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Brown Bag Lunch Notes: Improving Student Motivation 
 
Here are some notes from our Brown Bag Lunch discussions on student motivation, held on February 8th 
and 20th, 2012. 

 
How to motivate your students 
 Major factors in motivating 

o Faculty/student interaction 
o opportunity for learning 
o opportunity for success, sense of succeeding 

 
Classroom dynamics 

 Never say it is a wrong answer, always try to build off of answers that students give. 

 Teaching is a type of performing 

 Be prepared to admit when you don’t know or when you might have been wrong. 

 Sharing your weaknesses and concerns with your students lets them know that everyone makes 
mistakes, so it’s ok when they do. 

 Be prepared for class. If you don’t look prepared students assume it isn’t that important. 

 Variety in how you teach, change things up 

 Do not let your students know when you are discouraged with the learning level of the 
student/class. Do not make discouraging remarks or body language 

 Poor lecturers just read their Powerpoint slides 

 Making it fun for them helps encourage them to want to do more 
o Prizes and playing games (stickers on their tests, treats at a class at the end of the day, 

smiley faces, exclamation marks next to their good grade) 

 Allow students to feel like they are part of the construction of the knowledge in their course. 
o We are all in the same boat, we are all learning and the teacher can also be part of that 

process. 

 motivation for boring topics 
o use videos with humor, especially from real life 
o show them how it is important and relevant, that it has value 
o talking to or hearing stories from those who have already gone through the program 

 It isn’t helpful when the teacher doesn’t tell you anything different from your reading. Why go to 
class when you can read, or why read when you can go to class.  

 Why bother going to classes when what you are talking about in class as nothing to do with your 
assessments. 

 It is very demotivating when the teacher tells the students they don’t care and you know the class 
doesn’t care about the course or the material. 

 
Showing interest in the topic 

 Show excitement and interest in the topic 
o Be prepared and punctual 
o The way you talk about it, say things like “this is fun, I like this part” 
o Tone of voice 
o Excitement for a topic can be contagious 
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o Moving around when you teach 
o Storytelling, anecdotes, personal stories 

 Show how passionate you are about the topic, show enthusiasm. 

 Telling students that the subject is boring or showing you aren’t interested in the subject or 
teaching the subject can be very discouraging. 
 

Challenge level 

 Find the right level of challenge 

 Finding the right level of difficulty for the course material: not too hard, not too easy 
o Knowing when the students need to work harder vs knowing when your tests are too hard 

 Do you start out hard and have them work towards meeting that standard, or start out easier and 
get them to build up to the skills? 
o It is motivating to get things right and feel successful 

 Being more explicit about what they need to know can help them prepare. 
o Letting them know at the beginning so that their learning can be preparation for presenting 

their knowledge at the end. 

 When there is a lot to learn do it in small steps 
 
Make it relevant 

 Find out what they are interested in (both academic, professional and personal) and build 
examples around that. Build off of prior knowledge. 
o Ask students to write one question they might want to ask on the topic 
o Find out what students might want to do with this as a career and then help them to see 

how these things can be applied in their career 

 Make it relevant to the students, what’s happening in the news.  
 
Physical factors 

 The time of the class can make a big difference. Everyone is tired for classes at the end of the day. 
o Create activities that make the students to be physically active.  
o Feed them and make them move. Encourage them to bring their food and get them up and 

moving around.  
o Give them more hands on assignments 

 Physical barriers between teachers and students are a problem. Try to avoid them. 
 
Internal motivation 

 Students can demotivate themselves 
o They might not believe they can do this stuff. We need to encourage them and reinforce 

that they are capable. 
o Fear can be a demotivating factor for students. 

 
Communication 

 Let them know to ask if they don’t understand, and welcome them to contact you out of class: 
office hours, mios. 

 
Feedback 

 Be specific with your feedback so they can identify the problem clearly 



 

 

 
Pedagogical Development Office (PDO) 

Vanier College 
821  Sainte-Croix 

Montréal, Québec  H4L 3X9 

 
 
 
 
3

 

 

 Try to show them how they can fix the problem, invite them to come and visit for help. 

 Point out what they are doing that is right. It helps them identify their strong skills and reinforces 
their use. 
o Lets them know when they have succeeded 
o Gives them reassurance that they can do the task 
o Shows faith and support in them  

 Use a journaling process to discuss on a more individual level what can help their learning 
experience 

 Listen to the students: how do they react or respond to your teaching  
o Get feedback to see what they think is valuable to them 
o What they learned 
o Encourage and answer questions 

 Get feedback on your teaching style to find out how you can improve the learning experience for 
them 

 Be careful on how you give feedback, be aware of how your feedback will affect them. 
o Watch your tone, try not to be too harsh or to negative 
o Soft start up or sandwich approaches 

 Soft start up- start with nice things and get to negatives 

 Sandwich: something nice, negative, something nice 
o Think about how you feel when you get negative comments in a sea of positive comments. 

You tend to focus on the one negative comment 
o Pay attention to the small details: students can be very sensitive over what seem like small 

things to us 

 Comment on their work letting them know how well they did, congratulating them 

 not knowing how you are doing, or how you are doing compared to the rest of the class can be 
demotivating 

 Lack of prompt or regular feedback can discourage students 
 
Encourage attendance 

 Motivate them to come to class because it keeps them in the loop, which can help them stay on 
task. 
 

Personalize 

 Get to know their names. 

 Personalizing your return email comments shows concern about them and their learning. Use 
their name. 

 Show concern that they are learning and that the teaching process they are going through is 
working for them 

 
Assignment considerations 

 Give them exams or assignments worth smaller percentages to give them an idea of what to 
expect for the later exams or assignments 

 Keep in mind that time can be an issue for students. They will be motivated to do the assignments 
for grades over those that are not worth grades because they have to choose where to spend 
their time. 
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 An experiment were they were given a quiz before the lab to encourage them to come prepared 
didn’t work; telling them they had to show that their homework for the lab was done before they 
could actually do the lab helped. In this case the teacher is making clear what is important to do 
this activity (i.e. prep-work). 

 How do you develop your exam structure: starting off with hard questionsright away can be de-
motivating. Work them into the exam, the easiest questions first, harder questions at the end. 

 Have flexibility for issues with handing in assignments 

 Don’t be too picky, try not to focus too much on little details when they are still working on the 
general concepts 

 Ask yourself about your challenge level. What are your expectations? Are they too high or too 
low? 

 Don’t place emphasis on memorizing over understanding. 
 

Group/Peer motivation 

 Group study and work: motivation from peers 
o Group work guided by someone to keep them on task 
o Less sense of judgment from other peers, more sense of collaborative learning construction 

 

How do you stay motivated 
 Ways for teachers to keep motivated: 

o Going to Conferences 
o Colleagues, department meetings- sharing issues and ideas 
o Updating or changing a course 
o Taking courses of your own 
o Bringing in interesting, knew or favorite topics 

 Take time to relax 

 Students’ success can motivate you 

 Excitement about your topic 

 Learning new things in your field or trying new teaching techniques 

 Seeing old students and knowing how they are doing 

 Having that rewarding moment when a student has that  “ah-ha moment” seeing them realize 
they know things. Helping  the students see the progress they are making 


