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[bookmark: _heading=h.716cz1y3apco]Why Would I Use Strategies to Support Student Motivation?
Student motivation refers to what drives students to engage in learning, sustain effort, and persist through difficulty. 
Research on motivation highlights several key principles that influence student engagement: 
Value (Why does this matter?) Students are more likely to engage when they see clear relevance in what they are learning, whether to their goals, interests, or real-world applications (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000; Merriam & Bierema, 2014). 
Growth Mindset (Can I do this?) Students are more likely to persist through challenges when they see ability and expertise as something that develops over time and believe they can succeed with effort and support (Bandura, 1997; Yeager et al., 2019).
Autonomy and Ownership (What are my choices?) Students invest more when they have some control over their learning. Providing choices in topics or ways of demonstrating learning increases motivation and accountability (Knowles, 1980; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).
Learning in Community (Who is with me?) Motivation is strengthened when students feel connected to others. Collaboration, discussion, and a sense of belonging support engagement and improve learning outcomes (Knowles, 1980; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).
Students bring their own unique goals, interests, and work habits to your course, but their motivation for learning is not fixed; it develops in response to course design and instructional choices. 
Instructor benefits to improved motivation: 
More energized classroom dynamic where students actively contribute, reducing the burden on you to carry the momentum of the class and push for participation.
Smoother grading as higher-quality, better-aligned student work reduces time spent interpreting, correcting, and justifying evaluations.
Fewer instances of confusion and repeated clarification as students pay closer attention and develop a clearer sense of how to succeed.
More efficient use of class time with engaged students who process and apply ideas the first time and require less reteaching.
Student benefits to improved motivation:
Clearer sense of why the work matters, helping them focus their effort on what counts and produce stronger work that improves their grades.
More attention to process and information, making it easier to keep up with deadlines, avoid last-minute stress, and maintain steady performance across the term.
Greater confidence in their ability to succeed, reducing procrastination and stress when starting assignments or preparing for exams.
Stronger ability to push through difficulty, leading to more completed assignments, better performance on challenging tasks, and fewer drops in grades when material gets hard.
We acknowledge that all teaching contexts are unique. For individualized support, contact CET for a consultation.
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[bookmark: _heading=h.pscnblm4wsdz]Pro Tips: Common Instructor Concerns About Student Motivation
This section offers quick tips for common challenges in motivating students, with links to more detailed information and strategies in the Deeper Dive section, as well as related CET resources.
[bookmark: _heading=h.9d2r3flemwbp]Finding Balance Between Instructor and Student Responsibility for Motivation
I believe students should be responsible for motivating themselves through grades, career goals, or personal discipline. 
External pressures like grades or career preparation can motivate students, but they do not always translate to sustained effort or active engagement in your class. Students are more likely to stay engaged when they both see why the work matters and believe that, with effort, rather than innate talent, they can succeed. These conditions can be shaped by small, intentional choices in your course design and facilitation.
Pro tip strategies:
Ask students to share with you what currently motivates them and what they would like to gain from the course specifically. This signals your interest in their academic success and gives you insight into what matters most to them–information you can use to motivate them further.
Make the value of learning explicit by briefly connecting tasks to the development of specific skills, future coursework, or professional applications. For example: 
“This process for developing performance metrics is the same one you will use when you develop strategic plans for your organization in the future.”
“Quickly identifying an author’s primary argument and the scholarship they use as support is the core skill you will need for your third-year oral exams.”
Design early lower-stakes course activities that build momentum and help students see the progress of their learning. For example:
Use a low-stakes preview task in the first week that mirrors a later assignment (e.g., a case analysis, problem, writing prompt, etc.) where students initially apply a key skill with support followed by a discussion of how students can expect to build mastery over that skill throughout the course.
Have students complete a self-assessment on key skills they want to strengthen during the course. 
In online courses, communicate purpose regularly through announcements or short videos so motivation does not fade between interactions. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.6b98h3m1vi17]Loss of Student Momentum
I notice that students start out strong, but effort tends to fade, especially when tasks become more complex or challenging.
Students sustain effort more when expectations for both product and process are clear and struggle is normalized. 
Pro tip strategies:
Break larger tasks into smaller steps with checkpoints and feedback that show clear progress over time and reduce overwhelm.
Provide models, worked examples, or partial solutions to help students get started.
Use short planning prompts, templates, or timelines to support time management.
Incorporate peer feedback or structured check-ins to maintain accountability and address sticking points.
In online courses, distribute deadlines across the week to maintain steady engagement.
[bookmark: _heading=h.xn0n9scptltv]Surface-Level Engagement
I want students to engage more deeply with the material, not just complete tasks for a grade.
Students invest more effort when they see assignments as meaningful and have some choice in how they approach it. 
Pro tip strategies:
Offer limited, structured choices in topics, formats, or approaches to support ownership without overwhelming students (e.g., a choice between a traditional report or a series of infographics for a case study analysis).
Design tasks that require application, comparison, or decision-making rather than recall alone.
Use examples or scenarios that connect content to real-world or disciplinary contexts.
Ask students to explain how their own lived experience or prior knowledge influenced their reasoning or decisions about the course concepts. 
“Think of a time you judged someone quickly. How do concepts like bias or heuristics explain your thinking?”
“Given what we’ve just learned about flow states and arousal, how would you reinterpret a time you gave a performance under extreme pressure?”
In online discussions, use prompts that require interpretation and critique rather than summary. Have students respond to one another, not just to you. For example: 
“Identify the strengths and potential limitations of the provider’s approach in this medical case, with particular attention to the principles of patient-centered care.” 
“For this week’s post, students with last names starting with A-K will provide initial commentary by midnight on Tuesday, and students with last names L-Z will choose two classmates to respond to by midnight on Wednesday.” 
[bookmark: _heading=h.6dwo6o8yn0su]Resilience After Setbacks
Sometimes my students disengage when material becomes more difficult or after they receive a poor assignment grade.
Students are more likely to persist when they see challenges and setbacks as a normal part of the learning process (growth mindset) rather than as evidence that they are incapable (fixed mindset). 
Pro tip strategies:
Normalize challenge with brief statements such as: 
“This is a point where many students need to try more than once.”
“This work is not intuitive, so if you are struggling, please take advantage of my office hours for additional support and practice.”
“Working through these cases will take more time at first, but the more you practice, the more efficient you will become.”
Sequence tasks from simpler to more complex to build confidence over time.
Provide opportunities to revise work based on feedback. 
Highlight progress and effective strategies, not just correctness or incorrectness.
Check in at common difficulty points to address barriers before students disengage.
[bookmark: _heading=h.lpitcrgr29lf]Grades Overshadowing Feedback
I want feedback to motivate effort and improvement, but my students often just focus on the grade.
Students stay motivated when feedback shows them their progress and gives them a concrete next step, even after a disappointing grade.
Pro tip strategies:
Focus feedback on specific actions students can take to improve rather than just stating the problem. For example, instead of “This doesn’t have enough detail,” say “Include a concrete example from the readings or a specific scenario or case to support this claim.”
Use forward-looking language. For example: “I think you can improve your next quiz score with some extra practice setting up equations based on word problems. That’s where the challenge was this time.”
Name progress before identifying remaining areas for improvement. For example: “I’m seeing much stronger close-reading skills compared to the last assignment. Well done! What you need to work on now is consistently connecting your textual analysis to your thesis in each paragraph.”
Share common patterns across the class to clarify expectations and reinforce that challenges are a normal part of learning.
Build in low-stakes feedback opportunities before major assignments, such as submitting a thesis statement, outline, or introductory paragraph for initial guidance. 
Maintain regular communication (especially online) so feedback is ongoing rather than isolated.
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[bookmark: _heading=h.cdomur2p6ahc]A Deeper Dive: Strategies to Support Student Motivation
[bookmark: _heading=h.8vecmvpj8z3i]Student motivation can be supported through course design, instructional strategies, and communication. The sections below highlight where small changes can shape how students see value in their work, feel capable of success, and stay engaged over time.
[bookmark: _heading=h.s4lu75k1mll1]Designing Course Assignments and Activities That Motivate
Assignments and activities do more than measure learning: they shape whether students engage, how much effort they invest, and whether they persist. The strategies below focus on designing tasks that make expectations clear, build confidence over time, and connect learning to meaningful goals.
Clarify purpose early and often. Students invest effort when they understand why a task matters and how it connects to their goals.
Design, communicate, and revisit specific measurable learning objectives (e.g.,“By the end of this assignment, you will be able to compare two policy approaches in order to justify a recommendation.”) For more information, see the CET resource on Writing Learning Objectives.
Add a “why this matters” line to assignments and modules (e.g., “This task helps you practice interpreting large amounts of raw genetic data, a skill you will use in your final project and in many medical research settings. For example, genomics researchers use it when sifting through DNA sequencing data to identify mutations linked to disease, or when tracking how a pathogen's genome evolves across outbreak waves.”)
Revisit purpose before major tasks or transitions (e.g., “This next step builds directly on the analysis you practiced last week. Remember how many of you got stuck identifying the problem? This step helps you recognize it more quickly.”)
Make expectations transparent. Clear expectations help students focus their effort and build confidence in their ability to succeed.
Define what success looks like with explicit evaluation criteria and/or rubrics. See the CET resources on Assignments and Rubrics for more information.
Provide examples of strong work and highlight 2-3 features that make it effective.
Replace vague directions (e.g., “Analyze the text”) with more specific tasks (e.g., “Identify the key argument in the reading and explain how the author supports it with evidence”) to increase confidence.
Emphasize available course support (e.g., office hours) and institutional support (e.g., writing center).
Build momentum through structure students can see and understand. Students are more likely to persist when tasks feel manageable and progress toward their goal is visible.
Scaffold larger tasks into smaller steps (e.g., topic proposal, outline, draft, final submission).
Sequence tasks from lower to higher complexity (e.g., start with identifying concepts, then move to applying and evaluating them).
Use a “fading” strategy: begin with guided prompts or partially completed examples, then gradually shift to more open-ended and independent tasks as students gain confidence. 
Incorporate meaningful choice. Students invest more when they have the autonomy to connect the work to their own interests. 
Offer options in topic, format, or approach. For example, have students choose between relevant topics of interest or between writing a brief report, creating a visual explanation, or delivering a short presentation.
Balance flexibility with clear boundaries: all formats and topic choices should address the same learning objectives and grading criteria. 
Considerations for large-enrollment and online modalities.
Use FAQs and checklists to reinforce expectations, support, and time management strategies to reduce repeated questions. 
Use consistent weekly modules and predictable structure (e.g., each module includes Overview, Learn, Practice, and Submit sections.)
Build in touchpoints with students throughout the semester to maintain connection as students work through assignments. For example: short check-ins about concept understanding during live sessions, responses to discussion boards, or brief video updates.
[bookmark: _heading=h.d4v4fpdae683]Examples of Motivational Assignment Strategies
[bookmark: _heading=h.a6unnrl4lys]Providing Autonomy and Relevance (Before and After): Social Science/Humanities Example
Before: “Create a heat map showing distance to food retail stores in Kern County, CA and submit a 3–4-page report describing your findings related to the concept of food deserts.”
After: “Investigate food access in a community of your choice by creating a heat map that shows the average distance to food retail stores.  You may select a location that connects to your interests (e.g., your hometown, a neighborhood near campus, or any community you want to understand more deeply). In your accompanying report, identify one key pattern in food access and explain what it suggests about equity, infrastructure, or public health.  
This assignment helps you practice spatial analysis and evidence-based reasoning–skills used in urban planning, public health and policy work.”
What changed:
 Added relevance and purpose (value).
Introduced meaningful choice (autonomy).
Clarified expectations (expectancy).
[bookmark: _heading=h.f2a5omoll3un]Providing Autonomy and Relevance (Before and After): STEM Example
Before: "Conduct a titration experiment using a strong acid and strong base. Record your data and submit a 3–4 page lab report describing your procedure and results."
After: "Design a titration experiment to analyze the acid-base chemistry of a sample that connects to a real-world issue or context of your choice (e.g., drinking water quality, a common household product, or a soil sample relevant to agriculture or environmental health). In your lab report, identify one key pattern in your results and explain what it suggests about the chemical composition of your sample and its implications for the context you chose.
This assignment helps you practice experimental design and quantitative reasoning, skills used in environmental science, pharmaceutical research, public health, and chemical engineering."
What changed:
Added relevance and purpose (value).
Introduced meaningful choice (autonomy).
Clarified expectations (confidence).
[bookmark: _heading=h.zd7uxfusv7pb]Scaffolding an Assignment (Before and After)
Before: One high-stakes final paper due at the end of term.
After: 
Week 3: Topic proposal (completion credit with informal feedback).
Week 5: Annotated sources (completion credit).
Week 7: Draft submission with peer review using the rubric.
Week 9: Final paper submission.
What changed: Students build confidence from stage to stage, receive feedback along the way, and are more likely to stay engaged throughout the project. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.16p1zzagf5zd]Sample Online Module Weekly Structure 
In online courses where students complete a variety of tasks and assignments asynchronously, a predictable weekly structure helps students stay engaged and on track.
Overview: Key goals and “why this matters.”
Learn: Independent review of readings, recorded lectures, other materials.
Practice: Low-stakes activity (e.g., discussion, quiz, short response).
Apply: Assignment or project step.
Check-in: Reflection or quick feedback prompt.
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[bookmark: _heading=h.jpci88mov7g5]Structuring Class Time for Effort and Engagement
Class time shapes how students engage. When activities emphasize purpose, participation, and progress, students invest more effort and take intellectual risks. 
Use consistent participation structures. Predictable routines lower barriers to participation and help students know how to engage.
Incorporate opening questions, mid-class checks, and closing reflection prompts.
Explain the purpose of activities. Students are more likely to engage when they understand what they are expected to gain.
Connect activities to building important skills or preparation for assessments.
Preview likely stumbling points.
After the activity, ask students to briefly reflect on what they gained.
Support active engagement with the material. Students are more motivated when they actively work with ideas rather than passively receive them. For more information, see the CET Resource on Active Learning. 
Use activities that require applying or explaining ideas (e.g., analyzing a case, creating a graphic organizer for a concept, conducting an experiment.)
Emphasize processing and experimentation over a “right answer.”
Close the loop by asking students to reflect on insights and challenges, or by summarizing what you observed. 
Monitor and respond in real time. Timely responses from you help maintain momentum and signals to students that you are recognizing their effort and contributions.
Listen for and name patterns in student responses. For example: 
“Many of you identified the correct formula, but several groups are still mixing up velocity and acceleration. Let’s clarify before moving on.”
“In this week’s composition assignment, I saw a lot of experimentation with strong visual contrasts, but many of you are struggling with focal point and balance. Let’s look at a few strategies together for improving that.”
Adjust pacing of progression or explanation of course concepts as needed, particularly if students seem confused or frustrated.
Show appreciation for intellectual risks and curiosity (e.g., “I appreciate your willingness to challenge the assumption that democratization always leads to increased economic stability. Can anyone think of a historical example of when this was the case?”)
Build in informal feedback mechanisms so students feel they have a voice, using quick checks to gather input (e.g., “Show of hands: who feels confident with this step? Who wants one more example?”).
Considerations for large-enrollment and online courses.
Large-enrollment courses can benefit from more structured participation approaches, such as in-class polling or small-group discussions to encourage more even engagement and opportunities to share thoughts.
Many participation and active learning strategies can be adapted for online modalities using discussion boards, breakout rooms, collaborative documents, or small group meetings.
[bookmark: _heading=h.xobskoqoi8g7]Examples of Motivational Classroom Approaches
[bookmark: _heading=h.eoqvgyv5kplw]Compare and Revise Thinking in Real Time
Students first generate an individual response to a prompt, then compare it with a peer, and revise their thinking before a whole-class discussion.
Example: “Take one minute to write your answer. Now compare with a partner—what is similar or different in the way you interpreted the prompt and the approach you took? Revise your response before we share out.”
Result: Shifts focus from getting the “correct” answer to refining ideas through interaction.
[bookmark: _heading=h.fjuq1yquy2uh]Use Productive Error as a Teaching Tool
Present a common incorrect or incomplete response and ask students to diagnose and improve it.
Example: “Here is a response that takes a common approach. Where does it start to break down? How would you improve it?”
Result: Positions mistakes as a normal and useful part of learning.
[bookmark: _heading=h.sxqa7b4ff2xq]Discussion Synthesis Video or Post
Create a video or announcement post on the LMS that synthesizes patterns from the week’s online discussion posts to reinforce that student contributions matter.
Example: “Many of you noticed tension between access and cost in the examples you brought up in this week’s discussion posts. Let’s look at two different ways you approached that and what each highlights.”
Result: Builds connection and clarifies direction without responding to every individual post.
Return to Table of Contents
[bookmark: _heading=h.8u7pt8vk3w4o]Learning Environments That Motivate Engagement
The learning environment, whether an on-ground classroom or a fully online course housed in an LMS, plays a critical role in shaping whether students feel motivated to participate, persist, and invest effort. Students are more likely to engage when they feel like valued members of a learning community and experience the classroom as a space where effort, curiosity, and growth are supported and where their contributions matter. 
Help students build a sense of belonging. Students are more motivated when they feel recognized and included in the learning community.
Learn and use student names when possible. You can use name tents, profile photos from the LMS, to be able to call on students by name during discussion.
Greet students when they enter the classroom or virtual sessions.
Create opportunities for students to introduce themselves and share their motivations/goals to both you and classmates. For example, “For our first discussion, let’s gather into small groups for 10 minutes to share with your peers what drew you to this course and what you hope to gain from it. Have one group member prepared to share with the whole group some themes from your conversation.”
Name and normalize different levels of preparation, experience, interests. For example: “Some of you may have seen this before, and for others this may be brand new–both perspectives are going to be useful here.”
Normalize challenges, mistakes, and revision. Students are more likely to persist when difficulty is framed as part of learning rather than a sign of failure or incompetence.
Explicitly name struggle as a productive part of learning. For example: “The point of this course is to help you develop skills, and there are going to be moments of frustration along the way as you practice and experiment.”) 
Share examples of improvement over time, either in what you have experienced yourself or in what you have observed in former students.
Respond to mistakes constructively, emphasizing strategies for improvement rather than the existing deficiency.
Indicate supports that are available, including your office hours and other relevant institutional supports. 
Encourage peer-to-peer interaction. Learning in community increases accountability and depth of thinking.
Provide opportunities for students to get to know one another in the first few weeks of class. For ideas, see the CET Resource on Community Building Activities. 
Use structured small-group work to give students a chance to try out ideas and practice skills with one another (e.g., small group discussions, creating a concept map or diagram together, working on a problem or scenario, etc.)
Consider establishing a set of community agreements to guide how students interact with one another in the course (e.g., “We agree to challenge ideas, not attack the person expressing them.”)  For additional examples, see the CET Resource on Community Agreements.
Set participation expectations. Students are more likely to engage when they understand what participation looks like and how to contribute. 
Offer multiple ways to contribute (e.g., in-class discussion, shared documents, or short written reflections) and inform students of your participation expectations (e.g., quality, frequency, etc.). 
Use structured participation formats, such as “think-pair-share” (individual think time, then combining into pairs or trios, then sharing out to the whole group) so students can prepare ideas before contributing publicly.
Support intellectual risk-taking. Students are more willing to participate when they feel their ideas will be treated with respect.
Verbally respond to student ideas with appreciation and curiosity (e.g., “Thanks for sharing that perspective. I’m interested in knowing more about what led you to that conclusion.”
Reinforce respectful academic dialogue between students by drawing attention to what is working (e.g., “I appreciate how you built on what was just said, even though you ultimately came to a different interpretation.”) and what is not  (e.g., “I can see that there is a lot of passion about this topic, but let’s remember our community agreement to challenge ideas not attack the people expressing them.”). 
Ask open-ended interpretive questions. When asking a yes-or-no question, ask students to explain their reasoning.
Considerations for large-enrollment and online courses. In courses where whole-group discussion is not feasible, small group, virtual, or asynchronous interactions work well: 
Facilitate virtual Get-to-Know-You activities. For example, have students create and share profiles on an LMS discussion board highlighting their interests, experiences, and motivations.
Administer surveys throughout the semester to learn about your students and gather feedback on their experience in the course. This signals no one is anonymous, regardless of class size or modality.
Set up discussion boards with required peer-to-peer engagement. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.ugbvy4ftqxp9]Examples of How to Support a Motivating Learning Environment
[bookmark: _heading=h.rrf4ww6wxk3]Scripts for Normalizing Challenge
 “If this problem feels tricky, that is expected. In this field, we often need to test an approach, see where it breaks down, and revise it. That is what you are practicing here.”
“There is not always a single ‘right’ answer here. The goal is to build a well-supported interpretation, and that often takes a few attempts.”
“In studio and performance work, critique is not a sign that you failed: it is part of how artists refine their work over time.”
“In professional settings, you rarely get it perfect on the first try. This is a space to test your thinking and refine it before applying it in higher-stakes situations.”
“Your first attempt is not meant to be final. Use this as a draft to experiment and see what direction you want to develop further.”
[bookmark: _heading=h.ivjf26ku8mt]Get-to-Know-You Survey
A student survey can be administered in the LMS in both online and on-ground courses.
Example questions:
What are you hoping to gain from this course?
Where do you see this topic connecting to your goals?
What helps you stay engaged in a course? 
What challenges do you anticipate? 
Follow-through examples: 
“Several of you mentioned interest in public health, so I will make sure to use examples from that area as we move forward.”
“Many of you mentioned in the get-to-know-you survey that you had anxieties about the timed translation exam. Not only will we be doing many practice runs before the exam, but I will also go over key strategies to increase speed.” 
Results: Surfaces student goals, interests, and motivations, allowing you to connect course content to what matters to them. Signals that student perspectives are valued, which can increase investment and sense of belonging.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bncyd1ge7bic]Structured Small-Group Work
Small-group work builds motivation through shared accountability and peer learning, reducing feelings of isolation and increasing confidence by allowing students to test ideas with others before sharing more broadly.
Examples:
 “In groups of three: one person summarizes the problem, one proposes a solution, and one prepares to explain your reasoning. You will have 5 minutes, then we will share patterns.”
“In your small groups, work together to create a graphic organizer that explains the difference between the terms migration, immigration, and emigration. When you are finished, have one member take a photo of your organizer and upload it to the LMS, and we will view them all at the beginning of next class.” 
Results: Students have more opportunities to articulate their thinking, learn from peers, and refine their ideas prior to whole group discussion or assessments. 
For more information on designing and facilitating small-group assignments and activities, see the CET Resource on Group Work. 
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[bookmark: _heading=h.my0pbxjx1hnc]Motivation in Student Communication
When instructor communication is clear, consistent, and purposeful, students are more likely to stay engaged because they understand what to do, why it matters, and how they are progressing. This matters especially in online or large enrollment courses where informal cues and one-on-one interaction are limited. 
Use clear and consistent messaging. Students are more likely to follow through when expectations are visible, repeated, and easy to interpret.
Repeat key expectations across formats (e.g., syllabus, LMS, class time). 
Avoid overloading students with excessive or competing messages. Prioritize what matters most each week.
Use straightforward, focused language. For example, instead of “Be prepared to engage with the guest speaker” write “Before class, review our guest speaker’s bio and write down 1-2 questions that you might want to ask them.”
Frame transitions and new tasks. Students maintain momentum when they understand how pieces of the course fit together. 
Explain what is changing and why.
Connect current work to future tasks.
Preview expectations and anticipated challenges.
Example script: “In the last 3 classes, you focused on basic positions and alignment at the barre. Today we are shifting into simple movement combinations so that you can begin applying those positions in motion. A very common challenge is maintaining alignment while moving, so focus today on control rather than perfection.”
Stay present. Visible and frequent points of communication signal that the course is active, guided, and responsive.
Use weekly announcements or short videos in the LMS that highlight priorities and key tasks and reinforce purpose.
Share your communication norms (e.g., your preferred contact methods, response times, etc.) and frequently encourage students to reach out for support. 
Let students know you are monitoring their progress and will adjust as needed (e.g., “I will be reviewing today’s quiz and will take time at the beginning of next class to go over any sticking points I observe.”).
Online format considerations. Strong communication plays an even larger role in online courses, where structure and clarity replace in-person cues.
Use predictable communication patterns, such as weekly announcements, consistent deadlines, and repeated structures (e.g., announcement posted every Monday morning with the same format.)
Provide answers to frequently asked questions and quick-reference materials in the LMS that anticipate common questions (e.g., a short FAQ page linked in each module).
Use checklists to support follow-through and organization and reduce volume of individual communication. This can be done for both larger assignments and weekly routines (e.g., Weekly Checklist: Read, Watch, Post, Respond, Submit.)
Avoid overloading announcements or emails. Fewer, more focused messages are more likely to be read and acted on.
[bookmark: _heading=h.83amxj9sy8ye]Examples of Motivational Communication Strategies
[bookmark: _heading=h.yro9yuqxnr99]Sample Weekly Announcement (Online Course)
“Hi everyone, [consider addressing students by name if this function is available in the LMS]
This week in Module 7, we shift from defining food accessibility broadly to analyzing how it varies across communities. This work will prepare you for your upcoming mapping assignment. If you focus on one thing, make sure to complete the draft map by Friday so you can use feedback to strengthen your final submission.

Your key tasks for this week are as follows: 
Read: Tracie McMillan, “The New Face of Hunger,” National Geographic Magazine (July/August 2014).
Watch: 20-minute Module 7 lecture recording.
Post: A response to the reading in this week’s discussion board using our usual “SIT” (Surprising, Interesting, Troubling) protocol.
Submit: Draft Food Access Map by Friday, March 17 at 11:50pm to the LMS. 
If you have additional questions, please drop by my virtual office hours on Wednesday from noon to 2pm.
I look forward to hearing thoughts on the McMillan reading and giving feedback on your map drafts!”
[bookmark: _heading=h.fupcs3vps1dc]Example FAQ for Communication and Support
Where should I go if I need help with an assignment?
 Start by reviewing the assignment instructions and rubric in the LMS. If you still have questions, bring a draft or specific question to office hours, or post in the course Q&A discussion board so others can benefit from the response.
What if I am not sure I am on the right track?
 You do not need to wait until the final submission. Share your initial ideas during class, in discussion boards, or during office hours to get early feedback and adjust your approach.
How quickly can I expect a response to questions?
 I will respond to emails and discussion board questions within 24 hours on weekdays. For quicker clarification, use the Q&A board where peers may also respond.
Are there other resources available?
Yes: depending on the assignment, you may find support through the Writing Center, tutoring services, or library research help. Links are provided in the LMS under “Course Resources.”
What if I am feeling stuck or behind?
 Reach out early. We can work together to identify next steps and plan so you can move forward with confidence.
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[bookmark: _heading=h.j4bjyv74yig6]Giving Motivating Feedback That Sustains Momentum
Feedback is one of the most direct ways to influence whether students continue to invest effort in a course. Effective feedback reinforces progress, builds confidence, and positions learning as an ongoing process rather than a one-time evaluation.
Make feedback actionable. Students are more likely to use feedback when it clearly tells them what to do next.
Focus on specific next steps (e.g., “Add one concrete example to support your claim in paragraph four.”)
Prioritize clarity and high-impact areas over volume of comments. For example, instead of commenting on every sentence, highlight 2-3 key strengths and improvements at the end of each section. 
Give specific resources for future support when appropriate (e.g., “For help with creating strong topic sentences and integrating sources, see the Writing Center guide linked in the LMS.”)
Avoid imprecise feedback open to interpretation. 
Less effective: “This is vague.”
More effective: “Support this general observation with a specific example from your sources.” 
Support a sense of progress. Students are less motivated by feedback that feels like a final judgment than by feedback that emphasizes growth.
Highlight what is working well and what to build on.
Reference improvement from earlier assignments. 
Avoid statements about perceived effort.
Less effective: “It feels like you gave up by the time you wrote your conclusion.”
More effective: “Your conclusion summarizes the main points clearly but does not extend or synthesize your analysis. To strengthen your conclusions in papers like this, try explaining the broader implications of your argument or connecting the summary back to your main thesis in more explicit ways.”
Encourage revision. Students are more likely to stay engaged when they take an active role in improving their work and mistakes do not feel final.
Ask students to reflect on feedback they receive. Even when full revision is not feasible, reflection helps students process and apply feedback to future work. You might also allow students to recover a small number of points by showing how they would revise. 
Provide structured opportunities to revise work when appropriate. This could include partial grade recovery, targeted revision, or retrying specific components of an assignment or exam. 
Utilize community feedback. Not all feedback needs to be delivered individually or come from you. 
Incorporate peer review (e.g., have students use the assignment grading rubric to give feedback on a peer’s draft). Peer feedback can help students sustain momentum by adding another stage of accountability.
Give whole-group feedback by discussing common patterns with the class, including areas of strength and improvement. For example, “I am seeing strong improvements across the board in how you are structuring your code and using functions more effectively to organize your logic. The next step is to focus on efficiency, particularly by reducing repeated code and making your variable names more descriptive so your programs are easier to read and debug.”
Adapt for your workload and context. Sustainable feedback practices help maintain student motivation without overwhelming you.
Use rubrics to provide consistency and save grading time. See the CET resource on Rubrics. 
Create a bank of common comments that align with your grading criteria and support improvement that can be reused in student feedback.
Share whole-class feedback in large courses, addressing patterns rather than repeating individual comments. You can do this verbally in class or in a posted summary of strengths and next steps. 
Train TAs on effective feedback to align with your expectations and motivational tone. Provide sample comments and discuss what makes them actionable and encouraging. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.20o4uz4wlg0d]Examples of Motivational Feedback Strategies
[bookmark: _heading=h.b2w4ictso0c]Forward-Looking Comments
Forward-looking comments shift feedback from final judgment to future direction, helping students see a clear path forward, even if it is not actionable for the assignment. It reinforces that improvement is possible and expected, which motivates continued effort.
Less motivating (final, evaluative):
“This does not meet expectations.”
“Your analysis is weak and unclear.”
“You didn’t fully understand the assignment.”
More motivating (forward-looking, actionable):
“To meet expectations, focus on clearly stating your main argument and supporting it with at least two examples.”
“Your main idea is present, but in the future, strengthen your analysis by explaining how your evidence supports your claim.”
“You’ve started in the right direction, but the project is missing several critical elements. To improve, revisit the assignment criteria and checklist to make sure you are engaging in all the required tasks.”
[bookmark: _heading=h.4muu15a3tiiu]Post-Feedback Reflection Prompts
This approach encourages students to actively process feedback they get from you or their peers rather than ignore it. It helps students take ownership of improvement, supporting sustained engagement.
Prompt examples:
“What feedback surprised you, and how will you apply it to your next assignment?”
“Looking at your feedback, what is one strategy you will use to improve your next submission?”
“Review the feedback on this assignment and identify one strength you will continue, one change you will make, and one question you still have.”
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[bookmark: _heading=h.wjner58prlnf]Noticing and Adapting to Patterns in Student Motivation
Student motivation shifts based on how students experience course structure, workload, and relevance. Gathering quick input and observing patterns lets you make small, targeted adjustments–in the current semester or future ones–that signal your responsiveness and show your students that their voice matters in your course. 
Gather quick input from students. Regularly soliciting informal feedback helps you understand how students are experiencing the course in real time and fosters a sense of shared ownership of learning.
Use polls, exit tickets, or surveys to assess understanding, interest, and preferences. 
Engage in conversations or create discussion posts in the LMS to ask students about clarity, pace, and relevance.
Look for patterns in engagement. Individual responses matter, but patterns observed across larger numbers of students are often more informative. 
Identify where students tend to disengage (e.g., multi-tasking, looking bored or disinterested, reduced attendance, less frequent contributions to discussions, etc.) and reflect on possible causes. 
Notice differences across formats or tasks, comparing engagement between topics, materials, lectures, discussions, group work, or online content modules.  
Adjust with intention. Small, visible adjustments can improve motivation without requiring major redesign.
Clarify purpose, add structure, or provide examples (e.g., adding a model response or simplifying instructions after noticing repeated confusion).
Share what you are changing and why. This helps students see that their input matters and builds trust. 
Share what you are unable to change and why. Students can disengage from the learning community if they feel like their input is dismissed without explanation.
Reflect on student autonomy and relevance. Motivation often drops when students do not see connection or feel limited in how they engage.
Look for assignments and activities where students have no meaningful choice or connection (e.g., all students working on the same topic with no flexibility), and add options that increase autonomy (e.g., choice of topic or format).
Examine ways to connect content to real-world and professional contexts through assignment framing, current events, case studies, and prompts that ask students to link the work to their own goals and experiences. 
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Active Learning
Assignments
Community Building Activities
Community Agreements
Group Work
Rubrics
Writing Learning Objectives
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[bookmark: _heading=h.t9aialqsecan]Statement of AI Use in This Resource
This resource was created with AI assistance. CET frames, develops, enhances, and vets all AI-assisted content to ensure accuracy, clarity, usefulness to instructors, and alignment with CET standards and USC policies. AI is used to generate outlines from templates, examples and use cases, and recommendations for editing.
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