
Voice, Choice, and 
Relationships:  

The Science of Motivation

GET 
MOTIVATED!!

Ordering:

Lecturing Threaten Bribery 

“Whatever the brain does 
a lot of, is what the brain 

gets good at.”
- Dr. David Walsh

Motivation  
networks are  
complex and  

develop over time.

Source: Harvard Center on the Developing Child

Approach 
motivation and 

the seeking 
brain. 

“Liking” & 
“Wanting" - Dr. Jaak Panskepp

“I’ve been here before 
and I like it!”

SAFE and FAMILIAR



“I wonder what’s going  
to happen?  

I want to find out!”

NOVEL  Avoidance 
motivation 
and stress.  

Survival

Cortex

Limbic

Brain Stem

The many “faces of stress” 

Humor, disengagement, or “not taking it seriously” 

Anger, irritability 

Apathy and exhaustion 

Changes in behavior including sleep, eating, mood. 

“Fuzzy” thinking 

_____________

“Behavior is not  
on purpose,  

but for a purpose.
- Dr. Anne Gearity

WHAT CAN WE DO TO 
ACTIVATE APPROACH 

MOTIVATION?

Threaten 
Order 

Lecture 

Common sentiment: 
“All students could learn if they just wanted it more.” 

In truth: 

• Approach motivation is easily compromised by distress. 

• Many learning environments do not activate the seeking brain. 

• Racism, homophobia, transphobia, and other forms of oppression erode 
safety of school for many students. 

- Anne Gearity, LICSW

1.  Relationships 
2. Student Choice 
3. Student Voice 

1.  Relationships 

Communicates to the brain that things are safe 
and predictable (enough).  

Primes the brain to handle appropriate stress 
like novelty, challenge, and learning edges.

Relationships are the 
foundation of motivated 
learning.

“There is no more effective 
neurological intervention to 

stress [avoidance motivation] 
than a safe relationship.” 

- Bruce Perry, M.D. 

“No Child  
Left Unknown.” 
- Dr. Peter Benson

From “I like you if (insert behavior)…..” 
To “I care about you. You have value. You 
don’t have to do anything to prove it and 

nothing is going to change my mind.”

- Alex Shevrin Venet, Equity-Centered Trauma-Informed Education

Unconditional Positive Regard

“I’ve been here before 
and I like it!”

OUR STRESS RESPONSE IS WHY RELATIONSHIPS, RITUAL, 
AND ROUTINE ARE SO IMPORTANT:

Structure



The power of rituals 
and anchor activities. 
Pay attention to beginnings and endings.

“I wonder what’s going  
to happen?  

I want to find out!”

BUT REMEMBER, WE ALSO NEED: 

Now Try This for 30 Minutes

1+3=___           4+5=___    6+2=___              

3+6=___         2+2=___    7+1=___ 

5+5=___         2+5=___    9+2=___ 

3-2=___          8-4=___    2-1=___ 

7-6=___         5-4=___     6-3=___ 

10-5=___       4-3=___     8-7=___

Try This for the Next 30 Minutes

The Sweet Spot for Motivation
If the task/environment is too hard or stressful, we 
check out, give up, act out. 

If the task/environment is too easy or predictable, we 
check out, get bored, act out.  

Just right (resources, time, skills and support to 
achieve mastery) = Motivated learning

Assessing the “sweet spot” 
for each student:

Observation and reflection. 

Three piles “Got it, Sort of got it, Didn’t get it.” 

Free writes on one thing you learned, one thing you are 
still curious about, one thing you don’t understand 

“Dipsticks” - think/pair/share, draw, write a letter, etc… 

Peer “TAG” feedback - something you did well, thoughtful 
question, positive suggestion.

BOREDOM? 
“There is a certain amount of repetition 

that comes with mastery.”

1.  Relationships 
2. Student Choice 
3. Student Voice 
2. Student Choice 

Structure

Choice 
“What’s your plan for…” 

“Do you want to do ____or ___”

Examples:

Opportunities to bring identity into work. 

Ways to fulfill / evaluate assignment. 

Space 

Schedule 

Path towards goal 

Ways of connecting

Instead of…. 

I expect you to…. 

I need you to… 

You have to do these three things… 

I’ve created this for you…

Try…. 

Your next challenge is… 

What is your plan for… 

Here are three things to try as you… 

You have three things to choose from…

Motivated learning = compliance. 

Intrinsic motivation

Extrinsic motivation

1.  Relationships 
2. Choice 
3. Student Voice 3. Student Voice 

“Feeling helpless and believing that abilities or 
environments are fixed and unchangeable can 

disrupt the brain’s motivational systems.” 

- Harvard Center on the Developing Child

Share power, protect against tokenism, 
demonstrate trust, learn from students. 

- Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012



- Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012 - Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012

We can’t reward or punish our way into 
motivated learning. It is a network we 

build and activate when we share trust, 
power, and purpose over time.

sparkandstitchinstitute.com 

Text  
SPARK  

to 66866


