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Abstract 

During the fall semester of the 2016-17 school year, twenty-two 10th Grade boys of varying 

achievement levels were asked to work together to establish individual academic goals, monitor 

their progress, and offer each other advice in small groups. While the actual achievement of each 

individual goal was an informative secondary result, the primary focus of this research was to see 

if the self-efficacy of the students involved was affected by their collaborative work with their 

peers. Quantitative data were gathered at the beginning and end of the research to evaluate the 

self-efficacy of the students. Qualitative data were gathered throughout the project to gauge the 

boys’ insight and perspective into the effectiveness of the collaboration. By the end of the 

research, I noted positive gains for the class regarding social efficacy, with little to no effect 

taking place for the boys’ academic efficacy. 

Glossary 

Collaborative Goal Setting: a small group of students working together to assist one another in 

setting and measuring the progress of individual goals. 

High-achieving students: students in the Top 10% of their class at the beginning of 10th grade. 

Low-achieving students: students in the Bottom 10% of their class at the beginning of 10th 

grade. 

Self-efficacy: an individual’s belief in his or her capacity to be successful in any given task. 

Introduction 

Under the theme of Collaboration and the Power of Learning Groups I investigated goal-setting 

as a collaborative effort between classmates and measured how this affected the self-efficacy of 

the boys involved, both in terms of social efficacy and academic efficacy. As a counselor, each 

year I assemble a homeroom class for boys who struggled in their first year of high school in the 

hope of assisting these students to develop skills that will lead to greater success in their 



 
 

sophomore year. For the purposes of this research, I included high-achieving boys in the class 

this year with the hope that they would be a positive influence on their peers. 

The research question guiding my work asked: What effect will collaborative goal setting have 

on the self-efficacy of 10th Grade boys? Knowing that this research involved boys with differing 

academic profiles, I was especially interested to see if there were any themes seen for both the 

high-achieving and low-achieving students. 

Using action research as the framework to conduct this project allowed benefits for both the boys 

and me. The participatory and reflective nature of action research requires students to maintain 

active engagement throughout the process, which helps create a more meaningful and productive 

experience for those involved (Hine, 2013). Not only do the participants see the benefit of action 

research, but the practitioner is able to gain new knowledge about how to improve an issue 

within their school (Mills, 2011). In this case, my goal was to create and evaluate an intervention 

that helps address a schoolwide concern about how to help boys that struggled as freshman 

become more successful as sophomores. In choosing to introduce these struggling students to 

their more successful peers, I was most interested in how this would affect their confidence. 

Literature Review 

My action research was based on three premises. The first was that there is a positive correlation 

between self-efficacy and academic achievement. Second, collaborative learning can have a 

positive effect on self-efficacy. Finally, goal setting can be highly motivating for boys in an 

academic setting and can lead to healthy classroom performance if practiced properly.  

Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s beliefs about their capabilities to learn or perform 

certain behaviors (Bandura, 1997). Strong self-efficacy has been shown to be a large contributing 

factor to academic achievement and goal attainment (Igbo, Ikechukwu, & Onu, 2015; Schunk, 

1990; Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992). Although self-efficacy is not the only 

factor in academic achievement–requisite knowledge in a subject area is also of great importance 

(Schunk, 2003)–its importance cannot be denied. In many past student observations, those who 

struggled in the classroom did indeed have a low self-efficacy in regards to academic abilities. 

For this reason, a major aim of this project was focused on addressing the efficacy of the boys 

and seeing if collaboration with other classmates would in fact help. 



 
 

When students are grouped together for the purpose of working with one another to achieve 

academic goals, collaborative learning is taking place (Gokhale, 1995; Laal & Laal, 2012). 

Among the benefits of collaborative learning are the development of critical thinking skills 

(Gokhale, 1995) and its positive effect on self-efficacy and academic achievement (Igbo, 

Ikechukwu, & Ono, 2015). The evidence of the positive effects of peer to peer collaboration in 

these studies is a major factor in why learning groups were employed in my research. 

An important, but sometimes overlooked step is the intentionality used in constructing 

collaborative groups. Students can be assigned teams randomly, or organized into homogeneous 

or heterogeneous groups. When basing group composition on ability and achievement, 

heterogeneous groups have been shown to benefit low achieving students by providing them an 

opportunity to learn from more capable classmates (Wang & Lin, 2007). This is at the heart of 

theories based on observational learning and modeling.  

When related to goal setting, modeling can have a positive effect on self-efficacy and motivation 

to learn (Schunk, 2003). This is especially true when students with high self-efficacy are 

modeling for students with low self-efficacy (Wang & Lin, 2007). When facing a challenge, 

individuals with high self-efficacy work hard to meet the challenge. Conversely, those with low 

self-efficacy will often avoid the task or become a disruption. Due to the positive modeling that 

can take place when these two types of students are placed together in a collaborative setting, the 

students with low efficacy often behave more productively (Schunk, 2003). Additionally, having 

at least one student of high self-efficacy in a group is shown to raise the collective efficacy of 

that entire group which leads to a greater likelihood of attaining set goals (Wang & Lin, 2007). 

The structure of my research was based on these research findings. I had seven small groups with 

no more than four boys in each group. At least one boy in each group was a model of good 

citizenship and high achievement for the others to learn from and follow. 

In order for boys to be successful in school they need to be motivated to do well. Helping them 

identify and set relevant and challenging goals is one way to motivate boys and help them attain 

better grades in school (Martin, 2003; Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992). The most 

effective goals are specific, realistic, and measureable. Setting this type of goal requires formal 

instruction and training (Schunk, 1990, 2003). For this reason, I dedicated time at the beginning 

of this project to teach the class how to set and refine goals in an efficient and productive 



 
 

manner. The process of setting the goal began the collaborative efforts as group members 

assisted one another in making sure a specific goal was defined by each member. Since specific 

goals are easier to measure, they are more likely to promote self-efficacy, as results are readily 

available to gauge progress (Schunk, 1990) 

Once progress is evaluated, feedback can be given from group members. This process is another 

key to creating and maintaining motivation (Locke, 1968). By nature, in a collaborative learning 

experience students will be working together and offering each other constant feedback. This 

exchange allows for the development of critical thinking skills and an outsider’s perspective on 

somebody else’s progress and techniques. If the feedback is positive, the belief that one’s 

progress is acceptable will enhance self-efficacy and motivation (Schunk, 1990). Even if the goal 

is not being met when evaluations of progress takes place, oftentimes this discrepancy will lead 

to more effort due to the dissatisfaction with progress (Schunk, 2003).  

Goal setting in an educational environment is different than in the professional domain. In the 

academic setting, goals will help develop knowledge and cognitive skills that may not have 

otherwise existed as opposed to just enhancing preexisting skills (Zimmerman, Bandura, & 

Martinez-Pons, 1992). For this reason, goal setting becomes a valuable exercise for the still-

developing student. 

Research Context 

St. Augustine High School is the only all-boys Catholic high school in San Diego. The school is 

in an urban setting with approximately 750 students making up the entire school body of Grades 

9-12. Ninety-nine percent of our graduates are college bound, with ninety going to four-year 

universities. Over half of the boys receive some type of financial aid to attend the school. Fifteen 

percent of our boys will be first generation college students. Roughly ten percent of the student 

body cross the U.S.-Mexico border each day to attend our school. 

Twenty-two 10th Grade boys participated in my research project. These were all students I 

worked with during the previous year as the freshman counselor. I identified two-thirds of the 

group as needing more academic support in order to improve their performance. The other one-

third of the group was made up of students identified as having characteristics of being both an 

outstanding student and strong leader. Boys from each of these two groups were mixed into 



 
 

smaller groups with the hopes that through collaboration they would be able to achieve their goal 

and increase self-efficacy. 

Permission was gained via signatures from the boys and their parent/guardian on consent-to-

participate forms that were sent home during the first week of the semester. Students were 

assured in writing, and verbally, that their names would not be used in either the written report or 

oral presentation. 

The Action 

Originally planned for eight sessions, our group only met four times during the semester. 

Unfortunately, our homeroom’s designated meeting times were often interrupted due to school-

wide activities that occurred during this same time period. The boys were, however, productive 

during their time together. During our first meeting, I divided the boys into small groups and 

allowed time for them to get to know their group members. I organized the groups to ensure that 

high-achieving and low-achieving students would be mixed together. Once in their groups, the 

students were given a self-efficacy survey that was adapted from Albert Bandura’s Children’s 

Self-Efficacy Scale (Bandura, 2006) in order to best represent social efficacy and academic 

efficacy (see Appendix A). Also during the first meeting, I provided a lesson on SMART goal 

setting and had the boys work together to outline and define an individual SMART goal for the 

semester (see Appendix B). 

Class sessions two and three were structured the same way. The boys broke off into their small 

groups and began working on their goal progress sheets (see Appendix C). This required them to 

answer three questions on their own, before coming together to discuss these answers with their 

group members. The boys then finished the goal progress sheets by answering the final three 

questions based on the discussions that just occurred. This process allowed for reflection and 

analysis of their goal and the group collaboration exercise.  

Our final meeting session borrowed elements from previous sessions. I asked the boys to 

complete a goal progress sheet and review it with group members. They then completed the same 

self-efficacy survey from the beginning of the semester in order to see if any positive or negative 

changes developed. 

  



 
 

Data Collection 

The data collected were both quantitative and qualitative in nature. The quantitative data resulted 

from the self-efficacy survey. There were 10 questions pertaining to academic efficacy. These 

included questions on academic achievement and self-regulated learning. The other 10 questions 

related to social efficacy. These targeted general social skills and the enlistment of social 

resources. Additional quantitative data were gathered through a “yes/no” question about whether 

the collaboration had been helpful, and a rating of ‘more/less’ confident in one’s self after the 

collaboration. 

The administration of the goal progress sheets allowed for qualitative data to be obtained at 

every step of the process. These data were in the form of short answer questions that the students 

answered in their own words. Students were asked if working with other students was helpful 

and to explain why or why not. They were also prompted to give examples of what group 

members shared or suggested that was impactful. 

Data Analysis 

In regards to the qualitative data, answers were coded to find common themes in the boys’ 

responses regarding the effectiveness of the interventions and collaboration. An evaluation of 

what helpful suggestions group members provided also necessitated coding. For the quantitative 

data analysis, a class average was calculated for each survey question to give a single score 

representation of the classes’ efficacy totals. These quantitative data served as pre- and post-test 

scores that informed understanding of the impact of the intervention. In regards to the other 

close-ended questions, a simple percentage comparison was calculated based on the answers 

given. 

Discussion of Results 

Improvement in Social Self-efficacy  

I asked multiple key questions throughout the process to assess the perceived effectiveness of the 

group work. By the end of the research, the majority of boys answered that they found it helpful 

to talk about their goal with their small group of peers. A shared understanding of what they 

were experiencing, plus the consistent positive encouragement received were the two biggest 

reasons for this result. One boy responded that, “They have the same problems I do,” while 

another said, “They tell me to stay positive.” 



 
 

There was a similar sentiment at the end of the research when most boys shared that they felt 

more confident as a student than they did at the beginning of the semester. Almost all boys said it 

was helpful to work in groups; only 2 saying it was helpful just some of the time. When asked 

why it was helpful to work in groups, the most common answer was that other students had good 

advice and new ideas that were helpful in their discussions.  

Time management was the most common theme addressed in these small group discussions. 

Several boys identified “procrastination” as their biggest problem, while others recognized a 

general need to organize time better given the amount of homework and extracurricular activities 

they do. In response to the effectiveness of these group interactions, boys commented that, “It 

helps me stay focused,” and, “It’s good to know everybody is working hard.” Other popular 

insights obtained in group discussions included the importance of avoiding phones when trying 

to study, utilizing the library as a quiet place to study, and taking advantage of the teacher’s 

tutoring time to help gain a stronger mastery of subject material.  

When analyzing how these group interactions affected the self-efficacy of these boys, I found a 

clear improvement in social self-efficacy. The three questions addressing social self-efficacy 

from the survey assessed confidence in making and keeping friends, carrying on a meaningful 

conversation with others, and working well in a group. All three of these categories saw a 

multiple point increase from beginning to the end of the research. The largest increase was in the 

boys’ confidence to carry on a meaningful conversation with others, which rose from a class 

average of 85 to 91 on a scale of 100. 

Minimal Effect on Academic Self-efficacy and Enlistment of Social Resources 

Self-efficacy in enlisting social resources saw some gains and some decreases. The gains were in 

the areas of getting adults and friends to help them with social problems. The decreases were in 

relation to getting teachers or other students to help when stuck on school work. The only gain in 

regards to self-efficacy of academic achievement was related to math. All other subject areas 

rated either the same or slightly down. I believe some of this is related to the nature of 

sophomore year being more challenging than what they experience as freshmen. This natural 

challenge of sophomore year may make some students feel less confident if they are not 

achieving. When discussion groups ended after 30 minutes of each period, students were given 

the final 20 minutes to study or complete homework. My own observations showed many 



 
 

students working on math and getting help from their fellow group members, which may account 

for the increase in math efficacy.  

Conclusion 

In summary, the boys seemed to answer in the affirmative when evaluating the possible benefits 

of working with a small group of peers to set and achieve academic goals. Placing students of 

varying achievement levels who may not regularly work with each other seemed to contribute to 

the sense of learning new ideas from one another and receiving positive encouragement. 

Comments such as, “They help me figure out what to do,” and, “They have good advice on better 

study skills,” shine a light on what was gained through these interactions. While self-efficacy did 

not show much, if any, improvement in some desired areas such as academic achievement, it was 

clear that this work helped strengthen the social self-efficacy of the large majority of boys who 

participated. Perhaps with a more stable and complete schedule of working together, an increase 

in efficacy related to academic achievement may be possible. These results have also afforded 

me the opportunity to conduct guidance lessons during the following semester with the same 

group of students. These lessons will target the biggest needs identified by these students such as 

time management, procrastination, and limiting distractions. 

Reflection Statement 

The main motivation behind undertaking this research was to find a new way to help low-

achieving boys find more success academically. Data collected in this research did not point to 

increased academic achievement for these students. The reason behind this is likely twofold.  

First, the natural rigor of sophomore year compared to what these boys experienced in their 

freshman year is significantly higher. Even if students did experience gains in organization, 

study skills, and follow through, it is very possible these were outweighed by the difficulty in 

subject matter and the lack of requisite knowledge to be successful. Secondly, we were only able 

to meet as a group half as many times as originally intended due to circumstances beyond our 

control. Had the boys been able to meet at least eight times across a twelve-week semester, I 

anticipate greater strides in academic achievement for all of those involved would have been 

made. Meeting more often would have allowed for greater comfortability among group members 

and would have created a rhythm that was desired from the outset where these goals were front 

and center in the boys’ minds throughout the semester. The small amount of times that the boys 



 
 

were able to interact in their groups may not have been enough for the effects of modeling to 

have the intended impact on the low-achieving students. 

Despite the truncated number of sessions, the data seemed to point to a significant growth in self-

efficacy as it related to the boys’ social efficacy. This addresses a very important question that 

surrounded this research of how low-achieving students feel about working so closely with high-

achieving students on academic issues. Since an overwhelming majority of students had a 

positive experience with their interaction and saw an increase in their efficacy as it related to 

working in a group and feeling comfortable talking to others, this seemed to be a very positive 

insight obtained from the research. In a project whose theme looked at the “power of learning 

groups,” this research certainly confirms the value and necessity for boys to have opportunities 

to work together in the classroom. 
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APPENDIX A: Self-efficacy survey 

Survey 

Rate your degree of confidence by recording a number from 0 to 100 using the scale given 

below: 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

Cannot do at all    moderately can do   Highly certain 

can do 

 

                    Confidence 

           (0-100) 

 

Get teachers to help me when I get stuck on schoolwork    ______  

Get another student to help me when I get stuck on schoolwork   ______ 

Get adults to help me when I have social problems    ______ 

Get a friend to help me when I have social problems    ______ 

Learn math         ______ 

Learn science         ______ 

Learn a foreign language       ______ 

Learn English grammar and writing skills      ______ 

Learn social studies        ______ 

Finish my homework on time       ______ 

Get myself to study when there are other interesting things to do  ______ 

Take good notes during class instruction      ______ 

Organize my school work        ______ 

Get myself to do schoolwork       ______ 

Make and keep friends        ______ 

Carry on meaningful conversations with others     ______ 

Work well in a group        ______ 

Express my opinions when other classmates disagree with me   ______ 

Stand up for myself when I feel I am being treated unfairly   ______ 



 
 

Get others to stop annoying me or hurting my feelings    ______ 

 

APPENDIX B: SMART Goal sheet 

 

My S.M.A.R.T. Academic Goal 

 

Name:__________________________________________________ 

 

 

Specific 

What do I want to accomplish? 

 

 

 

Measurable 

How will I measure my success? 

 

 

 

 

Attainable 

Can I realistically achieve this goal? 

 What steps will I take? 

 1. 

 

 

 

 2. 

 

 

 



 
 

3. 

 

Relevant/Realistic 

Why is this goal important? 

 

 

 

Timely 

What is the deadline for accomplishing this goal? 

 

APPENDIX C: Goal progress sheet 

Goal Progress 

 

1. How would you describe your progress as it relates to achieving your goal? 

 

 

 

2. What have been the specific challenges you’ve faced in trying to achieve this goal? What 

have you done to deal with these challenges? 

 

 

 

3. Is there anything a group member suggested last time we met that you found helpful? If yes, 

what was it? 

 

 

NOW SHARE YOUR ANSWERS WITH YOUR GROUP MEMBERS AND DISCUSS WHAT YOU CAN 

DO BEFORE OUR NEXT MEETING TO STAY ON TRACK TO ACHIEVING YOUR GOAL. 

 

 



 
 

4. What is something helpful that a group member suggested today that you will do to help you 

reach your goal? 

 

 

 

5. Do you find it helpful to be able to talk about your goal with your classmates? Why or Why 

not? 

 

 

6. Do you feel more or less confident as a student since the beginning of this semester? 


