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What motivates you? This chapter explores and explicates the motivation of 

students in university settings. More specifically, this chapter uses a case-

study approach to examine this in relation to the course “Communication 

and Media Law'' offered by the University of Groningen. The main purpose 

of this chapter is to provide evidence-based ideas for educators to enhance 

student motivation. Thereby, it provides useful examples for teachers on 

how self-determination theory - one of the most widely accepted 

motivation theories - can be put into practice. This theory states that human 

beings have an inherent need for a sense of competence, autonomy and 

relatedness. If these three attributes are fulfilled, intrinsic motivation can 

arise. Bearing these attributes in mind, we developed innovative and 

hopefully inspiring, yet concrete means of engaging with students. In turn, 

these means will empower them to take responsibility for their own 

development. This chapter provides a backdrop to themes of student 

motivation as well as concrete examples of how to enhance competence, 

autonomy and relatedness. We are optimistic that reading this chapter will 

enhance your understanding of motivation and will be useful for teachers of 

varous courses. 



Part I
Analysis:
Background 
Information 
In the following section, we will 

provide an analysis of the state-of-the 

art of the case study. 
Moreover, it is important to note 

that this course started last year for 

the first time. At that time, there 

were no summaries for the students 

to use, and no older examinations 

to help the students to prepare for 

the exam. As the lecturer explained, 

students had to go to class to get 

information and to practice with 

the assignments that were uploaded 

on the student portal beforehand. 

In turn, class attendance was high 

and the exam results were very 

good. This year, however, 

summaries are for sale, and the two 

exams of last year are available 

towards the end of the course. 
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Our team sought to redesign the 

course “Communication and 

Media Law” - a relatively new 

course within the Bachelor “IT-

Law”, offered by the University of 

Groningen. First, it is necessary to 

provide background information 

on this course. Overall, the 

framework of this course consists 

of 7 lectures. There are no 

seminars. As to the course 

material, the students make use of 

a reader with case law. In terms of 

assessment, 100% of the grade 

comes from an exam that is 

scheduled at the end of the course. 



This new development has made the lecturer question whether students will 

remain actively engaged with the course material and attend the classes in the first 

place. Accordingly, she reached out to our team. Ultimately, the lecturer expressed 

several wishes. First, she wants the students to actively participate in class and 

discuss the matters with each other. She wanted to create a ´community 

atmosphere´. Second, she hopes that students are motivated to prepare the course 

material before class. Third, she expressed a wish to link the course material with 

reality. In particular, she would like to make use of recent events in the news.   

Before starting with our redesign, it was first necessary to interview the students of 

this course. To what extent does the perspective of the lecturer align with their 

impression?

Our interviews revealed several relevant starting points. Most students missed the 

interaction that is commonly present in working groups. Students stated that 

interaction would increase their understanding of the material. Most students 

prefer talking in smaller groups instead of engaging in plenary discussions. Most 

students seemed to welcome the idea of working on an assignment, as they 

regarded it as a way to apply the material. 
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Perspective of the Lecturer

Perspective of the Students

Part  I



These observations were specifically collected for one course. Yet, it needs to be 

acknowledged that similar observations can be made in many other courses. 

This impression is also supported by much of the academic literature. 

Systematic research tapping student’s opinion about the quality of their classes 

was already made over 50 years ago (Musella, & Rusch, 1968). Since then, the 

wishes of students and professors have not changed fundamentally: Most of us - 

be it studying or teaching - want education of good quality that inspires and 

uplifts and thus fosters student’s motivation to study and learn (Erwin, 2004, 

Garrison 1969, Marples, 2002, Rinn, 1981). Student’s want to actively shape their 

education, want to feel like a community and want to have the feeling that their 

knowledge is valued by individuals but also in society as a whole (“What 

students want from teachers”, 2008). These findings led us to raise the question: 

How can we achieve learner-centered education which fosters the motivation of 

students to study?
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Part II
Redesign

The process of our redesign was as 

follows: first, we interviewed the 

teacher of this course. 

Subsequently, we talked with the 

students. Thereafter, we explored 

the insights from the academic 

literature. The latter will be covered 

in more detail in the third section 

of this chapter. Overall, this process 

led us to develop the following 

redesign:

We propose to tackle the issue on 

two fronts: during class and outside 

of class. First, we will discuss the 

way in which student engagement 

can be fostered during class. 
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During lectures: Interactive learner-centered approach as a key tool. 

For this, we propose to engage students by using an ‘active-learning 

approach’. Such an approach comprises a learning activity in which 

students are actively engaged, rather than listening passively to an 

instructor’s lecture. For many lecturers who have to teach big groups in 

lecture halls, this might seem difficult. In the following paragraphs we 

propose alternative solutions for this scenario. In particular, we will 

suggest methods to make use of questions and small group discussions, 

online tools, summaries and recent news.

The link of recent news and the course topics was another request 

stated by the lecturer. We decided to include this idea in our redesign 

because it strengthens students' feelings of usefulness of what they 

study and having an example in mind facilitates learning (“inductive 

learning” - e.g. Anderson, 2000). This link could be made by using 

newspaper articles and discussing how they relate to the content of the 

class. 
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Naturally, fostering active engagement in big lectures is more difficult in large 

classes. However, from our own experience and by researching effective tools 

and strategies, we could compile a few useful strategies that could help lecturers 

in similar circumstances. The most simple step towards active class engagement 

is asking open-ended rhetorical questions during the lecture. For instance, each 

lecture could start with one relevant question, with the rest of the lecture 

shedding more light on the answer to this question. An even more active 

approach could entail the option to ask a question, after which the lecturer 

divides the group into smaller subgroups (comprising 2-4 students) and first lets 

the students discuss the question in their smaller groups. Similarly, this can be 

extended to think-pair-share (Kaddoura, 2013), a method for which students 

first write down their own thoughts. Next, they will pair up and discuss their 

answers with one partner. Finally, the different answers will be shared in plenary 

and the lecturer can react to the proposed answers. These methods are 

particularly helpful for complex problems for which the solution is not black or 

white. More specifically, for the course that we examined, one idea would be to 

discuss newspaper articles first in small groups based on what they have already 

learned in prior lectures and in preparation for the current class. 
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Following the same line of reasoning, another option would be to include online 

tools. In some cases, students are too shy to speak up in a big group. Online 

tools (e.g. MentiMeter, Kahoot) give every student the option to actively 

participate and express their opinion, without necessarily speaking up. These 

online tools are especially useful in the case of simple forced-choice questions 

or questions that can be answered in a multiple choice format. Students could 

also ask questions via these channels while staying anonymous

. 

The professor of the course stated that she was afraid that students would from 

now on just use summaries instead of engaging with the course material 

themselves. Instead of ignoring the available material, we suggest to actively 

make use of the summaries. For example, in an active and critical dialogue 

students and teachers could discuss the quality of the summaries in an 

academic context. In other words, by incorporating summaries into a lecture 

and elaborating on them, lectures will have an added value for students. 

Another option - particularly relevant for academic disciplines or courses in 

which written summaries are less common - would be to encourage students to 

write their own summaries of the material in a collaborative manner. More 

specifically, educators could incorporate a group assignment, which would 

foster feelings of relatedness. Alternatively, informing students about the 

empirically documented benefits of summarizing their study materials could 

further motivate them.
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In addition to being motivated in class, we also want to encourage students to 

explore their topic of interest further - outside class. Therefore, we suggest a 

voluntary extra assignment which can be completed in groups. From our 

interviews with the students we learned that they were very open to the idea of 

an assignment. In general, the assignment should have a link to the ‘real world’, 

which increases their intrinsic motivation for the course and gives them 

autonomy over how to approach it, depending on their unique learning style. 

That is, students should ideally have a free choice in topic and method. More 

specifically, students within one group can decide what they would find the 

most interesting in this course. For this course, we suggest that each group finds 

someone who works within this field of Media Law and interviews them, 

allowing them to see the real world impact of what they are learning. In 

addition, they can present their work in their preferred style, meaning they 

could simply write their conclusions but they could also design a poster, make a 

video, a podcast, a short presentation or other ideas they could come up with. 

These different methods might make the assignment difficult to grade, 

therefore we suggest that this is a pass/fail assignment with the addition that 

everybody who passes will receive an extra 0.5 towards their final grade. 
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Assignment as a key tool to foster 
feelings autonomy, relatedness and 
competence. 



Part III
Justification
In this redesign we were aiming for a learner-centered approach to 

education. Thus, students should become the active learner compared 

to the currently passive learner. This entails taking control of their own 

learning and be intrinsically motivated in the course, rather than 

participating for the sole purpose of receiving a good grade. 

According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT) individuals have 

fundamental needs for their psychological well-being. These needs are 

autonomy (feeling that you have the freedom to make certain choices), 

competence (feeling that you have knowledge and skills), and 

relatedness (feeling that you are part of a group (Niemiec & Ryan 2009; 

Deci & Ryan, 2000; Niemiec et al., 2006; Ryan and Deci, 2000). If 

these needs are fulfilled the students should feel intrinsically motivated 

and become active learners. Most of our ideas can be traced back to 

this theory. The first proposed idea was to divide the lecture hall into 

smaller groups. In big lecture halls it can be difficult for some students 

to get to know other students. The small group discussions tackle this 

problem by fostering relatedness. This will strenghten their sense of 

community. 
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 At the same time, this redesign idea fosters competence. Only those 

students who come prepared to the class can clearly state their opinion in 

these small discussions. If they were unsure before, their peers can 

reassure them in their competence and they might speak up in later 

discussions as well. Psychological theory and research has long 

acknowledged the importance of an individual's achievement motives as 

a source of well being and self-esteem and an important innate force 

shaping our self concept (e.g. Conroy, Elliot & Trash, 2009). Further 

would these small groups also generate positive academic and social 

identities. 

The second proposed idea was to make use of online tools. Little 

multiple-choice quizzes could foster competence because students 

instantly get feedback on their performance. Performing well on them 

will boost their feeling of competence in this course, further motivating 

them to learn more about it. Participating in such an activity as a group 

can also be a way of boosting feelings of relatedness. 

Thirdly, we proposed the idea of including an assignment, which would 

foster autonomy, competence and relatedness at the same time. 

Competence would be fostered as the students would get the chance to 

put their knowledge into practice thereby finding out how much they 

have learned already. Autonomy would be increased, since they are free 

to choose the specific topic and the method of their assignment as well as 

by not making the assignment mandatory. It has been shown that giving 

students choices in their academic endeavours is associated with an 

increased task and university engagement (Anderman & Maehr, 1994; 

Reeve & Jang, 2006). Furthermore, the assignment would be done in 

small groups and thereby increasing the sense of relatedness. Prior 

literature has shown that students are more likely to form positive 

relationships with each other when the teacher uses learner-centered (i.e. 

autonomy promoting) methods (Donohue, 2003). Lastly, in this specific 

course students could for instance choose to interview a practitioner 

working in the field. This would make them not only feel related to their 

peers but also make them feel related to the larger group of lawyers in 

general. 

13.

Ju
st

if
ic

at
io

n 
Pa

rt
 II

I

Part III



Another proposed idea for the redesign requested by the professor was 

the link of up to date news with the course topics. Prior literature 

supports that this is indeed a valuable idea to facilitate students’ learning 

(Mysliwiec, Shibley & Dunbar, 2003). Discussing the latest news increases 

students' feeling of perceived relevance of what they learn at university. 

Many students complain that academic theories are very different from 

their actual work after graduation. Working with up-to-date news shows 

students the relevance of their knowledge and how it can be applied in 

practice, which would further increase their interest in the field. 

Our recommendation to make use of the available summaries, is 

supported by research as well. Studies have found that studying with 

summaries is associated with better knowledge retrieval (Reder 1980).

Bloom’s Taxonomy describes six different cognitive skills with lower-

level skills being knowledge, comprehension, and application and 

higher-level skills being analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. A teacher’s 

objective should be to encourage higher-level skills by building on the 

lower level skills. In most classes the lower levels are needed for students 

to pass exams. By asking students questions during the class or linking it 

to reality we hope that students will not just understand the content but 

also analyze and evaluate. By adding an assignment students will have to 

use the lower skills but also the higher-level skills such as creating 

something. By implementing our ideas we want to foster deeper learning 

and that students can apply and evaluate the material. 
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Another line of research on achievement goals is worth considering in 

the context of student motivation (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; 

Pintrich, 2000). Research has found that individuals differ in terms of 

goals they set for themselves in achievement domains. Specifically, 

students can either measure success in terms of how well or poorly they 

do on a performance criterion compared to some benchmark 

(performance-goals) or they can measure success in terms of acquiring 

new skills or learning something new (mastery-goals). Further, a mastery-

approach learning mindset (“My goal is to improve myself or develop 

mastery of a particular skill") promotes performance, positive affective 

outcomes and positive attitudes towards learning in the long term. A 

performance-approach learning mindset (“My goal is to do better than 

others”), which is often encouraged in classrooms, is associated with 

positive performance less consistently and also promotes negative 

learning attitudes in the long term. These findings are especially relevant 

for the choice of assessment method and class atmosphere. That is, 

grading an assignment with just a pass or fail will not encourage 

normative comparisons, but mastery of the material (Anderman & 

Anderman, 2014). Also, giving the students autonomy over choosing the 

learning method will further promote a mastery mindset. 

Fostering active learning in lectures is perceived as a challenge by many 

lecturers. Our aim in this chapter was to provide the interested reader 

with simple, yet effective solutions to include learner-centered strategies 

into their teaching. For this, we focused on the importance of autonomy, 

relatedness and competence in increasing intrinsic motivation and 

student engagement. The insights of this redesign can be used by 

lecturers from diverse courses who are striving to create more student 

engagement. 
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