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Part 1: Foster Intrinsic Motivation
This column provides an ongoing series of insights into the relevance of educational psychology to the
practice of librarianship, with an emphasis on reference service in academic libraries. Each column will
include descriptions of major lines of research, a list of takeaways for librarians, and a selective
annotated bibliography of relevant and readable articles and books.
“A good life is one that is characterized by complete absorption in what one does”—Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi
Personal interest and desire to learn are primary drivers of educational attainment. An
intrinsically motivated student can be expected to learn more and retain what they have learned better
than a student forced against their will to complete a task. Intrinsic motivation is thus an engine that
drives effective learning. But what is intrinsic motivation, and how can it be fostered? Intrinsic
motivation has been characterized by Deci and Ryan (2000, p.233) as behaviors “freely engaged out of
interest without the necessity of separable consequences.” It is doing something for the enjoyment or
enrichment one inherently gains from partaking in the activity. Levels of intrinsic learning can be
measured by degrees of interest, engagement, and exploration.
Interest and motivation
Over a century ago John Dewey argued that educators should make things interesting by
empowering students to recognize how learning relates to their experience, powers, and needs. He
asserted that if someone recognizes the utility of the object of learning as a means to develop and attain
a desirable goal, they will naturally be interested and exert effort. Proper education therefore should
provide environments designed to induce personal development. Dewey argued that it is a mistake to
force students to complete tasks through sheer effort, because their minds will inevitably wander and
nothing lasting will be learned. He also argued that it is a mistake to “make things interesting” through
entertainment. Attempts to attract attention to a lesson with no connection with a desired end are
counterproductive. Entertaining embellishments do not support learning unless they contribute to
personal development. According to Dewey, genuine interest arises from a person identifying with a
course of action. It only works to present a student with a difficult challenge when doing so stimulates
increased depth and scope of thinking (Dewey, 1913).
Interest can be individual or situational. Individual interest is often based on a student’s prior
knowledge or experiences, and can be fostered by allowing students to apply their curiosity to
personally relevant topics. Situational interest can be enhanced by presenting information coherently,
vividly, and with interesting details (Brophy, 2004). But as Dewey cautioned long ago, details inserted
merely to entice rather to inform can distract from genuine learning. Librarians can play an important
role in helping students identify their academic interests, needs and goals, and help them develop the
strategies to achieve them. The RUSA Guidelines for Behavioral Performance specify that librarians
should express interest, listen carefully, help students refine their research questions, and work with
them to develop an effective search. The reference interview process is thus filled with opportunities to
help students find connections between the research topic and their own personal interests.

Engagement in learning is due in part to a person’s level of interest or curiosity. If someone is
already interested in a topic, they are naturally likely to engage in learning more about it. In fact
research has found that high levels of interest have positive effects on grades, study habits, and reading
comprehension (Silvia, 2012). Curiosity can be regarded as openness to novelty. A curious person is
drawn to the new and different, and is open to novel experiences. Openness leads to engagement,
which then leads to achievement (Silvia, 2012). The epitome of engagement has been described as
“flow,” a state characterized by intense concentration, merging of action and awareness, loss of selfawareness in the context, and seemingly rapid passage of time (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2005).
Csikszentmihalyi’s work on flow grew out of his interest in intrinsic motivation, particularly what led
people to engage in “autotelic” (auto=self, telos=goal) activities. He found that flow happens in
situations where people experience an optimal level of challenge for their personal skill level and have
clear, immediate goals and feedback. But before optimal levels of engagement can be attained, one
must first develop an interest in the topic or activity. As academic skills develop through instructional
support and guidance by the librarian/teacher, the student develops a greater sense of self-efficacy and
increased ability to take on greater academic challenges.
Phases of interest development
Exploration fosters intrinsic motivation when the research topic captures the interest or
curiosity of the student. Psychologists identify two types of interest, situational or individual. Liking or
being drawn to something may happen in a particular time or place, or be extended over time as a
continued area of pursuit. Krapp (1999) describes how interest is the result of person-object
relationships in specific situations. That is, the characteristics of the person interact with the learning
context to create a psychological state of "interestingness" within the person. Renninger (2009)
describes interest development as a four phase process: triggered situational interest, maintained
situational interest, emerging individual interest, and well-developed individual interest. In each phase,
learners have different wants and needs for feedback. For example, a student newly exposed to a
situation in which interest is initially triggered needs expressions of appreciation for the effort expended
so far, and just a few concrete suggestions for what to do next. A student beginning to develop
sustained individual interest needs not only appreciation, but also affirmation of their ideas and
constructive feedback. Only at the final phase of well-developed situational interest is a student really
ready to be challenged and introduced to the standards of a discipline (Renninger, 2009). Renninger’s
table summarizing learner’s characteristics, feedback needs and feedback wants at the four stages of
development is reproduced here. We have added a fourth row of teaching/learning strategies for
librarians. As teachers, librarians ideally would want students to develop learning strategies that they
could use independently. The students’ ability to be more self-regulatory should grow along with their
developing interest. As a student transitions or develops from the initial phase of triggered situational
interest to well-developed individual interest, they of necessity develop the qualities that make them a
stronger academically self-regulated learner. (Self-regulated learning is a concept of major importance
in educational psychology, and will be a central topic in next quarter’s column).

Teaching/Learning
strategies*

Feedback needs

Feedback wants

Learner characteristics

Phases of Interest Development
Phase 1
TRIGGERED
SITUATIONAL
INTEREST

Phase 2
MAINTAINED
SITUATIONAL INTEREST

Phase 3
EMERGING INDIVIDUAL
INTEREST

Phase 4
WELL-DEVELOPED
INDIVIDUAL INTEREST

Learners:
•
attend to content, if
only fleetingly
•
need support from
others to engage
•
need support through
instructional
•
may experience either
positive or negative
feelings
•
may or may not be
reflectively aware of
the experience

Learners:
•
re-engage content that
previously triggered
attention
•
are supported by others to
find connections between
their skills, knowledge, and
prior experience
•
have positive feelings
•
are developing knowledge
of the content
•
are developing a sense of
the content’s value

Learners:
•
are likely to independently
re-engage content
•
have curiosity questions
that lead them to seek
answers
•
have positive feelings
•
have stored knowledge
and stored value
•
are very focused on their
own questions
•
may have little value for
the canon of the discipline
and most feedback

Learners want:
•
to have their ideas
respected
•
others to understand
how hard work with
this content is
•
to be simply told how
to complete assigned
tasks in as few steps as
possible
Learners need:
•
to feel genuinely
appreciated for the
efforts they have
made
•
a limited number of
concrete suggestions

Learners want:
•
to have their ideas
respected
•
concrete suggestions
•
to be told what to do

Learners want:
•
to have their ideas
respected
•
to express their ideas
•
NOT to be told to revise
present efforts

Learners need:
•
to feel genuinely
appreciated for the efforts
they have made
•
support to explore their
own ideas

Librarians can:
•
Gauge student
interests
•
Informally assess skills
•
Help students find
search terms that
relate personal
interest with academic
task goals

Librarians help students to:
•
Develop clear task goals,
both immediate and longrange
•
Determine relevant
learning strategies based
on their strong/weak areas
and their goals
•
Understand research as
inquiry
•
Develop satisfying
research questions

Learners need:
•
to feel that their ideas and
goals are understood
•
to feel genuinely
appreciated for their
efforts
•
feedback that enables
them to see how their
goals can be more
effectively met
Librarians can:
•
promote academic selfregulation (e.g. planning,
time management, work
habits)
•
Introduce students to
more advanced research
techniques and strategic
exploration skills

Learners:
•
independently reengage content
•
have curiosity questions
•
self-regulate easily to
reframe questions and
seek answers
•
have positive feelings
•
can persevere through
frustration and
challenge in order to
meet goals
•
recognize others’
contributions to the
discipline
•
actively seek feedback
Learners want:
•
to have their ideas
respected
•
information and
feedback
•
to balance their
personal standards with
more widely accepted
standards in the
discipline
Learners need:
•
to feel their ideas have
been heard and
understood
•
constructive feedback
•
challenge

Librarians can:
•
Share examples of
research as
conversation (how the
student’s work fits
within the discipline’s
literature)
•
Encourage students to
share their work and
invite feedback

Ann Renninger, “Interest and Identity Development in Instruction: An Inductive Model,” Educational
Psychologist, 44(2), 2009, p.108.
*Teaching/Learning strategies added by Allen and Black

Renninger’s work focused on students in elementary and high school. But the four phases
clearly repeat for many college students, particularly within a general education curriculum designed to

introduce them to new disciplines and modes of thinking. A student being exposed for the first time to
the content and modes of inquiry in an unfamiliar discipline is in particular need of support,
understanding, and concrete suggestions. Only after situational interest has developed into individual
interest will a student be willing and able to actively seek feedback, have their efforts be challenged, and
be ready to learn the standards of the discipline.
Self-determination Theory
Self-determination theory asserts that human motivation operates within the context of innate
psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and social relatedness. A social context that supports
those fundamental needs will maintain or enhance intrinsic motivation. Conversely, an environment
that frustrates individual’s ability to develop competence, autonomy and relatedness undermines
intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Extensive research on the self-determination of behavior
indicates that an environment that fosters intrinsic motivation is supportive of overall psychological
health and well-being. Many educational psychologists have explored how to support students’
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Main themes to emerge from the application of selfdetermination theory to learning environments are the need to avoid controlling language, the benefits
of providing students some choices (but not too many), and the importance of providing enough
supports to enable students to feel competent as they are challenged with new tasks.

The language an instructor uses can foster or inhibit an autonomy supportive learning
environment. As described by self-determination theory, autonomy is students' perceived degree of
having choices and feelings of ownership. An autonomy-supportive learning environment accounts for
students' individual needs and interests. The benefits of an autonomy-supportive environment are well
established. Studies have positively linked student autonomy with their enjoyment of learning, feelings
of competence, engagement, intrinsic motivation, academic achievement, and persistence (YoungJones, Cara, and Levesque-Bristol, 2014). Young-Jones et al. found that in a brief initial introduction to
instruction verbal language was a powerful tool for creating a supportive environment. Supportive
language "includes words like consider, suggest, encourage, invite, and phrases such as this will help you
by, the reason for this is, and thank you for sharing your concern" (Young-Jones, Cara, and Levesque-

Bristol, 2014). If prescriptive language like “must,” “have to,” or “required” are necessary, they should
be accompanied with an opportunity for students to ask questions or voice concerns. This relates back
to the feedback wants described in the Four Phases of Interest Development.
One of the most effective ways to support feelings of competence is to present learners with
just the right amount of choice and challenge. Competence is closely tied to a student’s belief that they
can effectively match their current skills with the academic challenge placed before them. Providing
choices can have the positive effect of letting a student match a task to their personal interests, thereby
increasing the odds that the student will be intrinsically motivated to complete the task. But Brophy
(2004) suggests caveats to “choice is good.” First, just because a student feels more positively about a
task does not always translate into better academic performance. Second, the choices offered may not
connect with a student’s interests. Third, too many choices can be confusing, especially for younger
learners. Finally, Brophy asserts that not all students desire to make choices individually, because some
may prefer options to be chosen as a group (Brophy, 2004, p. 208-9).
Challenges need to be appropriately scaled and timed. As Renninger (2009) implied in the four
Phases of Interest Development, presenting too much challenge too early to a student is likely to
discourage further interest and engagement. It is better to provide a learning environment whereby
students experience success early on, and then present progressively more challenging material. The
early successes and measured increases in challenge promote feelings of competence.
Adequate instructional supports need to be provided students to foster a sense of relatedness
to the librarian and learning environment. The most fundamental way to do this is to genuinely listen to
students, be respectful of their ideas, and encourage their individual success. Educational psychologists
have extensively studied the effects of cooperative learning on sense of relatedness and academic
achievement. So much so, in fact, that the topic of responding to students’ need for relatedness will be
reserved for a future column.
Feedback, praise, and motivation
Feedback can play an important role in fostering intrinsic motivation. One common type of
feedback is to praise someone on how smart they are, on the logic that if a person feels smart they will
be motivated to learn. It turns out however that praise and feedback are only motivating if employed
correctly. The wrong kinds of praise and feedback can actually undermine motivation. Brophy (1981)
explains that praise is different from feedback in that praise commends the worth of an action and
includes an expression of approval or admiration. Feedback can simply be an affirmation of a correct
response that serves the useful purpose of providing knowledge of results. Praise includes an expression
of value or status, usually conveyed with a measure of surprise, delight, or excitement (Brophy, 1981).
Properly administered praise is capable of reinforcing desired behaviors. But to serve as reinforcement
for positive behaviors like high quality academic work or cooperative social interaction, the praise must
be contingent on performance of the behavior to be reinforced, specify the particulars of the behavior,
and be sincere and credible. Brophy (1981) provided a list of guidelines for effective praise, reproduced
here.

Guidelines for Effective Praise
Effective praise
1. Is delivered contingently
2. Specifies the particulars of the accomplishment
3. Show spontaneity, variety, and other signs of
credibility; suggests clear attention to the
student's accomplishment
4. Rewards attainment of specified performance
criteria (which can include effort criteria)
5. Provides information to students about their
competence or the value of their
accomplishments
6. Orients students toward better appreciation of
their own task-related behavior and thinking
about problem solving
7. Uses students' own prior accomplishments as
the context for describing present
accomplishments
8. Is given in recognition of noteworthy effort or
success at difficult (for this student) tasks
9. Attributes success to effort and ability,
implying that similar successes can be expected
in the future
10. Fosters endogenous attributions (students
believe they expend effort on the task because
they enjoy the task and/or want to develop taskrelevant skills)
11. Focuses students' attention on their own
task-relevant behavior

Ineffective praise
1. Is delivered randomly or unsystematically
2. Is restricted to global positive reactions
3. Shows a bland uniformity, which suggests a
conditioned response made with minimal
attention
4. Rewards mere participation, without
consideration of performance processes or
outcomes
5. Provides no information at all or gives students
information about their status
6. Orients students toward comparing
themselves with others and thinking about
competing
7. Uses the accomplishments of peers as the
context for describing students' present
accomplishments
8. Is given without regard to the effort expended
or the meaning of the accomplishment (for this
student)
9. Attributes success to ability alone or to
external factors such as luck or easy task
10. Fosters exogenous attributions (students
believe that they expend effort on the task for
external reasons--to please the teacher, win a
competition or reward, etc.
11. Focuses students' attention on the teacher as
an external authority figure who is manipulating
them
12. Intrudes into the ongoing process, distracting
attention from task relevant behavior

12. Fosters appreciation of and desirable
attributions about task relevant behavior after
the process is complete
Jere Brophy, "Teacher Praise: A Functional Analysis," Review of Educational Research 51, 1981, p.26.

As indicated in his Guidelines for Effective Praise, Brophy also paid considerable attention to the
role of attribution on the effect of praise. Attribution theory focuses on “the causal attributions that
people make in achievement situations—the explanations we generate to explain our behavior”
(Brophy, 2004, p.61). Several educational psychologists in the 1980’s and 1990’s explored the
interrelationship of praise and attributions. A notable finding was that praise for being smart may cause
students to attribute success to static ability. Such praise could have the unintended consequence of
discouraging effort by leading a student to think “I’m just no good at this, so there’s no use trying.”

For example, Mueller and Dweck (1998) explored how praise for intelligence can undermine
motivation. The reason, they found, is that a child told they’re smart may shift his or her focus to
appearing smart relative to others. A need to appear smart can cause them to dwell on performing well
instead of challenging themselves to learn to the best of their ability. When performance takes
precedence over challenge, students tend to avoid learning to their full capability. Performance goals
thus tend to limit achievement of high performing students and be very demotivating to students who
perform poorly relative to peers. Mueller and Dweck (1998) found that praise for effort or work
strategies is a more effective way to promote motivation and performance. Students at any
achievement level benefit from believing that effort is key to success.
Research on attribution theory suggests that academic success must be seen by students as an
interaction between one’s abilities and one’s efforts (Weiner, 2010). Students must have the necessary
content knowledge, academic skills and effective learning strategies to succeed academically. But
students must also be able to adjust their level of effort to match the level of difficulty, demands, and
challenge of the academic task. Thus, the more able a student is in an academic area, the less effort they
need to expend to achieve success relative to the effort a student with less academic abilities.
Conversely, a student with less ability in an academic area must apply more (or more effective) efforts
to achieve the same level of success as someone with higher abilities. In addition, as one develops
greater abilities in an area, they are likely to seek higher academic challenges. The experience of building
abilities and experiencing success teaches them they can control and adjust their efforts to match the
level of challenge. Students who lack necessary abilities and are not taught how to develop requisite
academic skills and effective learning strategies will fail to succeed. As they continue to fall short of
success their motivation will decrease, since in their experience effort is not effective. So how do
librarians encourage students to believe that effort is important? Empower them with the research skills
and effective learning strategies necessary for academic success. The role of teachers and librarians is
thus not to just inform students that effort is important, but to provide them the academic knowledge,
skills and strategies that will allow their efforts to be successful. After the students have expended effort
it is important that they reflect on how their improved knowledge, skills and strategies influenced the
effectiveness of their efforts.
The cycle of success that can occur when students are enabled to have effort result in
achievement will be explored further in our next column, in which we will investigate the important
roles of self-efficacy, self-regulation, goal setting and mindset on academic success.
Takeaways for Librarians
•
•
•
•

Continue our traditional job of developing collections and providing services that support the
broad range of our patrons’ interests.
Tie instruction to students’ personal interests whenever possible.
Promote reference service as a means to support students’ ability to develop competence in
library research.
Encourage students to try things on their own, while still making it clear that support is available
if needed.

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•

•

Strive to present students just the right amount of challenge to stretch their skills, neither
leaving them bored nor feeling overwhelmed
Encourage students to relate their research experiences with peers, professors, librarians, and
family.
When marketing reference and instruction, pay heed to students’ innate needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Avoid wording that might send the message that students are
dependent or incompetent, and emphasize the benefits of forming a relationship with librarians.
Tailor help and feedback to the appropriate phase of interest development, to wit:
o For learners just beginning to be interested in a problem or project, express
appreciation for the effort they’re making and offer only a select few concrete
suggestions for how to proceed,
o For learners maintaining an interest in a problem or project, offer more extensive
support, a fuller array of concrete suggestions, and encourage them to explore their
own ideas,
o For learners with an emerging individual interest in a topic, avoid asking them to revise
current efforts, but instead give feedback for how to more effectively meet their goals,
o For those with a well-developed personal interest, first take care to respectfully listen,
then offer constructive feedback and challenges to research more broadly and deeply.
Provide praise that is tied directly to the patron’s action or performance, base instructive
comments on what they have tangibly produced or that you directly observed them accomplish.
Be sure your praise or feedback is specific, avoid empty gestures like “great job” without giving
details about what made the job great.
Provide supportive, but specific, criticism of weaknesses that need to be addressed and describe
the skills, strategies, and additional resources that might help them strengthen their weak areas.
Fake praise will send the wrong message. Be genuine and spontaneous to make it clear your
praise is based on a thoughtful and accurate assessment of the person's accomplishments.
Praise students for their efforts and strategies as well as their abilities. For example say “the
strategy you used to approach this problem was very effective and allowed you to demonstrate
your understanding” rather than “you’re very smart.”
Feedback need not be expressed as praise. The main educational benefit of feedback comes
from providing concrete, actionable information about the learner’s processes and strategies.
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