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Motivation Strategies for 
Academically Low-Progress 
Learners

Manasi Pande

Highlights of this Working Paper Brief

• Describes the connection between low-progress learners’ 
engagement in school, instructional practices and 
teachers’ beliefs.

• Focuses on the role that student motivation has on 
academic achievement and how motivation is particularly 
relevant for low-progress learners.

• Shares recommendations for actions that teachers can 
take in classrooms.
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Introduction

Teachers are key actors who shape the learning environment and 
experiences that support student learning outcomes. Teaching 
quality—which includes teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, experience as well 
as instructional practices—is commonly recognised as a significant 
factor that affects students’ motivation. Although motivating students 
is challenging for teachers, there is robust evidence that motivation 
is linked to students’ achievements (Koh et al., 2020; Seow et al., 
2020). This relationship between learning environment, learning 
experience and engagement in learning is illustrated in Figure 1:

Figure 1. Relationship between learning environment, learning 
experience and engagement in learning.

Following that, we look at specific characteristics of low-progress 
learners, links to instructional practices, teachers’ (mis)conceptions 
of these students and the impact that increasing student motivation 
may have on their academic outcomes. Finally, we recommend 
strategies on how to support low-progress learners’ motivation.
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Low-progress Learners in Singapore

The term “low-progress learners” refers to students who under-
achieve in standardised test scores as compared with their peers. In 
Singapore, this includes children in the following programs: Learning 
Support Programme (LSP), Learning Support for Mathematics (LSM) 
in primary school and the Normal courses—Normal Technical (NT) 
and Normal Academic (NA)—in secondary school. As Singapore 
moves towards the removal of streaming in secondary schools in 2024, 
teachers may find that they have low-progress learners across classes.

Impact of Instructional Practices that Demotivate Students

The role of instructional practices and pedagogical approaches 
on low-progress learners’ motivation has been highlighted in 
several studies. Unmotivated students can be further alienated if 
there is too much emphasis on direct instruction that encourages 
conventional thinking (Gorski, 2013). For example, Albright (2006) 
found that teachers in the NT course taught students to conform 
and accept existing knowledge as self-evident truth. There were 
few opportunities for students to question the validity of given 
facts. In another study, researchers found that NT students had 
few opportunities to collaborate and discuss ideas with their peers 
since the lessons were highly structured (Heng & Atencio, 2016).

Teacher (Mis)conceptions of Low-progress Learners

While instructional practices may affect the learning and motivation 
of lower-achieving students, research also shows that we need to 
pay equal attention to teachers’ attitudes and beliefs. Teachers 
sometimes perceive that these students have low motivation and 
self-esteem, have poor study habits and are unable to think critically 
or innovatively (Ismail & Tan, 2006; Teo, 2017). For example, 
it has been found that teachers of Normal courses have low 
expectations of their students (Heng & Atencio, 2016; Yip, 2001).

Moreover, teachers in Singapore tend to believe that students’ 
academic abilities closely correspond to the streams in which they 
are placed, that is, whether they are in “Express”, “NA” or “NT” 
(Anderson, 2015; Liang & Dixon, 2011). For instance, teachers 
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described NT students as having low intellectual ability and requiring 
help with thinking and analysis. Teachers also believe that low-level 
tasks are adequate for NT students as most of them will work in jobs 
that do not require higher-order thinking (Heng & Atencio, 2016).

However, low-progress learners show specific socio-emotional 
characteristics that are sometimes overlooked by teachers. For example, 
research shows that students at high-academic risk report lower levels 
of socio-emotional strength and motivation as well as higher levels of 
teacher alienation when compared to their lower-risk peers (Caleon et al., 
2016). Indeed, low-progress students may perceive that their teachers 
do not believe in their cognitive abilities because they have been exposed 
to negative experiences with their teachers (Caleon et al., 2016).

Contrary to assumptions, there is evidence that low-progress 
learners’ attitudes, beliefs and performance can change (Kapur et 
al., 2012; Tan et al., 2008) and that their motivation is crucial for that 
change. Thus, it is critical for teachers to understand these students’ 
beliefs and attitudes to create learning environments that effectively 
contribute to enhancing students’ motivation and academic outcomes.

Students’ Motivation as a Key Transformational Aspect for Low-
progress Learners

Research has shown that when students are intrinsically motivated to 
learn, they may strive harder and improve their skills and competence 
(Wigfield et al., 2010). This is because their desire to learn is not just 
driven by the need to achieve a grade or earn a reward but because 
they want to expand their knowledge, enjoy the learning experience 
and gain mastery of a subject (Fredricks et al., 2004). In contrast, 
students who are extrinsically motivated by incentives and rewards 
such as grades often fail to experience the feelings of joy, enthusiasm 
and interest that are important for autonomous learning. There is also 
evidence that focusing on the development of intrinsic motivation is 
particularly important for low-progress learners (Tan et al., 2008).

Drawing on the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), some 
studies have suggested strategies that teachers can use to motivate 
students. In short, self-determination theory suggests that people 
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are intrinsically motivated to grow and change when three innate and 
universal psychological needs are satisfied: competence, autonomy 
and relatedness (CAR) (Figure 2):

Figure 2. Three key needs: competence, autonomy and relatedness 
(CAR).

Strategies for enhancing students’ competence are based on 
promoting mastery goals and a growth mindset. They also underscore 
the importance of providing feedback. Strategies for enhancing students’ 
autonomy suggest making use of learners’ interests and background 
knowledge, providing a sense of choice and control and providing a 
meaningful rationale when choice is constrained (Wang et al., 2016).

Strategies for enhancing students’ relatedness focus on building a  
positive teacher-student relationship. While these strategies 
can be applied to all students, they are particularly important 
for low-progress learners to equip them with relevant skills 
in self-regulated learning. In the next section, we will provide 
specific recommendations regarding strategies to improve  
student competence, autonomy and relatedness (CAR).
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Strategies for Enhancing Low-progress Learners’ Competence 
(CAR)

1. Promoting Mastery Goals and a Growth Mindset

Research shows that mastery goals that focus on demonstrating 
competence, as opposed to performance goals in which one’s ability 
will be judged relative to others, are better at keeping students’ 
interest in a subject (Dweck, 2008). This is because students who 
adopt mastery goal orientation engage in more effective learning 
strategies, such as learning from their mistakes, changing strategies 
that do not work or asking for help. Moreover, students who 
believe that their intelligence can grow and their abilities can be 
developed by working hard on challenging tasks (growth mindset), 
are more likely to learn as compared to those who believe that 
intelligence is static (fixed mindset). Key actions in this regard are: 

• Providing Different Approaches to Work Out Problems 
and Activities: If students are only taught one way to work 
out a problem and they are unsuccessful, they may take that  
as evidence that they lack the ability for the whole subject.  
However, if we provide multiple strategies, then students  
are more likely to persist if the first strategy doesn’t work for  
them. This can also be supported through integration of ICT  
which allows students to try different approaches and/or work 
at their own pace (Seow et al., 2020). 

• Providing Opportunities to Improve and Learn from 
Mistakes: For instance, providing opportunities for students 
to explore, talk about and answer problems related to new 
concepts first in class (even though they may fail in the process), 
followed by the teacher stepping in and helping the students to 
see their mistakes. (i.e., productive failure; Kapur, 2015; Song 
& Kapur, 2017).

• Designing Classroom Activities that Involve Cooperative, 
instead of Competitive or Individualistic Learning:  
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Encouraging students to work together in groups and allowing 
groups to consult with other groups as they work through a 
problem supports development of academic competence and 
21st century competencies (Koh et al., 2020).

2. Providing Effective Feedback

There is evidence that students’ competence can also be increased if 
teachers provide positive encouragement and feedback on performance. 
Research suggests that constructive and comprehensive feedback 
enables students to feel more competent, which is one of the key needs 
for personal growth. Key actions in this regard are:

• Providing Comprehensive Feedback: For instance,  
addressing three major questions that any student may have: a) 
Where am I going? (What are my goals?); b) How am I doing? 
(What progress am I making towards achieving my goal?); c) 
Where to next? (What subsequent actions do I need to take to 
make better progress?).

 
• Avoiding Negative Feedback that Focus on Errors: For 

instance, teachers can focus on how to make it better rather than 
simply identifying errors.

• Providing Feedback that Acknowledges Personal Growth: 
For instance, teachers can compare a student’s current level of 
progress to previous performance and emphasise those areas 
that have shown improvement.

Strategies for Enhancing Low-progress Learners’ Autonomy 
(CAR)

1. Tapping on Learners’ Interests and Background Knowledge

Research shows that students’ sense of autonomy increases by asking 
students what they already know (i.e., teachers allow students to 
convey their understanding of a topic) or tapping on the backgrounds 
and/or prior knowledge of students. Key actions in this regard are:
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• Creating Connections between Content and Students: 
For example, teachers can ask students to present similarities 
and contrasts between their own life experiences and what is 
taught in class.

• Using Frequent and Varied Approaches to Build on 
Students’ Background Knowledge: For instance, teachers 
can base their explanations of concepts and new content on life 
experiences of students, popular films or books, previous topics 
or field trips.

• Encouraging Students’ Contributions: Teachers can ask 
students to show how a topic connects to their lives or to give 
an example of a particular idea as they would experience it in 
their native country/culture. For instance, students can bring 
music or art from their culture and describe its significance and 
meaning to their classmates.

2. Providing Choice and Control

Research shows that when students feel that they have autonomy, they 
are more motivated, persistent and attentive (Connell, 1985; Patrick et 
al., 1993). Indeed, students who feel they are not able to overcome 
failure and have less control over their outcomes may quit easily. Key 
actions in this regard are:

• Giving Students Some Level of Choice (Within Workable 
Parameters): For example, providing choices in lesson 
objectives, criteria for assessment and due dates for assignments. 
Providing students with choices in terms of learning products 
is also consistent with Differentiated Instruction’s strategy of 
allowing students to choose how they wish to present their 
learning outcomes.

• Project-based/Problem-based Learning: Teachers can 
design experiences which engage students in real-life problems, 
providing a clear purpose or intention for learning through 
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creating a need to solve an authentic problem (Hung et al., 
2008). Teachers can involve students in the entire process, 
from asking questions the latter are interested to explore and 
choosing their research topics.

Strategies for Enhancing Low-progress Learners’ Relatedness 
(CAR)

Building Positive Teacher-student Relationships

Positive teacher-student relationships are crucial to create a sense 
of relatedness as communication between teachers and students 
promotes trust between both parties. A culture of caring is created 
if teachers are ready to hear students’ ideas and this conveys 
care, trust and confidence during open discussions (Caleon et al., 
2016). This is particularly associated with students’ self-esteem, 
level of competency and emotional connection (Furrer & Skinner, 
2003; Osterman, 2000). To convey confidence and trust in their 
students’ abilities, teachers need to overcome any form of deficit 
thinking about low-progress learners. Key actions in this regard are:

• Understanding Students on a Personal Level: For instance, 
learning about their students’ interests, likes and dislikes. 
Again, catering to students’ interests is encouraged in a 
differentiated classroom.

• Calling on All Students: For instance, providing their students 
with similar response opportunities. Calling on students who 
have been achieving at a low level and allowing them to 
respond and participate in class can help them academically.

• Expressing Respect and Confidence: For instance, telling 
students that they can do well may encourage students to 
work harder and behave appropriately to prove that teachers’ 
confidence in them is justified.

• Demonstrating Concern: For instance, listening or 
empathising with students and showing an interest in their 
personal lives.
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Conclusion

Improving Learning Contexts and Experiences

Motivating low-progress learners is challenging but important in 
enabling these students to optimise their learning. The biggest 
challenges highlighted in the literature are the mindsets and pre-
established assumptions of teachers (Wang et al., 2016) which 
constrain how teachers design learning experiences for low-progress 
learners. As teachers, we need to examine and be conscious of our 
assumptions and beliefs about low-progress learners and be willing 
to confront and change our assumptions. If we truly believe that 
every child can learn, then it is worth the effort to try the strategies 
suggested by the literature to help motivate our low-progress learners.
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