diary variables.
The criteria that received the highest
evaluations in both types of diaries were
cooperative learning, academic chal-
lenge, mastery goal, and opportunities for
expressing ideas. Specific teacher practices
increased students’ involvement and
cooperation in lessons, retention of
information, and enthusiasm for learning
new information. In other words, these
students felt that they had succeeded in
mastering the course content, were chal-
lenged by the learning tasks, could freely
express opinions, and worked effectively
in groups. When students had this percep-
tion of the instructional methods, they
were highly motivated. The reverse was
true for students who commented
unfavorably about the class. Their level of
motivation, as measured by the struc-
tured diary variables, was significantly
lower than the rate of the other group.

In comparing motivating versus
unmotivating lessons, students showed
differences for all the variables of the
structured diary, but the variables of
cooperative learning, academic chal-
lenge, mastery goal, and expression of
ideas seemed to discriminate best be-
tween the two kinds of lessons. This fact
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also indicates that using students’ general
comments from the open diaries as
criteria to classify students’ perceptions of
the lessons as motivating or unmotivating
was a viable technique. Students showed
higher motivation, as demonstrated in the
structured diary scores, when they com-
mented favorably on a lesson.
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We are pleased that students exposed

to RWCT teaching strategies demon-
strated a positive attitude toward their
lessons. The major benefits students cited
were interesting lessons and teaching
strategies, active involvement in lessons,
more creative and interesting learning
experiences, better understanding of the
content, high student cooperation, a safer
and more comfortable learning environ-
ment, more creativity and higher order
thinking, and dynamic communication
in the lessons. All these benefits were
possible because the teachers involved in
this research made major changes in their
teaching style. They no longer played the
role of transferors of knowledge, but took
on the role of motivators, mediators, and
organizers. Our conclusions seem to
confirm teachers’ influence on students’
motivation to learn, and are congruent
with Eggen’s definition of specific motiva-
tion quoted at the beginning of this study.
Our analysis also showed that under the
pressure  of certain personal concerns,
such as bad mood, tiredness, or other
problems, the students were distracted
from engaging in the lessons.

This study provides evidence that
students’ motivation in the classroom is
an assessment-based process. The diaries
showed how students perceived their
psychology lessons and what kinds of
criteria they used in this assessment
process. We also saw that students’
motivation was dynamic, unstable. These
findings support the validity of a situated
approach for classroom motivation. In
addition to serving as research tools,
lesson diaries constitute valuable re-
sources for students and teachers. They
allow students to reflect on their learning
experiences and on their classroom
motivation. For teachers, on the other
hand, diaries provide an opportunity to
obtain insight into classroom motivation
and to adapt their actions or teaching
strategies in consequence. Teachers who

are truly interested in optimizing the
teaching process, with its implications for
students’ motivation, cannot afford to
ignore the students’ reflections on their
classes. The lesson diaries have proved to
be an important means of recording
these reflections and capturing the
complex process of motivation for learn-
ing. However, future efforts are needed to
design research that can identify the
long-term effects of RWCT teaching
methods on learning situations.
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