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A Formula for 
Motivating Students 

 
 
 
 

M = E + V - C 
 
 
 
 

M = Motivation 
 

E  = EXPECTANCY → Do your students believe they can do 
the task? 

V = VALUE → Do your students want to do the task? 

C = COST → Do your students have barriers 
preventing them from doing the task? 
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EXPECTANCY sources 
 

  Students are more likely to experience higher 
EXPECTANCY when: 

E1 Ability They have a high level of ability and/or skill in an activity. 

E2 Growth Mindset* 
They believe that their effort and strategy use will lead to 
learning. 

E3 
Success Experiences 
(Direct or Indirect) 

They are successful at an activity or watch similar others 
succeed. 

E4 Improvement 
Experiences 

They experience growth in an activity. 

E5 Authentic 
Encouragement 

Others communicate that students can succeed (rather than 
doubt or suggest they can’t succeed). 

E6 Goal Setting 
An activity is broken down into smaller, short-term goals that 
will help accomplish a bigger, long-term goal. 

E7 Clear Expectations They know what is expected of them on an activity. 

E8 Appropriate Challenge The difficulty of the activity matches students’ skill levels. 

E9 Feedback 
They receive feedback that is specific (rather than general) 
and task-focused (rather than ability-focused). 

E10 Support 
They are appropriately supported in completing an activity 
and know where they can seek help. 

 

*Underlined text indicates a URL to available resources 

 
VALUE sources 
 
  Students are more likely to experience higher VALUE 

when: 
V1 Intrinsic Value An activity is personally interesting and enjoyable. 

V2 Situational Interest 
An activity is designed to “catch” their interest in a given 
situation (e.g., using variety, novelty, demonstrations, 
activities). 

V3 Utility Value An activity is perceived to be useful and relevant. 

V4 Identity Value 
An activity affirms an important aspect of who they are and is 
something they want to be good at. 

V5 Prosocial & Communal 
Value 

An activity allows them to make a difference in the world or a 
difference for their family and friends. 

  

https://motivatelab.org/supporting-growth-mindset
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VALUE sources (continued) 
 
 

V6 Context & Rationale 
They understand what the purpose and meaning of an activity 
is. 

V7 Enthusiastic Models 
They interact with teachers and students who are 
enthusiastic and passionate about learning. 

V8 Autonomy They feel a sense of choice and control. 

V9 Competence They engage in activities that help them grow and improve. 

V10 Belonging 
They experience meaningful relationships and connections 
with others (e.g., student-to-student and student-to-
instructor). 

V11 Extrinsic Value 

They receive external rewards and incentives for learning (but 
be careful: extrinsic rewards for learning can undermine 
students' development of intrinsic interest and overall quality 
of work). 

   
 

COST sources 
 
  Students are more likely to experience higher COST 

when: 
C1 Effort & Time Needed 

for the Activity 
The effort and time required by an activity becomes too 
much.  

C2 Competing Activities 
They have too many other activities competing for their time 
and energy.   

C3 
Loss of Valued 
Alternatives 

They feel like the learning activity is not worth their time 
compared to other things they might do.  

C4 Psychological & 
Emotional Reactions 

They feel negative emotions towards an activity (e.g., anxiety, 
stress).   

C5 Identity-Related 
Threats 

They worry about a perceived stigma associated with their 
identity (e.g., stereotype threat due to race or gender). 

C6 Belonging Uncertainty They feel unsure if they fit in a social or academic setting. 

C7 Physical Reactions 
They lack energy or are physically uncomfortable when doing 
an activity (e.g., tired, hungry, sick).  
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Additional Information 
 

Website with Activities to Promote Student Motivation 
https://motivatelab.org/supporting-motivation 
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