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Keeping students interested in the learning process is one 
of the biggest challenges we face. Here, I explore ten ways 
of ensuring motivation levels stay high.

1. Listen to your students

Teachers spend a lot of time listening to students, but 
often simply to decide whether they are producing “three’ 
and “tree” correctly, or to listen for grammatical errors. 
This isn’t the kind of listening I mean. Rather, I’m talking 
about listening when students try to say something REAL – 
something personal, funny, interesting, powerful. Students 
frequently attempt these kinds of communications: when 
they turn up late and explain why; when they’re struggling 
with an exercise and we ask how it’s going; during normal 
speaking activities. The feeling of being listened to is a 
powerful - and motivating - one! 

One reason why teachers don’t do much of this kind of 
listening is that it’s not seen as teaching! One way round 
this is to reformulate student output and turn it into input. 
When a student arrives late and says, “I lose my bus”, say 

“No problem. Come in ... but not lose. I …….. my bus? Yeah, 
OK. Missed” and then write on the board:

Sorry I’m late. I missed my bus.

Students can then brainstorm other reasons for being late 
– and you can reformulate these too. If the excuse is in L1, 
say “OK. No problem. Let’s quickly look at how to say that 
in English!”

2. Talk to your students

In the same way as we don’t often listen to our students, so 
all too rarely do we actually talk to them. The majority of 
Teacher Talking Time is procedural - telling students what 
we want them to do. Obviously, this is important, but if it’s 
all we’re doing, we’re missing the chance to use TTT to 
encourage group bonds. 

Much of this can be done when dealing with vocabulary. 
Real-world events are great for hanging new vocabulary on, 
and the more you listen to your students, the more likely 
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you are to remember things that come from them and that 
can be used as a hook. 

The way you involve the students is through remembered 
stories. For example, I recently explained the question 
What’re the hours like? to my Intermediate class. I asked 
for possible answers and got things like Very boring! I 
said “No. Stop there! OK, so you remember Feng runs his 
own company in China and it’s very stressful, right? Well, 
for Feng What’re the hours like? / Well, it depends, but 
sometimes I have to work really long hours. I start at 
what time, Feng? OK 7 and fi nish at? 12. 12 at night? Wow! 
So you sometimes work a 17-hour day!”

This helps students see how the language you’re teaching 
connects to them; it weaves everyone into a unit of learning 
and shared experience; it fosters a culture of banter and 
makes language more memorable.

3. Tell your students about yourself

We can bring in our own experiences when contextualizing 
vocabulary in the same way as we use students’ 
experiences, but we can also model speaking tasks. With 
tasks that require personal investment from students, it 
seems fair to start from us as teachers. For instance, in 
a recent class, students were doing Film vocabulary and 
had to discuss whether they preferred foreign fi lms to be 
dubbed or sub-titled, what the best special effects they’d 
ever seen were and if they had a favourite soundtrack. I set 
the task, but fi rst just told them I much preferred sub-titles, 

as most dubbing looks stupid, and it seems ridiculous to 
watch a Japanese or Turkish fi lm in English! 

Simple stuff, but vital for several reasons. Firstly, it gives 
students an idea of what kind of turn you expect them to 
take. Secondly, it exposes them to useful language they 
might use themselves. Also, this kind of TTT positions you 
as a human being in the classroom - in a focused, learning-
centered kind of way!

The motivation for students lies in realizing that you’re 
similar to them, that it’s OK to bring their lives to the 
classroom and that longer turns revealing this kind of 
information are welcomed. 

4. Teach them USEFUL things

Students quickly recognize useful language when presented 
with it - particularly if it’s things they’ve been trying to say 
or recognize as things they say in L1 and thus may want to 
say in L2. At the same time, when presented with useless 
language they won’t need or use, students struggle to learn. 
Motivation levels go up as soon as we start teaching things 
students can imagine themselves saying. 

There’s nothing worse than forcing yourself to learn 
something you can’t see the utility of. At Intermediate and 
below, if you can’t imagine yourself saying the sentences 
you’re teaching, then maybe they’re not worth looking at. 
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5. Teach the class fi rst - and the coursebook second

Different classes react differently to material and the time 
needed to teach a page of a coursebook depends on the 
students studying it. If we steamroller over issues students 
raise, we send a covert message that the students are 
unimportant and that they have to pull themselves up to 
where we are, because we aren’t going to go down to where 
they are.

This particularly becomes a problem when explaining new 
vocabulary. Say you’re doing a unit on Studying and the 
word essay comes up. Learners may well enquire “Like 
dissertation?” Ideally, teachers should stop and explore 
how the words differ in meaning and usage. The board can 
be used to give examples:

I have to do a 1500-word essay for my Economics module. 
The deadline’s next Friday.

I did a 12,000-word dissertation for my MA, which 
counted as 60 credits.

Students can then talk about any essays or dissertations 
they’ve had to do. Obviously, this takes a few more minutes, 
but it’s time well spent. We need to make sure we give 
students the space to take the class where THEY want it to 
go, and to use this desire as an opportunity to make clear 
how what WE want them to learn from the class differs from 
what THEY have brought with them.

6. Be careful how you correct your students

If we correct students every time they make a mistake, 
they’ll end up never wanting to speak English again! I’m not 
saying there isn’t a place for formal correction. If you’re 
doing pronunciation or a controlled grammar practice, 
then it’s fi ne. However, it works less well when students are 
talking to each other as it interferes. That said, we still need 
to think about ways of helping students say what they’re 
trying to say better. 

While students are talking, mingle and get things up on 
the board – in whole sentences, as they’re trying to say 
it, but with gaps in it. Thus, if students are doing a quick 
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warmer on Friday morning about what they’re doing over 
the weekend, my board might look like this:

I haven’t ............... decided yet. 

I ............... work tomorrow.
  go to the launderette tomorrow and 
............... my washing.
  clean the house tomorrow. We have a 
cleaning rota and it’s my ..........!

I’m not really sure. I ............... go swimming if the weather’s 
nice. It’s depend

Stop the students and elicit missing words / corrections 
from the class. This kind of elicitation is motivating as it 
involves everyone, is quick, and recycles language already 
studied; the fact that it comes from what students are saying 
is also motivating. It also shows you accept students make 
mistakes with structures studied previously, and offers the 
chance to revisit ground already covered. 

7. Test your students

Students frequently feel stuck, and testing can be a great 
way of providing positive feedback. Obviously, this could 
just mean giving students a formal test. However, lots of 
things I do in class serve as quasi-tests of how well students 
remember things from previous classes. For instance, 
after a reading last lesson, begin the next class by putting 
students in pairs and seeing how much they remember - not 
just of the content, but of the actual language too. Round up 
by eliciting what they remember and re-lexicalising it with 
the whole class. Once students understand these kinds of 
warmers, they start paying more attention to the language.

Re-doing tasks is another great test. On a simple level, 
this means every Friday asking students to discuss what 
they’re doing that weekend – and them getting better at this 
conversation over time. It could also mean doing a speaking 
task from the book again, and this time monitoring to 
ensure the class uses some of the new language fed in after 
the last attempt.

8. Worry less about topics

Many of us think in terms of vocabulary lessons, grammar 
lessons, listening lessons, etc. If you devote a whole lesson 
to, say, speaking, the choice of topic becomes central. You 
want something your students are motivated to talk about, 
but fi nding such topics is problematic.

There are several reasons for this: fi rstly, classes are full 
of different personalities with different interests and 
fi nding a topic-based lesson that grabs everyone is nigh-on 
impossible. It’s also optimistic to expect students to discuss 
things for a long time - they often lack subject knowledge 
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I went on a demonstration to protest against …

I took out a loan from the bank to …

and elicited things demos can protest against and what 
loans might be for. I then reformulated their ideas. Students 
discussed any demos they’d heard about, and if they’d ever 
taken out a loan. Out of this came stories of sports cars 
that ended up as write-offs, demos against the Iraq war and 
against the fur trade. Now obviously, not all classes will talk 
this much about every word you ask about, but the first 
part of this process - asking questions about the language 
you’re exemplifying in order to generate connected 
language - works with even quiet classes - and ensures 
there’s little bits of speaking more often. It’s this little-but-
often approach that provides extra motivation for students.

10. Look deep into your coursebook

I hope you’ll agree that many of the ideas for creating a more 
interactive, language-rich, cheerful, focused and motivated 
classroom that I’ve suggested are things that can be done 
by all of you, whatever your classroom situation. 

Having said that, though, I’d be lying if I didn’t finish by 
saying that there are issues around coursebooks that 
emerge from these ideas. If you truly want your students 
to be motivated, it helps if there’s plenty of little bits of 
speaking scattered through your coursebook; a strong 
focus on useful, spoken language; conversations in L2 that 
resemble the kinds of conversations students will have in 
L1; and inbuilt ideas on different ways of revising, recycling 
and testing language. 
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and language, and they’re often asked to discuss things in 
L2 that they wouldn’t in L1! 

Generally in L1, we tell anecdotes about things that’ve 
happened, we make brief comments, we report what we 
did or are going to do, and so on. We chat with a purpose, 
rather than debate or discuss.

If we want to tap into students’ lives and experiences in a 
way that maximizes the chances of classroom interaction 
occurring, we should worry less about hot topics, and 
instead take a different approach. 

9. Worry more about language and anecdotes

One thing students in a language classroom have a common 
interest in is language. In addition, the one skill students 
can only really practise in class and nowhere else is 
speaking. Students can do readings, look up new words and 
do grammar exercises at home. Once you accept this, the 
step towards involving students’ own lives in the language 
is a simple one and revolves around the questions we ask 
about vocabulary.

We need to do more than simply offer definitions, synonyms 
or translations of new language students encounter. We 
need to explain, of course, but also exemplify and expand 
upon language in a way that involves the whole group. For 
example, the other day I was doing a reading and some 
students underlined the words demonstration and loan. 
Once the students finished the gist task, I explained that a 
demonstration was when people get together in public to 
protest and a loan was money you borrow from a bank. I 
wrote two examples on the board:


