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Fact Sheet 46 - How to use motivational strategies in the 
classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

Motivation is a person’s desire to engage in an activity. Everyone is motivated to do 

something, whether it be watching TV or running a marathon. Unfortunately, a 

misalignment often exists between what students are motivated to do and what we 

want them to do – e.g., students want to socialise or play while we want them to 

concentrate on learning something.  

This mismatch is the cause of almost all behavioural issues found in classrooms today. 

After all, if students had no interest in anything but learning, there would be no 

behavioural problems to speak of. It’s reasonable to assume then that if teachers and 

TAs could increase students’ motivation, behavioural issues would reduce and 

achievement would improve. This begs the question: how can teachers and TAs 

improve students’ motivation? 

 

Motivation comes from self-belief and self-esteem. Students with low self-belief have low motivation because they believe 
they are likely to fail. Your job is to incrementally improve their self-belief by using praise and helping them to achieve their 

goals. 

Motivation is always driven by a reward of some kind and there are 2 main types of 

rewards: extrinsic and intrinsic. Examples of extrinsic rewards include money, treats, 

gifts, stickers, prizes, certificates and benefits such as leaving class before everyone 

else. Extrinsic rewards are commonly used for behaviour management purposes, but 
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they are less effective for learning purposes and don’t tend to result in long-term gains 

(Guay, 2010). Extrinsic reward systems are known as ‘token economies’ and they are 

used extensively in primary schools. 

Intrinsic motivation on the other hand is a person’s self-inspired desire to undertake 

and complete a task. Intrinsic rewards are personally satisfying such as the feeling of 

accomplishment that comes from achieving a goal or mastering a skill, being 

recognised by peers, satisfying curiosity or simply enjoyment. People who have 

hobbies are intrinsically motivated – they do them because they want to, not because 

someone bribed them with a reward of some kind.  

The problem with extrinsic motivators is that they are only effective up to a certain 

point – students give up if the reward doesn’t justify the effort required. An intrinsically 

motivated student on the other hand will persist even in the face of challenges, failures 

and frustrations. They will reach a level of skill that is well beyond the level an extrinsic, 

reward-driven person could ever achieve.  

Consider students who are intrinsically motivated to read; what many would call ‘avid 

readers’. These students read well above their age, and their spelling, grammar, 

vocabulary, comprehension and writing skills are well beyond their peers. There is no 

extrinsic reward big enough to motivate non-readers to read that often (20 or 30 hours 

per week, year after year).  

A person who loves reading will voluntarily spend thousands of hours reading an 

enormous number of texts, and he/she will be focused on the task. On the other hand, 

an extrinsically motivated person will read the minimum number of pages or books 

required to receive a reward.  

Encouraging intrinsic motivation is no easy feat. We can’t simply flick a switch to turn 

it on, and we can’t create an avid reader out of someone who hates reading. We can 

however gradually improve students’ motivation over time, at least to the point where 

they happily engage in the activity on a regular basis.  

Here are some of the ways TAs can encourage intrinsic motivation: 

• Make learning fun, engaging and interesting. 

• Incorporate the latest technologies and devices. 
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• Experiment with a wide range of teaching strategies (including both teacher-

centred and student-centred activities). Some students with behavioural issues 

will learn much more easily when doing something physical (e.g., walking and 

reading or walking and listening). 

• Make learning relevant to students’ interests, previous knowledge, life outside 

school and future employment. 

• Link new concepts to existing knowledge (and in particular, to areas of interest). 

• Provide plenty of opportunities for students to set and achieve goals. 

• Provide feedback that shows when goals have been met. 

• Help all students to experience the feeling of success and triumph on a regular 

basis. 

• Publicly acknowledge achievement where appropriate to do so. For example, 

hang students’ work samples around the room and provide positive feedback 

in front of their peers or to parents. 

• Build rapport and show genuine interest (as people learn more easily from 

those they like and respect). 

• Be enthusiastic, professional and show a high level of expertise and interest in 

the subject. 

• Encourage a sense of belonging and community. 

• Regularly teach a range of metacognitive skills to boost confidence. 

• Emphasise the long-term benefits of incremental learning. 

• Use a ‘strength-based’ approach (dwell less on mistakes and highlight 

successes instead). 

• Encourage a growth mindset. 

• Have high academic expectations for every student regardless of individual 

aspirations, culture, behaviour, disability or current gaps in learning.  

• Incorporate different learning styles to add variety.  

• Give students more control and choice over their own learning (e.g., give 2 

options).  
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