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Abstract

Challenges in the language classrooms facing teachers are countless. One of
the greatest challenges teachers encounters is not only how to motivate and elicit
students' engagement in learning process, but also how to maintain their motivation and
active engagement in classroom tasks and language activities throughout the whole
process of learning. There are positive ways to motivate students, meanwhile to sustain
their motivation and active involvement is one of the teacher's learning goals. This  burden
is more difficult than building up learners’ motivation. This article presents variables in a
language classroom that not only activate learners' motivation, but also enable teachers
to keep their learners motivated and actively engaged throughout the whole process of
learning.

Key Words : learning engagement, learnner motivation, motivated learner,

Introduction

Factors influencing learners' academic performance and achievement are
innumerable. Motivation is one of those, which is considered as an internal factor, but it can be
affected by some external variables. This article shows a profound correlation between
students' motivation and their academic achievement. Some teachers have designed activities
and invented teaching materials and tools for stimulating students' initiatives and learning
motivation. They, however, have found out that the students lose their motivation somewhere
along the way. This paper will discuss the elements that lie beneath the tangible factors which

have powerful effects on students' motivation.

Texts
Healthy Teacher-Student Rapport

One primary element in a language classroom that can demotivate and hamper
students' participation is their relationship with the teacher. A healthy rapport between students
and teachers will give a positive learning atmosphere in which students feel secured and
comfortable to ask and answer questions, to discuss a given topic, to deliver a presentation,
and to participate in any classroom activities. Students' motivation in learning, in contrast, is

diminished when they are treated badly by teachers.

Although teachers cannot be friends with students, nobody denies that they can
make a healthy, friendly relationship with students. To foster a healthy teacher-student rapport,
teachers first needs to establish a trust. In Social Psychology, Michener and Delamater (1999)

pay much attention on the importance of trust in the development of a relationship. When a
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person trusts someone, that person believes the other person will be both honest and benign
and have positive intentions toward him or her. This is also true with teachers and students.
Once students have a trust on their teachers, they realize that all questions their teachers ask,
all activities and assignments their teachers give, and all lessons their teachers teach are from
the teachers’ best intention to help them to intellectually grow and for their sake, not the
teachers'. The establishment of trust is likely to occur when teachers reveal some of their
personal information and feelings. But this disclosure must be done with care. That is to say, it
is to be in the extent that is considered professionally appropriate. In doing so teachers should
simultaneously encourage students to share their own. With an appropriate self-disclosure,

teachers are portrayed as someone students can trust and turn to whenever they need.

A good teacher-student rapport can aiso be established by teachers expressing
care and concern for students. Students need to be ensured that teachers are there to help and
facilitate their academic achievements, and that teachers care about their life both inside and
outside school. If a student, for example, misses school because of diarrhea, the teacher
should not just ask him or her for a medical certificate, but ask him or her whether he or she
has gone to the doctor and what the doctor suggested. Communication of care and concern for
students, though easily done verbally, will be more effective and impressive when it is done
nonverbally. Teachers may strengthen the verbal expressions of care and concern for the
students by speaking in a calm voice, using eye contact and facial expressions to say, 'l know
how you suffer from that illness' and nodding occasionally while the student speaking. Teachers
must keep in mind that eyes and face are means of disclosing an individual's hidden emotions.
(Hamilton, & Parker, 2005, pp.135-136)

A good rapport between teachers and students that has been firmly established
will lead to an accepting atmosphere in which the students are confident when they try or
guess and they are secured when making a mistake. This kind of positive feeling will thereby

make students enthusiastic and willing to participate or engage in classroom activities.
Constructive Feedbacks and Rewards

Constructive feedback is a desirable approach to deal with students' academic
mistakes especially in a language classroom where students suffer from the presumption that
mistakes can occur easily. In classroom, feedback is a verbal or visual response by teachers
to students’ performance. Teachers give students a chance to self-monitoring on their
academic competence. Responses from teachers, if positive, help students maintain their
efforts in performing classroom activities and language tasks. (Crown, Kaminsky, & Podell,
1997, p. 245)
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Feedbacks need to be directed toward behaviors rather than toward the person.
Students will receive feedback much more positively if they are told what action or behavior is
needed to be corrected or is unacceptable as well as what they should do to make it in the
following lessons. Telling a student,’ You are a bad presenter' not only is an attack on the
student but can also cause his or her self-esteem and self-confidence to be deteriorated. It, in
addition, will hinder that student from engaging in any academic activities in the class next
times. In contrast, a teacher who says '"Your presentation needs more cohesion and unity,’ is
referring to the student's action - the presentation- not the student. In addition, teachers need to
be very careful with the wording when giving the feedbacks. Harshly worded feedbacks, for
example 'Because of your terrible pronunciation, you completely failed to get your message
across to the audience', or 'That is the most stupid answer I've ever heard’, besides hurting
students' self-esteem and self-confidence, can result in their totaily withdrawing from the whole
learning process and lead them to associate classroom activities with such negative
perceptions as embarrassment, victimization and the like. Feedback that is well worded will
minimize students' fear of criticism and embarrassment when making a mistake. Students
can learn from their mistakes and resolve to do better later especially if they still have their

self-esteem and self-confidence.

In addition to the constructive feedback, rewards are another effective tool for
sustaining students' motivation in learning and encouraging their active involvement.
Reinforcement is the key to motivate students' learning. Students are more likely to answer,
express their opinions and perform a task when they know that their action can to a reward.
More points, free times, attendance and participation scores, teen magazines for adult
students and stars for children are a few examples of external rewards that can extrinsically
activate students’ motivation and enthusiasm. To some extent these tangible rewards may
cause some teachers fear that eventually external rewards will undermine the intrinsic
motivation and intrinsic value of learning. Tangible rewards, however, can do what intrinsic
rewards cannot : sustain all activities. Teachers cannot deny that extrinsic rewards are an
important part in students’ persistence. Usually, an intrinsic reward is not concrete or
intangible, in other word it is hard to perceive. It is based on long-term run which sometimes is
too far to reach. As a result, students lose motivation and withdraw from learning activities
before reaching those ideal-like intrinsic rewards. Therefore, teachers must be very careful
when dealing with intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. A good way is to balance between intrinsic
and extrinsic rewards. Teachers must be ensured that students know that prizes and treats
are immediate rewards while competence and knowledge last long and benefit them on

long-term basis.
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Appropriate Tasks

Classroom activities or language tasks play an essential role in classroom. The
difficulty level of a task given to students is a powerful arousal factor which has more to do with
their motivation. According to the "arousal theory" of motivation (Weiner, 1980, 1992), different
individuals have different optimum levels of arousal that varies from one situation to another.
Each individual strives to maintain at his or her optimal level. One finding with respect to
arousal is The Yerkes-Dodson law. This law was originally developed by developed by
psychologists, Robert M. Yerkes and J. D. Dodson in 1908. It explains a relationship between
the level of arousal and the efficiency of performance. Either too much or too little arousal
results in inefficient performance (Yerkes, & Dodson, 1908, pp.459-482). Thus, tasks in
language classroom must be neither too easy nor too difficult. On one hand, too simple tasks
not only result in students' boredom but also require so little attention that students may engage
in other irrelevant acts such as daydreaming or conversing with peers, assuming that the
tasks at hand are not challenging and can be easily achieved without much concentration.
Academic tasks that are too complex, on the other hand, may cause students to become so
anxious, stressed and feared that they are unable to learn or cope with. Teachers, therefore,
need to make sure that tasks presented to students are the ones whose level of difficulty

matches students' competence, or, in other word, the ones with an optimal level of arousal.

Besides appropriate level of task complexity, a high portion of attention needs to be
paid to the variety of tasks given to students. Human beings are likely to get bored when they
are forced to do some things repeatedly for a long period of time. Routines, though to some
extent is easy to operate, can result in a great boredom of the performer. This is also true for
students who spend most of their lives at school. The monotony of doing things with which the
students are too familiar can demolish their motivation and enthusiasm in learming. The routine
vocabulary dictation, for example, at the first ten minutes of the class may good for widening
students' vocabulary index; however, on long-term basis students may perform the dictation
activity like a robot: memorize the ten words the teacher has requested, go to bed, wake up in
the morning, go to class, get ready for dictation, and write down the words memorized, even
without listening to the teacher. The beginning of this class would be robot-like if the teacher
does not change the teaching techniques for improving students' vocabulary competence.
A task that is considered interesting at one time may lose its appealing power if it is repeatedly
performed. A dictation that once can be used to arouse students at the beginning of the class
may turn out to be something the students feel less enthusiastic and do not pay much attention
todoit.
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Student Autonomy

Autonomy can be defined as the freedom and the ability to manage one's own
affairs, which involves the right to make decisions. The term was originally used to refer to the
property of a state to be self-ruling and self-governing. When applied to an individual, the
autonomy signifies the capacity of the individual to act as an autonomous state; that is to be
independent and not governed by others. The autonomous individual is, in Roger's words (cited
in Benson, & Voller, 1997, P. 4) is 'a fully functioning person'. Autonomy also apparently
interrelates with responsibility, implying the state of one's being in charge of something and
having to deal with the consequences of one's own actions. According to Scharle and Szab?
(2000), autonomy is the freedom that comes with increased responsibility and requires active

involvement.

Tasks and activities that take place in classroom must promote the climates that
foster autonomous learners. The rationale behind a persistent need for promoting autonomy in
learners is that learning can only happen when learners are willing to learn (Scharle, & Szab?,
2000, p.4). Learning process will never occur if students coming to class with no willingness to
participate in classroom activities. Physical presence with passive mind will not suffice for the
process of learning. Therefore, it is one of teachers’ roles in creating an atmosphere that
encourages students' active involvement, both physically and psychologically. As Benson
(2001) suggests, teachers, in the first place, need to help students recognize the importance of
being autonomous in learning and accept the fact that their academic success depends as
much on themselves as on teachers. That is, students “take charge of their own learning”
(Scharle & Szab?, 2000, p.80). This is especially true in language learning classroom, where

learners can not be successful without actively involving and practicing on their own.

in autonomous learning, teachers no longer take charge of everything that happens
in the classroom. Students will be provided with opportunities to find their own pathway to learn.
Self-access learning center is the best model of autonomous-learning classroom. In the center,
students are offered a wide range of learning materials - audiotapes, videos, DVDs, CD Rom,
and so on. Students, then, have to make their own decisions on the selection of those
materials, weighing by their own among numbers of materials what will best match both their
own interest and the language skills they want or need to practice. In language classroom,
materials as well as tasks should be selected and, if possible, designed by students
themselves. Teachers in courses that required external reading, for example, may either allow
students to choose their own books, or provide them with options of books so that they can
make their own decision. A list of books are helpful for teachers as it narrows the scope of

topics and books that, according to the teachers' consideration, are appropriate for the level of



B9 1 20U 1 nIngaw - fwanaw 2551
Vol. 1 No.1 July - December 2008 89

their students. However, the teacher should not forget that all options must still be within the
students’ range of interests. Songs provided on the shelve in language laboratory need to
match with students' interests and enjoyment. In other words, they are songs that students, not
the teachers, want to listen to. Doing this will prevent the boredom that usually comes along
with doing tasks they don't like. It, furthermore, will maximize students’ willingness to actively
involve in the task. Students' enjoyment that result from doing things that match their own
interest is more likely to keep students motivated and committed to learning than being forced

to do things that are designed and decided by teachers only.

Conclusions

In classroom, teachers' duty is not only to teach but also to motivate and keep
learners focused. In doing so, four elements need to be in teachers' consideration. The
relationship between teachers and learners is the first element that plays an essential role. A
healthy relationship provides students with a secured and comfortable leaning atmosphere,
which in turn induces students’ willingness to participate in learning activities. Positive
responses and rewards from teachers is the second motivator for students' engagement in
learning. Feedbacks from teachers need to be directed toward behaviors and conducive to
learners' academic improvement. Another factor is the complexity of tasks. Tasks that are
either too complicated or simple will diminish learners' attention. Finally, learners’ motivation
and active involvement is determined by the extent to which learners receive autonomy in the
classroom. Learners that are allowed to make their own decision and take charge of their own
learning, that is to say to become independent or autonomous, will be more active and willing to

learn that those who are told or dictated what to do and to follow.
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