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Writing Matters 

I am always ready to learn although I do not always like being taught. 

—Winston Churchill 

Writing Across the Curriculum 

Southwestern Community College 

    We all know that 

motivated students are more 

active in their educations. 

They learn deeply and are 

often the backbone of class 

discussions, always turn in 

assignments on time, and 

seem engaged with 

everything you do. Those 

students appear few and far 

between some semesters. 

However, those students who 

“seem to be” unmotivated 

may simply need some help 

connecting the dots. 

    Motivation (both intrinsic 

and extrinsic) on the part of 

students is closely connected 

to the idea of “perceived 

usefulness.” In other words, 

students tend to be more 

motivated and more active in 

their learning in courses and 

on assignments that clearly 

have a direct connection to 

their personal and/or career 

goals. Levels of motivation 

often become abundantly 

clear on writing assignments.  

    For example, if Joey is 

wanting to become an EMT, 

he may not be very motivated 

to do an APA formatted 

research paper. After all, it is 

doubtful that any supervisor 

in the future is going to ask 

him to perform a similar task. 

Joey’s instructor, on the other 

hand, may see very clearly the 

benefits of this assignment. 

How can the instructor 

communicate these to Joey 

and increase motivation and 

engagement?  

Connecting the Dots 

    One useful tip is to first 

find out why students are 

here (at SCC and/or in your 

class in particular). You’ll 

receive answers about better 

job prospects or transfer to a 

four-year university. 

Knowing where students 

want to end up (degree, 

profession, etc.) can help 

you begin the process of 

making connections 

explicit. 

    Also, always strive to 

connect particular 

assignments to larger 

concepts, your course 

goals, your students’ 

individual goals. What is 

the “utility” of that 

assignment? How will it 

help students’ skills or 

abilities as they move 

through their educations?  

    Another useful 

“connector” is to give 

feedback early and often. 

Increasing Motivation: The Role of Perceived Usefulness 

“I’ll never use this again!” “I’ll never use this again!” “I’ll never use this again!” “I’ll never use this again!”     

   We’ve all heard it before, the complaint of the student who just wants to get through 

the class, do just enough to get by, get the grade, and move on. The protest may be 

about the course in general, or it may center around a particular assignment. Whatever 

the case, the complaint itself signifies that the student doesn’t clearly see the 

connections between the course/assignment and his/her personal and career goals.  

     One of our goals should be to help students make those connections. Remember, 

they come to us as novices in our fields. While we can see the usefulness, and the 

connections seem obvious to us, they may be lost on our students. Having 

conversations in class that explicitly outline the far-reaching implications of our 

courses and assignments can often be just what our students need. 
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This is particularly useful 

on major writing 

assignments, but the 

principle also applies to the 

course in general. Keeping 

students appraised of how 

they are progressing 

through the course can 

increase their engagement 

and motivation. In 

addition, use your feedback 

to represent the larger 

connections your class (or 

that assignment) can make. 

For example, in a research 

paper, valuable feedback 

may be a comment 

indicating a passage of the 

paper that represents solid 

critical thinking that will 

benefit a student in his/her 

chosen field.  

    Finally, model the 

motivation and values of 

your field. The ways we 

talk about our course 

content can influence our 

students to see the benefit 

in the course or 

assignment. Our 

motivation and 

enthusiasm can “rub off” 

on them.  

    Motivated students are 

engaged students. We can 

play an important role in 

increasing that motivation 

and engagement by 

making clear connections 

between our courses/

assignments and students’ 

goals. 
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Motivation: Perceived Usefulness (cont’d) 

Being ignorant is not so much a shame as being unwilling to learn. 

—Benjamin Franklin 

Remind your students about the 

WAC Essay Awards! Deadline is 

April 2, so there is plenty of  time for 

students to enter! Check WAC 

website for rules and submission 

forms. 


