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ENGAGEMENT, MOTIVATION, 

AND PERSISTENCE MEMO  

STUDY CONTEXT AND LEARNING QUESTIONS 

This EdSolutions study aimed to explore engagement, motivation, and persistence (EMP) for students 
in a math context. This study also examined strategies such as gamification, culturally responsive and 
sustainable education, and social-emotional learning, approaches that can help build a sense of 
belonging and increase EMP. This study engaged caregivers, teachers, and product developers to 
provide the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) with insights on how to support student EMP in 
a math context to achieve optimal math learning outcomes.     

Over a three-month engagement, EdSolutions is conducting a six-phase study. Figure 1 details each 
phase of the study.  

Figure 1. Study Phases   
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While the original study 
design did not include 
caregivers, ResultsLab was 
later asked to participate in 
the study and interview 
caregivers from the Caregiver 
Advisory Group. This study 
explored the following 
questions:    
 

 

  

METHODOLOGY 

In early November, ResultsLab invited members of the Caregiver Advisory Group to participate in 30 to 
45-minute virtual interviews on Microsoft Teams. The majority (75%) of participants in the Caregiver 
Advisory Group must either be parents of children who identify as Black/African-American or 
Hispanic/Latinx or who qualify for free and reduced lunch. After fielding an interest survey to establish a 
pool of potential interviewees, ResultsLab selected participants by considering geographic distribution 
of caregivers and student grade levels.   

Ten caregivers with students in grades 5-9 participated in the study. Caregivers with students in grades 
4-9 were eligible to participate, but none of the caregivers had students in 4th grade. Five of the 
participants identified as Black/African-American, three identified as White, and two identified as 
Hispanic/Latino. Seven of the participants were women and three were men. Eight of the ten 
participants indicated that their students are eligible to receive free or reduced lunch. Three of the 
participants reside in Massachusetts, three reside in New York, and the remaining four reside in Illinois, 
Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Virginia. Table 1 displays the distribution of grades. Three of the caregivers 
had more than one student in grades 5-9.   
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INSIGHTS 

 

  

Engagement 

Caregivers offered a nuanced definition of engagement. They described behaviors their students 
exhibited when engaged in math, behaviors caregivers should exhibit to engage students in math, and 
behaviors educators should exhibit to engage students in math. When their students are engaged, 
they are attentive, excited, enthusiastic, captivated, and eager to learn.   

 

Similar to this caregiver, several caregivers explained that their students find math difficult, which 
makes their students less likely to feel engaged in the subject. Several of the students experienced 
anxiety, doubt, and frustration as they learned math. For these reasons, more caregivers focused on 
caregiver and educator behavior than student behavior. They felt that caregivers and educators must 
cultivate an environment where engagement can occur. Several caregivers stressed the importance of 
both caregivers and educators offering real-life applications of math.   
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Caregivers stressed that students must engage with math both inside and outside the classroom. 
Similarly, many caregivers explained that their students learn best when teaching is hands-on and 
interactive. They find it important for educators to accommodate different learning styles for students 
to be engaged in math. 
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Motivation 

Several caregivers associated motivation with drive, enthusiasm, and interest. When their students are 
feeling motivated, they are committed to learning math even when they are feeling overwhelmed. 

They may not understand the information, but they persist. Motivation also inspires them to complete 
their assignments without needing reminders from their caregivers. For many students, academic 
performance is an extrinsic motivator. Caregivers feel that their students lack the intrinsic motivation to 

learn math, but they care about their academic performance.   
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Conversely, some caregivers feel that their students are not motivated to achieve in math because they 
have no passion for the subject. The caregiver below provided his son’s inner dialogue comparing his 

motivation for math to his motivation for football.   

 

Persistence 

Caregivers used similar language to define both motivation and persistence. They define persistence as 

the ability to persevere despite obstacles. When their students are feeling persistent, they set goals and 
remain accountable to those goals. They also do not hesitate to seek help and utilize available 
resources.   
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As mentioned in the section on engagement, many of their students find math difficult. Persistence 
can be difficult for students to maintain in the face of anxiety, doubt, and worry.   
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Caregivers felt that educators can create a sense of belonging by being intentional in their efforts to 
connect with the students. Some students feel this connection when educators make learning 
personal. Other students feel this connection when educators provide needed support.   

 

 
Caregivers also mentioned that students learning math with their peers can help to create a sense of 
belonging. When interacting with their peers, they feel empowered to ask for help. They feel empathy 
from their peers when they are struggling. These interactions also boost their confidence.   
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Similar to their commentary on engagement, many caregivers focused on barriers that exist in the 
contexts where their students are learning math. Some caregivers felt that educators’ lack of 
engagement is a barrier to their students’ engagement. Their students are not eager to learn when 
educators fail to make the topic engaging.   
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Furthermore, they felt that educators should do more to engage caregivers in their students’ learning. 
Several caregivers explained that they are not familiar with the newest methods of teaching math and 
find it difficult to support their students as they learn. They feel powerless to help and find this 
experience frustrating.   
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Several caregivers wished that schools would do more to support caregivers as they seek to support 
their students’ learning.   
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Figure 2. Methods for Supporting Emotional and Cognitive Engagement    
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When shown Figure 2 and asked about methods that foster engagement among their students, most  
caregivers mentioned gamification. They felt that game-based learning makes math fun for their 
students. Their students also enjoy the competitive nature of game-based learning. Game-based 
learning also supports student voice and expression, as many games create opportunities for students 
to personalize their characters in the game. 
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Caregivers felt that engagement, motivation, and persistence in math creates students who are 
confident, have higher self-esteem, and have more positive attitudes.   

 

 

 
They also explained that engagement, motivation, and persistence in math can launch lifelong success. 
Students would begin to see that the possibilities are endless.   
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