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Turning Students into Learners
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A Framework: Theory Drives Action

Research

Innovation

Theory
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Task

Beliefs Knowledge, 
Skills, Strategies

I believe this is worth 
doing.

I believe I can do it.

I believe I can learn 
what I need.

I believe my group 
values my effort.

Behaviors
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LITERATURE REVIEW  JUNE 2012

Teaching Adolescents  
To Become Learners 
The Role of Noncognitive Factors in Shaping School 
Performance: A Critical Literature Review

What makes someone a 
learner? Farrington, et.al., 2012
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Academic Mindsets Beliefs that drive behavior
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Beliefs that Underlie 
Performance

• “This work has value for 
me" (expectancy-value 
theory).


• “I can succeed at 
this” (self-efficacy).


• “My ability and 
competences grow with 
my effort” (implicit 
theories of ability).


• “I belong in this academic 
community” (sense of 
belonging)
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Three Questions

1. How do we get students to believe school is worth 
doing? 

2. How do we get students to believe success is 
possible…even when it’s hard? 

3. How do we create a climate for productive struggle, 
where students believe it’s okay to stumble on the path 
to learning?
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Get you thinking…

• What makes something “worth 
doing” for you?


• What makes something 
relevant?


• What makes something 
interesting?
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A Vision of the Future Seeing that school matters

On-The-Job Text Requirements

900700

Labor
Construction

Fast-Food

Manager Foreman

Machinist

Teacher
Executive

Scientist

Nurse

Sales

Supervisor
Secretary

1300-15001200 11001000
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Put Application Up Front
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Let them play even if they’re bad at it

Chris - flickr
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56 WORKSHOP 2

WRAP-UP PROJECT

What is your disaster plan?What is your disaster plan?
A natural disaster could happen at any time. How would you respond if a 
major storm or earthquake hit while you were in school? Propose a plan 
for what to do if a disaster strikes. 

➊ Brainstorm risks. List two possible disasters that could hit your area. 

A.  

B.  

➋ Ask questions. What questions might people have during an emergency? 
Consider the different groups at your school that would be affected.

Groups Affected Questions

Teachers and 
School Offi cials

• :KDWhV�WKH�EHVW�ZD\�WR�FRPPXQLFDWH�WKH�SODQ�
LQ�WKH�VFKRRO�EXLOGLQJ"

Students

Parents

➌ Collaborate. Decide what would need to happen during a disaster. 
Add five more actions to the web. Then, circle the three best actions for 
students to take.

Focus Skills Evaluate Risk  |  Ask Questions

)ROORZ�LQVWUXFWLRQV�FDUHIXOO\�

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving

What needs
to be done?

1*%B3(B:�B�������B:83Y��LQGG����� ����������������30

From Careers to 
Causes

Self-transcendence - Contributing 
to something bigger than ourselves
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Belonging to something important
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Being exceptional not the exception

Campaign Bootcamp - flickr
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And it should be 
interesting like a good story
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Reality TV drama - what do you think is going to 
happen?Dockterman 2015
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Predicting provides agency… so does choice.
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Choice Fuels Value “I picked it, so I must like it.”
Dockterman 2015



How do we make school worth doing?

• connect to the future - careers and causes (that they 
choose) 

• make it interesting, with a little uncertainty and drama 

• give learners agency and choice
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2. How do we get students to 
believe success is possible? even when it’s hard
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BQ4yd2W50No


Identity
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Three student profiles
The Arrogant Performer

The Disengaged Deflector

The Humble Learner
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I was all of them. Identity is fluid.
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Fluid Confidence

• “I can multiply like 
no other!” 

• “But I can’t do fractions…”
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Why?

Persevere Surrender
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Why?

• Could everyone else do it except me? 

• Or was it something about one of my identities: fat, color 
blind, Jewish, straight A, midwestern, public school, left-
handed?
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Identity Associations Gender, Race, Ethnicity, and more
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Stereotype Threat “maybe it’s because I’m a girl”
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What’s Your 
Academic Identity?

• Your students’?


• Your classroom?


• Your school?

a place for students who 
can and can’t

a place for students who 
have and haven’t yet

or
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A versus F: The effects of implicit letter priming
on cognitive performance

Keith D. Ciani1* and Kennon M. Sheldon2
1Department of Educational, School, and Counseling Psychology, University of
Missouri, Columbia, USA

2Department of Psychological Sciences, University of Missouri, Columbia, USA

Background. It has been proposed that motivational responses outside people’s
conscious awareness can be primed to affect academic performance. The current
research focused on the relationship between primed evaluative letters (A and F),
explicit and implicit achievement motivation, and cognitive performance.

Aim. Given the evaluative connotation associated with letter grades, we wanted to
know if exposure to the letter A before a task could improve performance, and
exposure to the letter F could impair performance. If such effects are found, we
suspected that they may be rooted in implicit approach versus avoidance motivation,
and occur without participants’ awareness.

Sample. The current research was conducted at a large research university in the
USA. Twenty-three undergraduates participated in Expt 1, 32 graduate students in
Expt 2, and 76 undergraduates in Expt 3.

Method. Expts 1 and 2 were conducted in classroom settings, and Expt 3 in a
laboratory. In Expt 1, participants were randomly assigned to either the A or F
condition. The letter manipulation came in the form of an ostensible Test Bank ID
code on the cover of an analogy test, which participants were prompted to view and
write on each page of their test. Expt 2 followed a similar procedure but included
the neutral letter J as a third condition to serve as a control. In Expt 3, participants’
letter condition was presented in the form of an ostensible Subject ID code prior to
an anagram test.

Results. Expts 1–3 demonstrated that exposure to the letter A enhances
performance relative to the exposure to the letter F, whereas exposure to the letter
F prior to an achievement task can impair performance. This effect was demonstrated
using two different types of samples (undergraduate and graduate students), in two
different experimental settings (classroom and laboratory), using two different types of
achievement tasks (analogy and anagram), and using two different types of letter
presentation (Test Bank ID and Subject ID). Results from the funnelled debriefing,
self-report goals, and word-stem completion support our position that the effect of

* Correspondence should be addressed to Dr Keith D. Ciani, Department of Educational, School, and Counseling Psychology,
College of Education, University of Missouri, 16 Hill Hall, Columbia, MO 65211, USA (e-mail: kdcgd4@mizzou.edu).

The
British
Psychological
Society
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British Journal of Educational Psychology (2010), 80, 99–119
q 2010 The British Psychological Society

www.bpsjournals.co.uk
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Prime the Desired 
Identity

• It’s subtle


• Do a values affirmation


• Identify family heroes


• Build a classroom and school 
identity (more to come)

“What values are important to 
you, and why do they matter?”
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Competence                                       Confidence
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Progress through Skills FASTT Math Next Generation
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Progress through Skills iRead
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– Carol Dweck, Ph. D. 
    Author of MindSet

“The brain is like 
a muscle. Giving 

it a hard 
workout makes it 

stronger.”
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London Cab Driver brain lumpy hippocampus
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Autistic brain change 10 week reading intervention
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Teach Social and 
Learning Skills “Noncognitive” stuff matters
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 › Describe a situation when you were 
focused and concentrated while 
learning something new. How did your 
focus and concentration make you feel 
about yourself? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Focusing on 
Concentration

 › Describe a situation when you were 
no t focused or concentrated while 
learning something new. How did your lack 
of focus and concentration make you feel 
about yourself?
 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCENTRATION 
STRATEGIES EXPLAIN HOW YOU WILL USE THESE STRATEGIESSTRATEGIES

Calm Your Mind My mind feels a little stressed in MATH 180 during  
 . One way I will calm my mind is to. . .

Acknowledge 
and Release 
Random 
Thoughts

I sometimes have random thoughts when working on  
 . One way to release these thoughts 
and concentrate is to. . .

Focus on One 
Thing Only

The most difficult thing to focus on in MATH 180 is  
 . One way to direct my focus 
and attention during class is to. . .

Identify and 
Eliminate 
Distractions

I sometimes get distracted in MATH 180 while working on  
 . One way to eliminate distractions 
during class is to. . .

Focus & Concentration Strategies
 › Focus and concentration will help you be successful. Use these strategies to 
plan how to improve your focus and concentration in MATH 180.

Mindset Strategy 137B  

137A-137B_m180_msp_21_b3_ms.indd   3 10/30/14   2:30 PM
Teach Learning 

Behaviors Build Executive Function
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How do we get students to believe success is 
possible…even when it’s hard?

• Foster an academic identity; monitor identities that 
undermine persistence. 

• Help students see themselves gaining knowledge and 
skills. 

• Teach students that brains change with effort. 

• Develop learning behaviors.
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3. How do we create a climate for productive 
struggle, where students (and workers) believe it’s 
okay to stumble on the path to learning, creating, 
and producing?

Dockterman 2015



Reference Points

• List price


• hot or cold?


• am I “smart”?
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Classroom Reference 
Points

• your words 


• your actions


• stories of struggle

vs “Let’s start with 
an easy one.” 

“This might take 
a few tries.”

“You haven’t 
learned it…YET.”

“You got that 
so quickly. You’re 

so smart.”

“That took you 4 
tries! I love the way you 

shifted strategies.”

vs 
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What is the classroom “error climate”?

• How does the teacher respond to wrong answers? 

• Are errors analyzed and strategically used for learning? 

• Are students willing to take academic risks in front of their 
peers? 

• How can you create a climate that gives status for 
learning?

Dockterman 2015



Learning Reference Points

Mastery


• Personal progress -- where am 
I vs where I was before


• all about getting better


• best for struggling students 
who have a history of failure


• choose when and with whom to 
share growth

Performance


• Competitive -- where am I 
compared to others


• all about winning


• good for high performers who 
think they have a chance of 
winning


• performance always on display
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Make it Normal

• to make mistakes during 
learning.


• to be confused. It’s is a sign 
you’re ready to learn.


• to seek help.


• to get smart.

“zone of optimal confusion” 
Sydney D’Mello, Ph.D. 

Notre Dame
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Not all Mistakes are the Same

frontier learning routine performance

failure tolerant goal of error-free

low stakes high stakes

0.8 + 0.5 = 0.13 5 + 2 = 8
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Learning

frontier learning routine performance

failure tolerant goal of error-free

low stakes high stakes

Instruction

Dockterman 2015



Practicing

frontier learning routine performance

failure tolerant goal of error-free

low stakes high stakes

Practice

formative assessment

learning tasks
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Performing

frontier learning routine performance

failure tolerant goal of error-free

low stakes high stakes

Performance Assessment
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Tim Harford -  
3 Steps

“first, try lots of different things; 


second, make sure the 
experiments are at a small 
scale so that when things go 
wrong, it’s not a catastrophe; 


and third, make sure there’s a 
reliable way to tell the 
difference between success 
and failure.”
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A word about status

• The quest for status may be 
our most basic evolutionary 
drive.


• Risky fish get the girls.


• Humans crave social 
acceptance, and self-efficacy 
(and grades) are related to peer 
group support.
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How can we create a climate for productive 
struggle?

• Use words and actions to set reference points/norms for 
learning (vs performance). 

• Establish a mastery- and growth-based classroom. 

• Foster a constructive error climate and teach students 
how to respond to others’ mistakes constructively. 

• Give status (fish research) for meeting the learning norms.
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at the intersection of the individual and the environment

Potential vs Realized Intelligence
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Questions? Comments?

david_dockterman@gse.harvard.edu

twitter: @dockterman

david.dockterman@hmhco.com
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