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Linking Motivation, Engagement, and Achievement 
 
 

The achievement that may be of interest to the  parent or teacher may not be of 
interest to the student. The same student who can provide biographies of players, 
scores of players and the team, and scoring strategies of his favorite team may be 
a reluctant reader and score poorly on mathematics assessments.  The student 
who is the top scorer on his ice hockey team may seem not to pay attention to 
classroom rules.  The student who does not seem to pay attention in class may 
spend hours deciphering the Rubik’s Cube. Each of these students, when engaged 
and motivated, achieves. 
 
Engagement is more than completing work assigned by the teacher. Engagement 
involves responsibility and perseverance. Engaged students think deeply about 
the task. Students may not be engaged when the work is too easy or the work is 
beyond challenging to overly daunting. Often, the task may not be of interest to 
the student. 
 
Choice 
Differentiating learning through choice is one strategy to increase student 
achievement. Giving students choices is not about giving students free rein in the 
classroom. Choice will look different depending upon the grade and the content 
to be learned. In pre-kindergarten there may be “centers”  with each having a pur-
pose. The objects in those centers may change depending upon what the teacher 
wants the students to be exploring. In middle school different groups of students 
may be working on projects related to a different aspect of Colonial History.  
Choice may as simple as first grade students choosing the percussion instrument 
they want to use in a rhythm lesson or seventh grade students choosing which 
note-taking style they want to use while watching a video. Though students may 
all have the same report format to follow, they may each choose a different biog-
raphy during silent reading.  
 
The choices should be related to learning standards and be differentiated so that 
inclusion students as well as gifted students have choices. The teacher needs to 
help students to think about the right choice and to coach the students to a suc-
cessful end. In the silent reading example, the teacher will need to guide students 
in the reading level of the book so that all students finish in the allotted time 
frame and not too early.  
 
The  book activity may be extended to include peer coaching and collaboration. 
As students are reading, they may be encouraged to share salient points about the  
chosen book and help each other analyze the books to complete the biography 
reports.  
 
There is a connection between student engagement and a reduction in off-task 
behavior. When students are bored or frustrated, they are more likely to become 
angry, argumentative, or distracted. When instruction is differentiated and stu-
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dents are given choice, these behavior will recede. Students with ADHD or emotional issues “have signifi-
cant decreases in problem behaviors when they are given choices about what or how they learn” (Denton, 
2005, in Anderson, 2016, p. 19).  
 
Social and emotional competency 
There seems to be more awareness of the social and emotional competencies that students need to be success-
ful. The research seems to say that when students have control over their learning and enjoy the work, 
“students are better able to learn” (Anderson, p.19). These non-academic competencies include perseverance,  
social awareness, and effective decision-making.  
 
Perseverance (grit) is the ability to struggle with challenging tasks and problems to solve. Teachers need to 
scaffold related skills to foster the development of this characteristic. Teachers need to model how to perse-
vere through a challenging text or mathematics problem. Students need to see that mistakes will be made 
along the way and that they are corrected. Students should not be punished with a lower grade because they 
made a mistake in the learning process. They need to see that there are stages in the learning process and the 
journey is valuable (Miller, 2014). To build perseverance, students need time to reflect about the challenges, 
mistakes, and revisions. Part of the reflection process needs to be a celebration of the successful conclusion 
or solution. To teach perseverance requires a multi-prong approach. Students may read and discuss stories or 
see videos about people who have persevered, talk about completing challenging school tasks, learn a growth 
mindset, develop an understanding that solving problems requires time, or learn to reframe problems (Davis, 
2015). Students also need to learn when it is time to quit. Some tasks are not worth the time and effort.  
 
When students are provided with choices, their strengths and interests are more evident. This helps the teach-
er and classmates to see each other in a different light. Through sharing students see school work from a dif-
ferent perspective, learn to work with diverse partners, and learn empathy for those who learn differently.  
 
The skill of making reasoned decisions can only be taught when students make choices. Students need to be 
taught to make decisions based on a variety of criteria.  
 
Strategies 
For differentiation and giving choices to be successful, teachers need to create a supportive classroom envi-
ronment, provide good options,  and help students make good choices (Anderson, p. 26).  
 
A supportive classroom environment means that students 

 Feel safe to take risks. 
 Feel valued for their positive attributes. 
 Have varied partner and group opportunities. 
 Feel accepted by most of their classmates. 
 Receive concrete feedback with manageable suggestions. 

 
When partners and groups vary, students may not be sitting in their “attendance” seat for the lesson. In a 
choice mathematics lesson, a student may be with a partner who is stronger on like denominators but with a 
different partner who is weaker in converting fractions to decimals. The day before the lesson, the teacher 
may list six fraction topics on the board. Each student may complete an index card to indicate  the fraction 
topic they feel strongest in and the one they feel weakest in. The teacher may designate the pairs and where 
they sit.  
 
Students need to learn how to learn (Anderson, p. 62). Research has shown that students who are strong and 
competent, underestimate their abilities. Whereas, students who underperform tend to be too generous in 
their self-assessment. Students may develop more accurate self-reflective skills if they are asked to name one 
aspect of their work that is strong and one aspect that needs improvement. Individual coaching by the teacher 
may help students who are  way off the mark to become more realistic. In lower grades the teacher may read 
Goldilocks and the  Three Bears to the students with the discussion focusing on each character knowing what 
was just right for them (Anderson, p. 66). If the emphasis of a lesson is on character analysis, students may 
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need to read books that are on their level of independent reading. If the goal is to read more complex 
text, then students need to be reading a book that is at their challenge level.  
 
To help students become better learners, teachers need to use techniques that model Carol Dweck’s 
growth mindset (Anderson, p. 68). Students need to see hard work and struggle as the pathway to learn-
ing.  
 
Differentiation is a key to student achievement. Students learn when they are appropriately challenged. 
Providing well designed choice is one way to differentiate instruction. When students are motivated in 
the classroom, they will be engaged, and they will have higher achievement.  
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