
288 Unit 5: Motivation

Turner & Paris, 1995). Relating information to students’ interests is particularly effective 
in conveying the value of to-be-learned material (Brophy, 2008; Covington, 2000). For 
example, if a high school physics teacher begins a lesson on mass and velocity by telling 
students how it relates to driving a car or another use relevant to their lives, this should 
pique their interest and intrinsically motivate them to learn. When students have a personal 
interest in material, they are more likely to process information meaningfully and to learn 
more (Ainley, Hidi, & Berndorff, 2002; Cordova & Lepper, 1996).

Another way to emphasize the importance of lessons is to ground them in authentic 
learning activities that are real-life tasks, such as designing experiments in science, writing 
letters to members of Congress in an English class, or conducting an interview for a social 
studies class. Authentic activities encourage the acquisition of skills for solving problems 
and completing tasks that are important in the real world (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; 
Collins, Hawkins, & Carver, 1991). Students may be motivated in these instances because 
learning has real-world significance.

Use enthusiasm, novelty, and surprise. Introducing new material through the use of 
enthusiasm, novelty, and surprise can spark situational interest in learning—an immediate 
interest in a particular lesson (Hidi, 2000; Silvia, 2005, 2006). Using novelty and surprise 
is consistent with Piaget’s (1954, 1963) notion of disequilibrium, a state of cognitive imbal-
ance in which new information does not fit with an individual’s existing way of thinking. 
In Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, individuals are motivated to learn in order to 
resolve their disequilibrium.

Design tasks of optimal difficulty (Covington, 2000; Stipek, 1996). Providing tasks that 
are just slightly beyond the skill level of students is an effective way to challenge them 
(Piaget, 1985; Vygotsky, 1978). Optimal challenge fosters feelings of competence and 
self-esteem. Teachers must be careful to tailor tasks to the ability levels of their students 
(Stipek, 2002). Work that is too difficult increases anxiety, but tasks that are too easy 
can lead to boredom. The right balance between challenge and skill level can also foster 
flow experiences. When middle school or high school students are allowed to choose their 
classes, such as electives or foreign languages, this presents them with an opportunity 
to choose courses at an appropriate difficulty level for their skills and may facilitate flow 
experiences in these classes (Schweinle et al., 2008).

Authentic tasks: See 
situated learning in 
Module 18 and authentic 
assessment in Module 23

Situational interest: See 
Module 12

Disequilibrium: See 
Module 6

Using Surprise When 
Teaching. Novelty or 

surprise, as shown here by 
the teacher demonstrating 

a chemical reaction, can 
spark intrinsic motivation.
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