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Many teachers encounter students who appear disengaged, uninterested, or 
resistant to schoolwork. These students may avoid tasks, show little effort, or 
frequently say things like “I can’t do this” or “What’s the point?” While it can be 
frustrating, what looks like “lack of motivation” is often a sign that something 
deeper is happening. Students may feel overwhelmed, discouraged, anxious, 
bored, or disconnected from the learning process. 
 
When teachers understand the possible reasons behind low motivation and 
respond with supportive strategies, they can help students rediscover curiosity, 
confidence, and a sense of competence. 
 
Understanding Why Students Become Unmotivated 
Students may appear unmotivated for a variety of reasons: 
 
• Fear of failure or making mistakes 
• Low confidence in their abilities 
• Learning difficulties or ADHD 
• Lack of connection to the material 
• Feeling overwhelmed by tasks that seem too difficult 
• Limited sense of control or autonomy in learning 
• Stress, trauma, or challenges outside of school 
 
When students repeatedly experience failure or frustration, they may disengage 
as a way to protect themselves from embarrassment or disappointment. 
Recognizing this helps teachers shift from viewing students as “lazy” to seeing 
them as learners who need additional support and encouragement. 
 
Build Relationships First 
A strong teacher-student relationship is one of the most powerful motivators. 
Students are more likely to engage when they feel seen, valued, and respected. 
Simple actions can make a meaningful difference: 
 
• Greet students by name 
• Show interest in their hobbies and interests 
• Acknowledge effort, not just results 
• Check in privately with struggling students 
 
Even brief positive interactions can help students feel connected and more willing 
to try. 
 
Use Choice to Increase Ownership 



 

Students are more motivated when they feel a sense of control over their 
learning. Offering choices allows them to take ownership and engage in ways 
that align with their strengths and interests. 
 
Examples include: 
• Choosing between two assignment topics 
• Selecting how to present their learning (poster, video, presentation, drawing) 
• Choosing the order in which to complete tasks 
• Allowing students to set personal goals 
 
Choice helps students feel empowered rather than controlled. 
 
Make Learning Relevant 
Students are more motivated when they understand why learning matters. 
Teachers can increase relevance by: 
 
• Connecting lessons to real-world situations 
• Linking content to students’ interests, hobbies, or current events 
• Showing how skills apply to future careers or everyday life 
• Using examples that reflect students’ experiences 
 
When students see the purpose behind learning, their engagement often 
increases. 
 
Break Tasks Into Smaller Steps 
Large assignments can feel overwhelming, especially for students who already 
doubt their abilities. Breaking work into smaller, manageable steps helps 
students experience success more quickly. 
 
Helpful strategies include: 
• Providing checklists for multi-step tasks 
• Breaking assignments into short segments 
• Setting small, achievable goals 
• Celebrating progress along the way 
 
Frequent small successes build confidence and momentum. 
 
Focus on Effort and Growth 
Students are more motivated when they believe their abilities can improve with 
practice. 
 
Teachers can promote a growth mindset by: 
• Praising effort, persistence, and problem-solving 
• Highlighting improvement over time 
• Normalizing mistakes as part of learning 
• Using language such as “You’re improving” or “You haven’t mastered it yet” 



 

When students feel safe making mistakes, they are more willing to try. 
 
Use Creative Engagement Strategies 
Creative and interactive approaches can re-energize students who struggle with 
traditional instruction. Try incorporating activities such as: 
 
Mystery Learning Challenges 
Present problems as puzzles or mysteries students must solve together. 
Curiosity naturally increases engagement. 
 
Gamified Learning 
Turn lessons into friendly competitions, quizzes, or classroom challenges where 
students earn points or achievements. 
 
Movement-Based Learning 
Incorporate activities where students move around the room to respond to 
questions, vote on answers, or complete stations. 
 
Creative Expression 
Allow students to demonstrate learning through art, storytelling, role-play, or 
creating comics. 
 
Student Experts 
Invite students to briefly teach a concept or demonstrate a skill to the class. 
Teaching others can increase confidence and motivation. 
 
These approaches make learning more dynamic and can help reluctant students 
participate. 
 
Provide Frequent Encouragement 
Unmotivated students often need more encouragement than others. Positive 
feedback helps students believe their efforts matter. 
 
Effective encouragement includes: 
• Specific praise (“You stayed focused for the whole activity.”) 
• Recognizing improvement (“Your writing has become much clearer.”) 
• Noticing persistence (“You kept trying even when it was hard.”) 
 
Create Opportunities for Success 
Students who struggle academically may feel discouraged if they rarely 
experience success. Providing opportunities for success helps rebuild 
confidence. Teachers can do this by: 
 
• Differentiating assignments to match ability levels 
• Allowing extra time when needed 



 

• Providing scaffolding or guided practice 
• Offering alternative ways to demonstrate learning 
 
When students experience success, they are more willing to take on new 
challenges. 
 
Collaborate With Families and Support Staff 
If motivation concerns persist, collaboration with families and school 
professionals can be helpful. Parents, counselors, and special education staff 
may provide insights into factors affecting the student’s motivation and help 
coordinate supportive strategies. 
 
Working together ensures that the student receives consistent encouragement 
and support. 
 
Final Thoughts 
Motivation cannot be forced, but it can be nurtured. By building strong 
relationships, offering choice, making learning meaningful, and using creative 
teaching strategies, teachers can help even the most disengaged students begin 
to reconnect with learning. Small changes in approach can make a powerful 
difference. When students feel capable, supported, and valued, motivation often 
follows. 

 
 
 

About the Author 
Liana Lowenstein, MSW, is a child and family therapist, international keynote 
speaker, and author of 15 widely acclaimed psychotherapy books. She has been 
working with children and families in Toronto since 1988. Liana specializes in 
helping children address a wide range of emotional and behavioral concerns. In 
addition to providing therapy, she offers consultation to parents, schools, and 
mental health professionals. 
 
For more information or support, contact Liana Lowenstein:  
Email: lianalowenstein@gmail.com (Tel) 416-575-7836 (Web)  www.lianalowenstein.com 

 

http://www.lianalowenstein.com/

