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Abstract
Educators know that supporting all learners' motivation and engagement is both a fulfilling and
challenging process as students come with unique personalities, interests, experiences, strengths,
and needs. This is particularly true at the middle level where students are developing rapidly and
are charged with more significant responsibilities at school and home. Middle school teachers
working to increase student motivation and foster meaningful literacy learning in their
classrooms and schools can benefit from evidence-based guidance on optimally using the finite
instructional time they have with students. The purpose of this project is to provide a curriculum
and instruction planning guide to help middle level teachers plan and deliver motivating,
evidence-based literacy curriculum and instruction, informed by self-determination theory (Deci
et al., 1991). The guide was written with teachers’ own motivational needs in mind and aims to
be a practical resource they can use, individually and collaboratively, to meet their teaching
goals. It includes planning templates, recommendations, rationales, and links to resources.
Keywords: motivation, engagement, self-determination theory, middle school, literacy
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Chapter 1: Definition of the Problem
Underachievement and disengagement pose significant challenges to adolescent literacy
development during the middle school years. Research indicates that student motivation,
engagement, and self-efficacy tend to decline during the middle grades (Anderson et al., 2019),
particularly for students in high-poverty urban schools (Balfanz et al., 2007). Absences,
misbehavior, lack of effort, and failing grades are signs of student disengagement that have been
identified as predictors of dropping out of school (Balfanz et al., 2007; Fredericks, Blumenfeld,
& Paris, 2004).
Researchers posit that a “mismatch” between adolescent needs and middle school
environments contributes to student disengagement (Anderson et al., 2019, p. 206; Eccles &
Roeser, 2011). Adolescents can experience a notable increase of stress as they move into middle
school. They have more classes, more teachers, more demanding coursework, and more
responsibilities at school and at home (Daniels, 2010). Moreover, the curriculum and
instructional practices at the middle school level often fail to meet students’ developmental needs
for meaningful, appropriately challenging work and emotional support (Eccles & Roeser, 2011).
Adolescents have reported high rates of boredom and low intrinsic motivation while completing
school work (Larsen, 2000). Middle school teachers are more likely than elementary teachers to
use performance-oriented instructional methods that emphasize grades, test scores, and students’
performance relative to one another, over individual learning goals and personal growth.
Performance-oriented methods have been shown to decrease motivation, especially for
struggling students (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Research also demonstrates a decline in teacherstudent relationships and classroom community quality at the middle level, which correlates with
decreases in students’ self-esteem and positive feelings toward school (Eccles & Roeser, 2011).
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Self-determination theory provides a helpful lens for understanding and addressing the
problem of middle school disengagement. A central idea of self-determination theory is that
humans share three basic psychological needs: the need for autonomy, the need for competence,
and the need for relatedness (Deci et al., 1991). Self-determination theorists argue that
educational environments that promote autonomy, competence, and relatedness support students’
motivation, personal and social development, and deep conceptual learning (Deci et al., 1991).
Applying self-determination theory to an analysis of conditions commonly found in the middle
grades (e.g., increased stress, lack of challenge and relevance of academic work, emphasis on
competition over individual development, and decreased emotional support) shows how those
conditions likely undermine students’ sense of autonomy, competence, and connectedness to
teacher and peers, hampering their motivation, engagement, and learning. Fortunately, educators
have the power to combat student disengagement by creating conditions within their classrooms
and schools that support students’ motivational needs (Daniels, 2010).
Significantly, there is alignment among what adolescents say they want out of school,
findings from motivation theory, and evidence-based teaching practices (Daniels, 2010). Why
then are effective curricular and instructional practices, grounded in motivation theory, not more
widely implemented in middle schools? Factors that undermine teacher implementation of
evidence-based practices include the challenges teachers face, the beliefs they may hold about
students, and their motivational and professional learning needs (Daniels, 2017; Niemiec &
Ryan, 2009).
Researchers have found that when teachers feel pressured by outside forces (e.g.,
administrators, parents, district mandates, public policy), they tend to employ more controlling
strategies such as close supervision and evaluation connected to rewards and punishments.
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Additionally, some educators use these types of controlling practices because they believe such
practices are more effective than nurturing students’ self-motivation. However, controlling
teaching methods have been shown to undermine student problem-solving, interest, enthusiasm,
and joy in learning and increase adverse effects like boredom, anxiety, and alienation (For a
review of the research, see Deci et al., 1991 and Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). These are significant
findings for the current educational climate, where many teachers experience daily pressure to
meet standards and district mandates. The finite amount of time teachers have to work with their
large number of students compounds the situation. Middle school teachers often teach five to
seven classes a day of 45-50 minutes (or longer block periods that meet fewer times a week).
Instructional minutes are precious, and interruptions (e.g., phone calls, emergency drills,
assemblies) frequent. Outside of instruction, teachers experience numerous demands on their
time, such as planning, assessing, and grading student work, attending meetings, communicating
with parents, and supporting extracurricular activities. Thus, time pressure is likely another
external factor that leads some teachers to use controlling methods with their students.
Teachers’ professional development experiences and motivation to be effective educators
also play an important role in their adoption of or failure to adopt research-based instructional
practices that meet students’ motivational needs (Daniels, 2017). Teaching at the middle level
involves unique challenges due to the adolescents’ brisk physical, cognitive, and social
development (Giedd, 2012). To be effective with this age group, teachers benefit from
specialized knowledge of adolescent development (MLER SIG, 2016). However, many teachers
enter the middle grades without training specific to this level (Daniels, 2017). This lack of
training may make teaching middle school students particularly stressful for new teachers (or
teachers new to this age group), which may undermine their motivation to improve their practice.
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To be effective, teachers must pursue continued professional development to hone their content
knowledge and pedagogy (Daniels, 2017). Here, teachers’ own motivational and learning needs
play an important role. Research suggests teachers are motivated to expend the effort necessary
to grow in their profession when they have the freedom to make curricular and instructional
decisions, pursue professional development they find relevant, receive ongoing support from a
coach or mentor, and feel an increased sense of competence as they apply their learning in the
classroom (Blank, 2013; Daniels, 2017; Knight, 2007).
Unfortunately, schools and districts' traditional professional development experiences
have often failed to meet teachers’ motivational and professional learning needs. Reasons for this
include poorly designed training sessions that do not engage teachers in active learning, lack of
teacher choice and voice regarding professional development opportunities, lack of sustained
follow-up support for implementation in the classroom, and frequent introduction of new
initiatives (Knight, 2007). To address the problems inherent in traditional professional
development initiatives, researchers have identified key elements of professional development
programs that lead to student achievement: a content focus, more hours and longer duration,
active learning with multiple methods, and collaboration between teachers (Blank, 2013). The
research on effective professional development lends support to the idea that teachers, like
students, learn best when their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, are supported
through ongoing, high-quality professional development opportunities.
Purpose of the Project
Middle level teachers struggling to increase student motivation and foster meaningful
literacy learning in their classrooms need evidence-based guidance on optimally using the
valuable, finite instructional time that they have with their students. They need support for
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applying research in the areas of literacy and motivation as they plan and refine curriculum and
instruction. The purpose of this project is to provide a curriculum and instruction planning guide
to help middle level teachers plan and deliver motivating, evidence-based literacy curriculum
and instruction, informed by self-determination theory (Deci et al., 1991). The curriculum and
instruction planning guide provides templates, recommendations, rationales, and resources for
designing curriculum and instruction that engages students in challenging, meaningful literacy
activities that support their motivation and development as readers, writers, listeners, and
speakers.
This project fills a need for a curriculum and instruction planning guide that can help
teachers develop the habit of applying motivational theory and evidence-based teaching practices
to their curriculum and instruction. The guide is meant to support teachers’ own needs for
autonomy and competence by providing a flexible framework, accompanied by practical
resources, for teachers to apply best practices within the constraints of their individual teaching
contexts (e.g., bell schedule, required curriculum). In addition to supporting teachers’ autonomy
and competence, the guide has the potential to support teachers’ need for relatedness as it can be
used to plan collaboratively with colleagues in one’s own subject area or in interdisciplinary,
grade-level teams. While designed primarily for middle level teachers, upper elementary and
high school teachers may find aspects of the guide helpful as their students need similar literacy
and motivational support.
Preview of Literature
To create the curriculum and planning guide, I reviewed the literature on motivation in
the educational setting and literacy-based best practices, identifying common themes. Key
themes in the research on motivation and engagement include the benefits of applying self-
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determination theory to educational practice, avoidance of controlling teaching practices that
diminish motivation, and strategies for supporting students’ needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness (e.g., Anderman & Anderman, 2014; Anderson, 2019; Daniels, 2010 & 2017;
Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Reviewing the literature on evidence-based best practices for literacy teaching and
learning, I identified a number of themes important for high-quality literacy curriculum and
instruction. These themes include designing relevant, cognitively engaging literacy activities
(Atwell, 2016; Daniels, 2010; Duke et al., 2006; Duke, Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016; Gallagher
& Kittle, 2018), explicitly teaching reading and writing strategies with in-class time for
independent practice (Atwell, 2015; Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016; Cunningham & Allington,
2016; Dostal & Gabriel, 2015; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018), creating a community of learners with
frequent opportunities for social interaction (Atwell, 2016; Cunningham & Allington, 2016), and
engaging in a cycle of ongoing assessment, differentiation, and constructive feedback (Atwell,
2016; Boushey & Behne, 2020; Duke et al., 2006; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).
Preview of Methodology
For this project, I created a curriculum and instruction planning guide to help middle
school teachers implement evidence-based best practices to support students’ motivation and
literacy development. To create the guide, I reviewed the literature on motivation and
engagement (e.g., Anderson et al., 2019; Daniels, 2010 & 2017; Deci et al., 1991; Ryan &
Niemiec, 2009) and literacy learning (e.g., Atwell, 2015; Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016;
Cunningham & Allington, 2016; Duke et al., 2006; Duke et al. 2011; Dostal & Gabriel, 2015)
identifying essential supports for student motivation and literacy learning, including: applying
self-determination theory in the classroom; relevant, cognitively engaging literacy activities;
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explicit teaching of reading and writing strategies, coupled with time for independent practice,
opportunities for student choice and positive social interaction, and ongoing assessment and
useful feedback. I also considered teachers’ own motivational needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness. The guide is organized around these essential elements. It provides
recommendations and planning templates for supporting students’ autonomy, competence, and
relatedness and creating lessons/units that incorporate practices rooted in motivational and
literacy theory. To support implementation, the guide includes rationales, links to resources, and
recommendations for further readings. The purpose of the guide is to give teachers a flexible,
practical tool for planning a motivating year of literacy learning within the parameters of their
teaching context (e.g., instructional minutes, mandated curriculum) and to help them
communicate the reasoning behind their curricular and instructional decisions to students,
parents, and colleagues.
Significance of the Project
This project grew out of a need to synthesize and apply key findings in motivation and
literacy research to classroom practice. Too many middle level students are disengaged,
discouraged, and lack the motivation to put full effort into their school work (Anderson et al.,
2019; Balfanz, 2007; Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Often students, especially those reading and
writing below grade level, experience school as controlling and alienating, rather than as a path
to learning, independence, and personal fulfillment (Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
For a variety of reasons, including the pressures of time and mandates, the challenge of
managing student behavior, misconceptions about motivation, and lack of adequate professional
development, many teachers implement rigid classroom management systems and performanceoriented instruction that allows for little student choice or social interaction and emphasizes
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behavioral compliance, completion of assignments, and grades over meaningful learning and
students’ personal and social development (Anderman & Anderman, 2014; Deci et al., 1991;
Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
Examining one’s practice through the lens of self-determination theory and literacy
research can help teachers make changes that foster motivation and meaningful literacy
development in their classrooms (Daniels, 2010). To implement essential elements for literacy
learning, within the constraints imposed by time and mandates, teachers need to understand why
each element is important. They need access to resources they can readily use in their classrooms
(Knight, 2007). Understanding the rationales and research behind evidence-based practices can
help teachers prioritize these practices, persist through challenges, and explain to parents and
colleagues (including supervising administrators) the significance of their instructional methods
and the academic tasks they assign students. Experiencing the positive effects of designing
curriculum and instruction with students’ motivational and literacy needs in mind can help
teachers’ professional motivation may grow. This may lead teachers to seek further professional
development, thereby increasing their competence (Daniels, 2017). This beneficial cycle has the
power to bring significant positive change to schools.
Definitions
Specific terms are used throughout this project. Following are definitions provided for
the purpose of clarity.
Curriculum is the what of teaching: the content and skills to be taught.
Instruction is the how of teaching: the methods teachers use to teach the curriculum.
Motivation: “To be motivated means to be moved to do something” (Ryan and Deci, 2000a, p.
54; italics in original). Motivation can be sparked by one’s internal interest in an activity
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(intrinsic motivation) and is influenced by external factors (extrinsic motivation). Ryan and Deci
posit that extrinsic motivation exists on a continuum from controlling to autonomy-supporting
(2000a).
Engagement: To be fully engaged is to be absorbed in a task physically and cognitively
(Anderman & Anderman, 2014).
Differentiation: To differentiate curriculum and instruction is to provide for the individual
learners' different needs in a class. Differentiation is a central concern of teaching and is woven
throughout the assessment, planning, and instruction cycle. For example, teachers may use whole
class, small group, and individual instruction to target students’ specific reading needs (Duke et
al., 2011).
Literacy domains: The purposes of literacy are communication and construction of meaning.
The four domains of literacy are reading, writing, listening, and speaking. “People read and listen
to make meaning and speak and write to convey meaning” (Daniels, 2010, p. 26). Practice in one
domain supports the development of the other domains.
Authentic literacy tasks engage students in purposeful, relevant reading, writing, listening, and
speaking. They serve a “true communicative purpose” and mirror, as much as possible, literacy
activities people engage in in the world outside of school (Duke et al., 2006, p. 346; Duke,
Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016).
Summary of Chapter
Student disengagement is a significant problem at the middle level. Adolescents face a
number of challenges as they move into middle school, and the controlling, performanceoriented teaching practices widely used at this level can undermine student motivation. Teachers
need practical resources they can draw on to design engaging curriculum and instruction that
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foster their students’ literacy development. Self-determination theory offers a helpful framework
for motivating and engaging adolescents. Furthermore, as a review of the research will show,
self-determination theory is closely aligned with best practices in literacy teaching.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Self-determination theory provides a helpful framework for addressing the problem of
disengagement at the middle level. Meeting students’ basic psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness leads to deeper conceptual understanding (learning) and supports
students’ social development and well-being (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). This
whole-child approach to education is necessary to help students weather the stresses and
challenges they face at the middle level (e.g., additional responsibilities at school and home,
difficult coursework, more classes, and teachers) and develop as self-directed individuals.
Importantly, the recommendations for education advanced by self-determination theorists align
closely with evidence-based best practices for literacy teaching and teacher professional
development (Blank, 2013; Daniels, 2010).
A review of the literature on effective literacy pedagogy brings forth a set of key
practices for supporting students’ development as readers, writers, listeners, and speakers. These
practices include:
1. Designing relevant, cognitively engaging literacy activities (Atwell, 2015; Duke et
al., 2006; Daniels, 2010; Duke, Halvorson, & Strachan, 2016; Gallagher & Kittle,
2018).
2.

Explicitly teaching reading, writing, speaking and listening strategies with in-class
time for independent practice (Atwell, 2015; Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016;
Cunningham & Allington, 2016; Dostal & Gabriel, 2015; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).

3. Engaging in a cycle of ongoing assessment, differentiation, and mastery-supporting
feedback (Atwell, 2015; Boushey & Behne, 2020; Duke et al., 2006; Gallagher &
Kittle, 2018).
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Incorporating these essential literacy practices and insights from self-determination theory can
help teachers design meaningful curriculum and instruction.
Motivation and Engagement
Self-Determination Theory as a Framework for Teaching
Self-determination theory, developed by Deci, Ryan, and colleagues, provides a
framework for teachers seeking to engage students, foster meaningful learning, and support their
overall development. This motivational theory argues that humans share three innate
psychological needs: the need for autonomy (to act with volition and in concert with one’s sense
of self), the need for competence (feeling capable of successfully completing tasks), and the need
for relatedness (a feeling of social belonging and connection to others) (Anderman & Anderman,
2014; Daniels, 2017; Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Self-determination theorists
argue that environments that meet these three basic needs facilitate optimal learning, social
development, and personal well-being (Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci,
2000b).
In addition to identifying individuals’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness,
self-determination theory posits there are different types of motivation, some of which are more
favorable for supporting individuals’ development. “To be motivated means to be moved to do
something” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p. 54, italics in original). Intrinsic motivation occurs when an
individual engages in a task because the task itself provides satisfaction (e.g., it is fun,
interesting, enjoyable, challenging) (Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Intrinsic
motivation is a potentially powerful form of motivation as research indicates that “students tend
to learn better and are more creative when intrinsically motivated, particularly on tasks requiring
conceptual understanding” (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 136). Teachers can draw upon students’
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intrinsic motivation by supporting their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, or
they can dampen it by using methods perceived as controlling (Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Niemiec &
Ryan, 2009).
While teachers must foster students’ intrinsic motivation, many tasks students encounter
in school will not, in whole or in part, be intrinsically motivating. These activities require
extrinsic motivation, that is, they are done to achieve an outcome separate from the task itself,
rather than for the inherent enjoyment of the activity (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). It is beneficial for
teachers to use autonomy-supporting forms of external motivation to encourage students to put
effort into tasks they do not find intrinsically interesting or enjoyable. Autonomy-supporting
forms of external motivation help students find value in the behaviors and activities teachers
want them to engage in, and thus, participate more willingly (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Nurturing
students’ intrinsic motivation and using autonomy-supporting forms of external motivation helps
students develop the ability to self-motivate: to find interest and enjoyment in a greater number
of topics and activities and to have the will to persist through uninteresting, unenjoyable, or
especially difficult tasks (or parts of tasks) that are necessary to meet their goals (Ryan & Deci,
2000a; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). This ability to self-motivate is crucial for adolescents’ academic
success and overall well-being as it helps them achieve goals in various avenues of life.
A central component of self-determination theory, and one of the reasons it aligns so
closely with education goals, is its emphasis on the individual's optimal development. As Deci
and colleagues (1991) stated:
The central features of optimal learning are conceptual understanding and the flexible use
of knowledge…Correspondingly, the central features of optimal adjustment are feeling
good about oneself and acting volitionally to satisfy one’s own needs while being attuned
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to and concerned about the social surround. Simply fitting in and complying with social
demands is a nonoptimal form of adjustment and may even be counterproductive to
personal and social development (p. 326).
When students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are not supported, the learning
environment lacks relevance, and boredom, anxiety, disengagement, and low-level learning are
likely to occur (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Some students go through the motions of complying
with rules and completing work (behavioral engagement) but are not cognitively engaged in
meaningful, lasting learning or developing personal autonomy and independence. Other students
become amotivated and alienated from school, leading to lack of effort, absences, and dropping
out. Some students even become defiant and/or disruptive, acting out against a system they
perceive as controlling and lacking value (Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
Considering the widespread disengagement among adolescents, it is necessary for middle level
teachers to find effective ways to support and motivate their students. The three basic
psychological needs addressed by self-determination theory provide a useful framework for
teachers as they plan curriculum and instruction and think about the type of environment they
want to create in their classrooms.
Meeting Students’ Needs for Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness
Teachers can support students’ need for autonomy by building student voice and choice
into classroom practice, drawing on students’ interests, and choosing instructional strategies and
ways of interacting with students that are not perceived as pressuring and controlling (Niemiec &
Ryan, 2009; Tsai et al., 2008). Getting to know students as individuals, listening to them, and
acknowledging their feelings supports their sense of autonomy (Daniels, 2010; Niemiec & Ryan,
2009). This includes allowing students space to express negative emotions about academic tasks
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(Reeve et al., 2004). Listening to and learning about students also helps teachers design learning
experiences and assignments that include students’ interests, thereby facilitating students’
intrinsic motivation. Offering choices and allowing students to make decisions and experience
natural consequences for their decisions (both positive and negative) is also autonomysupportive (Anderman & Anderman, 2014; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Giving students clear
rationales for learning activities and drawing on their prior knowledge helps students value and
find enjoyment in tasks (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Tsai et al., 2008). Using flexible, informational
language rather than controlling language (e.g., should, must, have to) and minimizing pressure
to meet particular standards and deadlines are additional supports for autonomy (Reeve et al.,
2004; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
Students’ competence is facilitated when they are given appropriately challenging
activities and taught the skills needed for mastery. Adolescents need challenge to grow their
capabilities but also the support necessary to experience success. Deemphasizing evaluation and
competition between students (a performance orientation) and emphasizing a movement toward
mastery through effort, persistence, and trial and error (a mastery orientation) supports optimal
learning (Anderman & Anderman, 2014; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Students also need positive
feedback that notes strengths and gives clear guidance on how to improve (Deci et al., 1991;
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). In a recent study, Anderson and colleagues (2019) found that a decrease
in self-efficacy during the middle grades and transition to high school is a key factor in student
disengagement. This finding reinforces the need for teachers and schools to implement supports
to help students feel confident they can meet the challenges of middle school. Daniels (2010 &
2011) pointed out one area of need adolescents themselves have identified through interviews
and surveys: time management strategies. To feel self-efficacious, middle schoolers need to be
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explicitly taught how to keep track of and prioritize the increasing demands on their time (e.g.,
homework, extracurricular activities, family responsibilities). Furthermore, through discussion
and collaborative planning, middle school teachers can consider ways to make students’
workload more manageable and meaningful, for instance, by reducing the amount of homework
required (and making sure what is assigned is purposeful) and staggering due dates (Daniels,
2010 & 2011). Teachers can also support students’ self-efficacy by thinking through their
mistakes and failures and identifying strategies to try in the future. By attributing successes and
failures to factors within their control, students feel empowered to make choices that help them
meet their goals (Anderman & Anderman, 2014).
The relationships teachers build with their students are key to meeting students’ needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, as it is through these relationships, teachers provide
support to students. It is important for students to know that their teacher likes, respects, and
cares for them (Daniels, 2011; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). In turn, students feel connected to their
teacher and are more likely to internalize the classroom culture's values and expectations (Ryan
& Deci, 2000a). To build trusting relationships in the classroom, the teacher must model and
uphold respectful behavior (Kiefer et al., 2015) and provide frequent student-teacher and peer
interaction opportunities. Teacher and peer support are both “academic and social in nature”
(Kiefer et al.,15, p. 14). Students want help from their teachers and peers with schoolwork, but
they also want to get to know their peers and teachers individually and receive emotional support
(Daniels, 2011; Keifer et al., 2015). A warm, respectful learning environment and positive
teacher-student and student-student relations allow students to feel comfortable to take risks
necessary for meaningful learning.
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In practice, supports for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are interrelated, and
students are likely to perceive interaction with a teacher as supporting more than one area at once
(Scales et al., 2019). Research also suggests that high-quality teacher-student relationships can
influence how students perceive instructional practices. For example, positive teacher-student
relationships may help teachers provide the structure (e.g., monitoring, high expectations)
necessary to support student learning without being perceived as controlling (Kiefer et al., 2015).
Building on self-determination theory and social-cognitive theory, Scales and colleagues offer
“five elements of developmental relationships” teachers can cultivate in their classrooms to
support students’ motivation and achievement: “express care, challenge growth, provide support,
share power, and expand possibilities” (p. 654). A benefit of this model is that it brings together
supports for autonomy (sharing power, expanding possibilities), competence (challenging
students to grow, providing support), and relatedness (expressing care), delivered through the
teacher-student relationship.
Teachers’ Motivation and Effectiveness
Research indicates that when teachers feel pressured to reach certain outcomes with their
students, they use more controlling teaching practices like close supervision and systems of
rewards and punishments. Furthermore, some teachers believe that these types of external
controls are the best way to motivate and engage students (For a review of the research, see Deci
& Ryan, 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). This points to a need for all education stakeholders (e.g.,
teachers, administrators, government officials, parents, students) to better understand the
conditions that foster motivation and optimal learning. Research shows that when teachers
receive professional development in teaching strategies which meet students’ psychological
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, they can make changes in their teaching
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practice that lead to improved teaching efficacy, student engagement, and learning outcomes
(Cheon et al., 2018; Cheon, Reeve, & Moon, 2012; Reeve, 2004; Tessier, Sarrazin, & Nikos,
2010). Thus, there is a need for professional development resources for educators that help them
apply self-determination theory to their practice. Such resources are likely to be most effective
when they are designed with teachers’ own needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in
mind.
Best Practices for Literacy Teaching and Learning
Relevant, Cognitively Engaging Learning Activities
Students’ literacy is supported when they participate in relevant, active learning
experiences. As teachers design curriculum and instruction, it is essential to remember that
literacy is about communication. People read and listen to make meaning and speak and write to
convey meaning (Daniels, 2010). When students are given open-ended learning tasks that allow
them to make connections with texts (written, viewed, or listened to) and construct their own
understandings, they are more cognitively engaged and learn and remember more (Anderman &
Anderman, 2014; Daniels, 2010). Teachers can help make the curriculum meaningful and
interesting to students by incorporating authentic literacy activities, discussion, collaboration,
choice, and inquiry (Atwell, 2015; Duke et al., 2006; Duke, Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016; Fisher
& Frey, 2012; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).
Authentic Literacy Activities
The work of researchers and teachers has demonstrated that students’ motivation,
engagement, and achievement increase when they read and write for authentic purposes (Atwell,
2015; Bruning & Horn, 2000; Dostal & Gabriel, 2015; Duke, 2006; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018;
Miller, 2009). Authentic literacy activities mirror, as much as possible, the reading, writing,
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listening, and speaking people do outside of school settings. Such activities are purposeful and
are done for reasons beyond improving one’s reading and writing skills (Duke et al., 2006).
Authentic purposes for reading include to be entertained and to learn about a subject of interest
or necessity (Boushey & Behne, 2020; Duke et al., 2006). Authentic writing is written with
purpose, for an audience, using formats suited to that audience and purpose (Dostal & Gabriel,
2015). Authentic reasons for writing include informing, teaching, evaluating, persuading,
entertaining, reflecting, establishing/maintaining a relationship, and recording facts and
experiences (Duke et al., 2006; Gallagher, 2011).
Teachers can support students’ literacy development using the Purpose-Audience-Format
(PAF) triangle when planning writing tasks and instruction. The PAF triangle helps teachers
make sure the purpose of a writing assignment is clear to students, that the writing is geared
toward a particular audience, and that the chosen format is well-suited for that purpose and
audience (Dostal & Gabriel, 2015). Writing for a real communicative purpose to an audience
beyond the teacher (e.g., peers, the local community, online readers) makes an assignment more
meaningful and likely more interesting, thus supporting students’ motivation to put in the effort
necessary to make their messages clear (Bruning & Horn, 2000; Duke et al., 2006). Attention to
purpose, audience, and format when writing supports students’ reading development as well.
Understanding how a piece of writing is created (that writers compose with purpose, for an
audience, using a particular form) helps students comprehend and evaluate the texts they
encounter, paying attention to the methods the author uses to communicate a message to the
reader (Gallagher & Kittle, 2018). Authentic writing assignments also support students’ reading
by involving them in reading with a purpose. For example, students benefit from studying
mentor texts that give them ideas for how to write successfully in a particular genre (Duke et al.,
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2006). Strong writing often requires purposeful research as writers read to find facts, evidence,
ideas, and arguments to strengthen their work, be it informational, argumentative, narrative, or a
combination.
Discussion and Collaboration
Talk is an authentic, often highly motivating literacy activity and an important factor in
students’ literacy development (Cunningham & Allington, 2016; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).
Students need frequent opportunities to discuss and collaborate with their peers. Talking through
ideas, agreeing and disagreeing, looking for evidence, and co-constructing meaning furthers
students’ understandings and improves their ability to communicate their thinking orally and in
writing (Duke et al., 2011; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018). Moreover, frequent discussion and
collaboration build community as students get to know one another and feel comfortable
working together.
Choice
When designing purposeful literacy activities, teachers can offer choices that make tasks
more interesting and meaningful for students. Providing students with choices in demonstrating
their skills and understanding helps them connect to the curriculum and construct meaning while
meeting core learning goals (Daniels, 2010). For example, teachers can give students
opportunities to choose the topics they will write about and use the PAF triangle to help students
identify their purpose, audience, and format for a project (Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016; Dostal &
Gabriel, 2015). As Calkins and Ehernworth (2016) noted:
To write well, writers need to write about topics they know a lot about and care about…A
writer’s commitment to his or her subject leads that writer to bring the imprint of his or
her own passions to the page, writing with that magical quality called voice (p. 9).
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Project-based learning (PBL) can be an excellent way for teachers to give students choices and
engage them in rigorous reading and writing for real purposes and audiences, using relevant
formats (Duke, Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016).
Independent reading of self-selected texts is another important support for students’
literacy development. Reading for enjoyment is an authentic literacy activity, as is discussing
one’s reading with interested others. Students want to exercise choice in what they read. Giving
students reading choices and class time for this reading helps them grow as readers, find
enjoyment in reading, and support lifelong learning. In turn, students’ independent reading
improves their writing by increasing their vocabulary, background knowledge, and
understanding of text structures, features, and writing conventions (Atwell, 2015; Fisher & Frey,
2012; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018; Kittle, 2013; Miller, 2009).
Inquiry
Framing lessons, units, and projects around an essential question (or set of questions) is a
practice that supports motivation and cognitive engagement. A compelling question can move
students to conduct research, form opinions enthusiastically, and address the question in writing.
For example, Fisher and Frey (2012) found that providing reading choices centered around
essential questions (including “Does age matter?” and “Can you buy your way to happiness?”)
motivated ninth-grade boys to read, led to meaningful discussions (in and out of class), and
supported their essay writing. Here, it is important to note that inquiry is part of authentic
literacy. In life, outside of school, people grapple with compelling problems and read, view
media, and discuss with others in an effort to find answers. Thus, bringing these kinds of
questions into the classroom can help students make connections between the work they are
doing in school and real-world concerns.
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Explicit Instruction and Time to Practice
As students engage in purposeful, relevant literacy tasks, teachers must provide the
explicit instruction necessary for students to be successful. Students need to be taught how to
apply comprehension strategies flexibly as they read (Duke et al., 2011; Pressley & Allington,
2014) and writing skills and strategies as they move through the writing process toward clear
goals (Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016). Teachers support student reading and writing across genres
by helping students unpack mentor texts, studying the “moves” writers make to be effective
(Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016; Gallagher, 2011; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018). Analyzing written
elements (e.g., text structures, text features, rhetorical devices) and deciphering challenging
vocabulary supports reading comprehension and gives students tools to use in their own writing.
One powerful way teachers do this is by regularly modeling reading and writing processes for
their students, thinking aloud as they read a text (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008), or draft/revise a
piece of writing (Gallagher, 2011; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018). In addition to explaining how
reading and writing are done, teacher demonstration shows students that these are challenging
processes that even adults may struggle with; that, in fact, good readers and writers need
strategies, flexibility, and persistence to be successful (Bruning & Horn, 2000).
To support student engagement and retention of learning, it is effective to connect skill
and content lessons to an overarching project or purpose (such as a PBL, culminating task, or a
unit on reading and/or writing in a particular genre) rather than teaching them in isolation (Duke,
Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018). Likewise, research indicates that
providing instruction in conventions within the context of a meaningful writing task better
engages students and leads to more lasting learning. This approach emphasizes that the purpose
of conventions is to communicate clearly and powerfully to one’s readers and does not stress
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using conventions for the sake of correctness or good grades (Dostal & Gabriel, 2015). The
Notice-Practice-Instruct (NIP-it) strategy developed by Wolbers (2008) can help teachers
identify and teach to areas of student need within the context of a current project.
In addition to targeted direct instruction, students need in-class time for reading and
writing practice across the disciplines. In particular, struggling readers need to spend large
amounts of time engaged in high-success reading to develop their reading ability (Allington,
2013; Atwell, 2015). In other words, students need lots of experience reading material of interest
to them that they can understand. Students also need substantial in-class time to write and revise
their work (Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016). Research demonstrates that many students, especially
struggling readers and writers, do not spend enough time engaged in reading and writing
(Allington, 2012; Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016).
Students also need explicit instruction and frequent practice in being effective listeners
and speakers in various contexts (e.g., formal and informal discussions and presentations).
Often, listening and speaking skills are not given adequate attention in the classroom. This is a
problem because listening and speaking are essential domains of literacy that support students’
ability to learn and communicate. Students need frequent practice articulating their ideas,
understanding others’ points of view, and constructing meaning collaboratively. This develops
their thinking and ability to express themselves as speakers and writers. Time for practice in all
four domains of literacy (reading, writing, listening, and speaking) and making the connections
between these areas apparent supports well-rounded literacy development (Allington, 2013;
Duke et al., 2006; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).
Mini-lessons of around 10 minutes on specific content and/or skills, followed by in-class
practice, is one effective means of delivering both direct instruction and time for practice within
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the constraints of a class period (Boushey & Behne, 2020; Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016).
However, some lessons may require a longer time frame (Beers & Probst, 2013). For example,
working with adolescents from upper elementary through high school, Beers and Probst (2013 &
2016) developed a series of guided-reading lessons (Notice and Note) for close reading of fiction
and nonfiction texts. These lessons may take as long as forty minutes to complete, yet this is not
forty minutes of teacher talk. Instead, the lessons follow a gradual release of responsibility model
(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983), including teacher modeling, independent practice, peer
collaboration/discussion, and whole-class debriefing. After the introductory lesson, students
begin applying the strategy in their future reading and may be supported by brief review lessons
as needed. The Notice and Note lessons are examples of effective explicit instruction in reading
strategies. With time to practice, it draws on all four domains of literacy: reading, writing,
listening, and speaking.
Assessment, Differentiation, and Effective Feedback
Every classroom is filled with students with unique interests, strengths, and needs. To
best support each students’ literacy development, teachers must get to know students as
individuals, deliver curriculum and instruction that addresses their needs, and continually assess
progress. Teachers support student self-efficacy and achievement by providing frequent, timely
feedback that acknowledges strengths and offers specific suggestions to help the student move
forward (Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009;
Reeves, 2008). Implementing high-quality assessment, differentiation, and feedback can be quite
challenging for middle school teachers due to time constraints and many students. One helpful
strategy for meeting this challenge is to use beginning-of-the-year surveys to get to know
students. Survey questions can ask students about their interests, activities, goals, and reading
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and writing habits. Teachers can draw on this information as they plan curriculum and
instruction, match students to texts, and build relationships. Follow-up surveys and student selfevaluations can be used throughout the year as an ongoing source of information (Atwell &
Atwell Merkel, 2016; Ripp, 2018).
Conferring with students individually or in small groups is another effective strategy.
During brief conferences, teachers ask questions and listen to understand a student’s needs and
offer support. Effective conferring takes practice, but it is an important strategy as it fosters
strong teacher-student relationships, provides teachers with valuable information about each
student, and allows for targeted reading and writing instruction (Atwell, 2015; Atwell & Atwell
Merkel, 2016; Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016; Duke et al., 2011; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018; Porath,
2014).
Many educators find that a workshop structure supports ongoing assessment,
differentiation, and feedback (Atwell, 2015; Atwell & Atwell Merkel, 2016; Boushey & Moser,
2014; Boushey & Behne, 2020; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018). During the practice time that follows
the whole-class mini-lesson, teachers can circulate the room, conferencing with students about
their reading/writing, or delivering lessons to small groups. This structure allows teachers to
focus on skills/content that will benefit all students during the whole-class mini-lesson and then
hone in on individual needs during the independent practice time. Teachers can use the workshop
structure flexibly to fit their circumstances. For example, they may choose to dedicate certain
days of the week to a reading or writing workshop or combine both in a class period. For the
workshop to run smoothly, students need to be explicitly taught the expectations for each part of
the workshop. Boushey and Moser’s (2014) 10 Steps to Teaching and Learning Independence
are useful tools for teaching students how to work independently on their reading and writing
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while the teacher confers with individuals and small groups. Clear expectations, modeling,
practice, and encouragement help students build the stamina and self-control necessary for
independent work (Boushey & Moser, 2014). Developing consistent structures and routines for
reading and writing practice supports students’ independence, classroom community and makes
efficient use of class time.
Summary of Chapter
Self-determination theory provides a constructive framework for teachers working to
increase the motivation and engagement of their students. Consistently finding ways to meet
students’ need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness allows teachers to improve their
students' learning experience. Significantly, the findings of self-determination theory align
closely with the research into best practices for literacy teaching. Thus, these two areas of
research serve as a foundation for the following curriculum and instruction planning guide I
created for middle level teachers. The guide provides evidence-based strategies and practical
resources to help teachers establish motivating learning environments that support students’
literacy development.
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Ch. 3: Methodology
The purpose of this project is to provide a curriculum and instruction planning guide to
help middle level teachers plan and deliver motivating, evidence-based literacy curriculum and
instruction, informed by self-determination theory. The guide fills a need for resources to help
teachers address the widespread disengagement among middle level students. It draws on central
findings of self-determination theory: that humans share basic needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness and develop optimally in environments that meet those needs (Deci et al., 1991;
Ryan & Niemiec, 2009). In addition to supporting students’ autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, the guide identifies evidence-based best practices in literacy teaching and provides
rationales and resources to help teachers implement these practices.
Design
To create the planning guide, I reviewed the research on motivation and literacy best
practices and identified key areas of student need:
1) Supports for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, including time management and
organizational strategies to help them manage the challenges of a middle school workload
(Anderson et al., 2009; Daniels, 2010; Deci et al., 1991; Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Niemiec
& Ryan, 2009).
2) Relevant, cognitively engaging learning activities supported by ongoing assessment and
feedback, explicit instruction, and time to practice in the four domains of literacy:
reading, writing, listening, and speaking (Atwell, 2015; Atwell & Atwell Merkel, 2016;
Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016; Cunningham & Allington, 2016; Daniels, 2010; Dostal &
Gabriel, 2015; Duke et al., 2006; Duke et al., 2011; Duke, Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016;
Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).
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Additionally, I drew on research and my previous experience as a middle level
history/social-science teacher to identify challenges middle school teachers encounter as they
strive to plan and deliver effective literacy curriculum (e.g., high levels of student
disengagement, limited instructional time, numerous standards to teach, pressure to reach certain
outcomes with students) (Anderson et al. 2019; Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). I also
thought about teachers’ own motivational needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
(Daniels, 2017; Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009), and the characteristics of effective
professional development, which include: teachers’ freedom to make curricular and instructional
decisions, pursue professional development they find relevant, collaborate with colleagues, and
receive ongoing support from coaches/mentors (Blank, 2013; Daniels, 2017; Knight, 2007).
As I drafted and revised the guide, I drew on the Purpose-Audience-Format triangle
(Dostal & Gabriel, 2015) to keep its purpose central and to deliver the information in a format
useful to my primary audience. I created new resources (e.g., planning templates, questions for
reflection/discussion), provided links to existing resources (e.g., blog posts, lesson plans, videos)
and made recommendations for further reading, including work by literacy educators Atwell and
Atwell Merkel, Beers and Probst, and Gallagher and Kittle. In keeping with findings from selfdetermination theory, I attempted to write the guide using autonomy-supportive (rather than
controlling) language and offer readers research-based rationales and resources for their
consideration (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Reeve et al., 2004).
Intended Audience and Setting
Middle level educators working to increase student motivation and literacy learning at
their school sites are the primary audience for this guide. It can be used by educators individually
or collaboratively. For example, administrators and coaches can provide common planning time
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for departmental and interdisciplinary teams to collaborate, drawing on the guide as a resource.
Or, teachers not given these designated common planning opportunities may choose to form
partnerships or small groups to explore the guide at times convenient to the members, perhaps
before or after school. While geared toward a middle grades audience, teachers at the upper
elementary and high school level may find sections of this project helpful as their students have
similar motivational and literacy needs. Educators may also want to share parts of the guide,
such as the section on self-determination theory and supports for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, with parents who are interested in strategies for supporting their children’s academic
motivation.
Instruments
Understanding that educators have many demands on their time and need relevant
professional development materials (Knight, 2007), this project brings together new and existing
resources in a practical, easy-to-use format. The planning templates, recommendations,
rationales, and resources shared are designed to help teachers make immediate changes, big and
small, to enhance their students' motivation and literacy learning. The guide is grounded in
research in the areas of motivation and effective literacy teaching. With its focus on creating
optimal learning environments, self-determination theory serves as a motivational framework for
the project (Deci et al., Ryan & Niemiec, 2009). The motivational strategies and lesson/unit
planning resources included in the guide are intended to help teachers prioritize essential literacy
practices (e.g., authentic literacy activities, ongoing assessment, the use of mentor texts, explicit
teaching, time to practice, student choice, social interaction) within the constraints of their
teaching situation (e.g., content area, grade level, bell schedule, adopted curriculum) (Atwell,
2015; Atwell & Atwell Merkel, 2016; Boushey & Behne, 2020; Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016;
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Cunningham & Allington, 2016; Daniels, 2010; Dostal & Gabriel, 2015; Duke et al., 2006;
Gallagher & Kittle, 2018). Teachers can use these resources to enhance existing lessons/units or
create new lessons/units individually or collaborate with departmental or interdisciplinary teams.
Procedures and Evaluation of Process
As I drafted and revised the planning guide, I drew on the Purpose-Audience-Format
triangle to focus my work (Dostal & Gabriel, 2015). Considering the guide's purpose (to help
middle school teachers plan and deliver motivating, evidence-based literacy curriculum and
instruction) and my primary audience (middle level educators) helped me decide on the project's
content and format. I created a table of contents and introduction to give readers an overview of
the guide and the resources.
Drawing on self-determination theory, I wrote the guide with both students’ and teachers’
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in mind (Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan,
2009). The guide briefly explains self-determination theory, recommends ways educators can
support the autonomy, competence, and relatedness of their students, and includes a question
meant to prompt teachers’ thinking about how their own sense of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness may connect to their professional motivation and satisfaction. I attempted to support
teachers’ feelings of autonomy and competence by writing the guide using informational
language, acknowledging the challenges middle level teachers face, offering research-based
rationales, and providing a range of resources to support implementation. To meet teachers’ need
for relatedness, the guide can be used collaboratively by departmental and interdisciplinary
teams. To facilitate discussion and team planning, sections of the guide include questions for
reflection and areas to take notes. Each section is intended to work as a stand-alone resource so
that teams may choose to focus on one topic during meetings. The guide is written to support
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teacher collaboration because it is essential for creating motivating learning environments and a
school-wide culture of literacy (Weinbaum et al., 2004). For example, the Interdisciplinary Team
Meeting Template is designed to help grade-level teams (in schools where those exist) think
about ways to work together to make students’ workloads more manageable and meaningful.
To evaluate the planning guide's effectiveness, I will draw on it in my current teaching (at
the upper elementary level), as I plan and deliver curriculum and instruction individually and
with colleagues. As I use the guide, I will reflect on its strengths and areas that can be improved.
I will also discover if my colleagues are receptive to the recommendations and research shared in
the guide. Another way I will evaluate its effectiveness is by sharing it with middle level
educators. If middle school teachers find aspects of the guide useful, that will attest to its
effectiveness.
Summary of Chapter
To create this project, I drew on research and my personal teaching experience to design
resources to help middle level teachers implement motivating literacy curriculum and instruction,
informed by self-determination theory. The guide includes evidence-based recommendations and
rationales, links to existing resources, and recommendations for further reading. It is intended to
be used flexibly by teachers to meet their teaching goals and students' needs.
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The Challenge of Motivating and Engaging Middle Level Students
Educators know that supporting all learners' motivation and engagement in a classroom
is both a fulfilling and challenging process as students come with unique personalities,
interests, experiences, strengths, and needs. This is particularly true at the middle level when
students are developing rapidly and are charged with more significant responsibilities at school
and home. At a time when students are undergoing intense physical, cognitive, and social
development, they are also adjusting to the middle school setting: more classes, more teachers,
more difficult academic work, more homework (Daniels, 2010; Giedd, 2012). As students move
up the grade levels, they also tend to experience more performance-oriented teaching methods
(e.g., emphasis on grades, test scores, and competition between students), less supportive
relationships with teachers, increased boredom, and a decrease in self-esteem, self-efficacy,
and positive feelings toward school (Anderson et al., 2019; Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Larson,
2000).
The Purpose of This Guide
Middle school educators working to promote the motivation, engagement, and literacy
development of all young people in their care can benefit from drawing on the research in
these areas as they plan and deliver instruction. This planning guide is intended to help
teachers develop the habit of incorporating evidence-based practices in their daily teaching. It
is meant to be used flexibly by educators within their teaching context (e.g., content area,
grade level, adopted curriculum, and bell schedule) to enhance their literacy instruction and
students' motivation and engagement. The guide includes rationales to help educators
understand the research behind the recommended practices and resources to support
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implementation. It is written with the understanding that each classroom is a one-of-a-kind mix
of learners and that teachers must draw on their professional judgment as they problem solve
to put research into practice. It is also written with the understanding that educators (e.g.,
teachers, coaches, administrators) make the greatest impact for their students when they work
together to effect school-wide change. Thus, the guide can be used to facilitate discussion and
collaborative planning by department and grade-level teams. Teams may find taking an inquiry
approach to using the guide beneficial (Weinbaum et al., 2004). While the guide is written
specifically for the middle grades, upper elementary and high school educators may find it
useful, as students at those levels benefit from similar learning opportunities.
Drawing on Self-Determination Theory to Create Motivating Learning Environments
Self-determination theory is a psychological theory that holds that humans share three
basic needs: the need for autonomy (acting with choice and not being controlled by others), the
need for competence (feeling capable of successfully completing tasks), and the need for
relatedness (a feeling of social belonging and connection to others). Individuals develop
optimally in environments that meet these fundamental needs (Daniels, 2010; Daniels & Steres,
2015; Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Educators support students' motivation by
creating learning environments that foster students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
When students are motivated to engage in school, they make gains in their academic
achievement and social-emotional development. In turn, as teachers build positive
relationships with students and witness the resulting growth, their professional motivation, and
sense of teaching efficacy may grow (Daniels, 2017). This beneficial cycle has the power to bring
meaningful change to our schools.
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Self-determination theory is a psychological theory that posits humans share three basic needs: the need for
autonomy, the need for competence, and the need for relatedness. Individuals develop optimally in environments
that meet these fundamental needs (Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Fostering
students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness support motivation, academic achievement, and socialemotional development.

Autonomy is the sense of having personal ownership over one’s choices and actions.
Supports for Autonomy:
o

Provide meaningful rationales for learning tasks so students understand the assignment's purpose
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).

o

Listen to students and acknowledge their thoughts and feelings (Daniels, 2010; Niemiec & Ryan,
2009).

o

Connect content to students’ lives, interests, goals, and prior knowledge (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Tsai
et al., 2008).

o

Give choices in how students will complete academic tasks and demonstrate understanding
(Anderman & Anderman, 2014).

o

Allow students to make decisions and experience natural consequences (both positive and negative).
Help students learn from these experiences by talking about the consequences of their choices and
their ability, if necessary, to make different choices in the future (Anderman & Anderman, 2014).

o

Teach students that they have the power to control their reactions to situations outside of their
control (Daniels & Steres, 2011).

o

Use informational rather than controlling language (e.g., should, must, have to) (Reeve et al., 2004).

o

Minimize pressure to meet particular standards and deadlines; give students adequate time to
complete tasks (Reeve et al., 2004; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).

Competence is being capable of accomplishing tasks and meeting challenges.
Supports for Competence:
o

Ensure students understand the learning goal and have the skills necessary to achieve the goal.

o

Provide appropriately challenging academic tasks; not too difficult, not too easy (Deci et al., 1991).

o

Give positive feedback that praises strengths and provides specific suggestions for improvement (Deci
et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).

o

Place emphasis on learning through effort, persistence, and taking challenges (a mastery orientation)
rather than focusing on evaluation, grades, and competition among students (a performance
orientation) (Anderman & Anderman, 2014).

o

Teach students time management and organizational strategies (Daniels, 2010).
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Relatedness is the feeling of being connected to and cared for by others.
Supports for Relatedness:
o

Show students that you respect and care for them (Daniels, 2011; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci,
2009).

o

Help students feel a sense of belonging in the classroom; give frequent opportunities to connect with
peers and teachers.

o

Get to know students on an individual level and also share about yourself (Daniels, 2011; Kiefer et al.,
2015).

o

Greet students at the door each day (Daniels, 2011).

o

Model and uphold respectful social interactions (Kiefer et al., 2015).

o

Provide (or develop with students) clear guidelines for peer interactions (e.g. pair shares, discussion,
peer feedback). Debrief after peer interactions, discussing successes, areas for improvement, and
strategies for improvement (Boushey & Moser, 2014).

Questions for Discussion/Reflection
1. How do I currently support students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness? What next
steps would I like to take?

2. What are some connections I see between the supports for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness?

3. What are some challenges inherent in balancing students’ needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness in the classroom as I teach the required curriculum?

4. How does my own sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness impact my professional
motivation, engagement, and satisfaction?
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Try This Instead: Letting Go of Practices that Undermine Student Motivation

Current research in motivation and engagement demonstrates that some traditional teaching practices undermine
students’ long-term motivation and learning. By letting go of these practices and choosing new strategies, teachers
can support their students’ self-motivation, academic achievement, and social-emotional development.

Instead of…

Try…

Why?

Offering rewards if
students meet certain
standards for behavior
or academic work

Giving a surprise reward after an
accomplishment.

When rewards are offered contingent on a certain
result, students may perceive the reward as
controlling. This type of reward conflicts with
students’ sense of autonomy (their need to make
their own choices).
By giving an unexpected reward after an
achievement, teachers can acknowledge a success
that flowed from the students’ own positive
choices.

Emphasizing grades

Emphasizing effort,
improvement, learning, and
taking challenges.

Learning is the goal of education. Grades are an
imperfect way of measuring learning (Reeves,
2008).
An emphasis on grades can cause students who
struggle to meet standards to doubt their
potential, become discouraged, and give up. On
the other hand, focusing on grades can cause
high-performing students to avoid challenges in
an effort to preserve their reputations as “A”
students.
By emphasizing hard work, improvement,
embracing challenge, and not being afraid to
make mistakes, teachers help students take a
learning stance to their education.

Emphasizing
competition
among students

Fostering the idea that our
classroom is a supportive
community of learners striving
toward mastery.

While encouraging competition among students
may lead to short-term gains for some students, it
does not support all students' long-term learning
and motivation.

When playing games or engaging
students in competitions, keep
the focus on the learning purpose
of the activity, fun, and how we
help each other grow by doing
our best. Deemphasize the idea
of “winners” and “losers” or
rankings of students.

Students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are supported when they feel part of
a community of learners who are all working to
realize their full potentials. There is room for
everyone to achieve at high levels.
Research indicates that games and friendly
competition can motivate participants as long as
the emphasis remains on fun and learning, not
the desire to win.
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Try…

Why?

Keeping students’ grades private.
Display work from a range of
students without grades
attached. Emphasize appreciating
one another’s work. Remember,
literacy is about communication!

It is beneficial for all the students in a classroom
(from those struggling to meet standards to those
achieving at the highest levels) to keep the focus
on learning and effort, not grades or competition.

Asking closed-ended
questions that have
one right answer

Posing open-ended questions
that allow for a range of possible
answers.

Open-ended questions support students’
autonomy (choice) and cognitive development as
it allows them to think deeply and creatively
about problems.

Teaching that there is
one “right” way to
solve a problem or
meet a standard

Teaching and accepting a variety
of methods for problem-solving
and demonstrating
understanding.

Acknowledging that there are multiple ways to
solve a problem supports students’ autonomy and
competence by giving them opportunities to think
through issues and find strategies that work for
them.

Avoiding activities
where you fear
students may struggle
with self-control or
engage in off-task
behavior

Teaching students how to be
successful. Start small and go
step-by-step. Model and practice
expectations before the activity.
Allow students to try it out and
reflect after. What worked?
What did not? What can we do
differently next time?

It can take time for students to develop the selfcontrol and skills necessary to participate
appropriately in activities such as independent
work, partner/group work, and discussions. It is
important that students are given clear
expectations (or are involved in co-creating
expectations) and frequent opportunities to
practice these skills.

Publicly displaying
“the best” student
work

Displaying a variety of student work for the
purpose of appreciating one another’s unique
contributions supports competence and
relatedness.
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Additional Resources
Golden Rules for Engaging Students by Nicolás Pino-James, Edutopia.
Helping Students Develop Self-Regulation by Maurice J. Elias, Edutopia.
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Make the Most of Limited Time: Planning Tips

Most, if not all, teachers struggle with the problem of limited instructional minutes. By prioritizing best practices
in literacy teaching and student motivation, teachers can effectively use the finite time they have with students.

Planning Tips

Rationale

1. Address key focus standards
simultaneously with authentic
literacy activities and ProjectBased Learning (PBL).

Authentic literacy activities (Duke et al.,
2006) and Project-Based Learning (Duke,
Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016) involve
students in the kinds of reading, writing,
listening, and speaking people do in
“real” life, outside of school settings.
These tasks engage students in
differentiated, meaningful,
appropriately challenging work that
addresses multiple standards.

2. Keep the focus on the
purposes of literacy: meaningmaking and communication.
Students are creating their
projects to communicate to an
audience.

Authentic literacy tasks serve a “true
communicative purpose” making them
more relevant and cognitively engaging
(Duke et al., 2006, p. 346). Reading and
writing development is supported when
students conduct research and create
work to share a message with an
audience beyond the teacher (Duke et
al., 2006; Duke, Halvorsen, & Strachan,
2016).

3. Provide students with choices
in topics, formats, and
audiences that are meaningful
to them.

Giving students choices supports their
autonomy and increases the possibility
that they will find intrinsic interest in the
task. Intrinsic interest is a powerful
motivator supporting conceptual
understanding and creativity (Niemiec &
Ryan, 2009).

4. Explicitly teach vocabulary and
reading/writing/speaking/
listening strategies as they
relate to a specific task.

Teaching skills and strategies (including
writing conventions) within context
provides students with a clear purpose
for using the strategies and concrete
examples of how they are used (Dostal
& Gabriel, 2015).

5. Model unpacking mentor
texts, and creating your own
drafts, talking students
through your reading and
writing process. Emphasize
reading-writing connections.

Teacher modeling demonstrates how
reading and writing require problemsolving and persistence. Modeling
explicitly teaches students how to draw
on a variety of strategies as they read,
write, and revise their work (Calkins &
Ehrenworth, 2016; Fisher, Frey, & Lapp,
2008; Gallagher, Gallagher & Kittle,
2018).

Notes
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Planning Tips

Rationale

6. Incorporate discussions (pair,
small group, large group,
formal, informal) to support
students as they process
information and design their
projects.

Students need consistent practice in
each domain of literacy: reading,
writing, listening, and speaking.
Articulating ideas and listening to others
helps students develop their thinking
and ability to express themselves orally
and in writing (Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).

7. Provide ongoing feedback to
support students throughout
the project. Emphasize effort,
improvement, the learning
goals of the project, and
communicating to the
intended audience.

Actionable feedback that acknowledges
strengths and gives clear suggestions for
improvement supports competence
(Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan,
2009). Emphasizing effort and learning
(rather than grades or competition
between students) supports a mastery
orientation toward learning, facilitating
deeper conceptual understanding
(Anderman & Anderman, 2014).

8. Have students publish/present
work to an audience beyond
the teacher.

Creating work to share with an audience
(e.g., peers, younger students,
community members, online audiences)
gives students real reasons for reading,
writing, listening, and speaking.
Considering the purpose, audience, and
format for their work as they create it
helps students make thoughtful
decisions during the research and
writing process (Dostal & Gabriel, 2015).
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Project-Based Learning | Edutopia
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Lesson/Unit Planning Guide:
Design and Deliver Motivating Literacy Curriculum and Instruction

This guide is meant to serve as a practical resource for planning and delivering motivating curriculum and
instruction within your particular teaching context (e.g., content focus, grade level, adopted curriculum, bell
schedule). It can be used to enhance published lessons/units, or to design your own. Some sections may be more
applicable than others for particular lessons/units or your current teaching goals. Resources shared in one section
may be equally applicable to other sections.

Literacy Best Practices

Rationale and Resources

Notes

This column lists essential
literacy best practices to
consider incorporating in
lessons/units. The guiding
questions are designed to
support your thinking about
implementation.

This column provides research-based
rationales for the recommended teaching
practices and makes connections to the
research on self-determination theory.

This column is for recording
ideas, questions, and
comments as you use the
guide.

Links to relevant resources are included, as
well as recommendations for further reading.

When using this guide to plan
collaboratively with
colleagues, the thoughts
generated here can be a great
starting point for discussions.

Purpose and
Learning Goals

Rationale and Resources

Notes

•

What is the purpose of
this lesson/unit?

Think about the overarching purpose of the
lesson/unit and identify the specific learning
goal(s).

•

What are the specific
learning goals?

Communicate the learning goal(s) to your
students. Students’ autonomy and
competence are supported when they know
what they are working toward and why.
Helping students meet clear, meaningful
learning goals also builds positive studentteacher relationships (Anderman & Anderman,
2014).
Having a clear understanding of learning goals
also helps with the process of adapting tasks
and instruction to support individual students
as needed.
Introducing the One-Sentence Lesson Plan by
Norman Eng, Cult of Pedagogy
Writing a Lesson Plan: Objectives and Goals by
Beth Lewis, ThoughtCo.

Standards

Rationale and Resources

Notes
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•

What standards will be
the focus for this
lesson/unit?

•

Will this be an
interdisciplinary
lesson/unit?
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The sheer number of standards can be
overwhelming and lead teachers to feel
pressured to “cover” more material than is
reasonable. Research shows that meaningful
(long-lasting, transferrable) learning occurs
when students are given cognitively-engaging
tasks, explicit instruction, and adequate time
to practice skills and understand content
(Anderman & Anderman, 2014). Rather than
superficially racing students through a series of
standards, it is better to delve deeply into key
focus standards.
How to Focus Lessons and Learning Goals by
Elena Aguilar, Edutopia
California Common Core State Standards English Language
Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and
Technical Subjects
California Common Core State Standards for Mathematics
California English Language Development Standards
Health Education Content Standards for California Public
Schools
History-Social Science Content Standards for California
Public Schools
Next Generation Science Standards for California Public
Schools

Essential Question(s)
•

What essential
question(s) will we
explore?

•

How will I help
students reflect on
this question
throughout the
lesson/unit?

Rationale and Resources

Notes

Linking a lesson or unit to a thought-provoking
inquiry question can pique interest and
provide a compelling reason for students to
engage in learning activities. For example,
Fisher and Frey found that inquiry questions
like “Does age matter?” and “Can you buy your
way to happiness?“ motivated ninth-grade
boys to engage in independent reading of texts
that explored these themes (2012).
Essential Questions by Jay McTighe and Grant
Wiggins, ASCD
How to Lead Students to Engage in Higher
Order Thinking by Karen Harris, Edutopia

Relevance

Rationale and Resources

Notes
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•

How is this
task/lesson/unit
relevant for my
students? Can I
increase its relevance?

•

What makes this an
authentic literacy task?
How does it resemble
the reading, writing,
listening, and speaking
people engage in
outside of school for
genuine
communicative
purposes?

•

Who will be the
audience for the
finished product?
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Connect to Students’ Lives
Literacy is about meaning-making and
communication (Daniels, 2010). Students’
motivation and learning increase when they
engage in literacy activities involving topics
that matter to them and that have real-world
implications. Authentic literacy activities are
tasks that mirror, as much as possible, the
kinds of reading, writing, speaking, and
listening people do outside of school settings
(Duke et al., 2006).
The following resources can help connect
academic content to current issues:
Facing History and Ourselves
Junior Scholastic
National Geographic Kids
Newsela
Scholastic ScienceWorld

•

What can I do to better
get to know my
students and help them
connect to this
task/lesson/unit?

Get to Know Students
To design relevant lessons and build strong
teacher-student relationships, it is important
to invest time in getting to know students as
individuals. What are their interests, likes,
dislikes, goals? Their reading and writing
habits?
6 Exercises to Get to Know Your Students
Better by Nora Fleming, Edutopia
Getting to Know Our Students Surveys by
Pernille Ripp
Student Interest Surveys: Getting to Know You
by John DePasquale, Scholastic
Create your own surveys using Google Forms

Four Domains of Literacy Rationale and Resources

Notes
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•

How will this
lesson/unit incorporate
reading, writing,
listening, and speaking?

•

How will I help
students see the
connections between
the four literacy
domains?
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Reading, writing, listening, and speaking are
the four domains of literacy. Young people
need regular practice in each domain; the
work they do in one domain supports the
others' development (Duke et al., 2006; Duke
et al., 2011; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).
Likewise, to develop as literate individuals
prepared for higher education and civic life,
students need reading, writing, speaking, and
listening practice in each core discipline:
English, history, math, and science (California
Department of Education, 2014c).

How Important Is Teaching Literacy in All
Content Areas? by Rebecca Alber, Edutopia

Assessment and
Feedback
•

How will I assess
students’ existing skills
and knowledge, areas of
need, and learning
progress?

o

Pre-assessment?

o

Formative assessment?

o

Culminating
assessment?

•

How will I provide
students with timely,
supportive feedback?

Rationale and Resources

Assessment
Effective teaching requires ongoing
assessment through a variety of methods. The
information gained through assessment is
crucial for tailoring instruction to meet student
needs (California Department of Education,
2014c).
Chapter 8 of the California ELA/ELD
Framework: Assessment

Feedback
As teachers assess students, it is important to
provide actionable feedback, that recognizes
strengths and gives specific recommendations
for improvement (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
This type of feedback has been shown to
increase feelings of competence (Deci et al.,
1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Students can be
taught to apply this feedback strategy to selfassessment and peer assessment.
Video: 6 Teacher-Approved Tips for Faster,
More Effective Feedback, Edutopia

Notes
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Meet the Single Point Rubric by Jennifer
Gonzalez, Cult of Pedagogy
Single-point rubrics, more streamlined and
easier to make than traditional rubrics, can be
an effective feedback tool.
Assessing Literacy Skills With One-on-One
Conferencing by Kyleen Gray, Edutopia
Conferring with students, one-on-one or in
very small groups, is a great way to offer
literacy support and build student-teacher
relationships.
Reading Conferences With Students Within the
45 Minute English Class; Yes, It’s Possible by
Pernille Ripp
180 Days: Two Teachers and the Quest to
Engage and Empower Adolescents (2018)
English teachers Kelly Gallagher and Penny
Kittle share how they assess their ninthgraders’ reading and writing, including through
one-on-one conferences.

Mentor Texts
•

What texts will we read
with this lesson/unit?

•

What makes these
texts a good choice for
my students and our
learning goals?

Rationale and Resources

Unpack Mentor Texts
Teachers support student reading and writing
across genres/disciplines by helping students
read mentor texts and study the strategies
writers use to be effective (Calkins &
Ehrenworth, 2016; Duke et al., 2006, Gallagher
& Kittle, 2018).
Purpose, Audience, Format
Students benefit from being taught to use the
Purpose-Audience-Format triangle to analyze
mentor texts and reflect on the authors’
choices (Dostal & Gabriel, 2015).
YouTube Video: Purpose, Audience, Form
(P.A.F) by Vicky Maxted
Reading-Writing Connections
As students study mentor texts, it is important
to make reading-writing connections explicit:
talk to them about how they can apply similar
strategies in their own writing. Even better,
provide time for students to practice and share
specific writing strategies modeled in a mentor
text (Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).

Notes
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Article of the Week from Kelly Gallagher
CommonLit
Mentor Texts from Penny Kittle
Newsela
Notice and Note: Strategies for Close Reading
(2013) Kylene Beers and Robert E. Probst use
mentor texts (provided in the Appendix) to
teach adolescents six strategies (termed
signposts) for close reading of fiction.
Reading Nonfiction: Notice and Note Stances,
Signposts, and Strategies (2016) Beers and
Probst use mentor texts (provided in the
Appendix) to teach adolescents three big
questions, five signposts, and seven strategies
for close reading of nonfiction.
Write Like This: Teaching Real-World Writing
Through Modeling and Mentor Texts (2011) In
the Appendix, Gallagher provides copies of the
mentor texts he uses to teach the writing
lessons shared in the book.

Explicit Instruction

Rationale and Resources

Lessons
• What skills/content will
I teach to the whole
class?

Teach Students How
Reading and writing (across genres/disciplines)
are complex processes that must be explicitly
taught. Likewise, students must to be taught
speaking and listening strategies that equip
them to meet rigorous academic expectations
and be effective communicators in a variety of
settings.

•

What skills/content will
I teach to individuals or
small groups?

•

How will I structure the
class period to meet my
instructional goals?

Develop Routines and Structures to Allow for
Flexible Teaching
Think about what skills/content need to be
taught to the whole group and what would be
best taught individually or in small groups.
Structuring your class to allow for whole class,
individual, and small group instruction can
make this possible. For example, many
teachers use a workshop model. For ideas,
see:

Notes
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180 Days: Two Teachers and the Quest to
Engage and Empower Adolescents (2018) by
Kelly Gallagher and Penny Kittle
In the Middle: A Lifetime of Learning About
Writing, Reading, and Adolescents (2015) by
Nancie Atwell
The Daily 5: Fostering Literacy Independence in
the Elementary Grades (2014) by Gaily
Boushey and Joan Moser

o

Interactive Writing
with students

Use Engaging Instructional Strategies
It is important to use a range of instructional
strategies to explicitly teach students
skills/content and allow them to process their
learning through discussion and writing.

o

Read Aloud/
Think Aloud

5-Minute Writing Conferences by Jori Krulder,
Edutopia

o

Think-Pair-Share

o

Quick Writes

o

Unpacking model
student work

Building Reading Comprehension Through
Think-Alouds by Laurie A. Henry, PhD and
Using Think-Alouds to Get Inside Langston
Hughes' Head, ReadWriteThink

o

Write Aloud

Instructional Strategies
o Conferencing

The Cafe Menu of Reading Strategies
and The CAFE Book: Engaging All Students in
Daily Literacy Instruction and Assessment
(2020) by Gail Boushey and Alison Behne are
great resources for teaching reading
strategies. The Ready Reference Guide at the
back of The CAFE Book shares ideas for when
and how to teach each of the strategies on the
CAFE menu.
kellygallagher.org Gallagher shares a number
of resources for teaching reading and writing.
Notice and Note: Strategies for Close Reading
(2013) Beers and Probst provide detailed
lesson plans for teaching six strategies for
close reading of fiction texts. The mentor texts
for the lessons are included in the Appendix.
The lesson narratives give helpful examples of
student and teacher talk.
YouTube Video: Notice and Note: Strategies
for Close Reading Video 1
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Reading Nonfiction: Notice and Note Stances,
Signposts, and Strategies (2016) Beers and
Probst share detailed, engaging lessons for
using mentor texts (provided in the Appendix)
to teach adolescents three big questions, five
signposts, and seven strategies for close
reading of nonfiction. An excellent resource
for teaching reading across the disciplines, it
would make a great book study for an
interdisciplinary grade-level team.
pennykittle.net Kittle shares a range of
resources for teaching reading and writing.
Reading Aloud to Middle School Students by
Kasey Short, Edutopia
Teacher Read-Aloud That Models Reading for
Deep Understanding by Jan Miller Burkins,
ReadWriteThink
Write Alouds by Sharan A. Gibson, PhD,
ReadWriteThink

Time to Practice
•

When/how long will
students have time to
practice learning
objectives?

•

What are the
expectations during
independent, partner,
and small group practice
time? Can I co-create a
list of expectations with
students?

•

What will I do to support
students during this
time?

Rationale and Resources

Students need regular opportunities to engage
in reading, writing, and discussion.
As many students find it challenging to stay
focused while working independently or with
peers, it is important to help students develop
stamina and self-control. This is crucial to their
growth as autonomous, competent individuals.
When students are able to work productively
without being closely monitored, teachers can
use this time to meet with individuals and
small groups to assess and provide targeted
instruction.
The Daily 5: Fostering Literacy Independence in
the Elementary Grades (2014) While focused
on elementary students, Boushey and Moser
offer insights and strategies middle school
teachers may find helpful, including their 10
Steps to Teaching and Learning Independence.
Helping Students Develop Self-Regulation by
Maurice J. Elias, Edutopia

Notes
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Opportunities for
Social Interaction
•

What opportunities for
social interaction will I
provide students?

Rationale and Resources

A warm classroom environment built around
positive social interaction is essential to
support students’ relatedness (Deci et al.,
1991; Scales et al., 2019) and literacy
development. To develop as effective readers,
writers, listeners, and speakers, adolescents
need frequent opportunities to discuss and
collaborate with peers (Cunningham &
Allington, 2016; Gallagher & Kittle, 2018).
Peer interaction is also intrinsically motivating
for many middle school students.

Student-Teacher
o Conferencing
o Daily greeting at the
door
o Guided
reading/writing
groups

Reading Action Plans: An Invitation into
Further Exploration by Pernille Ripp

Student-Student
o Cooperative learning
o Discussions
o Think-Pair-Share

How to Promote Productive Discussion in
Math by Joseph Manfre, Edutopia

Welcoming Students With a Smile by Youki
Terada, Edutopia

Making Cooperative Learning Work Better by
Jennifer Gonzalez, Cult of Pedagogy
Philosophical Chairs- A Framework for WholeClass Discussions by Jill Fletcher, Edutopia
Lesson Plan: Philosophical Chairs Discussion by
Nicole Sledge, Scholastic
Socratic Seminars by Scott Filkins,
ReadWriteThink
The Big List of Class Discussion Strategies by
Jennifer Gonzalez, Cult of Pedagogy
Using the Think-Pair-Share Technique by Kathy
Allen Simon, ReadWriteThink
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Opportunities for
Student Choice
Assessment
• Can I give students a
choice in how they will
demonstrate their
learning?
Project/Task
• Can I offer students
choices regarding:
o Topic/question(s)
o Purpose
o Audience
o Format
o Order to complete
assignments
o Working alone, in a
partnership, or small
group? With whom
they will work?
Reading
• What reading choices can
I give students?
Seating
• Can I offer students
choices regarding where
they will sit and type of
seating (e.g., chair,
beanbag, yoga ball, rug)?
Growth Mindset
• How can I help students
take ownership of, and
learn from, their
choices?
•

How can I teach
students that they can
decide how to react to a
given situation? (Daniels
& Steres, 2015)

•

How will I help students
understand that
mistakes are a natural
part of the learning
process?

Rationale and Resources

Giving students choices supports their
autonomy and motivation to learn (Anderman
& Anderman, 2014; Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec
& Ryan, 2009). At the same time, teachers
must balance student choice with supports for
competence (the ability to successfully
complete tasks) and the need to maintain a
caring, safe classroom environment.
Fortunately, there are many options for
providing students with choices and
scaffolding these choices, as needed.
Bringing Student Choice to Assessment in
Science Classes by John Dorroh, Edutopia
How to Make Student Choice Work by Lauren
Gehr, Edutopia
Learning How to Scaffold Student Choice by
Mary Beth Hertz, Edutopia
Video: Motivating Students With Book Choice,
Edutopia
Flexible Seating in Middle School by Laura
Bradley, Edutopia
On Flexible Seating by Pernille Ripp
The Optimal Seating Plan? Letting Your
Students Choose by Emelina Minero, Edutopia
Easy to Say—But How Do You Really Help
Students Learn From Failure? by Sarah Gosner,
Edutopia
Resources for Teaching Growth Mindset,
Edutopia
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Interdisciplinary Team Planning Template: Collaborate to Support Students

Middle school students report high levels of stress related to juggling their academic workloads, extracurricular
activities, and responsibilities at home. Through discussion and collaborative planning, grade-level teams can find
ways to make student workloads more manageable and meaningful (Daniels, 2010 & 2011).

Discussion Topics
Unit of Study

What is the current unit of
study?
Key concepts/vocabulary
terms?
Culminating task?
Possible interdisciplinary
connections?

Homework

Type of homework
assigned?
How much time are
students expected to
spend on homework
(daily/weekly)?
Are the current homework
requirements meaningful
and reasonable? Should
the amount of homework
be increased or reduced?

Due Dates

Upcoming due dates for
projects/tests/homework?
Can we stagger due date
and test dates to make
student workloads more
manageable? If it is not
possible to avoid a
“crunch time” how can we
coach students through
this challenging period?

English

History

Math

Science
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Additional Discussion Questions
1. Do we have an accurate understanding of the various demands on our students’ time? If not,
how can we gain this understanding?

2. How well are our students managing their academic responsibilities? How many of our
students are struggling to keep up with the work? Which students are most in need of
support?

3. What supports can we put in place to help students with their organization and time
management? How will we measure the effectiveness of these supports?

4. Follow up: How are previously implemented supports working? What next steps can we take?

Resources
For Educators: Time Management Lesson Plan from Making Caring Common Project, Harvard Graduate
School of Education
Is Homework Helpful? The 5 Questions Every Teacher Should Ask by Brian Sztabnik, Edutopia
Tips for Planning Interdisciplinary Units in Middle School by Sarah Henchey, Education Week
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Build a Motivating Independent Reading Program

An independent reading program is an important part of the middle level English Language Arts curriculum
(California Department of Education, 2014). Educators can go a step further by implementing a school-wide
independent reading program to create a culture of reading involving all members of the school community
(Daniels & Steres, 2011; Kittle, 2013).

Choice Reading Supports Students’ Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness
Teaching Strategies and Resources
Notes
Autonomy
o

Giving students reading time
and choices allows them to
take ownership of their
reading lives, explore current
interests, and develop new
ones.

o
o
o
o

Some level of student choice in the
books they read
Diverse classroom and school
libraries
Student interest and reading habits
surveys
Teach strategies for choosing
interesting, appropriately challenging
texts
Help students set personal reading
goals

Reading Survey from ReadWriteThink
Reading Survey by Penny Kittle
Kids Recommend Student book
recommendations from the Center for
Teaching & Learning
We Need Diverse Books Resources for
finding diverse literature that “reflects and
honors the lives of all young people” (2020).
You Gotta Read This! Book review blog
written by 7th and 8th graders at the Center
for Teaching & Learning

Competence
Choice reading is an
important part of students’
reading development. To
become competent readers,
young people must read a
large volume of high-success
texts (Allington, 2013).
Consistently giving students
class time to read texts they
select supports their reading
enjoyment and increases the

Teaching Strategies and Resources
o
o
o

Explicitly teach reading strategies
Read Aloud/Think Aloud
Conference with individuals/small
groups

The Cafe Menu of Reading Strategies
and The CAFE Book: Engaging All Students in
Daily Literacy Instruction and Assessment
(2020) by Gail Boushey and Alison Behne
The Ready Reference Guide at the back of
The CAFE Book provides information about

Notes
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when and how to teach each of the strategies
on the CAFE menu.
Notice and Note: Strategies for Close Reading
(2013) Beers and Probst share detailed lesson
plans and mentor texts for teaching six
strategies (termed signposts) for close
reading of fiction texts.
Reading Nonfiction: Notice and Note Stances,
Signposts, and Strategies (2016): Beers and
Probst provide detailed lesson plans and
mentor texts to teach adolescents three big
questions, five signposts, and seven strategies
for close reading of nonfiction.
YouTube Video: Notice and Note: Strategies
for Close Reading Video 1
pennykittle.net Kittle shares resources for
supporting choice reading, including
conferencing and book clubs.
Supporting Students As They Read
Independently by Jan Miller Burkins,
ReadWriteThink

Relatedness
Reading for enjoyment has
the power to connect
students to a community of
readers in the classroom and
beyond. In addition to relating
to characters and favorite
authors, students can engage
in compelling conversations
with their peers, teachers,
and librarians. Students can
take part in an online
community of readers
through activities like reading
book reviews and blogging
recommendations.

Teaching Strategies and Resources

o
o
o
o
o

Book talks
Book clubs
Informal sharing
Reading conferences
Blogging book reviews/
recommendations

How to Easily Do A Book Talk by Pernille Ripp
How We Set Up Book Clubs in Middle School
by Pernille Ripp
Reimagining Reading: Connecting and
Promoting Lifelong Readers Through Book
Clubs by Penny Kittle and Kelly Gallagher, ILA
Reading Conferences With Students Within
the 45 Minute English Class; Yes, It’s Possible
by Pernille Ripp
The Unexpected Power of Reading
Conferences by Jori Krulder, Edutopia

Notes
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Recommended Reading
Atwell, N. & Atwell, Merkel, A. (2016). The reading zone: How to help kids become
skilled, passionate, habitual, critical readers (2nd ed.) Scholastic. Mother-daughter team
Atwell and Atwell Merkel provide an in-depth look at the reading workshop approach they
take at the Center for Teaching and Learning. They share valuable resources for conferencing,
writing about reading, student self-assessment, and more.
Kittle, P. (2013). Book love: Developing depth, stamina, and passion in adolescent readers.
Heinemann. Kittle makes a persuasive case for choice reading and discusses ways to build a
successful program, based on her own extensive work with students. In Chapter 9, she shares
how her high school developed a school-wide reading community.
Ripp, P. (2018). Passionate readers: The art of reaching and engaging every child.
Routledge. Seventh-grade English teacher Ripp shares insights from her independent reading
program. Teachers, like Ripp, working with a 45-minute class period will find this book
especially relevant. The Appendix includes a number of helpful resources (e.g., student
surveys and reflections, conferring sheet, letter to parents).
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Chapter 5: Discussion
The disengagement of middle level students is a pressing problem in education. Middle
school is a time of swift development and increasing responsibilities for adolescents (Giedd,
2012; Daniels, 2017), and the controlling, performance-oriented teaching methods frequently
used at this level have been shown to dampen student motivation and lead to superficial, rather
than deep, transferrable learning (Anderman & Anderman, 2014; Eccles & Roeser, 2011;
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Middle schoolers report finding curriculum boring, and many feel
overwhelmed by the work expected from them (Daniels, 2010; Larsen, 2000). These realities
point to a need for teacher professional development in the areas of student motivation and
engagement and effective literacy teaching. The purpose of this project is to provide a
curriculum and instruction planning guide to help middle school teachers plan and deliver
motivating, evidence-based literacy curriculum and instruction, informed by self-determination
theory (Deci et al., 1991). The guide was written with teachers’ own motivational needs in mind
and aims to be a practical resource they can use flexibly to meet their teaching goals.
Lessons Learned from the Process
As I reviewed the literature on motivation and engagement, I found that the three
fundamental human needs identified by self-determination theory – autonomy, competence, and
relatedness - serve as an easy-to-recall framework for daily thinking about student motivation
and engagement. The recommended supports for autonomy, competence, and relatedness align
closely with the themes I identified in the literacy research. For example, as literacy is about
meaning-making and communication, it is essential that students have frequent opportunities to
discuss with their peers and to create work to share with an audience (Cunningham & Allington;
2016; Duke et al., 2006; Duke et al., 2011). In addition to supporting students’ literacy
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development, these teaching practices meet students’ psychological need for relatedness. In
another example, providing students with reading and writing choices is an evidence-based
literacy practice that also supports their need for autonomy (Calkins & Ehrenworth, 2016; Fisher
& Frey, 2012).
Just as the four domains of literacy are interconnected and reinforce one another, I found
that the supports for autonomy, competence, and relatedness often overlap (Scales et al., 2019).
For instance, many of the supports for autonomy and competence help build strong studentteacher relationships (relatedness). On the other hand, teachers must balance supports for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. For example, when offering students’ learning choices
(an autonomy-supportive strategy), teachers must think about students’ capability of succeeding
at the task (competence). Too wide of a choice can leave students struggling unproductively (and
with the teacher stretched too thin to offer the necessary support); while choices that are too
narrow may not satisfy students’ need for autonomy. These realizations point to the importance
of teachers’ professional knowledge and experience. Ultimately, it is teachers who put research
into practice, through trial and error, working within a specific context (e.g., content area, grade
level, class size, and bell schedule) in classrooms with a unique mix of students. Thus, when
addressing student motivation and engagement, it is necessary to also think about teacher
motivation. Here again, self-determination theory provides guidance. Teachers’ motivation, like
their students’, grows in environments that support their autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
In creating the planning guide, I thought about ways its structure, content, and implementation
might help meet these needs.
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Recommendations for Implementation
Educators interested in improving student motivation and literacy learning can use the
planning guide to access strategies, resources, and research-based rationales for planning
curriculum and instruction and supporting student engagement. Teachers, literacy coaches, and
administrators may choose to bring this guide to their colleagues as a resource for common
planning by departmental or interdisciplinary teams. This would be a great step toward building
school-wide motivating learning environments. A potentially engaging and productive way for
educators to use this guide would be to form collaborative inquiry teams to study and discuss the
guide, implement practices, collect data, evaluate the strategies' effectiveness, and problem-solve
together (Weinbaum et al., 2004). Ideally, this would happen during common planning time as
research on effective professional development shows that teachers benefit from having ongoing
support and opportunities to collaborate with colleagues as they adopt new practices (Blank,
2013).
The curriculum and instruction planning guide is meant to be used flexibly by teachers to
address their particular needs. The Table of Contents and introductory paragraphs give an
overview of the guide and its foundation in self-determination theory. Each subsequent section is
designed to stand alone so that teams may choose to focus on one topic at a time, if desired. The
heart of the project, the Lesson/Unit Planning Guide (pages 48-57), is a template that brings
together best practices in literacy teaching and student motivation and engagement. Teachers can
use it to enhance existing lessons (e.g., adopted curriculum) or to design new lessons/units. The
range of recommendations and resources included in the Lesson/Unit Planning Guide and other
sections of the project are not meant to overwhelm; rather, they are included to give teachers
options for addressing student needs. Teachers may decide to begin by focusing on one or two
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goals as they develop lessons/units. For example, teachers wishing to hone their supports for
student autonomy may choose to give attention to the Lesson/Unit Planning Guide section on
providing student choice (page 57), the supports for autonomy shared on page 42 of the SelfDetermination Theory in the Classroom resource and suggestions from Try This Instead: Letting
Go of Practices that Undermine Student Motivation (pages 44-45). Teachers struggling with
what to prioritize as they plan their school year may find the Make the Most of Limited Time:
Planning Tips (pages 46-47) beneficial. Interdisciplinary teams that share the same group of
students can use the team planning template and discussion questions on pages 58-59 to gain a
better understanding of their colleagues’ content areas, reflect on homework expectations and
student workloads, and plan ways to help students manage their time and responsibilities.
Educators interested in beginning (or strengthening) an independent reading program at their
school will find suggestions and resources in the Build a Motivating Independent Reading
Program section (pages 60-62).
Limitations
Perhaps the most significant limitation of this project is that it was created without input
from other middle school teachers and has not yet received feedback on its usefulness. Another
limitation is that some teachers, such as those new to the profession or to the middle level, may
find it difficult to implement recommendations from the guide and need more support from
coaches, administrators, or teaching colleagues. History, math, and science teachers may feel that
the project offers limited guidance for supporting literacy in their disciplines.
Many factors that affect student motivation at the middle level are outside the scope of
this project. Implementing suggestions from this guide can definitely improve the learning
conditions in classrooms and schools, but much still needs to be done on a larger policy level. As
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reviewed in this project, research demonstrates that teachers can best support their students’
engagement and literacy development by getting to know students, delivering relevant,
cognitively engaging lessons, frequently assessing student learning, and offering actionable
feedback. These practices take time, both within and outside of the school day. Large numbers of
students and classes to teach, limited instructional time, and inadequate opportunities for longterm, collaborative professional development (as opposed to the frequent introduction of new
initiatives) make it difficult for teachers to accomplish as much as they would like.
Future Directions
This project points to areas for further research. The effectiveness of the guide itself
could be tested through a teacher action research project. Some possible questions for
investigation are:
•

What aspects of the guide are most useful for teachers? How can the guide be improved?

•

Which strategies for supporting students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness are
most impactful?

•

What challenges do teachers’ encounter as they implement supports for students’
autonomy, competence, and relatedness? What are some strategies for meeting these
challenges?

Collaborative teams could also create lessons/units drawing on the recommendations in the
Lesson/Unit Planning Guide, teach the lessons, collect data, reflect on the lessons’ effectiveness,
revise, and share the work with their colleagues (Weinbaum et al., 2004).
Researchers could also look into ways to foster a culture of support for students’
autonomy, competence, and relatedness that extends across all aspects of students’ time on
campus. Another important avenue of research is identifying effective ways to communicate the
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research on motivation and literacy best practices to parents and build parent-teacher
partnerships for supporting students’ motivation, engagement, and literacy development.
Finally, it would be fruitful for researchers to investigate what types of school structures, bell
schedules, and class sizes best support both students’ and teachers’ motivation and engagement.
Conclusion
Self-determination theory provides a valuable framework for creating motivating learning
environments. It reminds educators that how we teach is as important as what we teach.
Centering students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness when making curricular
and instructional decisions supports students’ motivation, literacy learning, and social-emotional
development. By drawing on self-determination theory and literacy best practices, teachers can
make changes, big and small, that improve the educational experience for their students and
enrich their own professional motivation and satisfaction.
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