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Although teachers want motivated students in their classroom, students who are willing to engage in learning activities, it does not always work out like this. Sometimes students are passive and disengaged in terms of their motivation for learning tasks. When it comes to students with visual impairments, motivational problems are also reported. Problems with communication, distorted perceptions, difficulties anticipating, being unable to perceive things that would serve to motivate them, along with a lack of incidental learning, can all negatively influence a student’s motivation. Low levels of motivation can have a serious negative influence on a student’s learning and development. Therefore, it is highly important to pay attention to a student’s motivation and to intervene when motivational problems are observed in those students with visual impairments. 

What can teachers do to motivate their students? Which strategies can teachers of visually impaired students use to make learning an interesting and enjoyable experience for their students? In this paper I will try to answer these questions by explaining the concept of motivation in terms of the factors that influence student motivation and by providing an overview of motivation-enhancing teaching strategies. 

Motivation and the role of the social context

Motivation is vital for student outcomes. It energizes, channels, and sustains behavior and performance (Luthans, 1998). Student motivation has to do with a student’s desire to participate in the learning process. It determines the amount of effort and energy a student will invest in learning activities (Pintrich et al., 1993). Motivation determines whether students perform a task enthusiastically and actively, or apathetically and passively. It is pivotal for positive learning outcomes. 

It is important for teachers to take into account their students’ motivation. Moreover, they need to use instructional strategies that will positively influence students’ willingness to engage in learning. Teachers need to know how they can foster their students’ motivation. 

Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) is a fundamental theory that provides practical insights into how to positively influence students’ motivation. According to Self-Determination Theory, the social context plays a major role in the extent to which students are motivated to learn. Self-Determination Theory states that human beings have three basic psychological needs, namely the need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Autonomy can be defined as behaving with a sense of volition, willingness, and choice. Competence refers to having the ability to do something successfully and effectively. Relatedness refers to the feeling of being related to others. 

In interaction with other people, these three needs can be supported or thwarted. For instance, our relationships with others can build our competence or decrease our feeling of confidence. They can be autonomy-supportive or controlling. They can foster strong interpersonal connections, or increase feelings of loneliness and isolation. 

When social interactions are need-supportive, this positively influences a person’s motivation. Fulfillment in terms of the need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness can therefore be seen as prerequisites for motivation. In the classroom, teachers are a major factor in a student’s social context. Thus, teacher-student interactions have a major influence on a student’s motivation. 

Research on Self-Determination Theory has identified teaching strategies that can support students’ psychological needs. In general, the teacher can support competence by providing structure. Autonomy can be instilled by providing autonomy support. Relatedness can be supported by involvement. 

In sum, Self-Determination Theory states that students’ motivation will be high when students’ needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are satisfied. This can be accomplished by providing structure, autonomy support, and involvement. But how does this work for students with visual impairments? Do students with visual impairments have the same psychological needs as students without sensory loss? And do teachers need to use the same strategies to support the needs of students with sensory loss, as they do for those without?

Students with visual impairments

Research on students with visual impairment shows that these children often have problems with concentration and motivation (Brambring, 2001). Moreover, students with visual impairments are often more passive and experience more learned helplessness than do other children (Agran, Hong, & Blankenship, 2007). 

Self-Determination Theory states that psychological needs are universal; therefore, students with visual impairments are no exception in terms of having these needs. However, the way teachers support students’ needs may differ. In what way they differ has yet to be explored. Therefore, I conducted a PhD study to see how students with sensory loss can profit from the insights of Self-Determination Theory.

Study aim

Amongst others, my PhD studies involved two literature studies on motivation in students with visual impairments, hearing impairments, and deafblindness. In addition, I developed and tested an intervention to enhance teachers’ need-supportive strategies. And I made many video recordings of how students with congenital and acquired deafblindness were being educated and then analyzed them. Though the three groups of students – students with visual impairments, hearing impairments, and deafblindness – differ greatly, there are similarities with regard to their needs and the way teachers can support them. In this paper, I will specifically focus on the education of students with visual impairments. My goal is to provide an overview of practical, directly applicable strategies that teachers of students with visual impairments can use to motivate their students in their learning tasks. 

Strategies for teachers of students with visual impairments

The literature on SDT provides examples of need-supportive teaching strategies. In my study, I adjusted these strategies to fit students with sensory loss. In what follows, I will provide an overview of strategies that teachers of students with visual impairments can use to enhance their students’ motivation.  

· Providing structure for students with visual impairments

Teachers can support students’ need for competence by providing structure. This includes clearly communicating what is expected of the student, and providing directions and guidance (Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010). In other words, students need to know what goals they need to attain and what steps are necessary to attain these goals. This requires that teachers explain what the goal is before beginning the task. During the task the teacher can provide hints, suggestions, or tips to keep the student on the right track. After the task is completed, the teacher then needs to provide feedback. With this information, the student can confidently and successfully engage in learning. This also holds true for students with visual loss, although the content and the form of structure provided needs to be adjusted. For instance, instructions and feedback need to be verbalized, since they might miss non-verbal communication such as facial expressions and body language.

Moreover, instead of providing instruction to the whole group, teachers would do better to individualize instruction. In addition, educational materials need to be adapted, for instance, by using books in large print or Braille. 

Finally, the classroom itself needs to be structured for students with low vision. For instance, the classroom needs to be organized and needs to be free from clutter. Furthermore, colors, contrasts, and lighting in the classroom need to be taken into consideration. In sum, a structured classroom environment has a positive influence on these students’ motivation, while a chaotic environment has a negative influence. 

· Providing autonomy support for students with visual impairments

Strategies for supporting students’ need for autonomy include assuming the student’s perspective, offering choice, minimalizing controlling language, and promoting the student’s own initiatives (Reeve & Jang, 2006). 

Another part of autonomy support is offering meaningful learning tasks, that is, tasks that students will find interesting and that are relevant for them. For students with visual impairments, it is important to use tactile, concrete, and real-life material. Providing autonomy support requires knowing the students, knowing what their interests are, their dreams for the future, and their goals, and then adjusting the learning task to fit these goals. Or teachers can provide a choice of tasks; this way students can decide for themselves what they want to learn. For instance, a student might want to focus on orientation and mobility in order to enhance his or her confidence and independence. 

The opposite of autonomy-supportive teaching is controlling teaching. In the latter case, teachers use controlling language and are not open to students’ input. Two other aspects of teaching behavior that negatively influence student autonomy are underestimating the students and overprotecting them. Learning tasks that are too easy and involve too much support negatively influence student motivation, and lead to passivity and learned helplessness, which are often observed in students with visual impairments. 

· Providing involvement for students with visual impairments

To support the need for relatedness, teachers should show involvement. Teachers can do this by expressing that they care and being responsive to the student (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Involvement involves creating a warm, respectful, and trusting relationship between the teacher and the student. Teachers need to demonstrate sincere concern, and provide warmth and unconditional regard for their well-being (Connell & Wellborn, 1991).

Many children with visual impairments have difficulty with social interaction, which has partly to do with the reduced visual input they have (Erwin, 1993). Therefore, teachers of students with visual loss need to pay extra attention to this aspect. 

To feel related, students need to feel that they are being listened to and cared for in the classroom. This involves a teacher being generally accessible for the student, as well as being there when the student asks for help. Simply taking an interest in the student by talking about his or her interests and experiences can make a student feel related.  

Conclusion 

Motivation is important because it channels behavior and leads to achieving desired outcomes. The key to student motivation to learn lies in supporting students’ psychological needs in the classroom. Students with visual impairments are no exception. Therefore, it is important that teachers provide structure, autonomy support, and involvement in their lessons. This research project has provided evidence-based strategies on how to effectively motivate children with sensory loss. Currently, I am working on a new research project that will involve questionnaires for students with visual impairments and their teachers. In this way, we hope to further crystallize the motivational processes in the education of students with visual impairments. 
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