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1
S H I F T I N G  PA R A D I G M S

It is not often that learner motivation is cast as the villain. Typical 
 conversations run along the lines of whether a given learner is motivated 
and how one might foster more of it. This is a good question, but per-

haps not the best. What, exactly, are learners motivated to do, and why are 
they motivated to do it? Those are the questions addressed in the pages of 
this book, and at the center will be this claim: All learners are motivated. All 
learners are motivated, but they may not be motivated at all to do the things 
that we are hoping they will do. Motivation will not be cast as the villain 
here, but it will not be cast as the hero, either. 

Motivation is a value-neutral, bidirectional construct that can drive a 
learner to learn intently or to avoid learning at all, and it is vital that it be 
viewed as such. The important question is not one concerned with learner 
motivation being indiscriminately generated but with learner motivation 
being of the type that is conducive to learning. This sort of an intense but 
open-minded approach to motivation is one hallmark of a truly learner- 
centered education.

If motivation is, indeed, something learners could have in either 
 direction, then the job of the teacher is to foster a change in learner moti-
vation, not just to promote more of it. It seems odd, for sure, to talk about 
demotivating learners rather than motivating them, but generic talk of 
fostering motivation in learners rides on an assumption, and the implica-
tions of that assumption are of great importance for anyone serious about 
educating others. 

Certainly, it may be true that what we mean when we refer to moti-
vating learners is a motivation specifically to learn, but that may just add 
to the  problem rather than eliminate it, because it places in stark relief 
another assumption that is just as bad—that learners can be sorted into two 
 categories: those who are motivated to learn and those who are not motivated 
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2  MOTIVATIONAL IMMEDIACY

to do anything at all. This presupposes a sort of learner stasis, the existence of 
which does not hold up to scrutiny.

What if learners are very often motivated to not learn at all but to avoid 
it? How would that change how we practice? What could be done about it? 
What would a practice informed by this viewpoint look like? How would it 
affect the ways we might think and talk about motivation? Would research 
questions shift significantly? Should they?

I join Maritain (1943) in believing that “the surprising weakness of 
today . . . proceeds from our attachment to the very perfection of our mod-
ern educational means and methods, and our failure to bend them toward 
the end” (p. 3). Much of the discussion in this book is focused on the ends of 
our educational efforts and ensuring that our means are aligned properly and 
most effectively and efficiently with those ends. 

Wenger (2000) pointed out that, when new terms are coined, they do not 
always break the ice for a new concept, but they almost always cause existing 
concepts to be thought of in new ways. I introduce a number of new terms 
in this book, or, at least, I use a number of terms in different sorts of ways 
than they are customarily used. Motivation has come under risk of being 
another dead horse to beat upon, and this most often happens only when an 
existing paradigm has nothing left to offer. Motivational immediacy is not 
a method for garnering more motivation; it is a call for a new way of seeing 
motivation altogether. That paradigm shift brings with it a wide range of 
practical methods for facilitation, and indeed a significant part of this book is 
focused on those methods. But to fully utilize those methodological means, 
we must only apply them with a full understanding of our educational ends 
in mind. To employ practical methods in our classrooms effectively, we first 
must grasp the conceptual principles in which they are rooted. There are 
always a number of key principles that inform any proposed paradigm, and 
the present case is no exception. The remainder of this chapter lays out the 
principles upon which motivational immediacy rests.

Learning Resistance Is a Lack of Engagement

Although learner engagement is the primary focus, learner resistance, as a 
dynamic, will serve as its point of departure. Learning resistance is viewed 
as a dynamic in which the learner does not engage in a learning situation. 
As such, it is not directly related to any particular classroom behavior, such 
as arguing with the teacher or, for that matter, smiling and nodding. Learner 
behaviors are not easy to decipher, and the same sort of behavior can be a 
manifest of many different motivational causes.

Taylor_Motivational Immediacy.indb   2 01-12-2021   15:06:02



SHIFTING PARADIGMS  3

Learning Resistance Is a Systemic Phenomenon

Learning resistance is treated as a systemic phenomenon, but the system 
includes the learner as a significant factor. We cannot, on the one hand, 
speak up for the empowerment and agency of the learner, while avoiding 
the learner’s responsibility on the other. It is difficult at times to accu-
rately differentiate between the two, and one must make any such attempts 
with great earnest and humility, but it is important for both the teacher 
and the learner to understand the student’s responsibility and the role it 
plays in successful learning. Treatments of engagement and resistance have, 
over the years, swung wildly between periods during which the learner was 
blamed for all such problems or blamed for none. Motivational imme-
diacy acknowledges all forms of learning resistance as concrete realities of 
all learning spaces and casts them as legitimate forces to be aware of and 
reckoned with.

Motivation Is a Neutral Construct

Rather than being addressed primarily as a drive toward education, motiva-
tion is seen as a neutral phenomenon, which, in equal measure, can drive a 
learner both toward and away from engagement and learning. Therefore, 
fostering motivation for learning might require, at times, fostering a demo-
tivation for resistance and rejection. The tendency to think and speak of 
 motivation as only a positive thing leads the educator to, perhaps inadvert-
ently, avoid, ignore, or simply miss the very real-world struggles that the 
learner may be facing.

Motivation Is Distinct From Engagement

In keeping with this line of thought, motivation is seen as distinct from 
engagement. This is consistent with some of the published work on motiva-
tion (e.g., Marks, 2000; Renniger et al., 2018) but quite distinct from  others 
(e.g., Merriam & Bierema, 2014). These different approaches can create 
confusion in both theory and practice, and understanding the relationship 
between them is important when considering teaching applications. 

A learner can engage with the learning situation because they are moti-
vated to do so, but a learner can also disengage from the learning situation 
because they are motivated to do so. Only when the two dynamics (motiva-
tion and engagement) are divorced from one another can the power and 
impact of each be recognized.
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4  MOTIVATIONAL IMMEDIACY

A Focus on Learning Resistance Is Learner-Centered

Teaching with an awareness of and sensitivity to learner resistance is viewed 
as a humanistic, learner-centered, and positive approach to fostering engage-
ment in any learning space. Although one’s intentions may be admirable 
when resolutely focusing only on positive aspects of the environment and 
only on learner strengths, any authentic attempts to connect with the learner 
and engage in learner-centered education must sit where the learner sits and 
see the world as the learner sees it.

Motivation Is Both Global and Immediate

The focus on motivation centers on the spectrum of global and immedi-
ate motivation rather than the more traditional intrinsic–extrinsic dichot-
omy. Although looking at global and immediate motivation are more novel 
approaches, they are not completely foreign. Kruglanski et al. (2018) provide 
an interesting conception of the intrinsic and extrinsic typology that can help 
bridge the terms and concepts.

Learning Requires Acquisition and Acceptance

Authentic, meaningful learning requires both acquisition and acceptance, 
and, if the teacher has any hope that the learner will demonstrate a future 
practical use of any particular learning content, the teacher must also work 
for a present conceptual commitment of the learning content. Fostering 
 engagement is not, in itself, the same thing as fostering acceptance of  learning 
content, but, in order for a student to be fully open to consider the content 
with a discerning but authentic eye, the learner must be engaged. The facili-
tation of the one brings with it enhanced opportunities for the other.

Motivational Immediacy Is a Theory for Practice

The academic treatments of learning resistance and engagement are provided 
for the express purpose of applying them in practical ways in everyday learn-
ing spaces to foster more effective and efficient learning. Concrete methods 
are bound to specific sets of circumstances, and what works very well in one 
situation may likely bring failure in another. Principles, on the other hand, 
have a much greater transcendent power, and that power is what breathes 
life into any particular method. Only when a teacher is fully aware of the 
principle that a given method is supposed to be serving can the teacher 
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SHIFTING PARADIGMS  5

make adequate assessments of whether the method is actually working. 
Motivational immediacy represents a collection of conceptual principles that 
are intended to give wings to the enhanced use of practical methods.

A Measurement Focus Can Negatively Impact Practice

One of the reasons affect is not taken seriously in practice is that present-day 
politics require measurable outcomes, and affective outcomes are difficult to 
measure. Affective outcomes of learning can be measured effectively enough 
to secure support for the educational efforts and reforms they require. When 
considerations of measurement are at hand, it is important to understand 
the level of accuracy that is required in order to retain the efficacy of the 
measurement itself. 

For instance, measuring bags of rock to put on a riverbank might allow 
a more flexible metric than determining the amount of a vaccine in order for 
it to be safely and effectively administered. Likewise, measuring whether an 
individual has memorized a set of facts or can replicate a specific skill might 
require more measurement accuracy than determining whether a learner 
believes that the facts are true or that the skill should be used in the future. 
Differing levels of measurement accuracy do not necessarily differentiate the 
two in terms of importance.

Five “Rules” of Teaching

Woven together, these principles are distilled to a set of five “rules” of teaching:

1. You never teach groups—you always and only teach individuals 
(who might be together in groups sometimes).

2. Connection is the “underneath” of all effectual teaching.
3. You must engage in motivational immediacy as you teach.
4. You must foster both the acquisition of content and the acceptance of 

content.
5. Focusing on the negative is positive—focusing on the learner’s strengths 

while ignoring their needs is not human-centered teaching.

Overview of Contents

Learning resistance has been used in many different ways to describe many 
different things. Chapter 2 leads off the first part of the book, which provides 
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6  MOTIVATIONAL IMMEDIACY

the theoretical and empirical basis for the work as a whole and introduces 
all of the key concepts that are applied in the second and third parts. It will 
provide a thorough analysis of the concept of learning resistance, grounded 
in the academic literature of many fields of study, such as adult education, 
educational psychology, psychology, sociology, cultural anthropology, and 
communication. This analysis will culminate with a clear definition of the 
term, its types, its causes, and its effects. Four types of learning resistance will 
be identified and explained, and examples of each will be provided.

As it is used in this book, the phenomenon of learning resistance is 
described as the opposite of the psychological construct of “openness” and, 
as such, is rooted in the range of learner engagement. Learner engagement 
is, of course, a cornerstone of this book, and one of the primary purposes of 
chapter 2 is to connect the two concepts of resistance and engagement in a 
way that will provide a clear path forward for discussions of effectual learning 
and motivational immediacy.

Chapter 3 will turn the discussion away from learning resistance and 
toward the primary focus of the book by connecting the concepts surround-
ing learning resistance directly to engagement and human motivation. This 
chapter will tie together motivational concepts spanning nearly 90 years and 
introduce the concepts of immediate motivation and global motivation. 
It will draw these ideas together to make the case for practicing motivational 
immediacy in all learning spaces.

Chapter 4 introduces the idea of effectual learning. It ties together all of 
the primary concepts introduced in the book so far and introduces a cohesive 
way to understand teaching and learning. Learning acquisition is contrasted 
with learning acceptance, and the relative importance of both are discussed 
in light of the subsequently presented ideas of learning resistance, learning 
engagement, and motivational immediacy.

Chapter 5 marks out the transition to the second part of the book, which 
focuses on the various tools that effective teachers might use to mitigate 
learner resistance and foster authentic and lasting engagement. This chapter 
will lay out a wide range of suggested mitigation strategies for learning resist-
ance. The strategies are drawn from the multidisciplinary literature and are 
organized according to the nature of their approach.

Chapter 6 bridges the more global and theoretically oriented concepts 
introduced in the first section of the book to the real-world practice of teach-
ing a specific classroom session. It provides a very concrete set of strategies 
for connecting with students in the classroom in a given time-bound space, 
helping them better understand their own potential reservations about the 
class or content and fostering a high degree of engagement for the entirety of 
the class session. This is a general approach and must be adapted for specific 
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SHIFTING PARADIGMS  7

contexts. Several of the most often-discussed and well-known contexts, 
domains, and/or learning spaces will be addressed in the following chapters.

Chapter 7 wraps up the second part of the book by providing practi-
cal applications for using curriculum and instructional systems design (ISD) 
processes to effectively foster engaged learning in all of these different learn-
ing spaces and contexts. The chapter contains a critique of some of the most 
common practices and suggestions for how to wield curriculum and ISD 
processes more effectively to foster learner engagement.

Chapter 8 serves as the beginning of the third part of the book and will 
provide application for the theory covered in Part One, will further develop 
the methods outlined in Part Two, and will apply them specifically to online-
learning environments. Online learning is a significant part of nearly every 
type of structured learning program, whether it is fully employed as an online 
course, partially used in a blended or hybrid course, or simply used as a sup-
plement to store course materials and mediate communication.

Chapter 9 provides the same theory-to-practice analysis by applying the 
teaching approach specifically to undergraduate and graduate face-to-face 
education. 

Chapter 10 introduces the final part of the book. One of the most sig-
nificant obstacles for utilizing teaching approaches that focus heavily on 
learner engagement—and, in particular, motivational immediacy—is the 
measurement-driven, educational, sociopolitical context within which most 
educators are trying to work. Although there has long been lip service for 
affective elements of program and curricular design, in practice they have 
been heavily marginalized because they are, for the most part, difficult or 
impossible to measure. Chapter 10 takes the concept of effectual learning 
and provides a potential method to measure effectual learning in the class-
room. The constructs are connected to an actual equation that provides a 
possible metric for learning that takes into account both learner acquisition 
and learner acceptance. Knowing how to provide some sort of measure of 
success in the classroom would open doors significantly for increased focus 
on motivational aspects of learning in more formal teaching contexts.

Chapter 11 will address, in some detail, the relative ethical value of the 
concept of learner resistance. Particularly, it will examine the various poten-
tial ethical pitfalls and raise questions about how far a teacher should go to 
persuade a student to buy into content and whether these sorts of activities 
are unethical manipulations or ethical responsibilities. 

It will utilize the definitions and taxonomies presented in chapter 2. 
Because of the many disparate ways that resistance has been addressed in 
the academic literature over the years, there is a corresponding litany of 
viewpoints on whether learning resistance should be considered a positive 
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8  MOTIVATIONAL IMMEDIACY

construct or a negative one. I will make the case that much of this disa-
greement has come about because of the sloppy manner in which the terms 
have been used over time, and that the ways those constructs are aligned 
here eliminate much of the debate. Resolving the tension over value will also 
address, hopefully in a satisfactory way, the ethical issues that are sometimes 
said to exist in efforts to mitigate learner resistance and foster engagement in 
its place. The final portion of this chapter will introduce learning resistance 
mitigation as a supremely learner-centered approach to teaching and a valu-
able method for fostering engagement in learners in all contexts.

Chapter 12 draws the book to a close by reviewing in a concise way 
all of the concepts, terms, and applications of all of the previous chapters. 
Although no new content is introduced here, the reader will be able to see 
all of the pieces integrated into a fluid whole that will greatly improve one’s 
general understanding of the ideas as well as the methods best used to reduce 
learning resistance, increase learner engagement, and facilitate motivational 
immediacy and effectual learning.

Engaged Teachers

Thirty years ago now, Boyer (1990) wrote in his seminal work that there 
are four overlapping pillars, or functions, of the professoriate. This book is 
grounded in all four but most strongly situated as a scholarship of integra-
tion and a scholarship of application. By integration, I refer to the “[making] 
of connections across disciplines, placing the specialties in larger context,” 
(p. 18) and bringing these to bear upon the task of facilitating learner engage-
ment. By application, I mean that everything in the following pages is meant 
to be “responsibly applied to consequential problems” and to be directly 
“helpful to individuals and institutions” (p. 20).

This book represents approximately 20 years of professional teaching 
experience and 12 years of scholarship examining learning resistance; human 
motivation; learning engagement; conceptual change; and all of the meth-
ods, strategies, and practices that successfully manage these phenomena to 
foster meaningful human learning (Frye et al., 2016; Taylor, 2010, 2014, 
2017, 2020; Taylor & Frye, 2020; Taylor & Lounsbury, 2016). While I have 
drawn from some of my previous publications (with permission), the chap-
ters are primarily new material. My own thoughts and practices have changed 
a great deal over the years as I have learned, both in the “books” and in the 
classroom. These pages provide the culmination of those experiences, and 
I sincerely hope they provide you with energy and passion to be an engaged 
teacher, because that is the first and only way to have engaged students. 
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