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Abstract

Motivation plays a central role in students’ academic achievement, emotional development, and long-term
personal growth. Modern educational systems increasingly recognize the importance of approaches that go
beyond traditional classroom instruction, incorporating inspirational content, interactive guest lectures, and
authentic life stories from public figures and professionals. This study investigates the effects of such programs
on students’ intrinsic motivation, self-confidence, perseverance, and overall engagement in learning activities.
Focusing on the pilot project “Inspirational Encounters”, which brings scientists, athletes, artists, and
community leaders into schools, the research analyzes qualitative and quantitative outcomes. Findings indicate
that students exposed to these programs demonstrate measurable growth in intrinsic motivation, higher
participation in classroom activities, improved self-perception of their abilities, and a stronger sense of purpose
in their academic pursuits. These results suggest that integrating inspirational educational programs into formal
learning contexts can foster holistic development, combining cognitive, emotional, and social growth.
Keywords: motivation; inspirational educational programs; guest lectures; life stories; self-confidence;
perseverance; engagement; educational models; psychological development; innovative pedagogy.

Introduction
Student motivation is widely recognized as a critical determinant of academic success,
personal growth, and lifelong learning. Motivated students are more likely to engage in
active learning, ask questions, develop curiosity, and persist in the face of challenges. In
contemporary society, characterized by rapid technological change, increased access to
information, and fragmented attention spans, traditional motivation strategies—such as
rewards, grades, or praise—often fail to generate sustained engagement. Research has
consistently shown that intrinsic motivation, which is driven by personal interest,
curiosity, and the meaningfulness of learning experiences, is more effective in fostering
deep learning and long-term development than extrinsic rewards (Deci & Ryan, 2000,
227-268; Ryan & Deci, 2020, 61.).

In this context, inspirational educational programs have emerged as innovative tools
to promote intrinsic motivation and holistic development. Programs like “Inspirational
Wednesdays” or “Inspirational Encounters” employ authentic life stories, guest
lectures, and interactive sessions with professionals from various fields. These
interventions aim not only to enhance students’ academic skills but also to strengthen
psychological traits such as self-confidence, resilience, and perseverance. According to
Bandura’s social learning theory (1977), observing the experiences of successful role
models enables students to develop self-efficacy and internalize behaviors that contribute
to personal and academic growth.

Furthermore, these programs contribute to the creation of supportive learning
communities. By exposing students to diverse perspectives, successes, and failures of
accomplished individuals, students develop a broader understanding of personal
potential and the value of effort, persistence, and adaptability. This approach aligns with
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contemporary educational frameworks that emphasize student-centered learning,
emotional intelligence, and the development of 21st-century skills.

The present study focuses on the pilot project “Inspirational Encounters”,
implemented in secondary schools, which brings together scientists, artists, athletes, and
community leaders to share their authentic life experiences with students. The objective
is to examine how exposure to these experiences affects intrinsic motivation, engagement
in learning, and personal development, providing empirical evidence for the
effectiveness of inspirational educational programs in contemporary pedagogical
practice.

1. Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Deci and Ryan (1985; 2000), is one
of the most influential contemporary psychological theories of human motivation.
According to SDT, the quality of motivation is more important than its quantity, and true
intrinsic motivation arises only when three fundamental psychological needs are met:
autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

1.1. Autonomy

Autonomy refers to the sense that individuals can independently choose and control
their own activities (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 45).

In educational contexts, students demonstrate stronger intrinsic motivation when
their activities are perceived as personally meaningful rather than imposed.
Programs involving guest speakers or inspirational life stories support autonomy by
allowing students to identify with the values and choices of the individuals who visit.
For example, when an athlete, scientist, or artist shares their personal journey, students
experience learning as concrete, personal, and choice-driven—enhancing autonomous
learning (Ryan & Deci, 2017, pp. 82-83).

1.2. Competence

Competence involves the need to feel effective, capable, and progressing toward
mastery (Deci & Ryan, 1985, p. 32).

Inspirational programs reinforce competence by presenting real-life models who
demonstrate how challenges can be overcome, enabling students to gain awareness of
their own potential. Research by Deci, Koestner, and Ryan (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan,
1999, pp. 634-636) confirms that positive feedback, real-life examples, and model-based
learning significantly increase perceived competence among youth.

1.3. Relatedness

Relatedness refers to the need for belonging and emotional support from significant
others (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Inspirational encounters create strong social and emotional bonds between students
and speakers, serving as a catalyst for increased engagement and motivation. According
to Niemiec and Ryan (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, pp. 136-138) emotional connection with
role models enhances students’ engagement, perseverance, and academic investment.

1.4. Inspirational Programs as SDT Support

Inspirational educational programs (guest lectures, life stories, mentoring) strengthen

all three SDT components:
e Autonomy: through value-based identification with role models
e Competence: through real-life demonstrations of overcoming challenges
e Relatedness: through emotional and social connection
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When SDT needs are met, students show:
e higher intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000 p. 240.)
e greater perseverance and academic effort (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p.85.)
e improved self-confidence and academic self-perception (Niemiec & Ryan,
2009, p.138,)
e stronger social connectedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, 502.)
1.5. Social Learning Theory (Bandura)

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977, p. 20; Bandura, 1986, pp. 35-36)
posits that human behavior is shaped through interaction with the social environment,
where learning occurs not only through direct experience but through observation,
imitation, modeling, and symbolic learning. The model describes learning as a dynamic
process operating within a triadic reciprocal system: person — behavior — environment.

2. Methodology
The research is structured as a mixed-methods study designed to examine the effect
of the six-month “Inspirational Encounters” program on students’ motivation,
competence perception, self-confidence, and academic engagement.
Participants:
e 120 students
e Three urban high schools (two in Zagreb, one in Skopje)
e Ages15-18
¢ Voluntary participation with informed consent

Connecting Schools Through Inspirational
Educational Programs:
Motivation Models in Zagreb and Skopje
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Chartl. Connecting Schools Through Inspirational Educational Programs:
Motivation Models in Zagreb and Skopje

Program Description:
The program lasts 6 months and includes 12 meetings with public figures from four

domains:
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Guest Category Sessions Examples
Athletes 3 National and international
athletes

Doctors & Health 3 Distinguished physicians and
Professionals researchers

Innovators & 3 Technology innovators and
Entrepreneurs founders

Humanitarians & 3 Community leaders and
Activists volunteers

Table 1. Guest Categories and Number of Sessions

The program is conducted once a month, lasting six months, and includes 12 sessions
with public figures from various fields: sports, science, innovation, and humanitarian
work. Each session includes four components:

1. Lifestory

2. Successes and failures

3. Interactive session

4. Workshop
Each session lasts 60—90 minutes and consists of four main components:

| Component || Objective || Citation |
| Deci & Ryan (2000), SDT suggests
. ncrease
Personal Life AULONOMOUS autonomy, competence, relatedness as
Story L basic needs (pp. 227-268)
motivation
(pure.ewha.ac.kr)

Moments of Build — (if this is your interpretation /

Successes and||psychological rogram design)

Failures resilience prog g
Interactive Enhance Deci & Ryan (2000) on relatedness
. connectedness  and

Session (pp. 227-268) (pure.ewha.ac.kr)

engagement
Support Deci & Ryan  (2000) on

Workshop competence and||competence/autonomy (pp. 227-268)

personal initiative  ||(pure.ewha.ac.kr)
Table 2. Main Components

2.1. Data Collection Methods

In this study, a mixed-methods approach was employed, combining quantitative and
qualitative data to examine the impact of the program on students’ motivation,
engagement, and psychological needs.

2.2. Standardized Instruments


https://pure.ewha.ac.kr/en/publications/the-what-and-why-of-goal-pursuits-human-needs-and-the-self-determ?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://pure.ewha.ac.kr/en/publications/the-what-and-why-of-goal-pursuits-human-needs-and-the-self-determ?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://pure.ewha.ac.kr/en/publications/the-what-and-why-of-goal-pursuits-human-needs-and-the-self-determ?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Three standardized instruments were used to measure different psychological and
educational constructs:

| Instrument || Measure || Purpose |
Academic Intrinsic and Extrinsic motiT\;)ai?cJer?Sbuer:o:;u;i:(Ijlt;ﬂer the
Motivation Scale (AMS) ||Motivation
program
Basic Psychological Autonomy, To assess the fulfillment of
Needs Scale (BPNS) Competence, Relatedness ||basic psychological needs
School Engagement Cognltl_ve, Emotional, To measure students’
and Behavioral L
Measure activity and engagement
Engagement

Table 3. Standardized instruments used in the study

The questionnaires were administered twice: prior to the program (T1) and after the
program (T2).
2.3. Qualitative Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 students (10 from each school),
selected through stratified sampling. The interviews explored topics such as:
e  Perception of the guest
e Changes in personal motivation
o Identification with the stories
e Influence on academic behavior
Additionally, after each session, students wrote short reflections (10-15 sentences).
These reflections were coded using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006),
providing insight into:
e  Emotional responses
e Recognition of personal goals
e Development of feelings of competence
e  Patterns of identification
2.4. Program Activities

The program included three main thematic sessions designed to support autonomy,
competence, and relatedness:

| Theme || Activity || Purpose |
“How Falls Build anaririzo?r?':ejrc;gi?\?g Development of
Strength: The Story of a ysIs, . resilience, discipline, and
; ,» |/questions, goal-setting .
Young Olympic Athlete exercises persistence
Scierl;cri(f)iréllgiiér(l)a\l/légeos,‘y'rll'r:g Discussions, Encouragement of
Journev of a Youn ' interactive laboratory research spirit, autonomy,
y . g demonstrations and competence
Researcher
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| Theme || Activity || Purpose |
“Humanity in Action: Simulation of Development of social

How Small Acts Create Big ||volunteer activities, group [|awareness, empathy, and

Change” debates sense of belonging

Table 4. Program activities and objectives
The program was designed based on Self-Determination Theory (SDT). It aimed to
satisfy three basic psychological needs, leading to expected positive outcomes:

Psychological Intervention Expected Effect
Need
\dentification  with  the|| !noreased - intrinsic
Autonomy - motivation, self-directed goal-
guest’s life story -
setting
Workshops and analysis of Improved  self-confidence
Competence . . L
real-life challenges and problem-solving ability
Interactive discussions and Enhanced sense of
Relatedness P : ;
group activities connection and social support

Table 5. Expected effects of the program

2.5. Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed using:
e Paired samples t-test to compare T1 and T2 scores (motivation, competence,
engagement)
e Cohen’s d to estimate effect size
e Correlation analysis (Pearson r) to examine relationships between
motivational factors
e  ANOVA to compare results among the three schools
All analyses were performed using SPSS 26.

2.6. Ethical Considerations
The study adhered to ethical standards, including:
e  American Psychological Association (APA, 2010) standards
e Ethical guidelines for educational research
e School protocols for conducting research
All data were anonymized, and participants had the right to refuse participation or
withdraw at any time.

2.7. Limitations
Potential limitations of the study included:
e No control group within the same school
e  Self-reported data may be subjective
e Motivational changes may vary according to age and individual factors
e Variations in guest presentation styles may influence outcomes
Despite these limitations, the triangulation of methods and multiple data sources
enhanced the validity of the findings.
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Data were
Interviews were conducted with 30 students. Qualitative reflections were analyzed using
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp. 82—-85).

In the study, three standardized instruments were used to measure different
psychological and educational constructs related to student motivation and engagement.
These instruments are presented in Table 3.

collected pre-test

(T1)

and

post-test (T2).

| Instrument

|| Measure

I

Purpose |

Scale (AMS)

Academic Motivation

Motivation

Intrinsic and Extrinsic

To

measure  students’
motivation before and after the

program

Basic Psychological Autonomy,
Needs Scale (BPNS)

Competence, Relatedness

To assess the fulfillment of
basic psychological needs

. . To measure students’
School Engagement Cognitive, Emotional,||_ .. . .
. activity and engagement in
Measure and Behavioral Engagement
school
Table 3. Standardized instruments used in the study
3. Results
| Dimension || Before|| After|
| Intrinsic motivation || 32 || 41 |
| Self-confidence | 30 | 40 |
| Academic engagement || 31 | 42 |
| Social connectedness || 2.8 || 4.0 |
| Psychological resilience| 3.0 || 41 |
Table 4. Program Effects
Key findings:
o 78% feel “more motivated to put in effort.”
e  Classroom activity increased by 35%.
e  Perseverance increased by 22%.
e Students report greater capability, courage, and reduced fear of failure.
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EFFECTS OF THE PROGRAM

B Before the Program After the Program
4.5
4.2
41
4.0 4.0 41

4.0

32 3.1
3.5 55 3.0

. 28

} I I
25

Intrinsic Self- Academic Social Psychological

Motivation  Confidence Engagement Connectedness Resilience

Chart 1. Results before and after the Program

4. Discussion

Guest encounters incorporate strong emotional components that generate deep
cognitive effects. When students hear authentic stories about effort, discipline, mistakes,
and achievements, they gain relatable models for identification. This process effectively
bridges academic learning with life learning—an outcome that is rarely achieved through
traditional teaching methods. Such encounters not only increase intrinsic motivation but
also foster perseverance, self-confidence, and a stronger sense of social connectedness
among students. Students begin to understand that challenges are opportunities for
growth, and that learning extends beyond textbooks into real-life problem-solving, goal
setting, and self-reflection.

The interactive and reflective nature of these sessions allows students to internalize
lessons from the experiences of others, creating a foundation for long-term personal and
academic development. By observing diverse role models, students gain insights into
effective strategies for overcoming obstacles, adapting to challenges, and maintaining
persistence even in the face of failure. Over time, this contributes to a more resilient,
proactive, and engaged student body, capable of applying lessons learned to both
academic tasks and personal goals.

5. Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, several practical recommendations can be
proposed to enhance the effectiveness of inspirational educational programs. These
suggestions aim to maximize student engagement, motivation, and personal development
by integrating evidence-based strategies into school practices. The recommendations
focus on curriculum design, teacher facilitation, student reflection, and community
involvement, providing a comprehensive framework for sustaining the positive impact
of guest encounters:
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Integrate inspirational encounters into the regular school curriculum to ensure
consistent exposure to role models and to reinforce the connection between academic
content and real-world applications.

Include guests from diverse professions to provide students with a wide range of
experiences and career perspectives, increasing opportunities for identification and
inspiration.

Train teachers to facilitate reflective discussions and guided activities after each guest
visit, helping students process experiences and apply lessons to personal and academic
contexts.

Introduce student motivation journals to encourage learners to document insights,
track progress, set goals, and reflect on personal growth over time.

Strengthen collaboration with the local community by involving local leaders,
volunteers, and organizations, thereby extending learning beyond the classroom and
reinforcing the relevance of social responsibility.

Conclusion

Inspirational educational programs serve as highly effective tools for fostering
student motivation and engagement. By exposing students to authentic, real-world stories
from diverse role models—including athletes, scientists, artists, and community
leaders—these programs provide learners with concrete examples of perseverance,
effort, and personal growth. Such encounters help students see the connection between
hard work, learning from failures, and achieving success, making academic concepts
more tangible and relatable.

Through these experiences, students develop a stronger belief in their own potential.
They learn to approach challenges with resilience, persistence, and a proactive mindset.
The reflective and interactive components of these programs encourage critical thinking,
self-assessment, and personal goal setting, which strengthen both academic skills and
socio-emotional development.

Moreover, inspirational programs contribute to creating a supportive school
environment where collaboration, empathy, and mutual encouragement are emphasized.
Students feel a stronger sense of belonging and social connectedness, which enhances
their willingness to participate actively in classroom activities and pursue personal
growth opportunities. Over time, this holistic approach transforms schools into
communities that nurture curiosity, self-confidence, and intrinsic motivation, preparing
students not only for academic achievement but also for lifelong learning and personal
fulfillment.\
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