Student Motivation
Research indicates that there are three broad categories of motivation for learning:

1. Mastery Learners

a. These learners respond primarily to the challenge of mastering something, getting inside a subject, and trying to understand it in all its complexity.

b. They feel intelligent when they initially do not understand something and are given the chance to work hard, figure it out, and learn something new in the process.

c. These students tend to become deep learners.

2. Strategic Learners

a. These learners react well to competition and the chance to do better than anyone else.

b. They often become strategic learners, making high grades but seldom grappling deeply enough to change their own perceptions.

c. They are often “regurgitators”—learning material for the test and then quickly expunging the material to make room for something else.

3. Surface Learners

a. These students seek to avoid failure, and as a result, they are never willing to invest enough of themselves to probe a topic deeply.

b. They feel intelligent when they avoid those activities most likely to help them learn—struggling, grappling, and making mistakes. 

How should an instructor handle strategic and surface learners?
1. Because strategic and surface learners often lack self-confidence, motivation for deeper learning can come form a stronger belief that they can learn.  Construct learning tasks and objectives to build confidence and to encourage, yet to give students strong challenges and a sense of sufficient accomplishment.
2. Be mindful of the way in which some classrooms and course designs encourage students to stress the regurgitation of facts and the subsequent purging.  Instead:

a. Abstain from appeals to competition,
b. Stress the beauty and intrigue of the questions you are trying to answer rather than simply “learning the information,”
c. Craft and outline for your students what it means to develop as intelligent and educated people, and
d. Bring to the table challenging objectives, and help students to realize the potential they have for learning and the unique contributions they can make.
Source: Ken Bain, What the Best College Teachers Do (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).
