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Matthew Cook, left, Darshan Patel, and Abby Simmons, all 8th graders in Armorel, Ark., display their different model attempts with a 3D printer to create a prosthetic leg
for a one-legged duck.

student motivation
Editor’s Note

Educators work tirelessly to keep all students
engaged and motivated, both in and out of
the classroom. In this Spotlight, discover the
links between work students find meaningful
and their levels of motivation in the
classroom, see what teachers can learn from
disengagement on tests, and explore how
educators are building student-centered
school cultures.
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Students Thrive When They
See Purpose in Their Learning
Meaningful work drives engagement
By Evie Blad

T
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hree Arkansas middle school
students committed to an unusual class project last year:
creating an artificial limb for a
duck that was hobbling around
on one foot.
Their efforts—and hard-won success—
illustrate a link between a sense of purpose and meaning in classroom work and
student engagement.
It took the 8th graders from the rural
community of Armorel 36 prototypes to
design and 3D print a prosthetic that fit
Peg the duck and allowed him to walk unencumbered. Each attempt presented new
challenges. The students had only learned
about 3D printing the year before, teaching themselves with YouTube tutorials
and experimentation. They worked with
a particularly challenging plastic material, and they had to learn to adjust proportions, to adapt their designs to address
shortfalls, and to measure in metric units.
But they were willing to persist, motivated by the belief that Peg was dependent on their work, said Alicia Bell, who
teaches the students in a project-basedlearning class. The woman who found
Peg as a duckling suspected a turtle had
chewed off his foot, and the remaining
part of his leg was scabbed from grazing
the ground.
“He’s a living thing, and we got to see
his challenges,” Bell said, explaining why

students were so drawn to the project. “He
had adapted, but he wasn’t living a full
life.” Plus, helping Peg meant helping his
owner, who’d been searching for a solution
to his lopsided gait for months.

Relevance and Meaning
The Arkansas students’ work is a demonstration of a concept that researchers
have increasingly explored as they search
for ways to more thoroughly incorporate
students’ emotions and development into
education. Grounding classroom work in
a greater sense of purpose and meaning
can help engage students in learning new
concepts and motivate them to persist
through challenges, they say.
The Mindset Scholars Network—a collaborative of researchers who study how
students’ beliefs about learning affect their
engagement and academic success—call it
a mindset of purpose and relevance. That
mindset can be engaged by helping students understand how classroom content
applies “in the real world,” by allowing
them to select assignments that tap into
their natural sense of altruism, or by connecting classroom work to student’s longterm or professional goals, researchers say.
“What we find is that meaning is really important to students and, without it,
a lot of students will look like they aren’t
motivated,” said Chris Hulleman, an as-
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sociate professor of psychology at the University of Virginia who studies student
motivation.
Rather than “blaming students,” Hulleman and his colleagues are exploring how
schools can change the ways they approach
content to make it more relevant. For example, one of Hulleman’s research projects
found that students who said they didn’t
expect to do well in science class performed
better overall when they wrote essays
throughout the semester, explaining how
the content was relevant in their own lives.
A separate study—by researchers from
the University of Texas, Stanford University, and the University of Pennsylvania—found that students persisted longer
at boring tasks if they had listed a “selftranscendent purpose for learning” as a
reason for attending college. For example,
a student may want to use a nursing degree to help treat low-income children.

Community Projects
Some schools have worked to build that
sense of relevance and meaning by asking
students to reflect on their goals, by bringing professionals into the classroom to explain how lessons connect to their work,
and by finding opportunities for service
learning with outside organizations.
In Eufaula, Ala., career-technology students partnered with a nonprofit to design
and build classrooms for Honduran schools
using shipping containers that would later
be installed in rural areas throughout the
Central American country.
“It opens their eyes to what they could
do in their hometown,” Michelle Eller, director of secondary education for the Eufaula City Schools, told the Dothan Eagle.
Bell, the Arkansas teacher, partners
with local businesses and community
members to find technology heavy projects for her students, like designing logos
and producing promotional videos.

Left: Peg the duck
walks for the first time
using the final model of
the prosthetic foot
created by the
students. Right: A
screen shot of the 3D
foot model students
designed, using
Meshmixer software.
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The class is called Environmental and
Spatial Technology, or EAST lab. The
EAST Initiative, founded in Arkansas,
provides support and training for schools
to offer real-world, technological learning
experiences for students. And the practical applications help the rural students,
many of whom have little previous exposure to technology, to master new concepts, she said.
“I just ask the questions,” Bell said.
“They know they have to fix it. You can’t

turn in a paper and, OK, you have a C, and
that’s it. It’s either it works or it doesn’t.”
To make a foot for Peg, an Indian runner duck, students had to learn about the
specific way that breed stands straight
up, rather than squatting with knees always bent like other breeds. That meant
their original prototype, an actual peg,
wouldn’t work because Peg needed to bend
his knee when necessary and the strength
to stand with his leg fully extended when
walking.
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For English-Learners, a
Positive Side to Peer Pressure
By Corey Mitchell

A

their DNA,” said Kahn, who directs the
Anne Frank Project, an initiative that
uses storytelling as a tool to help students explore their identities and build
connections.

They also had to find a fitting to accommodate his back toe and an appropriate shape and size to help him maintain his balance without encumbering
his gait.
After refining three final prototypes,
the students found one that worked. At
the final fitting, Peg took off running.
“They come across a problem, and
sometimes it takes a day, or sometimes
it takes a month,” Bell said, “but we don’t
stop until we figure it out.”

Boosting literacy for English-learners
and ensuring a greater share of such students reach proficiency in speaking, reading, writing, and understanding the English language is a growing concern in the
nation’s K-12 schools.

Setting a Positive Tone
As more English-learners land in the
nation’s classrooms, more researchers and
educators are exploring the role peers
play in determining how quickly students
learn the language and how they stay connected to school.
Kahn and John Starkey, the principal
at Lafayette International, think they’ve
found a formula that works. Led by the
Anne Frank Project staff, the students
draw up “village rules” that are translated into each language, all 45 of them
spoken at the school, and post the rules
around the building.
“It creates parameters and rules for
our engagement with each other that really helps set a positive tone in the classroom and the school,” Starkey said.
Charlene Liu, a Utah educator, uses
similar strategies to get English-learners
in her school district connected to and
vested in their learning.
“Even though we might be from different cultural backgrounds or speak different
languages, we look to create opportunities
for us to explore and find out how we’re so
similar in so many ways,” said Liu, the director of educational equity for the Granite
school district in Utah’s Salt Lake County.
“We can find those commonalities and
similarities and overcome some of those
obstacles.”

Combining Strengths
—Getty

s a veteran theater professor, Andrew Kahn knows
a great acting job when he
sees one.
During his twice-a-week
visits to Lafayette International High
School in Buffalo, N.Y., there’s a newly
arrived student from the Congo who pretends to struggle with his locker combination. The student knows the numbers to
his combination, Kahn said, but he seizes
any opportunity to connect one-on-one
with someone in the school.
“He likes the presence of someone
who’s going to be with him for five minutes,” said Kahn, a theater professor at
the University of Buffalo, State University
of New York.
For students who are still learning
English and those who are immigrants,
forging even small connections with educators and their classmates—as simple as
a hallway conversation—can be crucial to
keeping those students coming to school
and motivated to persevere, both educators and researchers say.
With students who hail from dozens of
countries and speak a wealth of languages,
Kahn and the staff at Lafayette International are teaming up to do just that: create a communal experience for these newcomers, focusing less on differences and
more on how they’re alike—their shared
struggle of learning a new language.
“The kids get it because they’re from
[places] where ‘we before me’ is part of
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Some research has questioned the effects of grit—one’s perseverance toward
goals—on students and their academic
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performance, specifically for first- and
second-generation English-learners.
A study led by Colleen O’Neal, an assistant professor of school psychology in
the University of Maryland’s college of
education, found that the perseverance of
a student’s peers was twice as influential
as individual grit in predicting literacy
growth.
The Internationals Network for Public
Schools, a New York City-based nonprofit
that focuses on serving immigrant students, rely heavily on project-based work
that encourages students to work together.
That could pave the way for students
adept in a subject, such as math or science,
to team up with classmates who may have
a greater grasp of English. Those sorts of
pairings afford students opportunities to
shore up their weaknesses and capitalize
on their strengths.
“It allows students of different
strengths to combine those into something that’s even stronger,” said Joseph
Luft, the executive director of the Internationals Network.
Starkey, the principal at Lafayette
International, has seen English-learner
students relying on each other for years
as he’s transitioned from an English-as-asecond-language teacher in the Bronx to
an administrator in New York City and
Buffalo.
Lafayette’s academy for newcomers is
based on a model developed by the Internationals Network.
Early on, it remains important for students to sit and form bonds with people
who are most like them, often students
who speak the same native language,
Starkey said.

Over time, the school pushes students
out of their comfort zone. Starkey’s school,
which serves English-language learners
almost exclusively, has relied on the Anne
Frank Project.
“Not only was their English strengthened,” Kahn said, “but their confidence
was strengthened [along with] their ability to look us in the eyes and converse and
be proud of what they had learned and
process what they had learned.”
In her district and across Utah, Liu
said the students and families that public schools serve have become more diverse, but the state’s teaching corps hasn’t
changed at the same rate.
In her position, Liu helps teachers to
confront their potential biases or misconceptions that may make it more difficult
for educators to connect with students.
“It’s not so much curriculum that we’re
looking at,” Liu said. “It’s the attitude of
our teachers.”
At the start of O’Neal’s study, students
completed an eight-question survey to
measure grit as well as reading-performance tasks to gauge English proficiency.
The students then repeated the process
twice more during a four-month period
to measure progress on literacy achievement. The research team calculated peergrit scores by using the average of the
class scores.
The study’s 142 participants—mostly
Spanish-speaking Latinos—were 3rd to
5th graders from a suburban elementary
school where 95 percent of students receive free or reduced-price meals.
Since almost all the participants had
“strikingly low” literacy levels, O’Neal
cautioned that the research did not
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Does Paying Kids to Do Well
In School Actually Work?
By Arianna Prothero

A

dults have long used rewards—or let’s face it,
bribes—to prod children
into doing what they want.
But it wasn’t until the last
decade that economists started looking
earnestly at how educators could leverage
incentives, such as gift cards, scholarship

money, and in some cases cold hard cash,
to motivate students to go to school and
perform better on tests.
Much of that interest was driven by the
higher demands for accountability that
were ushered in by the federal No Child
Left Behind Act, passed in 2001 and since
replaced by Congress.
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take into account the wide variation of
language development among Englishlearners.

‘Our Communities’
Ha Yeon Kim, an associate director of
the Global TIES for Children Center at
New York University, has explored how
students’ relationships with their peers
and teachers, shape their academic motivation and self-concept—who the children
think they are and what they aspire to be.
Kim’s research on classroom experiences for Hispanic English-learners at the
elementary level found that advanced English-language proficiency allowed for deeper engagement in the school experience.
The research explored the role that
teacher-student relationships and peer
connections play in social and academic
adjustment.
Peer connections can hold particular
importance for Latino students, Kim’s research found, because values such as helping others and building positive relationships are often ingrained in their culture.
In the study, students who struggled
with picking up the language became increasingly disengaged over time.
Liu estimates that a third of the 60,000
students in Granite are current or former
English-learners.
It’s a striking contrast from the start
of her teaching career four decades ago
when there were so few students tagged
as ELLs in the state, the education department didn’t track data on them.
“We need to make them feel comfortable,” Liu said. “These are our little communities.”

With at least a decade of research now
behind us, here’s what’s been learned about
using incentives in education and how
schools are deploying these ideas today.

What counts as an incentive?
Technically, anything that motivates
a student to do something is an incentive.
That could be as simple as putting a sticker on an aced quiz or rewarding perfect
attendance with a new bike.
Researchers, however, typically focus
on how financial incentives affect student behavior, and even that of teachers
and parents.

What has the research on incentives in
education found??
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“This is something that every incentive paper starts with: the research is
mixed,” said Lucrecia Santibañez, an
associate professor at Claremont Graduate University’s School of Educational
Studies.
That’s true both in the U.S. and internationally, she said. How well an incentive program works depends on its
design.
One of the primary architects of this
work is Roland Fryer, an economist at
Harvard University. In a series of experiments through the mid-2000s, he paid
out more than $6 million to more than
18,000 low-income students in Chicago,
Dallas, New York City, and the District
of Columbia to try to improve their test
performance.
The major takeaway from Fryer’s
research is that inducements are more
likely to work if a program incentivizes
things students feel they can control.
In technical terms, that means rewarding inputs instead of outputs,
said Jeffrey Livingston, an associate professor of economics at
Bentley University. Students don’t
necessarily know how to improve
their test scores, so even if they’re
motivated to try harder, that doesn’t
mean they can actually do better.
“If the incentive is tied to the performance on the test, the effects are
small if there at all,” said Livingston.
“But if you tie it to the preparation for
the test, the studying, like incentivizing
reading a book or doing practice tests …
that tends to have much bigger effects.”
Incentives are also more likely to work
for students who only need a little improvement to earn a passing grade on a test.
“If you’re miles away from it, no matter how much effort you put in, the odds
of reaching are still low, so why bother?”
he said.

Why are incentives controversial?
Incentives have backfired for some
schools.
In 2015, a New Jersey district came
under fire from some parents when it
announced plans to award gift cards
to students for showing up to take the
state’s new standardized tests. The aim
was to increase participation rates in
the PARCC exams, at a time when parents across the country were protesting
the standardized tests by refusing to
have their children participate.
There’s also a larger debate about
making learning transactional, said
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Douglas Harris, professor of economics
and the director of Education Research
Alliance at Tulane University.
“If your goal is to instill a love of
learning, paying students to read books
doesn’t really do that,” he said. “It doesn’t
reflect a view of teaching and learning
that most educators support. They don’t
want it to be transactional.”

How are schools using
incentives?

—Getty

Incentives vary as much as the
schools that use them—from modest to
massive.
The Union R-XI school district in central Missouri offered as much as $100 to
students to entice perfect attendance at
its summer school program.
Tennessee’s Shelby County district
has offered Memphis Grizzlies tickets
to students with good attendance. Success Academy, a charter school network,
has offered small prizes, including Nerf
guns, to encourage good behavior.
While the research may be mixed,
some school officials say they are
seeing success with their incentive
programs.
“I think rallying around something that’s such a positive, fun way
to improve attendance helps change
the culture of the school,” said Megan
Berceau, the intervention specialist
for Utah’s Granite school district. The
schools in her district use small, innovative incentives such as allowing students
to ride non-motorized scooters down hallways during break as a reward for good
attendance.
The key to making incentives work is
getting inside your students’ heads and
figuring out what they really want, said
Allan Markley, the superintendent of
the Raytown school district near Kansas City, Mo.
“A lot of kids are working to support
their family, a lot of them are homeless. What can we do to entice kids to
come to school? They are dealing with
a lot and coming to school may not be
their number one priority,” said Markley. “So, what does every 16-year-old
dream of ? Something with four wheels,
maybe? ”
That’s right. Raytown last year gave
cars to two students, who were selected
by raffle among those with top attendance records.
Librarians Holly Peele and Maya Riser-Kositsky contributed to this story.
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New Tool Alerts Teachers When Students Give Up on Tests

New Tool Alerts Teachers When Students
Give Up on Tests
Students’ guessing
behaviors tracked
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Students’ guessing behaviors tracked
By Sarah D. Sparks
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Gauging the Speed of Thought

are writing off.
“It’s really a shift from seeing [testing] simply as a way to improve achievement scores—which it does—to seeing it
as a source of data that teachers can use

down on a test, but they couldn’t tell how
badly it affected their performance until
the test was already complete.
“They play with the keyboard, they
may be fidgeting,” said Emily Wolk, the

Teachers can look at the results of the
test and compare it to what they know
of the student to decide how hard he
worked, or they can ask a student directly if she gave the test her best effort. Both

TrackinG When STudenTS diSenGaGe

Student thought a long time on a few items.

Research by the Northwest Evaluation Association explores how students disengage
on tests. A student spends the first third of the test below putting out the average
effort—or a bit more—for each question, before disengaging and answering
questions toward the end of the test too quickly to have actually read them.
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measures are subjective, and aside from
noticing a student physically putting her
head down, it can be difficult for teachers
to realize a student has checked out during a test until it’s already been turned
in. Even then, it’s hard to tell the difference between a student who is distracted
because he had a fight with his mom over
breakfast and one who despairs because
a question is too hard.
Instead, NWEA researchers Stephen
Wise, Soland, and Nate Jensen measure
student-response times to hundreds of
questions on the NWEA’s MAP Growth
test, an adaptive, computer-based assessment taken by about 20 percent of U.S.
students. It tracks the difficulty of the
questions it presents to students’ previous
test performance.
Wise and his colleagues found that
under normal circumstances, students
take 40 to 50 seconds to read and answer
each question. If students starts to disengage from a test, “they start answering
items very quickly—2 to 3 seconds—more
quickly than it would take to even read
the question,” Wise said.
By tracking this “rapid guessing,” Wise
and his colleagues can monitor how much
effort students put into each question in
real time and compare it with how hard
students and teachers think the students
worked. “People had thought that you
are either engaged or disengaged on a
test, and if you disengage, you stay disengaged,” Wise said, “but we found there’s no
set pattern. It’s not like people shift into
not trying and stay there. It’s more that
they size up an item when they see it, and
if it looks like more effort than I’m prepared to give, I’m just guessing.”

Who Guesses?
—Getty

On average, the researchers found that
after students first start rapid-guessing,
they still legitimately try to answer 80
percent of the remaining questions on a
test. Only 1 percent to 2 percent of those
who disengage from a test rapid-guess on
all or most of their questions.
Elementary students are less likely to
disengage on a test than those in middle
and high school—where as many as half
of students rapid-guess at least once in a
given test, Soland said. While there are
relatively small racial differences in disengagement, boys are significantly more
likely than girls to start rapid-guessing.
The subject matters, too. Though students often report math as more difficult
than reading, the researchers found that
students on average are nearly twice as

7

likely to rapid-guess on a reading test as
on a math test, and they are more likely to
guess at individual questions on any test
that requires more reading.
Soland and Jensen now are working with Santa Ana to connect frequent
test disengagement to other problems in
school. They found that students who are
less skilled at communicating with adults
and classmates were more likely to disengage, as were those with more of a fixed
mindset about academic skills—the belief
that such skills are innate, rather than
built with practice. But most of all, a student’s likelihood of disengaging on a test
was associated with his or her self-management and self-regulation skills, the
ability, for example, to show up for class
prepared and on time. “As they disengage
from tests and the course material, a
whole host of other things come up ... attendance, suspensions, course failure ...
that have been connected to risk of dropping out of school,” Soland said.
“What we’re really showing is lack of
test engagement is a symptom around a
lot of deep-rooted problems,” Soland said.
“In my mind, there’s this chain from, if a
kid has low motivation, a lack of self-belief
in academic subjects, that can manifest
itself in a lot of different ways.”
Soland and Jensen are now using the
tests to build practical measures of students’ social-emotional development and
connection to school under the first national Social-Emotional Assessment Design Challenge award by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning.
NWEA is also changing its test reporting to show a student’s engagement levels
as well as a performance score. It would
show, based on the student’s performance
before she started guessing, how much
better she could have performed by trying
harder.
“Eventually, people are going to start
viewing test data differently: not just,
here is your score, but here is how engaged people were when they gave you
these scores; here’s how well does this
reflect what students know and can do,”
Wise said.
In the pilots so far, alerting the teacher
to disengagement during the test “had
a profound effect on [students’] engagement,” Wise said, though there are no formal evaluations of the intervention yet.
“This is a tool,” said Santa Ana’s Wolk.
“A teacher knows the students, knows how
to quietly go over and say, ‘Hey, how’s it going? I care about you, and I’m concerned
you are moving too quickly here.’ ”

ADVERTISEMENT

Motivation: The spark that ignites the passion
Research has shown that experts are made, not born—
and motivation is the spark that sets students on the
path to mastery. But what sparks motivation?
Based on Unlocking Student Talent: The New Science
of Developing Expertise, the latest book by Robin J.
Fogarty, Gene M. Kerns, and Brian M. Pete, here are a
few strategies to help motivate students and spark a
passion for learning.
Increase exposure to new and diverse experiences.
The more experiences students have—and the more
diverse those experiences are—the more likely students
are to untap abilities they may want to pursue.
From show-and-tells in the classroom to field trips
to museums, theaters, and businesses, each new
experience is an opportunity to inspire students.
Give students more choices—within a structure.
Choice doesn’t mean “everything.” Allowing students to
choose from a limited number of options is a great way
to boost motivation while keeping students on task. For
example, for a unit on South America culture, students
could be allowed to choose one of six areas of study:
food, music, sports, art, literature, or government.
Set the stage for positive peer feedback.
Make positive peer feedback part of your daily routine.
Set aside time for students to recognize and celebrate
one another. Establish a “good idea” rule: Students
explain why another student’s idea is a good one before
they can say anything else about it. Receiving positive
feedback motivates students—and giving it can, too!
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Praise students’ interests and exploration.
When a teacher sees the spark of talent and comments
on the potential, it can have a lasting impact.
Compliment students when they express interest in new
topics and recognize them when they explore those
interests. Students will be motivated to try new things
and find the “one thing” they want to be an expert at.
Believe in the extraordinary potential of every student.
School and district leaders, classroom teachers, and
other educators—both real and fictional—are forever
inspiring others. Review your own assumptions about
talent and consciously let go of the ones that limit
students’ potential. Your wholehearted belief in your
students is one of the most powerful motivators in the
world.
A Passion for Learning: 30
Ways to Motivate Students
See and share more
practical strategies to
motivate students based
on the insights and
research in Unlocking
Student Talent. Download
this guide that explores
three types of motivation
and actions you can take
to transform students
into lifelong learners.

SEE 30 WAYS
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tudents
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Expertise: Unleash every student’s potential
Picture someone who does not have “expertise” trying
to fly a plane, perform major surgery, or play a piano in
front of an audience. Now picture the same activities
performed by “experts.” How did these individuals gain
expertise? Is talent made or born?
As education leaders, we want to help students build
expertise. Yet many of us remain unaware of essential
research into how expertise is truly developed.
How can educators build and foster expertise, and help
students develop the desire to become experts? We
can begin by understanding more about the science of
expertise, and aligning our daily work with the process of
developing expertise and excellence in our students.

Student talent:
Forget the folklore

Gene M. Kerns

Research has shown that experts
are made, not born. Yet, guided
by inaccurate folklore around
“talent,” we often unconsciously
limit our students’ aspirations
and fail to align our schools and
classrooms for optimal growth.

As educators, we can take a scientific approach to
developing expertise, systematically and consistently
expanding teachers’ roles from generalists to developers
of expertise.
However, while there are many books about the science
of talent out there, almost none are written with
educators in mind. Until now.
Unlocking Student Talent: The New Science of Developing
Expertise, a new book by Robin J. Fogarty, Gene M.
Kerns, and Brian M. Pete, gives educators real-world
insight to unlock student talent. The book has already
been heralded by world-renowned assessment expert
Dr. Rick Stiggins as “the guide book for all who wish
to use assessment for learning and other strategies
in partnership with talented learners in the service of
their success.” The book points to motivation, deliberate
practice, and master coaching as key elements in
helping students develop expertise.
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Motivation

Motivation sparks the passion, and is a critical element
in developing expertise in any field. Teachers, as “talent
nurturers” can ignite a desire to learn, helping students
discover or develop hidden talents and reach their full
potential.

Deliberate practice

Educators can carve out and develop deliberate practice
routines and guide students with timely, specific, and
productive feedback.

Master coaching

As master “coaches,” school leaders and teachers
can engage students in a way that deliberately and
strategically elevates performance.
Understanding that experts are made, not born can
inspire educators to apply simple, specific techniques
for developing expertise. As “architects of the intellect,”
educators can understand and take a scientific approach
to helping students develop expertise.

Get your copy of

Unlocking
Student Talent
Co-authored by Renaissance vice-president and chief
academic officer Gene M. Kerns, Unlocking Student
Talent: The New Science of Developing Expertise presents
the latest research on talent in meaningful terms for
educators.
Receive a 20% discount when you purchase direct from
the publisher. Enter discount code Renaissance20.

GET MY BOOK

ADVERTISEMENT

Resources to motivate and inspire
Education Leader’s Guide to Reading Growth
Designed for curriculum directors,
principals, and other school and district
leaders, this guide to reading growth
looks at the essential aspects of practice.
GUIDE |

MARCH

2018

Education
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DOWNLOAD GUIDE

On-demand webinars
Unlocking Student Talent
How do we promote expertise to unleash the
potential of every student? Join Gene M. Kerns,
Renaissance chief academic officer and co-author
of Unlocking Student Talent. Topics include:
• Creating a culture of motivation across
your district
• Using deliberate practice to boost
student achievement
• Coaching to help teachers teach and
students learn

WATCH NOW
The Power of Deliberate Reading Practice
Discover practical tips to make reading practice
more productive in your district. See why the leading
authority on developing expertise calls deliberate
practice “the most powerful approach to learning
that has yet been discovered.”

WATCH NOW

Research-driven resources
Profound learning: The role of practice
Dive deep into learning that occurs when personalized
practice blends with formative assessment. Gain insights
to close achievement gaps in Going Deeper: The Role of
Effective Practice in Encouraging Profound Learning.

DOWNLOAD WHITEPAPER
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Motivating readers: Goals, choice, and reading growth
Gain insightful, research-driven tips on how goals,
choice, and reading growth motivate readers.

READ NOW
Math motivation: Attitude, anxiety, and achievement
How does math motivation relate to achievement?
Should you be concerned about your students’
attitudes and anxiety?

READ NOW

Especially for teachers
What Kids Are Reading
The 10th anniversary edition of the
world’s largest study of K–12 student
reading behavior lists top books by
grade level based on Renaissance
Accelerated Reader® data.
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GET MY REPORT
Take students on a ReadQuest®
Bookmark and share this year-round
resource to encourage the love of
reading.

EXPLORE READQUEST

ReadQuest!

9 ways to motivate students to read
The teacher is a powerful motivator. Here are 9 ways
to help students discover the joy of reading.

DISCOVER 9 WAYS
Math role models
Inspire students with books about minorities who have
made amazing contributions to mathematics.

GET EBOOK
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Gamification is a Key
To Motivating Students
By Dr. Alfred Boyd, Jr.

I

t’s infamous how much children
play and enjoy video games. Parents everywhere despair of dragging their kids away from games
in order to get them to do something or even just interact with them.
This is so much the case that there is
even an entry in the DSM-5 (the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual published
by the American Psychiatric Association) for video game addictions.
However, this very quality of
games to absorb and motivate children can be hijacked to help children.
You may be surprised to
find out that games and
gamification can be extremely useful in education
when utilized correctly.
As you may be able to guess,
gamification is the process of taking elements from games to use in nongaming settings. Though gamification
has many broad applications, this article will specifically focus on its efficacy
in increasing motivation. The gamification of tasks changes them in many significant ways. One example is to divide
them into stages, placing some sort of
reward (achievements, badges, etc.) at
the end of each stage. This motivates
the user to complete components of the
task one at a time, rather than overwhelming him or her with a single huge
task to accomplish, no end or reward
in sight. And this example is just the
beginning of what gamification can do.

Gamification and Motivation
In applying the principles of gamification to the classroom, it is critical to
differentiate between game-based and
game-informed teaching. Game-based
teaching uses games in the classroom
setting to teach and monitor the progress of students. Gamification, on the
other hand, uses aspects of the gaming

model in traditional classroom teaching
to motivate students and reshape the
learning process. Both have their place
in education, but for a teacher without
the resources to access a pool of educational games to assign students, gamification may be a more useful option.
By applying the motivational power
of gamification to the motivation problems in learning, more effective learning can take place. One way to do
this is by applying rewards to
the learning process. Incentives like good grades, virtual rewards (titles, badges,
points), and leveling up
encourage students to participate more often and keep
them coming back for more.
Introducing these simple rewards into the curriculum is
much easier than trying to create an
immersion-style game that encompasses all the material and teaches exactly
what’s on the agenda.

Gamification and Failure
Gamification also changes students’
relationship with failure. This is absolutely significant because the fear
of failure or ridicule will cause
many a student to refrain
from asking questions when
they need to. Even worse,
repeated failure can be
demoralizing enough that
children will just give up,
deciding they are stupid
or “bad at school.” This is
devastating for the child and
heartbreaking for the teacher
and parents.
This is where gamification comes in.
Researchers have found that children
use a trial and error approach when
gaming. “Failure” in a well-designed
game is almost never a cause to stop
playing. On the contrary, it usually

—Getty

motivates the player to pick the game
up and try again, maybe attempting
a new method or learning something
from the previous failure that the
player can do better in the next round
of the game. Each failure is, in fact,
a stimulus to change various minute
details of his or her approach, making
each round a constant learning experience. It is also an exercise in creativity
as the player has to think of new ways
to accomplish his or her goals, as the
last one didn’t work.
When teachers apply the principles
of game design to the classroom, children no longer fear failure. Rather,
they view it as a necessary part of
learning. It’s an opportunity to learn
from the mistake and improve. Effort,
rather than mastery, is rewarded in
this type of a system. It reduces the
stakes of each attempt and minimizing pressure to succeed at first try,
which changes the student’s relationship with failure.
These elements of gamification have
been found to be extremely useful
in improving children’s learning experiences. They allow
teachers to create personalized content that is specific to their environment
and learning objectives.
Furthermore, games have
been found to be effective in
teaching children values and
information about the world
around them that traditional
methods might not effectively convey.
Gamification is efficient and effective
and should be incorporated into more
educational settings worldwide.
Dr. Alfred Boyd, Jr. is an Assistant Professor of
Education, Mississippi Valley State University.

Student Motivation / edweek.org

9

Co mmentary
Published November 24, 2017 in Education Week’s Rick Hess Straight Up Blog

The Complexities of Student Motivation
By Alex Baron

A

t 16, I broke both wrists in
a failed attempt to dunk a
basketball. Despite shattered pride and bones, I
happily avoided my English summer assignment of annotating
three books. On the first day of school,
I volubly explained the situation as my
teacher wordlessly listened. A week
later, he returned our grades; out of 50
points, he awarded me zero.
After helping to lift my jaw off the
floor, my teacher explained: “You didn’t
even try. You could have recorded audio of your annotations; you could have
dictated them to a family member; you
could have come up with some creative
way to show your learning. But you
didn’t, so you get a zero.”
After a year of being pushed in his
class, I decided that teaching would be
the job for me.
Former NEA President Dennis Van
Roekel said that good teachers know
whether a child needs a push or a hug.
For me, the push provided by my English teacher communicated what “trying
your best” could actually mean. The gap
between my work output and his standards was large, and so was my motivation to cross it.
As a teacher now, though, I am immensely confused about how to best
motivate students. I can’t think of many
jobs where you directly manage 150
people per day and are expected to get
the best out of all of them. Thus, in this
final post, I wanted to leave readers with
some questions regarding student motivation that I wrestle with every day as a
classroom teacher:
• When a student doesn’t do an assignment, do you allow him or her a second
chance? If they still don’t turn it in, do
you give a zero?
• What about when students try their
best but still fall short of the expectation? Maybe we won’t give an A for effort,
but can we give a B for effort? Or a C?
• Does giving students passing grades
for failing work help or hurt them? If the
latter, then does giving failing grades for
failing work actually help them either?

When I began teaching, my original
inclination was toward strictness—push
them until they start pushing themselves. Indeed, pushing students can
sometimes provide the necessary jolt to
get them moving in the right direction,
as it did for 16-year-old-broken-wristed
me. However, if the student has some obstacle that is invisible to you, then the
push could come at just the wrong moment and sap any motivation that had
been there.
By contrast, being too lenient with
students involves its own costs. While
completing a PhD in child development,
I was surprised to learn that overly
permissive parenting undermined children’s self-regulation development more
than authoritarian parenting. Allowing
students to develop in a world without
consequences can have, well, consequences.
One example of this leniency is high
school graduation rates, which recently
hit a record of 81 percent nationwide. Is
it the case that students now are more
academically proficient than ever? No.
We have abundant longitudinal evidence
indicating otherwise. While education
officials speak to students about soaring
levels of rigor, the quality of communication should be judged not by what is said
but by what is understood.
In this case, students quickly come to
understand that, pass or fail, they will
usually be passed onward, which, functionally, means their learning gaps have
been passed over. This feels like a disservice to students entrusting us with their
education. But failing them out of high
school doesn’t seem at all like a great
service to them either.
Although I have strong views about
the problem, I am really confused about
the solution. In my district, students who
fail a math class one year sometimes
have to take three the next year—the
one they failed, the one they were scheduled to take to stay on track for graduation, and an additional math intervention class.
Does it seem right to give a student
who hates math three math classes? But

if we don’t, then what should we do about
their math learning?
Some might say that we can motivate
struggling students by making extracurricular activities contingent on academic
success. If an ace high-school quarterback is not acing physics, then they can’t
keep throwing spirals on the field until
they can describe the physics of spirals
in science class.
But should we take students away
from an area of flourishing to focus them
on areas where they feel like failures?
This does not feel like it would be productive for their development either.
As the saying goes, students don’t care
what you know until they know that you
care. But again, how do you best show
that you care? What does that actually
look like? Although I agree with Van
Roekel that good teachers know whether
to push or hug, I must say that it is then
incredibly hard to be a good teacher.
Of course, students are all different,
so we cannot be eager for a simple solution to a complex problem. Borrowing
from my second post, I think we will always be somewhat “lost” in the question
of student motivation because there cannot be any one right answer. Therefore,
it seems that we will simply have to do
some thoughtful wandering alongside
each new student who comes before us.
A closing thought: This notion of constantly wandering toward educational solutions may feel scary and unsatisfying.
However, any deep educational conversation that doesn’t feel boundlessly complex
is probably missing the mark. If we want
to preserve the amazing diversity of behaviors, learning styles, and personalities with which students come to us, then
we must be able to generate a corresponding diversity of educational ideas to offer
them. To me, it is both as simple, and as
complicated, as that.
Alex Baron currently teaches high-school
geometry and algebra, while also serving as
program director at the Urban Leaders
Fellowship. He has previously done research on
cultural differences in pedagogy and taught
pre-K and kindergarten for KIPP.
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How to Embrace the Student
Engagement Challenge
By Ben Owens

1

00-percent engagement, 100
percent of the time.”
Is this too lofty a goal? Some
might say yes, likening it to the
noble yet idealistic goal of ending poverty. But for my colleagues and me,
this is not only a goal, but a consistent reality—every day, in every class.
In fact, 100-percent engagement is so
firmly rooted in the culture of our school
that we boldly offer this promise to our
parents, community members, fellow
educators, and policymakers: Come in at
any time, announced or unannounced,
walk into any classroom, and you will see
every student deeply engaged with the
task at hand. When people have taken us
up on this challenge—including a recent
visit from our state’s lieutenant governor—we have been able to demonstrate
confidently that this level of engagement
is indeed a reality.
So how do we do it? First, we acknowledge it was not always this way. As a small,
innovative public high school operating in
its 10th year, we struggled early on to find
a unique approach that would translate
into a common standard of teaching and
learning success across the school. Some
teachers were willing to try new practices in their classrooms, while others were
content with a very traditional, teachercentered approach. Over time, however, by
tapping into a supportive network of other
innovative schools, using instructional
and leadership coaching that pushed us
out of our respective comfort zones, and
building our professional capacity through
targeted professional development and
follow-up, we have been able to develop
a school culture that truly embodies our
cutting-edge mission and vision.
Our school has adopted nontraditional
approaches to teaching and learning. Just
a few recent examples include:

This kind of student-centered, projectbased instructional practice reflects our
goal of matching academic rigor with
real-world relevance. Students are now
able to exercise more choice and personal
responsibility, enabling teachers to better
customize a growth path that meets each
student’s needs and interests.
At a broader level, the school’s governance has moved from a top-down, hierarchical model to a teacher-powered environment of shared leadership. This new model

—Getty

• Biology students investigated the implications of how society uses inherited
traits to place cultural value on segments of our population, and then they

used a social media campaign to help
redefine this cultural perception.
• In a co-taught humanities project, students created their own pseudo countries, which required them to justify
details such as government and legal
structures, monetary policy, and foreign diplomacy.
• A group of physics students designed
and built a full-scale trebuchet—a medieval type of catapult—to demonstrate
their in-depth knowledge of kinematics
(the geometry of motion).

10

of intense collaboration and feedback has
enabled our teaching staff to research
and embrace other best practices, such as
mastery-based learning, routine teacher
rounds, cross-curricular projects, and a
school-wide focus on science, technology,
engineering, arts, and mathematics.
The result is a powerful atmosphere of
high academic expectations and strong,
individualized support. While we still
struggle with some of the same problems
and setbacks that frustrate many schools
and educators, we can confidently say
that our teacher-powered, collaborative
approach is working.
How do we know this approach is working? Beyond the standard measures of student outcomes such as test scores, graduation rates, and college retention rates,
we know our approach works because of
that holy grail of measures: true student
engagement. This means we routinely
hear student conversations outside of class
about the things they are doing in class
and that teachers have to regularly say
things like, “Stop working and go take a
break.” Visitors walk away from our classrooms saying they have never seen anything like this in a high school.
Case in point: We just finished a
school-wide “Law & Order” project where
cross-grade teams of students worked
together to research evidence, develop
expert witness testimony, and refine detailed arguments in hopes of winning
a nonscripted mock trial. The trial was
conducted at our local courthouse in
front of an authentic audience of community members, including a number
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of practicing attorneys. After the trial,
the audience shared many compliments
with us about how engaged the students
were—not just the students conducting the trials, but also the ones in the
audience, who were intently watching
and evaluating their peers. In fact, two
of the observing attorneys shared that
they had not seen this level of student
engagement in a mock trial since law
school; this tells me that we must be doing something right.
And while we are far from perfect, my
colleagues and I can confidently point to
students at our school who might otherwise have fallen through the cracks and
know that they are learning critical skills
beyond the academic curriculum that will
serve them well for a lifetime. This authentic engagement speaks volumes beyond the data we have gathered.
We are often asked how other schools
can replicate this level of success and engagement. The short answer is that it is
not easy. But we are a school that is fortunate to have strong support from our community and a tireless staff committed to
student-focused excellence. We constantly
challenge what we do to see if it can be
done better. More than the examples of
best practices and approaches mentioned
above, it is this essential ingredient, passion for continuous improvement, that allows us to create a school where students
engage and thrive.
So, step up to the challenge today
for your students, your school, and your
community. While it may be difficult to
achieve, “100-percent engagement, 100
percent of the time” is not a lofty goal.
With a school culture that strives for continuous improvement, it is something that
can be replicated anywhere.
Ben Owens is a Hope Street Group National
Teacher Fellow, a member of the Teacher Advisory Council for the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and a virtual community organizer for
the Center for Teaching Quality. He spent 20
years working as an engineer before becoming a
math and physics teacher at Tri-County Early
College High School in Murphy, N.C.
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Wanted: Ways to Assess
the Majority of Teachers
By Stephen Sawchuk

T

he debate about “value added” measures of teaching may
be the most divisive topic in teacher-quality policy today.
It has generated sharp-tongued exchanges in public forums,
in news stories, and on editorial
pages. And it has produced enough
policy briefs to fell whole forests.
But for most of the nation’s
teachers, who do not teach subjects or grades in which valueadded data are available, that
debate is also largely irrelevant. Now, teachers’ unions,
content-area experts, and
administrators in many states
and communities are hard at work
examining measures that could be
used to weigh teachers’ contributions to
learning in subjects ranging from career and technical
education to art, music, and history—the subjects,
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