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Do competitive and cooperative activities within the classroom increase boys motivation towards learning and overall attainment in RE?

The underachievement of boys is something that is frequently reported in the media today, where boys are seen to be struggling with the ever-growing achievement of girls in education. Estyn (2008 ) suggests that in order to combat this issue, schools should use learning, teaching and assessment approaches that appeal to boys. These may include more opportunities for class discussion and a wide variety of class activities including those of a competitive nature. This paper aims to evaluate whether or not competitive and cooperative learning activities within the classroom have an effect on boys overall attainment within RE. It will also examine whether these activities have an overall impact on boys motivation and attitudes to learning. This will be centred on action – based research, with the teacher acting as the researcher. 
	The participants of this research were 20 pupils (10 boys) at an English-Medium Secondary School within the central Cardiff area of South Wales, known as School X throughout this paper. The school itself holds approximately 1800 pupils between the ages of 11-18, with both the school and its prospects for improvement being rated as excellent (Estyn, 2017).  Located in an area of high social and economic disadvantage, there are 37.2% of pupils eligible for free school meals and 70% of pupils come from ethnic minority backgrounds (Estyn, 2017). The pupils within the study were part of a Year 9 GCSE class, attending 3 lessons of teaching per fortnight with all pupils currently achieving between B – E grade. 
	The reason for this research is based around the ever-widening gap between boys and girls within the education system - with boys achieving fewer GCSEs in Wales than anywhere else in the UK (Estyn, 2008 ) - exploring a method that closes this gap and motivates learners. In order to focus on the specific teaching method mentioned in this study, a literature review was conducted in order to study the relevant topic. This focusses on literature surrounding boys attainment, pupil preference of classroom activities and how competition and cooperation may motivate pupils. The inconsistencies found within the literature has led to further research on the effect of competitive and cooperative activities within the learning environment, and whether teachers can implement these activities based on pupil preference.
Literature Review
Boys Underachievement in School 
The majority of statistics show that girls achieve better results in every stage and subject in secondary school, however, this achievement does not always move onto university or the work place (Hutchinson, 2004). Therefore, assumptions regarding the gender gap can be argued as being questionable or exaggerated due to lack of adequate data sets (Gorard, et al., 2001). This case can be strengthened as researchers may not be analysing the gender gap, but are aiming to explain why it exists - this can bring doubt to the validity of their data, especially if it is extremely supportive of what other authors are arguing (Gorard, et al., 1999). This research however, is weakened due to being written 20 years ago, and it may be argued that research surrounding the education gap is valid and proper. 
	There may be other reasons for the gender attainment gap within education, with qualitative research suggesting a level of institutional sexism, where girls may simply appear to be achieving higher results. (Hutchinson, 2004). However, this is something that cannot be considered a reason for girls higher achievement, as girls still hold concern regarding sexism in the work place. This scepticism may then spur on educational achievement, as qualifications are said to demonstrate intellect and ability (Francis, 2000). This argument is also supported by Estyn (2008 ), who state that “positive changes in attitudes towards girls widening lifestyle choices and better career prospects have also made a difference in girls overall attainment” (2008 , p. 3 ). Therefore, the idea that the education system favours girls is a poor one. Despite this, it is clear that there are gender differences across the curriculum, due to the difference in subjects that are chosen by boys and girls. So, although the National Curriculum reduces variation within subject choice there is still gendered patterns e.g. biology is 80% female. This may then affect the opportunity for higher degrees and employment (Hutchinson, 2004). This cannot be regarded as an issue for the research taking place in School X, due to Religious Education being a compulsory subject with all pupils taking the GCSE full course examination. This then eliminates the limitation of gendered patterns when it comes to subject choice. 
	The reasons for the underachievement of boys are varied, and may be due to girls having a willingness to take responsibility for their own learning, while boys expect teachers to provide motivation for lessons. In other words, girls believe that how hard a pupil works is important while boys place importance on how clever you are or whether you have a talent for a certain subject (Hutchinson, 2004). This may be a reason for many government initiatives put in place to improve boys attainment, often being based around the idea that education is not appealing to boys, with the amount of increased coursework aiding girls preferences rather than boys, who tend to prefer exams (Francis, 2000). However, this has been criticised, as Hutchinson (2004) argues that due to these initiatives, teacher initiated questions, interaction and feedback have been more directed at boys, leading to 30 hours less education for girls a year. This argument is supported by feminist research which suggests that the school curriculum favours boys due to boys having more teaching time and attention (Francis, 2000). However, Francis (2000) does also state that this may be due to boys using more space in the classroom, while girls draw less attention to themselves. They are more physically active in the classroom. Therefore, it may not be that teachers interact more with boys, but simply that boys interact more within the classroom environment. This also strengthens the perception that competitive and cooperative activities may be good for increasing the attainment of boys. 
	Underachievement could also be due to the pupil perception that girls often make better pupils, with boys being seen as immature and girls as hardworking (Francis, 2000). However, it can be argued that constraints of masculinity and boys perception of how to behave in school, differs for all pupils. This is due to boys still being seen as successful at GCSE and A-Level, which shows that the idea of the traditional man is not always the case. Boys therefore, may construct masculinity differently, some through the rejection of school values while others will use these values i.e. a competitive approach to learning to construct these values (Francis, 2000). However, it can be argued that regardless of how they construct masculinity, there is still a negative attitude amongst boys regarding education and this acts as a deterrent to hard work and enthusiasm for learning. This is mainly due to boys feeling as though they lose status with their peers for being successful and working hard (Estyn, 2008 ). This argument is supported by Head (1999),  who argues that within peer group culture in schools, boys cannot be seen as taking school too seriously, this will then effect their learning and achievement. 
	Regardless of the various reasons for boys underachievement, it is important that when researching how to increase attainment in education, it should be done with the interest of all pupils in mind as girls may also underachieve. 

Pupil Preference of Classroom Activities 
It can be argued that enjoyment of activities plays an important role in pupil engagement and motivation towards lessons. However, there are differences between boys and girls when it comes to enjoyment in classroom activities. Therefore, when undertaking educational research, it is suggested to be aware of how pupils feel when they engage in content and activities that interest them, allowing for personalised learning activities in the classroom (Ely, et al., 2013 ). This argument can further be supported by Anderson (2006) who argues that teaching based on pupils individual preference is extremely important, as pupils often perform best through preferred learning styles. This is because turning pupils skill and ability into achievement “requires students to exercise will” (Ely, et al., 2013 , p. 14). Previous educational research suggests that this be in the form of achievement goals and pupils interest in the topic. A positive emotion towards the learning activity can then have a positive effect on pupil learning (Ely, et al., 2013 ). 
	It can therefore be argued that if the teacher is aware of situational interest amongst pupils, it may be used to direct attention towards certain classroom activities such as competition preference. This increases positivity in the classroom by engaging attention and increasing knowledge of content (Ely, et al., 2013 ). Furthermore, Sanchez (2017) argues that teachers should include activities that pupils prefer and that benefit attainment. There can be a discussion between pupils and teachers regarding classroom activities and teachers should use activities that support both parties. This would increase motivation and provide a more enjoyable environment. This is further supported by Morgan (2006) who argues that when pupils are provided with more interesting activities they are engaged more with the lessons content. This should result in improved behaviour, task completion and a more positive approach to school. However, this argument can be undermined as classroom activities can have both negative and positive consequences. If appropriate activities are used, it may increase pupil motivation and decrease anxiety, yet activities may act as a demotivation leading to boredom and drop outs (Sanchez, 2017). This is an important consideration when planning activities in educational action research. An issue that should also be taken into account (and what many teachers are aware of) is teachers choosing activities based on their individual teaching style and approach, with the activities then being based around what the teacher enjoys rather than the pupil (Sanchez, 2017).  However, what is referred to as having fun activities in lessons may not be considered as enjoyment or preference by pupils. This is because fun is when interest and enjoyment come together, using feelings to support cognitive engagement and learning. (Ely, et al., 2013 ). It is therefore important therefore to take into account pupils opinions of classroom activities when introducing new learning styles into the classroom. 

Competition, Cooperation and Pupil Motivation 
As pupils spend most of their time within the classroom environment they often encounter activities that involve cooperative, competition and independent learning. The focus should therefore be on the effects that these methods have on pupil attitudes, motivation and learning (Chang, et al., 2013). Incentives in the classroom are often used to increase pupil motivation and are under the control of the teacher (Slavin, 1984). Different techniques can therefore be used to engage pupils more, with the combination of both competitive and cooperative activities (Anderson, 2006). At this point that it is important to note that when talking of pupil motivation, what is being referred to is their intrinsic motivation. This is when pupils take part in an activity for its own sake, with pleasure being brought about through participation in the activity (Vallerand, et al., 2001). It can be argued that motivation and performance work together as pupils who enjoy what they are doing spend more time engaging in specific skills and increasing attainment (Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004). However, when it comes to competitive and cooperative effects on pupil motivation and attainment, it can be seen that both these methods of learning can be accredited and criticised. 
	Competitive structures are something that are used frequently in the classroom, placing pupils against each other for results. This form of learning uses pupils relative judgements of their abilities as a technique for motivation. It can be regarded as a way to motivate unengaged pupils, as competition often encourages pupils to become more engaged and interested in classroom content (Anderson, 2006). It can be argued to be “a well-structured activity with a clearly defined goal for students” (Cheng, et al., 2009). However, using competition in the classroom is heavily criticised as it may have a negative effect on all pupils including those who succeed in the competition itself. This is argued by Clinkenbeard (1989), who states that the effects of competition may be “incompatible with important, long-range educational goals” (1989, p. 294) and extrinsic rewards i.e. prizes for gifted pupils may hold a negative effect on their intrinsic motivation. On the other hand, it can be argued that competition is an instinctive human behaviour and plays an important role in the learning environment (Chang, et al., 2013), it is something that is argued to be present throughout all the individuals life. The same can be said of cooperative activities in the classroom, which can prepare pupils for future careers where they are expected to work in teams. It may then be that pupils are motivated to learn as they enjoy cooperating with each other, and may encourage engagement for those not interested in the topic (Anderson, 2006). This is further supported by Tauer and Harackiewicz  (2004) who argue that real world activities involve both cooperation and competition. Therefore, the effects of both competition and cooperation should be tested separately and combined. 
	It can also be said that underachievement amongst pupils is due to pupils working at the “minimum level needed to maintain good grades” (Clinkenbeard, 1989, p. 293). We need to make use of pupils intrinsic motivation to inspire them to learn. Competition can be considered a method to motivate all pupils, including those that are considered more able (Clinkenbeard, 1989). In educational research competition is often seen in a negative light, but when it comes to more able pupils, it may act as a motivation for performance, and promotes learning. However, the pressure these activities may place on pupils can cause more able pupils to avoid undertaking challenging coursework out of fear of lowering the average grade (Clinkenbeard, 1989). This may be linked to the point previously mentioned regarding boys not enjoying the amount of increased coursework at GCSE level. It may then be the case that more able boys underachieve due to not wanting to challenge themselves. Chang et al. (2013) argue that competition in some cases involves pupils cooperating with their peers, helping pupils challenge themselves while also providing a “quality classroom environment” (Chang, et al., 2013, p. 175) that involves both social and group interaction. This is further supported by Anderson (2006), who argues that cooperative classroom practices are those that “rely on planned, skill and content acquisition and positively links student outcomes” (Anderson, 2006, p. 5). Pupils gather information in an environment that encourages them to help each other when learning, this is a method preferred by pupils who enjoy working with their peers and are encouraged by peer support. 
	It could also be started that ultimately “competition creates winners and losers and since few can win, the rest automatically become losers” (Clinkenbeard, 1989, p. 295). Promoting this in the classroom would therefore lead to social comparison and evaluation between pupils, therefore having a negative effect on pupils perceived self-worth and achievement. This point presented by Clinkenbeard (1989), can be linked to arguments made above regarding the peer pressure boys receive from social groups regarding their behaviour in school. This then strengthens the argument that boys are under-pressure from their friends regarding education, and competition activities may not be the most suitable approach to combat this. Furthermore, Vallerand et al (2001) argue that competition, when lost, allows for pupils to perceive themselves as less competent and less motivated than those who have won the competition. This then undermines their motivation for learning as when emphasis is put on the another pupil, pupils are no longer participating for the sake of learning but for external reward. Slavin (1984) also suggests that competitive incentives in the classroom may decrease the chances of pupils who do not succeed in competition improving i.e. we cannot expect one pupil to be happy that their peer has got an A, as it makes it harder for them to achieve an A. This then creates a norm against achievement, while cooperative learning will allow pupils to reach a common goal.
	However, although pupils may share a common goal with their peer in cooperative activities, pupils may feel at a loss when being part of a larger group, as the goal can be considered as externally controlling or if the group fails to reach their goal a lot of pupils will feel disheartened (Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004). This highlights the fact that cooperative activities should not necessarily be regarded as better than competitive ones, as literature suggest that those who succeed and achieve in competitive situations perform the same or no worse that pupils who succeed in non-competitive activities, and in some cases better(Clinkenbeard, 1989). There is also minimum research regarding the immediate negative effects of competition on pupil performance and achievement. However, it may be that competition has a negative effect on pupils psychological state i.e. the reasons for learning their educational outcomes. It may distract them from having a continual motivation to engage in learning, when activities in the classroom do not involve competition. This may be regarded as more important than the immediate positive impact competition may have on performance and achievement (Clinkenbeard, 1989).  Therefore, it may be that teachers are reluctant to introduce competition in the classroom due to the negative outcomes it may produce, as pupils focus more on winning rather than learning and this negatively effects the classroom environment. This is something teachers must be aware of (Anderson, 2006). 
	Regardless of both the positives and negatives of competition and cooperation in the classroom, it can be argued that combining the two provides the learning environment that pupils need (Anderson, 2006). This is further supported by Taeur and Harackiewicz (2004) who found that intergroup competition led to higher levels of task enjoyment rather than cooperation and competition separately, so providing the two would produce the most positive learning environment for pupils. This combination leads towards higher levels of competitive excitement and cooperative conditions. The large amounts of individuals involved in the classroom led to a more enjoyable social situation. Therefore, activities that involve both cooperation and competition may have a positive effect on pupil performance, and may provide further incentive to learning, increasing pupil attainment. This may motivate pupils to place more emphasis on performing higher than their current level of attainment (Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004). 

School Policy and Practice 
As previously mentioned boys underachievement in schools is not a new phenomenon, and is often made reference to when GCSE and A-Level results are released, with boys results being compared to girls. Therefore, it is no surprise that teachers of Religious Education are recommended to develop teaching strategies which raise the attainment of boys at GCSE level (Estyn, 2013). Before undertaking research, the already existing policies of School X can be regarded as vitally important when considering how to go about implementing a new teaching and learning strategy within the subject. 
	School X is currently in the first year of its three year School Improvement Plan, which started in July 2018 and aims to have achieved all the goals set by the end of the 2021 academic year. This research project therefore took into account the various aims and goals put in place by the school when setting out the purpose and reasons for research. One target put in place by the school is to improve pupil attitudes towards learning, through planning and implementing strategies that increase pupil attainment. This is hoped to be done through the increased number of achievement points that pupils receive for doing well and working hard in lessons. However, although increasing pupil attitudes and motivation was evident within the School Improvement Plan, the decision regarding the introduction of cooperation and competition can be regarded as a random choice of teaching strategy for the study. It was decided that this method of activity would be used after observing various teaching styles in School X from a number of different teachers; it then became evident that competition and cooperation was something pupils enjoyed in lessons. For example, when pupils in Year 11 were faced with certain competitive aspects of a lesson, boys were automatically more engaged with the task and the lesson content. This then supported the argument put forward by Tauer and Harackiewicz (2004) who found that pupils were motivated when it came to intergroup competition in the classroom. This then prompted the decision to see whether this method of teaching and learning would effect Year 9 boys starting the GCSE course, and whether this would motivate pupils as well as increase attainment levels. The study focuses on teaching pupil skills within the National Curriculum Framework (Government, 2013) through these classroom activities. Furthermore, the use of these activities also aims to implement specific strands of the new Donaldson (2015) curriculum in Wales, as it may allow pupils to become more confident individuals through the use of cooperative participation as well as creative contributors to school life and classroom activities (Donaldson, 2015). Although, as seen above the idea of pupils become confident through competition is criticised (Clinkenbeard, 1989). 
Methodology 
Before explaining how research will be carried out, it is important to note that the teacher of the participants being studied will also play the part of the researcher in this essay. Therefore, when referring to the researcher, the class teacher is also being referred to. This teacher-centred research involves the teacher taking responsibility for identifying the area of research, data collection and analysing and interpreting data (Wong, 1995 ).  This is something that has the potential to encourage reflection in the class teacher while also developing professional practice within the school (Hine & Lavery, 2014). This approach holds many benefits including allowing teachers to take risks and make changes, allowing pupil achievement to be improved and the school to become a more effective learning environment (Hine & Lavery, 2014). However, using the teacher as a researcher does have limitations, which will be mentioned within the evaluation of this research. 
	As little encouragement is given to teachers to undertake their own research, it can be argued that more emphasis should be placed on the importance of the teacher’s research skills (Foster & Nixon, 1978). Therefore, the use of qualitative data methods within educational research would allow for the teacher/researcher to establish an in-depth understanding of a particular issue in education. Within this study, this is the underachievement of boys and whether collaborative and competitive learning activities could help to motivate boys in order to increase pupil attainment. It can then be argued that the researcher should carefully select these methods so the most relevant and valued data is collected. (Ado, 2013). 
	In order to answer the hypothesis regarding boys attainment, research methods implemented by the observer will be the pre and post-test design and non-participant observation. This can be regarded as a mixed-method approach in order to enhance the accuracy of the research findings in order to gain a full picture of the situation that is being studied. This approach combines the strength of two different methods of research in order to improve the accuracy of the result findings. This is required for good quality research, as accurate data from one data source may be too hard to obtain (Kumar, 2014).
Sampling 
	For data collection it is important the researcher select an appropriate sample. The purpose of sampling in qualitative research is to gain knowledge about a situation/intervention while assuming that the individual is typical of the group being studied i.e. assuming that pupil A is one of many boys in Wales who are underachieving in school. The individuals will then provide deeper insight into the group as a whole. The sample size does not play a significant role as the purpose is to study one or a few cases to see if the impact of the intervention can be applied further (Kumar, 2014). 
	The type of sampling that will be used in the research in this study is convenience sampling i.e. it is guided by the convenience to the researcher. Participants were therefore selected due to already being part of the researchers time table (as noted above the sample is a Year 9 GCSE mixed ability class) (Kumar, 2014). 
Pre-and-Post Testing 
The method of pre-and-post testing on participants will be used in order to measure change within a situation and to see whether the intervention of competitive and cooperative activities have had an effect on pupil learning. It can also be known as the before and after design, and can be described as “two sets of cross-sectional data collection points on the same population to find out the change in phenomenon” (Kumar, 2014, p. 20). It is two separate measures of pupil attainment, before and after the intervention, to see what change the intervention in question has made. It is up to the researcher to choose the time frame of when the tests will take place – if the gap between tests is too short, participants may remember what they wrote down in the first test. If it is too long outside effects may obstruct the data that is being obtained. Therefore, an appropriate time frame needs to be chosen (Cohen, et al., 2011).
There can, however, be disadvantages to this approach and this is often dependent on the nature of the study. One consideration is that the study may be more difficult to conduct as two data sets needs to be collected from participants, as the intervention must be completed before taking the post-test (Kumar, 2014). Therefore, throughout educational research, events other than the research study will occur during the pre-test and post-test stage i.e. participants will have other school lessons. These events may then produce a change in behaviour which could mistakenly be attributed to different teaching styles that have occurred (Cohen, et al., 2000).
An alternative method to pre-and-post testing which could be used is the longitudinal study. This is also used to measure the effect a new intervention has had, determining change over a matter of time. This is a useful to collect data on a continuing basis. The participants are visited a number of times to collect data. However, not all participants are asked every time. Therefore, the longitudinal study has the same disadvantages as pre-and-post testing but to a greater degree. It may also have a conditioning effect whereby participants become aware of what is expected of them, so modify their answers to meet expectation, therefore producing invalid data (Kumar, 2014). 
The type of pre-and-post tests used by the researcher in this study will be a 5 mark GCSE style question in order to study pupils knowledge of key terms, and the effect that the intervention may have on pupil attainment. The pre-test used will be from an assessment participants have already completed in school, with the intervention taking place over the course of three school lessons. The post-test will then take place, with pupils being tested on what they have learnt over the course of the intervention lessons. This seems the most effective and convenient method for this type of action research. 
Observation
The use of observations within the study would allow for the researcher to observe the change in behaviours of boys in the class to see whether or not they are more motivated to learn when given competitive and cooperative activities.  They can be regarded as a “purposeful, systematic and selective way of watching and listening to an interaction of phenomenon as it takes place” (Kumar, 2014, p. 173). For this particular study, non-participant observation would take place, where the observer although explaining the group activities, is not involved in them but is simply a passive observer, allowing them to draw specific conclusions regarding pupil motivation. 
	One issue with this research technique is the Hawthorne Effect - this is when participants know that they are being observed. This can be either positive or negative but it does effect the validity of results (Kumar, 2014). The researcher will therefore be aware of bias that may occur through observation e.g. the researcher already knowing and having relationships with participants due to having taught them before (Bell & Waters, 2014). In order to avoid this, the researcher will have a clear focus for the observation in this case, boys involvement and attitudes towards the new task (Hopkins, 2008). 
	These observations offer first hand data to the researcher, and allows the researcher to make note of any changes in pupil reaction i.e. boredom or enjoyment that is experienced by pupils (Koshy, 2010). This can be considered valuable when assessing pupil motivation. Due to the debates regarding observation producing reliable and valid data, the researcher will use the mixed-method approach, as explained, in order to produce the most precise results regarding the intervention in order to improve boys attainment. 
Ethical Considerations 
	As learning off others is part of the intervention being studied, ethical clearance must be given (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005). Therefore, in accordance with the Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2017) and due to the nature of the study and its participants, the researcher submitted a detailed ethics form to the University Ethics Committee to ensure the ethical approval of the research in question. The researcher submitted the application on 11.01.19 and received ethical approval. 
	Although educational research aims to intervene and change classroom practice, it still involved disruption to already existing classroom practices. The researcher must therefore approach the research with honesty, sensitivity, mutuality and trust (Burner, 2016). Consequently, informed consent to the study was gained from all participants in correspondence with the BERA Guidelines for Educational Research (2011) Here participants were given all information regarding the research study, and what was to be considered throughout it. Participants were also informed that they had the right to withdraw from research at any point during the study. This not only follows the guidelines provided by BERA (2011), but also improves the aspect of research and will lead to less resistance from participants (Koshy, 2010). It is part of good research and ensures credibility (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005). Furthermore, due to the setting of the research, participants were also made aware that if they did not want to participate this would have no effect on their learning or educational outcomes, and that their relationship with the teacher/researcher would not be effected. This ensured that participants were not deceived at any point about the study and incentives were not given to participants throughout any stage of research. 
	The data collected within the study has been handled regarded participants data protection rights in accordance with the Data Protection Act (legislation.gov.uk, 2018). Data collected has been kept secure and secret, with paper data including that of the pre-and-post-tests being anonymised accordingly. 
	Throughout the study the researcher should be aware of  “their ethical responsibility towards their own personal bias” (Hopkins, 2008, p. 203), with background and understandings holding an impact on the reasons and decisions for research. There should therefore be an awareness of the research being as objective as possible, with personal biases identified throughout all course of the research, with strategies implemented to minimize this (Hopkins, 2008). 

Evaluation of Research
Tasks and Resources used 
As previously stated, literature suggests that for competition to motivate pupils in the classroom, it is best combined with cooperative activities. It was therefore agreed that the researcher would use intergroup competition as a method of motivation due to the evidence of this creating a more enjoyable learning environment for participants (Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004). In order for the use of cooperative and competitive activities to be successful within the classroom, it was decided by the researcher that these activities would be best used as a research tool for the learner to develop their knowledge on key terms within RE and their meanings. This is a critical skill that participants will need when they sit their GCSE exam, and therefore could be incorporated across the three lessons where research was taking place. 
	Throughout these three lessons, learners were studying key events in the life of Jesus, therefore tasks were used to help participants gain access to learn and the key terms within the topic, as stated in the WJEC Specification for RE (WJEC, 2017). Therefore, the activities selected for the lessons can be considered suitable for the topic being studied. In order to create a constructivist learning environment where pupils can be independent learners, constructing their own learning, it was decided that tasks such as ‘hot seat’ and ‘splat’ were to be used. Here, participants were placed against each other in teams, while a number of key terms were placed on the board. A neutral participant would then select the definition of a term, saying it aloud. Participants would then select the correct key term, with whoever chose it first, winning a point for their team. This has been suggested to provide a further learning incentive for pupils (Tauer &Harackiewicz, 2004, Anderson, 2006, Clinkenbeard, 1989), and help to motivate boys in the classroom towards their learning (Estyn 2008, Francis 2000). 
	The use of the ‘hot seat’ activity further allowed pupils to work collaboratively for an external reward. Here, participants as a class would define a key term to one of their peers, if their peer guesses correctly, the whole class would then receive an achievement point. This was done due to literature suggesting that boys may enjoy working with their peers, and therefore increase their attitudes to learning (Francis, 2000). It may also encourage involvement from pupils in the class who may not be particularly interested in the topic being studied (Anderson, 2006). 
Results and Findings 
The researcher decided that the best way to discuss the results and findings of the study would be through the discussion of the pre and post test results mentioned previously. The findings from these tests would be used to determine whether boys attainment in RE did increase from the use of competitive and cooperative activities. However, as these results do not account for pupil motivation, the results of the researcher’s observations will be discussed separately. Therefore, the results and findings of the research will come under two separate sub headings; 
1. Does boys attainment increase when it comes to the use of more competitive and cooperative learning activities in the classroom? 
2. Do competitive and cooperative learning activities increase boys overall motivation for learning in RE?    
Does boys attainment increase when it comes to the use of more competitive and cooperative learning activities 
When looking at class data before the pre-test taking place, it was evident that male participants were under-achieving in regards to their attainment in Religious Education. It was evident that boys were not concerned with the subject of RE and displayed little effort when it came to involvement in lessons. This may be supported by earlier literature that states boys may not want to be seen as interested in their education due to the idea that boys must stick to the role of the traditional man, where due to peer constraints, boys cannot be seen to be taking their education and achievement levels seriously (Head, 1999). 
	This disinterest and underachievement of boys in the classroom was further supported after the results of the pre-test implemented by the researcher. As clarified above, during the pre-test the pupil sat a 5 mark WJEC GCSE exam style question, in order for the researcher to gauge participants current levels of attainment. 
	Male Participants in Classroom
	Target GCSE Grade
	Pre-Test Result 

	1
	C
	E

	2
	C
	D

	3
	B
	C

	4
	A
	E

	5
	D
	F

	6
	C
	C

	7
	C
	D

	8
	D
	E

	9
	B
	D

	10
	C
	F


Table 1 – Male Participants Pre-Test Results
From the table above, it is evident to see boys are underachieving in the classroom when it comes to their education. For example, Pupil 1 (Male – Table 1) holds a target grade of C, and achieved an E grade in the pre-test set by the researcher. 
	Throughout the intervention, the researcher felt as though boys became more confident in regards to their subject knowledge, compared to previous lessons. Participants were aware of what they had to do in order to succeed in the activity, and were more confident and enthusiastic to ask the researcher questions if they were unaware of how to proceed. This allowed the researcher to presume that when it came to the post-test result there would be a considerable improvement in terms of the male participants in the classroom. This supported Anderson’s  (2006) argument that a combination of both competitive and cooperative activities can engage pupils more in their learning. It also shows that when pupils are enjoying what they are doing in lessons, they are more likely to take time to process the learning content of the lesson, developing subject specific skills and increasing attainment (Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004). 
	However, when it came to carrying out the post-test, it was apparent that the researcher could not measure all the male participants achievement levels after the intervention. This is due to the post-test taking place on the last lesson of the last day of term for participants, therefore many of the participants were not in the lesson when the post-test was taking place (see limitations). 
	Male Participants in Classroom
	Target GCSE Grade
	Pre-Test Result Grade 
	Post-Test Result Grade

	1
	C
	E
	Participant Absent

	2
	C
	D
	B

	3
	B
	C
	B

	4
	A
	E
	C

	5
	D
	F
	Participant Absent 

	6
	C
	C
	B

	7
	C
	D
	Participant Absent 

	8
	D
	E
	Participant Absent 

	9
	B
	D
	Participant Absent

	10
	C
	F
	D


Table 2 – Male Participants Post-Test Results 
By looking at the graph above comparing both pre-test and post-test results it is clear to see that boys attainment overall in RE did increase with the introduction of competitive and cooperative activities. It is also clear that despite evidence presented by Hutchinson (2004), who argues that due to boys underachievement the teacher tends to focus class interaction and feedback more on the boys in the classroom, leading to less teaching time for girls - the majority of female participants also improved their attainment in RE when comparing pre and post test results below. Therefore, the researcher’s presumption that attainment can be increased through competitive and cooperative activities is correct. 
	Male Participants in Classroom
	Target GCSE Grade
	Pre-Test Result Grade 
	Post-Test Result Grade

	11
	B
	C
	B

	12
	B
	B
	B

	13
	C
	D
	C

	14
	D
	D
	Participant Absent

	15
	A
	B
	A 

	16
	A
	C
	B

	17
	B
	B
	Participant Absent 

	18
	C
	E
	D

	19
	B
	C
	B
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	B
	B
	A


Table 3 – Female Participants Pre-and-Post Test Results. 

 Do competitive and cooperative learning activities increase boys overall motivation for learning in RE?    
Based on the assumption that boys expect teachers to provide motivation for learning in lessons (Hutchinson, 2004), the researcher introduced a number of competitive and cooperative activities as described above. However, as Sanchez (2017) argues, classroom activities may have both positive and negative consequences for the pupils, either increasing motivation and decreasing anxiety of the pupil, or they may act as a demotivation to pupils, therefore further increasing the underachievement of boys in the UK today. 
	As already stated above, observations by the researcher would be used in order to determine whether or not the introduction of competitive and cooperative learning activities would increase boys overall motivation to learning. Over the course of the three lessons where the intervention was taking place, it became clear to the researcher that the male participants in the learning environment were becoming more excitable and energetic when it came to the competitive and cooperative activity of the lesson. Pupils became more approachable and would volunteer to take part in tasks This shows a vast improvement towards pupils approach to learning than at the start of the study where often pupils would be reluctant to answer questions or engage in the lesson content.  This indicates that the literature above suggesting that competitive and cooperative activities can be methods used to motivate unengaged students and allows pupils to become more engaged in lesson content is correct (Anderson, 2006). This may support the argument held by Koshy (2010), as it shows observations as a method within action research provides reliable data to the researcher on change in participant behaviour. However, it cannot be known for certain whether or not participants did enjoy the lesson and the content, as due to ethical reasons surveys were not permitted in the course of this research (see limitations). Therefore, although the researcher believes motivation to have increased due to the introduction of new learning activities, it cannot be known for certain whether pupils enjoyed these activities more than those they are presented with in their regular RE lessons. 
	The results obtained within this research study show that through competitive and cooperative learning activities in the classroom, learners can increase their attainment levels in RE. This is done through appropriate tasks and well-planned lessons, ensuring that these activities will hold an impact on participants motivation and attainment. However, from the literature mentioned above that researchers should be aware of the negative impacts competition may have, and should therefore be aware of implementing competitive and cooperative tasks and ensuring that the activity does like to a long term educational gaol for the pupil i.e. such as their overall attainment in RE, rather than just the immediate effect of involvement in the lesson (Clinkenbeard, 1989). 

Conclusion 
Limitations and Ideas for Future Research 
Before concluding this study and summarising my findings, it is important to highlight the limitations that occurred when gathering and conducting research. These include: the teacher acting as the researcher, the timing of the study, the research methods used and the representativeness of the sample. These limitations will each be examined individually, while also including what would be done had the research been conducted for a second time. 
The Teacher as Researcher 
As previously mentioned in the ethical considerations of this study, the researcher was aware of the reliability of research being questioned due to researcher bias possibly de-valuing the data that had been collected, as well as the conclusion of this study. The teacher acting as the researcher can, in some cases, lead to the conclusion that data gathered does not mirror reality but instead the teachers interpretation of it (Hopkins, 2008). Nixon (1987) also argues how the teacher acting as researcher can present a conflict of roles within the study, due to the expectations of the job role i.e. to teach and not undertake research. Although aware that this would improve professional development, I did experience this. This is because as a student teacher, I believe there were many improvements I could have made to lessons had I not been conducting research. This is further supported by Hine and Lavery (2014) who argue that it is often hard for the researcher to distance themselves from the participants being researched, as due to being interested in both the research taking place and class attainment results, this may lead to questionable bias regarding the research. 
Time Constraints of the Study 
Another limitation of the study is that it may be considered difficult to measure the full impact the intervention had on attainment levels due to the short time frame in which the research took place. Due to only seeing my pupils 3 times a fortnight and pupils having other lessons between this time (as well as activities outside of school) it was often the case that pupils had forgotten what they had done in previous lessons. Furthermore, as the research was taking place throughout the last two weeks of the term, with the concluding lesson being the last lesson before half-term began, many pupils were absent for the post-test part of the research. This uncontrolled circumstance led to the researcher not being able to assess the full impact of the intervention. This, along with the demands of everyday teaching can be “detrimental to the quality of instruction given by teachers” (Hine & Lavery, 2014, p. 164), again, this questions the reliability of the results obtained from research. 
Research Methods Used 
The research methods used in order to gather data can also be regarded as a limitation to this study, especially when measuring the motivational increase amongst pupils. As previously mentioned there are many limitations when using observation as a research method including researcher bias. As I was unable to use questionnaires or surveys, it was difficult to gauge pupil attitudes to learning at the start of the study, throughout the intervention and when undertaking the post-test. Therefore, it may be the case that the conclusions drawn from pupil motivation do not truly represent pupil opinion. It can be argued that in order to draw more valid results regarding pupil motivation, the use of a questionnaire would be of better use. This is due to questionnaires being a more likely way of gathering participant opinions (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005). Koshy (2010) suggests that questionnaires also provide a baseline of pupil’s opinions towards learning, and can help to see the change that may take place throughout the intervention.  However, it should be considered that as a research method, questionnaires can be more difficult to analyse (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005) . 
Representativeness of the Sample 
A final limitation of research is that with only 10 participants within the classroom being male, it is difficult for the researcher to determine whether the effects of competitive and cooperative activities can be applied to boys attainment as a whole. It may be that the outcomes of the research and the changes within the learning environment do not represent male students as a whole, nor does it represent the suggested attitudes to learning of male students. If conducting this research again, I would use a number of classes instead of just one for the intervention, therefore involving a higher number of participants. However, the time constraints would again be an issue when implementing this, due to other teaching commitments. 

In conclusion, the aim of this study was to evaluate whether the use of competitive and cooperative activities in the classroom can increase boys motivation and overall attainment in Religious Education lessons. The findings of this research show that although having an impact on boys attainment and motivation in lessons, the study cannot provide a definite answer regarding these activities. This is due to the post-test results being unable to determine whether all participants had experienced an increase in attainment levels (see limitations). However, I am confident that if all participants had been involved in the post-test, then there would be an overall increase in the attainment of not only male participants but female participants also. It can therefore be argued that with regular opportunity to use these types of activities in the classroom, pupil attainment and motivation would increase. 
Confirming the limitations of my study and acknowledging these i.e. the sample size not being a full representation of the group being studied, I have seen this as a starting point to action research regarding classroom activities and see it as a way of moving forward in my development as a teacher. The research will impact my practice as I will aim to make learning more enjoyable and interesting for pupils within their Religious Education lessons, ensuring learning activities both engage pupils and deepen their thinking and understanding within the topic. I would recommend that any teacher wishing to engage their pupils more, particularly boys, within the classroom take a cooperative and competitive approach to learning with the use of external rewards.
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