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WHAT MAKES STUDENTS WANT TO LEARN?

What New Research Says About Interest and Engagement

Excellent Educator, 3(11), 11-12, 2026

WHAT RESEARCH FOUND

A review of research identified six common factors that spark situational interest in learning:
relevance, novelty, cognitive challenge, social interaction, hands-on activity, and choice. These
factors increase attention, engagement, and persistence, while also supporting the
development of long-term interest.

Researchers emphasize that interest is not merely a personality trait. Classroom experiences can
actively trigger and strengthen students’ motivation to learn.

WHY THIS MATTERS

Student interest often declines with age. Maintaining curiosity may be one of the most
important challenges facing educators.

CLASSROOM REALITY

Teachers Want | Students Often Experience

Curiosity Routine tasks

Engagement Passive learning

Persistence Minimal effort
Motivation External pressure
TRY TOMORROW

1. Start with a surprising question.

2. Connect content to students’ lives.
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3. Include hands-on activities.

4. Offer meaningful choices.

CAUTION

No single strategy motivates every student. Interest develops differently across learners.

ONE KEY TAKEAWAY

Interest grows when students encounter learning that feels relevant, challenging, and
personally meaningful.
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