
To improve people's lives through rigorous motivation research. 

Our focus is to understand the motivation and mindsets that promote 
individuals' learning, growth, achievement, and wellbeing. 

We use those insights to develop evidence-based solutions that can 
be applied across educational, extracurricular, and work contexts.

O U R  M I S S I O N  

Belief that one is connected to and respected by peers, 
cared for by teachers and mentors, and fits in with the 
culture 

L E A R N I N G  M I N D S E T S   A N D  W H Y  T H E Y  M A T T E R

By combining psychological science with design thinking and leveraging strategic researcher- 
practitioner partnerships, we seek to instigate positive change in organizations, from the 
individual to the policy level. We utilize best practices in design-based research, randomized 
control trials, and mixed-methods research to find optimal solutions to meet our partners’ needs.

Mindsets are our beliefs and 
perceptions about learning. 
They shape how we interpret 
difficulty, and research shows 
they are critical predictors of 
academic performance, 
persistence, and motivation. 
We are primarily interested in 
three main learning mindsets. 

GROWTH MINDSET:
Belief that intelligence can be developed 

PURPOSE AND VALUE: 
Belief that schoolwork is valuable because it's personally 
relevant 

SOCIAL BELONGING:

SCIENTIFIC
RIGOR 

DESIGN  
PRINCIPLES 

SOLUTION-FOCUSED,
ACTION-ORIENTED

RESEARCH  + STRONG 
PARTNERSHIPS+ =

O U R  M E T H O D S

EMPATHIZE & LEARN
Understand the

problem and context

SYNTHESIZE & PLAN
Consolidate learning

and develop next
steps

PROTOTYPE
Customize interventions 

informed by data, 
feedback, and theory

Start small, fail fast, utilize 
those learnings to scale up 

across the system

TEST INTERVENTIONS
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PROJECTS & PARTNERSHIPS

We are partnering with the 
Tennessee Board of Regents to 
improve students’ learning 
mindsets and academic outcomes. 
We've collected data from over 
12,000 students across 45 higher- 
education institutions – including 
community colleges, technical 
schools, and four-year universities 
– to understand these contexts and 
create strategies aimed at
improving student retention. 
Through statewide partnerships, 
we are also laying the foundations 
to scale up efforts over the next 
several years. 

Tennessee’s goal is 
for 55% of adults to 
obtain a post- 
secondary degree, 
but less than half of 
students across the 
higher education 
system graduate 
within six years. The
problem is especially 
severe at community 
colleges, where 40% 
of students drop out 
after only one 
semester. 

THE CHALLENGE  WHAT WE'RE DOING 

TENNESSEE 
PATHWAYS 
WITH 
PURPOSE

WHERE WE'RE GOING

INFUSING 
HIGHER 
EDUCATION 
IN GEORGIA 
WITH 
LEARNING 
MINDSETS

We are partnering with the 
University System of Georgia to 
increase graduation rates. We are 
currently collecting data from 
students and faculty at 28 
institutions to understand the 
motivational culture in four- year 
institutions so we can support
students' adaptive learning mindsets 
through system-wide changes.

Georgia aims for 
60% of adults to 
hold a post- 
secondary degree by 
2025 (up from 38%) 
and is interested in 
harnessing research 
on learning 
mindsets to achieve 
this goal. 

REMOVING 
BARRIERS TO 
MOTIVATION 
IN 
COMMUNITY 
COLLEGE   
MATH

We are partnering with math 
faculty at Valencia College to 
test whether brief, in-class 
interventions targeting 
growth mindset and utility- 
value perceptions can boost 
student motivation and math 
performance. Over 8,200 
students have been part of the 
study since 2015.

At a large community 
college system in 
Florida, 40% of the 
20,000 enrolled 
students who take 
developmental math 
each year don’t pass. 
Similar patterns are 
found at community 
colleges across the 
US. 

SUPPORTING 
TEACHERS IN 
HELPING 
STUDENTS 
MAKE 
CONNECTIONS 
BETWEEN 
LEARNING 
AND LIFE  

Students often 
struggle to 
understand the 
value of what they 
are learning. This is 
especially true for 
students who are at 
risk for under- 
performance. 

Prior field experiments show 
that utility value interventions 
can boost motivation and 
performance for students at risk 
of under-performance. Based on 
these findings, we are partnering 
with the Character Lab to 
develop a teacher-led activity 
aimed at helping them increase 
students’ perceptions of the 
value of their coursework. 

Based on insights from data, 
we will co-create a plan to 
infuse mindset-supportive 
practices into Georgia’s 
higher education system at 
the student, instructional, 
curricular, and policy levels.

We will provide a more 
nuanced perspective on the 
link between mindsets and 
student success and how this 
link varies across institutions. 
Because initial findings 
suggest feelings of belonging 
predict student retention, we 
will explore how this varies 
among low-income students 
from different backgrounds 
and institutions. We will also 
examine additional outcomes, 
such as GPA, degree 
attainment, employment 
status, and income. 

We will continue to 
work with practitioners 
to improve this tool, 
and plan to make it 
freely available online 
for teachers in Spring 
2018. 

We are adapting and 
improving our interventions 
based on insights gained 
through mixed-methods 
analyses from this study. We 
also plan to explore students' 
longitudinal outcomes, such 
as GPA, major path, and 
career trajectories. 

To read more about our research visit motivatelab.org/publications


