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Abstract 

A recurring challenge in my discussion-based class is getting enough boys to participate in a 

way that drives the discussion toward a learning outcome. When it comes to potentially 

controversial discussion topics, boys may feel even less inclined to participate for a variety of 

reasons. This research project set out to investigate the degree to which a boy’s ownership of his 

learning (agency) may influence his willingness to participate in class discussions. Agency can be 

summarized by a boy’s own engagement in his learning process, an idea gaining significant 

momentum in the field of education (Zimmerman, 2015). The boys both designed and 

participated in learning tasks intended to resolve some of the challenges facing students who 

show hesitation when involved in classroom discussions. A unit on immigration provided the 

context for both the learning tasks and classroom discussions, in which year 12 boys crafted a 

series of assignments to inform themselves on the topic. I undertook surveys in advance of the 

unit to solicit the possible reasons behind a general hesitation to share opinions in class. The 

results of those surveys informed the assignments that followed. Survey results indicated that 

the boys lacked concrete information about the topic, which became the focus of the tasks the 

students designed. Tasks included seeking out unbiased and sometimes statistical information 

on immigration, qualifying news reports by their bias, and a field trip to our international border 

with Mexico. During the project, the boys were interviewed, observed in both small group and 

whole-class discussions where field notes were taken, and still pictures and videos of the 

classroom assignments and field trips were also recorded. In addition, the boys completed 

individual journal responses at the end of the project. All interview, journal, and field note data 

were categorized and coded into themes. Upon completion of the unit, the boys reported an 

increase in willingness to participate in classroom discussions as a result of feeling more 

informed on the topic of immigration. They also reported higher confidence in engaging in 



 

these discussions as a direct result of the tasks they had completed. I concluded that the tasks 

the boys undertook led to greater confidence in sharing their own opinions in classroom 

discussions.  

  



 

Introduction 

Background 

I have found that discussions built into lesson plans can be challenging to strategize and their 

success nearly impossible to anticipate as they rely heavily on student participation. No matter 

how thoughtful a particular lesson might be, in theory, it can crash to the ground like a lead 

balloon if (and possibly when) boys hesitate to share their opinions with the rest of the class. 

That may be the reason many teachers in my school avoid open-ended discussions in class and 

instead prefer a more structured approach in crafting their lessons. I am not only fond of class 

discussions, however, but believe that in a senior Ethics class they are invaluable when utilized 

appropriately. That said, it can be a struggle to get the boys to participate. I wanted, therefore, 

to uncover the possible reasons for the boys’ reluctance to share their opinions in class and 

implement a solution that would address the problem.  

Research Question 

How do research-based tasks strengthen boys’ confidence to voice their own opinions in a Year 

12 Ethics Class? 

Action Research Methodology 

Action research does not rely on the statistical-based quantitative approach that characterize 

many other formal research practices (Stringer, 2014). Rather, action research lends itself to a 

singular classroom and shorter participant list, pairing well the small group discussions and 

assignments executed by this project. It provides for the opportunity to adapt as the research 

unfolds, making it the perfect method to use when investigating agency and its impact on 

learning. There is no certain outcome that could be anticipated by this project in advance of the 

boys’ participation, so the adaptability of action research in real time made it the perfect 

method for this research question. 

Project-based learning has been in practice for over two decades, but, according to my 

observations on trends in educational research, has only recently gained momentum in 

educational pedagogy. Not only can it result in robust learning outcomes, but it is well suited for 



 

boys’ learning specifically. Project-based learning is rooted in problem-solving, which can 

produce critical thinking skills (Krynock & Robb, 1999). As such, it provides a construct by which 

educational inquiry can be pursued. When coupled with action research as a methodology, 

project-based learning becomes the lens through which we can investigate agency and its 

impact on learning. Specifically, project-based learning became the framework for my action 

research, where I instituted discreet assignments and measured how the boys’ agency in the 

process influenced their learning.  

Literature Review 

In my experience, high school boys are not generally known for their proclivity to appear 

vulnerable. On the contrary, I would argue that high school is characterized by the ubiquitous 

need to fit in with the crowd, go unnoticed, and graduate without having attracted too much 

negative attention. High school students report being concerned with expressing unpopular 

views in class (Flynn 2009; Hess 2009). This may be due to a variety of factors, such as the 

undesired attention that a perceived controversial or unpopular opinion brings with it. Also 

possible is that a boy may not feel fully informed on a particular topic to support an educated 

opinion. This speaks perhaps to a boy’s lack of confidence in expressing opinions in the 

classroom, a common challenge in my discussion-based lessons. Whatever the case may be for 

each boy, I have found that high schoolers are not quick to share their opinions in class. 

To address the problem of students not fully participating in discussions or showing a 

willingness to share their opinions in class we must first look at how boys learn. Those who have 

spent any amount of time teaching boys exclusively and/or researching best practices within an 

all-boys classroom will tell you that they learn differently. The methods to engage their attention 

run counter to the traditional lecture/notes approach that many teaching professionals employ 

in their lessons. Reichert and Hawley (2009) have spent both of their respective careers 

investigating how best to teach boys for maximum effectiveness. The “sage on the stage” 

approach will simply not engage boys in a meaningful way. 



 

Among several of their strategies for boys in the classroom includes the concept of “transitivity.” 

Transitivity is the idea that an element of instruction is included within the lesson to capture 

students’ attention and is attached to the overall learning outcome. It could be an activity like a 

competition, or an unexpected surprise the teacher includes to spark students’ interest (Reichert 

& Hawley, 2009). An example of a successful transitive activity is the inclusion of project-based 

learning (PBL) within lessons. PBL can be defined in subtly different ways, but what remains 

consistent is that it is typically considered “an approach to teaching in which students respond 

to real-world questions or challenges through an extended inquiry process” (Lattimer & Riordan, 

2011 p. 18). For the purpose of challenging the boys in my Ethics class to not only share but 

strengthen their own opinions, PBL seemed particularly appropriate. 

Characteristics of PBL are developing students’ thinking skills and leading them to access 

information on their own and to demonstrate this information (Chiang & Lee, 2016). The lack of 

information acquisition may be one of the most influencing factors in why the boys hesitate to 

share their opinions in class. A lack of confidence due to possible ignorance on a topic could 

certainly contribute to any boy’s unwillingness to share his opinion in a class discussion. Because 

PBL has shown a positive effect for students’ learning motivation (Chiang & Lee, 2016), it can 

also be concluded that PBL may have implications for motivating students to continue the 

learning process. This ongoing learning can influence just how confident a boy becomes when 

asked to share his opinion in class. 

For learning to be successful, more and more research is emerging to show that students must 

be active participants in their own learning process. This concept could be considered a 

student’s “agency.” Agency can be defined as “the concept that students should be in control of 

their educational decisions rather than following a prescribed path” (Zimmerman, 2015). They 

are actively involved in their own learning. The trend to embrace this approach in the classroom 

is largely based on the positive effects it can have on the learning process. As noted by Cook-

Sather (2010), the benefits of this methodology extend beyond the straightforward learning 

outcomes: 



 

When students have the opportunity to develop a meta-cognitive awareness of 

their learning both in order to engage and as a result of engaging in serious 

dialogue with adults about their learning experiences and needs, they not only 

construct their understanding of subject-matter content, as constructivist (agency) 

approaches to learning advocate and aim to facilitate, they also construct 

themselves anew-they translate themselves into new versions of those selves. (pp. 

7-8) 

In other words, the students are fundamentally changed by being directly involved in their own 

learning. What better way to strengthen the boys’ opinions in class than to include the students 

themselves in the process that seeks to inform and challenge those opinions along the way? 

Rector-Aranda and Raider-Roth (2015) found that in middle schoolers, taking an approach that 

encouraged student agency in the classroom increased those students’ ability to “express their 

own ideas and opinions” (p.260). I wanted to investigate whether the same can be said for high 

school students. 

Needing a way to increase the boys’ confidence in their own opinions in a discussion-based 

Ethics class led me to conclude that action research might be the best method for my 

investigation. Action research is “combined research and practical action where the researcher 

joins with and acts with practitioners to help improve practice and theory building” (Nielson, 

2014). As another agent in the classroom, I intended to discover how to strengthen the boys’ 

confidence in expressing their opinions. They would be active in their own learning while I 

employed project-based learning strategies to increase their engagement and, in theory, 

effectively meet the learning objectives for the class. The current research available supports 

that these methods could be successful with my male students. It also stands to reason that 

action research is the most effective means to investigate the question of how PBL will 

strengthen the boys’ confidence in expressing their opinions in class. 

Research Context 

St. Augustine High School is a day school and the only all-male high school in San Diego, CA, 

USA. It is located near downtown San Diego and is home to a very diverse student population. 



 

Because of our close proximity to an international border with Mexico, a significant minority of 

our students identify as Mexican. Between 50-60 students each year even cross the international 

border daily to attend Saints, passing countless other high schools on their way to our campus. 

The faith-based curriculum at Saints is geared toward college preparation, with a rigorous 

academic schedule sequenced for each boy.  

I used my grade 12 Ethics class to launch my action research project, which had 25 senior boys 

enrolled. The class meets for a total of 230 minutes per week, spaced over four school days. The 

action research took place over eight weeks between October and November in the fall term. 

During this timeframe, we covered our perennial unit on immigration, which formed the basis 

for the action itself.  

Permission to participate in the research was initially requested in September, with a disclaimer 

that any boy could opt out of the project at any time. The boys were assigned a random number 

for the purpose of data collection, and their names were omitted when findings were reported.  

 The Action 

At the onset of the unit, a questionnaire was presented to the boys to complete in class. The 

purpose of the questionnaire was two-fold: to assess the boys’ current knowledge on the topic 

of immigration and ascertain their comfort level in participating in class discussion on the same 

topic. Following the completion of the questionnaire, the boys participated in a series of tasks 

designed to both educate them on the current challenges involved in immigration and engage 

them in critical thinking to possibly inform their personal opinion on the controversial topic.  

For example, they all read current news stories from a variety of media outlets about the 

impending need/waste of time the proposed border wall might be. The perspective of the news 

articles was largely influenced by which local/national network was covering the story. The boys 

were invited to critique the possible bias each outlet might bring to the story and offer their 

thoughts on how that bias might affect the way the same story is told when compared to other 

news sources. They then wrote their own “news” story and were all given the same set of 

data/rhetoric about the border wall. They shared their stories with each other and discovered 

possible biases within their own writing.  



 

The boys in my class were also asked to design and participate in a field trip, where we took 

them to our international border with Mexico and met with Border Patrol agents. They spent 

half the day with a local non-profit called Border Angels who provide social services to 

undocumented immigrants, and half of a day with U.S. Border Patrol, including a tour of the 

U.S./Mexico international border behind the primary fencing. Following a presentation by Border 

Angels on the many ways they attempt to assist undocumented immigrants, they took the 

participants to a local hardware store, where day laborers stand outside looking for work. These 

day laborers are often undocumented and hoping to find employment for the day from a 

construction project leader in need of extra hands for a job. The boys approached and spoke 

with the day laborers who were outside the hardware store, inquiring about their typical day, the 

type of work they can perform, and what series of events that led them here. Conversations 

between the boys and the day workers lasted about 30-40 minutes.  

From the hardware store, the boys were driven to Border Patrol Headquarters, where they were 

given a presentation on the history and purpose of the U.S. Border Patrol, which is now overseen 

by the Department of Homeland Security. They were encouraged to ask questions during the 

presentation and at least 12 of the 25 boys asked questions of the officers. Questions included: 

what the officers saw on a day to day basis; what they perceived their primary purpose to be; 

what an average apprehension at the border entails; how they were trained as officers; and what 

precautions they took to ensure the safety of those crossing illegally into the United States. 

Following that presentation, the officers took the boys in Border Patrol vehicles south to the 

international border and beyond the primary fencing separating the United States and Mexico. 

The boys continued to ask questions of the Border Patrol agents during the drive and tour of 

the border. Agents were asked by the boys about their thoughts on the newly installed section 

of border wall, safety concerns when patrolling at night and in inclement weather, recent attacks 

on Border Patrol agents that made local news, and the technology they have available to 

identify illegal crossings. Agents stopped the 10-mile vehicle tour several times for the boys to 

get out and walk the border, which ended in what they called, Friendship Park at the Pacific 

Ocean. Upon return to school, we spent the next week in class debriefing the experience from 



 

the field trip and unpacking the information we learned. The boys shared their insights in both 

small and large group discussions, along with individual journals to reflect on the experience.  

In a second task related to news stories, the boys sought to uncover potential biases in news 

outlets. All participants read a news story that ran on all the major domestic and international 

news platforms. The boys chose which outlet they would source the story from, but the story 

had to be on the same topic as all students in the class. They were then grouped by which news 

outlet they chose to investigate. Boys were prompted to discuss the tone of the story and 

consider which particular points of the story that news outlet was choosing to emphasize. In a 

whole class setting, each group presented their conclusions. A large group discussion followed 

in which the boys shared their thoughts on how potential bias within each media outlet might 

influence the way the same story is told. 

Data Collection 

 I administered a pre-project questionnaire to investigate participants’ confidence in voicing 

their opinions within the context of a discussion-based Ethics class. With the topic of 

immigration used as the main focus, the boys were asked how likely they would be to 

participate in a class discussion on immigration and the evolving U.S. policy about international 

borders. Using the process of categorizing and coding, I reviewed comments in the surveys and 

was able to identify several themes that emerged. Based on this information, the participants 

developed activities that would address the emergent themes. 

During the field trip, I took field notes, along with still images and video (when permitted) of the 

boys’ participation. These field notes were categorized and coded following the field trip.  

Upon completion of the tasks, the boys completed individual journal reflections and took part in 

one-on-one interviews, which were also coded for emergent themes. Responses within the 

journal and interview reflections were compared to the initial survey responses and analyzed. All 

data were assessed to investigate the effectiveness of the action research project. 

Throughout the action research process, I was able to analyze and reflect on the data with my 

program mentor, as well as my team leader, preventing any bias from me as the teacher in the 



 

room performing the collection. One of the goals of action research is to always provide credible 

and reliable findings. To that end, I collected and analyzed multiple sources of data which 

allowed me to use a triangulation approach to analyze the data in my project (Mertler, 2017). 

Triangulation also enhanced the validity of research findings, making it the appropriate 

methodology for this project.  

Data Analysis 

A lack of confidence was repeatedly indicated in the surveys for two main reasons: the boys felt 

uninformed on the topic of immigration and they expressed a lack of interest in the topic. To 

address the first theme, I encouraged the boys to seek out information on the topic of 

immigration by performing two separate classroom activities. First, all the boys generated a list 

of original questions germane to immigration that, with satisfactory answers, they believed 

would inform them appropriately on the topic. After creating the questions, they then set out to 

research the answers. Most of the questions included information about cost, both financial and 

human, along with questions about the legal immigration process as it currently exists in our 

country. The boys believed that this information would be as unbiased as possible and thu 

enable them to begin the process of informing themselves on the topic. For the second task, the 

boys explored bias within news media stories. All the boys read a news story that ran on the 

major news outlets. They were instructed to source their stories on an identical topic but had the 

choice of which news outlet they used to read the story. They then discussed how the story’s 

details and tone were affected by which news media outlet was covering the story. During both 

activities, observations were noted and field notes were taken during group discussions. The 

boys were also told to expect a journal reflection and interview assignment following the entire 

research process.  

Following the field trip, journal reflections included comments similar to Boy S who said, “I never 

thought about what the actual border looked like, or what people went through just to get into 

the United States.” Data analysis indicated that almost all boys found value in visiting the border, 

with many saying that being able to physically stand at the border wall, which was so prominent 

in our local and national news, gave them a perspective they did not previously have. Boy L 



 

might have summarized it best by saying, “thinking about the border is one thing, but physically 

standing at it is something totally different.”  

In interviews near the end of the project, nearly all the boys included language about being 

more interested in the topic as a result of the field trip. Most boys also indicated in interviews 

that they would be more likely to share their opinions in class because of the field trip. Boy N 

said that getting to ask “actual Border Patrol agents about the wall was different than hearing 

about in the news.” He continued saying, “not many people have access to talk to people like we 

did on the field trip. Now I have a better understanding of the issue.”  

This better understanding led some to admit they felt their own opinions on the topic becoming 

clearer. Boy K summarized many similar comments, when he said in his journal, “I didn’t know 

enough about both sides of the issue before the field trip, but I’m glad I went because now I can 

see why the issue is so complicated and how there isn’t only one side to this topic.” He added, 

that while it would continue to be a divisive issue, his opinion on the topic was “taking shape” as 

a result of getting to see the border firsthand.  

Perhaps the most valuable data I collected were the journals that the boys completed at the end 

of the unit on immigration. I asked them several open-ended questions, provided for anonymity, 

then coded their responses based on recurring themes.  

Discussion of Findings  

When I analyzed the data, two main findings emerged: the boys became more confident in their 

own opinions after critically looking at news sources for stories, and the boys’ confidence to 

participate in class discussions grew after examining a complex issue from multiple perspectives.  

Twenty-five boys completed a pre-project survey asking their confidence in participating in a 

classroom discussion on the topic of immigration. Well over half of the boys surveyed voiced a 

lack of confidence in classroom discussions on current events, largely due to feeling uninformed. 

Boy V commented that, “I don’t want to sound dumb in front of my friends, and I just don’t 

know enough about this issue to have an opinion.” In some ways, boys felt that an opinion could 



 

only be voiced in front of others if it was informed first. There was an assumption that some 

boys in class might be more knowledgeable on the topic, and apprehension about voicing an 

opinion that others perhaps deemed unintelligent. It became clear after analyzing the data that 

almost all boys connected feeling informed on a topic with their confidence in voicing their own, 

authentic opinions in a classroom discussion.  

Source of the participants’ primary information  

The data showed that many of the boys relied heavily on the influence of their parents to shape 

their worldview. It became clear that they knew they would need to look into this complicated 

issue much more deeply to develop their own authentic opinions. Boy T echoed several others 

as he said, “The only thing I know about immigration is what my parents have said at the dinner 

table, and I’m not sure if that’s the whole picture.” Within this comment lies the awareness that 

one perspective may not be fairly representing the topic. Similarly, other boys commented that 

while they did not believe they agreed with their parents on the topic of immigration, they were 

unsure as to whether or not they could articulate their own independent opinion without 

additional information. During his interview, Boy B said, “I mean, I don’t really think my mom’s 

opinion is right, but I didn’t know enough about it to be able to say why.” The boys were aware 

that questioning their primary sources of information, namely their parents, might lead them to 

develop their own opinions on the topic.  

Over half of the boys responded that the activity to source their own information from reputable 

news channels impacted their confidence and willingness to discuss the topic of immigration. 

Boy A replied in his journal that, “now I have much more actual information on immigration, 

where before all I knew was what I’d overheard my parents talking about.” Another boy even 

commented that there is plenty of information to be found by doing the research, it just takes 

the desire to go out and find it. Boy X said, “I mean all it took was a simple Google search and I 

could find news article after article about the border wall and the arguments on both sides of 

the issue.” The boys felt more willing to participate in discussions on the topic of immigration 

after having sourced their own information.  



 

Multiple perspectives on topics in current events 

By investigating possible bias in news media outlets, boys were able to analyze how that bias 

might contribute to the way information is framed for an audience. The way a story is framed 

might influence the reader’s opinion on the topic, whether intentional or not. By sharing the 

news stories with each other, everyone in the class could hear the same story but told through 

multiple sources. Boy P said that, “doing the news story assignment made him see how biased 

the information can be” and that now he “wonders what information he took as fact when it 

might have been biased.” Almost two-thirds of the boys commented that a bias in the 

information they read or heard could drastically change their opinion on a topic. In doing the 

research assignment, the same number of boys also commented that having more information 

on the topic strengthened their ability to voice their opinions. Boy F said that “before getting all 

the facts, I never would have raised my hand in class. But now I feel like I know at least enough 

to say what my opinion is.” He also became his group’s representative to present their 

conclusions to the class, indicating his confidence to share his group’s summary with the rest of 

his classmates in a public forum.  

During the pre-project surveys, several boys indicated that they simply did not have an interest 

in the topic of immigration, which led to a lack of confidence in voicing their opinions in class. 

Boy J said that he “didn’t think about it that much because it didn’t affect him.” Interest, 

however, seemed to grow following the field trip day spent at the international border. Most 

boys voiced both increased interest in and willingness to discuss the topic of immigration 

following the day-long field trip. In fact, over half of the participants asked if there was a chance 

they would be able to go again on what we began calling a “Border Day.”  

Conclusions 

In a discussion-based Ethics class, observations of the boys indicated an apprehension in 

participating and sharing opinions. Not all of the boys seemed comfortable sharing their 

opinions on controversial topics, despite coming from an “informed” background. After 

surveying the boys, it was easy to see why there was an apprehension to participate in 

discussions: they felt uninformed on the topic, some even disinterested. In some cases, the boys 



 

reported only being able to articulate their parents’ opinions but also voiced a disclaimer that 

they might not believe the same things as their parents. In those cases, the boys reported simply 

needing more information to better cultivate their own, authentic opinions divorced from their 

parents’. Other boys in the class may have seemingly felt comfortable sharing their opinion on 

superficial topics but reported being unable to elaborate on their opinions when asked more in-

depth questions.  

It seems the best way to solve this persistent challenge of lack of participation in class 

discussions is to craft activities that engage the boys in their own learning process. In theory, 

this could trigger a deeper understanding of a topic, hypothetically increasing participation in 

future classroom discussions. I discovered that teenage boys will participate in classroom 

discussions when they feel comfortable sharing their opinions. Being informed on a topic 

increases that comfort, thus increasing the likelihood they would actively participate and voice 

their own opinions.  

The boys’ agency in the process was imperative to the learning outcomes. As the lone teacher in 

the room, I could not have empowered them to think this critically on the topic of immigration 

by myself. There are only so many dynamic activities I can provide for my boys in class and they 

don’t guarantee that the result will be more confident boys who share their opinions. Given how 

directly agency factored as a variable, I can see why it is becoming so mainstream in educational 

research.  

Going forward, countless possibilities exist for future research. Among them is the investigation 

into other topics aside from immigration. Because of our proximity to an international border, 

there is an inherent interest in immigration policies and international relations. But it is possible, 

even likely, that involving boys in project-based learning creates the opportunity for the same 

positive results on a variety of controversial topics.  

Another possible avenue for future action research is including the upcoming national election 

as a variable. In November 2020 all U.S. citizens over the age of 18 will be given the chance to 

participate in a national election, which could very well shape and change future immigration 

policies. It would be interesting to investigate how participation in the election process might 



 

contribute to a boy’s willingness and ability to engage in debates/discussions in an Ethics class 

that covers many of the platforms listed in political campaigns.  

Reflection   

Prior to being selected for this cohort, I had very little, if any, real awareness of how action 

research could inform educational best practices. Quite familiar with the scientific method, I 

struggled early on to grasp the actual logistics of how I would be able to execute, complete, and 

summarize my project and its findings. The process itself brought with it a fair amount of 

challenges as I quickly discovered that “agency” is difficult to qualify, let alone quantify in a 

research setting. Because of the enormous import of agency in the classroom and the recent 

research on its impact on boys’ learning, however, the need to soldier on through the research 

process to improve my own students’ experience in my classroom became increasingly clear.  

Ultimately, it may go down as one of the most rewarding experiences in my career, as I was 

given a front-row seat for countless “Aha!” moments from my students. Being able to physically 

see, hear, and read my students’ involvement in their own learning process proved invaluable. 

As a result of going through this process, I was able to see in real time those qualities that bring 

so many into this profession in the first place. While I am unsure if I will ever be presented with 

the opportunity to participate in action research again, I do know that the experience will 

immediately and directly impact the way I structure my lessons. Outcomes I discovered in the 

process could be easily sought in other units, not just immigration. Practices I implemented 

could be easily applied to other grade levels. All in all, the process will go down as an equally 

challenging and rewarding experience that I am grateful I pursued.  

I am grateful to my school, St. Augustine High School for its continued support throughout this 

process, especially my mentor Tim Golden who took on the challenge of action research in the 

prior year’s cohort. Without him, my team leader Polly, and the tremendous guidance from the 

IBSC none of this would have been possible.  
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