Designing
for Motivation
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What Research and Real Schools Tell Us
About Sustaining Student Engagement
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For decades, education leaders have worked to improve student motivation. New programs are
launched. Engagement initiatives come and go. Incentives are introduced, adjusted, and replaced.

And yet, the challenge persists.

Across motivation science, adolescent development, literacy research, and school improvement
studies, one conclusion appears again and again:

Motivation is not something schools can demand from students.
It is something leaders must design for.

Too often, motivation is treated as a student trait or as an instructional tactic confined to
individual classrooms. Research points to a different responsibility. Motivation emerges from
the systems, structures, and learning experiences leaders shape every day.

Recent large-scale literacy and engagement studies, including research informing Beable’s
Career-Connected Literacy work, reinforce what decades of independent research have already
shown. When learning is meaningful, personalized, and connected to students’ futures, motivation
and achievement rise together.

Throughout the guide, we point to design signals—patterns leaders can see in curriculum, structures,
and daily practice—that indicate whether those conditions are present. Not quick fixes or engagement
programs, but design choices that determine whether motivation fades quickly or endures.
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Purpose Before Compliance

Why meaning sustains effort when rules do not

Enduring motivation begins with purpose. Students persist longer and work
harder when learning is clearly connected to future opportunities, real-world
applications, or contributions beyond school. Research on the purpose of learning
shows that when students link academic effort to a future self or a meaningful
contribution, they demonstrate greater persistence and self-regulation, even on
tasks they do not initially enjoy.

Design Signals in Practice

* Units are framed around what
skills enable beyond the classroom

* Literacy is positioned as
preparation for life, work,
and contribution

Many school systems unintentionally frame learning around compliance.
Grades, credits, and test performance become the primary motivators. While
these structures can produce short-term effort, they rarely sustain it. When the

incentive disappears, engagement often does as well. * Students regularly encounter

) ) learning as relevant to their
Purpose works differently. When students understand why learning matters to

their lives, effort compounds over time.

future selves

Leadership Implications

Purpose must be visible in
daily learning, not just in vision
statements. Systems that
consistently communicate
relevance create conditions
where motivation lasts.




Agency Within Structure

How choice builds ownership without lowering expectations

Decades of motivation research grounded in Self-Determination Theory
demonstrate that autonomy is a core psychological need. When students
experience meaningful choice within clear expectations, intrinsic motivation
and engagement increase.

Autonomy does not mean removing structure or lowering standards. It means
allowing students a real voice in topics, pathways, and pacing while holding
firm to shared academic goals.

When systems offer no choice, students feel controlled. When systems offer
unlimited choice, students feel overwhelmed. Motivation grows in the middle,
where choice is real and bounded.

Design Signals

* Multiple pathways toward the
same learning goals

« Choice in texts, projects, or
applications of core skills

* Flexible pacing supported
by clear benchmarks

Leadership Implications

Systems should be designed so
students make authentic decisions
within shared expectations.
Motivation grows when students
experience ownership, not when
they feel managed.



Making Progress Visible

Why motivation depends on seeing growth

Motivation strengthens when students can see themselves improving. Research

on formative assessment and feedback consistently shows that students are more
engaged when they understand where they are, where they are headed, and how
effort leads to improvement. Frequent, low-stakes feedback supports motivation
more effectively than infrequent, high-stakes evaluations.

When progress is invisible, effort feels pointless. When progress is visible,
effort feels worthwhile.

Design Signals

» Growth is tracked and
communicated regularly

 Feedback emphasizes
improvement, not just
performance

» Students understand how
today’s effort moves
them forward

Leadership Implications

If progress is only communicated
at the end of a unit or year,
motivation will lag. Schools need
structures that allow students to
experience growth regularly and
understand how it happens.



Belonging as an Academic Condition

Why students invest where they feel known

Students invest more deeply in learning environments where they feel accepted,
respected, and supported. Research on belonging shows that students who
believe they belong are more resilient, more willing to take academic risks, and
more likely to persist through challenges.

Belonging is not about comfort. It is about being known and valued as a learner.

Design Signals

« Consistent adult relationships
and advisory structures

» Curriculum that reflects students’
identities and experiences

 Data practices that focus on
growth rather than labeling

Leadership Implications

Belonging must be intentionally
designed into schedules,
curriculum choices, and
support structures. It cannot
be left to chance.



High Expectations, Personalized Paths

Why rigor and motivation rise together

Motivation declines when work feels impossible or pointless. Expectancy—Value
research shows that students are most motivated when they believe they can
succeed and believe the work is worth the effort.

Students thrive when expectations are shared and rigorous, the supports
are personalized, and time and scaffolds are adjusted without stigma.

This combination allows students to experience challenges and competence
at the same time.

Design Signals

« Consistent academic goals
across classrooms

* Personalized supports that
vary without signaling lower
expectations

 Flexible routes toward
the same standards

Leadership Implications

Equity is not about different goals.
It is about designing different
routes toward the same

high standards.



Relevance Through Identity

and Future Orientation

Why learning sticks when students see themselves in it

Research on interest development and culturally responsive teaching shows that
motivation increases when learning connects to students’ identities, interests,
and lived experiences.

Relevance is not an add-on. It is a core instructional design principle, especially
for secondary students navigating questions of identity and purpose.

Design Signals
» Content reflects diverse

perspectives and experiences

* Literacy is embedded in
meaningful, real-world contexts

* Learning supports students’
evolving sense of self

Leadership Implications

When learning connects to who
students are and who they are
becoming, engagement deepens
and persists.



From Research to Practice

Translating motivation science into system design

The research described in this guide consistently points to one conclusion: motivation improves when learning is
purposeful, personalized, visible, and connected to students’ futures.

In Beable’s work with districts, these principles come to life when literacy growth is tied to students’ interests, career
exploration, and future goals. When students understand how reading and comprehension connect to real pathways
beyond school, they are more willing to invest the sustained effort required for growth.

This research-backed approach helps schools move from abstract engagement goals to intentionally designed
systems that support lasting motivation.

Why Motivation Efforts Often Fall Short

Even well-intentioned initiatives struggle when motivation is treated as a program rather than a design principle.

Common pitfalls include:
 Over-reliance on extrinsic incentives that drive short-term compliance
« Fragmented efforts that address motivation in isolated classrooms
* Lowering rigor in the name of engagement

« Treating motivation as a student deficit rather than a system responsibility

Research consistently shows that motivation improves when systems are aligned around meaning, agency,
progress, and belonging.



What This Means for Education Leaders

Lasting motivation does not come from isolated initiatives or short-term
engagement strategies. It emerges when leaders consistently design learning
environments around human needs that research has validated for decades.

The most effective systems do not try to motivate students directly. Instead, they
focus on creating the conditions where motivation can take hold and endure
across classrooms, schools, and years.

Across contexts, research suggests that students are continually asking a small set
of questions through their behavior, effort, and persistence:

* Why does this matter to my life?
* Do | have a voice in how | learn?

« Can | see myself improving?
* Do | belong here?

When schools are designed to consistently answer these questions, motivation
becomes more durable. Engagement deepens. Academic outcomes follow.

For education leaders, the work is not to make students care more. It is to design
systems that give students reasons to care.

Research Foundations
at a Glance

This guide draws on well-established
research across motivation science,
learning sciences, and school
improvement, including:

« Self-Determination Theory
(Deci & Ryan)

* Purpose for Learning (Yeager et al.)

* Expectancy—Value Theory
(Eccles & Wigfield)

» Formative Assessment and Feedback
(Black & Wiliam; Hattie & Timperley)

* Belonging Interventions
(Walton & Cohen)

* Interest Development
(Hidi & Renninger)

« Culturally Responsive Teaching
(Geneva Gay)



Join the Movement to Life-Ready Literacy

Beable is more than a platform. It's a movement to ensure every student, regardless of starting
point, can accelerate literacy and envision a future of opportunity. If you're ready to redefine
what’s possible for your district, we invite you to take the next step.

Let’s talk about how Beable can support your goals.

Request a personalized demo or connect with our team to
explore implementation options tailored to your needs.

bgoble.oiw

Career-Connected Literacy™



