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The strictest of norms must
be challenged in this new
landscape.

- Prof Lee Sing
Kong, Director of NIE

Motivating Learners of Today

Motivation drives all that we do, including learning. We ask NIE Director Professor Lee Sing

Kong how teachers can motivate students through their pedagogy, professionalism and

passion.

Professor Lee Sing Kong knows all about the

power of motivation.

For a period in his life, Prof Lee had to juggle

both work and studies. During weekdays, he was

a civil servant at the Parks and Recreation

Department. But at night and during the

weekends, he was a PhD student in plant

biotechnology.

“I’ve a great interest in that subject,” Prof Lee

enthuses. He wanted to clone roadside trees that

flower at the same time to create a “sakura

effect” in Singapore.

“My interest is my motivational factor. It drove me to work weekends and nights, forgoing good TV

programmes and sporting activities just to focus on my studies,” he recalls. “Motivation is important;

it’s an emotional thing.”

“Motivation is Emotional”

As he narrates his personal experience, Prof Lee gets to the core of the matter. “Motivation” and

“emotion” both derive from the same Latin word, motere, which means “to move”.

Motivation is the force that initiates and drives our behaviour, and it keeps us going even if we

encounter obstacles. In the context of learning, it is the key ingredient for success.

But how can we motivate students, especially those who are not doing well? Perhaps the best way is

to first engage them emotionally, and then intellectually.

Here, Prof Lee shares with us another story. Years ago, he supervised a student teacher who was

teaching a Normal (Technical) class. She struggled to capture her students’ attention. Worse still, her

class became smaller as days went by.

“I told her, ‘Talk to your students informally and engage them. Find out what are their interests.’”

After she realized that her students loved football, the student teacher watched a match just so that

she could talk to them about it in class the next day. The students were amazed by her.

“It was like a great gathering of football enthusiasts in the classroom! By the third lesson, whatever

the teacher said, the students listened with great enthusiasm,” Prof Lee recalls with a smile.

But the job of motivating students does not stop at just building rapport with them. “Today, we want

our students to enjoy the process of learning, and not look at learning as a chore,” says Prof Lee.

This is especially so because for today’s generation, learning will extend far beyond schooling.

Teaching EPIC Learners

In our world today, human knowledge is growing at an

exponential rate. To keep up, foundational knowledge

and skills such as literacy and numeracy are still

needed, but are not enough.

Instead, says Prof Lee, we have to teach students to

learn how to learn and to be self-directed learners.

At the same time, he describes this generation of

students as EPIC learners (those who learn in ways that are experiential, participatory, image-driven

and connected to the world).
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To teach them, teachers will have to transfer the ownership of learning to students. They should not

be made to learn, but actively want to learn.

This is where teachers should tap into their knowledge of their students’ learning profiles, and then

strategically wield pedagogy as a form of motivation to keep them going.

“When your pedagogy aligns with their preferences for learning, that is what can motivate them,” he

says. “They become motivated learners; they become active and engaged.”

Responding to the Changing World

Ever since he became Director of NIE in 2006, Prof Lee has been positioning the institute as one that

responds to the changing world.

To prepare student teachers to teach EPIC students, he wants them to learn like one too. The NIE

classrooms and library have been transformed into learning spaces that encourage group work and

collaboration. Many of the spaces are also equipped with ICT tools to encourage the use of visuals

for learning.

“I often say this: The strictest of norms must be challenged in this new landscape,” Prof Lee says.

Instead of silence in the NIE library, he wants it to be an inviting space where learners gather and

work together over cups of coffee, with their electronic devices connected to the Internet.

“Connectedness is what these students want,” he explains. “If they can stay connected, they will be

motivated.”

The NIE faculty is also changing the way they teach student teachers. The faculty members are

teaching concepts and then getting their students into groups to take over the processes of learning

and application.

“If these skills in self-directed and collaborative learning can be picked up, our student teachers will

go into schools to engage their students in the same process,” Prof Lee says.

When your pedagogy aligns with their preferences for learning, that is what
can motivate them.

- Prof Lee on teaching the students of today

NIE Research on Motivation

As the NIE Director, Prof Lee Sing Kong had identified research as a key priority for the

institute.

He feels that there is much more to student motivation that we need to know about, and

research can lead the way.

The Office of Education Research in NIE is focusing on applied cognitive development and

motivational studies as a critical research niche area.

Prof Lee also supported the setting up of the Motivation in Educational Research Lab (MERL)

in NIE in 2009.

“When Professor John Wang (Head of MERL) approached me about setting up a lab looking

into areas of understanding motivation of student learning, I give it a complete endorsement.”

Through the research being done in NIE, Prof Lee hopes we can learn how to motivate

students so that they “will be very much driven – and not just driven, but also actually enjoy the

learning.”

Teachers as Change Agents

In June this year, Prof Lee will step down as NIE

Director and hand over the reins to Dean of Teacher

Education Professor Tan Oon Seng.

Of his legacy, Prof Lee says he had worked to provide a positive learning experience for all student

teachers in NIE. They can, in turn, bring about the same kind of experience to their own students.

“We prepare teachers to be change agents in the school,” he says. “When they go to the schools,

they will bring changes to the way curriculum is being delivered to motivate students to become

https://www.nie.edu.sg/office-education-research
http://merl.nie.edu.sg/
https://www.nie.edu.sg/profile/wang-chee-keng-john
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engaged. And they will be the ones who will bring in

ideas on how to reconfigure the classrooms and adopt

new technological tools.”

The effort that a teacher puts in to provide the best

learning environment for their learners will not go

unnoticed. Very often, students are moved to do their

best if they can see how passionate their teachers are

in their work.

As Prof Lee puts it in his farewell email to all NIE staff:

“The best teacher is one who can inspire the heart of

every student and through this, change their lives not

only in the classroom, but beyond.”

Sharing the three Rs with Teachers

“Teaching is a professional job. It is not a simple job that anybody can take up,” Prof Lee Sing

Kong commented as he reflected on his many years in the field of education.

“Sometimes, I’m asked, ‘Is a teacher born or nurtured?’ I say, both. Some may be born with

very good communicative skills and passion. But you also need to be equipped with the skills

and knowledge to be a professional teacher, to understand your students well, and to motivate

them.”

He shares with us the three Rs that he thinks all teachers should possess.

“You must be responsive  to changes. Students will change over time. As they grow up into

adolescents, students’ feelings and sense of identity will change in the process of that growth.

So the way you nurture the child, the way you interact with the student will also need to change

at different ages of their lives. A teacher must be responsive to the changes, either as students

grow in age or as new generations of students come in.

Second, you must be relevant. You can respond, but you must respond with relevance. If it is

not relevant, the impact will also not be there. You must ensure relevance with the time,

relevance with the growth of the student or the generation of the students.

Rigour means there must be quality and excellence in anything that you do. In education, no

teacher can afford to do a slipshod job. Every lesson has to be adequately prepared, and

reflected through and through.

Be clear about what you want to teach the students. Be clear about your students’ profiles and

understand how the lesson can be delivered with the most impact to motivate them. If there’s a

resource that can engage students, go all out and get that resource to support your pedagogy.

The three Rs are the key success factors for NIE, and for all educators. These factors drive

NIE towards transforming our classrooms, our library, our pedagogy and our curriculum.

They’re three factors that can be applied across the board in education.”

Useful Resource

Low, E. L., Joseph, J., & Atienza J. C. (2010). Perspectives in motivating educators and learners: A

report of the NIE TE  roundtable discussion. Retrieved from

http://www.nie.edu.sg/files/RoundtableReport_Final.pdf

Professor Lee Sing Kong is a horticulturist by training and a Professor of Biological Sciences at

the Nanyang Technological University. He joined NIE in 1991 and was in various leadership

positions. He was appointed Director of NIE in 2006. A true educator and scientist at heart, Prof

Lee has launched many key initiatives that has greatly impacted teacher education in

Singapore and internationally.
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The question teachers should
ask is, “How can I create the
environment in which
students can motivate
themselves?”

- John Wang, Motivation
in Educational Research Lab
(MERL)

From Theory to Practice

The Motivation in Educational Research Lab in NIE was set up to look into motivation and

learning. We find out how their researchers are working to translate theory into practice for

teachers.

Professor John Wang has always been very

interested in motivation. In particular, he’s a strong

advocate of the self-determination theory (SDT),

which looks at how social and cultural factors can

influence an individual’s motivation.

The theorists behind SDT, Professors Edward L.

Deci and Richard Ryan of University of Rochester,

are researchers that he regards highly. “It was one

of my dreams to work with them and if my dream

could come true, that would be the best thing in the

world!”

It did eventually come true. Prof Wang decided to set up the Motivation in Educational Research Lab

(MERL) in NIE with Associate Professor Liu Woon Chia (Associate Dean of Practicum and School

Partnerships) in 2009, with Professor Tan Oon Seng (Dean of Teacher Education) acting as adviser.

He invited Professors Deci and Ryan on board to work with them as MERL’s consultants.

“Translating Theory into Practice”

Apart from fulfilling a personal dream, Prof Wang has other ideas when he set up MERL.

“MERL’s main purpose is very clear. We have a

tagline, ‘Translating theory into practice’,” says Prof

Wang. He noticed that many research papers are too

theoretical to be truly useful for teachers. He decided

that MERL should be a place where teachers can find

practical resources on how they can motivate their

students.

“We read the research papers for teachers, absorb

and summarize the contents and then convert them

into classroom strategies,” says Prof Wang. These

strategies are available on MERL’s website and are

used by teachers in Singapore and worldwide.

Another role that MERL plays is in developing research capacity and providing research support for

NIE staff and even teachers.

“We have regular research seminars that teach researchers and teachers how to use statistics to

analyse results, and how to do research, and we also share our research findings. The seminars work

on a rotational basis so every one chips in,” Prof Wang notes.

MERL also invites prominent researchers to Singapore, such as Professors Deci and Ryan, who

launched MERL in 2009 and spoke to an audience of more than 1,000 researchers and teachers.

A Community of Researchers

A group of NIE researchers who are investigating the relationship between motivation and learning

now form the core of MERL.

One of them is Assistant Professor Nie Youyan. “We form a community and discuss and share our

ideas and understanding,” she says. “Some of us are beginning researchers while some are leading

professors in the field. I’ve learned a lot from the discussions within this community.”

In fact, it was at a sharing session organized by MERL where she met Professor Andrew Elliot from

the University of Rochester. “He’s an expert on the achievement goal theory,” she says. “We started

talking about my research project and he later became a collaborator.”
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Nie Youyan finds that she

learned a lot from the

discussions with MERL

researchers.

Some of us are beginning
researchers while some are
leading professors in the
field. I’ve learned a lot from
the discussions within this
community.

- Nie Youyan,
Psychological Studies
Academic Group

Professors Richard Ryan (back row, 4th from left) and Edward L. Deci, the theorists behind self-

determination theory, with MERL researchers.

School-based Projects

This group of researchers work very closely with teachers for their research on motivation. Prof Wang

estimates that 90% of the projects they undertake are school-based.

One such example is Prof Wang’s work that looks at how we might promote intrinsic motivation (doing

something because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable) in students using SDT.

“Many teachers keep on asking themselves, ‘How can I motivate my students?’ That question is

actually fundamentally wrong,” Prof Wang says. “Children have in them inner resources to excel and

to motivate themselves.”

Instead, the question teachers should ask is, “How can I create the environment in which students can

motivate themselves?”

SDT is about three things: Competence, autonomy, and relatedness. “Every one of us has these 3

innate psychological needs. If the environment can facilitate the fulfilment of these needs, a person

would excel,” Prof Wang explains.

Students feel competent when they are challenged and given

prompt feedback. They experience autonomy when they are

supported to explore, take initiative and develop solutions. And

when they can see that others are listening and responding to

them, they experience relatedness.

Prof Wang and his research team have been working with schools

to create environments where students can fulfil all three needs.

For example, teachers are asked to use neutral language when

communicating with their students.

“We ask them to say things like, ‘If you want to do this, you can. If

you want to do that, you’re allowed to as well. Don’t worry, just try

and see what is better.’ This is as opposed to, ‘You should do this

now. You ought to do this.’” Prof Wang elaborates.

Competition versus Learning

Youyan is also working on a project that looks student motivation and learning. She was once

involved in the Core Research Program a flagship project of the Centre for Research in Pedagogy

and Practice.

Through its survey of nearly one-third of Primary 5 and

Secondary 3 students in Singapore, researchers had

found that if a school promotes a culture of

competition, students’ achievement may be affected

negatively. They will also tend to avoid work and are

more likely to stop trying when the going gets tough.

However, if teachers focus on learning as the ultimate

goal, students tend to perform better and are more

likely to persevere in the face of learning challenges.

The Core Program was looking at the larger picture of

school culture then, but Youyan is now zooming in on

assessment practices of teachers. Using the laboratory

facilities of MERL, she and her team will test how

different types of feedback affect students.

The feedback will compare students’ achievement against their peers (norm-referenced feedback), a

learning target (criterion-referenced feedback) or their past achievements (self-referenced feedback).

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Research_MERL_2_for_web.jpg
https://www.nie.edu.sg/research-projects/learning-life-learning-fun-igniting-students-intrinsic-motivation-to-learn-classroom
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https://www.nie.edu.sg/research-centres/centre-research-pedagogy-practice-crpp
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Testing the effect of all three types of feedback is something researchers have not tried before, says

Youyan. Their attempt will be a first in motivation and learning research.

Youyan hopes the project will show teachers what kind of feedback works best for their students. In

particular, she thinks the findings will come in handy in the designing of computer-assisted

assessment. If so, her work will truly reflect the aim of translating research into something that works

for both teachers and learners.

Professor John Wang is the Guest Editor of this issue. He heads the Motivation in Education

Research Lab (MERL) in NIE. The aim of MERL is to focus on specific motivational issues

related to education and works on translating theories into knowledge for evidenced-based

practice in education.

Nie Youyan is an Assistant Professor with NIE’s Psychological Studies Academic Group. Her

research interests include motivation in education and human development; innovation in

curriculum, instruction and assessment; and self-regulated learning
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It’s about creating a good
learning environment where
students will be able to be at
ease and able to learn.

- Eugene Chew, Physical
Education and Sports
Science Academic Group

Creating a Good Learning Environment

For teachers, creating a learning environment where students become self-motivators

requires some thought and time, but the students will enjoy the lessons more, and work harder

too. 

“Teachers, being professionals, will always seek better outcomes for students,” says Assistant

Professor Eugene Chew of NIE’s Physical Education and Sports Science Academic Group.

For his project on motivation in Physical Education (PE) lessons, Eugene is looking at students’

perceptions of how their PE teachers relate to them. This has an effect on whether they enjoy PE,

and how much effort they are willing to put into their lessons.

Conditional Regard from Teachers

To Eugene, motivation is an intriguing part of human behaviour. This

is because different individuals could be motivated for very different

reasons. In his study, he looks at the “conditional regard” that PE

teachers give their students.

Conditional positive regard reflects the approval that a teacher

shows to students who meet expectations, such as more

demonstrations of warmth and appreciation than usual.

Conditional negative regard is the opposite, when those who do not

perform to expectations receive less attention and affection than

usual.

Previous research has shown that parents’ use of conditional

positive regard is associated with negative outcomes.

Why is this so? Eugene says that some students who receive such

appreciation and affection are driven by motivation that is controlled and extrinsic. In other words,

they feel that they are doing what someone else wants them to do, and not doing it because they

want to.

“If the students feel they are being controlled in terms of what they do, it’s not really up to them and

they don’t see it as important or see the value in it,” Eugene says. Hence, he thought that PE

teachers’ use of conditional positive regard will also be linked to negative outcomes.

Instead, what he found was students who perceive

conditional positive regard from teachers during PE

lessons were more interested and put in more effort.

What could explain this?

Students did feel they were being told what to do, and

experienced mixed feelings about teachers’ use of

conditional positive regard. But they generally felt

positive about the approval and attention shown by

their teachers.

Setting the Right Tone

There are other things teachers can do to motivate their students. to To help them become self-

motivating learners, teachers must set the right tone for their lessons. “It’s about creating a good

learning environment where students will be able to be at ease and able to learn,” says Eugene.

“We’re talking about encouraging learning and engaging students better,” he continues. “It’s the

whole manner in which they communicate with students, including body language and the tone of their

voice.”

Besides this, Eugene also advises teachers to let students know why their PE lessons are planned in

a certain way to help them understand what they can get out of it.

Meeting Students’ Psychological Needs
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When doing lesson plans, teachers often work with the learning outcomes in mind. But they could also

think of student motivation as a goal.

Eugene says that according to self-determination theory, everyone has three psychological needs

that need to be fulfilled for them to feel motivated. Teachers can aim to meet students’ needs for

autonomy, competency and relatedness as part of the lessons.

Need for autonomy

The need for autonomy is the need to have a sense of volition in one’s action. Presenting choices to

students can help support this need. In a PE lesson, teachers can craft an activity where students are

given choices instead of having every student do an activity in a specified way. Or teachers can ask

students to choose from three pre-planned sports activities they would like to engage in.

Giving students a choice is a powerful way of giving them agency in their learning, motivating them to

look forward to the next activity of their choice.

Need for competency                                                                                     

The need for competency is the need to experience mastery over one’s environment. For students, it

may mean being able to master a certain skill or content. Eugene talks about how there are two types

of goals that teachers can set for students: mastery and performance goals.

Mastery goals make people want to learn, while performance goals encourage competition.  For

example, teachers can get students to either better their own timing in running or make them race

against their peers and then compare performances.

Becoming competent is a great motivator for students to continuously improve their mastery of a skill

or an area of knowledge.

Need for relatedness

The need for relatedness is a basic need to belong or be cared for. For this, teachers can strive to

promote positive interactions with and among students.

Getting students into groups and asking them to work together for a common goal is one good way to

establish relatedness.

Motivating the Unmotivated

In every class, there will always be students who feel

unmotivated. How can a teacher help such individuals?

“You will look at the next level of engagement,” says

Eugene, referring to the interactions a teacher can

have with them outside of lesson time.

It might be a one-to-one talk after class, during recess

or even along the corridor. That is when the teacher

can understand more about a student’s background.

Even just asking the student, “How was your game yesterday?” can go a long way in building teacher-

student bonds.

There is a lot more that can be done to motivate students. Eugene thinks that the work researchers

do will be helpful for both policymakers and educators.

“I would love to speak and interact more with educators, especially school leaders,” says Eugene.

“There are findings that are already there that can be used straight away. If there are more

interactions that exist (among the researchers and educators), that’d be great!”

Eugene Chew is an Assistant Professor with NIE’s Physical Education and Sports Science

Academic Group. He was the former Chief of Sport Management and Development Group at

the Singapore Sports Council (SSC) and was also a teacher for 10 years.
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Learn Positively!

The different ways in which students are motivated can affect their learning experience. An

NIE research team is looking into how teachers can help students turn potential negatives into

positives.

Academic motivation has always been of interest to Assistant Professor Serena Luo because she

knows how it can influence student learning.

“Motivation is the force that drives behaviour,” she says. “It’s the students’ own internal reasons or

purposes that drive them to choose and engage in various learning activities.”

But different students can hold very different motivational beliefs. According to Serena, there are four

types of beliefs:

Self-efficacy: This refers to how confident students are in their learning.

Value: Anything that students inherently enjoy doing will hold an intrinsic value for them. But if

students perform a task for reward or because their parents or teachers want them to, the value

is extrinsic.

Goals: Students who set performance goals may study hard because they want to outperform

others, but they may also withdraw effort when there is a risk of failure. Those who set mastery

goals are keen to learn new things and seek new challenges.

Attribution: When students succeed or fail in a task, do they attribute it to their innate ability, their

hard work or other reasons?

Students’ motivational beliefs shape the emotions they experience while learning. “Both of these, in

turn, affect students’ learning strategies, and ultimately, achievement.”

Maladaptive Learning Strategies

Students who tend to have negative learning

experiences may end up adopting maladaptive learning

strategies. Serena explains that maladaptive learning

strategies are those that students use to avoid

challenges they face in school:

Some students try to avoid challenges. Such students

avoid challenging situations and have difficulty in

planning for their studies effectively.

Some students copy answers from others. When they

encounter difficulties, these students would rather copy

the work of other students than do the work

themselves.

Some students “handicap” themselves. When facing a

challenge, these students feel they will not do well and

will look for reasons to justify their expected poor

performance. This expectation may be based on

previous experiences or their low self-esteem.

Some students avoid seeking help. These students refrain from seeking help from peers or teachers

although they may need it. Even if they do, it may be for the sake of finishing their work quickly with

less effort.

Some students use emotional and avoidance coping. When such students encounter failures, they

tend to feel despondent or that it is not their fault and shift the blame to others. They may also avoid

the problem by shifting their attention to something else.

Working Memory Affects Motivation Too

Associate Professor Kerry Lee is working with Dr Serena Luo to look at the relationship

between motivation and learning.
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In a recent paper, Kerry and his co-authors reported that the relationship is moderated by

students’ working memory capacity.

“Working memory is the ability to process information, to think and to remember the information

all at the same time,” explains Kerry.

They found that students with high performance goals did less well in Math tests than those

with lower performance goals. Conversely, those with high mastery goals did better than those

with low mastery goals. This was found more in students with low working-memory capacity.

Interestingly, students with high working-memory capacity were found to perform best,

regardless of their mastery or performance goals.

“These findings suggest that improving a student’s working memory capacity may be another

way in which we can overcome the effects of maladaptive motivation,” says Kerry.

Turning Negatives into Positives

Students’ motivational beliefs constitute and are constituted by the context and situations in which

they study.

To help students adopt positive motivational beliefs, emotions and learning strategies, Serena

suggests that teachers can work on three aspects: (1) establish good teacher–student relationships;

(2) make learning the classroom goal; and (3) consider students’ needs, opinions and difficulties.

It is important for teachers to show that they have high expectations of their students. In her study,

Serena found that if teachers do this, students will tend to feel that they can do better.

Along with this, teachers can explicitly tell students that they can improve if they put in the effort. “We

need to let students have that incremental belief about their ability, that their ability can be changed

with effort and good learning strategies,” says Serena.

Teachers can also emphasize that the goal in the classroom is to learn, rather than to compare

grades. This serves to build a classroom where students are not afraid to make mistakes. All answers

and opinions are valued.

These methods will help create a positive classroom climate where students will have positive

emotional experiences and learning behaviours.

But there is another way to motivate students that many of us may not think of: using assessment to

engage students.

We need to let students have that incremental belief about their ability, that
their ability can be changed with effort and good learning strategies.

- Serena Luo, Policy and Leadership Studies Academic Group

Assessment for Self-regulated Learning

For Serena, assessment is more than just about tests and exams.

“Assessment is part of the daily learning routine,” she says. “But they aren’t just about the students’

grades, and can also be used to promote self-regulated learning (SRL).”

Self-regulated learners take ownership of their learning and are highly motivated to learn, even when

faced with challenging tasks.

While many focus on grades which may reflect how much students have learned, we must remember

that assessment is also the time when teachers can give feedback that promotes SRL behaviour.

“Don’t just give a tick or cross,” Serena suggests. “Feedback does not need to be long, but it should

be constructive and tell students how to do better.” Students will then know what is expected of them

and how they can improve their own learning.

Serena also advises that feedback can be used to motivate if it links students’ improvement to the

effort they have put in. A simple “Well done!” or “Good effort!” followed by why and what to do next will

get students to see this link.

“Students will see their learning progress and it will enhance their self-efficacy. As long as they put in

the effort, they can do better. Over time, students will tend to internalize the value of learning.”
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Helping students to learn in such a positive manner is what Serena hopes to achieve and it motivates

her to continue her work in this exciting area of education research.

Useful Resource

Lee, K., Ning, F., & Hui, C. G. (2014). Interaction between cognitive and non-cognitive factors: The

influences of academic goal orientation and working memory on mathematical performance.

Educational Psychology, 34(1), 73–91.

Serena Luo Wenshu is an Assistant Professor with NIE’s Policy and Leadership Studies

Academic Group. Her research interests include motivation and self-regulated learning,
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Situational Interest and Learning

Students tend to be more engaged if what they are learning is related to their personal

interests. But what if there is a way to get them interested in just about any topic? The key lies

in something that researchers call situational interest.

Educators spend a lot of time wondering how they can relate a subject or topic to their students’

personal interests. But with 40 students in a class, the task can be challenging!

Dr Jerome Rotgans and his colleagues are looking into another form of interest that teachers can tap

into: situational interest.

Unlike personal interests (such as sports or travel) that are developed over a long period of time,

situational interest is temporary and triggered by the external environment.

For example, if you give students a problem or puzzle and they become curious or even intrigued, you

know that you have created situational interest that will drive them to find out the answer.

How Situational Interest Works

“When I ask the students about their individual, deep-seated interest, it is common that they’ll say, ‘I

don’t like Math’,” Jerome says with a laugh. “But when we give them some Math puzzles that are

authentic or related to real life, they would want to know more.”

His team is busy figuring out how situational interest works, and more importantly, how we can create

it in students in our classrooms. What will make them want to find out more about something?

“If you give them a problem and tell them to explain it, they’ll notice that they do not know the answer

and recognize that they have a knowledge gap,” he elaborates. “And their reaction is, ‘This is

interesting; I want to find out more!’ This leads to situational interest and eventually deep learning.”

If you give them a problem and tell them to explain it, they’ll notice that they
do not know the answer and recognize that they have a knowledge gap.

- Jerome Rotgans, Centre for Research in Pedagogy & Practice

Improved Learning and Retention

It is important that what students learn stay with them beyond exams and tests.

Jerome and his team found that students’ long-term retention was stunning if situational- interest

strategies were used. In a History class they observed, students remembered almost everything they

learned about the fall of Singapore even after 4 months.

“Normally, students would have forgotten about 80% of what they have studied after 2 weeks,”

Jerome says. “But in this case, they haven’t forgotten anything about the topic!”
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Those students were not just more interested; they learned and retained more. Jerome notes,

“Previously, we found that students with high level of situational interest also perform significantly

better on standardized tests. So we thought this was something important to look into.”

Also encouraging to him was how students who are academically weaker benefit from the approach

as well. While they did not get the top scores, their learning curve was steeper.

“For them, the more concrete and everyday and authentic you make the problem, the more they can

connect it to the knowledge they have, and the more motivated they are.”

Isn’t it Surprising?

How can teachers make students sit up and take notice of their knowledge gap? It’s simpler

than you think!

A teacher can pose a real-life problem to students and remark, “Isn’t that surprising?” This will

arouse their curiosity and make them think the problem needs a closer look.

For example, when teaching coastal erosion, a Geography teacher can make it relevant by

sharing that every 2 years, Singapore’s coastline disappears by 3 metres.

The teacher can then add, “Isn’t that surprising? When you look around Singapore, the waters

are really calm; there are no big waves. Isn’t this surprising – why is it being eroded?”

Jerome understands that it is not always easy for teachers to constantly come up with

scenarios that will interest the students. But if they are able to, the impact on learning can be

significant.

From Situational to Lifelong Interest

Situational interest makes students want to explore. But once they have gained sufficient

understanding to close their knowledge gap, their interest decreases. “If you know the answer to a

puzzle, do you still want to work on it? No, you already know it, so you move on,” Jerome explains.

But if a teacher can create and maintain situational interest in students, the exploration and

subsequent “aha” moments will eventually increase their personal, deep-seated interest in the

subject.

In a series of studies, Jerome and his team demonstrated that when a teacher used situational,

interesting Science problems over the duration of just 4 weeks, students changed their attitudes

towards the subject, thinking, “Actually, this is not that bad!“ Over time, they become more interested

in the subject in general. That leads to better understanding and students may even continue to

engage with the subject outside of school.

To Jerome, it is about letting students experience the joy and satisfaction of learning. If we can get

students interested in the thought-provoking questions of a particular subject, it may just change their

attitude towards it, and even their perspective of learning. And this change will be a change for life.

As Jerome puts it, “You really have to give students opportunities to learn something for life and not

only for the test. When they learn for life, they never forget it, and they use it to understand the world

better. That’s what I feel education is about.”

Buddy Talk

Do you have a few minutes left in a lesson? Why not try out Buddy Talk? It simply means

getting students to discuss a topic with their partners.

Jerome shares an example of how just 4 minutes of such talk can make a difference.

In classes where teachers use direct instruction, students usually show low levels of situational

interest. But in his study, Jerome noticed a spike in situational interest in one of such lessons.

“We asked the teachers what happened there,” he says. “The teachers said they had some

time left during that lesson, so they asked the students to talk to their neighbour about the

learning objectives they just learned and how it applies to the real-life context.”

So the next time you find that your students need a break during a lesson, use this nifty

strategy to get them interested and learning!
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Motivated from Within

In learning, half the battle is won if your students are intrinsically motivated. Through their

involvement in a research project, two teachers learn how they can help their students stay

motivated from within.

Having taught Math for more than 15 years at Serangoon Garden Secondary School, Senior Teacher

Mrs Chan Siew Eng (pictured above) finds that motivation is the main success factor for her Normal

(Academic) (NA) students.

And it isn’t just any kind of motivation. “You have to get the students intrinsically motivated,” she says.

Such students have a strong desire and willingness to learn. Their motivation comes from within

themselves, because they find learning enjoyable. It is different from extrinsic motivation, when

students do something for rewards or incentives, or to avoid punishment.

A Physics Senior Teacher from Tampines Secondary School shares the same sentiments as Mrs

Chan. “I used to reward students with chocolates for their good results,” Mdm Lim Chu Toh (pictured

below) says. “But after a while, it loses its effects and pales in comparison with intrinsic motivation.”

Their beliefs about motivation, which were shaped by their teaching experience, steered them both

towards participating in an NIE research project on self-determination theory (SDT) and motivation.

From Project to Pedagogy

Funded by the NIE’s Education Research Funding Programme and led by Professor John Wang and

Associate Professor Liu Woon Chia, the project focuses on how learners become intrinsically driven if

their basic needs for competency, autonomy and relatedness are satisfied.

Both teachers worked with the research team for 5 weeks to test out strategies that will meet these

three psychological needs of students.

Students develop a sense of competency when they apply their skills and knowledge in the

classroom. If they are given choices about how or what they learn in class, students will feel that they

have autonomy. A sense of relatedness comes about from the bonds that students form with their
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teachers and peers.

“If any of these premises is missing, I guess a student may do something only because the teacher

tells him or her to do so,” Chu Toh says.

Siew Eng and Chu Toh share with us the strategies they used as part of the project to motivate

students:

1) Nurturing Inner Motivational Resources

“There is always this inner motivation in people,” Siew Eng says, “and we have to try to nurture that.”

Giving her students choices is something Siew Eng does to “activate” that inner motivation. When the

ball is in their court, students tend to feel they should take charge of their learning.

For example, Siew Eng would prepare two sets of tests and allow students to choose to do just one.

“When you give them the choice, it is like: I choose it. Therefore, I own it,” she says.

In Chu Toh’s Physics classroom, if there are a few tasks to be completed during a lesson, such as an

experiment, watching of a video clip and teacher-led instruction, she would let her students choose

what they wish to start with.

“When I do that, I find that they are more responsive and happier because they have choices,” Chu

Toh says.

When I do that (give students choices), I find that they are more responsive
and happier.

- Mrs Lim Chu Toh, Tampines Secondary School

2) Providing Explanatory Rationales

For Siew Eng, her NA students study Express stream Math as well as NA Math. “Sometimes, you get

students who want to drop out,” she says. “They just cannot cope.”

She feels the need to rationalize their choices with the students, to prevent them from making rash

decisions. She counsels them and provides them with what she calls TLC, or tender loving care,

which goes a long way.

Siew Eng often shares with her students the benefits of studying Express Math. “By highlighting its

value and personal benefit to the students, their intrinsic motivation may increase,” she says.

Sometimes, students get frustrated and impatient when learning a new concept that they find difficult.

To ease their frustration, Chu Toh would ask her students, “How many times did your mother have to

repeat the alphabet before you learned to recite the letters by yourself?” They would reply,

“Countless times!”

Through such questions, Chu Toh shows them that learning cannot be rushed, and that giving

themselves time to learn a new concept is important.

3) Relying on Information and Non-controlling Language

Even when it comes to classroom discipline, strategies informed by SDT can help. For example, Siew

Eng recalled how a few students took to using profanities in class.

“I thought about it: Do I want to let this go on or do I want to do something about it?” she says. “You

can either send them straight to the discipline master or you can put the topic to the floor for

discussion.”

She believes that treating her students with calmness and respect helps her understand them better.

At the same time, it also creates a positive teacher-student bond.

“I asked them about the ‘popular’ phrases that they’re using,” she says. “And I also asked them: To

whom are you directing it at? Why are you doing it?”

By talking to her teenage students in a non-confrontational manner, Siew Eng is able to rationalize

with them. “You must remember there mustn’t be anger because if you get angry, you lose control of

yourself.”

Also, when disputes occur in class, Chu Toh believes the way to settle differences between the

parties is to sit them down and ask questions such as, ‘What happened?”, “Who is/are affected?” and

“What can we do to improve the situation?”

This helps to create and maintain good relationships among her students, which is crucial for good
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school experiences.

4) Allowing Time for Self-Paced Learning

Every student learns differently, and they learn at different paces too. With that in mind, Siew Eng

designs supplementary worksheets to help students address their weaker areas. She also conducts

Math Clinic sessions where students are free to consult her after class in the school library.

In some instances, students need more time before they can see progress in their learning. Even if

this means they need to repeat a year, Siew Eng will not judge them as being “weak” students.

“Sometimes, it takes them another year to be ready,” she says, and that is fine with her. Her

explanation is simple: A second walk in the park helps a lot!

Sometimes, it takes them another year to be ready – A second walk in the
park helps a lot!

- Mdm Chan Siew Eng, Serangoon Garden Secondary School

5) Acknowledging and Accepting Students’ Expression of Negative Affect

Students do get bored during lessons, and Siew Eng has learned to accept their opinions and work

with them.

“When you keep revising a topic, they will get bored and say things like: Teacher, can we please

move on?” she shares. “You have to be conscious of allowing them to call the shots sometimes but of

course, you must have a certain structure in place.”

For example, the topic of vectors in Math is something that her students find challenging. Instead of

teaching it repeatedly until all of them understand it well, Siew Eng will move on to another topic and

revisit it later on.

“Building their foundation of a subject is very important but after 3 weeks, you may realize their

understanding is not getting any better,” she says. “So take a break for a while, and then come back

to it later.”

Acknowledge it, accept it and then re-visit it: Siew Eng believes these are crucial for her students’

learning process.

At the end of the day, many of these students are just teenagers who appreciate being listened to

and taken seriously by their teachers. Mostly, for both Siew Eng and Chu Toh, connecting with the

students is what it takes to motivate the unmotivated.

The Power of Bonds

Every morning, the form teachers at Serangoon Garden Secondary School talk to individual

students during the reading period.

“We talk about anything under the sun,” Siew Eng says. “Sometimes, you will be very surprised

that some students are really deprived of a conversation with their teachers.”

Apart from striking up conversations, Siew Eng believes that providing her students with a safe

learning environment can make for positive student-teacher relationships.

For example, give them the liberty to constantly ask questions. “I really feel that every question

is a good question,” she adds. “Nobody is ever going to tell them it is a stupid question.”

For Chu Toh, one critical factor in fostering a sense of relatedness in her students is the

willingness to be open about issues. “It is never a problem if a student tells me that he or she

dislikes Physics,” she says. Instead of judging these students, she talks to them and guides

them through the lessons as best as she could.

“I will tell them that even if they do not wish to pursue the subject at a higher level, it is useful

knowledge as Physics explains many things that happen around us.”

Comfortable and relaxed students are usually happy students, says Chu Toh. And having

happy students in her classroom makes the lesson work for both her and the learners.

Chan Siew Eng is a Senior Teacher at Serangoon Garden Secondary School. She teaches

Math and has been teaching for more than 15 years. Lim Chu Toh is a Senior Teacher at

http://www.serangoongardensec.moe.edu.sg/
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Teaching for Success

A successful student is a motivated one. We find out from a group of Senior Teachers how they

use differentiated instruction to help all students stay motivated.

All learners like the taste of success, be it a secondary school student learning the facts of History or

a primary school pupil studying Math.

This innate drive in students to succeed is something that teachers can harness to motivate them.

How should teachers do it?

Designing Lessons for Success

“In order to give students success, we need to design our lessons in a certain way that they can

succeed,” says Senior Teacher Mr Elamaran Natarajan, who teaches History at Holy Innocents’ High

School.

Together with three other Senior Teachers that he met at the NIE Senior Teachers Programme,

Elamaran looked into how differentiated instruction can help with that.

Mr Tan Keok Kee, who teaches Math at Jurongville Secondary School, shares that differentiated

instruction recognizes that teaching should address three aspects of students’ needs: their learning

preferences, interests and levels of readiness.

With that in mind, teachers will better understand that students have different abilities and interests.

While some will do well for a particular topic, others might not.

“Those who do fail miserably will start to think it is their fault that they failed. And from there on, their

motivation is totally wiped out, because they are not doing well,” says Elamaran.

To avoid such scenarios, teachers can find out more about students’ different learning preferences.

Profiling Students’ Learning Preferences

Are your students visual or auditory learners? Or

do they learn better by reading or through

hands-on activities?

“Because of our different strengths, we need to

learn in different ways,” says Elamaran. By

administering a free questionnaire called VARK

(which stands for Visual,

Auditory, Reading/Writing, Kinesthetic) and

through observation, the teachers were able

to gauge how their students could learn more

effectively, says Mr Zaini Bin Daud, who

teaches Foundation Math at Blangah Rise

Primary School.

Keok Kee notices another benefit of this exercise. “The students realize that the teachers care for

them enough to find out how they prefer to learn. This is already a plus point to them, so they are
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more keen to learn and more attentive.”

From there, teachers can then modify their teaching strategies to suit their students’ preferences.

“The learning points for our students are exactly the same. But how we reach the learning point is

different,” Elamaran says.

“Kinesthetic students do a trail and go around the whole school. The higher ability students and the

readers; they can do research in the library. And another group of students can watch a video on the

same topic.”

However, the teachers note that it is also a good idea to teach a topic in different ways to the whole

class.

“When I teach, I try to figure out how to present the same concept in four different ways. Then, I will

teach it to the whole class rather than focus on the groups separately,” says Keok Kee. “This will help

students to level up on the learning preferences that they are not so strong in.”

Because of our different strengths, we need to learn in different ways.

- Elamaran Natarajan, Holy Innocents’ High School

Pacing the Learning

The teachers also take into account the readiness of their students in a particular subject or for a

topic.

In Zaini’s class, many pupils struggle to read. He plans his Foundation Math lessons carefully so that

everyone is learning at a comfortable pace.

For weaker pupils, he gives them a separate set of worksheets or tasks that he knows they can

manage.

“This approach lets them celebrate small, personal successes. When they succeed in doing some

tasks, they get so motivated and want to do more,” says Zaini. “And this is coming from a group

whose self-esteem can be very low!”

“It’s like a game for them,” he elaborates. “If they’re ready, we let them proceed to another level.

Eventually, everybody will get the same worksheets, because everybody will be doing the same exam.

Only the approach and speed differs from pupil to pupil.”

No doubt, it is more time-consuming to teach in this way, but Zaini finds a sense of satisfaction in

deviating from the one-teaching-strategy-fits-all approach.

Differentiated Instruction as Motivation

To find out if the differentiated instruction approach works, Elamaran did a survey with his students. In

particular, he wanted to know if it did motivate them. “I think all of them were motivated due to the fact

that they now understand something and are able to do something about the topic that they really

found difficult in the past!”

Keok Kee also notes a big improvement in student performance in his “project” class of Secondary 4

Normal (Academic), compared to the control class.

As for Zaini, his pupils are now trying harder. Instead of leaving lots of blanks in their worksheets, they

are providing more “promising” answers. The struggling readers are also improving. “It’s moving

forward a little bit; I also want to celebrate my own little successes to motivate myself!” he says.

Even though these teachers are teaching different subjects at different levels, they were all able to

use differentiated instruction to make a difference in their students’ learning. To them, this is proof

and encouragement that teachers should never be afraid to try something new. As Elamaran sums it

up, “We must always find out new ways to attain the goals of education and not just be happy with

what we have now.”

Elamaran Natarajan is a Senior Teacher in History at Holy Innocents’ High School. He has been

teaching for 16 years. Tan Keok Kee is a Senior Teacher in Math at Jurongville Secondary

School. He has been teaching for 26 years. Zaini Bin Daud is a Senior Teacher in Foundation

Math at Blangah Rise Primary School. He has been teaching for 24 years. Their project group

also includes Loo Hup Tee, who has been teaching for 14 years and is now at Nan Chiau High

School.
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Bringing Out the Best in Students

Once upon a time, Professor John Wang was a teacher’s proverbial nightmare. Attending

school and doing well in exams were not his priorities. But today, he is a leading researcher in

learner motivation and also founded a research lab in NIE. He shares with us how motivation

has changed his life.

Q: Why is it your dream to study motivation and set up the Motivation
in Educational Research Lab?

I believe motivation is the key to success. I was almost a school dropout. I still remember it was during

the first year in junior college when I did badly in all my subjects. The principal called me to his office,

and I thought, “I’m going to be expelled from the school.”

But he said to me, “John, your results aren’t that good. I think you can do much better than that. I’ll

give you one more year to try and improve on them. I’m sure you’ll be able to do it!”

Even though I was the worst of the worst,

my principal believed in me and did not give

up on me. I was greatly encouraged and

that was the turning point of my life. I made

a conscious decision then to change my

attitude and behaviour. I started to attend

lessons regularly and worked hard to

overcome my weak foundation in the

subjects.

I was educated in the Chinese stream, so I

studied Chinese as a first language and

English as a second language. I had never

read an English book until I was in

Secondary 2. That was partly why school

had always been a struggle for me.

I eventually earned a place in

Loughborough University. I studied hard

when I was in England and became the top

student of my programme. I then went on to

complete my PhD under NIE’s Overseas Graduate Scholarship.

My own experience made me realize that motivation is a very powerful driving force. Our beliefs and

drive can determine our destiny, perhaps more so than the abilities we were born with. It also made

me appreciate the impact a teacher or principal can have on a student. That was why I chose to

become a teacher. I wanted to teach and share with student teachers, not merely content knowledge

on sport psychology, but about motivation: how to motivate and get the best out of a person.

Q: You know what it’s like to not feel engaged in school. Have you done
any research on low-achieving students and how teachers might help
them?

Currently, we’re doing a project that looks at low-achieving students, or the bottom 15% of the cohort

in Math. The project aims to firstly, examine the cognitive and motivational characteristics of

unmotivated students in the Normal stream, and secondly, find ways to increase motivation and

academic performance of these students.

The project will identify concrete practices teachers can use to inspire the students. By managing

their self-beliefs and achievement goals, teachers can transform the passive and academically

disinterested students in the classroom into active, self-directed learners.

I’m a sports psychologist as well. In sports, mental strength is one of the most obvious factors in

achieving peak performance. We cannot compete in a competition with only our skills. There’s a lot of

psychological preparation beforehand. It’s about conditioning our mind to perform at our best. We can

be well prepared for an exam, but if we panic when we enter the exam hall, we will not perform at our

best.

Motivation and mental skills go hand in hand. This is
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Today, we want our
students to enjoy the process
of learning, and not look at
learning as a chore.

- John Wang, Physical
Education and Sports
Science Academic Group

Print Article Download PDF 4

something that can be better emphasized in our

schools. We know that concentration is very important.

If we want to learn anything, we need to concentrate.

But we seldom teach our students how to concentrate.

Likewise, relaxation skills are very important. When we

go for an exam or a competition, if we are too anxious

and think negative thoughts, that will affect our

performance but again we don’t teach our students

and athletes how to relax! In the same way, having

high self-confidence is very important but we seldom

teach students how to build self-confidence.

Essentially, if we want to motivate a person, we’ve got to look at specific skills that we need to build

on. I believe mental-skills training has a part to play when we are trying to bring out the best in

ourselves or our students.

Also, there are skills to help us get rid of negative thoughts. Sometimes, when we get emotionally

charged, how do we control ourselves? When we’re faced with challenges, how do we find a way out?

We can train ourselves and our students in certain thought processes to navigate these situations.

Q: When you were a teacher, did you apply any strategies to motivate
your students?

I have to admit what I did as a teacher was based more on intuition. I didn’t really know enough about

motivation then. I do remember that at the beginning of Math lessons, I would get my students to do

some breathing exercises, just to quieten down their thoughts. I used to give them scenarios such as:

I’m the captain of the train. I’m going to drive the train and I want all of them to be on board the train,

so that even if I’m moving at a high speed, they’re following me. I was trying to gain their attention

before starting the lesson. I did not know it then but what I was trying to do was to link mental-skills

training to motivation.

We had to be very creative if we wanted to create an environment where students could concentrate.

At that time, we only had an overhead projector in the classroom, and not even computers. I had to

deliberately plan a lot of interesting games, such using playing cards to teach Math to keep them

engaged. If students are able to focus, they will feel more confident about themselves and that will

motivate them.

Motivation and mental skills go hand in hand. This is something that can be
better emphasized in our schools.

- John, on the importance psychological preparation

Q: Do you think our understanding of motivation has improved since the
time when you became a teacher?

Yeah, definitely there is more research showing us the way to motivate ourselves and our students.

We have learned that human beings have innate psychological needs and we have inner resources

to motivate ourselves. As teachers, we must focus on how we can create classroom environments that

can fulfil our students’ innate needs so that they can harness their own resources to motivate

themselves.

If we talk about teacher education in NIE, we really need to imbue in student teachers the belief that

every child can learn and instil in them a zest for learning. These values will determine, to a large

extent, their commitment and will to constantly seek opportunities to better their teaching practice and

to motivate and bring out the best in their students.

Professor John Wang is is the Guest Editor of this issue. He is head of the Physical Education

and Sports Science Academic Group in NIE. His areas of research include motivational and

emotional aspects of physical activity and exercise. His recent publications have been on sport

ability beliefs, achievement goals, intrinsic motivation, emotion, and self-esteem. He is an

established researcher in the areas of achievement goal theory and self-determination theory.
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