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Empirical Study of Boys' Schooling and Boys' Motivation 

Introduction 

This report is a part of a larger investigation which is within a secondary, all boys' school. 
The major part of the investigation was focussed on the Teaching and Learning practices of 
the school in an effort to facilitate professional improvement. This data is also part of an on 
going interest in motivation, with a special emphasis in the ways in which boys' motivation is 
qualitatively different from that described for girls and coeducational classes in secondary 
schools. This work is continuing so this paper is reporting a work in progress. 

Meece (1991) developed a protocol to understand motivational variables within functional 
classrooms using observations and surveys. While Meece' sample included both boys and 
girls, this study employs a sample of boys as there is increasing support for the notion that 
motivational factors apply differentially between the genders. Gilligan's (1993) study 
highlighted that one should not assume that variables apply uniformly across the genders. 
While mastery and performance goal orientation have been shown to be significant factors in 
classrooms (Meece, Blumenfeld and Hoyle 1988; Meece 1994; Wentzel 1998), individual 
differences are also powerful (Pintrich, Roeser, and de Groot 1994). 

There is growing consensus that students' academic motivation is foundational for 
appropriate reform in classroom learning (Urdan, Midgley and Wood 1994; Maehr and 
Midgley 1996). Schools are instrumental in developing and sustaining academic motivation 
(Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, MacIver and Feldlaufer 1993; Wentzel 1996; Watt 
2000). Further, it is now accepted that academic motivation is pivotal and essential for 
successful learning (Meece, Blumenfeld and Hoyle 1988; Meece 1994; Wentzel 1996 and 
1998) even while many report students' low levels of motivation Watson (1996). Clearly, a 
positive psychology of academic motivation (Pajares 1995; Hicks 1997) that can be related 
to the academic needs of boys will be a significant contribution to our understanding of boys' 
schools. 

This study, within a larger data collection exercise, attempts to describe those aspects of 
academic motivation that may hold promise to develop academic motivational practices 
particularly suited to the needs of adolescent boys. 

Data Collection 

During the third school term of 2002, data was collected in a suburban Catholic secondary 
school in metropolitan Perth, Western Australia. The school is an all boys' school. The 
survey data was collected from all year levels. In Western Australia, secondary schooling 
commences in Year 8 when students usually turn 13 years of age. Most Year 12 students 
are 17 years of age at the time of the survey. 

Table 1 Returns of the Motivation Survey By Year Level 

Survey Yr 8 Yr 9 Yr 10 Yr 11 Yr 12 Total 

Academic Motivation (%) 117 
(95%) 

103 
(93%) 

83 
(79%) 

86 
(84%) 

66 
(81%) 

455 
(87%) 

Student Numbers 123 111 105 102 81 522 
(100%) 



The survey instrument (Waugh 2002) used, offers respondents choices about what matters 
to them about their schoolwork. The Motivation Scale of Waugh was developed for university 
aged students. The items of this instrument were reworded as necessary to ensure they 
were readable by students as young as 12 years old. The re-worded instrument was trialed 
with three groups of secondary students (n=250) in years 8, 9 and 10 with feedback about 
individual items further clarifying concepts and item wording. The scales of this instrument 
are listed in Table 2. Each Scale had an Actual and a Desired subscale. These are phrased 
in the instrument as 'What I actually do' and 'What I want to do'. The four point scales for all 
items was: 
1 = none or only one of my subjects 
2 = some but not most of my subjects 
3 = most but not all of my subjects 
4 = all or nearly all of my subjects 

Table 2 Classroom Climate Scales 

Scale Name Abbreviation Used 

My standards about how I work Work Standards 

My goals when I am working in class Goals 

The way I choose tasks in class Choose Tasks 

The way I judge the efforts I chose to make Judge Efforts 

The values I place on my school work Values on Work 

My view of my ability in school work Ability 

The interest I have in school work Interest 

How I learn with and from others Learn & Others 

How I take responsibility for my learning Responsibility 

The external rewards of school work External Rewards 

The personal rewards of school work Personal Rewards 

The social rewards of school work Social Rewards 

Focus group interviews were used to collect students' perceptions of their school 
experiences. These focus groups were only employed in Years 8 and 9. In this first data 
collection phase, four focus groups were conducted, each comprising six students . These 
groups were formed by students who knew each other reasonably well. This methodology of 
group discussions is informed by the social research methods of Mackay (1997). 

Students were invited to attend a particular focus group interview. Boys were selected so 
that each group of students represented both Year 8 and Year 9 as well as high and low 



achievers. The selection of the students was done by the school management on the basis 
of overall achievement in the middle year assessments, with some consideration of 
communication skills based on knowledge of the individual students. This meant that four 
student focus groups were held as described in Table 3. The student focus groups were held 
in class time and were led by a researcher. Each group was held in a place which offered 
relative privacy. The proceedings were audio recorded and later transcribed to ensure 
accuracy of reporting. No identifiers remain in the reported accounts to preserve the 
anonymity of participants. 

These interviews were conducted in the week beginning Monday 5th August. Each interview 
was designed to last one class period. In the event that an interview was rostered for a 
'shortened' period, the interview was extended, with the deputy's permission and students 
were provided with explanations for the following class if they arrived late. All students were 
provided with a signed statement of confidentiality by the researcher conducting the focus 
group. 

Table 3 Student Focus Groups 

Student Group Yr 8 Yr 9 

High Achievers 1 1 

Low Achievers 1 1 

  

Results 

The results of the focus on motivation are reported in two sections. Firstly there is the 
statistical results from the motivation survey. The qualitative outcomes from the focus groups 
are reported separately. 

Motivation Survey 

The survey items have been summed into scales. The main scales of this instrument are 
given in Table 2. The Scale means for the Year levels are shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 1 Actual Student Motivation Scales 

 



Figure 1 suggests that the scale 'Actual Work Standards' is one with the smallest range of 
means, and the pattern is similar in Figure 2 for the Desired Work Standards. The three 
items that comprise this scales are: 

I do my best to reach the standards that I set for myself in school. 
I evaluate my performance against the standards that I set for myself 
in school. 
I set myself the highest standards in school which I believe I can 
achieve. 

Multiple serial post hoc comparisons (Bonferroni serial tests of difference) showed that the 
two Work Standards Scales were most homogeneous - there were fewest differences 
between the means of the different Year levels. 

Figure 2 Student Motivation Want Scales 

 

Further, the boys' report of their Actual Work Standards is addressing the issue of how each 
boy sets his own levels of achievement. Taking this approach led to the question, 'What 
might be strong indicators and supports for high work standards among this group of boys?' 
To assess this question, a multiple regression (SPSS Ver. 10) of all scales, Actual and 
Desired, was implemented using Actual Work Standards as the predicted variable. The 
results of the regression are described below. 

The regression model was a step-wise regression with all scale variables. The model 
resulted with only 5 predictor variables: Actual Judge Efforts, Actual Goals, Desired Work 
Standards, Actual External Rewards, Desired External Rewards. 



Table 4 Model Summary 

R R Square Adjusted R Square Error (1- R Square) 

.779 .607 .603 0.397 

  

Table 5 ANOVA 

 Sum of 
Squares 

 
df 

Mean 
Square 

 
F value 

 
Significance. 

Regression 804.969 5 160.994 138.632 .000 

Residual 520.265 448 1.161   

Total 1325.233 453    

  

Table 6 reports the beta weights of those variables remaining in the regression. There are 
several points to note from Table 6. The first is that comparatively few variables ( 5 out of 
24) significantly contributed to the regression model. Secondly, Year Level of the student did 
not enter the model. Lastly, the Desired External Rewards scale was inversely correlated 
with Actual Work Standards. 

Table 6 Regression Coefficients 

 Unstandardised Coefficients Standardized Coefficients 

 B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

(Constant) .966 .383  2.524 .012 

Actual Judge Efforts .203 .022 .372 9.395 .000 

Actual Goals .207 .026 .295 7.846 .000 

Actual External 
Rewards 

.159 .030 .222 5.363 .000 

Desired Work 
Standards 

.204 .034 .205 6.060 .000 

Desired External 
Rewards 

-.121 .027 -.172 -4.517 .000 



Dependent Variable: Actual Work Standards 

This relationship has been represented in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 Which Scales Promote Actual Work Standards 

 

  

  

  

The model that describes the Actual Work Standards includes few variables (Actual Judging 
Efforts, Actual goals, External Rewards, Desired Work Standards, and Desired External 
Rewards). Only the Desired External Rewards Scale loads negatively, thus suggesting that 
students who desire more external rewards, and hence depend on them, are less likely to 
report themselves as working at a high standard. The desire to work to a higher standard is 
likely to lead to higher levels of work. Higher levels of Actual External Rewards correlates 
with higher Actual Work Standards. 

Focus Group Interviews 

The focus group interviews were conducted to develop an understanding of how the 
students perceived their learning environments. As part of this initial engagement with 
students, aspects of students' motivation were explored. The differences between high and 
low achieving students' perceptions of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards are reported in this 
paper. 

Low Achieving Students 

In the focus groups, low achievers reported , that they responded to extrinsic motivation 
factors. When asked how they felt rewarded in class, extrinsic practices were frequently 
mentioned. 

You do it good and then you get let out early and then you can go and play 
basketball, that's rewarding. [Yr 8 Low achiever] 

When asked what motivates them to work at school, low achievers again reported the 
extrinsic factors. 

I'm motivated because last time I got bad marks for everything except PE. 
And I want to improve and I get a reward at home if I do that. [ Yr 8 low 
achiever] 

Yeah, if my grades go up again this year I'm going to get a mobile phone.  
[Yr 8 low achiever] 

The school has a reward system called the 'Gold Form'. It is recognition of good work over 
an extended time and within more than one subject. The school would like students to value 
this 'token' reward as recognition and so sends these Forms home as an important aspect of 
feedback to parents. Low achievers' perceptions of Gold Forms were more sceptical. 



I get 50 bucks for every Gold Form I get. [Yr 9 low achiever] 

And there is the balance between the token reward and the real reward. 

In RE if we get a very good or an excellent like we get MBQ, which is Mars 
Bar Quality, and when you get like 5 or something you get a Mars Bar. [one 
Yr 8 low achiever] 

If you get 10 excellents you get a Gold Form and that's gonna take forever.  
[another Yr 8 low achiever] 

When the groups were asked "Do you think that (i.e. Gold Forms) actually makes you want 
to do your work?" most students responded 'No'. 

No. I don't like Mars Bars. [Yr 8 low achiever] 

All it is is a piece of paper. [Yr 9 low achiever] 

It's just a decoration for the school, it just makes the school seem better when 
you get one. But it isn't really. [Yr 9 low achiever] 

High Achieving Students 

The high achieving students expressed a different perspective on rewards and motivation. 

If you get a really good test mark then you feel motivated to do well. 

You get feedback from a teacher saying you've done well and stuff and it 
makes you feel good. 

Yeah it makes you feel good and then you want to do better. 

I work well because I want to do well. 

Because it rewards you later in life. 

I work well for grades because it shows me that I've accomplished something. 

In maths and science if you work well you get into the higher classes and you 
usually do more advanced work and are noticed more. And like you have 
better opportunities. 

I've just decided that I'm not going to work well for anyone else, I'm going to 
work well for me. 'Cause it's my education that's important to me. Like if you 
do well in something, like if you do well in maths and science you'll be able to 
get into physics or something. So if you work hard you can to do better things. 
[Yr 9 high achievers] 

The Yr 8 high achievers were asked similar questions about what encourages them to work 
in class and how they feel rewarded for efforts. 

Gold forms. 



Yeah, you get Gold Forms for different things. 

In RE if you do a good piece of work you get an asterisk and if you get 6 
asterisk you get a Gold Form. 

Yeah we've got the same teacher for S and E and he's got a behaviour list 
and if you get two you get a diary note, four is a phone call and six is a Gold 
Form. 
[ Yr 8 high achievers] 

When the Yr 8 high achievers were asked about the Gold Form system "Do you think that's 
a good system?" 

Yeah, because it encourages you to do good work. [Yr 8 high achievers] 

Another strong theme running through the boys' accounts of learning and motivation is that 
of relevance. It is suggested that the student talk of relevance is central to their construction 
of subject-usefulness. However, the low achievers and the high achievers construct their 
understanding of usefulness very differently. 

Like when we're learning at school we learn all this weird stuff like algebra, 
like 2x plus 5x, and like what do you need to for? 

You don't really need that stuff. 

When we're doing work and stuff we just think it doesn't matter because we 
don't need to do this stuff, so we just muck around and stuff. 

Most of it you don't need in life, you don't need S and E [Society and 
Environment] really, or Religion, or algebra. 

No-one's going to come up to you and say 'what's 2x plus 5x? 
[Year 9 low achievers] 

When it's not pointless. 

Yeah, and if it's stuff you're actually going to use. Like if it's algebra or 
something, well, say I get a job at the till at Stammers [a local shop], then I'm 
hardly gonna need to use algebra. [Year 8 low achievers] 

When you get taught stuff that can actually help you later. Like in Maths when 
you do stuff with money, like to do with funds and stuff, whereas some things 
we do are absolutely stupid. Like assignments ... where it's an optional thing 
and it's not worth any extra marks and so you just don't do it. 

I suppose also when we do practical things and instead of just learning things 
in theory, just put them into practice like when we have votes when we're 
talking about politics, so it's not like just learning it and writing down, you're 
actually acting out things.  
[Year 9 high achievers] 

The subjects we do in class are mostly interesting, like we're doing Ancient 
Egypt and we're doing the kings and tombs and civilisation. 



Some of the assignments in English are fun, like newspaper articles and 
stories and stuff. 

Sometimes instead of the teacher just telling us what we're going to learn he 
asks the class if we already know and he asks us if we can guess and stuff. 
Like in Science we're learning about plants and stuff and he asked us first 
what we knew about plants. It makes it more interesting because we get 
involved. 

Learning's good when it's physical, like when you're actually doing it by 
yourself and you're learning it. 

Yeah, when you're involved. 

Like in S and E [Society and Environment] when you have to work out how to 
do it and see how good you can get and you just aim for the top. 
[Year 8 high achievers] 

There was one theme common to all four focus groups. This theme is that the boys enjoy 
practical aspects of their learning. 

Physical, like when you're actually doing it by yourself and you're learning it. 

When you're involved, like some teachers in my primary school would just do 
the experiment themselves whereas we do it here. 
[Yr 8 high achiever] 

When it's stuff you can actually do, like metalwork and stuff. [Yr 8 low 
achiever] 

The electives, the hands on stuff. Woodwork, metalwork, art and computing. I 
can get my hands on stuff and build things and it gives you a break from 
writing and stuff. 

I suppose when we do practical things and instead of just learning things in 
theory, just put them into practice like we have votes when we're talking about 
politics, so it's not like just learning it and writing down you're actually acting 
out things. 
[Yr 9 high achiever] 

Metal technology - it's fun and you get to do whatever you want. Like use all 
the machines and tools. Mainly using the machinery. 

use as many machines in woodwork as we are in metalwork.  
[Yr 9 low achiever] 

Discussion 

The Motivation Survey data indicates that the boys' perceptions of their work standards are 
formed by, and correlated with their actual perceptions of their efforts and goals. This finding 
reinforces the sense of autonomy and control variables such that students have the 
perception that their efforts influence their learning outcomes (Barry and King 1998, pp.473-
476; Good and Brophy 2000, pp.248-258). Students expectations; i.e., Desired Work 



Standards, are also powerful stimuli to higher work standards. It is clear that both intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivators are expressed by both high and low achieving boys. What is also 
evident from the regression model, is that desired external rewards do not correlate 
positively with actual high work standards. 

There are at least two possible explanations for these data that? can be discerned in the 
focus group data. The first explanation is that the low achievers, while being motivated by 
possible external rewards, do not actually achieve well and score their performances low. 
The other explanation is that high achievers do not rely on external motivators and do rely 
on internal motivators more commonly. The high achievers have a different temporal 
element from the low achievers. High achievers are more future oriented, they are thinking 
of career and further academic work beyond school. Low achievers are focused on more 
immediate goals. 

There is a difference between high and low achievers in what they describe as useful or 
relevant. That which is theoretical or not immediately practical is seen by low achievers as 
irrelevant. High achievers do not accept all classroom activities and tasks as relevant: "some 
things we do are absolutely stupid" [Yr 9 high achiever]. For high achievers there are 
possible links with usefulness in later life, fun and interest, building on prior knowledge, 
material that is related to the everyday "newspaper articles and stuff", and self-efficacy 
"when you're actually doing it yourself and you're learning it". 

There is another aspect of classroom motivation that is particularly germane to boys' 
classrooms: physicality. It is clear that students like doing things rather than abstract 
learning. These focus groups have shown that both high and low achievers value ?physical 
manipulations and learning through doing. The physical operations of learning are firmly 
bound into how students learn. It is further suggested, and will be part of the on-going nature 
of this work, that boys particularly value the physical operations of learning. It could be 
argued that this practical learning is simply one means of learning of all students. This is 
accepted as part of the story. It is further argued that the common cry of boys "What is the 
use of this?" is part of the appeal to relevance that physicality immediately satisfies. Thus it 
may be suggested that boys learn best when the 'hands on' aspects of learning are 
maximised, when the practicality of learned skills and content is obvious or explained and 
made apparent, and when applications of learned skills can be explored and developed. 

There are a large number of factors that this study has not yet explored. It is intended to 
explore parental and home effects on levels of academic motivation and students' 
perceptions of school achievement. The extent that academic motivation correlates with 
student success as recorded in achievement scores has yet to be determined. Further, the 
boys' own understanding of how academic motivation may be raised, encouraged and 
stimulated - possibly as a retrospective reflection amongst older students, has yet to be 
explored. 

Conclusion 

It is clear that the boys of this study have strong views on the ways that school attempts to 
motivate them. 

It is apparent the effort, within this study, to develop the motivation instrument for secondary 
age school students has been successful. Further, the 'mixed methods' approach of this 
study has enabled the strengths of both methodologies to be exploited without cost to each 
other. 



It is clear that this research project needs to engage more closely with the literature of 
empirical research about gender differences and learning. The different learning propensities 
or preferences of each gender must be explored as a function of age and maturity. It may 
then be possible to determine whether there are quantifiable differences between learning 
styles and motivational preferences for boys and girls in the secondary school years. 

Further empirical work is planned to include a wider selection of focus group discussions. 
There is likely to be benefit in forming groups of older students, and also sampling across 
the range rather than just high and low achievers. It has seemed, from this study, that there 
is a methodological benefit in using focus groups of students of similar ability levels and the 
same age range. This ensures that the boys know each other reasonably well, frequently 
interact in classes, and have shared understandings of their experiences. It is hoped that 
further access can be negotiated so that the motivation of the boys across all school levels 
and of differing ability levels can be described. 
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Appendix 1 

Scale Items of the Scale 

Actual Work 
Standards  
[dependant 
variable] 

I do my best to reach the standards that I set for myself in school. 
I evaluate my performance against the standards that I set for myself 
in school. 
I set myself the highest standards in school which I believe I can 
achieve. 

Actual Judge 
Efforts 

I make strong demands on myself to achieve in school work. 
When given a school task or assignment, I make a strong effort to 
find the right answers. 
I write and re-write (edit) my essays in order to do well. 
I prepare myself to achieve as high as I can in my assignments. 
I make a strong effort to achieve as high as I can in school work. 

Actual Goals I try different strategies to achieve my school goals when I have 
difficulties. 
I set myself realistic and challenging goals which I can achieve. 
I set for myself the highest goals in school which I can achieve. 
When I have difficulties reaching goals, I make a renewed effort to 
ensure I achieve my goals. 

Actual External I try to achieve in school because I like the rewards it brings to me. 



Rewards I try to achieve in school because I like the respect it brings to me. 
I try to achieve in school because I like to compete with others to do 
well. 

Desired Work 
Standards 

I do my best to reach the standards that I set for myself in school. 
I evaluate my performance against the standards that I set for myself 
in school. 
I set myself the highest standards in school which I believe I can 
achieve. 

Desired External 
Rewards 

I try to achieve in school because I like the rewards it brings to me. 
I try to achieve in school because I like the respect it brings to me. 
I try to achieve in school because I like to compete with others to do 
well. 
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