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Chapter overview

Children’s personal achievement is an outcome of their participation in learning
and motivation to learn, which are connected to their feelings about school.
This chapter covers cach area, beginning with an examination of children’s
intrinsic motivation. Next, children’s feelings about school and lc;lrning behay-
iours are overviewed using engagement theory. Finally, changes in achievement
at transition are discussed. In all areas, after they change schools, children appear
to suffer losses that can be related to transfer school environments. T discuss
these relationships in order to relay why school transitions in early adolescence
create academic risk.

Introduction

In the carly 19805, US psychologist Jacquelynne Eccles and colleagues set out
to discover whether children’s achievernent motivation developed in response
to the differences in school environment they encountered as they progressed
through school. In a review of 23 studies, Eccles concluded that children’s
confidence and achievement declined across the school years, with a pronounced
dip after transition to junior high school (Eccles, Midgley & Adler, 1984).
The authors hypothesised that these declines were caused by a developmental
mismatch between children’s age-related needs and the features of school envi-
ronment that changed over time. They called this theory stage-environment fit
(Eccles & Midgley, 1989).

While she was writing the review, Eccles carried out a large scale empirical
study of children’s academic attitudes at school transition. These were mainly
white children from low- to middle-income communities in Michigan, who
moved from a single classroom teacher in the last year of elementary school
(age 12), to subject specialist teachers in 2 larger middle school (age 13). The
results published over the next decade revealed that children’s needs for auton-
omy and social support from teachers were not being met in the transfer schools
(e.g. Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, Mac Iver & Feldlaufer, 1993) and that
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Internationally, researchers find that mastery motivation declines and perfor-
mance motivation increases after children change to secondary school or the
equivalent at age 11—12 years. The most in-depth study comes from Carol Midg-
ley, 2 US psychologist. Midgley drew on work by Carol Ames, an educational
psychologist working at the University of Illinois who wrote extensively about
how teaching practices can influence different motivational styles (e.g. Ames,
1992). Ames advised that teachers should be able to promote mastery motivation
in class by engaging children in tasks that were novel, varied, relevant and that
offered opportunities for autonomy. She rationalised that children would focus
less on performance if tasks could be completed through specific, short-term
goals. Performance orientation would also decrease, she felt, if teachers stressed
effort as much as ability and kept evaluations private. However, as Midgley rec-
ognised, Ames’ recommended techniques for promoting mastery motivation
were at odds with typical middle school pedagogy.

In her prior work with Eccles, Midgley discovered that teachers in middle
schools wished to control children more and gave children fewer opportunities
for decision making (Midgley, Feldlaufer & Eccles, 1988). She figured that these
restrictions on children’s autonomy would decrease the opportunity for them
to independently master tasks. Also in her experience, middle schools promoted
performance motivation by focusing more on relative ability than on effort in
their grading practices, by streaming children and by giving special privileges
to high achievers. In the carly 1990s, Midgley studied students as they moved
from 21 elementary schools to 10 middle schools in Michigan. In those schools,
both teachers and students observed that performance goals were stressed more
and mastery goals less, after transition (Midgley, Anderman & Hicks, 1995). In
elementary school, teachers more often encouraged children to achieve for
personal improvement, while middle school teachers talked about the benefits
of getting good grades. Accordingly, middle school students were more con-
cerned about doing better than other students, while elementary school students
were more concerned with understanding lesson content.

Similar differences in motivational approach at transition are found in
Europe, where 9-year-old children transferring into five Italian middle schools
reported decreases in mastery motivation across a one-year period (Zanobini &
Usai, 2002). Also in the UK, researchers found a decline in mastery motivation
and an increase in learned helplessness (i.e. using the excuse of not being
capable enough) at transition from primary to secondary school in the early
1990s (Rogers, Galloway, Armstrong, Jackson & Leo, 1994). Although there is
1o research on performance goals at transition in the UK, the ORACLE studies
of children’s classroom leaming behaviours set in the 19705 (Galton & Wilcocks,
1983) and 1990s (Hargreaves & Galton, 2002) found that children put more
effort into their schoolwork immediately after transition. This may reflect a
similar scenario to the US, where children are encouraged by transfer teachers
to focus on getting good grades. In Galton, Hargreaves and Pell (2003), children
explained that this tied to them getting a better job when they were older.
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children, 1 found that around a quarte

r valued school for their future carcer but De
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difficult to assess children’s emotions and cognitions during work activitios than
to gather their perceptions using a survey. Luckily, Galton and colleagues have
conducted some |‘11gh--(|n;lliry observational research of ‘in the moment action’
that I review in the following sections.

Emotional engagement

Emotional engagement refers to children’s emotional attitudes towards schooling,

These attitudes assess schoo] on the basis of emotion, such as whether children
like or are frustrated by school (Symonds & Hargreaves, in press). Children’s
immediate emotional reactions to schooling, e.g. happiness and boredom, are
better referred to as academic emotions (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 20 13), as
they are first order experiences that are later turned into these more ingrained

attitudinal states, For example, a child might develop a negative attitude towards
school if they feel constantly afraid of their peers. Although feelings towards
schooling are often thought of a5 part of children’s school motivation (c.g. Eccles,
Adler, Futterman et a]. 1983), children can feel positive towards schooling but
put very little effort into it (Symonds & | largreaves, 2014). This presents a need
for studies that separate out the different criteria that children Judge their
school experiences by (e.g. liking, pride, value, interest) if they are to be of any
use for understanding how children react to changes in school environment,
Even in the field of emotional engagement, most studies have combined 1
range of children’s feelings into an overarching emotional tone that changes at
transition, as I explore below.

The general pattern across studies is that children’s emotional engagement
declines after school transition. In l.,cia.‘stumhirv, children in the ORACLE
and ORACLE replication studies felt Jess happy at school and enjoyed school
less in the year after transition, with g sharp drop in attitudes occurring in the
first transfer school term (Croll, 1983; Galton et al., 2002). This may have been
part of a longer-term developmental pattern, for in the US researchers found
that children’s emotional engagement steadily declined across elementary
school and middle schoo] (Grades 5 to 8) (Li & Lerner, 201 1), and across middle
and high school (Grades 7 to 11) (Wang & Eccles, 201 1), but suggests that
something about changing schools precipitates a steeper decline,

These declines are also apparent if we look at children’s attitudes towards
individual subjects. In Leicestershire, UK (Galton, Gray, Rudduck, Berry,
Demetriou & Edwards, 2003), and in Michigan, US (Wigfield & Eccles, 1 994),
children’s attitudes towards mathematics dipped sharply after transition, then
declined more slowly across the transter year, In Michigan, children also
reported a dip in liking English immediately after changing schools. However,
in Leicestershire, children liked English more in their first term after transition,
before becoming less enthusiastic, A similar pattern was noted for their attitudes
to science, which were stable across transition but then declined rapidly by the
end of the post-transition year. By comparing the end points of children’s
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might explain their divergent outcomes, for childr
their cognition might not match up to their behavio
difterences in educational context or cohort might ha

There are many changes
influence children’s cognitiv
increased focus on achieve

ur in the moment. And,
ve added to these variants.
in school environment at transition that might
¢ engagement. First, children have reported an
ment at secondary school (Symonds, 2009). As
discussed earlier, if there is a shift towards performance motivation, possibly
children might feel more under pressure to achieve in their new schools.
Following a model of work-related stress (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner &
Schautell, 2001), this may encourage children to engage more in work if they
feel they are up to the challenge, but may cause others to disengage if they feel
emotionally overwhelmed and under-supported. Second, as discussed in
Chapter 6, some teachers begin the school year by offering basic tuition
(i.e. starting from scratch) in order to enable children with less experience to
catch up. This appears to work well for engaging less experienced children, but
can frustrate more independent and advanced learners. Third, another type of
intervention is when children are involved in learning skills programmes in the
first year of transfer school (e.g. James, McCormick, Black, Carmichael, Drum-
mond, Fox, et al., 20 )7). Children across the UK reported that these
made a positive difference to their learning,
discussing learning skills and felt lost when
research (Deakin Crick, Jelfs, Symonds,

programmes
but some lacked the language for
required to conduct independent
Ren, Patton & Grushka, 2010)

Behavioural engagement

Behavioural engagement

‘draws on the idea of participation; it includes involve—
ment in academic and

social or extracurricular activities and is considered
crucial for achieving positive academic outcomes and preventing dropping out’
(Fredricks et al., 2004, p. 60). This definition also covers misbehaviour and a lack

of participation, i.e. truancy. Although there is conceptual overla

p between cog-
nitive and behavioural engagement (i.e. if children are concentrating on work,

they are also participating in learning), one can parse out studies that focus on
cognition versus other types of behaviour, such as being organised for school,

turning up to lessons and taking part in extracurricular activities. The range

of behaviours that fall under this definition makes it illogical to ‘assume that
behavioural engagement develo

Ps in a systematic Way across transition. It is
therefore surprising that the few relevant studies all show declines in children’s
behavioural engagement as they move through the secondary school years.

If we consider truancy as a measure of behavioural engagement in the UK,
we can see that in 2011-12 the numbers of unauthorised absences were fairly
low and stable at primary school, but rose steadily after Year 7 (Figure 9.1).
There is little difference between absences in Years 6 (0.6 per cent of pupils)
and 7 (0.7 per cent of pupils); however, this does mark the starting point of

the increase in absences, indicating that there is something particular about

en’s retrospective accounts of
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Figure 9.1 Percentage of unauthorized absences across school years

Source: compiled from open access data from the Department for Education (DfE, 2013).
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In the US, researchers have studied behaviour
reflections of how they have behaved in
year). In the 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development led by Professor
Richard Lerner at Tufts University, around 2,000 children were asked each
year whether they attended school regularly, went to school without home-
work completed and whether they brought books and other materials to

school every day. Researchers used a cluste

ring statistical technique to find four
common patterns of behavioural engagement development, across Grades 5 to 8

(Years 6 to 9) (Li & Lerner, 201 1). Most children were classified as having
moderate stable engagement (62.2 per cent) or high stable engagement (18.4
per cent) across the period. However, two groups of children had
behavioural engagement that either steadily declined
cent) or increased temporarily in the year after transition to middle/junior
high school before continuing to decline (15.1 per cent). A similar-sized study
(around 1,000 children) by researchers from the University of Michigan found
an overall decline in children’s behavioural engagement across Grades 7 to 11,
when engagement was measured by how often children had
at school, been disruptive and had trouble
Eccles, 2011). In both studies, declining beh
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(Croll, 1983). A similar pattern was observed around 30 years later
majority of children making gains (60.1 per cent) and
(6.1 per cent) or making losses (33.1 per ce
2002)." In the 19705 study, more
10 per cent), language (by 12 per cent) and reading (by
the 1990 study these gender differences were less apparent, suggesting an
improvement in boys’ progress at transition across the 30-year period. The
central message from the ORACLE studies is that not all children experienced
a decline in achieveme In fact, around 60 per ce
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However in the UK, children’s development is more mixed, suggesting that SOne
features of transfer schools (such as moving to a more supportive peer group) are
well suited to children’s needs. On the one hand in the UK, children report
enjoying school and subjects less, are less intrinsically motivated and are More
likely to truant from school after transition. However, on the other
report more work effort and ngaged iy,
learning. Furthermore, school transition appears to act as a status passage, whepe
children take school more seriously as a gateway to future career success. Unfop
tunately, children can hold this attitude while disliking school on a daily basjg
(Symonds & Hargreaves, 2014).,

In general, transition appears to delay acade
dren’s academic identities, work trajectories
mismatch. Changes in the peer context are difficult for adults to control: how..
ever, they are a good topic for transition interventions that encourage childrey
not to judge their achievements based on tl
less about how achievement might influence their popularity. In turn, this may
help prevent children from disengaging and encourage a focus on mastery
motivation. Teachers may also be able to reduce the
a careful balance of continuity

hand they
are observed to be more cognitively ¢

mic progress by disrupting chil
and by creating developmenty]

heir classmates” progress, and to care

delay in progress by creating
and discontinuity in children’s learning — w
the right balance should inspire children to achieve on tasks that are man
for them. Finally, more attention to making work enjoyable may promote not
only emotional engagement, but also children’s desire to work, cognitive
engagement and participation in school, In this way, school transition can live
up to its potential for advancing children’s progress, instead of causing the mixed
reactions to schooling that we sce today.

here
ageable

Note

1 Thesc figures are a recalculation of data in Table 5.8 in H

argreaves and Galton (2002,
p. 145).
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