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Motivation Requires
a Meaningful Task

M

otivation has long been viewed as a
key element of learning (e.g., Guthrie and Wigfield). A study of over
300 high school juniors and seniors
demonstrated that motivation was at least as predictive of achievement in a subject as was intelligence (Steinmayr and Spinath). Among younger
students, motivation is a linchpin to learning, even
at a time developmentally when overall motivation
for schoolwork is in decline, bottoming out at the
seventh-grade level (Wigfield and Eccles). While
there are many factors that might explain this decline (i.e., changes in the structure of the school
day, developmental changes regarding affiliation
and belonging), as a result teachers too often find
themselves assigning less-rigorous tasks designed
to placate disenchanted students.
However, differences between children and
adolescents are pronounced, especially in the ways
they interact with one another. In particular, adolescents increasingly turn to their peer groups for
validation and support. The interplay between motivation and development provides middle school
and high school English teachers with the unique
ability to capitalize on this. In our high school En
glish classrooms, we do this daily through collaborative learning. The energy and motivation that occur
when students are engaged in productive group
work result in meaningful learning. Students, even
those who routinely drag themselves through the
school day, find reasons to read, write, discuss, and
create when in the company of like-minded peers.
However, we have also learned through experience
that motivation doesn’t occur simply because we’ve
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The authors closely
examine methods and
rationale for creating
effective group assignments
that motivate and
challenge students.

moved the desks together. We need to create meaningful tasks that are tailored to the developmental,
academic, and social needs of students.

The Value of a Meaningful Task
Without question, adolescents favor group work as
a tool for learning and socializing, but only when
particular elements are in place. A useful device for
ensuring that all are present is the TARRGET
framework (Ames): Task, Autonomy, Recognition,
Resources, Grouping, Evaluation, and Time. Task
refers to the nature of the learning activity itself,
designed to be interesting and challenging, and
paired with useful Resources. Autonomy also plays an
important role, as adolescents are motivated when
they have a voice in decisions and choices. Recognition and Evaluation are related to one another and
refer to the opportunities students have to both
offer and receive each. Finally, adolescents in the
Carole Ames study preferred working with others
in Groups, with the teacher’s Time devoted to providing help and encouragement.
The task challenge is central to creating a motivating environment. While there is a certain intuitive logic to reducing difficulty in order to keep
students motivated, the evidence among adolescents is quite the opposite. Developmentally, a
mark of adolescence is the pleasure one takes in approaching a challenging task (Hektner and
Asakawa). Even the seventh graders in Patricia
O’Connell Schmakel’s study said they wished that
they had been assigned “harder work, more work,
and mental work” (743). But classroom tasks must
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be accompanied by the elements described in the
TARRGET framework if they are to be used to increase motivation. These factors—the task design,
social constructs, teacher role, and resource supports—together add up to increased rigor. These
can be witnessed by observing the students, teacher,
and the physical environment of the classroom. The
indicators of successful productive group work that
emanate from collaborative learning include attention to the complexity of the task, the interactions
of students with the materials and one another, the
language and teacher supports, and the group composition. A rubric of these elements can be found in
Figure 1.

Complexity of Task
To capitalize on the usefulness of productive group
work as a key to motivation, attention to the complexity of the task is necessary. A major purpose of
collaborative learning is that it is an opportunity for
students to consolidate their understanding about
concepts they are learning. Therefore, while some
aspects of the task might be new to them, others are
not. The task should be novel in the sense that it is
not an exact duplication of what the teacher has previously modeled for them, as dutiful task replication
does not result in student interest. Instead, the collaborative task should require students to utilize
previously learned concepts in a new way.
In addition, the task should offer the possibility of productive failure (Kapur). By this, we don’t
mean that the task should be beyond their capabilities, but rather that it is structured in such a way
that the outcome is not a given. Therefore, tasks are
somewhat ill-defined in the sense that it is not simply a matter of mindlessly following a series of
steps. Our classroom experiences have shown us
that when the task is sufficiently difficult, students
must work together. In fact, a good gauge of task
difficulty has to do with the way the group approaches the task. If students merely divide it up
and agree to meet again later to assemble the final
product, it’s likely that the task was not challenging. Our overall goal for them—to interact with
each other and the concepts—never comes to
fruition.
In our high school classrooms, we read target
texts with students as a class but reserve student
choice for related reading. Both the target text and

the student selections are organized according to
the schoolwide essential question (Sizer). To address
the essential question “What is race, and does it
matter?” the eleventh-grade English teacher read
A Raisin in the Sun (Hansberry) as the in-class target
text. In addition, students selected from a list of fiction and nonfiction to read independently. Groups
were formed based on the texts selected. Four students chose to read the
graphic novel American Born
A good gauge of task
Chinese (Yang). They met
difficulty has to do with
several times a week as they
the way the group
read the book, with the esapproaches the task. If
sential question serving as
students merely divide it
the guideline for their disup and agree to meet
cussions. After making
some decisions about the
again later to assemble
pacing of the discussions,
the final product, it’s
the group chose to focus on
likely that the task was
the parallels between the
not challenging.
two texts and the ways in
which the genres (a play
and a graphic novel) dictated the story. One of the
students later wrote in his essay addressing the essential question:
The characters of Jin Wang and Beneatha Younger
had very different experiences, but would probably
answer this question the same way. Yes, race does
matter. Each tried to overcome, even deny, their
race, but in the end their racial and culture experiences made them who they are. The metaphor of
the Monkey King in American Born Chinese could
be a lesson to both: the path to self-awareness
begins with self-acceptance. Only when you
understand who you are can you then decide who
you will become.

Joint Attention to Tasks or Materials
Although this indicator might seem obvious, it is
representative of the social and intellectual interactions that should be seen and heard during productive group work. Most classroom teachers know at a
glance what is occurring in a group, quickly taking
in the body language and joint visual gaze of the
members. Students should be regularly leaning in,
shifting attention from speaker to speaker, and actively using resources. In addition, the conversation
that occurs within the group should serve as evidence that students are listening to one another.
English Journal
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Task is an exact replication of
what was modeled, with little or
no opportunity for student experimentation with concepts.

Students divide up the task so
that they can work, then meet
near the end to assemble components. Body language, visual gaze,
and lack of language interactions
provide evidence of independent
work occurring within the group.
No clear process is in place to
facilitate accountable talk. Lack of
structure is evident as students are
off-task, in conflict, and/or unable
to complete product.

Vocabulary is posted but its use is
not modeled. Students are simply
told to use words. Language
frames are not provided.

Teacher manages but does not
interact with groups to scaffold
conceptual knowledge.

Grouping practices are solely
homogeneous and are done primarily for scheduling
convenience.

The task is somewhat reflective of
the purpose of the lesson, but
there is little opportunity for student experimentation or
innovation.

Body language, visual gaze, and
language interactions provide
some evidence of mutual attention to the task or materials by
most members. Students are not
holding each other accountable
for purposeful contributions.
There is a process in place for
accountable talk. However, student dialogue is limited and there
are minimal efforts to support the
product. The conversation is generally respectful but is often dominated by one member of the
group or veers off-topic.
Academic language related to the
concept/standard is present. A
frame may be provided. The
teacher models at least once using
target vocabulary or language
frame. Students are encouraged
to attempt using target vocabulary without opportunities for
guided practice.

Body language, visual gaze, and
language interactions provide evidence of joint attention to the
task or materials by all members
of the group. Students can explain
their contributions and the contributions of other group members.
Students ask for and offer evidence to support claims. However, members continue to
maintain initial beliefs or positions
about a topic without considering
the arguments of others. The conversation is generally respectful
but some members may not
participate.
Students use one or two sentence
frames from the variety that are
available in a structured setting.
A set of target vocabulary is available and used. Teachers model
the use of frames. Students are
encouraged to use the language
support in guided instruction and
productive group work.

Some scaffolding and checking for Scaffolding or checking for understand occurs but is not used to
understanding occurs but there
plan further instruction.
are delays in corrections or
changes to the instruction. There
is a link to further instruction.
Some heterogeneous grouping
occurs, but homogeneous grouping practices dominate. Decisions
based on assessment are not
apparent.

Task provides multiple, clear
opportunities for students to
apply and extend what was modeled. Students have an opportunity to use a variety of resources
to creatively apply their knowledge of what was modeled.

Task reflects purpose and what was
modeled. The task allows students
an opportunity to use a variety of
resources to creatively apply their
knowledge of what was modeled.
Students have an opportunity to
experiment with concepts.
Students ask critical questions of
each other, developing and forming personal opinions and conclusions. They are able to evaluate
and synthesize information, as
well as independently use a variety of resources to acquire new or
unknown information.
Students reach a better understanding or consensus based on
evidence and opinions provided
by others. Students hold each
member of the group accountable
by using questioning strategies
and evidence to persuade or disagree. The conversation is
respectful and courteous.
Sentence frames are differentiated
based on students’ proficiency and
need. A wide range of frames are
available for students and students
use the frames independently in
academic language and writing.
Teacher modeling includes the use
of frames as well as academic
vocabulary and high expectations
for language production.
Teacher is purposeful in scaffolding using prompts, cues, and
questions and checks for understanding regularly. Evidence collected during this time is used to
plan further instruction.
Groups are flexible and change
based on students’ proficiency,
academic need, and/or content
area. Productive group work
occurs throughout the day.

Complexity of task: The task is a
novel application of a gradelevel-appropriate concept and is
designed so that the outcome is
not guaranteed (a chance for productive failure exists).

Joint attention to tasks or materials: Students are interacting with
one another to build each other’s
knowledge. Outward indicators
include body language and movement associated with meaningful
conversations, and shared visual
gaze on materials.

Argumentation, not arguing: Student use accountable talk to persuade, provide evidence, ask
questions of one another, and
disagree without being
disagreeable.

Language support: Written, verbal, teacher, and peer supports
are available to boost academic
language usage.

Teacher role: What is the teacher
doing while productive group
work is occurring?

Grouping: Small groups of 2–5 students are purposefully constructed
to maximize individual strengths
without magnifying areas of needs
(heterogeneous grouping).

Purposeful heterogeneous grouping occurs, which is fluid in
response to students’ proficiency.

1—Limited

2—Approaching

3—Applying

4—Exemplary

Indicators

Figure 1. Indicators of Success—Productive Group Work
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Examples include interjections that affirm the
speaker (“I see,” “OK”), restatements (“If I understand you correctly, your idea is . . .”), clarifying
questions (“What did you mean when you
said . . . ?”), reflective statements (“When you said
that, I thought of . . .”), and summarizations of key
ideas (“So your three main points were . . .”). These
are more than just social niceties, as they provide
evidence that students are building conceptual
knowledge of one another. In addition, these interactions are motivating to individual members, who
are encouraged by the others to participate and are
valued for their contributions.
Tenth-grade English students used the
schoolwide essential question “What sustains us?”
to explore the role of silence as a barrier to communication. Using a variety of texts, including Silent to the Bone (Konigsburg), Speak (Anderson), as
well as the target text The Color of Water (McBride),
students addressed the question by developing a
multimedia presentation with a partner. Chris and
Robert worked together to create a short video entitled “The Burden of Secrets.” While sitting together at the computer one day, we overheard them
talking:
Chris: I have these pictures, but I’m not sure
what order to put them in.
Robert: Let me see them. You talk about

each one and why you picked it.
Chris: Good idea. [Begins displaying images
on the screen. The first is a girl with tape
over her mouth.]
Robert: Wow. Why’d you pick that one?
Chris: It reminded me of the cover of Speak.
Robert: OK, but it’s got to be more than

that.
Chris: Well, I also liked the way her eyes
looked. Like she was scared to say anything.
Robert: Like trying to keep a secret.
Chris: Exactly.
Robert: I’m thinking about a song we could

use. That picture made me think of the lyrics. It says, ‘No matter how hard you try to /
you can’t make the clock unwind to / The
moment that you lied to yourself’ [(Pillar)].
Chris: Cool. Can you play it for me?

While the exchange may initially appear to
be ordinary, what’s underneath it is a conversation
between two students who
The ability to engage in
are closely listening to each
other and building an unargumentation and
derstanding of one another.
debate is a measure of
The task itself required inan adolescent’s growing
teraction, and the students
ability to respond with
worked together to develop
logical and ethical claims
a presentation that made it
to support or defend a
necessary for them to jointly
position. In addition, he
focus their attention on the
matters at hand. Their moor she learns to channel
tivation was obvious. From
appeals to the emotions
across the room, the body
in ways that are more
language and visual gaze
sophisticated and
were evident; up close the
nuanced. These skills do
conversation further reinnot emerge easily but
forced the shared attention
to the task.
take continued practice
and feedback.

Argumentation,
Not Arguing
Engaging in rhetorical language, both in speech
and in writing, lies at the heart of the English curriculum. Students engage in persuasion, furnish
evidence, ask thought-provoking questions, make
assertions, assume a stance, and disagree with one
another. In addition, they are asked to consider the
position of others and utilize information to confirm and disconfirm beliefs. The ability to engage
in argumentation and debate is a measure of an adolescent’s growing ability to respond with logical
and ethical claims to support or defend a position.
In addition, he or she learns to channel appeals to
the emotions in ways that are more sophisticated
and nuanced. These skills do not emerge easily but
take continued practice and feedback.
In response to the schoolwide essential question, “Can money buy happiness?” twelfth-grade
students read the novella Anthem (Rand). The group
disagreed about the dystopian nature of the book
and its caution that collective wisdom is always a
dangerous thing.
Gabriella: I think she’s right. I think it’s
dangerous when a whole society starts thinking the same.
Shaudi: But shouldn’t a society agree about
certain things? Like when she talks about
English Journal
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freedom. Right here—“I guard my treasures
. . . and the greatest of these is freedom.”
Gabriella: [Reading] “My thought, my will,

my land . . . .”
Andrew: But isn’t that like what’s happening
now? Like that all the stuff that’s messed up
in the economy could be ’cause of the same
beliefs. People were so much out for themselves that they didn’t care what happened to
anyone else.
Gabriella: But look at the start of the book.

“It is a sin to think words no others think.”
I think she’s telling us right from the start
that unless you’re going to be an individual,
then you’re doomed.
The group’s overall tone is respectful of the
positions of others, but they nonetheless use the
text to support their claims. Their use of evidence is
becoming more nuanced and they are able to challenge one another without resorting to simplistic
arguments. In addition, they are listening to one
another and considering the claims of others as they
compare them to their own. They are motivated to
read more so that they can continue to have these
types of conversations with one another.

Language Support
To ensure that all students can engage in meaningful tasks, we provide them with various forms of
language support. Without this support, some students will disengage as the tasks become too linguistically complex for their comfort. With this
support, students feel successful and complete tasks
with their peers. Facilitating students’ use of academic English is critical as we recognize that they
do not become increasingly proficient by listening
to English; they need to produce the language as
well. Unfortunately, as Guadalupe Valdés noted,
too many high school students sit quietly in their
classes and do not use English. When students are
motivated, and supported, they use the language of
the lesson, becoming increasingly sophisticated in
their use with practice.
As noted in the rubric, language support includes the language we model as we read and think
aloud as well as targeted vocabulary terms we have
selected for specific attention. It also includes the
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various sentence and paragraph frames students can
use when they talk with the members of their respective groups. For example, during a unit on poetry, we modeled using literary devices to unlock
meaning. We also provided students with targeted
vocabulary terms to use as they discussed and wrote
poems, including tone, ode, symbolism, alliteration,
ballad, rhyme, elegy, irony, and personification. And finally, we provide students with sentence and paragraph frames they can use when talking or writing.
Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein recommend
the use of frames (they call them templates) as an effective way for developing students’ academic writing skills. They defend the use of frames or templates
by noting the following:
After all, even the most creative forms of expression depend on established patterns and structures.
Most songwriters, for instance, rely on a timehonored verse-chorus-verse pattern, and few people would call Shakespeare uncreative because he
didn’t invent the sonnet or dramatic forms that he
used to such dazzling effect. . . . Ultimately, then,
creativity and originality lie not in the avoidance
of established forms, but in the imaginative use of
them. (10–11)

During the unit on poetry, Maurico, an En
glish language learner at the early stages of proficiency who barely spoke publicly at the beginning of
the school year, was overheard using a frame to say, “I
disagree with you because it’s more like personification. She make it like trains is alive.” While he still
has some errors in his speech, he is engaged in the
task at hand and is motivated to learn more about
the Emily Dickinson poems his group has been analyzing. When asked about the difference, Maurico
said, “I don’t talk before because I don’t got to for the
grade. Now, here, I talk to learn more better.”

Teacher Role
While students are working productively on meaningful tasks, the teacher’s role changes. Rather than
model or question students, the teacher can join
groups or meet with specific students to prompt
and cue their further understanding. While there is
confusion about these terms, we tend to use the
term prompt to refer to teacher actions that facilitate
students’ cognitive or metacognitive work and cues
to refer to teacher actions that refocus students’ at-
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tention. For example, the teacher may prompt a
student using a question such as, “Does that make
sense?” or, “What might be a next step in your
writing process?” Alternatively, the teacher may
cue a student using a gestural prompt, pointing to
the word wall, a physical prompt to focus the student on an illustration that was previously ignored,
or a verbal prompt such as “You might want to reread the section on page 154.”
When teachers guide students, they strategically balance between prompts and cues, only reverting to direct explanations when the student
continues to misunderstand. This is motivating as
students experience productive success. When they
are not with their teacher, they are motivated by
the possibility of productive failure. Consider the
following exchange between the teacher and a group
of students who were stuck in their discussion of
“The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost:

Grouping

Nathan: We gotta make choices?

The final category required for creating a motivating, productive group work task involves the number of students in each group. If there are too many
students in a group, some of
them are not motivated to
The good news is that
complete any tasks as they
students welcome a
know the work will be done
challenging task as they
by others. If there aren’t
develop a stronger sense
enough members in a group,
of accomplishment
students begin to feel overfor meaningful work.
whelmed and give up on
the task. Importantly, not
However, the word
every group needs to be the
meaningful is critical,
same size to be productive.
as it truly is in the eyes
In a given classroom, we
of the beholder.
have groups of two (partners), groups of three (triads), and groups of four or five. It all depends on the
size that will keep the members of the group motivated to complete their tasks.
We form groups using an alternative ranking
system. For example, in first period, there are 36
students. We rank them on their reading performance (not simply test scores) from highest to lowest. We cut the list at the midpoint and take some
from each list to compose the groups. In the firstperiod example, students 1, 2, 19, and 20 make a
great group. Student 3 works best with fewer students and has had conflict with student 21, so she is
in a group with students 22 and 23. This grouping
structure ensures that there is diversity in each
group and that the groups are not so different that
they cannot produce the work expected of them.

Graham: You never know what will happen
because you have to choose?

Motivation Requires a Meaningful Task

Nathan: I don’t get it. What is he talking

about?
Stephanie: Going for a walk and choosing a

road.
Graham: He says that he didn’t choose the
road that most people have taken.
Nathan: So. What does that mean?
Graham: Just that he didn’t take that road
and doesn’t know if it goes to the same place.
Teacher: Think about it as a metaphor. Does

that help?
Stephanie: We’re all on a road someplace?

Teacher: Look again at the line, “I took the

one less traveled by.” That’s all I’ll say now.
Graham: I think he’s saying that he stood
there trying to decide. And when he did, he
decided to go where less people had been.
Nathan: Wait, like trying to be an
individual?
Stephanie: Oh, yeah, like making your own
way like the book I just read.
Graham: And it was the right thing to do,

he says.

Motivation in learning grows in importance through
adolescence, but it challenges us all as we try to locate the key to unlocking it. The good news is that
students welcome a challenging task as they develop
a stronger sense of accomplishment for meaningful
work. However, the word meaningful is critical, as it
truly is in the eyes of the beholder. It doesn’t mean
that we as English teachers should abandon what we
need to teach; it does mean that we need to closely
consider the task demand and the instructional design we use to support it. Students are eager to take
on a difficult task, provided they are assured of the
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support that comes from peers and the teacher. In
addition, the environment must be one that views
mistakes or errors as a necessary part of learning.
The indicators described in this article should receive the same attention that our curriculum does.
By raising the level of challenging work, and further
coupling this with the structures and supports
needed by students, we can increase motivation
through raised expectations.
Works Cited

Ames, Carole. “Classrooms: Goals, Structures, and Student
Motivation.” Journal of Educational Psychology 84.3
(1992): 261–71. Print.
Anderson, Laurie Halse. Speak. 1999. New York: Penguin,
2009. Print.
Graff, Gerald, and Cathy Birkenstein. They Say/I Say: The
Moves That Matter in Academic Writing. New York:
Norton, 2006. Print.
Guthrie, John T., and Allan Wigfield. “Engagement and
Motivation in Reading.” Handbook of Reading Research.
Ed Michael L. Kamil, Peter B. Mosenthal, P. David
Pearson, and Rebecca Barr. Vol. III. Mahwah: Erlbaum, 2000. 403–24. Print.
Hansberry, Lorraine. A Raisin in the Sun. 1958. New York:
Vintage, 2004. Print.
Hektner, Joel, and Kiyoshi Asakawa. “Learning to Like
Challenges.” Becoming Adult: How Teenagers Prepare for

the World of Work. Ed. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and
Barbara Schneider. New York: Basic, 2000. 95–112.
Print.
Kapur, Manu. “Productive Failure.” Cognition and Instruction
26.3 (2008): 379–424. Print.
Konigsburg, E. L. Silent to the Bone. New York: Atheneum,
2000. Print.
McBride, James. The Color of Water. New York: Riverhead,
1997. Print.
Pillar. “Secrets and Regrets.” Confessions, Essential Records,
2009. CD.
Rand, Ayn. Anthem. 1938. Rockford: BN Pub., 2009. Print.
Schmakel, Patricia O’Connell. “Early Adolescents’ Perspectives on Motivation and Achievement in Academics.”
Urban Education 43.6 (2008): 723–49. Print.
Sizer, Theodore R. Horace’s Compromise: The Dilemma of the
American High School. New York: Mariner, 2004.
Print.
Steinmayr, Ricarda, and Birgit Spinath. “The Importance of
Motivation as a Predictor of School Achievement.
Learning and Individual Differences 19.1 (2009):
80–90. Print.
Valdés, Guadalupe. Learning and Not Learning in English:
Latino Students in American Schools. New York: Teachers College, 2001. Print.
Wigfield, Allan, and Jacquelynne S. Eccles. “Children’s
Competence Beliefs, Achievement Values, and General Self-Esteem: Change across Elementary and
Middle School.” The Journal of Early Adolescence 14.2
(1994): 107–38. Print.
Yang, Gene Lee. American Born Chinese. New York: Square
Fish, 2008. Print.

Nancy Frey and Douglas Fisher are teacher leaders at Health Sciences High and Middle College as well as professors of
teacher education at San Diego State University. They are also the incoming editors of Voices From the Middle, NCTE’s journal
for the Middle Section. Email them at nfrey@mail.sdsu.edu and dfisher@mail.sdsu.edu, respectively.

R E A DW R I T E T H IN K C O N N E CT IO N

Lisa Storm Fink, RWT

ReadWriteThink.org’s Text Messages shares YA text recommendations. Text Messages is a monthly podcast that
provides families, educators, out-of-school practitioners, and tutors with in-depth recommendations of titles that
will engage and excite teen readers. http://www.readwritethink.org/parent-afterschool-resources/podcast-series/
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