
  
Title What motivates? 
Author(s) Low Guat Tin 
Source ASCD (Singapore) Review, 7(1), 11-16 
Published by Singapore ASCD 
  
 
This document may be used for private study or research purpose only. This document or 
any part of it may not be duplicated and/or distributed without permission of the copyright 
owner. 
 
The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. 
 
 
Copyright © 1996 the Author(s)  
 
 
 
 



What motivates? 

Low Guat Tin 

I have been invited to speak on the topic "Motivation" many 

times and I am often at a loss about .what to speak on- do I 

rave on about the numerous motivation theories such as 

Maslow, Herzberg, McClelland and Vrogfn or do I speak from 

my own knowledge and experience about what motivates? 

My own belief is that people are very motivated particularlY., if 

they are doing things which they like doing. Children will spend 

countless hours in front of computer screens while adults will 

spend hours seated in front of a square table playing mahjong. 

I often get to the Botanical Gardens at 6 am and you will be 

surprised to see the number of people out walking, jogging, tai

chi-ing at that unearthly hour! That's motivation for me! People 

who will give up the comfort of their beds and get up to go to 

the Gardens at such an early hour! 

So, how can we as educators get our pupils to like learning? 

How can we as administrators make the school such an 

interesting and exciting place that our teachers and our non

academic staff will look forward to corning to work. How can we 

get people to see the school as a second home assuming that 

we all like going home. Often discipline teachers and 

administrators have to go round the neighbourhood looking for 

pupils who skip school-now, what is it about school that keeps 

these pupils away? What is so attractive about the 

neighbourhood? 

I believe some of our pupils are turned off from school. Some 

are turned off by teachers, administrators or some school 

policies. In the same vein there are many who are turned on by 

teachers who care. The issue about motivationarproblem in the 

workplace according to Peter Drucker (1988) is not one about 

motivating but it is about how not to demotivate. It seems that 

people want to work and pupils want to learn but they are 

demotivated. The problem to Drucker is "how to keep from 

turning (people) off. The quickest way to quench motivation is 

not to allow people to do what they've been trained to do." For 

instance, some teachers may have been trained to teach 
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geography, yet they find themselves teaching everything else 

except their one pet subject- geography! 

To find out what motivates, I believe that each of us could ask 

ourselves what pushes us on, what enthuses us. If we can list . 

the things that turn us on, we niay be able to think of ways to 

provide such motivators in the workplace. According to 

Herzberg (1971 ), not everything that bosses provide motivates. 

To him money, air-conditioned staffrooms, better facilities and 

the likes do not motivate, these are merely what he termed 

"hygiene factors". The motivators to him are achievement, 

recognition, work itself, responsibility, advi!hcement, creative 

and challenging work and growth opportunities. What then can 

we learn from this list? I think administrators need to think of 

ways to provide motivators for their staff. There is a need to· 

recognise good work and also to give people creative and 

challenging work. 

What motivates me? 

I believe in examining myself and so one question that I often 

ask myself is "What pushes me on? Why am I so motivated?" 

I know that I am motivated by a sense of achievement. 

Whenever I worked hard and I know I have done well (it could 

be in the form of a finished product such as a video/book, a 

piece of writing or just a feeling of deep satisfaction) I feel 

really motivated. My "batteries" seemed to be "re-charged" and 

I am all geared up to move on to another project or another 

piece of work. Seeing the project taking shape, albeit 

sometimes too slow for my comfort can push me on to work 

even harder. 

Indeed a sense of achievement or accomplishment is very 

important. Teachers and students need to feel that they have 

achieved something to keep them going. In a study with 27 

highly motivated teachers, Low, Lim and Yeap (1996) found that 

their 27 teachers were motivated when students showed 

progress in their work. A female teacher with 8 year.~ of 

experience said 

When you see students achieving so much, from nothing 

in the beginning, there is a sense of pride, a sense of 

gratification ... and when they leave, you know that they 

will continue to do well ... and you have made an 

impression on them. 
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According to Vroom (1964) and McClelland (1985) teachers 

who are motivated direct their energy to achieving goals. In 

fact there is a direct link between motivated teachers and better 

student performance. A motivated teacher takes care of what 

she is teaching, is caring and works hard at ensuring that the 

students understand what she is teaching. It therefore pays for 

administrators who want their students to do well to become 

more conscious of their actions so that they do not demotivate 

their teachers. 

I am also motivated when my heads trust me. Nothing 

demdtivates more than principals who do not trust teachers 

even those who are hardworkers and are considered very good. 

Leaders must trust. If you do not trust you will find all your time 

taken up with checking, 'close monitoring such that you have no 

·time to do what you have been paid to do. Principals are to 

lead their schools, their staff, they are CEOs, leaders in their 

organisations, not managers. 

People flourish in an atmosphere of trust. Sure there will be 

times when some people betray trust, times when th.ey abuse 

the trust of their leaders. However, the bulk of the people will 

not betray trust that has been given to them. 

Because of the trust, I have been given the freedom that I · 

need, i.e., the freedom to do my work in the way I think best. 

am given a job, made accountable, and allo·wed to carry on with 

the work. I set my own agenda. Working to other -people's 

agenda can be stifling. What demotivates me would be to have 

my head breathing down my neck, monitoring all that I do 

closely. One of my colleagues asked if I was going to monitor 

his coming and going. My reply was that I am not employed to 

be a policewoman. If the institution wanted me to check on the 

times that people arrive or leave then surely the security guard 

would be an ideal person to do that. 

The thing about trust and close monitoring is that when people 

trust us we oftE?n never let them down, at least 90% work to 

ensure that we do not let our heads down. People do have 

integrity. As most workers are reliable, heads should spend 

time monitoring those who abuse the system, monitor the 

recalcitrants with a passion, but not everyone! Never set rules 

for everyone just to catch the 1 0°/o Heads must have the 

courage to deal with the recalcitrants. Leave those who are top 

notch workers alone. In this way heads will be free to do 

strategic planning which is really their work. And the 90°/o will 
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feel good about work and as a result become more productive. 

One of the teachers in Low et. al's (1996) study shared: 

I believe that in whatever school I'm placed in I still 

can perform but if I'm placed in a school/ike this, it's 

a bonus. In this school, the principal and the vice

principal trust us and leave us alone and we have 

leeway to do a lot of things and that's good. 

One of the motivators to Herzberg is recognition. Low et al.'s 

(1996) subjects reported that when their.'principals recognised 

the work they had done, that was very motivating. One shared: 

The administrators motivate. The positive feedback ' 

I get, their expectation of me ... since I joined 

teaching I've had good support from the 

administrators and it makes me feel that I want to 

do my best. With the recognition they give, I'm 

thoroughly motivated. It was a great boost to my 

morale when I was recognised for my contribution 

to the profession. 

Chapman and Lowther (1982) surveyed 5,764 teachers to 

examine their satisfaction with teaching. Their results showed 

that there was a strong positive correlation between recognition 

teachers received from administrators and career satisfaction . 

Someone once said, "To get the best out of a worker, look for 

the best that is in him" and Peters and Waterman claimed that 

"The simple act of paying positive attention to people has a 

great deal to do with productivity." 

Besides recognition, Low et al.'s (1996) subjects appear to be 

motivated by certain principal behaviours such as trust, support 

and encouragement. It would be important therefore for studies 

to identify principal behaviours which motivate and those which 

demotivate. · Principals could then work on nurturing or 

acquiring those behaviours which motivate. 

The chance to grow on the job is very motivating to me. In my 

work I have ample opportunities to read (and reading is a 

hobby), to argue with colleagues and to listen to world 

renowned academics. Through my work I find plenty of 

opportunities to "sharpen rriy saw" (Covey 1989) and in all four 

dimensions too! Indeed "Blessed is the person whose work is 

her leisure and pleasure." 
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And finally I believe we need to bring laughter into the 

organisation. Work should not only be productive but it should 

be fun too! La Rochefoucauld said, "People rarely succeed at 

anything unless they are having fun doing it." With fun comes 

enthusiasm and enthusiasm is very powerful. Recently in an 

advertisement in The Straits Times, a big multi-national 

corporation advertised for officers and the advertisement they 

put up has a number of very happy faces. The word 

"enjoyable" is the first word one reads on the advertisement. 

That company ·appears to promise that people who work with 

them will find the workplace or the work enjoyable. There is a 

need to think of ways to bring a sense .8t play into the 

workplace. 

I like my work because it gives me lots of opportunities to have 

"fun" with my students. Some of my students give me such 

nice, great sayings, in fact I had used many of them in my 

writing. When asked to give metaphors about organisations, or 

how workers view their organisations, I had a great list and we 

had a real good laugh about how organisations are viewed. For 

instance, one said, "Some organisations are like mushroom 

farms-the workers are kept in the dark, and every now and 

then·bosses throw some xxxx on them." Others said their 

organisation is like the Singapore Zoo, workers like animals are 

free to roam around within an enclosure and everynow and then 

the more seasoned ones are brought out of their enclosures to 

put on a performance." 

Conclusion 

Work takes up so much of my waking hours, to me it is 

therefore very important that I enjoy my work. It is important 

that I am motivated to get out of bed each day and look forward 

to the time spent in the office. If I am really not motivated then I 

need to examine myself and see what I can do about it. Maybe 

I can make my work less routine, bring play into it, or pray to 

see my work as a gift of myself. As a lecturer one of the things 

I want to get across to trainee teachers is that classroom 

teaching can be made exciting. 

If teachers make their lessons interesting then surely pupils 

will be more eager to come to school. I see myself not only 

updating and helping them to upgrade but also uplifting 

those I teach. Yes I can make the workplace good for 

myself and in the process good for those who come into 

contact with me. 
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