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Motivate Lab Mission

To improve people’s lives through 
rigorous motivation research.



Motivate Lab Mission

To improve people’s lives through 
rigorous motivation research...
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Plan for This Afternoon

How can we get better at bringing 
Purpose and Relevance to our Classrooms, 

Curriculum, and Campus?



Opening Activity #1

Instructions:

1) We want you to re-visit 
your college experiences in 
math classes.

2) Take the next  few 
minutes to read through the 
packet and to write a 
response.  

3) You’ll have an 
opportunity to share what 
you wrote.

4) Now turn to a neighbor and share your 
responses with each other.

Take note of major themes in your responses and 
how they may be similar as well as different.  



Opening Activity #2

Instructions:

1) Flip over the math 
handout to the blank page 
on the back

2) Take a moment to write a 
definition for your field that 
would help explain its 
purpose to others.

3) Now take a moment to write a definition for 
math that would help explain its purpose to 
others.





What Are Academic Mindsets?

• Students’ beliefs about learning and school

• Students with productive academic mindsets 
are…

– More motivated to take on challenging work

– More likely to persist in the face of setbacks

– More likely to achieve at higher levels

http://mindsetscholarsnetwork.org/learning-mindsets/
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3 Key Mindsets  

Growth Mindset Sense of Belonging

Purpose & Relevance

Do I want 
to learn 

this?Do I have 
what it takes 
to learn this?

Do I belong 
here?
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Students can value learning for different reasons

Intrinsic:
This is fun!

I just like doing 
this.

Identity:
This is who I am.
It’s important to 
me to be good at 

this.

Utility:
This is useful and 
relevant for my:

• Daily life
• Future 

education
• Career
• Interests and 

hobbies

Extrinsic:
I will get a 

reward or avoid 
a punishment.

Prosocial:
This allows me to 

do something that  
makes a difference 

in the world.

Purpose and Relevance:

Deci and Ryan (2000); Eccles and Wigfield (2000); Tibbetts et al. (2016)
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Hulleman, Godes, Hendricks, and Harackiewicz (2010)
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Purpose & Relevance
Intervention

But, Can This Be a Hopeful Story with a 
Purpose & Relevance Intervention?
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Hulleman, Murrah, Tibbetts, Francis, Lee, et al. (in prep)
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Hulleman and Harackiewicz (2009)

And Still More Benefits….

Particularly effective for students with:

1) lower levels of prior academic performance

2) lower levels of confidence in the subject





Hulleman and Harackiewicz (2009)

Utility Value Intervention

1. Select a topic that is 
currently being covered in 
class.

2. Write a one-paragraph 
essay that applies the 
topic to your life (control: 
just summarize the topic).

3. Repeat multiple times 
over course of semester.

“After a hurricane there’s a big 
chance of losing power and flooding. 
One way math could help is to try to 
figure out how much water we might 
need for daily use. Like how many 
gallons for me, my husband, and our 
three kids to bathe, cook, or drink. 
Every year when we prepare for 
hurricane season, we could estimate 
how much water and food we will 
need for one day, one week, or 
longer. We would use proportions 
and statistics to do our calculations. 
That way we’d know how much 
money to set aside to be ready in 
case something bad happens.”

- Florida College Student



What’s Driving These Effects?
Personal Connections

Florida college student: 

“After a hurricane there’s a big chance of losing power 
and flooding. One way math could help is to try to figure 
out how much water we might need for daily use. Like 
how many gallons for me, my husband, and our three 
kids to bathe, cook, or drink. Every year when we prepare 
for hurricane season, we could estimate how much water 
and food we will need for one day, one week, or longer. 
We would use proportions and statistics to do our
calculations. That way we’d know how much money to 
set aside to be ready in case something bad happens.”



What’s Driving These Effects? 
Specific Connections

Florida college student: 

“After a hurricane there’s a big chance of losing power 
and flooding. One way math could help is to try to figure 
out how much water we might need for daily use. Like 
how many gallons for me, my husband, and our three 
kids to bathe, cook, or drink. Every year when we prepare 
for hurricane season, we could estimate how much 
water and food we will need for one day, one week, or 
longer. We would use proportions and statistics to do 
our calculations. That way we’d know how much money 
to set aside to be ready in case something bad happens.”



What’s Driving These Effects? 
Meaningful Connections

Florida college student: 

“After a hurricane there’s a big chance of losing power and 
flooding. One way math could help is to try to figure out how 
much water we might need for daily use. Like how many 
gallons for me, my husband, and our three kids to bathe, 
cook, or drink. Every year when we prepare for hurricane 
season, we could estimate how much water and food we will 
need for one day, one week, or longer. We would use 
proportions and statistics to do our calculations. That way 
we’d know how much money to set aside to be ready in case 
something bad happens.”



Let’s Return to Your Essays

Did you write down connections that were:

1) Personal (e.g., did you use: I, me, we, us?)

2) Specific (e.g., did you provide details?)

3) Meaningful (e.g., did you make a meaningful 
connection to your daily life?)



OUR CLASSROOMS
Getting Better at Bringing Purpose & Relevance to



#1) Redesigning assignments



#2) Engaging in Day-to-Day 
Motivational Planning



E.g., How about starting next week on 
the 1st day of class?



https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/advice-firstday

In addition to general 1st Day 
teaching tips…

Provides 4 examples of how 
different professors 
approached teaching their 1st 
day from:

1) English
2) History
3) Psychology
4) Math 



Lang’s 1st day of his English 
composition class (w/ service learning)

❖ I arrive 10 minutes early. Roster in hand, I 
walk around the room and introduce myself 
to students, asking them questions about 
their major/intended major, hometown, 
and any previous writing courses they might 
have taken.

❖ I make a brief introduction to the grounding 
principle of the course — that writing has 
the power to change their lives for the 
better, both in their academic work and in 
their lives outside of the classroom. Indeed, 
writing probably has already helped 
determine their future, in the form of their 
college application essays.

❖ Students spend 15 minutes writing a 
paragraph in response to the following 
prompts: “When has a piece of writing, 
something you either wrote or read, made a 
significant impact on your life? What 
qualities or context made that piece of 
writing so significant?”

❖ Next, I ask students to introduce 
themselves to two or three people sitting 
near them, and to work in small groups to 
create a list of qualities of powerful 
writing. After 10 minutes, I shift the 
activity to a classwide discussion. We use 
the whiteboard to list and categorize the 
qualities they have identified, noting along 
the way the ones that connect with our 
learning objectives.

❖ The class finishes with a review of the 
syllabus, with a focus on how the service 
learning they will complete has the power 
to make an impact.

❖ After students leave, I take a picture of the 
board, with the intention of showing 
students the images on the last day of the 
semester and inviting them to consider 
how their perspectives have changed.

https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/advice-firstday
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Kenn’s 1st day outline written on the board

Outline:
I. Introductions / Psyc212 student survey
II. Why take a class called Psyc212?
III. How did Psyc212-213 come about and how are they 

different from Psyc210-211? (Activity: a simple 
demonstration about learning)

IV. Pass out and walk though our Psyc212 syllabus
Reading:

Today (preface of Jackson’s textbook)
Next Class (Ch. 1) 

Reminders:
HW#1 will be passed out this Friday and due in one week



I. Introductions / Psyc212 Student Survey

Welcome to Psyc 212

Dr. Kenneth Barron

Wilson and Wilson (2007)
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212 student survey



McGinley and Jones (2014)

II. Why take a class called Psyc212?

After students 
privately reflect, 
have class 
discussion about 
key questions to 
help address 
misconceptions, 
concerns, or less 
ideal motivation.



III. How did Psyc212-213 come about and 
how are they different from Psyc210-211? 

Activity: a simple demonstration 
about learning

Bransford and Johnson (1972)



No

Context

Context

After 

Context

Before

Recall

(0-14)
2.82 2.65 5.83

Comprehension

(1-7)
2.29 2.12 4.50

 Objective 
measure

 Subjective 
measure

III. How did Psyc212-213 come about and 
how are they different from Psyc210-211? 

Bransford and Johnson (1972)



IV. Pass out and walk through syllabus



#3) Redesigning Syllabi

Lots of motivation planning opportunities:
e.g.,
❑ Tone of Syllabus (e.g., content-focused vs. learning-focused)
❑ Learning objectives
❑ Teaching Approach
❑ Assessment Approach
❑ Timing/Pacing of Course

Harnish and Bridges (2011); Palmer et al. (2016); Perrine et al. (1995)





Dr. Liz Norell’s new version with more motivational planning



OUR CURRICULUM
Getting Better at Bringing Purpose & Relevance to



#4) Training faculty to re-design 
majors/minors/programs



… and General Education
5 Cluster Areas of JMU’s Gen-Ed Required Coursework in

1 Skills for the 21st Century critical thinking, oral 
communication, writing

2 Arts and Humanities art, English, history, literature, 
music, philosophy, theatre

3 Natural Sciences astronomy, biology, chemistry, 
geology, mathematics, physics

4 Social Sciences anthropology, economics, 
history, political science, 
sociology

5 Wellness health, kinesiology, 
psychology, sociology 
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OUR CAMPUSES
Getting Better at Bringing Purpose & Relevance to



#5) Training Admin/Faculty/Staff to 
Re-design Their Campus

Campus Tour

Admissions

Summer Orientation

General Education

Student Affairs Programming

Student Organizations

Student Learning  and Support Centers

QEP

Academic Majors, Minors, 
and Programs

High Impact Practices



Setting up our your next session



It’s not magic… we can all do it! 



And can we connect the dots of 
what we do…

TiLTing (aka, Transparency in Learning and 
Teaching) build purpose and relevance too!



Questions?



Bonus Examples…



#6) Teaching Real World Events
Link to COVID handout (https://virginia.app.box.com/s/zztdvxbenlcipdo7jxewkp80ai5f6kot)

https://virginia.box.com/s/zztdvxbenlcipdo7jxewkp80ai5f6kot

