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Introduction 
Across international education systems, concerns about declining student motivation and stagnating 
academic achievement are steadily increasing. Large-scale studies by organizations such 
as OECD and UNESCO point to a persistent gap between the quality of instruction and students’ 
willingness to engage in learning.1 While significant efforts have been made to improve teaching 
effectiveness, many educators continue to face a persistent challenge: students are not always willing 
to engage in learning.2 
 
This challenge is reflected in the ongoing debate within the field of education. On the one hand, there 
is a strong emphasis on improving instructional quality, drawing on insights from cognitive 
psychology. On the other hand, there is a growing focus on student motivation, ownership, and 
meaningful learning, often grounded in motivation psychology. In practice, these perspectives are 
frequently treated as separate, or even competing, approaches. 
 
We argue that this is a false dichotomy, as there is no need to choose between effective instruction 
and student motivation. In fact, separating the two may be part of the problem. That is, teaching that 
is cognitively strong but motivationally weak risks disengagement, while approaches that prioritize 
motivation without sufficient attention to knowledge building may lack depth and impact. 
 
The real potential lies in deliberately integrating insights from both cognitive ànd motivation 
psychology. Rather than merely coexisting, these perspectives can mutually reinforce one another, 
enabling teaching to be both effective and meaningful. 
 
This whitepaper explores how this integration can be understood and, more importantly, how it can 
be translated into the daily classroom practice. Specifically, we introduce a practical and scientifically 
grounded framework in which effective teaching and motivation psychology converge into what we 
call motivating instruction, and which has been elaborated in a practice-oriented book for teachers.3  
 
First, we give a brief overview of the central principles of cognitive and motivation psychology as the 
two dominant perspectives in the educational field. Then, we delve into an integrative perspective and 
elaborate on the theoretical arguments for this integration. Finally, we present a practical framework 
consisting of fourtheen elements, showing how the integrative perspective can be directly applied to 
the daily classroom practice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1OECD (2019; 2023); UNESCO (2021). 
2Hattie, J. (2009). 
3Dousi et al. (2025).  
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Two dominant perspectives in education 
To better understand the current challenges in education, it is helpful to zoom in on two dominant 
perspectives that have shaped both research and classroom practice over the past decades. 
 
2.1 Cognitive psychology 
Cognitive psychology has made a substantial contribution to our understanding of how learning 
works. It emphasizes the importance of building a strong knowledge base as a foundation for higher-
order thinking and skill development. Insights from this field have led to widely adopted instructional 
principles, such as the use of clear expectations, worked examples, guided practice, and careful 
management of cognitive load. 
 
These principles highlight that learning is not a purely spontaneous process. It requires structure, 
sequencing, and deliberate practice. When instruction is well-designed, it supports students in 
acquiring, organizing, and retrieving knowledge efficiently. Approaches such as explicit instruction 
and structured knowledge building have therefore gained considerable traction, supported by a 
growing body of evidence demonstrating their effectiveness. 
 
At its core, this perspective answers a crucial question: what works in helping students learn effectively? 
 
2.2 Motivation psychology 
Alongside the rise of cognitive perspectives, motivation psychology has deepened our understanding 
of why students engage in learning. Rather than focusing primarily on instructional design, a 
motivational perspective examines the conditions under which students are willing to invest effort, 
persist in the face of difficulty, and take ownership of their learning. 
 
A well-validated framework within this domain is Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed 
by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan.4 This theory posits that students’ motivation is strongly influenced 
by the extent to which the three psychological basic needs of autonomy, relatedness and competence 
are supported. 
 
When teachers are supportive of students’ psychological needs , students are more likely to 
experience a sense of volition, authentic connection and mastery, which in turns leads them to be 
more autonomously motivated, resulting in genuine interest, engagement and deep-level learning. 
When teachers undermine students’s needs, students tend to experience a sense of pressure, 
loneliness and failure, which in turn elicits more controlled motivation or even a lack of motivation, 
often resulting in disengagement or resistance.5, 6 From this perspective, teaching is not only about 
delivering content effectively, but also about creating a learning environment in which students feel 
willing and able to participate. 
 
At its core, this perspective addresses a different, yet equally important question: why do students 
choose to engage in learning? 
 
 
 
4Ryan & Deci (2017); Vansteenkiste & Soenens (2025). 
5Bureau et al. (2022).  
6Howard et al. (2021).  
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Why integration matters 
Despite their shared relevance to understanding learning, cognitive and motivation psychology are 
often treated as separate domains in both research and educational practice. Although this 
separation is seldom articulated explicitly, it is apparent in the way educational debates are framed 
and in the instructional approaches that are adopted. 
 
On the one hand, there is a strong focus on instructional effectiveness, emphasizing structured 
teaching, clarity, and knowledge acquisition. On the other hand, there is a growing emphasis on 
student agency, engagement, and meaningful learning experiences. Too often, however, these 
perspectives are positioned as competing priorities, forcing educators into an unnecessary trade-off. 
 
Teaching that is cognitively strong but motivationally weak may result in well-structured lessons in 
which students nevertheless remain passive, disengaged, or overly dependent on the teacher. 
Conversely, approaches that prioritize motivation without sufficient attention to knowledge building 
may lead to engagement without depth:  students may participate actively, yet fail to develop the 
robust understanding needed for long-term learning. 
 
Rather than asking whether instruction should prioritize knowledge or motivation, a more productive 
question emerges: how can these perspectives be meaningfully integrated into classroom practice to obtain 
the best of two worlds? 
 
It is precisely in this integration that the potential for powerful teaching resides. When effective 
instructional design is combined with deliberate attention to students’ motivation, learning becomes 
both efficient and engaging. Well-structured instruction supports students’ competence building, 
while autonomy support and meaningful interactions nurture students’ willingness to engage and 
persist. Together, these elements create a dynamic interplay in which students  are both capable of 
learning effectively and motivated to invest in the learning process. 
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A theoretical foundation for integration 
Recognizing that effective instruction and student motivation should be integrated raises an 
important question: what theoretical foundation can support this integration? 
 
From a cognitive perspective, effective instruction plays a crucial role in fostering students’ sense of 
competence. Clear instructions, guided practice, and well-structured lessons help students 
experience success, make progress, and develop confidence in their ability to learn. Yet, instructional 
quality alone does not garantuee motivation. The way instruction is enacted in the classroom also 
shapes whether students experience autonomy and relatedness, which are equally important for 
students’ willingness to invest in learning. Specifically,  the same instructional strategy can either 
support or undermine students’ motivational experiences, depending on how it is implemented. 
Effective teaching, therefore, involves not only what teachers do to promote learning, but also how 
they create conditions that support students’ psychological needs. 
 
Recent research further illustrates the value of integrating cognitive and motivational perspectives 
on learning. Drawing on both Cognitive Load Theory and Self-Determination Theory, Evans et al. 
(2024) demonstrate that instructional strategies aimed at reducing unnecessary cognitive load are 
not only associated with improved learning outcomes, but also with higher levels of autonomous 
motivation and student engagement. At the same time, motivating teaching practices characterized 
by structure and autonomy support appear to reduce students’ cognitive load, suggesting that 
effective instruction and student motivation are not separate processes, but mutually reinforcing 
dimensions of high-quality teaching.7 Contributions from Dutch researchers further highlight the 
importance of combining insights from different educational paradigms rather than treating them as 
isolated approaches.8 
 
A complementary perspective is offered by Aelterman et al. (2019), who describe motivating and 
demotivating teaching behaviors through a circumplex model grounded in Self-Determination 
Theory.9 Their work conceptualizes teacher behavior along two interacting dimensions: the degree to 
which it is directive in nature and the degree to which it supports students’ psychological needs. 
Importantly, their findings challenge the common assumption that structure and autonomy support 
are opposing approaches to teaching. Instead, they demonstrate that clear guidance, high 
expectations, and instructional support can coexist with opportunities for student agency, choice and 
meaningful participation.10 In this view, giving direction to students does not constrain their 
autonomy; rather, when implemented in a need-supportive manner, it can strengthen students’ sense 
of competence while simultaneously supporting their autonomy. 
 
This perspective provides an important theoretical foundation for integrating effective instruction 
and student motivation. It suggests that the question is not whether teachers should prioritize 
structure or support autonomy, but how these elements can be deliberately combined in ways that 
enhance students’ engagement, learning, and motivation. 
 
 
 
 
7Evans et al. (2024). 
8Van der Zee & Stappers (2024); Van der Ploeg (2024). 
9Aelterman et al. (2019) 
10Jang, Reeve & Deci (2010); Aelterman et al. (2019); Vansteenkiste & Soenens (2025). 
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From insight to practice 
While the theoretical case for integrating effective instruction and student motivation is increasingly 
compelling, translating this integration into everyday classroom practice remains a significant 
challenge. Indeed, in classroom practice, this integration often remains implicit, fragmented, or 
difficult to operationalize.11 

 

Many teachers are already familiar with evidence-informed instructional strategies. They design 
structured lessons, provide clear instructions, and guide students through carefully sequenced 
learning activities. At the same time, they recognize the importance of motivation and strive to create 
learning experiences that are engaging and meaningful. 
 

Despite these efforts, according to teachers, a persistent challenge remains. Well-designed lessons 
do not automatically lead to active engagement. Students may follow instructions, complete tasks, 
and appear compliant, while remaining passive or overly dependent on the teacher. In such situations, 
teachers often find themselves carrying both the cognitive and motivational load: explaining, 
prompting, encouraging and sustaining the learning process, while students participate only 
minimally. 
 
This raises a critical issue. When cognitive and motivational principles are not deliberately integrated 
at the level of concrete teacher behavior, they tend to operate alongside one another rather than 
interact synergistically. That is, instructional strategies may be implemented effectively, yet fail to 
fully engage students. Or motivational intentions may be present, yet remain insufficiently embedded 
in the design and enactment of instruction. As a result, teaching can become a collection of well-
intended practices that lack coherence and therefore fail to realize their full potential.  
 
The key challenge, therefore, is not merely understanding what works, but knowing how to act 
consistently within the complexity of real classrooms. 
 
Teachers need more than general principles or isolated strategies; they need a practical framework 
that translates the integration of effective instruction and student motivation into concrete, 
observable, and repeatable teaching behaviors that can be embedded within the natural flow of a 
lesson. 
 
This requires a shift from abstract insight to practical design: from knowing to doing and from 
intention to implementation. The question is no longer whether integration matters, but how it can be 
realized in everyday teaching practice. Addressing this challenge requires an approach that makes 
integration visible and actionable through concrete teaching actions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11Evans et al. (2024).  
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A practical framework 
To bridge the gap between theory and practice, we developed a practical framework that integrates 
effective instruction and student motivation into an actionable approach to teaching. To facilitate its 
implementation, this framework has been elaborated in a practice-oriented book for teachers; 
Motivating Instruction. How? Like this! In this book fourteen lesson elements are translated into 
concrete teaching behaviors, classroom examples, and implementation guidelines.  
 
The fourteen lesson elements at the heart of the 
framework are organized into three interconnected 
phases of a lesson: 
 
Opening phase (head) 

1. Welcoming students 
2. Presenting lesson plan  
3. Exchanging expectations 
4. Discussing learning objectives 
5. Activating prior knowledge 

Core instructional phase (body): 
6. Sharing knowledge 
7. Providing examples  
8. Checking for understanding 
9. Guiding practice 
10. Organising practice 
11. Reinforcing expectations 

Closing phase (tail):  
12. Evaluating results 
13. Fostering reflection 
14. Managing transition 

 
These phases reflect the natural flow of a lesson and 
represent key moments during which teachers can 
intentionally shape both students’ learning and 
motivation. Within each phase, specific opportunities 
emerge for teachers to influence not only what students 
learn, but also how they experience their learning. 
 
The fourteen elements (figure 1) are not intended as a 
fixed sequence or a procedural checklist. Rather, they 
serve as a design and reflection framework that supports 
teachers in making deliberate, context-sensitive decisions 
aligned with their learning goals, their students’ needs, 
and the reality of the classroom context. 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1, The framework with 14 Elements.         
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From scientific insight to classroom application 
What distinguishes this book is not only the content it presents, but also the way in which each lesson 
element is developed. Specifically, each element is grounded in insights from both scientific research 
and classroom practice.12 Drawing from insights from cognitive psychology, motivation psychology, 
and research on self-regulated learning, theoretical concepts are translated into concrete and 
actionable teaching approaches. Rather than presenting theory as an abstract body of knowledge, the 
book connects these insights directly to observable classroom behavior. 
 
In addition, each element makes explicit how teaching can be enacted in ways that either support or 
undermine students’ motivation. Teacher behavior is described along four overarching approaches 
(Figure 2)13: 
 

§ Autonomy-support: fostering 
students’ sense of ownership 
through participation, perspective-
taking and meaningful choice 

§ Structure: supporting students’ 
sense of competence through 
clarity, guidance, and well-
organized instruction 

§ Control: undermining student’ 
sense of autonomy through self-
righteousness, power exertion and 
command 

§ Chaos: undermining students’ 
sense of competence through 
permissiveness, lack of guidance 
and neglect 

     
 

Figure 2. A demotivating versus motivating approach. 
 

This distinction between these approaches allows teachers to move beyond general intentions (“I 
want to motivate my students”) toward concrete action (“What does that look like in this moment?”). 
For each element, the book illustrates how structuring and autonomy-supportive behaviors can be 
deliberately combined to strengthen students’ sense of competence, autonomy, and relatedness, 
while avoiding controlling or chaotic patterns that may undermine motivation.  
 
Together, these approaches reflect the central premise of the book: that effective instruction and 
student motivation are not separate goals, but interconnected aspects of high-quality teaching. As 
such, the book helps teachers understand not only what works, but also why it works and how it can be 
enacted in everyday classroom practice. 
 
 
 
 
12Sweller et al. (2011); Rosenshine (2012); Hattie (2009); Zimmerman (2000, 2002).  
13Aelterman et al. (2019). 
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A dynamic balance within each lesson 

Applying motivating instruction is not about maximizing autonomy or structure in isolation, but about 
finding an appropriate balance between the two. This balance is best understood as a process of 
calibration, in which teachers continuously adjust the degree of structure and autonomy support to 
students’ needs and the demands of the learning task. 
 
At different moments in a lesson, students may need clear guidance, explicit instruction, or structured 
practice. At other moments, they may benefit from opportunities to make choices, express their 
perspectives and ideas, or take ownership of their learning. The framework supports teachers in 
making these instructional calibrations by identifying key decision points throughout a lesson, where 
shifts in teacher behavior influence both how students learn and how they experience learning. 
 
Flexible use, deliberate choices 
Not every lesson requires all fourteen elements, nor do they need to be applied in a fixed order. 
Instead, teachers can select and combine them in response to their learning objectives, students’ prior 
knowledge and needs, the level of independence within the group, and available time and resources. 
Within this flexibility, certain elements can serve as anchors for coherent lesson design, such as 
clarifying learning goals, organizing practice, and making learning visible. 
The book therefore does not prescribe a single way of teaching, but supports teachers in making 
deliberate, context-sensitive and evidence-informed decisions about how to design and enact 
instruction. 
 
Sharing knowledge 
One example of how the fourteen elements are elaborated is the element ‘Sharing knowledge’. This 
element refers to the moment in a lesson when (often new) knowledge or concepts are introduced. 
From a cognitive perspective, effective knowledge sharing requires clear explanations, careful 
sequencing of information, and attention to the limits of working memory. From a motivational 
perspective, the way knowledge is presented influences whether students remain mentally engaged 
and willing to invest effort in processing the content. 
 
In practice, this means that teachers do more than simply explain new content. They guide students 
through the material by breaking complex information into manageable steps, connecting it to prior 
knowledge, and regularly checking for understanding. Short questions, prompts that invite students 
to think along, and brief moments in which students articulate their understanding can help sustain 
active engagement during instruction. In addition, connecting the content to students’ goals, 
experiences or interests can increase its perceived relevance. When students see the value of what 
they are learning, they are more likely to invest effort in processing and making sense of it. 
 
In this way, knowledge sharing becomes more than one-way transmission of information. Even within 
direct instruction, small shifts in teacher behavior can significantly influence how students experience 
and process new knowledge. By deliberately combining structuring and autonomy-supportive 
behaviors, teachers can make knowledge sharing both cognitively effective and motivationally 
engaging. 
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Figure 3 illustrates how the previously described teaching approaches were applied to the lesson 
element ‘Sharing Knowledge’.  
 

 

Figure 3. Example of demotivating and motivating approaches. 
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Figure 4 provides an example of which concepts from cognitive psychology, were integrated into the 
design of this lesson element. 

 

Figure 4. Example of integration CLT in motivating approach. 
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The book as a tool for motivating balance 
Understanding the principles of motivating instruction is one thing; applying them consistently within 
the realities of everyday classroom practice is another. Teaching requires teachers to make countless 
decisions in response to changing learning goals, student needs, and classroom dynamics. The 
challenge is not simply knowing what effective and motivating teaching looks like, but recognizing 
how these principles can be enacted in the moment. 
The book Motivating Instruction. How? Like this! was written to support teachers in this process. 
Building on the framework presented in this paper, the book translates scientific insights into 
concrete lesson elements, practical examples, and actionable teaching strategies. In doing so, it 
provides a common language and practical reference point for teachers and school teams seeking to 
strengthen both learning and motivation in their students. 
 
Finding a motivating balance 
A central theme throughout the book is the idea of a motivating balance: the continuous calibration of 
structure and autonomy support in response to the needs of students and the demands of the 
learning situation. 
Rather than treating structure and autonomy support as competing approaches, the book encourages 
teachers to view them as complementary dimensions of effective teaching. At some moments, 
students may require explicit instruction, clear expectations, and carefully guided practice. At others, 
they may benefit from opportunities for initiative, participation, and ownership. Effective teaching 
involves recognizing these moments and adjusting one's approach accordingly. The book helps 
teachers develop this professional sensitivity by making visible the instructional choices that shape 
students’ experiences of competence, autonomy, and relatedness throughout a lesson. 
 
Small actions, meaningful impact 
One of the key messages of the book is that motivating instruction does not require a complete 
redesign of teaching. Its impact often lies in small but deliberate adjustments to everyday practice. 
Every lesson contains moments that influence how students experience learning: moments in which 
they gain clarity or become uncertain, feel encouraged or discouraged, become actively involved or 
gradually disengage. These considerable leverage. Although these moments are often subtle, their 
cumulative effect can be substantial. 
A question that invites thinking rather imposes compliance, a clearer explanation, an opportunity for 
student input, or timely guidance during practice may appear insignificant in isolation. Yet, such 
actions can affect students’ experiences of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. In this was, 
modest adjustments in everyday teaching practice can have a substantial  impact on both engagement 
and learning. 

Figure 5. Leverage effect: small changes in teacher behavior can lead to significant differences in student engagement and learning. 
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Using the book in practice 
Rather than offering a fixed method, the book provides a common language and structure for 
continuous professional development in teaching practive. When motivating instruction is 
consistently applied, a shift becomes visible in the classroom: students move from merely following 
instructions to actively engaging in learning, from depending primarily on the teacher to taking 
increasing responsibility, and from completing tasks to understanding and applying knowledge. 
 
At the same time, the framework presented in this book serves as a tool for reflection and 
professional growth. It supports teachers and school teams in analyzing lessons from both an 
instructional and motivational perspective, identifying strengths and areas for development, and 
making targeted adjustments in practice. 
 
Motivating instruction therefore is not implemented all at once. It develops through small, deliberate 
choices that are repeated over time and embedded in daily routines. This requires individual 
commitment, but also collaboration within teams and alignment at the school level. 
 
This paper is intended as a starting point. The next step lies in practice: in classrooms where teachers 
experiment, reflect, and refine their approach, and where small changes gradually lead to meaningful 
differences in student engagement and learning. 

 
Figure 6. The Dutch version of Motivating Instruction. How? Like this!. 
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