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Abstract 
 

This study focuses on the perceptions of challenging work amongst girls in 

Years 9, 10 and 11 in single-sex schools in the selective independent sector, 

and of the factors that they perceive motivate them to engage with challenging 

work. Although many girls in English selective independent schools achieve 

amongst the highest GCSE and A Level results in the country, some teachers 

at these schools are concerned that the girls can be uncomfortable when they 

are encouraged to think for themselves. This can include girls who are per-

ceived to be ‘more able’ in comparison with their peers.  

 

To understand how to encourage students in this sector to readily engage with 

challenging work, this study surveyed a total of 192 students in Years 9-11 

from three selective independent girls’ schools in North and Outer London via 

a survey that was created from focus group responses on the topic of challeng-

ing work. The findings from both the qualitative and quantitative data anal-

yses are woven together to create a cross-sectional snapshot of student percep-

tions of challenging work.  

 

The findings suggest that the participants were able to offer rich descriptions 

of challenging work and that they felt moderately challenged by the work that 

they were given but that ultimately they desired, and their actions indicated a 

preference for, ‘comfortable’ rather than challenging work. They held perfor-

mance goals in the guise of mastery goals, with GCSE examinations provid-

ing a key contextual factor affecting their readiness to engage with challeng-

ing work. The study concludes by suggesting that classrooms which are in-

spiring and challenging environments may help students to be motivated to 

engage with challenging work. Without this, selective girls’ independent 

schools may be helping their students to achieve high grades without encour-

aging all to fully realise their academic potential. 
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Reflective Statement  
 

Introduction 

 

When I embarked on the EdD programme in October 2009 I knew that I 

wanted to explore the issue of ‘more able’ education, then labeled Gifted and 

Talented (G&T) education, within the context of selective independent girls’ 

schools and how that provision might be improved. Since teacher training I 

had had an interest in how the most able within the classroom were being pro-

vided for in their learning. Whether they were being stretched, or allowed to 

coast, how their sometimes complex emotional needs were being dealt with 

by schools and parents, and how they were regarded by their peers and the 

impact this, in turn, had on individual students. Six years ago I faced some 

resistance in the staffroom to my ideas that able students should be specifical-

ly provided for as part of a philosophy where all students have their learning 

personalised to an extent.  

 

The culture in my staffroom has shifted to some extent towards a more fa-

vourable view of specific provision for ‘more able’ students within the class-

room. However, the feeling that teachers do not fully understand how to ap-

propriately challenge their students, including the ‘more able’, has been pre-

sent throughout my entire EdD programme. Both of these views have shaped 

the various assignments that I undertook as part of the taught elements of the 

EdD, my Institution Focused Study (IFS) and finally my Thesis. 

 

 

Progressing towards the Thesis: the development of my academic think-

ing through taught courses and IFS 

 

Throughout the EdD I have felt that my reading and the feedback I was given 

on assignment both deepened and clarified my views and perceptions. 

 

The Foundations of Professionalism course led me to consider Aristotle’s 

concept of ‘phronesis’, the idea that people are happiest when they are given 
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freedom to develop in their own ways. This, and the opportunity to read and 

think critically about leadership literature for the Leading in Learning course, 

gave meaning to my perception that a collaborative style of leadership may be 

the most effective way of bringing about change in education. It subsequently 

led to my study of the use of teacher collaborative enquiry in the context of 

developing a ‘more able’ curriculum for my IFS study. 

 

My IFS findings indicated the complexity of encouraging teachers to work 

together in order to improve their classroom teaching for groups of students. 

The collaborative teacher conversations highlighted tensions within the con-

cept of ‘phronesis’. As part of the process of collaborative teacher enquiry, 

and to enable ‘phronesis’, the teachers were not given a rigid structure with 

which to engage in discussion of how to provide for their ‘more able’ stu-

dents. Some teachers expressed frustration as they felt they did not know what 

to do at the start of the collaborative process, thereby indicating that they 

would have liked more guidance. In contrast, any negative comments during 

the collaborative conversations were with regards to the guidance materials 

provided. To me, this highlighted the tensions between teachers wanting guid-

ance – and indeed, perhaps needing guidance for effective professional learn-

ing to take place – and allowing teachers the freedom to develop their collabo-

rative enquiry so that all would benefit from the concept of ‘phronesis’.  

 

Analysing the collaborative conversations helped to move me towards study-

ing the perceptions of students in my Thesis. None of the collaborative groups 

in the IFS had systematically surveyed students to find out student perceptions 

of the value of their teachers working collaboratively and I began to feel that 

there was a disconnect between teachers trying to improve their practice and 

discovering what the implications of this were for the learning of their stu-

dents. I also felt that it was more pressing to investigate why the students 

themselves did not wish to engage with challenging tasks and showed a pref-

erence for spoon-feeding, as this issue was becoming a whole school focus. 

While each of the taught courses and the IFS concentrated on the development 

of a ‘more able’ curriculum, I felt that it would aid my development as a 

school leader to develop techniques that would help me to understand student 
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perceptions more effectively. This led to the use of focus groups in my Thesis, 

from which I developed a student survey. To ensure a larger cohort, and be-

cause individual schools define ‘more able’ in different ways, I broadened the 

Thesis to include the perceptions of students who had not been identified as 

‘more able’. To ensure that the Thesis was manageable, I decided to focus on 

students in Years 9-11 the transition from Key Stage 3 into Key Stage 4, as 

this is the stage at which students move from not being tested on a national 

scale to completing their GCSE examinations. It is also the point at which 

teachers at my school start to remark that students show a reluctance to en-

gage with challenging work. 

 

 

Reflection on the Thesis 

 

The topic of my Thesis took me into a new body of literature, as I was moving 

away from staff professional development and into a consideration of the fac-

tors that motivate students to engage with learning, deep learning and chal-

lenging work. Although there was a broad range of literature on the three is-

sues, the combination of the three strands that formed the theoretical basis for 

my Thesis was a new way of conceptualising the issue of student readiness to 

engage with challenging work. The literature underpinning student motivation 

was the densest and took the longest to work through, but achievement goal 

theory (Midgley 2002; Elliot 1999; Pintrich 2000) and expectancy-value theo-

ry (Pintrich and Schunk 2002) emerged as the most pertinent for my study as 

they directly linked the motivational influences of students with the classroom 

environment. Understanding how deep learning, or moving beyond surface 

learning to understand material more fully, was in itself challenging for stu-

dents but most valuable for their development (Marton and Säljö 1976) con-

firmed the importance of challenging tasks over spoon-feeding information to 

students. Finally, the importance of appropriately challenging work for better 

student learning, motivation and interest (Chae and Gentry 2011), indicated 

that the nature of a task itself could help engage students in its completion.  
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The combination of the three strands of literature – factors that influence stu-

dent motivation, deep learning and challenging work - led to the phrasing of 

the three research questions that shaped my study: 

 

1. What do girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective 

independent sector perceive as challenging work and is this linked to 

theories of deep learning? 

 

2. How do girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective 

independent sector feel about the level of challenge in their current 

work? 

 

3. Are there specific motivational factors or factors in the classroom en-

vironment that are associated with girls’ readiness to engage with chal-

lenging work in the particular Key Stages of KS3 and KS4? 

 

Through my theoretical framework I was thus considering the point at which 

student perception of the level of challenge within tasks combines with how 

teachers encourage deep engagement with challenging tasks, and with the 

achievement goals and expectancy value of the tasks perceived by students. 

The difficulty in finding studies of students in the independent sector indicat-

ed that this was an under-researched area, whilst the fact that I work in this 

sector confirmed the importance of studying the perceptions of this group of 

students. Teachers in my school were asking questions of how to encourage 

students to engage in more challenging work.  

 

The Thesis was a much longer process than I ever envisaged. By this stage I 

had a husband and a small son, and it was difficult to set up the research, pro-

cess and analyse the data, and write up my findings whilst balancing family 

life and a return to a full-time position as Head of History and More Able Co-

ordinator. I had to teach myself basic statistics and often found I was over-

whelmed with data from my survey – and with a sense that some of my sur-

vey questions could have been more usefully composed.  
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However, working through the data methodically, returning periodically to the 

literature, and thinking through the theories that underpinned my research has 

been the most satisfying part of the EdD. The realisation that girls in the se-

lective independent sector desired ‘comfortable’ work rather than challenging 

work has given depth to my understanding of why students often shy away 

from more challenging tasks. It also reinforced my feeling that teachers 

should seek to provide an appropriately academically inspiring learning cli-

mate. This confirmed the importance of the work on effective staff profes-

sional development I completed for the taught courses and IFS: finding a way 

to achieve this academically inspiring learning climate is complex. 

 

 

Professional implications 

 

To be able to present my Thesis findings to the students from my school who 

had taken part in the focus groups and/or the survey has been rewarding. To 

present my findings to a staff body that has been grappling in the staffroom 

and at Inset sessions with the issue of student requests for ‘spoon-feeding’, 

and subsequent critiques of the study or interest in their own further profes-

sional development, has been even more exciting. 

 

I am about to take up post as Director of Sixth Form at a prestigious girls’ 

school in Sussex from January 2016 and I am looking forward to the chal-

lenges that will come from working within a different context of girls’ school-

ing. I hope to take what I have discovered about girls’ attitudes towards chal-

lenging work and how teacher collaborative enquiry can be used as a model of 

professional development for staff as I move into senior leadership. The 

phrase ‘Student Voice’ may be en vogue, but how much attention do we as 

teachers pay to understanding what our students say, to distinguish between 

truths and perceptions, and to help students to develop? How much ‘hidden’ 

knowledge is there within our schools that could be released through teachers 

purposefully engaging in collaborative enquiry to further the end of develop-

ing students? Furthermore, does the senior leadership team listen to the ‘Staff 

Voice’ both in terms of the knowledge they have about the students they teach 
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and how schools can best prepare these students for the future? As teachers 

are the ones who will be conveying messages within the classroom, and 

thereby helping to shape the climate in which students develop their motiva-

tional goals (Midgely 2002), this is an important aspect for school leaders to 

take account of. I see my IFS and Thesis as a starting point for further under-

standing these issues, not as a conclusion. 

 

 

Final Remarks 

 

I never imagined as a PGCE student that I would be teaching in the independ-

ent sector 11 years after qualifying, and less still that my career would devel-

op solely in girls’ schools. I am aware of the arguments against independent 

schooling and do feel personal and professional tensions between teaching 

students who, in most cases, are undoubtedly privileged in being able to at-

tend a fee-paying school, and the sense of freedom that comes from working 

in a sector that is less subject to the whims of a national government. Howev-

er, I feel passionate about developing the abilities of young women to think 

creatively and confidently, helping to prepare them for whatever their future 

holds. I am also passionate about working with their teachers so that this goal 

can be realised. Finding myself in the independent sector, this is the group of 

students and staff I will work with at this stage of my career. I am ambitious 

for the young women of this country and what they can achieve, and I wish to 

further listen to what they have to say about how they learn best as well as 

investigate how teachers can help girls to see beyond the syllabi to realise 

their potential. And that potential is much more than a string of A* grades - or 

equivalent. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1.1 Context of the study 
 

This study focuses on the perceptions of girls in single-sex schools in the se-

lective independent sector towards challenging work. It has emerged from my 

concern that many of my History students increasingly desired to be guided 

towards the ‘correct’ answer or interpretation of the past as they progressed 

through to GCSE and then A Level. Although by no means true for all, it was 

rare for my older students to show the independence of mind to challenge ide-

as, to stretch themselves by engaging in abstract or creative thinking, or to 

show scholarship. 

 

More broadly, I have also been the ‘More Able’ coordinator at my institution 

since September 2007 and have therefore been responsible for developing 

whole school projects and working with teachers to ensure adequate stretch 

and challenge for all of our students. As a selective, independent girls’ school 

in north London, with pupils achieving excellent GCSE
1
 and A Level

2
 results 

and most going on to study at top British universities, it would appear that 

student learning is effective.  However, for a while there has been a concern 

amongst staff in my school that our students can be uncomfortable when they 

are encouraged to undertake more challenging work or to think for them-

selves. This was particularly the case with students who were studying for 

their GCSE examinations in Years 10 and 11.  

 

The perception that many of our students did not want to engage with chal-

lenging work, combined with an Independent Schools Inspection (ISI) report 

in 2009 that recommended that the school provided greater levels of challenge 

for ‘more able’ students and the changes to A Level and GCSE examinations 

from September 2015 to encourage more academic rigour (Coughlan 2012; 

                                                 
1
 General Certificate of Secondary Education. These examinations are gener-

ally taken by 15-16 year olds, following a two-year course of study. 
2
 Advanced Level Certificate. These examinations are generally taken by 17-

18 year olds, following a two-year course of study. 
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Richardson 2013), created a context in which many teachers knew that a 

change was needed. In our school, the senior leadership team believed that we 

should be seeking ways to cultivate greater academic challenge so that all of 

our students were appropriately challenged in their learning. 

 

This study focuses on the intersection between three areas of research as a 

way of understanding how to encourage students to engage with more chal-

lenging work: student perceptions of challenging work, their engagement with 

deep learning strategies and their motivational orientation. I was interested in 

seeking the perceptions of students, both those who had been identified as 

‘more able’ and their wider peer group, of challenging work and how they 

thought they responded to it. By understanding the reasons that the girls of-

fered for engagement with, or lack of engagement with challenging work, I 

hope to recommend approaches that can be taken by teachers in this sector so 

that they are successfully able to encourage students, including the ‘more 

able’, to engage with challenging work. 

 

To narrow the focus of my research, I looked at the transition from the end of 

Key Stage 3 (KS3) into Key Stage 4 (KS4). This is because at this stage stu-

dents in 11-18 schools in the independent sector move from a situation where 

they are not subject to external assessment to a course of study that culminates 

in GCSE examinations. I was interested to see whether there was a change in 

attitudes towards learning brought about by this shift in emphasis from non-

examination to external examination. I used focus groups to identify the per-

ceptions of ‘more able’ students in the independent girls’ sector towards chal-

lenging work. The findings from the focus groups led to the creation of ques-

tionnaires that were then given to students in Years 9, 10 and 11 in three inde-

pendent girls’ schools in North London and Outer London. 

1.2 Outline of the structure of the thesis 
 

Chapters 2 and 3 provide a review of the literature that helped to inform the 

research questions. Together, these two chapters present the intersection be-

tween theories of challenging work, deep learning and motivation, which form 
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the theoretical framework of my study. Chapter 2 discusses the education of 

students in the selective independent sector amidst national concerns that stu-

dents are not being adequately challenged in schools; definitions of challeng-

ing work and the relationship between challenging work with theories of deep 

learning. Chapter 3 outlines achievement-goal theory and expectancy-value 

theory; girls’ approach to studying; and student perceptions of their learning 

and their actions in a school-created learning culture.  

 

Chapter 4 outlines my theoretical perspective as a researcher as well as the 

process and analysis of data collection through focus groups and question-

naires. 

 

The data are presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. Chapter 5 explores aspects of 

challenging work as perceived by the students. Chapter 6 explores student 

perception of challenge in their schoolwork. Chapter 7 explores student per-

ceptions of the factors that enable them to engage with challenging work. 

 

The findings are discussed in Chapter 8, addressing each of the research ques-

tions, with implications for schools suggested. The limitations of the study 

and areas for future research are also discussed further in this chapter. 
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Chapter 2: Challenging students within the independ-

ent schools sector in the UK 
 

This is the first of two chapters in which I seek to set my study of the percep-

tion of challenging work held by girls in the selective independent sector 

within a theoretical framework. Firstly, I will discuss issues surrounding pri-

vate schooling, the education of ‘more able’ students and national concerns 

about student academic achievement. I will then provide definitions of chal-

lenging work and theories about deep learning, showing the relationship be-

tween these and how they correspond to challenging students in the independ-

ent sector. 

 

2.1 Private schooling and the ‘More Able’ 
 

The study took place in three schools in the selective independent sector. 

While a discussion of the moral and ethical basis of whether or not students 

should be educated in independent, fee-paying schools is outside the scope of 

this literature review, there is clear evidence that the 7% of the population 

who attend fee-paying schools perform highly in public examinations (Wal-

ford 2009) and therefore exhibit outcomes of being ‘more able’, if compared 

to students on a national scale.  

 

In a selective school, the ability range of the students may be higher than the 

national average but this may be explained more by the cultural capital that 

these students have been exposed to rather than the input of the schools them-

selves (Exley and Suissa 2013). The idea of cultural capital was coined by 

Bourdieu, who used it to refer to non-financial social assets passed down from 

parents to their children, such as education and style of speech that people 

deem worthy of being pursued. Bourdieu argued that schools rewarded stu-

dents who participated in elite status cultures by giving them more attention 

and perceiving them as more intelligent or gifted than students who lack cul-

tural capital (Bourdieu 1977). This reflects the view of educational psycholo-

gists who have shown that children are born more or less equal in terms of the 

specific abilities associated with achievement and, over time, become differ-
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entiated according to the amount of practice they have in mastering the do-

main specific knowledge and skills (Ericsson, 1996; Howe 1999). 

 

The students who formed the focus groups were recruited from my school’s 

‘more able’ register. This was because I was interested in seeking their per-

ceptions of challenging work in my role as ‘more able’ coordinator and 

whether the perceptions of challenging work expressed by ‘more able’ stu-

dents were generally shared across the whole year groups, including those 

identified as ‘more able’ as well as those who were not identified in that way. 

As these ‘more able’ students were singled out as a group for this phase of the 

study, I will now discuss the background to the phrase ‘more able’ and why it 

is a group that is currently receiving national attention. 

 

The identifying of ‘more able’ students by schools is generally seen to be for 

the purpose of ensuring all students’ needs are adequately provided for 

(Smithers and Robinson 2012); regardless of which school the students are in, 

each student should be provided with appropriate levels of challenge so that 

they are able to realise their potential (Eyre 1997; Renzulli 1998).  

 

A range of terminology has been used for students who are more academically 

able over the past three decades, such as ‘able’, ‘highly able’, ‘very able’ and 

‘exceptionally able’ (Lambert 2010). American literature has used the term 

‘gifted and talented’ for a long time (Reis and Renzulli 1991), whilst the ‘Ex-

cellence in Cities’ programme of the early 2000s (Ofsted 2001) and a subse-

quent national strategy, the ‘National Programme for Gifted and Talented Ed-

ucation’, shaped the provision in the United Kingdom (Lambert 2010). 

‘Gifted’ was equated with academic ability and ‘talented’ with vocational 

ability including sport, music and drama. All schools were obliged to identify 

five to ten per cent of their pupils as ‘gifted and talented’ in order to ensure 

that differentiation of learning for ‘more able’ pupils was a concern and a re-

sponsibility of all schools, not just those who had a large number of very able 

students (Dracup 2003). The language surrounding the brightest and most tal-

ented students in UK schools has recently moved away from a definition of 

‘gifted and talented’ towards ‘more able’ or ‘highly able’ (Smithers and Rob-
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inson 2012). Many schools retain the old definition of ‘more able’ students as 

those being in the top five to ten per cent of a school cohort, but there is still a 

lack of clarity over the means of identification within schools (Smithers and 

Robinson 2012). 

 

There has been a reaction against the labelling of students as ‘gifted’ amongst 

some educationalists. Borland (2005), for example, argued that ‘giftedness’ 

was a social invention that served to divide society and argued that there 

should instead be a focus on developing techniques in education that would be 

advantageous to all students. Lambert (2010) has made a similar critique of 

the gifted and talented label. Whilst acknowledging that it is hard to see what 

the alternatives to having a construct such as ‘gifted and talented’ might be, as 

other options may be just as critically deconstructed, Lambert argued that the 

gifted and talented label was still ‘a gross, misleading over-simplification of 

learners’ abilities and potential’ (Lambert 2010: 102). For example, Lambert 

believed that the label did not take into account the role of student personality, 

background, preference or the social environment of learning such as the cul-

tural context, the physical environment or the teacher’s perspective, all of 

which, he argued, could influence or determine how pupils responded to 

teaching and whether or not they were challenged at any one time. This was 

not a denial of the importance of stretching ‘more able’ students but based on 

a belief that it was more important to maintain a personalised approach to stu-

dent learning:  

 

Only closer awareness and understanding of the qualities which 

pupils share, the diversity and fluidity of their differences, and 

their interaction within the social and cultural context of their 

learning, can lead to a less divisive and educationally positive 

approach for each and every learner (Lambert 2010: 103). 

 

At the heart of Lambert’s criticism was the idea that the term ‘gifted and tal-

ented’ encouraged the view that ability was intrinsic to the individual, pre-

venting teachers from taking an active role in developing either their most 

rapid learners or their learners who could achieve the status of ‘gifted and tal-
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ented’ with hard work and imagination. Lambert’s work therefore reflected 

the work of psychologists who showed that specific abilities associated with 

achievement developed over time according to the amount of practice under-

taken in mastering the domain specific knowledge and skills (Ericsson, 1996; 

Howe 1999). 

 

Indeed, there is currently a concern that ‘more able’ students are still not re-

ceiving adequate provision in secondary schools and this is one of the key is-

sues I am interested in in my role of ‘more able’ coordinator in an independ-

ent secondary level school. The Sutton Trust (Smithers and Robinson 2012) 

has argued that the UK government has not done enough to ensure that provi-

sion for ‘more able’ pupils is adequate in state schools and has identified three 

areas that would help to improve the provision for ‘more able’ students in UK 

schools. Firstly, the clarification of what constitutes top performance with a 

focus on major school subjects, as the Sutton Trust believe that there is al-

ready well-developed provision for those with exceptional ability in music 

and sport. Secondly, that there should be accountability for the provision for 

‘more able’ students, to move schools away from concentrating on borderline 

or middling pupils. Thirdly, that reform for the age-group 11-16 should be 

made, as the Sutton Trust believes there is currently no progression measure 

for these five years. A recent publication by OFSTED (2015) that focused on 

the progress made by ‘more able’ students since June 2013 also criticised non-

selective state schools for not having high enough expectations of their most 

able students or a KS3 curriculum and tracking system with sufficient rigour 

to enable the most able students to be challenged to achieve the highest levels 

of scholarship.  

 

The same OFSTED (2015) publication spoke of ‘more able’ students in the 

selective and independent sectors achieving at higher levels than those in the 

non-selective sector, which implies that OFSTED believes non-selective state 

schools could be doing more to provide for their ‘more able’ students. How-

ever, independent schools may not necessarily be challenging their ‘more 

able’ students sufficiently. There is no evidence, for example, that independ-

ent, fee-paying schools are more educationally effective as this has not been a 
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focus of empirical study (Walford 2009). In a similar vein, the Sutton Trust 

(Smithers and Robinson 2012) recommendations for improvement could ap-

ply to any school context, whether selective or non-selective, state-funded or 

independent. 

 

The area of ‘more able’ education is therefore one of current national interest 

as well as one of personal professional interest. It is also an area in which 

there is considerable scope for researching student perceptions as a way of 

developing effective provision for ‘more able’ students within schools. Do the 

students, for example, feel that they are being stretched and challenged appro-

priately, and is their progression being measured from 11-16 adequately? Fur-

thermore, recommendations may be made to encourage more challenge within 

schools but recommendations do not address the issue of what teachers should 

do if the students do not wish to engage with more challenging work. As this 

study has two cohorts – ‘more able’ students forming the focus groups, whilst 

the questionnaires were completed by students from a wider group of students 

including those identified as ‘more able’ – it will be possible to gauge some of 

the perceptions of ‘more able’ students in relation to questions of how chal-

lenging they feel their work is from the focus group phase of the study. 

 

2.2 National concerns about student academic achievement 
 

The concern about whether the ‘more able’ are appropriately stretched and 

challenged is particularly important with the long-standing recognition that by 

providing for ‘more able’ students within the classroom, the attainment of all 

can be raised (Eyre 1997; Renzulli 1998). At the heart of the Sutton Trust 

(Smithers and Robinson 2012) and OFSTED (2015) publications is the con-

cern that academic achievement of UK state-school students could be better.  

 

Students, including ‘more able’ students and those in fee-paying schools, may 

currently be achieving high grades, but there is a concern that GCSE and A 

Level examinations are not hard enough (Coughlan 2012; Richardson 2013) 

and that UK students are actually lagging behind their contemporaries in other 



23 

countries in terms of their knowledge and skills (Smithers and Robinson 

2012; Burns 2013). Although concern has been raised that these international 

comparisons should be treated with caution (Smithers 2013; Claxton and Lu-

cas 2015), the 9-1 GCSE and A Level reforms that will have a staggered start 

from September 2015 are intended to ensure that the examinations are harder. 

This has given renewed impetus to the debate over the nature of teaching and 

learning in all UK schools (Walton 2014), including the independent sector in 

which I work. However, expressing concerns that UK students lag behind stu-

dents in other countries, or by making examinations harder, does not address 

the issue of how to encourage students to engage with the more challenging 

work that these concerns and examination changes would necessitate.  

 

2.3 Challenging work  
 

In light of personal and national concerns that schools are not adequately 

stretching our students, including the ‘more able’, this study focuses on how 

girls in the selective independent sector perceive challenging work, position-

ing these perceptions within current theories of challenging work, deep learn-

ing and motivation. This section explores some of the definitions of, and value 

that has been attributed to, challenging work. It will be followed by a discus-

sion of theories of deep learning. At the end of Chapter 3, both of these dis-

cussions will be contextualized within my overarching framework that syn-

thesises perspectives of challenging work, deep learning alongside perspec-

tives drawn from motivation theory. 

 

It has been proposed that appropriate challenge within lessons is essential for 

better student learning, motivation and interest, leading to higher academic 

self-efficacy (Chae and Gentry 2011) but clear definitions of what challenging 

work is are hard to find.  

 

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of a student’s Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD) does provide a good starting point for a definition of challenging work. 

He claimed that a student’s best learning takes place in the difference between 
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what a learner can do with help and what the learner can do without help – 

their zone of proximal development or ZPD. The ZPD could be seen as the 

definition of appropriately challenging work as it conveys the sense of a 

learner moving into a new area that is just beyond what they can do inde-

pendently but which can be done without a teacher’s help. Vygotsky’s Theory 

of ZPD also leads to the idea that what constitutes challenging work will dif-

fer from individual to individual.  

 

Bandura (1989) has shown the importance of challenging work in helping 

students to make progress. His study showed that challenging tasks offer im-

portant information about improvement and are consequently important for 

maintaining student self-efficacy, as students exert greater effort to master the 

challenge and therefore learn that they are capable of achieving at a greater 

level than before. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991) theory of optimal motivation has 

developed the importance of challenge in effective student learning with the 

recognition that students achieve ‘flow’ in their work, or a state of deep in-

volvement, when the challenges of the task, their efficacy and skills are in 

balance. When combined, these theories suggest that the teacher must assess 

the skill level of the student in order to determine their ZPD and provide the 

‘optimal challenges’ associated with student ‘flow’. This indicates that a cer-

tain level of personalisation is required in each learning situation. 

 

Recent empirical evidence has been produced to support the validity of these 

theories. A study by Chae and Gentry (2011) revealed insights into the extent 

to which students felt challenged and how this related to their learning. They 

asked 882 high-ability students in the USA and South Korea to complete a 

questionnaire about their perceptions of classroom quality. Five factors were 

measured using a five-point Likert scale: appeal, challenge, choice, meaning-

fulness and academic self-efficacy. Although the aim of the study was to con-

sider whether there were differences between the two educational cultures, 

and the authors did note that the Korean culture meant that its education sys-

tem was significantly different to the American education system, the study 

did reveal interesting insights into the extent to which students felt challenged 

in their classrooms. Chae and Gentry reported that the US students felt that 
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they had more choice and that their lessons were more meaningful, in compar-

ison with their Korean counterparts. However, low mean scores were found in 

the area of challenge provided in the classroom, indicating that the students in 

neither country felt that their work was challenging. It was argued that this 

had an impact on student learning. 

 

Hung et al. (2015) reported similar findings. They investigated the difference 

between the impact of challenging games and matching games on tablet PCs 

on student performance in science and the relationship of the games with stu-

dent flow experiences. Fifty-two students with a mean age of 8 completed a 

60-minute lesson of instruction in mathematics and science. The students un-

dertook a pretest and a questionnaire (evaluating self-efficacy for science and 

technology), played the game and then completed a second test and question-

naire (evaluating their self-efficacy for science and technology, flow experi-

ences, feelings about the game, and satisfaction with the learning approach). 

The matching games involved students clarifying concepts by matching cor-

rect answers and selecting correct items or calculations. In the challenging 

games, students were required to consolidate and elaborate concepts by com-

pleting progressive challenges. The authors reported that the challenging 

games on the tablets were better than the matching games on the tablets for 

improving learning achievement, flow experience and satisfaction. The au-

thors also argued that the students were helped to solve problems by their 

teacher providing scaffolding, facilitating their ZPD. The researchers con-

cluded that in order for students to maintain a flow state, the learning envi-

ronment should provide sufficient support for them to meet the challenge of 

difficult tasks. Although it could be argued that the use of tablet PCs was in-

tegral to the motivation and ‘flow’ experienced by the students, this does not 

detract from the value of challenge within tasks. 

 

2.4 Theories about deep learning 
 

The proposal that appropriate challenge within lessons is essential for better 

student learning, motivation and interest (Chae and Gentry 2011) also leads us 
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to a consideration of what effective learning means. There have been several 

models proposed by educationalists to help teachers ensure that they instruct 

students in such a way to encourage deep and effective learning, supporting 

students in engaging with challenging work and thus facilitating progress, as 

well as the development of a breadth and depth in their knowledge. This sec-

tion focuses on theoretical models of how teachers may provide deep en-

gagement in challenging learning for all students.  

 

Marton and Säljö (1976) were the first to coin the phrase ‘deep learning’. 

They stressed the importance of students learning deeply as it meant that they 

focused on understanding material over memorizing material. In their study, 

two groups of 20 first year university students were asked to read three sec-

tions of a textbook. After the first two sections of reading, one group received 

questions that required a thorough understanding of the meaning of the pas-

sage whilst the other groups were given detailed factual questions. After the 

final section of reading, both groups were set the same set of questions as 

each other. This time the questions included ones that required a thorough 

knowledge of the passage as well as detailed factual questions. The students 

were retested in their knowledge 45 days later. The study reported that the 

students adapted their learning depending on anticipated task demands: those 

who had been in the first group and received questions that required a thor-

ough knowledge of the text after the first two readings, focused on the mean-

ing of the third reading and had a higher level of retention when retested, 

whilst those who expected the questions after the third reading to demand de-

tailed factual material focused on the surface structure of the text did not score 

as highly in the retest. The authors labeled the type of learning that focused on 

understanding the meaning of the text deep learning strategies, and the type of 

learning that focused on the simple and easier recall of information, ‘surface’ 

strategies. Marton and Säljö’s work would therefore indicate that deep learn-

ing underpins engagement with challenging tasks. 

 

Many teachers are probably more familiar with Bloom’s Taxonomy, an alter-

native but related framework for deep learning. Originally published in 1956 

(Bloom et al. 1956) and then revised in 2001 (Anderson and Krathwohl et al. 
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2001), Bloom’s Taxomony proposes six levels of thinking that students can be 

encouraged to move through as a way of ensuring effective differentiation 

within lessons: remember; understand; apply; analyse; evaluate; and create. 

Each level of thinking was deemed to be more complex, and therefore chal-

lenging, than the one before. Bloom’s Taxonomy therefore takes further the 

application of Marton and Säljö’s (1976) concept of deep learning as it shows 

that the type of task or activity set by the teacher encourages and guides stu-

dents towards more challenging tasks. 

 

The revised Bloom’s Taxonomy changed the names and order of some of the 

categories of thinking, emphasising what students might do at each level: 

‘knowledge’ became ‘remember’; ‘comprehension’ became ‘understand’; 

‘application’ became ‘apply’; ‘analysis’ remained the same; ‘synthesis’ be-

came ‘create’; ‘evaluation’ became ‘evaluate’ and was ordered before ‘create’ 

in the revised taxonomy. The revised taxonomy also relaxed the requirement 

of a strict hierarchy and allowed categories to overlap one another. The sub-

categories of the revised categories are as follows:  

 

 Remember (retrieving relevant knowledge from long-term memory): 

recognizing; recalling.  

 Understand (determining the meaning of instructional messages, in-

cluding oral, written and graphic communication): interpreting; exem-

plifying; classifying; summarizing; inferring; comparing; explaining.  

 Apply (carrying out or using a procedure in a given situation): execut-

ing; implementing.  

 Analyse (breaking material into its constituent parts and detecting how 

the parts relate to one another and to an overall structure or purpose): 

differentiating; organizing; attributing.  

 Evaluate (making judgments based on criteria and standards): check-

ing; critiquing.  

 Create (putting elements together to form a novel, coherent whole or 

make an original product): generating; planning; producing. (From 

Krathwohl 2002).  
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In relation to ‘more able’ students, it has been suggested that their tasks begin 

with the higher, more challenging levels of the taxonomy – analysis, evalua-

tion and creative synthesis – in order to achieve the optimal difficulty required 

for engagement (Clinkenbeard 2012). 

 

2.5 The relationship between challenging work, deep learning and 

more able students 
 

Challenging work and deep learning have similarities in their nature. Both 

imply the need for students to stretch themselves beyond mere completion of 

a task or memorising information in order to understand material. However, 

the issue of understanding what appropriate challenge means and the factors 

that will encourage students to engage with this challenging work in the first 

place, and thereby engage in deep learning, remains under-researched.  

 

Clinkenbeard (2012) has attempted to highlight the use of the TARGET mod-

el for supporting the motivation of ‘more able’ students to engage in challeng-

ing work and deep learning. This involves: 

 

 Designing appropriate tasks of optimal difficulty, variety and which 

are presented with enthusiasm.  

 Authority, where students have opportunities for shared decision-

making in the classroom, enabling them to chose challenging projects.  

 Recognition, where students are praised for accomplishment and im-

provement in new, challenging material; working in small groups with 

others of similar interests and achievement levels so that they spur one 

another on.  

 Evaluation that is criterion-referenced and private; and the time at-

tributed to each task has appropriate pace and workload.  

 

However, Clinkenbeard’s proposal that this would be a good model for the 

motivation of ‘more able’ students still needs more empirical evidence, as 
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does the wider issue of whether this model will motivate students more gener-

ally to undertake challenging work. 

 

There have been a couple of recent studies (Scager et al. 2014; Bennett 2014) 

that have indicated that students will undertake tasks that are considered to be 

challenging if they are presented in an appropriate way. These studies bear 

resemblance to the TARGET model. 

 

Scager et al. (2014), for example, have argued that existing literature has not 

precisely defined what appropriately challenging work means for students. 

They studied an undergraduate course in Advanced Cell Biology that included 

a task where the students developed a research programme according to na-

tional scientific standards, which was regarded by an external jury of experts 

in the field to be challenging. Scager et al. reported that the interviews with 

teachers and students, analysis of course materials and observation of class 

meetings indicated that students’ perceived learning peaked in a period of 

over-challenge, when their efforts increased despite a feeling of worry and 

frustration amongst the students. In discussing their findings, the authors pro-

posed an alternative to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991) theory of ‘flow’. They 

agreed that the balance between ability and challenge was important for en-

joyment, as Csikszentmihalyi proposed, but that the balance between ability 

and challenge was not necessary for effort, persistence and learning. The au-

thors defined the challenge of the research programme as the balance between 

the complexity of the task, the high expectations placed upon the students and 

the extent of direction given to the students by their teacher while they carried 

out their research. 

 

Bennett (2014) also found that the conditions in which challenging work was 

introduced were important for the engagement of students. In an article that 

appeared in the teacher-led Teaching Geography journal, Bennett reported 

that her ‘more able’ KS3 students found the questions she created to enable 

students to exhibit higher order thinking a burden. These ‘more able’ students 

did not effectively engage with higher order thinking questions unless they 

were embedded in the compulsory elements of the lesson. When the tasks 
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were optional and placed on a wall display for students to refer to once their 

class work was complete, the students did not want to be seen to go up to the 

wall display for the challenging tasks. The engagement level of the students 

was higher when the higher order questions formed part of the key questions 

investigated during the lesson. Bennett also noted that the nature of the higher 

order questions she asked the students changed when they were embedded in 

the specific learning of the lesson: the questions became more specific. For 

example, the optional extension question ‘Why does weather and climate vary 

from place to place and time to time?’ became ‘Why is the climate of Europe 

so varied?’ Finally, Bennett found that by giving ‘more able’ students roles of 

responsibility and more autonomy during the lesson there was better engage-

ment with the learning activity. This shows that the nature of the task and the 

conditions in which the task was to be performed was also important in en-

gaging and motivating the students to undertake the more challenging task.  

 

However, more empirical studies need to be carried out to test how widely the 

findings of Scager et al. (2014) and Bennett (2014) can be seen. This study 

attempts to address some of the gaps in the research by specifically seeking 

the views of girls aged 14-16, including those which have been identified as 

‘more able’, of challenging work. 

 

2.6 The relationship between challenging work, students in the in-

dependent sector and cultural capital 
 

A reference has already been made to Bourdieu’s view of cultural capital, the 

non-financial social assets passed down from parents to their children, such as 

education and style of speech that people deem worthy of being pursued 

(Bourdieu 1977). Bourdieu’s ideas influenced Maxwell and Aggleton’s 

(2014) study of cultural production and reproduction among members of the 

elite and upper middle classes educated in the independent sector. Maxwell 

and Aggleton found that the three domains of family (such as parental experi-

ences, resources and aspirations for their children), the school, and individual 

girls’ perception of the self worked together to shape how girls viewed their 

potential for academic achievement and their hopes for the future in terms of 
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their educational, employment and social success. This, in turn, shaped the 

actions of the girls in the present. 

 

Maxwell and Aggleton’s Bourdieusian understanding of social and cultural 

reproduction in the context of independent schools may be useful in explain-

ing the propensity for students in independent schools to engage with chal-

lenging work. The role of the three domains of family, the school and individ-

ual girls’ perceptions of their potential for academic achievement in shaping 

the girls’ actions could influence the girls to take risks in their learning and 

complete more challenging work. The three domains could similarly cause 

them to avoid more challenging work. Maxwell and Aggleton’s study there-

fore develops Exley and Suissa’s (2013) view that the cultural capital that stu-

dents in the independent sector are exposed to is more important than the 

schools themselves, as Maxwell and Aggleton placed emphasis on how cul-

tural capital was shaped by more factors than solely parental influence. 

 

Indeed, Maxwell and Aggleton argued that these processes of cultural and so-

cial reproduction were not always straightforward or unquestioning and there 

is clearly more research that could be carried out in this area. My study is fo-

cused on the student perceptions in girls’ independent schools, with parental 

influence lying beyond the scope of this thesis. However, the suggestion that 

the perceptions of the girls towards challenging work are shaped by the do-

mains of the family in addition to the school and the perception of self held by 

the girls, is useful when a consideration is made of the extent to which the 

findings of the study can be transferred beyond girls’ selective independent 

schools. The perceptions of challenging work held by the girls in this study 

would not necessarily be held by students in other schools from a different 

socio-economic background.  

 

Nevertheless, it cannot be assumed that all students in an independent school 

are from an elite or middle class background; some students may attend an 

independent school on a scholarship or bursary. The issues of independent 

schooling, the background of the students who attend such schools as well as 

their self-perceptions of themselves as learners, further indicates how the do-



32 

mains identified by Maxwell and Aggleton, and their influence on student 

perceptions of challenging work, is complex. 

 

Summary 
 

This chapter has discussed some of the key arguments surrounding private 

schooling and ‘more able’ education, offered some of the current thoughts on 

how challenging work and deep learning might be defined, and outlined some 

of the empirical evidence that has helped to develop or support these theories. 

 

The next chapter outlines the key theories of motivation that underpin the 

study and discuss issues related to girls’ approaches to studying, student per-

ceptions of learning and their actions within a school-created learning culture. 

At the end of the next chapter, the research questions that have emerged from 

this theoretical outline are presented. 
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Chapter 3: Motivation to engage with challenging 

work 
 

This is the second of two chapters in which I seek to set out a theoretical 

framework for my study of student perceptions of challenging work and of 

factors they perceive motivate them to engage with it, amongst girls in the in-

dependent sector. In this chapter I outline the two theories of motivation that 

form part of the theoretical framework underpinning my study along with 

challenging work and deep learning: achievement-goal theory and expectan-

cy-value theory. I will then discuss issues related to girls’ approaches to stud-

ying, student perceptions of learning and their actions within a school-created 

learning culture, showing the extent to which they can help our understanding 

of student approaches to challenging work. Finally, I will show how the dif-

ferent strands of my theoretical perspective are linked together. 

 

3.1 Theories about the role of motivation and fear of challenging 

work 
 

The key issues for my study are how to engage girls in the independent selec-

tive sector so that they desire their activity to be directed towards more chal-

lenging tasks that lead to greater academic achievement – both in the short- 

and long-term – and that this pursuit is sustained and regular rather than 

spasmodic. To understand how to encourage this attitude amongst students, it 

is therefore important to understand the varying factors that motivate students 

to behave in particular ways. 

 

Pintrich and Schunk have defined motivation as ‘the process whereby goal-

directed activity is instigated and sustained’ (Pintrich and Schunk, 2002:5). 

Goal-directed behaviour is not observable directly but may be inferred from 

behaviour such as choice of task, effort, persistence and achievement. A num-

ber of motivational theories in the field of education have emerged that focus 

on the interplay of different factors that lead to student engagement, produc-

tivity and, ultimately, academic success. I have found achievement goal theo-

ry and expectancy-value theory to have particular resonance with my study, 
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which I will now outline in more detail. These motivational theories are cog-

nitive theories of motivation and are linked with ideas around achievement 

orientations and goals. Some educationalists (e.g. Pintrich and Schunk 2002) 

subscribe to multiple theories, indicating that they should not necessarily be 

treated in isolation or as separate entities but that features of each can help to 

build a richer picture of the factors that motivate students to engage with chal-

lenging work. 

 

3.1.1 Achievement Goal Theory 

 

Achievement goal theory, perhaps the most dominant perspective in the study 

of achievement motivation, is a socio-cognitive theory of motivation that has 

been developed since the 1980s by a number of researchers, notably Midgley 

(e.g. 2002), Elliot (1999) and Pintrich (2000). Achievement goal theory fo-

cuses on the purposes of goals that are perceived or pursued in an achieve-

ment setting, centering on how students think about themselves, their learning 

and their performance (Midgley et al. 2008). From this perspective, the extent 

to which students are motivated by the goal to develop ability (mastery goal) 

or the goal to demonstrate ability (performance goal) or even the goal of 

avoiding demonstration of lack of ability (performance-avoid goal) affects 

how students interpret and react to events (Middleton and Midgley 1997). 

These mastery and performance goals are created by students within the envi-

ronment of schools, which provide a goal structure through the messages stu-

dents perceive their schools convey about achievement. This theory could 

therefore help to explain the extent to which students are prepared to engage 

with challenging work as their goal orientation could help explain the extent 

to which they are prepared to undertake more difficult tasks.  

 

Considerable research has gone into developing scales such as PALS (Patterns 

of adaptive learning survey) to assess the achievement goals held by students 

of different ages and from a wide variety of socio-economic backgrounds 

(Midgley et al. 1998; Anderman and Johnson, 1998; Anderman, Griesinger 

and Westerfield, 1998), all of which give credence to this theory as a useful 
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way of understanding student motivation. PALS include a wide range of con-

structs for which students indicate their agreement along a five-point scale, 

such as their self-efficacy, their perception of school culture and their personal 

achievement goals.  

 

3.1.1.2 Achievement goals 

 

A number of different goals have been identified as part of achievement goal 

theory: 

 

 Mastery or task-approach goals: students define success as mastering 

something new and see the effort that they put into the task as contrib-

uting to their success in the task; 

 mastery-avoid goals: students try to avoid the loss or stagnation of 

skills or competence; 

 Performance-approach goals: students wish to demonstrate their ability 

relative to others more than they wish to complete the task for the sake 

of their own learning;  

 performance-avoid goals: avoidance forms of motivation that are 

grounded in fears of failure and focused on the possibility of a nega-

tive outcome. 

 

3.1.1.3 The 3x2 achievement goal model 

 

The 3x2 model is the most recent development of achievement goal theory 

(Vansteenkiste et al. 2014). First developed by Elliot et al. (2011), three 

strands of competence standards can be focused upon by an individual: task-

based (how an individual is doing compared to the demands of the task e.g. 

getting an answer correct, understanding an idea); self-based (how one is do-

ing compared to previous performance or has the potential to do in the future); 

and other-based (how one is performing compared to peers). Individuals can 

focus on attaining each of these standards or avoiding not to attain them.  
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In the 3x2 model, the following goals have thus been construed: 

 task-approach  

 task-avoidance 

 self-approach 

 self-avoidance 

 others-approach 

 others-avoidance 

 

However, more empirical evidence is needed on this framework. 

 

3.1.1.4 Using achievement goal theory to predict student willingness to at-

tempt challenging tasks 

 

From the emergence of achievement goal theory, mastery goals have been 

found to be linked to greater student willingness to try harder, persist for 

longer and to take on more challenging work. This is in contrast to perfor-

mance-approach goals, which have been found to lead to a preference for less 

challenging, surface-level strategies such as rereading text, memorising and 

guessing.  

 

Ames and Archer (1988), for example, carried out an early study of student 

perceived classroom environment and how this affected student motivation. 

Their study involved 176 students from a junior high school for academically 

advanced students in the USA, who responded to a questionnaire on their per-

ceptions of goal orientation, use of effective learning strategies, task choices, 

attitudes and causal attributions. Students’ scores on mastery and performance 

scales were correlated with learning strategy, task choice, attitude and attribu-

tion measures. When the students perceived an emphasis on mastery goals in 

their classroom, they reported using more deep learning strategies and a pref-

erence for tasks that offered challenge. In contrast, the students’ perceptions 

of performance goal orientation were not related to their use of learning strat-

egies or task choices. Hierarchically ordered regression analyses were used to 

assess the contribution of perceived goal orientation in relation to the contri-
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bution of perceived ability. No interactions between perceived ability and goal 

orientation were seen, indicating that the highly significant effects of mastery 

goal orientation did not depend on the value or level of perceived ability. 

Ames and Archer’s study can also help us to better understand the nature of 

challenging tasks. They argued that challenging tasks present the risk of fail-

ure, thereby threatening a student’s sense of worth.  

 

Current achievement goal research is based on Brophy’s (2005) suggestion 

that goal theory should move beyond a consideration of performance goals. 

Based on emerging evidence that student responses to performance-approach 

scales are more reflective of their past achievement histories, Brophy argued 

that as performance-approach goals may be potentially productive in that they 

lead to better academic performance, they should be characterized as outcome 

goals or with another term that emphasizes achievement and not competition. 

This development was part of the move towards the 3x2 model of achieve-

ment goal theory. Elliot et al. (2011), for example, outlined the findings of 

two studies that they reported as indicating that achievement goal theory 

should be adapted: one with 126 German undergraduates and another with 

319 undergraduates in the USA, all studying introductory level psychology. 

Participants in both studies were asked to complete questionnaires to assess 

their achievement goals and confirmatory factor analysis was used to test the 

3x2 hypothesis. The researchers reported that the 3x2 model was a better fit 

for these students than the dichotomous or trichotomous models. Importantly, 

the 3x2 achievement model shows that approach-based goal pursuit is, in gen-

eral, better suited to facilitate efficient and effective task engagement than 

avoidance-based goal pursuit, although more empirical research still needs to 

be conducted (Elliot et al. 2011). This holds similarity with the position taken 

by Elliot and McGregor et al. (1999) that performance-approach goals are 

similar to mastery-approach goals in the sense that both are grounded in the 

need for achievement and are focused on a positive outcome. With a more 

complex theory of achievement goals, the explanation behind why students 

are motivated to engage with challenging work may also be more complex 

than an explanation (e.g. Midgley 2002) that places mastery-approach goals 

solely at its heart. Further empirical research could be done in this area. 
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3.1.1.5 The importance of learning strategies and student perceptions of in-

telligence in achievement goal theory 

 

Dweck and Master (2008) also developed achievement goal theory to show 

the importance of students having learning strategies as well as the motivation 

to apply them. This theory was based on Dweck’s (1991) considerable work 

on theories of intelligence in which she has proposed that there are two views 

of intelligence: an incremental view of intelligence (intelligence and ability 

are believed to be malleable qualities that can be enhanced with effort); and an 

entity view of intelligence (intelligence is a fixed state that cannot be altered 

with effort or context).  

 

Dweck and Master (2008) studied the impact of teaching Junior School math-

ematics students incremental theory in comparison to a control group of stu-

dents who were given lessons in study skills. The group who were taught in-

cremental theory were taught about how the brain forms new connections eve-

ry time it learns something new and they engaged in activities that illustrated 

the concept. For example, the students discussed times when something had 

been hard for them but they had nevertheless mastered it through effort, sub-

sequently becoming good at it. This group learnt how to apply the incremental 

concept to their schoolwork when they experienced difficulty and were tempt-

ed to give up. After the intervention period the group that had been taught in-

cremental theory saw an improvement in their mathematics scores and their 

teachers reported a change in how these students self-regulated their learning 

by, for example, handing in work early so that they could obtain feedback and 

make revisions. The researchers concluded that students with a fixed or entity 

view of intelligence do not take active charge of their learning as they do not 

see any point in doing so. From this perspective it was proposed that students 

who perceive that they are of high ability would not see a need to develop 

strategies to master new material. In contrast, students who perceive them-

selves to have low ability would theoretically regard effort and strategy as in-

effective. However, the research carried out by Dweck and Master suggests 

that if students hold a malleable or incremental view of intelligence they may 

be prepared to regulate and motivate their own learning process, as they 
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would, according to this theory, believe that it is possible to develop and 

thereby achieve. An incremental view of intelligence would therefore seem to 

be an important precondition for student engagement with challenging work. 

Without the belief that it is possible to learn from and achieve through com-

pleting a particular task, they may not engage in challenging tasks.  

 

Dweck and Master proposed from their study that the malleable view of intel-

ligence can be taught or encouraged, and that it can be changed with targeted 

interventions, indicating that the school does play a role in determining the 

extent to which students are prepared to engage with challenging work.  

 

3.1.1.6 Limitations of achievement goal theory  

 

Achievement goal theory still has a number of critiques that have not been 

resolved through empirical study, indicating that this approach to explaining 

student motivation is not yet fully understood. For example, the extent to 

which students switch goals is undeveloped; and the most recent development 

of achievement goal theory, the 3x2 model, is in its early stages of empirical 

research with much of the research conducted on university undergraduates. 

Thus there is a need for studies with a greater age range of students (Elliot et 

al. 2011). Furthermore, more empirical research could be done into why per-

formance goals have been found to influence test score achievement whilst 

mastery goals do not seem to do so (Senco et al. 2011), a situation which may 

help to explain why some students choose to follow performance goals over 

mastery goals. 

 

It has also been argued that achievement goal theorists often do not place 

equal emphasis on the individual goal orientations held by students in addition 

to those created in, or influenced by, the classroom or at school level (Kaplan 

et al. 2002). This means that other motivational theories, which have links to 

and parallels with achievement goal theory, can also be used to build up a 

more complex picture of the different motivational factors that can help to ex-

plain the extent to which students are prepared to engage with challenging 
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work. Expectancy-value theory, which I will now outline, has links to 

achievement-goal theory but also offers a richer understanding of motivational 

factors that is useful in helping us to understand student engagement with 

challenging work. 

 

3.1.2 Expectancy-Value Theory 

 

Expectancy-value theory is concerned with the extent to which students per-

ceive value in their learning activities and think they will do well in such a 

task. For example, if a student believes that the task is worth doing and has an 

expectation that he or she is able to do it, he or she may be more likely to at-

tempt the task. Conversely, most individuals will not choose to do a task or 

continue in that task when they expect to fail (Pintrich and Schunk 2002).  

 

This motivational theory links with achievement goal theory as it helps to ex-

plain why individuals make decisions about the motivational goals they 

choose to pursue. It also has links with Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD, and therefore 

challenging work, with its reference to students moving into a point whereby 

they believe that they will not be able to complete a task. This is similar to 

Vygotsky’s idea of moving beyond the zone of proximal development where 

there is some familiarity for the student into an area which is completely new 

for the student. 

 

There is evidence that students who believe they can do a task and expect to 

do well in it are more likely to achieve at higher levels, be more cognitively 

engaged, and try harder and persist for longer at the task (Pintrich and Schunk 

2002). For example, Anderman, Eccles and Wigfield et al. (2001) have shown 

that student self-perceptions of ability and their expectations of success were 

the strongest predictors of subsequent grades in Mathematics and English, 

their effort and their persistence. The researchers posed the question of why 

some students valued mathematics and reading whilst others did not and in-

vestigated the relations between mastery and performance-oriented institu-

tional practices on changes in student achievement values in mathematics and 
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reading. They asked 570 students from 12 US schools in the third and fourth 

grade to complete a questionnaire at the same time in two consecutive years. 

The questionnaires measured their subjective task values and competence be-

liefs in a variety of subject domains, such as mathematics, reading, sport and 

instrumental music along a 7-point Likert scale. Their findings showed that 

students who perceived themselves as being good, competent students gener-

ally experienced positive changes in achievement values towards their various 

subject domains: a positive self-image was translated into positive attitudes 

and beliefs about the subject area. 

 

This is a valuable motivational theory as an explanation of the extent to which 

students are prepared to engage with challenging work. Expectancy-value 

theory helps us to understand the perceptions of challenging work held by 

secondary school students as it shows the link between student self-

perceptions of ability and expectations for success are linked to the effort and 

persistence shown by students in the completion of challenging tasks.  A con-

sideration of how students perceive themselves and the value they ascribe to 

certain learning activities would help schools to support students to recognise 

the long-term value of tasks that may not naturally be of intrinsic interest – for 

whatever reason - to their students (Clinkenbeard 2012). There is, however, a 

lack of empirical study into whether expectancy-value theory can be used to 

explain the extent to which girls in the selective independent sector will en-

gage with challenging work. 

 

3.2 Student use of learning strategies: student perceptions and ac-

tions within a school-created learning culture  
 

At the heart of the motivation theories and how they might be applied to stu-

dent willingness to engage with challenging work, is the belief that teachers 

and schools play an essential role in helping to create and shape the percep-

tions and subsequent actions of students. There have, however, been few stud-

ies on the perceptions of studying that young people hold or of the different 

types of study skills that they use (Rogers 2013). 
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In relation to achievement goal theory, Midgley (2002) proposed that educa-

tors need to assess the perceptions of their students regarding their achieve-

ment goals and the goals that are created in school. As goal structures are pri-

marily subjective constructions based on the perceptions of students, infor-

mation about what students perceive about challenging work could help 

schools to see whether there is a predominance of approach goals or avoid-

ance goals amongst a particular group of students.  

 

In their study into student self-perceptions of ability and their expectations of 

success in mathematics and reading, Anderman, Eccles and Wigfield et al. 

(2001) considered the impact of instructional practices on student perceptions 

of the value of mathematics and reading. They asked the class teachers to 

complete a questionnaire examining their beliefs and classroom practices: 

their self-reported use of mastery-oriented instructional practices (such as fo-

cusing on one’s own improvement, choosing or initiating individual projects, 

and attempting challenging projects even when faced with difficulty) and per-

formance-oriented instructional practices (such as working for the top grades 

in class, knowing who is doing best and striving to do as well, achieving high 

test scores). They reported that classroom practices predict changes in stu-

dents’ overall valuing of mathematics and reading, and that performance-

oriented instructional strategies can be linked to changes in the valuing of 

both reading and mathematics. Amongst the students who had teachers that 

reported they used performance-oriented instructional practices, there was a 

decrease in the valuing of mathematics and reading. However, the use of mas-

tery-oriented instructional practices was found to be unrelated to changes in 

achievement values in mathematics and reading. The authors argued that this 

might be because the students interpreted the instructional practices of their 

teachers differently, noting this as an area for future research.  

 

Rogers’ (2013) study of how students use learning strategies and how this re-

lates to academic success provides a valuable context of the underlying factors 

in perceptions of studying amongst 16-year-old students. She surveyed the 

views of 826 Year 11 students from eight schools that reflected a range of 

ability levels in outer London and found that school students approached their 
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GCSE studies in a similar way to students in higher education. Where stu-

dents perceived studying to be concerned with understanding, there was a sig-

nificant positive relationship with attainment. She consequently recommended 

that teachers of adolescents could learn from the range of interventions that 

have taken place in higher education in order to encourage students towards a 

deep approach to learning and better study skills as this would potentially lead 

to increased levels of academic success. For example, Rogers argued that as-

sessment procedures and approaches to teaching and learning that encourage a 

deep approach to learning rather than rote-learning or cue-seeking could lead 

to greater academic success.  

 

However, there is still a need to investigate why students do not take a deep 

approach to learning in schools. Is it the nature of the work given, the context 

teachers create, or the perceptions of the examinations that the students know 

they will be taking that affects their motivation and willingness to engage with 

challenging work? Interestingly, Rogers (2013) found that an increase in un-

derstanding led to an increase in average GCSE point score, but that anxiety – 

perhaps caused by proximity to examinations and identified by Rogers as 

sharing similarities with surface learning – also led to an increase in point 

score. This was the opposite of the impact of surface learning in university 

students, which had led to lower attainment. Wider interest in a subject, which 

Rogers identified in the traits of self-confidence and a preference to explore 

one’s own ideas, also led to a lower average GCSE points score, indicating 

that this was a disadvantage in the context of GCSEs and the specific assess-

ment required. Perhaps the differences in the nature of GCSE courses and 

university degrees would need to be studied more fully to understand why 

there are these different outcomes.  

 

However, Rogers’ recommendations do suggest that a deeper understanding 

of the attitudes and perceptions with which adolescents approach their learn-

ing in schools would be useful in helping teachers to ‘bridge’ the gap between 

adolescents’ attitudes towards learning and those of students in higher educa-

tion. This could help teachers move the school students towards this deeper 
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approach to learning through engagement with more challenging work with 

the goal of an increase in student academic success at GCSE and beyond. 

 

If schools and teachers play a significant role in creating the learning cultures 

in which students operate and therefore help to determine student attitudes 

towards failure (Ames and Ames 1994), their goal motivations (Kaplan et al. 

2002), the extent of their self-regulatory actions (Pajares 2008) and therefore 

academic success of students, it would be important for teachers to seek to 

understand what student perceptions of challenging work are. Lee and Reeve 

(2012) have found that teachers are able to accurately gauge students engage-

ment in tasks but are not as accurate in gauging student motivation. There is 

thus room for the development of student voice within schools so that there is 

greater awareness amongst teachers and school leaders of the perceptions 

about challenging work that students hold. This sits firmly within the recom-

mendations of proponents of achievement goal theory, such as Kaplan et al.  

(2002), who point out that goal structures are primarily subjective construc-

tions based on the perceptions of students; and of expectancy-value theorists, 

who place emphasis on giving students the opportunity to explain their views, 

followed by a survey of their attitudes (Pintrich and Schunk 2002).  

 

3.3 Issues of gender: girls’ approaches to studying 
 

Finally, issues related to girls’ approaches to learning might affect the percep-

tions of the students who took part in my study. This necessitates a brief over-

view of current thinking of how the two themes of ‘more able’ and ‘girls’ 

combine to create a peculiar situation in which the students in my study may 

find themselves when deciding whether to engage with challenging work. 

 

In their study of 310 Year 10 and Year 11 students in two single-sex, high-

achieving selective schools, Rogers and Hallam (2006) found that girls did not 

adopt such successful learning strategies in their approach to examinations as 

boys. The girls felt more strongly that there was so much to cover that they 

did not know what to learn; they indicated more strongly that they adopted 
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more variable ways of revising and that they felt that they did not do their best 

in examinations. Boys, on the other hand, were more positive in their ap-

proach to examinations and less anxious about them, did less homework and 

achieved similar results to girls. The authors reported that the high-achieving 

girls might engage in more surface approaches to studying for examinations 

than the high-achieving boys owing to their levels of anxiety. They proposed 

that this may be because girls may have less confidence in their ability and 

lower self-esteem (Dweck et al. 1978; Murphy and Elwood 1998) or that boys 

had lower anxiety levels because they have more of a ‘risk-taking’ approach 

(Elwood 1998).  

 

Meece and Painter (2008) found that girls approached learning tasks with a 

stronger mastery orientation than boys, and girls also expressed more efficacy 

than boys for self-regulation, whilst Eccles and Wigfield (Anderman, Eccles 

and Wigfield et al. 2001) found that gender was unrelated to changes in the 

valuing of mathematics and reading. With reference to the latter, these find-

ings may be owing to the age of the students, as the authors noted - their study 

involved elementary school children. However, the observation that girls tend 

to have lower self-perception of ability than boys and yet tend to perform 

more highly (Pintrich and Schunk 2002) introduces an interesting conundrum. 

The lower self-perception of ability amongst girls may affect the readiness of 

girls to engage with challenging work, whilst the fact that they still tend to 

achieve highly may mean that the issue of the girls’ lower self-perception of 

ability is perhaps not always recognized and addressed within schools. This 

indicates that there is still scope to consider how high-achieving girls perceive 

their learning. 

 

However, the attention that Rogers and Hallam (2006) have brought to the 

issue of how anxiety may affect high-achieving girls in a selective school in 

Years 10 and 11 is important. Student perceptions about their learning may 

indicate that there is a link between student attitudes towards challenging 

work and the extent to which they undertake it.  
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Summary and research focus 
 

This chapter has presented the key motivational theories and related research 

– achievement goal theory and expectancy-value theory - which together with 

the research into ‘more able’ education and theories about challenging work 

and deep learning outlined in Chapter 2 provide a theoretical background for 

my study of the perceptions of girls in the selective independent sector to-

wards challenging work.  

 

The idea that challenging work is essential for better student learning, motiva-

tion and interest (Chae and Gentry 2011) would seem to suggest that the dis-

covery of what constitutes appropriately challenging work for students, and of 

the factors that would motivate them to engage with it, would help to address 

the current concern that students in UK schools, including the ‘more able’, are 

not being adequately stretched or challenged. There is scope to explore the 

perceptions of students of the extent to which they feel they are appropriately 

challenged in their learning as well as the factors that might motivate them to 

complete more challenging work. For example, the role of student effort and 

persistence in student decisions to engage with challenging work (Scager et al. 

2014), and of how to secure and channel towards challenging work through 

establishing the appropriateness of tasks and conditions in which the tasks are 

completed (Bennett 2014). More research could also be done in the independ-

ent sector, as this is an area that is often generalised about but is not often the 

subject of empirical research. 
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Conceptualisation of my theoretical perspective 
 

Chapters 2 and 3 have shown that from my initial interest in why students 

were not always prepared to work on challenging tasks, my study took me in-

to the related areas of deep learning and motivation. I am interested in the in-

tersection between these three perspectives, the connections between which 

are shown in Figure 3.1, as an explanation of why girls are prepared to en-

gage with challenging work. This can be summarised as the central point in 

diagram, where student perception of the level of challenge within tasks com-

bines with how teachers encourage deep engagement with challenging tasks, 

and with the achievement goals and expectancy value of the tasks perceived 

by students. 
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Figure 3.1 Conceptualising my theoretical perspective 

 

 

Challenging Work 
- Zone of proximal development 
(Vygotsky 1978) 
- Challenging work leads to greater 
student efficacy (Bandura 1989) 
- Theory of Optimal Motivation 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1991) 

Deep Learning 
- Deep Learning concept (Marton and 
Säljö 1976) 
- Revised Bloom's Taxonomy 
(Anderson et al. 2001) 

Motivation 
- Achievement Goal Theory (Midgley 
2002; Elliot 1999; Pintrich 2000; 
Dweck and Master 2008) 
- Theories of Intelligence (Dweck 
1991) 
- Expectancy-Value Theory (Pintrich 
and Schunk 2002) 
- Girls' approaches to study (Rogers 
and Hallam 2006) 
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Research Questions 
 

My research investigates what challenging work means to girls in the selec-

tive independent sector in the years immediately preceding and leading up to 

their first national public examinations at GCSE; in other words, the transition 

from KS3 to KS4, or school Years 9, 10 and 11. 

 

I have developed three research questions from the literature and from person-

al practice and experience, which explore the issue in depth. The three re-

search questions I have designed have strong links to discovering the percep-

tions of students of what challenging work means to girls in the selective in-

dependent sector as well as exploring the reasons they identified as factors 

that motivated them to engage with challenging work.  

 

As teachers in my school were reporting a difference in the willingness of 

students to undertake challenging tasks in Years 10 and 11 in comparison to 

younger year groups, I decided to focus on the transition from KS3 into KS4 

to see whether there were contextual differences in factors associated with 

motivation to complete challenging work between the Years 9, 10 and 11 as 

this is the stage where students in the independent sector generally move from 

not studying for externally assessed examinations in Year 9 to preparing for 

their GCSE examinations in Years 10 and 11.  

 

1. What do girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selec-

tive independent sector perceive as challenging work and is this 

linked to theories of deep learning? 

 

2. How do girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selec-

tive independent sector feel about the level of challenge in their 

current work? 
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3. Are there specific motivational factors or factors in the classroom 

environment that are associated with girls’ readiness to engage 

with challenging work in the particular Key Stages of KS3 and 

KS4? 

 

The next chapter outlines the methodology and research methods followed in 

the study to answer the research questions. 
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Chapter 4: Research Design and Methods 
 

In this chapter I outline how my ontological and epistemological positions 

have informed the decisions I made regarding the collection and analysis of 

data for this study of girls’ perceptions of challenging work in the selective 

independent sector. I will then describe the focus group interviews, transcrip-

tion and analysis; the construction and process of the questionnaire that was 

created following the focus groups; and the data analysis process.  

 

4.1 Theoretical perspective 
 

From an epistemological perspective, I subscribe to an interpretivist paradigm 

(Crotty 1998). As such, I seek a ‘culturally derived and historically situated 

interpretation’ (Crotty 1998: 67) of student perceptions, interpreting their re-

sponses within a snapshot of time. I recognize that there are multiple con-

structions of reality depending on how individuals interpret and engage with 

the world and that this means that the data that is collected was based on a 

subjective reality of their perceptions. The data was the product of an interac-

tion between the students and the questions that I asked them as well as the 

product of my own interpretation (Mayoh and Onwuegbuzie 2015).  

 

I feel that small studies can enable individual student voices to shine through 

and that this helps to shed light on more complex phenomena, even if I am 

never able to claim that the views of the students involved apply across multi-

ple settings without engaging in further study.  

 

 

4.2 Mixed Methods 
 

A mixed methods approach was followed in the study, as the research ques-

tions were too complex to rely on a single method or technique (Kington and 

Salmons et al. 2011). I wanted to explore what girls in the transition between 

KS3 and KS4 perceived about challenging work from their own perspective, 

which would involve speaking to a smaller number of students. But to ascer-
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tain how widely held the views of the focus groups were, I needed to seek the 

views of a larger number of students. 

 

The mixed methods approach draws upon positivist ideas about what 

knowledge is and how it is constructed, as well as an interpretive perspective 

(Harrits 2011). The interpretive perspective can be seen in the focus groups 

that were held, where the views of the ‘more able’ girls about challenging 

work were taken into account. This ensured that the voices of the students 

were what guided my research (Pintrich and Schunk 2002). From the student 

responses during the focus groups, the statements of a questionnaire were de-

veloped. The questionnaire integrated a scientific objective perspective (posi-

tivist) with the interpretive perspective of the focus groups, providing a meas-

ure of the extent to which the attitudes and beliefs captured in the focus 

groups were shared more widely amongst whole year groups, across three 

schools (Harrits 2011; Westerman and Yancher 2011). 

 

The design of the study was sequential in that the findings from the focus 

groups fed into the questionnaire design (Tashakkori and Teddie 1998; King-

ton and Salmons et al. 2011). But as the qualitative element of the study (fo-

cus groups) was the basis of the quantitative element of the study (question-

naire), the research design was also ‘dominant-less dominant’ mixed method 

design (Tashakkori and Teddie 1998). The data was first of all collected from 

the focus groups and then the themes about challenging work that emerged 

from the focus groups were explored further via the questionnaire. 

 

In this way I was able to use the quantitative data from the questionnaire to 

supplement (Harrits 2011) and build upon the picture created by the qualita-

tive focus group responses. The mixed methods approach enabled me to study 

the perceptions of able girls towards challenging work as well as the extent to 

which a wider body of students in the selective independent girls’ schools 

held the perceptions of ‘more able’ students towards challenging work.  
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4.3 Schools involved in the study 
 

The focus groups were held at my own school. The questionnaires were then 

completed at my school and at a further two schools where I knew members 

of the Senior Leadership Teams. Each of the schools were very similar in 

terms of examination results, the profile of the students, and their aims, objec-

tives and aspirations they held for their students. 

 

All three schools were independent girls’ schools in North London or close 

proximity, and used some form of selection when deciding upon their intake. 

One school was a small school and two were of medium size. Further details 

of the schools can be found in Table 4.1. 

 

Table 4.1 Information about the schools involved in the study 

 

 School A School B School C 

Total number of students on roll (3-

18) 
950 281 746 

Number of Special students not un-

der a SEN statement 
36 41 31 

Percentage of students achieving 5+ 

A*-C at GCSE in 2013 
100 80 99 

Year 9 students who took the survey 24 20 19 

Year 10 students who took the survey 16 31 17 

Year 11 students who took the survey 17 29 19 
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4.4 Focus Groups 
 

4.4.1 Purpose 

 

The purpose of the focus groups was to ensure that the voices of the students 

guided the research (Pintrich and Schunk 2002): their perceptions about how 

challenging work should be defined, how they perceived their responses to 

challenging work and the factors they believed motivated them to engage with 

challenging work. From the focus group responses, the questionnaires were 

created. 

 

4.4.2 Development of the Focus Group Questions 

 

Questions were drawn up beforehand to guide the conversation. Table 4.2 

indicates how the questions were linked to the literature and to my research 

questions. The focus group questions were designed to survey girls’ goal ori-

entations and attitudes to different aspects of learning such as the level of dif-

ficulty or ‘challenge’ they perceived in their work, the factors that enabled 

them to enjoy school and to achieve, and their perceptions of the messages 

about learning that they received from their parents and teachers.  

 

Table 4.2 Focus group questions with rationale  

 

Focus Group Questions Rationale 
Research 

question 

Can you describe what the phrase 

'challenging work' means to you? 

To find out how they understand the phrase, including how they would 

define challenging work in the classroom. This could help to determine 

the variety of views the students had about different types of work that 

they find challenging and whether this equated with difficulty. 

1 

What does 'challenging work' look 

like in the classroom? Do your 

teachers tell you that work is chal-

lenging? 

Built on the previous question if they had not already given a clear 

definition of what challenging work looks like to them in the classroom. 

To add clarity. 

1 
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On a scale of 1 to 10 with 10 being 

the highest, how difficult is the 

schoolwork you are currently given 

to complete? 

To determine how far they felt they were being challenged in the class-

room and whether they perceived the work to be too hard for them or 

pitched at the right level. 

2 

Would you like your schoolwork 

to be easier or harder? Why? 

Built on the previous question by asking the students to reflect on 

whether they wanted the difficulty of their current work to be increased 

or not. It might help to indicate something about the level of their per-

formance orientation. 

2 & 3 

Can you describe when you find 

work most difficult to complete? 

What type of work is most diffi-

cult? 

Built on the question of what challenging work might look like in the 

classroom but it was also to encourage clarification of their perception 

of challenge in their current work. 

1 & 2 

What factors make you more likely 

to attempt challenging work? 
To indicate what the students perceived as motivating factors in their 

learning and possibly of their goal orientations. 
3 

How often do you complete exten-

sion tasks? 

To gauge goal orientations and also to see whether they equated exten-

sion tasks with challenging work and the extent to which they were 

likely to complete such tasks.  

2 & 3 

Can you describe how your teach-

ers talk about learning or school-

work with you? 

To explore student perceptions of the learning environment created by 

their teachers. 

 

3 

Can you describe how your parents 

talk about learning or schoolwork 

with you? 

To discover what influence students perceived their parents had over 

their approach to their learning. 
3 

Does your approach to work in 

lessons differ from your approach 

to homework? 

To ascertain how students felt they behaved when being directed in 

their learning in the classroom as opposed to when they had more inde-

pendence at home. It was hoped that this would begin to indicate some 

of their goal orientations. 

3 

Does your approach to homework 

differ from your approach to study-

ing for exams? 

This asked students to comment on their approach to studying for ex-

aminations. A difference in approach may indicate something of their 

goal orientation and what motivated them to study. 

3 

Do you notice a difference in the 

standard of work you complete this 

year compared to last year? 

This question was just asked to Year 10 students to see whether they 

perceived a difference in the work that had been given to them as part 

of their GCSE courses compared to the work they had been given at 

Key Stage 3. 

2 

(KS4 only) Can you describe how 

you feel about GCSEs? Does this 

affect your approach to your learn-

ing? 

To provide further information about student goal orientations but only 

asked to the Year 10 Focus Groups as they had started all of their 

GCSE courses (Year 9 had only started their Science courses and I felt 

that this may not have had an impact on their learning across all of 

their subjects). 

3 
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Can you describe how you made 

your GCSE choices? 

To ascertain their goal orientation and what motivated them to perform 

i.e. were the students choosing subjects based on perceived difficulty 

and how this might affect their grades or in the perceived value of the 

subjects? 

3 

(Year 9 only) Can you describe 

how you feel about starting your 

GCSE courses next year? Does this 

affect your approach to your learn-

ing? 

This question was just asked to Year 9 students to see whether they had 

any feelings about starting their GCSE courses and whether they felt 

that this might mark a change in their attitude towards their learning in 

Year 10. 

3 

What's more important to you, 

understanding or attainment? 
Linked to goal orientations and what the students perceived about the 

relative value of understanding and attainment. 
3 

How do exam results alter your 

attitudes towards your learning? 

What would help you to achieve 

more highly at school? 

To ascertain different factors the students perceived as helping them to 

perform – was it about the input the students put in or was their per-

formance more affected by external factors? 

3 

What would help you to enjoy your 

time more at school? 

To offer the students the opportunity to comment on whether they en-

joyed school or whether they perceived school as being a place where 

they felt pressurized or stressed. 

 

 

 

4.4.3 Sampling 

 

The students invited to take part in a focus group were from Year 9 and Year 

10 in my school and had to appear on our Whole School More Able Register 

for more than one subject. The Whole School More Able Register contains 

the names of students that every department has identified as being ‘more 

able’ in that subject in comparison to their peers in the same year group. Each 

department decided what the specific characteristics of an able student are for 

their subject, but they were provided with general characteristics of ‘more 

able’ students and had access to Midyis data to inform their identification of 

‘more able’ students. Departments were asked to identify between 5-10% of 

the year group as being ‘more able’ as this was the recommendation of the 

DfES (OFSTED 2001).  
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Students from the Whole School More Able Register were invited to take part 

in a focus group because, as ‘More Able’ coordinator, I wanted to hear the 

views of these students separately from their peers so that I could gather their 

perceptions about the level of stretch and challenge in their current work. The 

subsequent questionnaires that were formed from the comments made by the 

‘more able’ students would then reveal how widely felt their perceptions of 

challenging work were held by other students in Years 9, 10 and 11. 

 

Details of the numbers of students that were involved in the focus groups can 

be found in Table 4.3. 

Table 4.3 Details of Focus Group participants 

 

 Number of students 

Year 9 Focus Group 1 3 

Year 9 Focus Group 2 3 

Year 10 Focus Group 1 7 

Year 10 Focus Group 2 4 

 

 

 

4.4.4 Procedures 

 

The focus groups took place over two weeks during June and July 2013 and 

were recorded on a laptop using the Garageband software. The focus group 

questions were trialled in the first focus group that was held, but as the data 

were so rich I decided to use this for the study. The students were able to dis-

cuss each of the questions in detail, leading to data that I wanted to include in 

my analysis; I did not want to ‘waste’ the insights that had been provided by 

the student responses. Each of the subsequent focus groups followed the same 

procedures as the first, pilot focus group. 
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Before the focus groups commenced, the students were reminded of the pur-

pose of my research, the process of the focus group interview and that they 

could withdraw at any stage; for example, by not making a comment during 

the focus group or by leaving the room. They were also told that they did not 

need to answer any of the questions if they did not wish to. 

 

The focus groups were semi-structured, enabling the students to take the con-

versation into unexpected areas, although the conversations were based on the 

pre-designed themes related to my research questions. The option of being 

able to ask the participants to clarify their answers during the focus group also 

aided the accuracy of my later analysis of the meetings (Dowling and Brown 

2010). However, during the focus groups I found that I rarely asked additional 

questions to prompt student responses. ‘Probes’ were used occasionally to 

gain further information/clarification. ‘Prompts’, where I suggested possible 

responses, were used infrequently, mainly when students were unsure of the 

meaning of the question; or accidentally, in the case of instances when I asked 

a question for the first time and did not give students enough ‘thinking time’ 

before expecting a response. These ‘probes’ and ‘prompts’ were not consid-

ered in advance (Dowling and Brown 2010), apart from my decision to limit 

my questioning as much as possible to allow the students to respond to the 

questions and the responses of the other group members without excessive 

intervention by myself.  

 

I did find the presence of more than one student helped me to assess where 

there was a degree of agreement between the students in their responses to the 

questions, which then helped me to evaluate statements for inclusion in the 

subsequent questionnaires (Robson 2002). This was a strength of using focus 

groups over student interviews. However, the issue remained of students po-

tentially saying what they thought was required rather than what they actually 

thought. Furthermore the dynamics of the group could have determined who 

spoke as well as what they said. Whilst participants could provide checks and 

balances on each other, which meant that there should not be too many ex-

treme views at the end of the focus group, the potential, hidden power rela-

tionships within the group may have affected how much the individuals 
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spoke. I could therefore never know the real strength of student views or 

whether a consensus was really held (Robson 2002).  

 

4.4.5 Ethics 

 

To obtain the informed consent of the students involved in the focus groups, a 

meeting was held during morning break the week before the focus groups 

were to take place where the purpose of the research was explained to the stu-

dents as well as offering them the opportunity to ask questions. The students 

were then invited to sign up for a focus group so that I could see the feasibility 

of the days I had chosen. It was made clear that this did not commit the stu-

dents to the focus group and that they would not be chased up if they no long-

er wanted to be part of the process. The parental and student consent forms 

were given to the students at this stage. These forms contained information 

about the nature of the data that would be created, how it would be stored, and 

how it would be used. The students had to return both of the consent forms, 

signed, either before or on the day of their focus group.  

 

Not all of the invited students were able to attend this meeting. Some students 

requested the information to be given to them after the meeting and went on to 

be part of a focus group. The purpose of the research was repeated to these 

students before the focus group started so that they were fully informed.  

 

Both the parent and student consent form contained the proviso that full ano-

nymity could not be completely guaranteed (Dowling and Brown 2010). 

However, to protect their identities as far as possible, the names of the stu-

dents on the transcriptions of the focus groups were replaced by letters so that 

their responses cannot be identified by anyone else. Responses will not be at-

tributed to individuals in the thesis.  

 

Approval was sought and granted from the ethics committee at the Institute of 

Education. The documentation can be found in Appendix 2. 
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4.4.6 Analysis of the Focus Groups 

 

Transcriptions were made of the focus groups using Word and then checked 

against the recordings for accuracy. Only the words that the students said were 

transcribed, with the occasional pause noted, rather than other features such as 

tonal inflections. This was because I was interested in what the interviewees 

said – their perceptions of learning, of what motivated them and of the type of 

teacher and parental language they perceived - rather than how they said it. 

(Fairclough 2003) 

 

To facilitate analysis, the questions that were asked during the focus groups 

were categorized into topic areas: 

 

1. Definitions of ‘challenging work’ and what it looks like in the 

classroom 

2. How ‘challenging’ do the students perceive their current work to 

be? 

3. Factors that motivate students to attempt ‘challenging work’ 

4. How students perceive messages from teachers and parents? 

5. How do GCSEs affect student perceptions of their learning? 

 

The text was then coded under these topic areas and thematically analysed 

using Word. The data were scoured for initial themes that were applied and 

then checked for applicability to the data set. The analysis was therefore to 

some extent inductive, as I did not apply a pre-existing coding framework. 

However, the analysis did not take place in a ‘theoretical or epistemological 

vacuum’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 84) as the focus group respondents had 

given their responses to questions I had composed, grounded in the literature 

concerned with the area of challenging work. 

 

4.4.7 Validity and Reliability 

 

As I was the one who decided which information was important to be selected 

as themes, the analysis of the focus group data was therefore subjective 

(Braun and Clarke 2006). As the participants were not involved in my analy-
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sis of their responses it could be argued that a power imbalance occurred 

(Yardley 2000). However, the validity of the analysis of the focus groups lies 

in the fact that I was remaining sensitive to the context of my participants 

within the framework of my research questions by searching for themes in the 

data rather than coming to the analysis process with predetermined ideas of 

what these themes might be, (Yardley 2000).  

 

4.4.8 Limitations 

 

It could be argued that because the focus group participants were from the 

Whole School More Able Register, they did not reflect the wider student body 

and are therefore limited in their ability to reveal student perceptions and mo-

tivations surrounding challenging work. It could also be claimed that focus 

groups might be dominated by one or two people, thereby causing extreme 

views to predominate (Robson 2002). This was why a questionnaire was also 

developed, as it would enable me to see how widely held the views of the fo-

cus groups were. 

 

4.5 The Questionnaire 
 

4.5.1 Purpose 

 

The purpose of the questionnaire was to collect data that showed the extent to 

which the attitudes and beliefs captured in the focus groups were shared more 

widely amongst whole year groups, across a wider sample.  

4.5.2 Development of the Questionnaire Questions  

 

When devising the questionnaire, I aligned the questionnaire items with my 

research questions, my theoretical framework and the themes that emerged 

during the focus groups. These focus group themes formed sections of ques-

tions in the questionnaire. The framework for the questionnaire is set out in 

Table 4.4.  
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Table 4.4 Plan of questionnaire questions in relation to the re-

search questions 

 

Theme 
Research 

Question 

Theme 1. Definitions of ‘challenging work’ and what it looks like in the classroom  

 What does the phrase 'challenging work' means to you?  

 What does 'challenging work' look like in the classroom?  
1 

Theme 2. How ‘challenging’ do the students perceive their current work to be?  

 On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest, how difficult is the schoolwork you are 

currently given to complete?  

 Would you like your schoolwork to be easier or harder?  

 If you would like your schoolwork to be easier, why is this?  

 If you would like your schoolwork to be harder, why is this?  

 Do you notice a difference in the standard of work you complete this year compared to 

last year?  

 On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest, how much do you enjoy the schoolwork 

you are currently given to complete? 

 

2 & 3 

 

Theme 3. How students perceive messages from teachers and parents  

 How do your teachers talk about learning or schoolwork with you?  

 How do your parents talk about learning or schoolwork with you?  
3 

Theme 4. How do GCSEs affect student perceptions of their learning?   

 How did you make your GCSE choices? (Question to KS4 only) 

 How do you feel about GCSE examinations? (Question to KS4 only) 

 How do you feel about starting your GCSE courses next year? (Question to Year 9 only) 

3 

Theme 5. Factors that motivate students to attempt ‘challenging work’  

 What type of extension tasks do you prefer to complete?  

 How often do you complete extension tasks?  

 What factors make you more likely to attempt challenging work?  

 What's more important to you, understanding or attainment?  

 How do test results or homework grades alter your attitudes towards your learning?  

 What would help you to achieve more highly at school? 

 What would help you to enjoy your time more at school? 

3 

 

 

 

When deciding how the questions would be phrased and structured, I went 

back to focus group responses for the phrasing of questions and created the 

options of responses from those given by the focus group students. Using the 
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codes that had emerged in the analysis of the focus groups, I developed the 

Likert scale statements by picking out sentences or phrases that had been said 

by participants. The statements were mostly taken word-for-word from the 

student statements but some of the students’ phrases were amalgamated if 

there were similarities. For example, for the first survey question, ‘What does 

the phrase ‘challenging work’ mean to you?’, the survey statement ‘Work that 

makes you think or stretches you’ had been amalgamated from the focus 

group respondent phrase ‘makes you think’, which was said by three different 

students, and ‘stretches you’, which was said by another student. The words 

‘think’ and ‘stretches’ were combined because they were both abstract con-

cepts and more theoretical than a statement such as ‘Work that gets you to ap-

ply your own knowledge to new situations’, which has a tangible and visible 

result in the form of application of knowledge. 

 

The first survey question, ‘What does the phrase ‘challenging work’ mean to 

you?’, and each of the Likert scale statements can be seen in Figure 4.1. The 

collated and annotated focus group responses for the corresponding focus 

group question, from which the Likert scale statements were created, can be 

seen in Table 4.5.  

Figure 4.1 Survey Question 1: What does the phrase ‘challeng-

ing work’ mean to you? 
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Table 4.5 Focus Group responses to the question, ‘Can you de-

scribe what you think the phrase ‘challenging work’ means to 

you?’ 

 

Year 9 Focus Group 1 

response 

Year 9 Focus Group 2 re-

sponse  

Year 10 Focus Group 1 

response 

Year 10 Focus Group 2 

response 

G: Um, makes you think. 

 

A: I think it means some-

thing that you’ve kind of 

vaguely covered but not in 

detail so you have to, yeah, 

like, apply your own 

knowledge to it and what 

you already know. 

 

L: I think it’s work that’s 

harder than normal and 

really, yeah, makes you 

think a lot rather than just 

easy things that you’ve 

covered all in class. 

T: Um, I think it means work 

which, um, you sort of have to 

push yourself a bit further so 

that you can complete it and, 

um, it’s sort of new challenge 

and it helps you explore new 

ways of finding out answers 

to problems. 

 

A: Um, I think it’s something 

that stretches you, like, be-

yond what you’re normally 

used to so if it’s unusual to 

you or something you’re not 

very used to doing it’s finding 

new ways of tackling the 

problems. 

 

L: And it also requires you to 

use previous skills you may 

have learned to develop new 

skills to find out the answer or 

what you’re trying to find out. 

T: It’s work that, like, makes 

you think. That… in maths, it 

makes your brain hurt, and 

stuff. 

 

 

What do you mean by ‘mak-

ing your brain hurt’? 

 

T: It’s just you really feel like 

you’re actually doing some-

thing. You’re actually using 

your brain. It's not like an 

easy question; you actually 

have to think about it. 

 

 

What do other people think? 

 

D: Yeah it’s something that 

you can’t get instantly, like 

you need to work at it in order 

to, like, succeed and so in 

some ways it’s more satisfy-

ing once you’ve done it. 

 

G: It’s work that you might of 

not necessarily have learnt in 

class but you like expand on 

ideas and stuff like that. 

P: Something, like, above and 

beyond what you’re usually, 

like, doing in the lessons or 

for homework or something. 

So for example, if you were 

doing extra challenging work 

for homework then you were 

probably doing above what 

you would have done or 

something extension or some-

thing. 

 

L: I think it’s applying the 

principles you’ve learnt in 

class to some situation that 

you haven’t learnt in class. 

So, let’s say with Maths if 

they give you it with numbers 

and just say ‘work out x, blah, 

blah, blah’ but then they’re 

just like ‘I have 75 oranges, 

how many lemons do I have?’ 

Yeah, it’s like you have to 

think about it more. 

 

S: It’s requiring your brain to 

work harder and maybe using 

different techniques, which 

you’re not usually applying. 

 

I: More effort 

 

S: Yeah. 
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4.5.3 Piloting the survey 

 

Dowling and Brown (2010) have identified a series of difficulties in devising 

questionnaires: the wording of the questions should enable all respondents to 

interpret them in exactly the same way for their responses to be comparable, 

for example, by being free from technical language and bias; if definitions are 

provided, meaning is imposed, which would prevent the researcher from col-

lecting data on the extent to which respondents subjectively think about a 

concept. Finally, it can be difficult to use questionnaires to find out what peo-

ple think or how they construct meaning, as it is not possible to ask respond-

ents to explain their meaning. 

 

To alleviate the impact of these problems, I asked a colleague to pilot the 

questionnaire with a Year 9 group. He asked them to comment on how they 

found the questions and whether any of the wording should be improved 

(Dowling and Brown 2010). The students made suggestions of words that 

they were unsure of the meaning of, or where they found statements long-

winded. The wording of the phrases that had posed difficulties were changed 

for the final survey. For example, the word ‘inclined’ had originally appeared 

as part of an option for Question 9 ‘How do your teachers talk about learning 

or schoolwork with you?’ in the Year 9 survey: ‘My teachers are not inclined 

to say that work is hard’. The word ‘inclined’ was not familiar to all students 

so it was changed to ‘My teachers do not usually say that work is hard’. 

 

4.5.4 Sampling 

 

As non-response can lead to unintentional bias because there is a connection 

between the reasons for non-response and the research topic (Dowling and 

Brown 2010), I tried to ensure that there was a good response rate. Four 

schools in addition to my own were invited to take part by email. 
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Out of the five schools that were invited to take part in my research, only 

three were able to be involved. In total, 192 students took the questionnaire, 

which is a good sample size for the nature of my study (Descombe 2003). 

Further details of the schools can be found in Table 4.1. 

 

 

4.5.5 Procedures 

 

The questionnaires were then drafted on SurveyMonkey so that it was attrac-

tive and easy to complete. One questionnaire was created for Year 9 and one 

for Years 10 and 11. Only the Year 9 survey was piloted in October 2013, as 

the majority of questions were the same. These were then sent to the schools 

so that they could check that they were happy with the questions; they were 

given the opportunity to take out some questions, if they wished. None chose 

to make any changes. The students completed the questionnaires in November 

and December 2013.  

 

4.5.6 Ethics 

 

Once the schools had confirmed their involvement, a letter was prepared that 

could be sent home to participants and their parents to explain the research 

and how the data would be used. The students were able to cease answering 

the questions at any point. Although absolute anonymity could not be guaran-

teed, names were never requested in the survey or from the schools and I was 

not in the schools when the surveys were completed. Approval was sought 

and granted from the ethics committee at the Institute of Education. The doc-

umentation can be found in Appendix 2. 

 

4.5.7 Analysis of the Questionnaire 

 

The data collected from the questionnaires were downloaded from Survey-

Monkey into SPSS software. The data from each of the three schools and the 

three year groups were combined to form one data set. 
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The data for each of the survey questions were tabulated according to Key 

Stage, along with the number of students in each Key Stage who completed 

the survey, the Likert scale results, the mean and the standard deviation. This 

acted as a summary table for each question and can be found in Chapters 5-7. 

A list of the tables can be found at the start of the thesis. 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare KS3 and KS4 student 

perceptions for each of the survey questions. Each of the results for the inde-

pendent-samples t-tests were checked against Levene’s test for equality of 

variance. This tests whether the variation of scores for the two groups, KS3 

and KS4 is the same and therefore which statistic should be recorded (Pallant 

2013). When statistically significant differences at the p < .05 level were 

found, these results were presented in the main body of the thesis. The full 

results for the independent-samples t-tests can be found in Appendix 1. 

 

In the end, two of the questions were not analysed as, with hindsight, I did not 

believe they added to the study, as they did not have a specific reference to 

‘challenging work’. These questions were ‘What do you think might help you 

to achieve more highly at school?’ and ‘What do you think might help you to 

enjoy your time more at school?’. 

 

4.5.8 Validity and Reliability 

 

For ease of administration, the students invited to complete the questionnaires 

included those identified as ‘more able’ as well as students who did not ap-

pear on a Whole School Register. It could therefore be argued that the views 

expressed at the focus group stage were unrepresentative of their peers and 

therefore cannot be used in comparison with the data from the questionnaire. 

However, as the focus groups had been used to identify how students per-

ceived challenging work from which a questionnaire containing questions 

with Likert Scale responses was built, this could be considered a strength of 

the research as I am able to provide some insight as to whether the More Able 

Register students really differed from their peers in a significant way in terms 

of their perceptions of challenging work.  
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4.5.9 Limitations 

 

As the Year 9 survey was piloted, many of the issues with the wording of the 

questions were picked up. Unfortunately, two of the statements in Question 7 

(‘If you would like your schoolwork to be harder, why is this?’) on the KS4 

survey had merged during the survey creation when the required space be-

tween the statements was accidentally deleted. This meant that both state-

ments had to be disregarded at analysis stage: ‘It’s more enjoyable when you 

get it right’/ ‘I am sometimes bored’. With hindsight, I should also have 

adapted the survey questions ‘What do you think might help you to achieve 

more highly at school?’ and ‘What do you think might help you to enjoy your 

time more at school?’ so that they included a specific reference to the phrase 

‘challenging work’. 

 

Finally, the mixed methods approach of using focus groups and a question-

naire has enabled me to report on what individual students said as well as be-

ing able to show whether their responses reflected those of a larger body of 

students across three schools. However, as each of the three schools are of a 

similar ‘type’, being single-sex, selective, fee-paying, urban and located in a 

similar geographical location, I am still not able to claim that the student 

views apply across multiple settings. This study is a snapshot of student views 

in a particular context that offers a richer understanding to our collective 

knowledge of the perception of girls towards challenging work. Furthermore, 

although I am aware that institutional differences could have influenced the 

results of the survey, it was outside the scope of my thesis to explore these 

differences. 
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Summary and outline of the structure of the thesis 
 

This chapter has outlined the methodology that has shaped my approach to the 

study of perceptions of challenging work held by girls in the selective inde-

pendent sector, as well as the data collection techniques I employed. 

 

The next four chapters contain the findings, analysis and discussion from the 

focus groups and the surveys taken by students in the three schools. Chapter 5 

discusses the girls’ perceptions of challenging work; Chapter 6 explores their 

perceptions of the level of challenge within their schoolwork; and Chapter 7 

outlines their perceptions of factors that enable them to engage with challeng-

ing work. Chapter 8 draws together the different themes in the findings and 

analysis chapters to discuss their significance. Recommendations for further 

research will also be included. 
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Chapter 5: Student descriptions of Challenging Work 

 

This chapter explores aspects of challenging work according to the percep-

tions of girls in the selective independent sector. I will consider what girls in 

the transition between KS3 and KS4 perceive as challenging work, which is 

linked to the first of my three research questions: What do girls in the transi-

tion between KS3 and KS4 in the selective independent sector perceive as 

challenging work and is this linked to theories of deep learning?  

 

The data are presented according to themes about challenging work and deep 

learning extracted from the responses of Year 9 and Year 10 students during 

the focus groups:  

 challenging work involves learning actively;  

 challenging work involves applying knowledge outside of the class-

room boundary;  

 challenging work is beyond the ordinary;  

 tasks are challenging when students are responsible for organising the 

learning process;  

 tasks are challenging when you have to rely on others;  

 work is challenging when students feel overloaded;  

 challenging work takes perseverance in order to succeed.  

 

Data from the surveys that were carried out with students in Years 9, 10 and 

11 will then be presented. This data will not merely be used to triangulate the 

findings from the focus groups but will also be used to build a richer picture 

of how the students defined challenging work. The data from the surveys are 

arranged by their responses to two survey questions:  

 What does the phrase ‘challenging work’ mean to you? 

 What does ‘challenging work’ look like in the classroom? 

 

The section will end with a discussion of the relationship between the focus 

groups and the questionnaires. 
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5.1 Focus Groups 

5.1.1 Challenging work involves learning actively 

 

Many of the comments by the students in the focus group indicated that chal-

lenging work involved the students having to participate actively in their 

learning. Some students commented on how they felt that challenging work 

meant that they were actually doing something with their brain: 

 

“It’s requiring your brain to work harder…’ (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

“It’s just you really feel like you’re actually doing something. You’re actually using 

your brain. It's not like an easy question; you actually have to think about it.” (Year 

10, Focus Group 1) 

 

One student felt that she had to ‘push’ herself in order to complete tasks: 

 

“I think it means work which, um, you sort of have to push yourself a bit further so 

that you can complete it.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

Another student’s reference to how challenging tasks caused the student to 

‘explore’ new methods of finding out answers indicates active rather than pas-

sive learning: 

 

“… it’s sort of new challenge and it helps you explore new ways of finding out an-

swers to problems.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

5.1.2 Challenging work involves applying knowledge outside the class-

room boundary 

 

Many of the students in the focus groups also indicated that challenging work 

involved applying their knowledge, either to new situations or in the devel-

opment of skills, to achieve something new. This involved going into more 

detail than had been covered in the classroom and could include extension 

questions: 
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“I think it means something that you’ve kind of vaguely covered but not in detail so 

you have to, yeah, like, apply your own knowledge to it and what you already know.” 

(Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“It’s work that you might of not necessarily have learnt in class but you like expand 

on ideas and stuff like that.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“I think challenging work is more like the extension questions, you know, you’ve got 

the questions in class and you’ve got these extra questions which are more 

knowledge than you already know out onto what you’ve been taught in class so they 

can challenge you further.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

It also included applying the principles that had been learnt in class to a new 

situation: 

 

“…when sometimes in class it’s like occasionally when we have group work when we 

have to find something out or kinda based on something we’ve been doing in class 

kinda loosely and then kinda applying that contextual knowledge, usually.” (Year 9, 

Focus Group 1) 

 

“I think it’s applying the principles you’ve learnt in class to some situation that you 

haven’t learnt in class.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

“… it also requires you to use previous skills you may have learned to develop new 

skills to find out the answer or what you’re trying to find out.” (Year 9, Focus Group 

2) 

 

5.1.3 Challenging work is beyond the ordinary 

 

There was agreement between the students in the focus groups that challeng-

ing work was work that was perceived as harder than the tasks students regu-

larly received: 

 

“I think it’s work that’s harder than normal and really, yeah, makes you think a lot 

rather than just easy things that you’ve covered all in class.” (Year 9, Focus Group 

1) 
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“Something, like, above and beyond what you’re usually, like, doing in the lessons or 

for homework or something.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

“Well, usually I think challenging work is, like, essays or something cos you don’t 

get them on a daily basis so it’s quite, like, not a shock, it’s, uh, I don’t know, it’s like 

different from what you normally do so that’s kind of challenging for me.” (Year 9, 

Focus Group 1) 

 

 

Some students commented that it was work that stretched them beyond tasks 

they normally did, causing them to find new ways of tackling problems: 

 

“… it’s sort of new challenge and it helps you explore new ways of finding out an-

swers to problems.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

“I think it’s something that stretches you, like, beyond what you’re normally used to 

so if it’s unusual to you or something you’re not very used to doing it’s finding new 

ways of tackling the problems.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

Another student referred to how it encouraged them to use techniques that 

they were not used to using: 

 

“It’s … maybe using different techniques, which you’re not usually applying.” (Year 

10, Focus Group 2) 

 

The focus group students also indicated that challenging work could also be 

defined as work that is received infrequently:  

 

“I wouldn’t say on, like, every lesson. I would say every other homework or, like, 

maybe every couple of weeks. Like it’s not a daily thing; it’s just, like, every once in a 

while you get a hard homework so the teacher can actually see what you’ve learnt.” 

(Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“Well, usually I think challenging work is, like, essays or something cos you don’t 

get them on a daily basis so it’s quite, like, not a shock, it’s, uh, I don’t know, it’s like 



74 

different from what you normally do so that’s kind of challenging for me.” (Year 9, 

Focus Group 1) 

 

The frequency with which they received challenging tasks varied according to 

subject: 

 

“I think in some lessons we get it in more than others but to me I think maybe, like, 

weekly. Like in one subject, we’ll have at least once a week we’ll have something 

challenging.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

5.1.4 Tasks are challenging when students are responsible for organising 

the learning process 
 

The focus group students appeared to link the perception of challenging work 

with the extent to which they were required to work independently on the 

management and completion of tasks. 

 

Some students found the management of a lot of information challenging 

when they had to decide what was accurate and relevant: 

 

“Yeah, for me, I find researching homeworks quite challenging because now, with all 

the internet and everything, it’s really easy to slip up and get some wrong infor-

mation and so I find in research you have to think for yourself what you have to find 

and you have to search really carefully. That’s challenging.” (Year 9, Focus Group 

2)  

 

They also found it challenging when they had to decide how much infor-

mation to include and how it should be presented: 

 

“Long essays! ... Because it’s quite – you need to, like, be, em, kind of concise but 

put in a lot of information so it’s kind of a challenge not to do too much but having it 

simple so it’s not boring to read or it’s not like too much, too long.” (Year 9, Focus 

Group 2) 

 

The management of their own time by the students could make tasks more 

challenging. This included the temptation to procrastinate and of being unsure 
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of how long to spend on a task when they had been given a long period of 

time in which to complete it: 

 

“Subjects which it’s easy to procrastinate sometimes for or when you’ve been given a 

big essay but lots of time to do it in, you often leave it to the day before (some agree-

ment) and it’s too late and you have to spend a lot of time on it then.” (Year 10, Fo-

cus Group 2) 

 

“I find it harder to complete if you’ve got longer to do it cos then you don’t, you 

don’t know how long – how much time you should spend on it because you’ve got 

more time to spend on it but you might have spent already over your allocated 

homework time.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

The fact that both of these students mentioned that they spent ‘a lot of time’ 

and went ‘over…allocated homework time’ on such tasks suggests that chal-

lenging work may include tasks that are longer in length than usual homework 

tasks. 

 

The students in the focus groups also said that work was more challenging 

when their teachers did not give them a clear set of notes or instructions to 

help them to complete the tasks:  

 

“- When teachers give you a sheet and they give you loads of questions on it but they 

don’t actually talk through the stuff that you’re answering questions on so, for exam-

ple in Biology, sometimes they give us big booklets and they’re like ‘Ok, answer 

these questions’ but you haven’t really learnt anything- 

 

- And the notes aren’t on the questions. 

 

- Yeah, and the notes aren’t like – and you kind of need someone to explain it to you 

before you can understand it.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

“I think also, when we’re not given - when the teachers purposely don’t give us very 

defined set of instructions so when it’s kind of loosely – kind of, say – I think that’s 

most challenging when they kind of give you a homework based on something you’ve 

been doing in class but not really, you kind of have to develop it yourself.” (Year 9, 

Focus Group 1) 
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There were subtle differences in the comments made by the two year groups. 

Year 9 students tended to emphasise the issues they had of managing their 

work, both due to the amount of work they received and the open-ended na-

ture of the tasks they were given to complete by their teachers. Year 10 em-

phasised time constraints and not always seeing the relevance of tasks to the 

notes that they had been given in class. 

 

5.1.5 Tasks are challenging when you have to rely on others 

 

The students in the focus groups indicated how working with other people 

could both define whether a task was challenging or make an already chal-

lenging task even more so. Students commented that it was difficult to organ-

ise the work of the group, particularly large groups, to ensure that the task was 

completed as people had different pressures on their time. This also indicates 

that such tasks were often set outside of the classroom: 

 

“I think, generally, if it’s research work or project work that relies on other people 

because everyone’s going to have different sort of commitments that they have to do 

and different times that they’re going to be able to do the work, so when stuff’s in big 

groups it gets quite tricky.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

Group work also made tasks more challenging as some students did not put in 

the same amount of work as other students: 

 

“I think it’s kind of the most challenges when you’re in a group and you’ve got a re-

ally long piece of homework and you’ve kind of all got to work together and some-

times people aren’t there or, like, they don’t, like, do enough and you kind of have to 

depend on other people as well rather than just your own work.” (Year 9, Focus 

Group 1) 

 

5.1.6 Work is challenging when students feel overloaded 
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The volume of work students received was referred to in conjunction with 

challenging work. When students felt that they had too much homework, they 

found their work more challenging to complete: 

 

“Em, I find work quite difficult to complete when I have a lot of it at the same time 

(agreement), because when you just have a couple a day, it’s quite manageable and 

you’re calm and you can just quickly get them done but if you’ve got loads and 

they’re all – and obviously it’s hard because the teachers can’t really communicate 

about the work you’re given! So, em, I guess you just have to learn how to manage 

with that.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

If the task itself was long it was seen to be challenging, as it detracted from 

the necessary motivation and energy the students felt they needed in order to 

complete the work: 

 

“Em, the type of work probably would be, like, something quite long because you 

don’t really have that much motivation to do it because it kind of drains you so like a 

long essay or question paper with, like, two pages or something.” (Year 9, Focus 

Group 1) 

 

5.1.7 Challenging work takes perseverance in order to succeed 

 

A facet of challenging work was thought to be the demands for perseverance. 

This was illustrated by a student who reported that challenging tasks require 

work and were therefore more satisfying:  

 

‘…it’s something that you can’t get instantly, like you need to work at it in order to, 

like, succeed and so in some ways it’s more satisfying once you’ve done it.” (Year 

10, Focus Group 1) 

 

5.2 Results from the survey 
 

Questionnaires were developed from the ideas that emerged from the focus 

groups and given to students in Years 9, 10 and 11 in three selective inde-

pendent girls’ schools. The purpose of the questionnaires was to explore the 
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extent to which the ideas emerging from the focus groups were shared 

amongst a wider group of pupils within the independent girls’ school sector. 

The results from the survey therefore both elucidated and built upon the pic-

ture the focus group responses had created. 

5.2.1 Approach to analysis of the survey 

 

Two of the survey questions will be analysed in this section:  

 

 What does the phrase ‘challenging work’ mean to you? 

 What does ‘challenging work’ look like in the classroom?  

 

The data for each of these questions will be presented in turn. First of all, a 

summary table showing the number of students who responded to the ques-

tion, their Likert scale responses, the mean and standard deviation will be pre-

sented. Then the results from the independent-samples t-tests, which were 

conducted to compare differences between Key Stages. A more detailed de-

scription of the analysis of the survey data can be found in the Methodology 

chapter. 

5.2.2 Student definitions of challenging work 

 

The survey data showed that there was strong agreement and little variability 

in responses with all of the statements that defined challenging work (Table 

5.1). Overall, the greatest agreement was found in relation to the idea that 

challenging work was something that stretched or made students think (M = 

4.27). This was closely followed by strong agreement with the view that chal-

lenging work required students to push themselves further in order to achieve 

(M = 4.18). Strong agreement was also found in relation to tasks that were 

harder than normal classwork or homework (M = 3.89); the application of 

knowledge to new situations (M = 3.56); and finding new ways of tackling 

problems (M = 3.49). 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare differences between 

Key Stages with regard to student definitions of challenging work. There were 
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no statistically significant differences in the perceptions of KS3 and KS4 stu-

dents at either level. 

Table 5.1: Differences between Year Groups in Student defini-

tions of challenging work 

 

Q. What does the phrase ‘challenging work’ mean to you? 

 Key Stage No. (100%) Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree Mean* Std. Devia-

tion 

Work that makes 

you think or 

stretches you 

KS3 63 0 2 3 33 25 4.29 .70 

KS4 129 0 1 11 71 46 4.26 .64 

TOTAL  192 0 3 (2%) 14 (7%) 104 (54%) 71 (37%) 4.27 .66 

Work that gets you 

to apply your own 

knowledge to new 

situations 

KS3 63 0 6 23 31 3 3.49 .74 

KS4 129 0 13 42 58 16 3.60 .83 

TOTAL  192 0 19 (10%) 65 (34%) 89 (46%) 19 (10%) 3.56 .80 

Tasks that are 

harder than normal 

classwork or 

homework 

KS3 63 0 5 14 29 15 3.86 .88 

KS4 129 0 9 18 75 26 3.90 .83 

TOTAL  192 1 (1%) 14 (7%) 32 (17%) 104 (54%) 41 (21%) 3.89 .84 

You have to push 

yourself a bit 

further so that you 

can complete it 

KS3 63 0 1 6 38 18 4.16 .65 

KS4 129 0 0 16 72 41 4.19 .64 

TOTAL  192 0 1 (1%) 22 (11%) 110 (57%) 59 (31%) 4.18 .64 

Finding new ways 

of tackling prob-

lems 

KS3 63 0 8 21 27 7 3.52 .86 

KS4 129 2 17 42 53 15 3.48 .92 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 25 (13%) 63 (33%) 80 (42%) 22 (11%) 3.49 .90 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Some survey respondents chose to offer another definition of challenging 

work by writing a response in the option ‘Other’ box (Table 5.2). There was 

some similarity with the Likert statements already in the question. For exam-

ple, ‘Harder work than usual’ was similar to the phrase ‘Tasks that are harder 

than normal classwork or homework’ in the survey.  

 

However, some of the ‘Other’ statements given by the survey respondents in-

troduced additional, interesting responses to this question. The statements, 

‘Work that you do that is not at the expected level for you’ and ‘Work that is 

at a higher level than you are at’ shows similarity with Vygotsky’s (1978) 

idea of a ‘zone of proximal development’ as they refer to the level of work the 

student is given in comparison to the teacher’s perception of the student to 

complete the task or the student’s perception of their own ability to complete 

the task. The statement, ‘Work that is hard but is achievable, as we have been 

set it for a reason’, indicates the perceived role of the teacher in setting the 

level of the task so that it is challenging. 

 

Two of the statements indicated more strongly that challenging work required 

persistence than had been encapsulated in the survey statement ‘You have to 

push yourself a bit further so that you can complete it’. The statements, ‘Work 

where the answer doesn't come straight away’ and ‘Trying something that you 

would normally find difficult and doing it to the best of your ability’, both 

imply the need to struggle and persevere with a challenging task. 

 

Finally, the definition of challenging work as ‘Work that makes you feel lost’ 

conveys a sense of hopelessness that challenging tasks might induce in a stu-

dent. 
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Table 5.2 ‘Other’ definitions of challenging work from the sur-

vey 

 

Key Stage Definition of challenging work 

KS3 Work that is hard but is achievable, as we have been set it for a reason. 

KS3 Work where the answer doesn't come straight away. 

KS3 Work that you do that is not at the expected level for you. 

KS3 Work that is at a higher level than you are at. 

KS3 Harder work than usual 

KS4 
Trying something that you would normally find difficult and doing it to the best of your 

ability 

KS4 Work that makes you feel lost 

 

 

 

5.2.3 Student descriptions of challenging work 

 

Lower agreement was found in relation to the statements relating to student 

descriptions of challenging work in the classroom but agreement with these 

statements was still fairly high (Table 5.3). The greatest agreement can be 

seen in relation to extension questions being a type of challenging work (M = 

3.70), closely followed by tasks that require application of own knowledge (M 

= 3.64); work completed under timed conditions (M = 3.55); and essays (M = 

3.25). Research homework (M = 2.74) and group research tasks (M = 2.72) 

saw the lowest agreement. 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare student descriptions 

of challenging work by Key Stage across all of the data. Again, there were no 

statistically significant differences in the perceptions of KS3 and KS4 students 

at either level. 
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Table 5.3: Student descriptions of challenging work in the 

classroom by Key Stage 

 

 
Key 

Stage 
No. 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
Mean* 

Std. 

Dev. 

Essays 
KS3 63 1 11 26 18 7 3.30 .94 

KS4 129 5 24 51 35 14 3.22 1.00 

TOTAL  192 6 (3%) 35 (18%) 
77 

(40%) 

53 

(27%) 

21 

(11%) 
3.25 .98 

Group re-

search tasks 

that rely on 

other peo-

ple’s contri-

butions 

KS3 63 5 22 22 13 1 2.73 .94 

KS4 129 7 51 45 23 3 2.72 .90 

TOTAL  192 12 (6%) 73 (38%) 
67 

(35%) 

36 

(19%) 
4 (2%) 2.72 .91 

Tasks that 

require you 

to apply your 

own 

knowledge 

KS3 63 0 4 16 37 6 3.71 .73 

KS4 129 1 13 38 62 15 3.60 .85 

TOTAL  192 1 (1%) 17 (9%) 
54 

(28%) 

99 

(52%) 

21 

(13%) 
3.64 .81 

Work com-

pleted under 

timed condi-

tions 

KS3 63 1 7 20 28 7 3.52 .90 

KS4 129 2 17 32 62 16 3.57 .93 

TOTAL  192 3 (2%) 24 (13%) 
52 

(27%) 

90 

(47%) 

23 

(12%) 
3.55 .91 

Research 

homework 

KS3 63 3 26 25 7 2 2.67 .86 

KS4 129 7 44 51 25 2 2.78 .88 

TOTAL  192 10 (5%) 70 (36%) 
76 

(39%) 

32 

(17%) 
4 (2%) 2.74 .87 
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Extension 

questions 

KS3 63 1 5 15 31 11 3.73 .90 

KS4 129 0 8 27 63 17 3.69 .78 

TOTAL  192 1 (1%) 13 (7%) 
56 

(29%) 

94 

(49%) 

28 

(15%) 
3.70 .82 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

 

Three students offered ‘Other’ descriptions of challenging work (Table 5.4). 

The statements, ‘Tasks which make you think more than you usually would 

and applying your thoughts in different ways’ and ‘Work that requires 

thought, not Google’, were quite similar to the descriptions of challenging 

work in Section 4.8.1. However, the description of challenging work as in-

volving a student ‘Doing extra tasks that you otherwise wouldn’t need to do’ 

conveys the sense that challenging work in the classroom involves the com-

pletion of tasks that go beyond the requirements of a lesson, although the 

sense of whether these extra tasks are deemed useful by the student is not 

conveyed.  

Table 5.4 ‘Other’ descriptions of challenging work from the 

survey 

 

Key Stage Definition of challenging work 

KS3 
Tasks which make you think more than you usually would and applying your thoughts 

in different ways 

KS4 Doing extra tasks that you otherwise wouldn’t need to do 

KS4 Work that requires thought, not Google 

 

 

5.3 The relationship between the focus groups and the survey 
 

The survey data showed that there was strong agreement and little variability 

in responses with all of the statements that defined challenging work. Some of 

the ‘Other’ statements given by the survey respondents introduced additional, 
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interesting responses to this question but these were few in number, indicating 

that the majority of the survey students did not wish to provide alternative 

definitions for the phrase ‘challenging work. 

 

Although lower agreement was found in relation to the statements relating to 

student descriptions of challenging work in the classroom, agreement with 

these statements was still fairly high. 

 

In conclusion, the views expressed by the ‘more able’ students in the focus 

group found good agreement when tested with a wider group of students in 

the survey. 

 

Summary 
 

In this chapter I have discussed aspects of challenging work amongst girls in 

the selective independent sector as presented by Year 9 and Year 10 students 

in focus groups and triangulated by questionnaire data from students in Years 

9, 10 and 11 in three selective independent girls’ schools.  

 

The data from the focus groups showed that the girls offered rich definitions 

of challenging work that had links to the concept of deep learning. They per-

ceived challenging work as being tasks that involve the student learning ac-

tively; applying knowledge outside of the classroom boundary; and tasks that 

are different from work regularly received. In addition, they perceived work 

as more challenging when the students themselves were responsible for the 

learning process; when they had to work with other students; or when they felt 

overloaded. Finally, comments from the students in the focus groups indicated 

that challenging work took perseverance in order to succeed and for that rea-

son was satisfying. The survey revealed strong agreement with these defini-

tions of challenging work. 

 

The types of challenging work students perceived they completed in the class-

room included essays; group research tasks that rely on other people’s contri-

butions; tasks that require students to apply their own knowledge; tasks com-
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pleted under timed conditions; research homework; and extension questions. 

Although the survey data showed that there was lower agreement in relation 

to these descriptions of challenging work in the classroom, agreement with 

these statements was still fairly high. 

 

There were no statistically significant differences in the perceptions of KS3 

compared to KS4 with regards to either the definitions of challenging work or 

the descriptions of challenging work in the classroom.  

 

The next chapter explores student perceptions of the level of ‘challenge’ in 

their schoolwork. 
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Chapter 6: Student perceptions of the level of chal-

lenge in their schoolwork 
 

In chapter 5, the findings reported indicated that the girls offered rich defini-

tions of challenging work. This chapter will explore student perceptions of the 

level of challenge in their schoolwork, which is linked to my second research 

question: How do girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective 

independent sector feel about the level of challenge in their current work? 

 

First of all, data extracted from the responses of Year 9 and Year 10 students 

during the focus groups are presented according to themes about student per-

ceptions of the level of challenge in their schoolwork:  

 the impact of the particular topic and time of year; 

 the impact of the perception of one’s ability to achieve;  

 student readiness to complete more challenging work.  

 

Data from the surveys that were carried out with students in Years 9, 10 and 

11 will then be interrogated to build upon the picture created by the focus 

group findings, considering key stage differences and differences between 

student responses in the three schools. These will be structured according to 

the survey questions that are linked to student perception of challenge. Firstly, 

student responses relating to their perception of work difficulty by subject and 

whether they have perceived a change in work difficulty will be analysed to 

ascertain the level of challenge the students perceived in each of their subject. 

Then a series of questions will be analysed to consider the extent to which 

student perception of their ability to achieve and whether they are actually 

completing extension tasks. 

 

These quantitative findings relate to several focus group themes: 

 the impact of the perception of one’s ability to achieve;  

 the readiness of students to complete more challenging work;  

 the extent to which students have preference for harder or easier 

work and the reasons the students indicated for their choice;  

 student enjoyment of their current work;  
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 the frequency with which extension tasks are completed by students;  

 student perceptions of intelligence;  

 how students chose their GCSE subjects and how they feel towards 

their GCSE examinations.  

 

Finally, the relationship between the focus groups and the survey will be dis-

cussed. 

 

6.1 Focus Groups 

6.1.1 Student perception of the difficulty of schoolwork depends on the 

topic and the time of year 

 

During the focus groups, the students were asked to consider how challenging 

they perceived their current work to be, relating their answers to a scale from 

one to ten where ten would be the most challenging. There was a strong sense 

that the perception of how challenging work was differed according to the 

time of year. Work tended to be perceived as more challenging towards the 

beginning of the school year or when students were starting new topics, indi-

cating that the challenge lay in the fact that they were studying new infor-

mation or developing new skills. 

 

“Um, at the moment, like right now, it’s not as challenging as it has been during the 

year because we’re kind of towards the end of the year and we’ve, like, almost fin-

ished the curriculum and everything. So, right now it would be, like, 5 maybe, but 

earlier on in the year especially at the start when you’re starting something new it’s 

more like 8 or 9 and it changes depending on, like, what term and what subject 

you’re doing.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“I think around – not around the summer exams because the summer exams is just 

your knowledge kind of - but more like when you’re starting new topics I’d say about 

an 8, 7 to 8 as challenge.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“I think I’d give when you’re starting a topic an 8 but then as you go through it, it 

kind of decreases.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 
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One student did, however, find the examination period the point when she 

found work to be most challenging. In this instance, the perceptions of chal-

lenge seemed to be linked to the volume of information that the students were 

expected to synthesise. 

 

“I would say, well, during exams, it’s more like 7 or 8 or maybe even a bit higher 

because they ask you to know a lot of information at one time and just be able to sort 

things out but at the moment.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

Perceptions of challenge were also discipline-specific. One student indicated 

that the level of perceived challenge within work varied according to topic: 

 

“I also think it depends on what kind of topics you’re doing. Because sometimes 

there can be easier topics and they can only give you straightforward questions but 

then with other topics they can like – with other topics they can sort of make it more 

wordy and I think things like English, I think it does all stay at the same level be-

cause you’re kind of doing the same sort of thing.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

6.1.2 Student perception of the difficulty of schoolwork is related to per-

ceptions of one’s ability to achieve 

 

There was also an indication that a student’s perception of her ability to en-

gage with challenging work was linked to her understanding of her ability to 

do the work well. There was a sense that the perception of difficulty in 

schoolwork was linked to a perception of one’s ability to achieve in a particu-

lar subject, for example:  

 

“Well, it depends how good you are at that subject. I know that I’m not brilliant at 

Biology so I find a lot of Biology homeworks more challenging than subjects I’m bet-

ter at.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

The first Year 10 Focus Group mainly suggested that the level of work they 

were given in Year 10 was at a similar level to what they had received in Year 

9. The other Year 10 Focus Group believed that the work was of a harder lev-

el. The students were drawn from across the year group, and therefore were in 

at least some of the same classes as each other and thus received the same 
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type of work at the same level of difficulty. Thus, the differing perceptions 

may have been more owing to their understanding of their ability to do well at 

GCSE, and what ‘doing well’ meant to them – or even of their experience of 

difficulty within the work set - than the actual nature of the work itself. This 

may be linked to their perceptions of what the grades or marks they achieved 

meant: 

 

“Also, you take for granted high marks [in Year 9]. I don’t know, cos I remember 

last year it was a lot higher and now the grades change so you might have thought, 

like, in the seventies it was fine last year, but now it’s like A/A* in some subjects so 

it’s a different perspective on work.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

“You kind of have to adjust your mindset because the work’s harder and obviously 

you’re going to be tested on the work this year next year so you kind of have to be in 

the mindset that ‘Oh, well the work’s going to be harder so the grades are going to 

be lower’ but it is a bit, you know, when you look at the grades.” (Year 10, Focus 

Group 2) 

 

Many of the focus group students agreed that understanding was more im-

portant than attainment in the sense that understanding was what led to at-

tainment: 

 

“I think they’re really linked, ‘cos you’re not going to be able to get a grade if you don’t un-

derstand the work in the first place.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

“I feel like attainment, you can’t really gain that unless you fully understand something. And 

also, if you fully understand something you’re probably more likely to enjoy it and more likely 

to become engaged and involved with it and attainment comes afterwards.” (Year 10, Focus 

Group 2) 

 

However, several Focus Group students indicated that attainment was ulti-

mately of most importance: 

 

“I’d like to say that understanding is more important but I kind of feel that attainment is more 

important, well, to me maybe, but, em, because, you know you can, like, you feel a lot better 

when you do well and if you do badly you can’t - you don’t want to say ‘oh, but I understand 
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it’, you don’t quite feel as good as if you get a good grade and then it just makes you feel bet-

ter.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… your understanding doesn’t reflect on anything if you don’t do well in the end result.” 

(Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… ultimately attainment is kind of vital when you’re trying to get GCSEs and stuff.” (Year 

10, Focus Group 2) 

 

6.1.3 Students are open to the option of completing more challenging 

work 

 

Many students thought that the level of work they received was appropriate; 

this indicated that they believed challenges could be met if students put in 

commensurate effort: 

 

“I’d say, what we have it now, or maybe a bit harder because what I think we have 

now is not easy, but it’s manageable if you’re listening, if you’re trying … And if you 

want to go a bit further then maybe a bit harder but I think our school right now, the 

work is kind of appropriate to our standard.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

 

 

“I think it’s fine the way it is. 

 

Why? 

 

Cos I just think that it’s at a level that makes sense and that it’s been worked out 

pretty well so it’s challenging to the extent that you’re not sat there wondering what 

you’re doing… but you’re still thinking.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

A number of the students, however, commented that they felt they could be 

given more challenging work. One comment indicated that the students saw a 

link between challenging work and learning actively, where she would be ex-

pected to apply her contextual knowledge: 

 

“I think sometimes when we’re learning things in lessons and it’s more just answer-

ing questions but maybe, as in challenging work, more like context – having stuff 
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where we put our contextual knowledge into use with other stuff it’s quite, maybe to 

have a bit more of that.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

Other students implied that they thought it would be better if they were given 

harder work as they found it more enjoyable to complete: 

 

“I think it would be better if it was a bit harder because then it’s more enjoyable 

when you get it right whereas when it’s easy you just expect to get it right anyway!” 

(Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“I think there should be more extension stuff… Quite often extension stuff is if you’ve 

done already the classwork, whereas it should be if you’re bored with the class-

work.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

However, again there was a sense that student openness to engage with more 

challenging work depended on the subject: 

 

 “It varies with subjects… Cos if you have strengths in – say, for example, if you’re a 

sciency person and you find sciences easier then maybe you would prefer more chal-

lenging work whereas if you were struggling in something like English, for example, 

and you weren’t as competent then you would probably prefer to have easier work so 

you could develop more and get better before pushing yourself.” (Year 10, Focus 

Group 2) 

 

Furthermore, not all students wanted to have challenging work all the time, as 

it could be uncomfortable: 

 

“I think it’s quite good, though, to have it steady at, you know, 5 or 6 (agreement) 

because you’re comfortably understanding. There’s sometimes when it’s a bit harder 

when you’re pushing yourself but then, when it comes to exams, because you’ve had 

that really solid thing, um, you’ll be able to push yourself.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

This student’s comment also implied recognition that some challenging work 

was inevitable. Another Year 9 student initially said that she thought that eas-

ier schoolwork would be good as it would lead to less stress, but then went on 

to say that harder schoolwork would have its benefits: 
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“Em, well obviously it would be nice if it was easier but I feel that- 

 

Why would that be nice? 

 

Just, cos like it’s kind of a weight off your shoulders, it’s not as much stress, maybe; 

but also if it was harder it would be more… if it was harder then you would be more 

like learn more from what you’re doing wrong.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

6.2 Results from the survey 
 

The participants in the focus groups were from the Whole School More Able 

register and therefore may have perceived work to be less challenging than 

many of their peers. The questionnaire that was developed from the ideas that 

emerged from the focus groups and given to students in Years 9, 10 and 11 in 

three independent girls’ schools was therefore key in exploring the extent to 

which the ideas expressed in the focus groups were held more widely. The 

results from the survey therefore both elucidated and built upon the picture the 

focus group responses had created. 

6.2.1 Approach to analysis of the survey 

 

Several of the survey questions will be analysed in this section. These ques-

tions are related to how challenging the girls perceive their schoolwork to be 

and are related to the second research question: How do girls in the transition 

between KS3 and KS4 in the selective independent sector feel about the level 

of challenge in their current work? 

 

 On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest, how difficult is the 

work you are currently given to complete in the following subjects? 

 Do you notice a difference in the standard of work you complete this 

year compared to last year? 

 Would you like your schoolwork to be easier or harder? 

 If you would like your schoolwork to be easier, why is this? 

 If you would like your schoolwork to be harder, why is this? 
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 On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest, how much do you enjoy 

the schoolwork you are currently given to complete? 

 How often do you complete extension tasks? 

 What type of extension tasks do you prefer to complete? 

 What’s more important to you, understanding or attainment? 

 How do you feel about starting your GCSE subjects next year? (KS3 

only) 

 How did you make your GCSE choices? (KS4 only) 

 

 

The data for each of these questions will be presented in turn. First of all, a 

summary table showing the number of students who responded to the ques-

tion, their Likert scale responses, the mean and standard deviation will be pre-

sented. Then the results from the independent-samples t-tests, which were 

conducted to compare differences between Key Stages will be conveyed. A 

more detailed description of the analysis of the survey data can be found in 

the Methodology chapter. 

 

6.2.2 Student perceptions of difficulty of work by subject 

 

The students were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the difficulty 

they perceived in each of the subjects they studied. This question was linked 

to the second research question: How do girls in the transition between KS3 

and KS4 in the selective independent sector feel about the level of challenge 

in their current work? 

 

The results for this question showed that, taken as a whole, students felt that 

they were not overly challenged by their current work (Table 6.1). Whilst 

there was some variety in student perceptions of work difficulty between sub-

jects, the range was relatively small: the subjects perceived to be most diffi-

cult were the Sciences (M = 3.48), whilst the subject perceived as least diffi-

cult was Religious Education (M = 2.40). 
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Table 6.1 Student perception of subject work difficulty 

Q. On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest, how difficult is the work you are currently given to complete 

in the following subjects? 

 
Key 

Stage 

Number of 

students  

No 

re-

sponse 

N/A 
Very 

easy 
Easy Fine Hard 

Very 

hard 
Mean* 

Std. 

Dev. 

A
rt
 

KS3 63 2 2 15 28 15 1 0 2.03 .77 

KS4 129 0 74 3 18 18 14 2 2.89 .98 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
76 

(40%) 

18 

(9%) 

46 

(24%) 

33 

(17%) 

15 

(8%) 

2 

(1%) 
2.45 .97 

C
la

ss
ic

al
 C

iv
il

is
at

io
n
 KS3 63 2 51 2 3 4 1 0 2.40 .97 

KS4 129 0 120 1 2 2 4 0 3.00 3.00 

TO-

TAL  192 2 (1%) 
171 

(89%) 
3 (2%) 5 (3%) 6 (3%) 5 (3%) 0 2.68 1.06 

D
ra

m
a 

KS3 63 2 3 12 26 14 2 4 2.31 1.06 

KS4 129 0 97 3 9 14 2 4 2.84 1.11 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
100 

(52%) 

15 

(8%) 

35 

(18%) 

28 

(15%) 
4 (2%) 

8 

(4%) 
2.50 1.10 
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Key 

Stage 
No.  

No 

re-

sponse 

N/A 
Very 

easy 
Easy Fine Hard 

Very 

hard 
Mean* 

Std. 

Devia-

tion 

E
n

g
li

sh
            

KS4 129 0 0 8 20 52 40 23 3.17 .99 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 0 
12 

(6%) 

33 

(17%) 

76 

(40%) 

56 

(29%) 

13 

(7%) 
3.13 .99 

G
eo

g
ra

-

p
h

y
 

KS3 63 2 0 3 15 27 16 0 2.92 .84 

KS4 129 0 62 6 15 23 20 3 2.97 .88 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
62 

(32%) 
9 (5%) 

30 

(16%) 

50 

(26%) 

36 

(19%) 

3 

(2%) 
2.95 .95 

H
is

to
ry

 KS3 63 2 0 3 18 21 16 3 2.97 .98 

KS4 129 0 41 2 16 29 32 9 3.34 .97 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
41 

(21%) 
5 (3%) 

34 

(18%) 

50 

(26%) 

48 

(25%) 

12 

(6%) 
3.19 .99 

ICT 
KS3 63 2 0 10 14 24 8 5 2.74 1.14 

KS4 129 0 109 3 8 5 3 0 2.55 1.10 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
109 

(57%) 

13 

(7%) 

22 

(11%) 

29 

(15%) 

11 

(6%) 

6 

(3%) 
2.69 1.26 

L
an

-

g
u

ag
e/

s 

KS3 63 2 0 5 7 16 16 17 3.54 1.25 

KS4 129 0 1 7 35 40 29 17 3.11 1.12 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%)  1 (1%) 3 (2%) 
20 

(10%) 

23 

(12%) 

13 

(7%) 

5 

(3%) 
3.25 1.17 
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Key 

Stage 
No.  

No re-

sponse 
N/A 

Very 

easy 
Easy Fine Hard 

Very 

hard 
Mean* 

Std. 

Devia-

tion 

L
at

in
 

KS3 63 2 16 8 10 15 5 7 2.84 1.30 

KS4 129 0 114 4 15 22 27 5 3.40 1.06 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
130 

(68%) 
8 (4%) 

13 

(7%) 

21 

(11%) 
8 (4%) 

10 

(5%) 
2.98 1.26 

M
at

h
em

at
ic

s KS3 63 2 0 4 13 19 15 10 3.23 1.16 

KS4 129 0 0 7 24 38 52 8 3.23 1.00 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 0 
11 

(6%) 

37 

(19%) 

57 

(30%) 

67 

(35%) 

18 

(9%) 
3.23 1.05 

M
u

si
c 

KS3 63 2 1 13 18 18 7 4 2.52 1.16 

KS4 129 0 110 2 6 3 6 2 3.00 1.25 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
111 

(58%) 

15 

(8%) 

24 

(13%) 

21 

(11%) 

13 

(7%) 

6 

(3%) 
2.63 1.19 

R
el

ig
io

u
s 

E
d
u

ca
ti

o
n
 

KS3 63 2 0 7 15 29 10 0 2.69 .87 

KS4 129 0 26 26 40 25 12 26 2.22 .96 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 
26 

(15%) 

33 

(17%) 

55 

(29%) 

54 

(28%) 

22 

(11%) 

26 

(14%

) 

2.40 .96 
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Key 

Stage 
No.  

No re-

sponse 
N/A 

Very 

easy 
Easy Fine Hard 

Very 

hard 
Mean* 

Std. 

Devia-

tion 

S
ci

en
ce

s 

KS3 63 2 0 3 9 22 14 13 3.41 1.13 

KS4 129 0 0 5 16 38 48 22 3.51 1.04 

T
O

T
A

L
 

 192 2 (1%) 0 8 (4%) 
25 

(13%) 

60 

(31%) 

62 

(32%) 

35 

(18%

) 

3.48 1.07 

 

 

 

Table 6.1 demonstrates that of all the subjects, Mathematics was the sole sub-

ject to not see a difference in perception of challenge between the two key 

stages, and only ICT, Languages and Religious Education were perceived as 

less challenging from KS3 students through to KS4 students.  

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare KS3 and KS4 student 

perceptions of the difficulty of each subject. There were statistically signifi-

cant differences at the p < .05 level in several subjects (Table 6.2). Of these 

subjects, students in KS4 indicated higher levels of challenge in Art and Dra-

ma than students in KS3, with a large effect size seen in the differences be-

tween Key Stages for Art and a small effect size seen in the differences for 

Drama. Students in KS3 indicated higher levels of challenge in Languages 

and Religious Education than KS4 students. There was a small effect size 

seen in the differences for Languages and a moderate effect size for the differ-

ences in Religious Education. Therefore, the differences between Key Stages 

were most significantly seen in Art. 
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Table 6.2 Differences in Student perception of subject work  

 

 Key Stage No. Mean* Std. Deviation 
Statistical signifi-

cance 

Art 

KS3 59 2.03 .77 t = -5.20 (102), 

p = .001 

eta = .19 KS4 55 2.89 .98 

Drama 

KS3 58 2.31 1.06 t = -2.24 (88), 

p = .03 

eta = .05 KS4 32 2.84 1.11 

Language/s 

KS3 61 3.54 1.25 t = 2.39 (187), 

p = .02 

eta = .03 KS4 128 3.11 1.12 

Religious Education 

KS3 61 2.69 .89 t = 3.09 (162), 

p = .001 

eta = .06 KS4 103 2.22 .96 

 
*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

 

6.2.3 Student perception of change in work difficulty 

 

 

When asked if they perceived a difference in the difficulty of their schoolwork 

compared to the work they had been given in the previous year, the survey data 

revealed that KS4 perceived a greater increase than KS3 in the difficulty of 

work completed compared to the previous academic year (Table 6.3). This 

question was also linked to the second research question: How do girls in the 

transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective independent sector feel about 

the level of challenge in their current work? It was asked to confirm the impres-

sion given by the student responses shown in Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.3 Student perception of change in work difficulty  

 

Q. Do you notice a difference in the standard of work you complete this year compared to last year? 

Key Stage No. No response 

I think that the 

standard of 

work this year 

is easier in all 

subjects 

I think that the 

standard of 

work this year 

is easier in some 

subjects 

I think that the 

standard of 

work this year 

is much the 

same as last 

year 

I think that 

the standard 

of work this 

year is 

harder in 

some sub-

jects 

I think that 

the standard 

of work this 

year is 

harder in all 

subjects 

Mean Std. Devia-

tion 

KS3 61 2 2 4 4 42 9 3.85 .87 

KS4 129 0 0 3 14 55 57 4.29 .75 

TOTAL 190 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 7(4%) 18 (9%) 97 (51%) 66 (34%) 4.15 .82 

 

 

 

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare student perception of 

change in work difficulty by Key Stage across the whole sample. A statistically 

significant difference at the p = < 0.5 level was found, with KS4 students per-

ceiving more of an increase in difficulty from previous years work compare to 

KS3 students (Table 6.4). The effect size was moderate. 

 

Table 6.4 Comparison of student perception of change in work 

difficulty  

 

 Key Stage No.  
No re-

sponse 
Mean* 

Std. Devia-

tion 

Statistical signifi-

cance 

Do you notice a difference in 

the standard of work you 

complete this year compared 

to last year? 

KS3 61 2 3.85 .87 
t = -3.53 (188), 

p = .00 

eta = .06 KS4 129 0 4.29 .75 

 

 
* (1 = easier in all subjects; 2 = easier in some subjects; 3 = much the same; 4 = harder in some 

subjects; 5 = harder in all subjects) 
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6.2.4 Student preference for harder or easier work 

 

To understand further student feelings towards challenging work, the survey 

asked respondents to indicate a preference for easier or harder work. The sur-

vey data revealed that there was relatively strong disagreement with the idea 

that they would like their schoolwork to be harder. This indicates that the stu-

dents did not want more challenging work (Table 6.5).  

Table 6.5 Student preference for harder or easier work 

 

Q. Would you like your schoolwork to be easier or harder?  

Key Stage No.  No response 

I would like my 

schoolwork to 

be easier in all 

subjects 

I would like my 

schoolwork to 

be easier in 

some subjects 

I think that the 

level of my 

schoolwork is 

about right 

I would like 

my school-

work to be 

harder in 

some subjects 

I would like 

my school-

work to be 

harder in all 

subjects 

Mean 

Std. 

De-

via-

tion 

KS3 63 2 0 24 26 10 1 2.80 .77 

KS4 129 0 1 67 51 9 1 2.55 .67 

TOTAL 192 2 (1%) 1 (1%) 91 (47%) 77 (40%) 19 (10%) 2 (1%) 2.63 .71 

 

 

 

 

An independent-samples t-test as conducted to compare student preference for 

harder or easier work by Key Stage across the whole sample. A statistically 

significant difference at the p = < 0.5 level was found, with students in KS4 in-

dicating a stronger preference for easier work than students in KS3 (Table 6.6). 

However, the effect size was small. 
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Table 6.6 Comparison of student preference for harder or easier 

work  

 

 Key Stage No.  
No re-

sponse 
Mean* 

Std. Devia-

tion 

Statistical signifi-

cance 

Would you like your schoolwork 

to be easier (1) or harder (5) 

KS3 63 2 2.80 .77 t = 2.31 (188), 

p = .02 

eta = .03 KS4 129 0 2.55 .67 

 

 
* (1 = easier in all subjects; 2 = easier in some subjects; 3 = level is about right; 4 = harder in 

some subjects; 5 = harder in all subjects) 

 

 

6.2.5 Student reasons for preference for easier work 

 

When asked to respond to reasons for a preference for easier work, the survey 

data indicated that many students felt neutral (36%) towards the statement ‘I 

would not like my schoolwork to be easier’. However, 33% of students disa-

greed or strongly disagreed with this statement, as compared with 25% who 

agreed or strongly agreed (M = 2.87) (Table 6.7).  
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Table 6.7 Student reasons for preference for easier work  

 

Q. If you would like your schoolwork to be easier, why is this? 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No response Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean* Std. Deviation 

I would not like 

my schoolwork 

to be easier 

KS3 63 4 7 13 24 13 2 2.83 1.02 

KS4 129 7 10 34 45 25 8 2.89 1.04 

TOTAL  192 11 (6%) 17 (9%) 47 (24%) 69 (36%) 38 

(20%) 10 (5%) 2.87 1.03 

I find the 

difficulty of the 

work can make 

me stressed 

KS3 63 3 2 7 10 28 13 3.72 1.04 

KS4 129 7 1 7 14 64 36 4.04 .85 

TOTAL**  192 10 (5%) 3 (2%) 14 (7%) 24 (13%) 92 

(48%) 49 (26%) 3.93 .93 

I find some of 

the work 

irrelevant 

KS3 63 5 2 12 17 19 8 3.33 1.07 

KS4 129 8 1 21 33 52 14 3.47 .94 

TOTAL  192 13 (7%) 3 (2%) 33 (17%) 50 (26%) 71 

(37%) 22 (11%) 3.42 .98 

You can get 

better before 

pushing your-

self further if 

the work is at an 

easier level 

KS3 63 6 2 13 15 21 6 3.28 1.05 

KS4 129 9 3 28 50 30 9 3.12 .94 

TOTAL**  192 15 (8%) 5 (3%) 41 (21%) 65 (34%) 51 

(27%) 15 (8%) 3.17 .97 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

** Percentages have been rounded up and therefore do not necessarily come to 100% 

 

The data, however, indicates that there was moderate agreement with the rea-

sons for preference for easier work that were taken from the focus groups. The 

greatest agreement was that the difficulty of work could lead to stress (M = 

3.93). This was closely followed by moderate agreement with the statement re-



103 

ferring to some work being irrelevant (M = 3.42) and then the idea that students 

can get better at something if the work is easier before pushing themselves fur-

ther (M = 3.17). 

 

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare student reasons for 

preference for easier work by Key Stage. No statistically significant differences 

in the perceptions of KS3 and KS4 students were found. 

 

Table 6.8 shows other reasons that the survey respondents offered for a prefer-

ence for easier work. These revealed different attitudes held by the students. 

The first two statements indicate that the pace or the difficulty of the work in 

the lesson sometimes meant that the students wanted easier work. The third 

statement indicates that one student did not feel that the work was too hard but 

that they received a large amount of work. 

Table 6.8 ‘Other’ reasons for preference for easier work  

 

Q. If you would like your schoolwork to be easier, why is this? 

KS3 I find some work hard because I don’t feel like I have grasped the con-

cept of what we have learnt and don’t understand it in the lesson. 

KS4 I would like things to be slowed down in some lessons 

KS4 It's not the work that is hard - it's the amount we get 

 

6.2.6 Student reasons for preference for harder work 

 

The survey also asked students to indicate their preference for harder work. 

This was to ascertain the extent to which students held positive feelings towards 

challenging work. 
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There was strong agreement with the statement ‘I would not like my school-

work to be harder (M = 3.42, Table 6.9). This again confirmed that the students 

surveyed were ambivalent about embracing the prospect of more challenging 

work. 

Table 6.9 Student reasons for preference for harder work 

 

Q. If you would like your schoolwork to be harder, why is this? 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No response Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean* Std. Dev. 

I would not 

like my 

schoolwork to 

be harder 

KS3 63 3 7 6 22 17 8 3.22 1.17 

KS4 129 2 7 9 46 42 23 3.51 1.05 

TOTAL  192 5 (3%) 14 (7%) 15 (8%) 68 (35%) 59 (31%) 31 (16%) 3.42 1.09 

I feel that I 

am more 

likely to learn 

more from 

what I’m 

doing wrong 

KS3 63 6 2 12 16 23 4 3.26 .99 

KS4 129 7 6 22 39 51 4 3.20 .94 

TOTAL**  192 13 (7%) 8 (4%) 34 (18%) 55 (29%) 74 (39%) 8 (4%) 3.22 .96 

I want to put 

my 

knowledge 

into use/apply 

it to new 

situations 

KS3 63 5 1 6 21 23 7 3.50 .90 

KS4 129 6 3 14 44 56 6 3.39 .85 

TOTAL  192 11 (6%) 4 (2%) 20 (10%) 65 (34%) 79 (41%) 13 (7%) 3.22 .96 

I sometimes 

want to know 

a little bit 

more 

KS3 63 5 1 7 15 30 5 3.53 .88 

KS4 129 4 6 17 36 56 10 3.38 .98 

TOTAL**  192 9 (5%) 7 (4%) 24 (13%) 51 (27%) 86 (45%) 15 (8%) 3.43 .95 

I find the 

work can be 

repetitive 

KS3 63 6 3 12 23 12 7 3.14 1.06 

KS4 129 7 2 26 38 48 8 3.28 .93 

TOTAL**  192 13 (7%) 5 (3%) 38 (20%) 61 (32%) 60 (31%) 15 (8%) 3.23 .97 

Sometimes 

we are 
KS3 63 4 1 16 11 18 13 3.44 1.16 
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challenged in 

quantity 

rather than 

quality 

KS4 129 5 5 11 27 44 37 3.78 1.09 

TOTAL  192 9 (5%) 6 (3%) 27 (14%) 38 (20%) 62 (32%) 50 (26%) 3.67 1.13 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

** Percentages have been rounded up and therefore do not necessarily come to 100% 

 

With regard to the statements relating to the reasons why students would prefer 

harder work (Table 6.18) the greatest agreement was found for the statement 

‘Sometimes we are challenged in quantity rather than quality’ (M = 3.67); fol-

lowed by ‘I sometimes want to know a little bit more’ (M= 3.43); ‘I find the 

work can be repetitive’ (M = 3.23); and ‘I feel that I am more likely to learn 

more from what I’m doing wrong’ (M= 3.22) and ‘I want to put my knowledge 

into use/apply it to new situations’ (M= 3.22). 

 

An independent-samples t-test was carried out to compare student reasons for a 

preference for more difficult work by Key Stage across all of the data. No sta-

tistically significant difference was found. 

 

Two survey students offered other reasons as to why they would prefer harder 

work (Table 6.10). Both of these statements conveyed the sense that the stu-

dents who provided them felt they sometimes would prefer to have one more 

challenging task in the place of a large amount of easier work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



106 

Table 6.10 Other reasons for preference for harder work 

 

Q. If you would like your schoolwork to be harder, why is this? 

KS3 Instead of having a lot of easy work we should have one piece of hard 

work 

KS4 I very strongly agree with the final statement [Sometimes we are chal-

lenged in quantity rather than quality] and would much rather we went 

into more detail on certain topics than aiming to cover lots of ground 

with little depth. 

 

 

 

 

6.2.7 Student enjoyment of current work 

 

Students were asked about how much they enjoyed their current work to see 

whether there was a link between this and the moderate level of challenge they 

perceived in their current work. The survey data showed that the majority of 

students felt neutral in terms of enjoying their current work (M = 3.07) (Table 

6.11). However, slightly more students indicated that they enjoyed their current 

work (29%) than not (23%).  
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Table 6.11 Student enjoyment of current work 

 

Q. On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest, how much do you enjoy the schoolwork you are currently given to 

complete? 

 
Key 

Stage 
No.  

No re-

sponse 
1 2 3 4 5 

Mea

n* 

Std. Devia-

tion 

On a scale of 1 

to 5 with 5 

being the 

highest, how 

much do you 

enjoy the 

schoolwork 

you are cur-

rently given to 

complete? 

KS3 63 2 1 8 25 23 4 3.34 .85 

KS4 129 0 6 28 66 25 4 2.95 .85 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 
7 

(4%) 

36 

(19%) 

91 

(47%) 

48 

(25%) 

8 

(4%) 
3.07 .88 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = low enjoyment; 5 = high enjoyment 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare student enjoyment of 

current work by Key Stage across the whole sample. There was a statistically 

significant difference at the p < .05 level in the enjoyment of work by students 

in KS3 (M  = 3.34, SD = .85) and KS4 (M  = 2.95, SD = .85): t = 3.01 (188),  

p = .00 (Table 6.12). This suggests that students in KS3 enjoyed their current 

work more than students in KS4, although the effect size was small. 
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Table 6.12 Comparison of student enjoyment of current work  

 

 Key Stage No. 
No response 

Mean* 
Std. Devia-

tion 

Statistical sig-

nificance 

On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being 

the highest, how much do you 

enjoy the schoolwork you are 

currently given to complete? 

KS3 63 2 3.34 .85 
t = 3.01 (188),  

p = .00 

eta = .05 KS4 129 0 2.95 .85 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = low enjoyment; 5 = high enjoyment 

 

6.2.8 Frequency with which students complete extension tasks 

 

Whilst the survey data indicated that students were not overly challenged by 

their current work (Section 6.4.1), when asked to indicate the frequency with 

which they completed extension tasks – work that would offer additional chal-

lenge for students – their responses indicated that they completed extension 

work infrequently (Table 6.13). This links with the second of my research 

questions, as completion of extension work would indicate feelings towards this 

form of challenging work. 
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Table 6.13 Frequency of extension work completion  

 

Q. How often do you complete extension tasks? 

 
Key 

Stage 
No.  

No re-

sponse 
Never Sometimes Often Always Mean* 

Std. Devi-

ation 

Optional essays 
KS3 63 5 33 23 3 1 1.53 .68 

KS4 129 4 76 37 11 1 1.50 .69 

TOTAL  192 9 109 60 14 2 1.51 .69 

Planning/ carry-

ing out addi-

tional scientific 

experiments 

KS3 63 5 20 27 11 2 1.92 .81 

KS4 129 4 72 40 11 2 1.54 .72 

TOTAL  192 9 92 67 22 4 1.66 .77 

A research task/ 

homework that 

goes beyond the 

syllabus content 

KS3 63 5 8 35 14 3 2.20 .73 

KS4 129 4 24 63 34 7 2.15 .09 

TOTAL  192 9 32 98 47 8 2.17 .76 

Extension ques-

tions  

KS3 63 5 6 19 26 9 2.63 .86 

KS4 129 4 14 58 43 10 2.39 .79 

TOTAL  192 9 20 77 69 19 2.47 .82 

 

 
* Mean: 1 = never; 2 = sometimes; 3 = often; 4 = always 

 

The descriptions of extension work were adapted from suggestions made by the 

students in the focus groups: optional essays, planning or carrying out addition-

al scientific experiments, research tasks or homework that went beyond sylla-

bus content and extension questions. The survey respondents were asked to in-

dicate whether they never, sometimes, often or always completed these exten-

sion activities. Although the survey data indicated a low frequency of take-up 
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of the extension tasks, some students did convey completion of such activities 

with extension questions being the most completed (M = 2.47) and optional es-

says the least completed (M = 1.51) (Table 6.12).  

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare student completion of 

extension tasks by Key Stage. There was a statistically significant difference at 

the p < .05 level for the frequency with which students said they completed the 

extension task of planning or carrying out additional scientific experiments 

(Table 6.14). This indicates that KS3 students were more likely to complete 

this type of extension task, although the difference between the two key stages 

remains small. 

Table 6.14 Comparison of frequency of extension work comple-

tion  

 

 Key Stage No.  No response Mean* 
Std. Devia-

tion 

Statistical signif-

icance 

Planning/ car-

rying out addi-

tional scien-

tific experi-

ments 

KS3 63 5 1.92 .81 

t = 3.15 (183), 

p = .02 

eta = .05 
KS4 129 4 1.54 .72 

 

 
* Mean: 1 = never; 2 = sometimes; 3 = often; 4 = always 

 

6.2.9 Student preference of extension tasks 

 

To further understand student feelings towards challenging work, the students 

were asked to indicate which type of extension tasks they preferred to complete 

(Table 6.15). Optional essays (M = 2.36) and planning/carrying out additional 

scientific experiments (M = 2.75) were not as popular extension tasks as re-

search tasks (M = 3.03) or extension questions (M = 3.49).  
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Table 6.15 Preference for extension work 

 

Q. What type of extension tasks do you prefer to complete? 

 Key Stage No.  No response Strongly Disa-

gree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean Std. 

Dev. 

Optional essays 
KS3 63 3 8 22 22 7 1 2.52 .93 

KS4 129 4 31 48 26 19 1 2.29 1.03 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 39 (20%) 70 (37%) 48 (25%) 26 (14%) 2 (1%) 2.36 1.00 

Planning/ carrying 

out additional 

scientific experi-

ments 

KS3 63 3 4 12 20 19 5 3.15 1.06 

KS4 129 4 24 42 29 25 5 2.56 1.13 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 28 (15%) 54 (28%) 49 (26%) 44 (23%) 10 (5%) 2.75 1.14 

A research task/ 

homework that 

goes beyond the 

syllabus content 

KS3 63 3 4 14 22 15 5 3.05 1.05 

KS4 129 4 16 24 31 50 4 3.02 1.11 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 20 (10%) 38 (20%) 53 (28%) 65 (34%) 9 (5%) 3.03 1.09 

Extension ques-

tions  

KS3 63 3 1 4 14 30 11 3.77 .89 

KS4 129 4 11 11 37 55 11 3.35 1.06 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 12 (6%) 15 (8%) 51 (27%) 85 (44%) 22 (12%) 3.49 1.02 

 

 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare student preference for 

extension tasks by Key Stage. There was a statistically significant difference at 

the p < .05 level for student preference for planning or carrying out additional 

scientific experiments and extension questions (Table 6.16). This indicates that 

KS3 students were more likely to prefer these types of extension task, although 

the difference between the two key stages was moderate for the scientific ex-

periments and small for the extension questions. 
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Table 6.16 Comparison of preference for extension work 

 

 
Key 

Stage 
No.  No response Mean 

Std. Devia-

tion 

Statistical signif-

icance 

Planning/ 

carrying out 

additional 

scientific 

experiments 

KS3 63 3 3.15 1.06 

t = 3.39 (183), 

p = .001 

eta = .06 KS4 129 4 2.56 1.13 

Extension 

questions 

KS3 63 3 3.77 .89 t = 2.62 (183), 

p = .01 

eta = .04 KS4 129 4 3.35 1.06 

 

 

 

Several survey students provided other types of extension tasks that they liked 

to complete (Table 6.17). The suggestions of ‘Extra questions on the same top-

ic which are possibly a bit harder’ and ‘Questions that involve applying all your 

knowledge or in languages using different tenses in essay work’ are quite simi-

lar to the survey statement ‘Extension questions’, although the survey students 

have provided additional clarification of what extension questions might look 

like. The suggestion of ‘Things which allow us to be creative in our way of 

learning’ added a new element to the idea of what extension work might look 

like, as creative application of their knowledge had not appeared in the survey. 

Finally, the reference to the difficulty of knowing whether to revise the 

knowledge gained from research tasks completed as part of extension work, 

seen in the first statement in Table 6.17, perhaps reveals some of the tension 

felt by students when deciding whether or not to complete extension tasks. This 

statement indicated that the student has an expectation that work leads towards 

summative assessment. 
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Table 6.17 Other extension tasks students like to complete 

 

KS3 Sometimes the research task that goes beyond syllabus content, howev-

er when it comes to revising you don't know whether you will need to 

revise it or not 

KS4 Extra questions on the same topic which are possibly a bit harder 

KS4 Questions that involve applying all your knowledge or in languages us-

ing different tenses in essay work 

KS4 Things which allow us to be creative in our way of learning 

 

 

6.2.10 Student perceptions of attainment versus understanding 

 

The students were asked what was more important to them, understanding or 

attainment, in order to investigate the goal aspirations of the students. The stu-

dents largely indicated that they did not believe it was possible to have attain-

ment without understanding (Table 6.18).  
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Table 6.18 Student perceptions of importance of understanding 

versus attainment 

 

Q. What’s more important to you, understanding or attainment? 

 
Key 

Stage No. No response 

I think understand-

ing is more im-

portant than attain-

ment 

I think attainment is 

more important than 

understanding 

You cannot have 

attainment 

without under-

standing 

Mean Std. Dev. 

What’s more important 

to you, understanding or 

attainment? 

KS3 63 3 16 4 40 2.40 .89 

KS4 129 4 29 14 82 2.42 .85 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 45 (23%) 18 (10%) 122 (64%) 2.42 .86 

 

 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were carried out to compare the differences be-

tween the Key Stages. No statistically significant differences were found. 

6.2.11 Student perceptions of GCSE: subject choice and feelings towards 

examinations 

 

The students who completed the survey were asked questions relating to 

GCSEs to investigate whether this revealed anything further about how their 

perceptions of challenge within their work and their ability to achieve might be 

linked or the extent to which the students were open to completing more chal-

lenging work. 

 

KS3 students were asked questions on how they felt about starting their GCSE 

courses the following year. KS4 students were asked questions about how they 

chose their GCSE subjects and how they felt towards their GCSE examinations. 

These questions were linked to the first of my research questions: how girls in 

the selective independent sector feel about challenging work. 

 

Table 6.19 shows that the Year 9 (KS3) students held strong agreement with all 

of the statements related to their feelings about starting their GCSE subjects 

apart from ‘I lack the motivation to work hard in the subjects I don’t intend to 
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study at GCSE’ (M = 2.93). However, the strongest agreement was held with 

the statement ‘I am working harder this year in the subjects I intend to carry on 

next year’ (M = 4.07) and there was also strong agreement with the statement 

‘I’m worried that the work in Year 10 is going to be a big jump from Year 9 

work’ (M = 3.97), both of which indicate that the students surveyed were con-

cerned about an increased level of challenge in their work, and possibly their 

achievement at GCSE, before they started their courses.  

Table 6.19 KS3 feelings towards starting GCSE courses 

 

Q. How do you feel about starting your GCSE subjects next year? 

 No.  No response 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

I’m worried that 

the work in Year 

10 is going to be 

a big jump from 

Year 9 work 

63 2 (3%) 0 5 (8%) 7 (11%) 34 (54%) 15 (24%) 3.97 .84 

I don’t know 

what to expect 

when I start my 

GCSE courses 

63 2 (3%) 0 7 (11%) 14 (22%) 27 (43%) 13 (21%) 3.75 .91 

I’m quite excit-

ed about starting 

GCSEs next 

year 

63 2 (3%) 3 (5%) 7 (11%) 15 (24%) 32 (51%) 4 (6%) 3.44 .96 

I am working 

harder this year 

in the subjects I 

intend to carry 

on next year 

63 2 (3%) 0 1 (2%) 11 (17%) 32 (51%) 17 (27%) 4.07 .73 

I lack the moti-

vation to work 

hard in the 

subjects I don’t 

intend to study 

at GCSE 

63 2 (3%) 6 (2%) 22 (67%) 11 (17%) 14 (22%) 8 (13%) 2.93 1.24 
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Several students provided additional comments on how they felt about starting 

their GCSE courses (Table 6.20). The first statement revealed the tension this 

student felt between focused study in the subjects she wanted to do, whilst hav-

ing to give up other subjects she might like to continue with. One student was 

still unsure about which subjects to choose. The final comment, ‘I'm worried I 

won't be able to keep up with all the work’ is similar to the survey statement 

‘I’m worried that the work in Year 10 is going to be a big jump from Year 9 

work’ but conveys more of a sense of not being able to maintain a required 

standard of work rather than the work just being more difficult than it was in 

Year 9. 

 

Table 6.20 Other feelings towards starting GCSE courses 

 

Q. How do you feel about starting your GCSE subjects next year? 

KS3 I am looking forward to focusing on the subjects I want to do although I 

think I will be giving up more subjects than I would like to. 

KS3 I still don't really know what I'll do for GCSE 

KS3 I'm worried I won't be able to keep up with all the work 

 

A similar pattern was found in the responses of KS4 students to their survey 

questions about their GCSE courses. In response to the question, ‘How did you 

make your GCSE choices?’, Table 6.21 shows there was low agreement with 

the statement ‘The subjects which I found more challenging, I dropped’ (M = 

2.73), again showing a more positive attitude towards challenging work than 

had perhaps been indicated in Section 6.4.7. However, there was still relatively 

high agreement with the statement ‘I made decisions based on how well I was 

doing in particular subjects’ (M = 3.71), and although this statement did not 
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receive as strong an agreement as the statement ‘I picked the subjects I really 

enjoyed’ (M = 3.90), it was not that much lower.  

Table 6.21 Factors behind GCSE subject choice by KS4 stu-

dents 

 

Q. How did you make your GCSE choices? 

 
No. (100% 

response) 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

I picked the subjects 

I really enjoyed 
129 0 8 (6%) 24 (19%) 

70 

(54%) 
27 (21%) 3.90 .80 

I based my subject 

choices on what I’ll 

get out of a subject 

in the long run e.g. 

university place, 

career 

129 6 (5%) 20 (16%) 31 (24%) 
56 

(43%) 
16 (12%) 3.43 1.05 

I made decisions 

based on how well I 

was doing in par-

ticular subjects 

129 0 11 (9%) 29 (23%) 
76 

(59%) 
13 (10%) 3.71 .76 

I wanted to have a 

mix of subjects to 

keep my options 

open for the future 

129 2 (2%) 22 (17%) 33 (26%) 
55 

(43%) 
17 (13%) 3.49 .98 

I chose subjects I 

felt that my parents/ 

teachers wanted me 

to choose 

129 26 (20%) 59 (46%) 22 (17%) 
17 

(13%) 
5 (4%) 2.35 1.07 

I based my choices 

on the experiences 

of an older sibling 

129 50 (39%) 39 (30%) 27 (21%) 
13 

(10%) 
0 2.02 1.00 

The subjects which I 

found more chal-

lenging, I dropped 

129 19 (15%) 42 (33%) 33 (26%) 
25 

(19%) 
10 (8%) 2.73 1.16 
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I found it really hard 

to decide which 

subjects to choose 

129 9 (7%) 32 (25%)  34 (27%) 
41 

(32%) 
13 (7%) 3.13 1.11 

I am pleased with 

the subjects I have 

chosen 

129 4 (3%) 8 (6%) 33 (17%) 
50 

(39%) 
34 (26%) 3.79 1.01 

 

One student offered another reason for her GCSE subject choice (Table 6.22). 

This reason is similar to the survey statement ‘I picked the subjects I really en-

joyed’ but the word ‘boring’ indicates that a perceived negative view of a par-

ticular subject can influence subject choice as well as perceived positive aspects 

of subjects that are chosen by a particular student. 

Table 6.22 Other factors behind GCSE subject choice by KS4 

students 

 

Q. How did you make your GCSE choices? 

KS4 I dropped the subjects I found boring. 

 

Year 10 and Year 11 students were asked how they felt towards their GCSE 

examinations. These results for this question are recorded for each year group 

separately, as there might have been a difference in perception between the two 

year groups, given that Year 11 students would be sitting the examinations 

sooner than Year 10 students. This might therefore have an effect on the per-

ception of Year 11 students towards the GCSE examination that might be dif-

ferent from Year 10 students who would not have to sit the examinations for 

another academic year.  

 

There was fairly high agreement with the statement ‘For the subjects I’m not 

very good at I’m scared; but for the subjects I’m feeling confident in right now 

I’m not too worried yet’ (M = 3.74), which could again indicate a link between 

the perception of challenge within a subject and a student’s perception of their 

ability within that subject. However, the high level of worry towards their 
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GCSE examinations indicated by Table 6.22, suggested by the high agreement 

with the statement ‘I feel worried about my GCSE examinations’ (M = 4.23) 

and the low agreement with the statement ‘I’m not as worried as I used to be 

when I was younger because I realise that I can keep up with the workload’ (M 

= 2.88), in combination with the low level of perceived challenge in their cur-

rent work referred to in Section 6.2.2, indicates that the worry the students 

acknowledged is not necessarily linked to the level of challenge perceived in 

the work itself and perhaps more to the fact of having to complete GCSE exam-

inations. 

Table 6.22 KS4 feelings towards GCSE examinations  

 

Q. How do you feel about your GCSE examinations? 

 
Year 

Group No. (100%) Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean Std. 

Dev. 

I feel worried about my 

GCSE examinations 

10 64 0 2 7 28 27 4.25 .78 

11 65 2 3 7 20 33 4.22 1.02 

TOTAL  129 2 (2%) 5 (4%) 14 (11%) 48 (37%) 60 (31%) 4.23 .91 

I’m not as worried as I 

used to be when I was 

younger because I realise 

that I can keep up with the 

workload 

10 64 5 15 24 20 0 2.92 .93 

11 65 7 21 17 16 4 2.83 1.11 

TOTAL  129 12 (9%) 36 (28%) 41 (32%) 36 (28%) 4 (3%) 2.88 1.02 

I don’t feel that the GCSEs 

are real for me yet 

10 64 1 22 15 20 6 3.12 1.05 

11 65 4 12 15 21 13 3.42 1.18 

TOTAL  129 5 (4%) 34 (26%) 30 (23%) 41 (32%) 19 (15%) 3.27 1.12 

For the subjects I’m not 

very good at I’m scared; 

but for the subjects I’m 

feeling confident in right 

now I’m not too worried 

yet 

10 64 1 7 16 23 17 3.75 1.02 

11 65 2 10 9 26 18 3.74 1.12 

TOTAL  129 3 (2%) 17 (26%) 25 (19%) 49 (38%) 35 (27%) 3.74 1.07 
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I think that the GCSEs 

motivate me to work 

harder: everything you do 

in Year 10 and Year 11 is 

important 

10 64 0 2 21 26 15 3.84 .82 

11 65 3 9 15 27 11 3.52 1.08 

TOTAL  129 3 (2%) 11 (9%) 36 (28%) 53 (41%) 26 (20%) 3.68 .97 

 

 

When an independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the differences 

between Year 10 and Year 11 students with regard to their feelings towards the 

GCSE examinations across the whole sample, no statistically significant differ-

ences were actually found.  

 

6.3 The relationship between the focus groups and the survey 
 

Both the focus group participants and those who completed the survey indicat-

ed that they were not overly challenged by their current work, the surveys indi-

cating only small differences in perception of challenge between different sub-

jects, year groups and schools. Focus group students had indicated that the chal-

lenge in work depended on the topic and time of year, and the survey built upon 

this by indicating that KS4 students perceived the greatest increase in work dif-

ficulty from previous years than KS3 students. 

 

There was an indication in the focus groups that the perception of the difficulty 

of work is linked to perceptions of one’s ability to achieve in a subject. This 

was also reflected by the Year 10 and Year 11 survey respondents in their 

strong agreement with the statement that they chose their GCSE subjects based 

on how well they perceived they were doing in those subjects. 

 

Finally, some participants in the focus groups had indicated that they were open 

to the option of completing more challenging work but this was not a feeling 

widely shared by the survey respondents. KS4 students showed most disagree-

ment with the idea of more challenging work, with stress and irrelevant work 
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being amongst the most popular reasons for not desiring more challenging 

work. This was seen in the negative feelings towards GCSE examinations ex-

hibited by KS4 students coupled with the indication that they had a lesser sense 

of enjoying their current work than KS3 students. KS3 and KS4 students re-

ported a low frequency of completion of the types of extension tasks suggested 

by the focus groups, tasks generally designed by teachers to provide more chal-

lenge for students. 

 

Summary 
 

This chapter has explored the perceptions of girls in the selective independent 

sector of the levels of challenge in their schoolwork. There were some similari-

ties in the responses given by both focus group and survey participants but the 

survey also helped to build upon the picture created by the focus group stu-

dents. Both the focus groups and the survey data indicated that the students did 

not feel challenged by their current work but the survey showed disagreement 

with the idea that their work could be more challenging. The survey showed 

that there was a low frequency of completion of the types of extension task 

suggested by the focus groups and that KS4 students reported enjoying their 

work less than KS3 students. KS4 students also reported negative feelings to-

wards their GCSE examinations. Any statistically significant differences be-

tween KS3 and KS4 students were small. 

 

The next chapter explores the factors the students perceive support or hinder 

their engagement with challenging work. 

 

 

  



122 

Chapter 7: Student perceptions of factors that enable 

them to engage with challenging work 
 

In Chapter 6, the findings reported indicated that the vast majority of the stu-

dents in the focus groups and survey participants felt their schoolwork could be 

harder. However, the surveyed students also indicated that they did not always 

complete extension tasks, which are often created by teachers to increase the 

difficulty of challenge for students. This chapter seeks to address the question 

of why the take up of, and desire for, challenging work is low by presenting the 

factors that girls perceived as enabling them to engage with challenging work. 

It will also consider student perceptions of the impact of test and homework 

results, and teacher talk about learning. This chapter is linked to my third re-

search question: Are there specific motivational factors or factors in the class-

room environment that are associated with girls’ readiness to engage with chal-

lenging work in the particular Key Stages of KS3 and KS4? 

 

First of all, data extracted from the responses of Year 9 and Year 10 students 

during the focus groups is presented according to themes about student percep-

tions of the factors that enable them to engage with challenging work:  

 the setting of personal challenges so that they can be their best;  

 the role of student interest and perception of ability to achieve;  

 the role of competition in the classroom;  

 summative assessment;  

 the role of teachers and the classroom’s learning environment; 

 

Data from the surveys that were carried out with students in Years 9, 10 and 11 

will then be interrogated to build upon the picture created by the focus group 

findings. These will be structured according to the survey questions that were 

linked to student perception of challenge. Firstly, the extent to which students 

perceive their motivation to engage with challenging work lies with themselves 

will be explored, followed by a consideration of whether motivation was pro-

vided by summative assessment. The impact of the language about learning 
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used by teachers and parents will also be considered. Finally, the relationship 

between the focus groups and the survey will be discussed. 

 

7.1 Focus Groups 

7.1.1 Students engage with challenging work when they set themselves per-

sonal challenges so that they can be their best 

 

There was a strong sense of personal responsibility for learning amongst the 

focus group students. Several comments suggested that the students believed 

that at the heart of whether or not they attempted extension tasks was their own 

motivation – the setting of personal goals so that they could achieve their best: 

 

“I also think quite a lot of motivation – if it’s a poster or a project, I’m quite – I find it 

really satisfying when you finish something and you’re actually proud of it so it’s 

quite, yeah.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

“I don’t like letting myself down, I think that’s the worst thing for me.” (Year 10, Fo-

cus Group 1) 

 

“Well, I think when they say that ‘oh it’s extension’ then it makes you want to do it 

more, if that makes sense.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“I think it’s about trying to beat your own personal, um, trying to just focus on your-

self and how well you’re doing instead of how well other people are doing.” (Year 10, 

Focus Group 1) 

 

“…for me it’s more personal target and I tell myself I’m going to allot some time to 

write notes throughout the year because I know that in the summer exam period I go 

overboard and do loads and loads of notes and it does turn out ok but, um, I think I 

could distress that process by, um, doing it throughout the year.” (Year 9, Focus 

Group 2) 
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7.1.2 When students are interested, have the time and feel they are doing 

well they are more likely to attempt challenging tasks 

 

Whether or not a task in a particular subject was perceived as interesting was a 

factor influencing some when deciding to attempt challenging tasks: 

 

“I think if you’re interested in it and you feel like … it’s something that you want to do 

well in, like, you’re quite motivated by it, then you’re naturally going to want a better 

result so you just try as best you can, I think.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

“Em, the type of work probably would be, like, something quite long because you don’t 

really have that much motivation to do it because it kind of drains you so like a long 

essay or question paper with, like, two pages or something.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

 “… if you’re more interested in that subject you’re more willing to do the extension 

whereas if it’s something – if it’s a subject you don’t like you don’t have any motiva-

tion.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

Focus group participants also indicated that they were less likely to complete 

challenging work if they did not feel that they had the time: 

 

“And also depending on how much work before, like the stuff we have to do. Depend-

ing on how much and how difficult and how long that’s taken. Maybe if you think 

that’s not as difficult and it hasn’t taken you very long then you have – yeah, you kind 

of want to do the extension to show ‘yeah, I can do a bit more than that’. But if it’s 

quite a big – quite a lot and you’ve already found it difficult I think you kind of, by that 

point it’s not as important.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… personally I try to but it really depends on how much you’ve been given before. So, 

if it’s, um, quite a large amount and then you’ve found that you’ve already gone over 

the time limit and it’s quite lengthy to do more, then maybe you should just say to the 

teacher ‘Well, I did all I could in the time’. But if you feel like you’ve, em, have enough 

time and you’ve found the work quite manageable then I would definitely do it.” (Year 

9, Focus Group 2) 
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Some comments suggested that it was possible that the amount of interest the 

student had in the subject area could strongly influence the amount of time the 

student was willing to dedicate to the task; for example, some comments im-

plied that they were willing to spend longer than their homework time if they 

wanted to: 

 

“Do you find that you go over your homework time quite often? 

 

- Yeah. 

 

Is it for every subject or does it depend on subjects? 

 

- Um, it depends. If it’s a subject where it’s the result is like a result of how much effort 

you put into it then generally I do go over the time, but if it’s something that’s on a 

sheet then it’s within time or under time. 

 

- Usually, like, long homeworks, like English or History I often go, I go a bit over. 

Then if it’s just like Maths where it’s wrong or right answer I don’t usually go over the 

time. 

 

Do you mind when you go over the time or is it a choice you make, or do you feel 

like you have to do it in order to get it completed? 

 

- It’s definitely a choice- 

 

- Yeah, definitely. 

 

- Because you want to get the best you can. 

 

- Yeah. 

 

- If I’m interested in it then I don’t mind spending a lot of time!” (Year 9 students, Fo-

cus Group 2) 

 

Some students indicated that their self-judgments of how well they could com-

plete a task in a particular subject area could affect their decision to complete 

an extension task: 
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“… if you found the standard stuff really hard then you’re not that likely to be ‘Oh 

yeah, I’ll do more hard stuff.’” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

 “I think it depends on the subject because when it’s, like, Maths or something I quite 

often do it because there’s a right or wrong answer and, like, if you get it wrong it 

doesn’t really matter, you can always learn from it and change it; but if it’s something, 

um, like History extension questions are quite hard because they’re usually, like – I 

find the online worksheets and things we’ve done they’re usually quite a lot harder 

than the table whatever we’ve been doing before so sometimes I just don’t really do 

those!” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

Another student indicated that her own motivation was important in determin-

ing the extent to which she would engage with challenging work: 

 

Do you notice if there’s a difference in the standard of work you complete this year 

compared to last year? 

 

Some people might say that not much has changed. I think a lot’s changed. I think this 

year I can remember so much more. I’ve paid more attention in my lessons than I did 

last year. Actually, a massive amount. 

 

Why do you think that is? 

 

Um, because I decided that it was about time…you know I think I was just getting 

bored of not having the feeling of satisfaction that you guys describe. It is…kind of, 

you know, too much after a while, and you just want to be able to get some sort of self-

satisfaction out of it. 

 

7.1.3 Competition provides challenges to do well in the classroom 

 

Linked to a personal desire to do well, the existence of a form of competition in 

the classroom could, in some cases, motivate peers to attempt challenging 

work: 
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“I’m quite competitive so it’s trying to be better than other people or trying be, like, 

stay at the same standards as other people”. (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… you want to maintain where you are, you don’t want to fall behind.” (Year 10, Fo-

cus Group 1) 

 

7.1.4 Summative assessments affect student motivation to attempt chal-

lenging work 

 

For some, summative assessment, in the form of homework or assessments for 

example, could play a role in motivating students to complete challenging 

work: 

 

“I think… kind of obviously… knowing that you get something at the end of it. So may-

be if you know that it’s going to contribute to maybe, like, help you in an exam or like 

as a revision resource or even just kind of going to help you to show your skills it’s 

kinda a motivation for it.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… I … think the fact if it’s a homework with a grade at the end of it you know that 

you need to work towards it so that it might go towards your end of year grade 

(agreement with this) or your report and everything so you know that you actually 

have to try, you can’t just, like, wing it!” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… when it’s in your report that goes home to your parents you feel a lot more like 

you have to do well. I think that’s good.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

GCSEs, a form of summative assessment, played the role of limiting the ‘chal-

lenge within schoolwork as well as motivating some students to complete chal-

lenging work. Some participants indicated that there were constraints in the 

level of difficulty in their work due to the nature of their GCSE studies: 

 

“- …sometimes they challenge you quantity rather than quality and you feel you’re 

doing the same thing over and over but you’re not getting any better.  
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- Yeah, really repetitive. 

 

- Yeah, and also because we’re doing the GCSE course now and some subjects they 

only teach you what’s going to be on the GCSE and sometimes you think ‘Well, I want 

to know a little bit more’. 

 

- But then again, on the other hand in some subjects they give you irrelevant things (a 

lot of agreement with this) and you think ‘oh well, I’d quite like to be learning relevant 

topics’.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

However, there was also an indication that GCSEs could motivate students to 

want to work harder: 

 

“I think that GCSEs motivate me more because I think everything – like in Year 7, 8, 9, every-

thing you did didn’t really lead to anything in particular whereas everything you do in Year 10, 

you know you have to learn it for GCSE so you know it’s important.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

7.1.5 Inspiring and motivated teachers and the classroom learning envi-

ronment encourage some students to take risks with challenging work 

 

The role played by teachers was a predominant topic amongst focus group par-

ticipants when explaining which factors encouraged them to engage in chal-

lenging work. This included the role of the passion teachers had for the subject 

in motivating students to want to work hard as well as the teachers having be-

lief in the ability of the students: 

 

“My feeling, like, that I’m taught by someone who I think doesn’t think I’m going to 

get anywhere, it generally just goes wrong. If someone says to me, just even like slight-

ly, like ‘you know, you could get an A in this’ or something it really helps ‘cos immedi-

ately it just boosts my self-esteem, I find.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“I think it’s really important for teachers to be really passionate about their subject 

and do something a bit different to the standard just going through the syllabus subject 

by subject so, maybe not going completely off the syllabus but just being more interac-
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tive with the students so we’re not just sitting and listening and actually just showing 

they’re really interested.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“It’s when the teacher’s motivated, then the pupils are generally automatically moti-

vated as well.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… this happens quite a lot already but if the teachers are really motivated in what 

they’re teaching you because if you feel that the teacher isn’t really going to care what 

grade you get then you don’t really mind when they’re looking at your homework, 

they’re just going to, like, skim past it for a second, then you might feel like ‘why am I 

trying?’ But if you feel that the teacher will look at it and read…quite – look at the 

work and understand the effort you put into it, I think that makes you try hard and that 

makes you get a good grade.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

“…if your teacher’s given you a lot of background to the particular subject then you 

might feel inspired to go find out more because you already understand it so it’s not 

totally new.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

There was also an indication that teachers were most concerned with complet-

ing the GCSE syllabus and could lack passion in their teaching: 

 

“… with some teachers it feels as if they’re just getting through the syllabus. It’s much 

more interesting if they show more of a passion for it.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

 

Students could also be switched off if the relevance or difficulty of the task was 

not made clear, if there was a dominating focus on grades or if students were 

often compared to each other: 

 

“I feel like sometime some teachers expand on it and… I’m not so keen on it when a 

teacher expands on it and you’re completely off topic and it sort of confuses you, 

whereas if someone expands – I think it’s, it’s really cool if someone can expand on the 

syllabus and make it sound really interesting by itself because there is interesting stuff 

on there it’s about the way you portray it.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 
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“…you need teachers to be realistic about the level of difficultly (agreement with this) 

because sometimes, let’s say, if you’re in a higher set for something a teacher might 

just assume ‘Oh, this will be easy for all of you’ and when you find it difficult it’s de-

motivational, if that’s a word, yeah.” (Year 10, Focus Group 2) 

 

“I feel like there’s a lot of focus around grades and what grade you get because every-

thing is graded now when it’s sort of – I feel it should be more focusing on how actual-

ly it’s ok to make a mistake because you learn more from that mistake. And so you feel 

a bit more pressurised to get a really good grade and it’s quite stressful.” (Year 10, 

Focus Group 1) 

 

“It would be nicer if, instead of saying ‘Oh you did this well compared to everyone 

else in the year’ if it was ‘you did this well compared to what you could have done if 

you’d put more effort.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

 

Some students indicated that if they perceived that their teachers did not believe 

in their ability they may also become demotivated:  

 

“Em, sometimes an intimidating one, but I think that’s the way of a lot of independent 

schools … they are trying to tell you that you are doing well but at the same time in 

this environment that you’re in, there are a lot of people who tried quite hard to get in 

in the first place and you are competing for the top spots at the top universities. At the 

same time it can be really daunting if you don’t have someone to be like ‘You can do 

it’, not just sort of the fact that like … not just comparing it to other people, saying 

‘I’m preparing you but I’m saying you can be up there’. Rather than just sort of com-

paring you.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

There was a tension revealed by students between wanting to focus on under-

standing and the internal pressure they place on themselves to achieve, which 

was sometimes affected by the learning environment in the classroom: 
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“It’s harder than it sounds as well, it really is… it sounds so simple just to say, but 

sometimes, in the atmosphere that you’re in, it can get daunting.” (Year 10, Focus 

Group 1) 

 

Some students believed that they were still motivated more by the grade they 

wished to receive than the messages their teachers may have been trying to put 

across in the classroom, especially if they felt that their teachers were giving 

them mixed messages:  

 

“- … I find it can be quite confusing because some teachers can say, some say ‘Oh it 

really doesn’t matter if you didn’t get the grade you wanted on this piece of homework, 

it’s just a grade or another whatever. You can try to improve’. Whereas some say ‘I 

expect you to get this, or higher’ and they’re more particular about getting a good 

grade so you’re not sure whether to listen to the ‘get a good grade’ or ‘don’t worry, 

we can improve from there’. Yeah, so sometimes mixed messages. 

 

- Yeah, I thought there was sometimes mixed messages about the purpose of the exams 

as well cos some teachers were saying ‘Oh, it’s just for us to know how you’re doing’, 

some were saying ‘it’s for you to know how you’re doing’… And some were saying 

‘Oh, it’s so you know what to do next year’ and it was like ‘Why am I doing them!’ So, 

I think everyone, a little bit, they don’t really listen to what the teachers say and they 

more just want the grade. I think everyone just thinks that truly.” (Year 9 students, Fo-

cus Group 2) 

 

Indeed, some students commented on how they felt that they worked better at 

home, indicating that they may have been less likely to attempt or complete 

challenging work in lessons: 

 

“…when you’re in lessons you have, like, you have a lot of distractions, I guess. You 

have a lot of people around you and they’re all writing or doing different things to you 

and I think you have quite a big, like, kind of need – like it’s almost like competition 

when you’re in class because you need to like do it faster or, like, write more … But 

when you’re at home … I guess you can do however much you feel comfortable with. 
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And it’s more of a comfortable environment for me because, like, I have my own space, 

and, like, you can just concentrate more, I think.” (Year 9, Focus Group 1) 

 

“… in lessons cos you have your other school peers around you, sometimes you can be 

influenced by what they’re doing (agreement with this). And at home, it’s just your 

choice.” (Year 9, Focus Group 2) 

 

“In the lesson, you’re just passive most of the time (agreement with this). When you’re 

doing homework, even when you’re distracted, the time that you actually spend doing 

the homework is active time.” (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

This was not, however, the case for all students. Furthermore, even if they did 

complete more work at home, some admitted that the quality was not necessari-

ly as high:  

 

I find I put less time in homework just so that I can get it out of the way and do other 

things. (Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“Like maybe I give more time to homework because there’s not so much of a set time 

but sometimes with homework, because you’ve got more time, you can get a bit dis-

tracted so sometimes I might write more but it might mean a little less. A bit less.” 

(Year 10, Focus Group 1) 

 

“- …at school, you can either mess around or you can be doing work but usually when 

you’re messing around you can see people doing work and you’re like, ‘Oh, I feel 

bad’. And then if you know you’ve got something to do or you know that you’ve got 

something in soon then you’re like ‘Ok, I should probably go and do some work’. And 

also, you can go to a form room and you can go to the library whereas at home it’s 

like- 

 

- So many distractions! 

 

- Food and TV and computers and obviously you’re not in place where everyone’s 

working because everyone’s doing different things in your house and so there’s noth-
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ing to make you think ‘Oh, I should be doing what they’re doing and I should probably 

get on with something’.” (Year 10 students, Focus Group 2) 

 

These findings suggest that the culture and environment for learning created by 

teachers within a classroom may have had a great impact on whether or not stu-

dents were prepared to complete challenging tasks. It has a positive impact on 

some students and a demotivating or limited impact on others. 

 

7.2 Results from the survey 
 

As the participants in the focus groups were from the Whole School More Able 

register and therefore may perceive work to be less challenging than many of 

their peers, their wider year groups may have different perceptions of the fac-

tors that support or hinder their engagement with challenging work. The ques-

tionnaire was developed from the ideas that emerged from the focus groups, 

and given to students in Years 9, 10 and 11 in three independent girls’ schools, 

in order to assess the extent to which the ideas expressed in the focus groups 

were held more widely as well as build upon the picture the focus group re-

sponses had created. 

 

7.2.1 Approach to analysis of the survey 

 

Several of the survey questions will be analysed in this section. One question is 

directly related to the third research question: What factors do girls in the tran-

sition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective independent sector think motivate 

them to engage with challenging work? 

 What factors make you more likely to attempt challenging work? 

 

The other survey questions analysed in this section explore factors which help 

to answer the third research question: Are there specific motivational factors or 

factors in the classroom environment that are associated with girls’ readiness to 

engage with challenging work in the particular Key Stages of KS3 and KS4? 
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 How do test results or homework grades affect your attitudes to learn-

ing? 

 How do your teachers talk about learning or schoolwork with you? 

 

The data for each of these questions will be presented in turn. First of all, a 

summary table showing the number of students who responded to the question, 

their Likert scale responses, the mean and standard deviation will be presented. 

Then the results from the independent-samples t-tests, which were conducted to 

compare differences between Key Stages. A more detailed description of the 

analysis of the survey data can be found in the Methodology chapter. 

 

7.2.2 Student perceptions of how their own motivation affects their at-

tempts at challenging work 

 

The students were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale how far they 

agreed with the factors the focus group participants had identified as those 

which would encourage them to attempt challenging work (Table 7.1).  
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Table 7.1 Factors encouraging attempts at challenging work 

 

Q. What factors make you more likely to attempt challenging work? 

 Key Stage No.  No response Strongly Disa-

gree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean Std. Dev. 

I am more likely to 

complete a challenging 

task if you know that 

it’s going to contribute 

to help me in an exam 

KS3 60 3 0 4 7 35 14 3.98 .79 

KS4 125 4 0 1 12 71 41 4.17 .62 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 0 5 (3%) 19 (10%) 106 

(55%) 55 (29%) 4.14 .62 

I am more likely to 

complete a challenging 

task if I will get a 

grade for it 

KS3 60 3 1 6 11 29 13 3.78 .96 

KS4 125 4 0 10 26 59 30 3.85 .71 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 1 (1%) 16 (8%) 37 (19%) 88 

(46%) 43 (22%) 3.84 .90 

I am more likely to 

complete a challenging 

task if I am interested 

in it 

KS3 60 3 0 0 6 26 28 4.37 .66 

KS4 125 4 0 0 11 52 62 4.37 .58 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 0 0 17 (9%) 78 

(41%) 90 (47%) 4.39 .65 

I am more likely to 

complete a challenging 

task if my teacher’s 

given us a lot of 

background to the 

subject 

KS3 60 3 0 6 12 39 3 3.65 .73 

KS4 125 4 0 7 31 61 26 3.78 .74 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 0 13 (7%) 43 (22%) 100 

(52%) 29 (15%) 3.78 .79 

I find it really satisfy-

ing when you finish a 

challenging task 

KS3 60 3 1 2 13 25 19 3.98 .91 

KS4 125 4 1 8 25 52 39 3.92 .89 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 2 (1%) 10 (5%) 38 (20%) 77 

(40%) 58 (30%) 3.97 .91 

I am competitive so I 

complete challenging 

tasks so that I can be 

better than other 

people or stay the 

same standard as other 

people 

KS3 60 3 3 20 20 11 6 2.95 1.06 

KS4 125 4 12 33 42 25 13 2.93 1.04 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 15 (8%) 53 (28%) 62 (32%) 36 

(19%) 19 (10%) 2.95 1.11 
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I will attempt chal-

lenging tasks as I don’t 

like letting myself 

down 

KS3 60 3 0 9 23 23 5 3.40 .85 

KS4 125 4 0 38 46 28 13 3.08 .93 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 0 47 (25%) 69 (36%) 51 

(27%) 18 (9%) 3.22 .94 

 

I am more likely to 

attempt a challenging 

task if someone says 

that I can get a good 

grade as it boosts my 

self-esteem 

KS3 60 3 0 4 21 24 11 3.70 .85 

KS4 125 4 0 12 30 66 17 3.67 .75 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 0 16 (8%) 51 (27%) 90 

(47%) 28 (15%) 3.70 .83 

I do not like challeng-

ing work because I’m 

afraid that I won’t be 

able to do it well 

KS3 60 3 6 20 17 12 5 2.83 1.12 

KS4 125 4 8 44 37 23 13 2.95 1.08 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 14 (7%) 64 (33%) 54 (28%) 35 

(18%) 18 (9%) 2.89 1.11 

 

Of the nine sub-questions in this section, three sub-questions could be consid-

ered to have a link to intrinsic motivation as they indicate interest in doing the 

task for the task’s sake. These sub-questions are: ‘I am more likely to complete 

a challenging task if I am interested in it’; ‘I am more likely to complete a chal-

lenging task if my teacher’s given us a lot of background to the subject’; and ‘I 

find it really satisfying when you finish a challenging task’.  

 

Of all the factors likely to encourage students to attempt challenging work, the 

statement ‘I am more likely to complete a challenging task if I am interested in 

it’ received highest agreement (M = 4.39), but strong agreement was also seen 

for the statements ‘I find it really satisfying when you finish a challenging task’ 

(M = 3.97) and ‘I am more likely to complete a challenging task if my teacher’s 

given us a lot of background to the subject’ (M = 3.78).  

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare Key Stages with re-

gards to student perceptions of these three factors. No statistically significant 

differences were found, which indicates that there were no specific contextual 
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factors that were associated with engaging with challenging work in the par-

ticular Key Stages. 

 

Two other statements in this section could also be seen to have links to intrinsic 

motivation, although they can also be extrinsically motivated: ‘I am competi-

tive so I complete challenging tasks so that I can be better than other people or 

stay the same standard as other people’ (M = 2.95) and ‘I will attempt challeng-

ing tasks as I don’t like letting myself down’ (M = 3.22) (Table 7.1). Independ-

ent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare student perceptions of these two 

factors by Key Stage and no statistically significant differences were found. 

 

Several other factors that encouraged completion of extension work were pro-

vided by students (Table 7.2). The first statement is similar to a couple of the 

survey statements: ‘I am more likely to complete a challenging task if you 

know that it’s going to contribute to help me in an exam’ and ‘I am more likely 

to complete a challenging task if my teacher’s given us a lot of background to 

the subject’. However the student’s phrasing of ‘[it] is relevant to help us with 

our topic and it's not just a task to keep us occupied’ implies a stronger sense of 

the perceived importance of the task itself for student learning. The second 

statement also conveys the importance of the value placed upon a subject by the 

student, which did not appear as an explicit statement in the survey. Finally, the 

third statement bears a similarity to the survey statement ‘I do not like challeng-

ing work because I’m afraid that I won’t be able to do it well’ but conveys a 

greater sense of the importance of the classroom climate in determining wheth-

er or not a student perceives pressure to complete a task correctly.  
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Table 7.2 Other factors encouraging attempts at challenging 

work 

 

Q. What factors make you more likely to attempt challenging work? 

KS3 I will be more likely to attempt challenging work if I know that we have 

at least done some notes on it class and is relevant to help us with our 

topic and it's not just a task to keep us occupied 

KS3 It varies subject to subject, if I like that subject and it is important to me 

I will try harder than I would in something I did not enjoy as much. 

KS3 I will not complete challenging task if I feel to pressured to get it right 

(if it is optional). 

 

 

 

 

7.2.3 Student perceptions of the impact of test results and homework on 

their attitudes towards challenging work 

 

Three of the sub-questions in Table 7.1 linked motivation for completing chal-

lenging work with the achievement structure provided by grades. These sub-

questions are: ‘I am more likely to complete a challenging task if you know that 

it’s going to contribute to help me in an exam’; ‘I am more likely to complete a 

challenging task if I will get a grade for it’; and ‘I am more likely to attempt a 

challenging task if someone says that I can get a good grade as it boosts my 

self-esteem’. 

 

Table 7.1 shows that of these three statements, strongest agreement was seen 

for the statement ‘I am more likely to complete a challenging task if you know 

that it’s going to contribute to help me in an exam’ (M = 4.14), but agreement 

was also strong for the other two statements: ‘I am more likely to complete a 

challenging task if I will get a grade for it’ (M = 3.84); and ‘I am more likely to 
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attempt a challenging task if someone says that I can get a good grade as it 

boosts my self-esteem’ (M = 3.70). 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare student perceptions of 

these three factors by Key Stage and no statistically significant differences were 

found. This again indicates that there were no specific contextual factors that 

were associated with engaging with challenging work in the particular Key 

Stages. 

 

As the level of agreement with these statements was similar to the statements 

linked to intrinsic motivation in Section 7.2.2, it indicates that the students held 

both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations in KS3 and KS4 with no statistically 

significant differences between the Key Stages. 

 

The students were also asked whether they perceived that test results or home-

work grades affected their learning (Table 7.3). This question was asked to ex-

plore factors relevant to the third research question: Are there specific motiva-

tional factors or factors in the classroom environment that are associated with 

girls’ readiness to engage with challenging work in the particular Key Stages of 

KS3 and KS4? In particular, whether students held extrinsic or intrinsic motiva-

tion, as this could help to explain the extent to which they were willing to un-

dertake challenging work. 

 

 

There was strong agreement for all of the statements related to this question 

apart from the statement ‘I don’t mind if I don’t achieve highly in a subject that 

I don’t enjoy’ (M = 2.62). This indicates that the students felt that the marks 

they achieved in each of their subjects was important, even if they did not enjoy 

a particular subject. The importance of individual achievement could also be 

seen in the strong agreement with the statement ‘I am disappointed when I get a 

low mark or grade’ (M = 4.37). This statement received the strongest agreement 
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of each of the statements in this question, highlighting the importance of 

achievement for the students. 

 

The response to the statements ‘If I get a low grade or mark I feel that it is my 

responsibility to improve my performance’ (M = 4.05) and ‘If I get a low grade 

or mark I think that my teacher should do more to help me to improve’ (M = 

3.69) shows that there was strong agreement for the idea that both the students 

themselves and their teachers were responsible for improving student achieve-

ment. However, as there was stronger agreement for the statement relating to 

student responsibility over teacher responsibility, this indicates that they per-

ceive the importance of their own effort over that of their teachers. The im-

portance of student responsibility for improving their academic performance 

can also be seen in the strong support for the statement ‘If I get a low grade or 

mark I feel motivated to improve my performance’ (M = 4.05). The students’ 

strong agreement for the statement ‘I revise harder for tests that go towards a 

report sent home to my parents’ (M = 3.45) indicated that they also increased 

the level of their effort when they knew that their performance would be report-

ed back to their parents. 

 

The strong agreement with the statement ‘I only enjoy learning a subject when I 

feel that I am achieving high marks or grades’ (M = 3.61) indicates that the stu-

dents perceived a link between achievement and enjoyment of learning a sub-

ject. 

 

There was slightly stronger agreement for the statement ‘I like to know what 

mark or grade other people in the class get’ (M = 3.61) than for the statement ‘I 

don’t mind other people in the class knowing what mark or grade I get for my 

work’ (M = 3.16). This indicates that the students like to know how their per-

formance compares to other students but that they are less keen on the other 

students knowing what this relative position is. 
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Finally, slightly lower agreement was shown for the statement ‘I think it is 

more important to learn from my mistakes than to get a high grade or mark’ (M 

= 3.16). This statement is more directly linked to intrinsic motivation than ex-

trinsic motivation as it contains the idea that learning from one’s mistakes is 

more important than the performance in a piece of homework or a test. The re-

sults for this question therefore indicated that the students held slightly stronger 

extrinsic motivations than intrinsic motivations. 

  



142 

Table 7.3 Student perceptions of the impact of test results and 

homework grades  

 

Q. How do test results or homework grades affect your attitudes to learning? 

 Key Stage No.  No response Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean Std. Dev 

I think it is more 

important to learn 

from my mistakes 

than to get a high 

grade or mark 

KS3 60 3 1 13 23 19 4 3.20 .92 

KS4 125 4 5 25 45 48 2 3.14 .89 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 6 (3%) 38 (20%) 68 (35%) 67 

(35%) 6 (3%) 3.16 .90 

I revise harder for 

tests that go 

towards a report 

sent home to my 

parents 

KS3 60 3 1 8 16 26 9 3.57 .96 

KS4 125 4 6 20 36 44 19 3.40 1.08 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 7 (4%) 28 (15%) 52 (27%) 70 

(37%) 28 (15%) 3.45 1.04 

I am disappointed 

when I get a low 

mark or grade 

KS3 60 3 0 1 2 33 24 4.33 .63 

KS4 125 4 2 1 8 50 64 4.38 1.08 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 10 (5%) 83 

(43%) 88 (46%) 4.37 .73 

I like to know what 

mark or grade 

other people in the 

class get 

KS3 60 3 2 2 16 30 10 3.73 .90 

KS4 125 4 5 11 34 60 15 3.55 .95 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 7 (4%) 13 (7%) 50 (26%) 90 

(47%) 25 (13%) 3.61 .94 

I don’t mind other 

people in the class 

knowing what 

mark or grade I get 

for my work 

KS3 60 3 7 8 21 21 3 3.08 1.08 

KS4 125 4 7 20 43 51 4 3.20 .94 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 14 (7%) 28 (15%) 64 (33%) 72 

(38%) 7 (4%) 3.16 .99 
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Q. How do test results or homework grades affect your attitudes to learning? 

 Key Stage No.  No response Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean Std. Dev 

If I get a low grade 

or mark I feel that 

it is my responsi-

bility to improve 

my performance 

KS3 60 3 1 2 7 32 18 4.07 .95 

KS4 125 4 0 1 17 83 24 4.04 .60 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 1 (1%) 3 (2%) 24 (13%) 115 

(60%) 42 (22%) 4.05 .69 

If I get a low grade 

or mark I feel 

motivated to 

improve my 

performance 

KS3 60 3 2 4 16 28 10 3.67 .95 

KS4 125 4 7 11 37 50 20 3.52 1.04 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 9 (5%) 15 (8%) 53 (28%) 78 

(41%) 30 (16%) 3.57 1.02 

If I get a low grade 

or mark I think that 

my teacher should 

do more to help me 

to improve 

KS3 60 3 1 6 17 25 11 3.65 .95 

KS4 125 4 0 14 34 51 26 3.71 .92 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 1 (1%) 20 (10%) 51 (27%) 76 

(40%) 37 (19%) 3.69 .93 

I only enjoy 

learning a subject 

when I feel that I 

am achieving high 

marks or grades 

KS3 60 3 2 10 13 24 11 3.53 1.08 

KS4 125 4 0 24 25 48 28 3.64 1.04 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 2 (1%) 34 (18%) 38 (20%) 72 

(38%) 39 (20%) 3.61 1.05 

I don’t mind if I 

don’t achieve 

highly in a subject 

that I don’t enjoy 

KS3 60 3 5 16 20 15 4 2.95 1.06 

KS4 125 4 26 44 31 19 5 2.46 1.10 

TOTAL  192 7 (4%) 31 (16%) 60 (31%) 51 (27%) 34 

(18%) 9 (5%) 2.62 1.11 
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Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare Key Stages with regard 

to student perceptions of these factors. There was a statistically significant dif-

ference at the p < .05 level for one of the statements: ‘I don’t mind if I don’t 

achieve highly in a subject that I don’t enjoy’ (Table 7.4). For this statement, 

KS3 students indicated that they did not mind as much as KS4 students if they 

did not achieve highly in a subject they did not enjoy, although the effect size 

remained small. 

Table 7.4 Comparison of student perceptions of the impact of 

test results and homework grades 

 

 Key Stage No.  
No re-

sponse 
Mean* Std. Deviation 

Statistical signifi-

cance 

I don’t mind if I 

don’t achieve high-

ly in a subject that 

I don’t enjoy 

KS3 60 3 2.75 1.06 

t = 2.84 (183), 

p = .01 

eta = 0.04 KS4 125 4 2.46 1.10 

 

 

 

Several other comments about how the students perceived the impact of test 

results and homework grades on their learning were given (Table 7.5). Two of 

these statements conveyed the importance of the teacher role in helping the stu-

dent to improve. One, ‘I feel that if I get a low mark that a teacher shouldn’t 

give it back and say that I didn’t do very well but actually give me some feed-

back to help me understand why, where and how I got those things wrong’, 

conveys the perceived importance of teacher feedback to help the student know 

how to improve. The other, ‘If I get a low grade and haven't revised I think the 

responsibility falls to me; however if many students also get low grades I think 

the teacher needs to have more of an input’, shows the perceived need for the 

teacher to work with the student on improving the student’s academic perfor-

mance. Another student commented on how they perceived the teacher’s 

knowledge of the student as being important in the teacher accurately convey-
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ing the improvement the student had made. Finally, one student commented on 

how homework grades were not as important as test results.  

 

 

Table 7.5 Other perceptions of the impact of test results and 

homework grades 

 

KS3 I feel that if I get a low mark that a teacher shouldn’t give it back and 

say that I didn’t do very well but actually give me some feedback to 

help me understand why, where and how I got those things wrong 

KS3 I am more concerned with my test results than my homework grades 

KS4 Sometimes it is frustrating in a subject you really enjoy if affected by 

getting a new teacher that doesn't know you as we'll as your previous 

teacher as it means that towards your parents it looks like you are get-

ting worse at a subject 

KS4 If I get a low grade and haven't revised I think the responsibility falls to 

me; however if many students also get low grades I think the teacher 

needs to have more of an input 

 

 

 

7.2.4 Student perceptions of teacher talk and how this may affect their atti-

tudes towards challenging work 

 

Section 7.2.3 showed that there was strong agreement with the statement ‘I am 

more likely to complete a challenging task if my teacher’s given us a lot of 

background to the subject’. The student survey contained statements to be 

ranked on the Likert scale to further develop this idea by exploring the lan-

guage the students perceived their teachers used in the classroom (Table 7.6). 
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This was to gain insight into student perceptions of the classroom culture creat-

ed by teachers. 

 

There was strongest agreement with the statement ‘My teachers encourage us to 

compare our own performance with what we could have done’ (M = 3.48), fol-

lowed by ‘My teachers do not usually say that work is hard’ (M = 3.29) and 

‘My teachers try to put us outside our comfort zone’ (M = 3.27). Moderate 

agreement was shown for the statements ‘My teachers encourage us to do our 

own research outside of what we’re already doing in class’ (M = 3.01), whilst 

‘My teachers regularly link our work to real life situations’ (M = 2.86) and ‘My 

teachers do not say they expect us to get certain grades’ (M = 2.86) received 

least agreement. 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare student perceptions of 

these three factors by Key Stage and no statistically significant differences were 

found. 

 

Stronger agreement was indicated for the statements that implied teacher talk 

with a focus on grades, displayed in Table 7.7.  

 

There was strongest agreement with the statement ‘My teachers are always 

bringing up GCSEs and tests or Summer exams’ (M = 3.90), followed by ‘I feel 

like there’s a lot of focus around grades’ (M = 3.67) and ‘I feel as if my teach-

ers are just getting through the syllabus’ (M = 3.20). Less agreement was held 

with the statement ‘My teachers often compare our individual performance with 

the rest of the year group’ (M = 2.93). 
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Table 7.6 Student Perceptions of Teacher Talk: growth mind-

set 
 

Q. How do your teachers talk about learning or schoolwork with you? 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No response Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean Std. Dev. 

My teachers encour-

age us to do our own 

research outside of 

what we’re already 

doing in class 

KS3 61 2 1 16 27 17 0 2.98 .79 

KS4 129 0 1 40 46 39 3 3.05 .84 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 56 (29%) 73 (38%) 56 (29%) 3 (2%) 3.01 .84 

My teachers try to 

put us outside our 

comfort zone 

KS3 61 2 1 10 25 25 0 3.21 .78 

KS4 129 0 1 20 52 51 5 3.27 .86 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 30 (16%) 77 (40%) 76 (40%) 5 (3%) 3.27 .80 

My teachers regular-

ly link our work to 

real life situations 

KS3 61 2 1 19 26 15 0 2.90 .79 

KS4 129 0 8 44 41 32 4 2.89 .98 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 9 (5%) 63 (33%) 67 (35%) 47 (25%) 4 (2%) 2.86 .92 

My teachers do not 

say they expect us to 

get certain grades 

KS3 61 2 6 11 25 15 4 3.00 1.05 

KS4 129 0 9 41 51 23 5 2.95 .93 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 15 (8%) 52 (27%) 76 (40%) 38 (20%) 9 (5%) 2.86 .98 

My teachers encour-

age us to compare 

our own perfor-

mance with what we 

could have done 

KS3 61 2 1 8 14 36 2 3.49 .83 

KS4 129 0 1 14 45 60 9 3.47 .78 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 22 (12%) 59 (31%) 96 (50%) 11 (6%) 3.48 .82 

My teachers do not 

usually say that 

work is hard 

KS3 61 2 0 5 28 23 5 3.46 .77 

KS4 129 0 0 31 51 36 11 3.17 .92 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 0 36 (19%) 79 (41%) 59 (31%) 16 (8%) 3.29 .87 
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Table 7.7 Student Perceptions of Teacher Talk: grade focused 

 

Q. How do your teachers talk about learning or schoolwork with you? 

 Key Stage No.  No response Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree Mean Std. 

Dev. 

My teachers are always 

bringing up GCSEs and 

tests or Summer exams 

KS3 61 2 0 9 16 25 11 3.62 .95 

KS4 129 0 2 8 19 55 45 4.03 .94 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 17 (9%) 35 (18%) 80 (42%) 56 (29%) 3.90 .96 

I feel as if my teachers 

are just getting through 

the syllabus 

KS3 61 2 3 18 22 15 3 2.95 .97 

KS4 129 0 1 25 44 50 9 3.32 .89 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 4 (2%) 43 (22%) 66 (34%) 65 (34%) 12 (6%) 3.20 .93 

I feel like there’s a lot of 

focus around grades 

KS3 61 2 1 11 20 21 8 3.39 .99 

KS4 129 0 1 13 27 57 31 3.81 .94 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 24 (25%) 47 (25%) 78 (41%) 39 (20%) 3.67 .98 

My teachers often 

compare our individual 

performance with the 

rest of the year group 

KS3 61 2 2 28 17 9 5 2.79 1.02 

KS4 129 0 8 39 38 33 11 3.00 1.08 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 10 (5%) 67 (35%) 55 (29%) 42 (22%) 16 (8%) 2.93 1.06 

I just focus on the grade 

that I want to achieve 

KS3 61 2 0 9 14 31 7 3.59 .88 

KS4 129 0 2 14 31 59 23 3.67 .95 

TOTAL  192 2 (1%) 2 (1%) 23 (12%) 45 (23%) 90 (47%) 30 (16%) 3.65 .92 

 

 

 

 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare Key Stages with regard 

to student perceptions of these factors. There was a statistically significant dif-

ference at the p < .05 level for three of the statements: ‘My teachers are always 

bringing up GCSEs and tests or Summer exams’, ‘I feel as if my teachers are 

just getting through the syllabus’ and ‘I feel like there’s a lot of focus around 

grades’ (Table 7.8). Each indicated that KS4 students were more likely to per-
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ceive a focus on grades or syllabus completion by their teachers, although the 

effect size remained small. 

Table 7.8 Comparison of student Perceptions of Teacher Talk: 

grade focused 

 

 
Key 

Stage 
No.  

No re-

sponse 
Mean* 

Std. Devia-

tion 

Statistical signifi-

cance 

My teachers are always 

bringing up GCSEs and 

tests or Summer exams 

KS3 61 2 3.62 .95 t = -2.78 (188), 

p = .01 

eta = .04 KS4 129 0 4.03 .94 

I feel as if my teachers are 

just getting through the 

syllabus 

KS3 61 2 2.95 .97 t = -2.57 (188), 

p = .01 

eta = .03 KS4 129 0 3.32 .89 

I feel like there’s a lot of 

focus around grades 

KS3 61 2 3.39 .99 t = -2.77 (188), 

p = .01 

eta = .04 
KS4 129 0 3.81 .94 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

 

The emphasis on syllabus completion and final examinations or grades, which 

the focus groups had indicated led to less teacher passion and consequently 

made students less likely to engage with challenging work (Section 7.6), is 

therefore evident in the perception of the surveyed students. 

 

However, the fact that the final statement in Table 7.5 received fairly strong 

agreement, ‘I just focus on the grade that I want to achieve’ (M = 3.65), indi-

cates that the surveyed students perceived teacher talk as less important than 

their own motivation to achieve. No statistically significant differences were 

found for this statement when independent-samples t-tests were conducted to 

compare student perceptions by Key Stage.  
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Several other comments were offered about teacher talk (Table 7.9). Many of 

these statements revealed that some students perceived a variation between 

their teachers in how they spoke about learning or schoolwork. Other state-

ments showed that some students felt that they were not affected by how their 

teachers acted. 

Table 7.9 Other student Perceptions of Teacher Talk 

 

Q. How do your teachers talk about learning or schoolwork with you? 

KS3 Only some teachers are just trying to get through the syllabus. 

KS3 I find that it varies with each teacher. 

KS3 I like being compared to other students as it gives me a grade to aim for 

that is relevant 

KS3 I try to understand but I believe teachers just focus on us getting good 

grades then explaining things in depth to us 

KS3 It is very different with different teachers, some are better than others 

KS3 My teachers suggest looking at other resources if we would like to learn 

more about a certain topic 

KS4 Some teachers are more exam-focused than others. So you can get 

mixed messages 

KS4 I focus more on the knowledge and skills I gain from studying 

 

 

 

 

7.3 The relationship between the focus groups and the survey 
 

The focus group students indicated that they set themselves personal challenges 

so that they could be of their best and that they were more likely to engage in 

challenging work if they were interested, had the time and felt that they were 
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doing well. Summative assessments, competition within the classroom and in-

spiring and motivated teachers also provided some motivation. The learning 

environment within the classroom had a limited impact on some students’ mo-

tivation to engage with challenging work and a more positive impact on others. 

 

The student surveys confirmed that girls held many of the perceptions of the 

focus group students more widely in the selective independent sector. There 

was strong agreement with the sense that students were motivated to engage 

with challenging tasks to improve themselves, and that this was held simultane-

ously with the motivation provided by grades and summative assessment. Less 

agreement was seen for the idea of competition within the classroom providing 

motivation. There was good agreement with the perception that their teachers 

used positive language to describe their learning but the perception that their 

teachers were grade-focused was stronger amongst the surveyed students than 

amongst the focus groups. However, there was still a strong indication that the 

surveyed students just focused on the grades that they wanted to achieve.  

 

Summary 
 

This chapter has shown that the students perceived a range of factors that 

played a role in determining whether or not they engaged in challenging work. 

Students revealed that they were motivated to engage with challenging tasks to 

improve themselves and for the purposes of doing well in summative assess-

ments. The perception of teacher language was mixed but there was a stronger 

indication that the students just focused on the grades that they wanted to 

achieve. 

 

Any statistically significant differences between Key Stages were small, indi-

cating that there were no contextual or motivation factors associated with the 

readiness to engage with challenging work specific to the particular Key Stages 

of KS3 or KS4. 
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The next chapter discusses the implications of the findings from the focus 

groups and student survey, framing this discussion with the background litera-

ture set out in Chapters 2 and 3. The conclusions of the study, how it has con-

tributed to knowledge, its limitations and suggested areas for future research are 

also presented. 

  



153 

Chapter 8: Discussion and Interpretation 
 

The purpose of my research was to gather the perceptions of challenging work 

held by girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective independ-

ent sector and to explore the factors in the classroom environment that contrib-

uted to student willingness to engage with challenging work.  

 

In this chapter, I will draw together the findings presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 

7, showing how they link to, and build upon, the literature and theories present-

ed in Chapters 2 and 3.  

 

The discussion will be arranged under the research questions that directed my 

data collection:  

 

1. What do girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective 

independent sector perceive as challenging work and is this linked to theo-

ries of deep learning? 

 

2. How do girls in the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective in-

dependent sector feel about the level of challenge in their current work? 

 

3. Are there specific motivational factors or factors in the classroom envi-

ronment that are associated with girls’ readiness to engage with challeng-

ing work in the particular Key Stages of KS3 and KS4? 

 

The chapter concludes with a consideration of the implications for the class-

room that can be taken from this study, how it has contributed to knowledge, its 

limitations and suggestions for future research. 
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8.1 Research Question 1: What do girls in the transition between 

KS3 and KS4 in the selective independent sector perceive as chal-

lenging work and is this linked to theories of deep learning? 
 

The study showed that the girls felt challenging work involved learning actively 

through having to think and using your brain, and that it involved applying 

knowledge outside the classroom boundary. The girls reported that challenging 

work involved tasks that went beyond the ordinary by stretching students to 

find new ways of tackling problems and encouraged them to use different tech-

niques from normal. Challenging work could involve students being responsi-

ble for organizing the learning process or having to rely on others during group 

work. Challenging work was also seen to take perseverance in order to succeed. 

 

Tasks identified by the students as challenging included essay writing; research 

homework; tasks in timed conditions; group tasks that rely on others’ 

knowledge; planning and carrying out scientific experiments; tasks that re-

quired application of knowledge; and extension questions. 

 

Two themes emerged in answer to this research question, which will now be 

discussed: 

 Girls offer rich definitions of challenging work that correspond to theo-

ries of deep learning; 

 Challenge is individually defined but views of challenging work remain 

stable from Key Stage 3 into Key Stage 4. 

 

8.1.1 Girls offer rich definitions of challenging work that correspond to 

theories of deep learning 

 

Many of the definitions of challenging work that emerged from the focus 

groups were very similar to the definitions of challenging work and of deep 

learning outlined in Chapters 2 and 3.  

The student claims that challenging work involved learning actively through 

having to think, using your brain, and by exploring new methods of finding an-

swers, and that it involves applying knowledge outside the classroom boundary 
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such as in the development of skills or to new situations, bear resemblance to 

some of the higher levels of thinking described in Bloom’s taxonomy: to ana-

lyse, evaluate and create (Bloom et al. 1956; Anderson and Krathwohl et al. 

2001).  

The claim that challenging work involved tasks that went beyond the ordinary 

by stretching students to find new ways of tackling problems and encouraging 

them to use different techniques from normal, echoes Vygotsky’s (1978) idea 

of zone of proximal development (ZPD), where the learner is moved from what 

they can do with the help of the teacher into applying their knowledge and 

skills independently.  

 

The idea that challenging work could involve students being responsible for 

organizing the learning process or having to rely on others during group work is 

similar to ideas of autonomy and student authority within the TARGET model 

(Clinkenbeard 2012), as the girls identified challenge in the task of deciding 

what information is relevant and accurate and of how to present it.  

Underpinning each of these suggestions was the idea that challenging work 

takes perseverance in order to succeed. This shows that the girls were able to 

portray challenging work in a way that resonates with Marton and Säljö’s 

(1976) concept of deep learning, with a strong sense of how challenging work 

involved learning independently and actively to understand material.  

 

The fact the focus group students were able to offer such rich descriptions of 

challenging work indicates that the students have had experience of these ideas 

about challenging work in their learning at some point or that the language of 

deep learning is being used in their classrooms. It may be that a school based 

culture of promoting ideas related to deep learning and mastery orientations to 

learning had influenced the participants in the focus groups. This would per-

haps indicate Rogers’ (2013) recommendation of interventions to encourage 

students towards a deep approach to learning is taking place in these schools, at 

least to an extent.  
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8.1.2 Challenge is individually defined but views of challenging work re-

main stable from Key Stage 3 into Key Stage 4 

 

The data also conveyed the sense that what was challenging meant different 

things to different students. The focus groups had indicated that the perception 

of the difficulty of work was related to student perceptions of their ability to 

achieve in a particular subject. In terms of the survey, there were a range of re-

sponses on the five-point Likert scale for the statements about what the term 

challenging work meant, what challenging work looked like in the classroom, 

and even how challenged they felt by their current work in each subject. This 

indicates that not every student had the same perception of work difficulty.  

 

However, the fact that there were no statistically significant differences be-

tween the results of the two Key Stages for the survey questions that defined 

and described challenging work would suggest that views of challenging work 

may remain fairly stable as students progress from one Key Stage to the next. 

This might be linked to what students perceive as being a ‘regular’ level of ac-

tivity. If students in a school are regularly set tasks that are more difficult than 

in another school, and are given the necessary support in order to develop the 

skills to feel able to complete that task, then the level of difficulty that those 

students perceive within tasks will be set at a higher benchmark than students 

who are regularly set tasks at a lower level. Furthermore, if there were broadly 

similar perceptions of the difficulty of work as student progressed from Key 

Stage 3 into Key Stage 4, it would be feasible for schools to identify and subse-

quently work to change the perception of students towards the level of chal-

lenge within their work. 

 

8.2 Research Question 2: How do girls in the transition between KS3 

and KS4 in the selective independent sector feel about the level of 

challenge in their current work? 
 

The study showed that the girls did not feel overly challenged by their current 

work. However, although the focus group students believed that their work 

could be more challenging, the surveyed students did not want their work to be 



157 

more difficult. The surveyed students also reported a low frequency of comple-

tion of the type of extension tasks suggested by the focus groups in addition to 

showing a preference for easier work.  

 

The fact that the survey respondents did not appear to be open to the option of 

completing more challenging work and reported a low completion of extension 

tasks was in contrast to the rich descriptions of challenging work that the stu-

dents had shown agreement with. As extension tasks are generally activities 

that would offer additional challenge for students, this would suggest that the 

students were not choosing to do more challenging work when they were given 

the option.  

 

Amongst the survey respondents, there was stronger agreement with the idea 

that they would like their work to be easier rather than more challenging. The 

reasons that met with the strongest agreement were the idea that the difficulty 

of work led to stress; the idea that easier work can help you to get better before 

pushing yourself further; and that some of the work was irrelevant. The latter 

reason, in particular, has strong links to Expectancy-Value Theory (Pintrich and 

Schunk 2002) in the sense that a lack of perceived value in challenging tasks 

meant they did not have the desire to complete them.  

 

Additionally, the remark by a Year 10 focus group participant that she preferred 

the difficulty of work to be moderate ‘because you’re comfortably understand-

ing’ and will therefore be able to do the examinations better, may help to ex-

plain why there was a slight preference for less challenging work amongst the 

surveyed students. At the heart of the suggestion that moderate work leads to 

‘comfortable’ understanding is the implication that challenging work can be 

uncomfortable and that not all students enjoyed this feeling. This goes beyond 

Expectancy-Value Theory (Pintrich and Schunk 2002) as an explanation for 

why the students did not want to do more challenging work. Some students 

wanted to progress in their learning and the difficulty of the work they com-

pleted at a slower pace than they perceived the tasks created by their teachers 

required them to do. The pace with which students perceive they are being re-
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quired to work has links to Vygotky’s (1978) idea of ZPD, where teachers scaf-

fold the work so that the students are gradually guided into the area between 

what they know they can do and learning or activities that are new to them. The 

acknowledgment that the pace of learning was perceived to be too fast for some 

students is a reminder to teachers of the importance of assessing student percep-

tions of challenge within their work so that they are able to scaffold activities in 

a way that they feel ‘comfortable’ with more challenging work and are thereby 

more likely to complete it. 

 

8.3 Research Question 3: Are there specific motivational factors or 

factors in the classroom environment that are associated with girls’ 

readiness to engage with challenging work in the particular Key 

Stages of KS3 and KS4? 
 

Despite showing a preference for ‘comfortable’ work, the students indicated 

several factors that would encourage them to engage with challenging work. 

Student interest in the task received the strongest agreement, followed by the 

idea that completing a challenging task could be satisfying. Students also re-

ported that they would be more likely to complete a challenging task if a teach-

er had given a lot of background to the task, or if a student had been told that 

they were likely to get a high grade if they completed the task. These student-

identified factors suggest that teachers can play an important role in encourag-

ing students to engage with more challenging work.  

 

There was also a strong indication that student perception of the factors that 

motivated them to engage with challenging work hold resonance with our cur-

rent understanding of achievement-goal theory and expectancy-value theory. 

Students being interested in the task and the role of teachers giving background 

to the task have strong links with expectancy-value theory (Pintrich and Schunk 

2002). The idea that completing a challenging task could be satisfying bears 

resemblance to a mastery-approach goal. Finally, the knowledge that they were 

likely to get a high grade if they completed the task is similar to a performance-

approach goal. Therefore, students hold a variety of goal approaches, and these 

play a role in motivating them to engage with challenging work. 
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By contrast, relatively low agreement was shown for the idea that students did 

not like challenging work because they were afraid that they would not be able 

to do it well. This might indicate that the students did not hold performance-

avoid goals as strongly as mastery-approach or performance-approach goals. It 

may, however, be that many students did not wish to be seen to agree with this 

statement as it could be seen to reflect negatively upon them. 

 

Although the differences between the Key Stages were small, two factors 

linked to the classroom environment and motivational factors emerged most 

strongly from the data, which will be discussed in turn: 

 

 GCSEs provide a key contextual factor in determining student readi-

ness to engage with challenging work; 

 Girls hold ‘performance-approach-style’ mastery goals. 

 

Both of these factors could be seen to develop a richer understanding of both 

achievement-goal theory and expectancy-value theory as they apply to girls in 

the transition between KS3 and KS4 in the selective independent sector. 

8.3.1 GCSEs provide a key contextual factor in determining student readi-

ness to engage with challenging work 

 

There was an indication that GCSEs provided a key contextual factor in pro-

moting a limited readiness to engage with challenging work. For example, KS4 

students indicated a stronger preference for easier work than KS3 students; and 

KS4 students were also less likely to complete extension tasks than KS3 stu-

dents, although the differences between the Key Stages were small. The survey 

also showed that students in KS3 enjoyed their current work slightly more than 

students in KS4. The factor of GCSEs can be linked to the classroom environ-

ment as students are prepared for the GCSE examinations in their classrooms. 

 

When asked specifically about their feelings towards GCSEs, there appeared to 

be a high level of worry or concern amongst many students. KS3 students, for 
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example, indicated that they had concerns about the increased levels of chal-

lenge in work when they started their GCSE courses in Year 10. KS4 students 

strongly indicated that they had chosen GCSE subjects based on how well they 

had performed in that subject as well as expressing more concern about subjects 

they felt they were not currently doing as well in. The fact that there was rela-

tively high agreement with the statement ‘I think that the GCSEs motivate me 

to work harder; everything you do in Year 10 and Year 11 is important’ indi-

cates that the students were not equating extension tasks with meaningful work 

and were therefore not choosing to complete them. 

 

There were, therefore, indications that students perceived challenge in relation 

to the GCSE examinations where they did not perceive the same level of chal-

lenge in their current work that was to prepare them for these examinations. 

 

As the students had been specifically asked about their views towards their 

GCSE examinations, it could be construed that the importance placed upon the 

role of GCSEs in shaping student attitudes towards challenging work was cre-

ated through the nature of the questions asked in the focus group and via the 

questionnaires. However, GCSEs, parents and teachers/school culture had been 

identified as having a potential influence on student behaviour from the litera-

ture (Ames and Ames 1994; Walkerdine et al. 2001; Rogers and Hallam 2006; 

Rogers 2013). Of these factors, the students indicated stronger agreement with 

the statements in the survey regarding GCSEs than they did for teacher or pa-

rental influence. There was a perception that teachers were grade-focused and a 

strong indication that parental support was perceived to be at an appropriate 

level. However, there was a stronger indication that the surveyed students just 

focused on the grades they wanted to achieve.  

 

8.3.2 Girls hold ‘performance-approach-style’ mastery goals  

 

This section presents a discussion of how achievement goal theory and expec-

tancy value theory could be seen in the responses of the students. The section is 

linked to the classroom environment as the classroom environment helps to 
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shape the achievement goals students pursue (Midgley 2002; Elliot 1999; Pin-

trich 2000) as well as the value they place on learning tasks, which is part of 

expectancy-value theory (Pintrich and Schunk 2002). 

 

The idea that ‘comfortable work’ was preferable, and the importance placed on 

preparation for their GCSE examinations, would seem to indicate that the stu-

dents surveyed showed a preference for performance goals. When asked why 

they had chosen certain GCSE subjects, for example, KS4 students showed rel-

atively high agreement with the statement that they made their decision based 

on how well they were doing in particular subjects and whether or not they en-

joyed them. This would suggest that they were not necessarily open to chal-

lenging work if they did not believe that they would be able to achieve in those 

subjects. This would imply a performance-avoid approach (Elliot and McGreg-

or 1999) where the students do not wish to engage with the task if they will not 

be able to perform highly in it.  

 

Yet, the language used by the students in the focus groups, and which received 

agreement amongst the surveyed students, would indicate that the students held 

mastery goals in addition to performance goals. Although a small number of 

those surveyed indicated that they believed attainment was more important than 

understanding, which is linked to the idea of a fixed mindset of intelligence 

(Dweck and Master 2008), the survey respondents largely indicated that they 

did not believe it was possible to have attainment without understanding. This 

bears more resemblance to a growth mindset of intelligence that Dweck and 

Master (2008) found was linked to a mastery-goal approach. In addition, alt-

hough the survey showed that there was a preference for easier work, there was 

still moderately high agreement with the statements that accompanied the ques-

tion ‘If you would like your schoolwork to be harder, why is this?’ This includ-

ed statements that indicated a growth mindset (Dweck 1991) and a mastery-

approach to learning (Midgely 2002): ‘I feel that I am more likely to learn from 

what I am doing wrong’; I want to put my knowledge into use/apply it to new 

situations’; and ‘I sometimes want to know a little bit more’. There was also 

low agreement amongst KS4 students for the statement ‘The subjects I found 
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more challenging, I dropped’ when they were recording the decisions behind 

their choice of GCSE subjects. This indicates that whilst students may have 

chosen the subjects they enjoyed and were doing well in they did not necessari-

ly avoid choosing other subjects that they found more difficult. If they had, this 

would indicate that the students only held performance goals. If the focus group 

and the survey students used language or agreed with statements that were 

linked to both mastery goals and performance goals, then this study has echoed 

other studies (e.g. Elliot and McGregor 1999; Kaplan et al. 2002) by showing 

that combinations of achievement goal alignments can be held. 

 

In light of this, perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the girls desired 

‘comfortable’ work as a way of preparing themselves for more challenging 

tasks. Challenging work can still be ‘comfortable’ if introduced in an appropri-

ate way, similar to Vygotsky’s (1978) idea of zone of proximal development, 

whereby tasks are set in the area just beyond that which they could accomplish 

alone. Returning to the comment made by the Year 10 student that work of a 

moderate difficulty meant that you were ‘comfortably understanding’, it might 

be better to read this phrase positively. ‘Understanding’ is an active learning 

process (Bloom et al. 1956; Anderson et al. 2001), so ‘comfortably understand-

ing’ could imply that progress is being made at a pace that is felt to be appro-

priate for the student to feel that they are able to achieve. 

 

However, the fact that the students indicated that they were not completing ex-

tension tasks with any regularity despite indicating that they did not think that 

their normal work was very challenging, still suggests that the students did not 

always put a mastery-approach to learning into practice. This was despite show-

ing agreement with the language of a mastery-approach to learning. The desire 

to experience ‘comfortable’ understanding may hold the students back from 

attempting challenging tasks that would enable them to see more rapid im-

provement in their skills, knowledge and understanding. This may be interpret-

ed as both mastery-avoid (Elliot 1999; Pintrich 2000) as well as performance-

avoid (Elliot and McGregor et al. 1999). By extension, where students were 

indicating a mastery-approach it was for the goal of doing academically well 
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rather than learning for the sake of learning, which is more akin to perfor-

mance-approach goals.  

 

Indeed, one of the themes that emerged from the focus groups was the idea that 

summative assessments provided a motivation to attempt challenging work. 

There was strong agreement for the idea of ‘getting something’ once work was 

completed, such as credit towards an end of year grade, or contribution to skill 

development that would help them to achieve in an examination. Both the focus 

groups and surveyed students also suggested that students did not really listen 

to the messages about learning given by their teachers but focused on the grade 

that they wanted to achieve. There was strong agreement in the survey for 

statements that were linked to extrinsic motivation for completing challenging 

work: ‘I am more likely to complete a challenging task if you know that it’s 

going to contribute to help me in an exam’; ‘I am more likely to complete a 

challenging task if someone says that I will get a grade for it’; and ‘I am more 

likely to attempt a challenging task if someone says that I can get a good grade 

as it boosts my self-esteem’. There was also moderate agreement with the 

statement ‘I will attempt challenging tasks as I don’t like letting myself down’. 

The survey students also showed strong agreement with statements that were 

related to the achievement structure provided by homework grades and tests. 

The level of agreement for a performance-goal approach would therefore seem 

to over-ride the low agreement with the statement ‘I do not like challenging 

work because I’m afraid that I won’t be able to do it well’. The fear of not per-

forming well in a challenging task did not emerge as a reason for not doing a 

challenging task.  

 

Therefore, there appears to be a tension in the goal approaches followed by the 

students. As the above discussion demonstrates, the students appeared to walk a 

fine line between the mastery-approach/mastery-avoid/performance-

approach/performance-avoid constructs. The students showed awareness of 

challenging work being beneficial and they were able to use mastery-goal ap-

proach language when reflecting on their learning. However, the students’ self-

reported actions in terms of completion of challenging work and views towards 
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summative assessment also revealed a strong affinity for performance–

approach goals, which seemed to be more dominant than the mastery-approach 

goals. Any mastery-approach goals seemed to be for the purpose of high aca-

demic achievement, which means that the traditional definition of mastery-

approach goals does not accurately describe the complexity of the goals held by 

the students. ‘Performance-approach-style’ mastery goals may be more a more 

accurate, if not long-winded, term. 

 

The study therefore further illustrates the complexity of the motivations held by 

students. It is perhaps unsurprising that Lee and Reeve (2011) found that teach-

ers were not as accurate in gauging student motivation as they were in gauging 

student engagement. The factors that motivate students are complex and not 

necessarily constant. 

 

8.4 Implications: Girls’ descriptions and low self-reported comple-

tion of challenging work indicate the importance of inspiring and 

challenging classrooms 
 

If the students were reporting that the level of classwork they were given could 

be more challenging and yet the majority of girls surveyed were not readily en-

gaging with challenging work, as indicated by the low frequency of completion 

of extension tasks, perhaps there is more that schools could do to help students 

to see the value inherent in more challenging work. Whilst the survey respond-

ents had largely indicated that they did not want their work to be more chal-

lenging, they did not strongly disagree with the statements that referred to why 

one would prefer more difficult work. Therefore, whilst the students may have 

preferred easier work they were also be able to see the benefits of challenging 

work. If students are able to see the benefits of challenging work then there is 

the possibility that teachers could work with the students in order for them to 

exhibit more mastery-approach behaviours. If the students can be encouraged to 

see this value within their tasks (Pintrich and Schunk 2002), perhaps they will 

be more likely to engage with more challenging work in the future. 
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There are implications for the nature of the tasks that are set by teachers. The 

focus group students indicated that the type of work they were given often pre-

cluded the completion of extension tasks. Sometimes they were given too much 

work, which meant that they did not have time to do additional work. The stu-

dents also indicated a willingness to complete challenging tasks if they perceive 

them as being interesting. The role of the teacher will therefore be to gauge 

what tasks the students find as being interesting.  

 

The students also gave descriptions of challenging work that indicated limited 

experience of a variety of tasks. When asked what challenging work looked like 

in the classroom, the type of tasks that the girls remembered and recognised as 

being challenging were actually tasks that would not be labeled as higher order 

thinking skills of analyse, evaluate and create (Bloom et al. 1956; Anderson and 

Krathwohl et al. 2001). Essay writing, research homework, tasks in timed con-

ditions, group tasks that rely on others’ knowledge, tasks that required applica-

tion of knowledge, and extension questions could all come under the headings 

of ‘remember’, ‘understand’ and ‘apply’. Of course, within each of these tasks 

there is the potential of framing the activities in such a way as to develop higher 

order thinking skills. Yet the fact that student examples of challenging work in 

the classroom are prosaic indicates that they were either not regularly given dif-

ferent tasks that explicitly developed the higher order thinking skills; or, if they 

were, the girls did not value them as learning processes or recognise them as 

being challenging enough to be able to name them.  

 

However, the focus groups had also said that their decision to complete exten-

sion tasks was often based on the difficulty with which they had completed 

previous work, which may have indicated that homework was sometimes 

pitched at a suitable level. Focus group students and one of the surveyed stu-

dents also remarked that the extent to which they were prepared to engage with 

challenging work varied from subject to subject. This indicated that ‘pockets’ 

of appropriate challenge are seen in these schools. It again highlights the im-

portance of student preference and the need for teachers to gauge what interests 
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their students as a way of encouraging them to engage in more challenging 

work. 

 

The reasons offered for a preference for easier work, and which received mod-

erate agreement from the surveyed students, further indicated that it is the na-

ture of the work itself that helps to determine the extent to which the students 

desire to complete it. The most popular reason was that difficult work could 

lead to a feeling of stress, followed by the idea that some work can be irrele-

vant. However, challenging tasks need not necessarily be of this nature if intro-

duced with a student’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 1978) in 

mind. Following Vygotsky’s theory, stress could be alleviated with appropriate 

scaffolding that is gradually taken away; and student stress and a perception 

that tasks are irrelevant could be lessened by an attempt to show students the 

value in the activities as well as ensuring the tasks are of a good quality and 

amount (Anderman et al. 2001). Indeed, the surveyed students showed moder-

ate agreement with the idea that easier work enables students to get better at 

something before pushing themselves further. This indicates that the students 

were aware of the concept of a zone of proximal development, without neces-

sarily knowing the specific term, and that they are not adverse to the idea of 

pushing themselves further. As discussed previously, ‘comfortable’ can offer 

the opportunity for progression to ‘challenging’, if introduced appropriately by 

teachers. 

 

Indeed, the level of agreement with the statements that referred to reasons for a 

preference for harder work were only slightly lower than the agreement for the 

statements referring to reasons for a preference for easier work. The fact that 

there was moderate agreement with the ideas that the students sometimes want 

to know a bit more, that they feel they are more likely to learn from what they 

are doing wrong and that they want to put their knowledge into use/apply it to 

new situations, does indicate that the students are receptive to appropriately 

challenging work. If they do not feel very challenged by their current work, 

perhaps there is scope for making tasks more challenging as well as ensuring 
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they are created with intrinsic interest for the students to want to complete them 

(Bennett 2014).  

 

8.5 Conclusion  
 

The study therefore concludes that an appropriately academically inspiring cli-

mate within each classroom might help students to commit to the development 

and application of mastery-approach goals in addition to the performance-

approach goals students show a preference for. This could involve asking the 

students for their perceptions of the challenge they perceive in their work as 

well as seeking to move each student from their individual zone of proximal 

development (Vygotsky 1978) and it may lead students to engage with more 

challenging tasks. Without this, selective girls’ independent schools may be 

helping their students to achieve high grades without encouraging all to fully 

realise their academic potential. 

 

8.6 Contribution to knowledge 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

The findings of this study have therefore made the following contributions to 

our knowledge about girls’ perceptions of challenging work in the selective in-

dependent sector in the transition between KS3 and KS4:  

 

 Girls in the selective independent sector were able to offer rich defini-

tions of challenging work that bore resemblance to theories of deep 

learning, which indicated that they have experience of work that they 

would deem challenging.  

 What constitutes as ‘challenge’ is individually defined but there is lit-

tle difference between views in the two Key Stages of KS3 and KS4. 

This indicated that any changes in the perceptions of students towards 

challenging work, or the factors that motivate them to complete it, may 

not occur in the transition from KS3 into KS4.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

 ‘More able’ girls in the study showed an openness towards more chal-

lenging work. 
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 Most girls in the study wanted ‘comfortable’ work, not challenging 

work. Challenging work can be uncomfortable and not all students en-

joyed this feeling, whilst some students would have liked to complete 

work at a slower pace. This has implications for how teachers assess 

the best way to scaffold the learning tasks of students so that they are 

encouraged to engage with challenging work.  

 GCSEs provided a key contextual factor in causing performance goals 

to dominate student behaviour and readiness to engage with challeng-

ing work.  

 Girls in the study appeared to hold both performance goals and mas-

tery goals but mastery goals are held for performance reasons. This 

adds to our understanding of the tension experienced by students in 

their learning. Students are motivated to engage with challenging work 

in order to achieve, and this motivation to achieve can be based on the 

desire to show that they can achieve (performance-approach goals), as 

well as learning for the sake of learning (mastery-approach goals) so 

that ultimately they can achieve (performance-approach goals).  

 Girls’ low self-reported completion of extension work in the study in-

dicated the importance of inspiring and challenging classrooms, where 

students receive appropriate scaffolding in challenging tasks. Class-

rooms could therefore be developed in such a way as to provide sup-

port for risk-taking in learning and value for deep approaches in learn-

ing. 

 

8.7 Limitations of the study and areas for future research 

8.7.1 Constraints of sample 

 

The survey was only conducted with girls in Years 9, 10 and 11 from three se-

lective independent girls’ schools in North London and surrounding area, and 

the findings of the study should be understood within these boundaries. Further 

use of this survey with a greater variety of schools would indicate the extent to 

which the views of the students in this study were held more widely. This could 
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include non-selective fee-paying schools, state schools, rural schools, mixed 

schools and with male students in single-sex schools. 

 

8.7.2 Value of longitudinal studies 

 

It would be useful to conduct longitudinal studies to assess whether attitudes to 

challenging work change earlier in KS3 than Year 9, as there were very few 

statistically significant differences between the attitudes of the KS3 students in 

the study and KS4 students. It would also be interesting to see whether there are 

further changes in attitude to challenging work post-KS4. A longitudinal study 

may also reveal the extent to which students switch achievement goals and the 

reasons for these changes, as this study was only able to provide a snapshot of 

student perceptions and attitudes. For example, are there noticeable changes in 

perceptions and achievement goals with immediate proximity to the GCSE ex-

aminations? 

 

8.7.3 Comparison with teacher perceptions 

 

The level of challenge within the tasks given to the students was not investigat-

ed, only the student perceptions of the extent to which they felt challenged by 

their current work. Whilst the survey indicated the students’ perceptions and the 

factors they felt would encourage them to engage with challenging work, it 

might be useful to gather the perceptions of the teachers at these schools. These 

could be used to explore the differences between the student perceptions of the 

level of challenge in their work and how they react to it, and the teacher percep-

tions of the level of challenge in the work that is set for the students and how 

the students engage with it. 

 

8.7.4 A study of the influence of parents on student perceptions of chal-

lenging work 

 

It was beyond the scope of this study to investigate the role that parents play in 

influencing their daughters in their perceptions of challenging work but this is 
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an important area that could be considered in a further study. Maxwell and Ag-

gleton’s (2014) Bourdieusian understanding of social and cultural reproduction 

in the context of independent schools could be extended into an investigation of 

how the three domains of the family, the school and girls’ perception of self, 

work together to shape the motivational reasons and extent to which girls will 

engage with challenging work. Such an investigation would connect the study 

explored in this thesis, which was mostly linked to the third domain (student 

perceptions) to a broader, sociological understanding of how the families and 

the independent schools themselves shape the motivations, aspirations and be-

haviours of students in the girls’ selective independent sector.  
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Appendix 1: Independent-samples t-test results 
 

Table A Comparison of Student definitions of challenging work 
 

 
Key 

Stage 
No. 

(100%) Mean* Std. Deviation Statistical significance 

Work that makes you 

think or stretches you 

KS3 63 4.29 .71 
t = .29 (190),  

p = .53 
KS4 129 4.26 .64 

Work that gets you to 

apply your own 

knowledge to new situa-

tions 

KS3 63 3.49 .74 
t = -.85 (190), 

p = .29 
KS4 129 3.60 .83 

Tasks that are harder than 

normal classwork or 

homework 

KS3 63 3.86 .88 
t = -.32 (190),  

p = .21 
KS4 129 3.90 .83 

You have to push your-

self a bit further so that 

you can complete it 

KS3 63 4.16 .65 
t = -.36 (190), 

p = .61 
KS4 129 4.19 .64 

Finding new ways of 

tackling problems 

KS3 63 3.52 .86 
t = .31 (190), 

p = .54 
KS4 129 3.48 .92 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

 

Table B Comparison of Student descriptions of challenging work in the 

classroom  

 
Key 

Stage 
No. 

(100%) Mean* Std. Deviation Statistical significance 

Essays 
KS3 63 3.30 .94 

t = .51 (190), 

 p = .61 
KS4 129 3.22 1.00 

Group research tasks that 

rely on other people’s 

contributions 

KS3 63 2.73 .94 
t = .07 (190), 

p = .95 
KS4 129 2.72 .90 

Tasks that require you to 

use your own knowledge 

KS3 63 3.71 .73 
t = .94 (190), 

p = .35 
KS4 129 3.60 .85 

Work completed under 

timed conditions 

KS3 63 3.52 .90 
t = -.30 (190), 

p = .77 
KS4 129 3.57 .93 

Research homeworks 
KS3 63 2.67 .86 

t = -.81 (190), 
p = .42 

KS4 129 2.78 .88 

Extension questions 
KS3 63 3.73 .90 

t = .32 (190), 

p = .75 
KS4 129 3.69 .78 

 
*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Table C Comparison of Student perception of subject work difficulty  
 

 
Key 

Stage No. Mean* Std. Deviation Statistical significance 

Art 
KS3 59 2.03 .77 

t = -5.20 (102), 

p = .00 
KS4 55 2.89 .98 

Classical Civilisation 
KS3 10 2.40 2.40 

t = -.26 (17), 

p = .25 
KS4 9 3.00 3.00 

Drama 
KS3 58 2.31 1.06 

t = -2.24 (88), 

p = .03 
KS4 32 2.84 1.11 

English 
KS3 61 3.05 1.01 

t = -.79 (188), 
p = .43 

KS4 129 3.17 .99 

Geography 
KS3 61 2.92 .84 

t = -.40 (126), 
p = .69 

KS4 67 2.99 1.04 

History 
KS3 61 2.97 .98 

t = -2.30 (147), 

p = .23 
KS4 88 3.34 .97 

ICT 
KS3 61 2.74 1.14 

t = .65 (79), 

p = .52 
KS4 20 2.55 1.10 

Language/s 
KS3 61 3.54 1.25 

t = 2.39 (187), 

p = .02 
KS4 128 3.11 1.12 

Latin 
KS3 45 2.84 1.30 

t = -1.50 (58), 

p = .14 
KS4 15 3.40 1.06 

Mathematics 
KS3 61 3.23 1.16 

t = -.02 (188), 
p = .96 

KS4 129 3.23 1.00 

Music 
KS3 60 2.52 1.16 

t = -1.56 (77), 
p = .12 

KS4 19 3.00 1.25 

Religious Education 
KS3 61 2.69 .89 

t = 3.09 (162), 

p = .00 
KS4 103 2.22 .96 

Sciences 
KS3 61 3.41 1.13 

t = -.61 (188), 

p = .54 
KS4 129 3.51 1.04 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = very easy; 2 = easy; 3 = fine; 4 = hard; 5 = very hard 
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Table D Comparison of Student perception of change in work difficulty  

 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No re-

sponse Mean* Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

Do you notice a difference in 

the standard of work you com-

plete this year compared to last 
year? 

KS3 63 2 3.85 .87 
t = -3.53 (188), 

p = .00 
KS4 129 0 4.29 .75 

 

 
*Mean: 1 = easier in all subjects; 2 = easier in some subjects; 3 = much the same; 4 = harder in 

some subjects; 5 = harder in all subjects 
 

 

Table E Comparison of Student preference for harder or easier work  
 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No re-

sponse Mean* Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

Would you like your schoolwork 

to be easier (1) or harder (5) 

KS3 63 2 2.80 .77 
t = 2.31 (188), 

p = .02 
KS4 129 0 2.55 .67 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = easier in all subjects; 2 = easier in some subjects; 3 = much the same; 4 = harder in 

some subjects; 5 = harder in all subjects 

 

Table F Comparison of Student reasons for preference for easier work  
 

 
Key 

Stage No. No re-

sponse Mean* Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

I would not like my school-

work to be easier 

KS3 59 4 2.83 1.02 
t = -.39 (179), 

p = .70 
KS4 122 7 2.89 1.04 

I find the difficulty of the 

work can make me stressed 

KS3 60 3 3.72 1.04 
t = -2.09 (98), 

p = .39 
KS4 122 7 4.04 .85 

I find some of the work irrele-

vant 

KS3 58 5 3.33 1.07 
t = -.91 (177), 

p = .36 
KS4 121 11 3.47 .94 

You can get better before 

pushing yourself further if the 

work is at an easier level 

KS3 57 6 3.28 1.05 
t = 1.05 (175), 

p = .30 
KS4 120 9 3.12 .94 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Table G Comparison of Student reasons for preference for harder work  
 

 
Key 

Stage No. No re-

sponse Mean* Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

I would not like my school-

work to be harder 

KS3 60 3 3.22 1.17 
t = -1.74 (185), 

p = .08 
KS4 127 2 3.51 1.05 

I feel that I am more likely 

to learn more from what 

I’m doing wrong 

KS3 57 6 3.26 .99 
t = .38 (177), 

p = .71 
KS4 122 7 3.20 .94 

I want to put my 

knowledge into use/apply 

it to new situations 

KS3 58 5 3.50 .90 
t = .80 (179), 

p = .43 
KS4 123 6 3.39 .85 

I sometimes want to know 

a little bit more 

KS3 58 5 3.53 .88 
t = 1.05 (181), 

p = .30 
KS4 125 4 3.38 .98 

I find the work can be re-

petitive 

KS3 57 6 3.14 1.06 
t = 1.89 (177), 

p = .35 
KS4 122 7 3.28 .93 

Sometimes we are chal-

lenged in quantity rather 

than quality 

KS3 59 4 3.44 1.16 
t = -1.93 (181), 

p = .06 
KS4 124 5 3.78 1.09 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

 

 

 

Table H Comparison of Student enjoyment of current work  

 

 
Key 

Stage No. 
No re-

sponse Mean Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 

being the highest, how 

much do you enjoy the 

schoolwork you are cur-

rently given to complete? 

KS3 63 2 3.34 .85 

t = 3.01 (188),  
p = .00 

KS4 129 0 2.95 .85 
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Table I Comparison of frequency of extension work completion  
 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No re-

sponse Mean* Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

Optional essays 
KS3 63 3 1.53 .68 

t = .35 (183), 

p = .78 
KS4 129 4 1.50 .69 

Planning/ carrying out ad-

ditional scientific experi-

ments 

KS3 63 3 1.92 .81 
t = 3.15 (183), 

p = .02 
KS4 129 4 1.54 .72 

A research/ homework task 

that goes beyond syllabus 

content 

KS3 63 3 2.20 .73 
t = .40 (183), 

p = .69 

KS4 129 4 2.15 .09 

Extension questions 
KS3 63 3 2.63 .86 

t = 1.88 (183), 
p = .06 

KS4 129 4 2.39 .79 

 

 

* Mean: 1 = never; 2 = sometimes; 3 = often; 4 = always 

 

 

 

Table J Comparison of Student preference for extension work 
 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No re-

sponse Mean* Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

Optional essays 
KS3 63 3 2.52 .93 

t = 1.46 (183), 

p = .15 
KS4 129 4 2.29 1.03 

Planning/ carrying out ad-

ditional scientific experi-

ments 

KS3 63 3 3.15 1.06 t = 3.39 (183), 

p = .001 

eta = .06 
KS4 129 4 2.56 1.13 

A research/ homework task 

that goes beyond syllabus 

content 

KS3 63 3 3.05 1.05 
t = .20 (183), 

p = .84 

KS4 129 4 3.02 1.11 

Extension questions 
KS3 63 3 3.77 .89 t = 2.62 (183), 

p = .01 
eta = .04 KS4 129 4 3.35 1.06 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Table K Comparison of Student perceptions of importance of understand-

ing versus attainment 
 

 
Key 

Stage No.  No re-

sponse Mean Std. Devi-

ation Statistical significance 

What’s more important to 

you, understanding or at-

tainment? 

KS3 60 3 2.40 .89 
t = -.18 (183), 

p = .86 
KS4 125 4 2.42 .85 

 

 

 

Table L Comparison of factors behind GCSE subject choice  
 

Q. How did you make your GCSE choices? 

 Year Group No. 
(100%) Mean* Std. Devia-

tion 
Statistical signifi-

cance 

I picked the subjects I really en-

joyed 

10 64 4.00 .76 
t = 1.43 (127), 

p = .16 
11 65 3.80 .83 

I based my subject choices on 

what I’ll get out of a subject in 

the long run e.g. university place, 

career 

10 64 3.70 .90 
t = 2.99 (127), 

p = .001 
11 65 3.17 1.11 

I made decisions based on how 

well I was doing in particular 

subjects 

10 64 3.70 .77 
t = -.03 (127), 

p = .97 
11 65 3.71 .77 

I wanted to have a mix of sub-

jects to keep my options open for 

the future 

10 64 3.55 .94 
t = .67 (127), 

p = .50 
11 65 3.43 1.02 

I chose subjects I felt that my 

parents/ teachers wanted me to 

choose 

10 64 2.22 .93 
t = -1.38 (127), 

p = .17 
11 65 2.48 1.17 

I based my choices on the experi-

ences of an older sibling 

10 64 2.03 1.02 
t = .09 (127), 

p = .93 
11 65 2.02 .99 

The subjects which I found more 

challenging, I dropped 

10 64 2.77 1.08 
t = .36 (127), 

p = .72 
11 65 2.69 1.25 

I found it really hard to decide 

which subjects to choose 

10 64 3.17 1.12 
t = .40 (127), 

p = .69 
11 65 3.09 1.11 

I am pleased with the subjects I 

have chosen 

10 64 3.94 .87 
t = 1.66 (127), 

p = .10 
11 65 3.65 1.11 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Table M Comparison of Year 10 and Year 11 feelings towards GCSE ex-

aminations  
 

Q. How do you feel about your GCSE examinations? 

 
Year 

Group 
No. 

(100%) Mean* Std. Devia-

tion 
Statistical signifi-

cance 

I feel worried about my GCSE exami-

nations 

10 64 4.25 .78 
t = .22 (127), 

p = .83 
11 65 4.22 1.02 

I’m not as worried as I used to be when 

I was younger because I realise that I 

can keep up with the workload 

10 64 2.92 .93 
t = .51 (127), 

p = .62 
11 65 2.83 1.11 

I don’t feel that the GCSEs are real for 

me yet 

10 64 3.12 1.05 
t = -1.48 (127), 

p = .14 
11 65 3.42 1.18 

For the subjects I’m not very good at 

I’m scared; but for the subjects I’m 

feeling confident in right now I’m not 

too worried yet 

10 64 3.75 1.02 
t = .06 (127), 

p = .95 
11 65 3.74 1.12 

I think that the GCSEs motivate me to 

work harder: everything you do in Year 

10 and Year 11 is important 

10 64 3.84 .82 
t = 1.90 (127), 

p = .06 
11 65 3.52 1.08 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Table N Comparison of Student perceptions of factors encouraging at-

tempts at challenging work 
 

 Key Stage No.  No re-

sponse Mean* Std. Devia-

tion 
Statistical 

significance 

I am more likely to com-

plete a challenging task if 

you know that it’s going 

to contribute to help me 

in an exam 

KS3 63 3 3.98 .79 
t = -2.13 

(183), 

p = .03 
KS4 129 4 4.22 .64 

I am more likely to com-

plete a challenging task if 

I will get a grade for it 

KS3 63 3 3.78 .96 
t = -.63 (183), 

p = .53 
KS4 129 4 3.87 .87 

I am more likely to com-

plete a challenging task if 

I am interested in it 

KS3 63 3 4.37 .66 
t = -.40 (183), 

p = .69 
KS4 129 4 4.41 .65 

I am more likely to com-

plete a challenging task if 

my teacher’s given us a 

lot of background to the 

subject 

KS3 63 3 3.65 .73 

t = -1.60 

(183), 

p = .11 
KS4 129 4 3.85 .81 

I find it really satisfying 

when you finish a chal-

lenging task 

KS3 63 3 3.98 .91 
t = .16 (183), 

p = .87 
KS4 129 4 3.96 .92 

I am competitive so I 

complete challenging 

tasks so that I can be bet-

ter than other people or 

stay the same standard as 

other people 

KS3 63 3 1.06 .14 

t = -.01 (183), 

p = .99 

KS4 129 4 1.13 .10 

I will attempt challenging 

tasks as I don’t like let-

ting myself down 

KS3 63 3 3.40 .85 
t = 1.86 (183), 

p = .06 

KS4 129 4 3.13 .97 

I am more likely to at-

tempt a challenging task 

if someone says that I can 

get a good grade as it 

boosts my self-esteem 

KS3 63 3 3.70 .85 
t = -.03 (183), 

p = .06 

KS4 129 4 3.70 .82 

I do not like challenging 

work because I’m afraid 

that I won’t be able to do 

it well 

KS3 63 3 2.83 1.12 
t = -.45 (183), 

p = .65 
KS4 129 4 2.91 1.10 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Table O Comparison of Student perception of impact of test results and 

homework grades  
 

 Key Stage No.  No response Mean* Std. Devia-

tion Statistical significance 

I think it is more 

important to learn 

from my mistakes 

than to get a high 

grade or mark 

KS3 63 3 3.20 .92 

t = .45 (183), 

p = .65 
KS4 129 4 3.14 .89 

I revise harder for 

tests that go towards 

a report sent home 

to my parents 

KS3 63 3 3.57 .96 

t = 1.02 (183), 

p = .31 
KS4 129 4 3.40 1.08 

I am disappointed 

when I get a low 

mark or grade 

KS3 63 3 4.33 .63 
t = .44 (183), 

p = .66 
KS4 129 4 4.38 1.08 

I like to know what 

mark or grade other 

people in the class 

get 

KS3 63 3 3.73 .90 

t = 1.23 (183), 

p = .22 
KS4 129 4 3.55 .95 

I don’t mind other 

people in the class 

knowing what mark 

or grade I get for 

my work 

KS3 63 3 3.08 1.08 

t = -.75 (183), 

p = .45 
KS4 129 4 3.20 .94 

If I get a low grade 

or mark I feel that it 

is my responsibility 

to improve my per-

formance 

KS3 63 3 4.07 .84 

t = .22 (88.9), 
p = .83 

KS4 129 4 4.04 .60 

If I get a low grade 

or mark I feel moti-

vated to improve 

my performance 

KS3 63 3 3.67 .95 
t = .92 (183), 

p = .36 

KS4 129 4 3.52 1.04 

If I get a low grade 

or mark I think that 

my teacher should 

do more to help me 

to improve 

KS3 63 3 3.65 .95 

t = -.42 (183), 

p = .67 

KS4 129 4 3.71 .92 

I only enjoy learn-

ing a subject when I 

feel that I am 

KS3 63 3 3.53 1.08 t = -.64 (183), 

p = .52 
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achieving high 

marks or grades 
KS4 129 4 3.64 1.04 

I don’t mind if I 

don’t achieve highly 

in a subject that I 

don’t enjoy 

KS3 63 3 2.75 1.06 

t = 2.84 (183), 

p = .01 
KS4 129 4 2.46 1.10 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

 

Table P Comparison of Student perceptions of teacher talk  
 

 Key Stage No.  No response Mean* Std. Deviation Statistical significance 

My teachers encourage 

us to do our own re-

search outside of what 

we’re already doing in 

class 

KS3 63 2 2.98 .79 

t = -.31 (188), 

p = .76 
KS4 129 0 3.02 .86 

My teachers try to put 

us outside our comfort 

zone 

KS3 63 2 3.21 .78 
t = -.72 (188), 

p = .47 
KS4 129 0 3.30 .81 

My teachers are always 

bringing up GCSEs and 

tests or Summer exams 

KS3 63 2 3.62 .95 
t = -2.78 (188), 

p = .01 
KS4 129 0 4.03 .94 

My teachers regularly 

link our work to real 

life situations 

KS3 63 2 2.90 .79 
t = .43 (142), 

p = .67 
KS4 129 0 2.84 .97 

My teachers do not say 

they expect us to get 

certain grades 

KS3 63 2 3.00 1.05 
t = 1.32 (188), 

p = .19 
KS4 129 0 2.80 .95 

I feel as if my teachers 

are just getting through 

the syllabus 

KS3 63 2 2.95 .97 
t = -2.57 (188), 

p = .01 
KS4 129 0 3.32 .89 

I feel like there’s a lot 

of focus around grades 

KS3 63 2 3.39 .99 
t = -2.77 (188), 

p = .01 

KS4 129 0 3.81 .94 

My teachers often 

compare our individual 

performance with the 

rest of the year group 

KS3 63 2 2.79 1.02 

t = -1.30 (188), 
p = .20 

KS4 129 0 3.00 1.08 
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My teachers encourage 

us to compare our own 

performance with what 

we could have done 

KS3 63 2 3.49 .83 
t = .09 (188), 

p = .93 

KS4 129 0 3.48 .81 

My teachers do not 

usually say that work is 

hard 

KS3 63 2 3.46 .77 
t = 1.86 (188), 

p = .07 
KS4 129 0 3.21 .91 

I just focus on the grade 

that I want to achieve 

KS3 63 2 3.59 .88 t = -.59 (188), 
p = .56 t = -.31 (188), 

p = .76 KS4 129 0 3.67 .95 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table Q Comparison of Student perceptions of parent talk  
 

 Key Stage No.  No response Mean* Std. Devia-
tion 

Statistical signifi-
cance 

My parent/s encourage me 

to learn from my mistakes 

KS3 63 2 3.92 .71 
t = 1.37 (188), 

p = .17 
KS4 129 0 3.76 .81 

My parent/s don’t mind too 

much about my grades; 

they’re more concerned 

about the effort I put into 

my work 

KS3 63 2 3.26 1.17 

t = .61 (188), 

p = .54 
KS4 129 0 3.15 1.23 

Although my parent/s say 

that they don’t really mind 

about the grades I get, I 

know that they do actually 

mind quite a lot 

KS3 63 2 3.31 1.06 

t = -1.04 (188), 

p = .30 
KS4 129 0 3.49 1.11 

My parent/s will get quite 

annoyed if I got a bad 

grade 

KS3 63 2 2.87 1,13 
t = -2.15 (188), 

p = .03 
KS4 129 0 3.28 1.28 

My parent/s don’t push me 

much 

KS3 63 2 2.49 1.19 
t = -1.27 (188), 

p = .21 
KS4 129 0 2.69 1.01 

I really don’t like talking to KS3 63 2 2.87 1.19 t = -1.08 (188), 
p = .28 
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my parent/s about school-

work because I’d much 

prefer to just do it and get 

it over and done with 

KS4 129 0 3.09 1.34 

My parent/s always com-

pare my performance at 

school to my siblings or 

my friends 

KS3 63 2 2.80 1.25 
t = -.96 (188), 

p = .34 

KS4 129 0 3.01 1.43 

I think that my parent/s 

give me the right amount 

of support to help me to 

feel good about my learn-

ing 

KS3 63 2 3.98 .99 
t = 2.00 (188), 

p = .05 

KS4 129 0 3.68 .96 

 

 

*Mean: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree 
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Appendix 3: Information for Parents of Focus Group 

students 
 

Dear Parent/Guardian 

 

Research into student perceptions of their learning 

 

Over the next year, as part of doctoral research with the Institute of Education, 

London, I will be researching how girls in the selective independent sector ap-

proach their learning and what they think about challenging work. This will 

help to inform the school in the development of our teaching and learning. 

 

Your daughter has been invited to take part in a focus group interview this half 

term with several other girls from her year group. These interviews will take 

place after school during the week beginning 17
th

 June 2013 and will be com-

pleted by 4.55pm. The focus group interview will be audio recorded and the 

contents transcribed but it will not be heard by anyone other than myself. In-

formation from this focus group will be used in the construction of a question-

naire that will be completed by girls across Years 9 to 11. Your daughter will 

remain anonymous and her name will not appear in the transcription of the re-

cordings or in the research report. The name of the school will also not appear 

in the final written report. 

 

Please sign the consent form below and return to school with your daughter 

when she attends her focus group interview if you agree for her to be involved 

in this research. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Mrs G Hannan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research into student perceptions of their learning 

 

 

Daughter’s name 

 

Form 

 

I do/do not give my permission for my daughter to be involved in a focus group 

interview. 
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Appendix 4: Information for Focus Group Students 
 

Research into student perceptions of their learning 

 

Dear  

 

Over the next year, as part of doctoral research with the Institute of Education, 

London, I will be researching how girls in the selective independent sector ap-

proach their learning and what they think about challenging work. This will 

help to inform the school in the development of our teaching and learning. 

 

You have been invited to take part in a focus group interview this half term 

with several other girls from your year group. You will be asked questions 

about your learning in school and what motivates you to complete work. Your 

responses will help me to create a survey that will be completed by girls across 

Years 9 to 11, next academic year. 

 

The focus group interview will be audio recorded and the contents transcribed 

but it will not be heard by anyone other than myself. You will remain anony-

mous and your name will not appear in the transcription of the recording or in 

the research report. The name of the school will also not be recorded anywhere 

in the final report that I write. 

 

Most importantly, you are allowed to withdraw from the focus group at any 

stage. 

 

If you still agree to be a part of this study after reading this information, please 

could you sign the consent form below and return to me on the day of your fo-

cus group: 

 

 

Name: _______________________________________________________ 

 

Form: ______________________ 

 

Date: _______________________ 
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Appendix 5: Information for Parents of students com-

pleting the survey (Pro Forma) 
 

Dear Parent/Guardian 

 

Research into student perceptions of their learning 

 

A doctoral student at the Institute of Education, London, has invited the school 

to be a part of her study into how girls in the independent sector approach their 

learning and what they think about challenging work. The findings of the study 

will help to inform the school in the development of our teaching and learning. 

 

Your daughter’s class has been invited to take part in an online questionnaire 

this half-term. Your daughter and her responses will remain anonymous 

throughout the questionnaire and subsequent data analysis. The name of the 

school will also not appear in the final written report. 

 

Please sign the form below and return to ….. by ……. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research into student perceptions of their learning 

 

 

Daughter’s name 

 

Form 

 

I do/do not give my permission for my daughter to be involved in the question-

naire into student perceptions of their learning. 
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Appendix 6: The surveys 


















































