
Supporting the motivation of
primary students

 

Motivational challenges in home learning

Children are adaptable and resilient. However, the lockdown has tested the resilience of many
primary-school children. This is reflected in negative attitudes towards home learning, low
motivation towards specific tasks, and the emergence of problematic learning strategies.
Students may rush their work, put minimal effort into their learning, or display surprisingly little
evidence of independence or self-regulation. Some of these learning behaviours may have been
present before lockdown. 
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During the recent lockdowns many parents have experienced feelings of desperation and exhaustion. Supervising
the home learning of primary school children is a challenging undertaking. This fact sheet provides information on
student motivation and engagement and offers strategies parents may use to tap into their children’s motivational

resources during home learning. 

EKN Home School Support Fact Sheet

Tapping into primary school children’s motivational resources during home learning
 



Make room for engagement
Make room for conversational learning
Make room for creative teaching and learning

Problems with behaviour may also be linked to the stress
and anxiety surrounding the pandemic, with learners
finding it harder to sit still, follow directions, or maintain
focus. Nevertheless, children’s motivational challenges
may also be an unsurprising response to the less-than-
ideal situation they find themselves in. In lockdown
students are stuck in a social vacuum, without access to
their regular social network for thinking and learning
together. Their peers are important thinking-partners:
working with a peer can reduce frustration with a
challenging task and help maintain children’s motivation
to solve difficult problems. Without immediate access to
their teacher, students also miss another important
thinking partner: the expert they normally turn to for
feedback and assistance. Good teachers learn to navigate
the motivational climate of their classroom. They manage
the ebbs and flows of motivation and can support
individual learning trajectories. Home learning limits
teachers in the provision of individual support, which may
impact on students’ sense of confidence and satisfaction. 

How can you help your child?
 
As the previous sections highlight, there are various
factors that determine whether a student struggles to
progress during learning from home.  So how can parents
respond to these motivational challenges? First and
foremost, parents must realise that they are not replacing
school. Their job is not to teach, but to supervise home
learning. If time and space permit, the following strategies
can help parents to tap into their children’s motivational
resources and build positively memorable learning
experiences: 

Children may tackle a challenging task if it has a strong
appeal (for example, if it ties in with their interests, has
relevance in their lives or draws on their natural curiosity).
Similarly, an element of choice offers children a sense of
control over their learning, affirms their unique learner
identities, and thus increases their positive feelings.
Therefore, it’s worth combining these three elements by
tweaking the daily tasks a little. This can be done by
mapping the task to the child’s interests and prior
experiences, by adjusting the level of difficulty (so that the
task is within their reach yet goes beyond what they can
conveniently achieve on their own) or by introducing an
element of choice to encourage positive learning
behaviours. 

Make room for conversational learning

Learning is a social activity. Deep knowledge emerges from
sustained, ongoing conversations within the classroom
which invite open sharing and reflection. Parents may also
focus on conversations, encouraging their children to
share their evolving thinking, reflect on their learning,
review and refine their ideas. The parents may also
establish opportunities for such conversational learning
with peers, using Zoom or other social platforms. This way
students can switch from the routine of fast and superficial
task-completion to a more effective, slower pace. Finally,
parents may help their children in establishing a one-on-
one learning conversation with their teacher. Digital
platforms such as Google classroom offer opportunities for
such conversations around students’ submitted work. The
sharing of feedback about teaching and learning can be
the focus of learning conversations between the teacher
and student.

Make room for creative teaching and learning

Parents may also choose to approach home learning more
flexibly. There is so much emphasis in education to get
things right. Instead, parents may wish to use the home-
schooling period to promote creative habits of mind,
letting go of the planning mentality. If a home learning task
is met with resistance, we may need to do something
different. For example, if the child finds the set theme for a
writing task unappealing, they should be able to choose
their own theme. If your child loves poetry, their book
reviews could be written as poems. If they resist the
worksheet-based activity on volume and capacity, they
could do some home baking instead. Alternatively, they
could design their own quiz on the topic, to be completed
by their classmates. Even better, parents could simply
follow where their children’s curiosity and passion lead,
devoting time and space to free experimentation and
open-ended exploration. Passion projects are rich in
engagement and new learning, and they are also valuable
for our children’s well-being. 

The NSW Department of Education has some useful
suggestions for creative activities:

https://education.nsw.gov.au/content/dam/main-
education/teaching-and-learning/learning-from-
home/parents-and-carers/documents/learning-
guidelines/Activities_to_Try.pdf

https://education.nsw.gov.au/content/dam/main-education/teaching-and-learning/learning-from-home/parents-and-carers/documents/learning-guidelines/Activities_to_Try.pdf

