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Abstract 

In this action research project, I explored what might transpire if twenty-two boys in a high school 

Algebra II class were asked to think about and then verbalize their short and long-term goals. By 

analyzing data collected from a series of questionnaires, I learned that my students thought that it was 

important to do well in my class and knew what actions they needed to take to improve their performance, 

but simply had no motivation to enact these solutions. Using the framework of a goal-setting meeting, I 

endeavored to create the types of relationships with my students that would motivate them to seek more 

help from myself and each other, complete their homework more regularly, and simply become more 

academically resilient. As a whole, the boys responded well to these meetings and almost all reported that 

one-on-one discussions about their goals increased their desire to work hard in the class.  

Glossary 

Goal-setting theory: Specific high goals lead to even higher performance than simply urging people to 

“do their best.” (Latham & Locke, 2007) 

Academic resilience: Students' ability to successfully deal with academic setbacks and challenges that are 

typical of the ordinary course of school life. (Martin & Marsh, 2008) 

Self-efficacy: An individual's belief in his or her capacity to execute behaviors necessary to produce 

specific performance attainments. (Bandura, 1986) 

Self-determination theory: A meta-theory of human motivation that is based on the core assumption that 

all humans share an inherent striving for personal growth over the course of their lifetime. (Janke & 

Dickhauser, 2017) 
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Introduction 

Background 

In a world where supercomputers reside in the pockets of teenagers and the entire catalog of human 

knowledge and computational skills are a click away, Algebra II can feel like a rather antiquated and 

unnecessary subject to study. Yet, the problem-solving skills honed by orders of operation and the solving 

of systems of equations undoubtedly translate to many real-world abilities our boys will need when they 

run businesses one day or, more immediately, take the SAT. However, research and personal experience 

tell me that boys are not fully engaging in school and often lack the intrinsic motivation necessary to 

perform at their highest level.  

After three years of teaching Math, I have consistently seen boys sabotage themselves in the course by not 

asking for help early and often, not leaning on their classmates for aid and not paying attention in class. 

When challenged to put more effort in, my boys simply say, “Ms Mills, I’m never going to need this, so 

why should I learn it?”  

Going into this action research project, I believed that goal-setting could help boys develop the motivation 

and skill to push past struggles in Math and develop a link between the things they have to do and the 

things they want to do. Moreover, I hoped that by having the boys choose and verbalize their own goals, 

rather than having goals set for them, they could start to create links between their goals and the amount 

of effort they put into their classes. I hoped that if boys had agency in deciding and sharing what they 

wanted to get out of their education, they would be more invested in their day-to-day work. 

Research Question 

How does goal setting empower boys in Algebra II to develop academic resilience? 

Action Research Methodology 

Action research was an appropriate framework for this project, since novice goal-setters often require an 

external audience to help create measurable and attainable goals and provide the accountability to see 

them through. Further, action research focuses on the voices of its participants and this project, by its 

nature, is individualistic in its data collection and depends on a solid teacher-student relationship to be 

successful.  

Boys are relational learners (Reichert, 2019) and I believed that the relationship I could develop with each 

boy as we discussed their goals would be invaluable in the classroom, regardless of the actual success 

they had with their goal-setting. Since action research is done by teachers, these goal-setting meetings 
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were a means to an end themselves by providing me, as the researcher, an opportunity for a non-academic 

conversation with my students to deepen our relationship. 

Literature Review 

Currently, there are many indicators that boys are not fully engaging with school. Reichert (2019) notes 

that, compared to girls, boys are less likely to read for enjoyment, are less likely to do homework, and are 

more likely to have a negative attitude toward school. These trends demonstrate a lack of internal 

motivation to do well in school and are also indicators of poor academic buoyancy, defined by Martin and 

Marsh (2009) as the ability to bounce back from setbacks, challenges, and pressures that are part of the 

ordinary course of life. Martin and Marsh argue that academic buoyancy is a required trait to develop 

academic resilience, which can be defined as the “heightened likelihood of success in school and other 

life accomplishments despite environmental adversities” (p. 355). The combination of a lack of academic 

resilience and the prevailing attitude toward school exhibited by many boys is a recipe for academic 

disaster. Martin and Marsh (2009) also note that there are enabling factors which can increase a student’s 

academic resilience, “such as positive school experiences, a sense of mastery, and a belief that one’s own 

efforts can make a difference” (p. 358). So, the question becomes, how do we help our students 

experience these enabling factors?  

Though helping a boy develop academic resilience could be a life-long task, in this action research 

project, I was most interested in enabling the boys to believe that their own efforts make a difference; that 

they have agency to create a different academic destiny for themselves. When Angela Duckworth (as 

cited in Hochandel & Finamore, 2015) studied some of the most successful young people in America–

West Point students–she concluded that they contained a high level of grit, defined as trait-level 

perseverance and passion for long-term goals, and that measure of grit predicted achievement in 

challenging domains over measures of talent. However, the ability to set a goal and devote oneself to 

taking steps to achieve it is not a common trait; otherwise, “grit” would not be an identifying feature of 

successful people. Moeller et al. (2012) reported that 85% of students responded “no” when asked, “Were 

you taught how to set goals in school?” Moeller et al. also note that “studies have shown that appropriate 

goal setting, along with timely and specific feedback, can lead to higher achievement, better performance, 

and a high level of self-efficacy.” (p. 154)  

Goal-setting, defined as the process of establishing clear and usable targets, or objectives, for learning 

(Moeller et al., 2012) can focus on two areas: mastery or performance. While mastery goals focus on 

gaining skills through effort, performance goals focus on an outcome of effort, such as grades. Moeller et 

al. write that mastery goals can lead to achievement by fostering a motivational pattern associated with a 

deeper level of engagement than strictly performance-based goals. Further, they cite other evidence that 
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links mastery goals to an eventual belief on the student’s part that effort leads to success. While we, as 

teachers, have goals for our classes and perhaps even verbalize those goals to our students often, Moeller 

et al. describe a crucial aspect of participatory goal theory: students who choose their own goals perform 

at higher levels than students who have goals set for them (p. 155). Indeed, Janke and Dickhauser (2017) 

write that a feeling of autonomy in the pursuit of intrinsic motives is crucial to ensure that personal 

growth is possible; when our boys do not have the agency to choose their areas of focused growth, they 

are not nearly as successful in their endeavors. 

Simply setting a goal, however, while an important factor towards enabling student growth in self-

efficacy, does not improve achievement on its own. Some basic goal-setting rules that contribute to 

improved performance include: goals must be set by the student but agreed upon by the teacher, (Moeller 

et al., 2012), a deadline for completion must be set for the goal (Lunenberg, 2011), and the goal cannot be 

viewed as relatively easy (Latham & Locke, 2007) . Further underscoring the importance of the teacher’s 

role in goal creation and success, is evidence that supervisory support, as a means of ensuring 

commitment to the goal, showed the strongest relationship to performance (Latham & Locke).  

A conversation centered around mastery goals is a natural relational opportunity for boys and their 

teachers to get to know each other and to personalize learning for a boy. Reichert (2019) writes that 

quality student-teacher relationships predicted higher student achievement (p. 88) and are especially 

beneficial in reaching those at the bottom of the class. Additionally, setting mastery goals with their 

teachers allows boys to break down the strategies and processes they will need to succeed in their class, 

which is an executive function tool that many boys do not naturally possess at this age.  

The research clearly shows that if we want to create academically resilient students who are able to show 

grit by persevering toward an attainable long-term goal, then we need to be working with our boys early 

and often on how to voice and then reach their own goals. Martin and Marsh (2009) write that predictors 

of academic resilience include self-efficacy, a sense of purpose and motivation, educational aspirations, 

and a relationship with teachers. Goal-setting provides a structure to enable boys to grow in all of these 

areas while giving a voice to our students as we attempt to reframe their essential question about school 

from “Why do I have to learn this?” to “How will I learn this?” 

Research Context 

Founded in 1889 in central Virginia, Woodberry Forest School is an all-boys, all-boarding community 

where the boys are taught to live lives of honor and intellectual integrity, and the faculty are given a 

charter to know, challenge, and love each boy in our charge. The research detailed in this report was 

conducted with twenty-two boys in my regular-level Algebra II classes during the winter of the 2019-
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2020 school year. All boys at Woodberry are required to take Algebra II in their 9th, 10th, or 11th grade 

year. All data are attributed anonymously in this paper and the boys provided all information voluntarily. 

Permission to participate in the research was sought and received from student families. 

The Action 

I taught two sections of Algebra II this year, consisting of twenty-two students in the 9th, 10th, and 11th 

Grades, all of whom participated in the research project. My research began with a questionnaire that was 

given to the boys without them knowing the reason for taking it. The results were not anonymous, which 

may have impacted how honest the boys were with their answers, but I was then able to follow up with 

their responses in a one-on-one meeting that was scheduled for later that week. The questionnaire asked 

boys for their opinions about “why” they were taking Algebra II and what their goal in the class was. 

Following the completion of the questionnaire, I set up a meeting with each boy and asked him to come to 

the meeting prepared to discuss both a long-term goal (defined as a goal that could not be completed until 

at least the end of high school) and a short-term goal (defined as a goal that could be completed during the 

winter trimester) that he had for himself.  

With their questionnaire data in hand, I spoke with the boys about why they were taking Algebra II and 

what they hoped to get out of the class. We then spoke about their goals at length. I asked probing 

questions to learn more about the boys’ goals and did not discuss the likelihood of meeting those goals or 

impose my own judgement about the goal they stated. We then discussed strategies to meet their goals, 

particularly their short-term goal, and agreed upon steps that would need to be taken over the following 

weeks and months in order for that goal to be reached. We then set one or two daily or weekly goals for 

the boy that we both agreed would help him meet both his short-term and long-term goals. I met with the 

boys at the beginning of the winter trimester, and again about halfway through the winter trimester to 

check in with them.  

Finally, at the end of my research period, I sent the same questionnaire to the boys that they had 

completed at the beginning of the project to gauge any difference in the boys’ views of Algebra II, their 

reason for taking the course, and their willingness to try their best in the class. 

Data Collection 

In order to assess the effect that setting goals had on the development of academic resilience, I utilized 

both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods over a period of many months. Qualitatively, I 

recorded my observations and thoughts immediately after each goal-setting meeting with a student and 

wrote down some quotes while the boys spoke. I also utilized required short-answer responses to open-

ended questions in the initial and final questionnaire to hear from the boys themselves.  
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I gathered quantitative data throughout the year as well. For the first seven weeks of school, I kept track 

of the number of consultations a boy requested as well as the number of test corrections a boy turned in, 

two of the easiest ways to quantitatively track “academic resilience” as neither of those activities were 

required of the boy and both actions require the student to put in extra effort outside of class. For the 

purposes of this research, I have assumed that if a boy is willing to schedule a meeting with a teacher and 

go over his past tests to correct them, he is displaying academic buoyancy in the face of typical adversity 

in Algebra II. Further, I used a Likert scale in parts of the required questionnaires to compare boys’ 

responses within my classes. 

Data Analysis 

I started my analysis by looking at the surveys the boys took before their first “goals meeting” with me to 

ascertain some trends in the boys’ attitudes toward Algebra II. I noted that on the whole, boys seemed to 

believe that Algebra II was important to their futures, but that they were not trying as hard as they could 

in the class. The boys did seem to have some ideas of how they could improve, and those suggestions 

became the basis of many of our goal-setting conversations. 

I conducted two rounds of goal-setting meetings with the boys. I looked at the observations and notes I 

recorded during and after my meetings and compared the short- and long-term goals of all the boys in my 

class. It was very obvious that the short-term goals tended toward situated achievement goals (Janke & 

Dickhauser, 2017) while their long-term goals represented their life aspirations (Janke & Dickhauser, 

2017). The short-term goals were measurable, performance-based, and mostly centered around academics 

or athletics. The long-term goals, however, were more abstract, varied, and personal.  

Finally, I compiled and compared the boys’ thoughts on these meetings as related through a final survey, 

given a few weeks after our second meeting. Overall, the boys seemed pleased with the meetings and 

enjoyed being able to voice their goals out loud to someone. Almost all the boys reported that the 

meetings had a positive effect on their motivation and desire to do well in the course. 

Discussion of Findings 

Martin and Marsh (2009) write that predictors of academic resilience include self-efficacy, a sense of 

purpose and motivation, educational aspirations, and a relationship with teachers. I wondered if the 

framework of a goal-setting meeting focused on short and long-term goals would be able to develop 

academic resilience, as measured by these qualifications. 

Sense of Purpose and Motivation 
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According to my initial survey, an overwhelming majority of the boys reported that Algebra II is an 

important subject to learn and agreed that taking the class would help them meet their goals. However, 

when I looked at responses to my question: Are you currently trying your hardest in class?, fewer than 

half of the boys said, “Yes.” When I asked the boys to identify an action they could take to improve in the 

course, most of the boys reported actions pertaining to an increase in their academic resilience: study 

more, focus better in class, and “get over myself and just work harder.” I became very interested in this 

seemingly nonsensical gap in the data: boys agreed that Algebra II is important and will help them reach 

their goals; boys knew what they needed to do to improve in the course; but most boys were simply not 

doing these things. Self-determination theory postulates that a need for autonomy must be fulfilled before 

personal growth can begin (Janke & Dickhauser, 2017). Therefore, simply knowing what needs to be 

done is not enough; it must be the boy’s choice to do what needs to be done.  

Some of the boys in my class possessed the internal motivation to do well and were already trying their 

hardest. Those boys were looking towards external help to do better by citing actions such as, “come in 

for consultation more,” “ask more questions,” or “work more with classmates,” as ways to continue to 

improve in the course. However, other boys needed to be pushed externally until they could develop their 

own sense of internal motivation; one student wrote that, “sometimes it’s good to get [your] motivation 

going knowing that others know [about your goal] so that you can’t back out.” Sources of external 

motivation may include a parent’s aspirations, peer pressure, or an encouraging teacher. I hoped the one-

on-one meetings with me could act as one source of positive external motivation.  

I looked at the data in my final survey of the boys and noted that all but two of the boys responded 

affirmatively to the statement, “I saw a change in my effort inside or outside of class because of these 

meetings.” Observationally, I also noted a heightened work ethic from some of my poorest performers 

during the research period—the number of consultation meetings rose, the number of missed homeworks 

decreased, and class focus seemed improved as well.  

Educational Aspirations 

Though my meetings with the boys were structured around two sets of goals, short- and long-term, the 

boys’ short-term goals were overwhelmingly focused on educational aspirations. The winter trimester at 

Woodberry is a notoriously difficult time on campus and the boys expressed a lot of fear about grades 

dipping down and used language like “I just want to make it through the winter.” Janke and Dickhauser 

(2017) note that individuals who focus on the prevention of negative outcomes are less likely to see the 

positive opportunities for personal growth. In support of this finding, I noted that the boys who seemed 

most fearful of their grades slipping, were the most likely to report to me at our mid-term meeting that 

they were indeed struggling with many of their classes, even if their work in Algebra II had improved. On 
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the other hand, boys who had expressed long-term educational aspirations, such as “getting into the 

college of my choice” or majoring in a specific field, nearly all raised their grades or maintained their 

grades from the fall term. 

Educational aspiration goals, like life aspirations, are more effective when seen through a longer lens than 

a few weeks. I noted that boys who had goals, such as “get a high GPA,” were less successful than boys 

who said, “I want to do better in Spanish.” Positively framed measurement (“better”) and specificity (“in 

Spanish”) of goals were important predictors of success. I did not coach the boys in goal-setting strategy 

before meeting with them and let them drive their conversation with me. It was interesting to note that 

some boys seemed more skilled in the ability to set goals well, and those boys were not always the ones 

who were naturally intrinsically motivated. However, by giving these boys a space to realize this latent 

skill of voicing and setting specific and positive goals, I was able to unleash an increase in their 

motivation to achieve their goals.  

Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy refers to an individual's belief in their capacity to execute behaviors necessary to produce 

specific performance attainments (Bandura, 1986). Further, self-determination theory states that in 

addition to autonomy, the need for competence must be satisfied for personal growth to occur (Janke & 

Dickhauser, 2017). Competence in my research context referred to a boy’s belief that his goals were 

achievable and that he understood the steps to achieve them. When I spoke with the boys, we created a 

plan to achieve their short-term goals by setting up smaller goals: attend math consultation once a week, 

complete all ten homework assignments before winter break, work on the hardest assignments first at 

night, etc. According to the culminating survey results, all but two boys responded affirmatively to the 

statement that they felt “more motivated to work hard in Algebra II as a result of the goal-setting 

meetings.” One can conclude that their sense of motivation to work hard stemmed from a feeling that they 

could be successful if they did so.  

An initial feeling of motivation and competence, however, may not always transcend time between 

meetings, school breaks, and the hustle and bustle of life at a boarding school. Some students had spikes 

in productivity and focus shortly after our meetings, but eventually returned to their status quo ante. I 

believe further research should be done in areas such as: what is the ideal frequency of goal-setting 

meetings for teenage boys; what kind of product could boys leave the meetings with to remind them of 

their goals; and, could a weekly reminder email of their intentions keep them on track? Until motivation 

becomes intrinsic and self-efficacy a natural part of a student, those traits need to be nurtured through 

constant practice. While this may be too much to ask of one teacher in one class, one could imagine a 

successful change if a boy were to experience routine goal setting and accountability in all of his classes. 
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By allowing boys to voice their goals to all of their teachers, we can create a more holistic view for the 

boy of how schooling can help them achieve their goals and build the motivation and competency for the 

boys to do so.  

Relationship with Teacher 

Finally, Martin and Marsh (2009) write that a relationship with a teacher is a predictor of academic 

resilience, while Janke and Dickhauser (2017) note that relatedness is the final component for personal 

growth required by self-determination theory. Perceived relatedness indicates that the social environment 

will welcome the endeavors of the boy who strives to achieve his goals (Janke & Dickhauser). My 

research findings suggest that the relationship predictor of academic resilience was where I had the most 

success with this project.  

Although, as a teacher, I have a strong effect on a boy’s short-term academic success—and, therefore, 

have considerable influence on their short-term goals—I found that our discussion of their long-term 

goals had the most impact on the boys. In a teacher evaluation form administered by Woodberry this 

winter, one boy responded to a question about whether or not his teacher was invested in his success with 

the following answer: “You literally brought us aside to talk about life goals. Nothing even relatively 

about Math. I appreciate it, and thus it seems you are invested in my success.” When I asked my students 

to respond to the question “How did you feel about sharing some of your goals with Ms Mills?”, one 

student responded, “It was nice to get things in my mind into words spoken aloud.” Another student said, 

“I felt that it was odd, but I appreciated the opportunity to talk about it with someone.” Still another 

answered, “It helped me verbalize some thoughts and problems I have.” Finally, one student responded 

that he “felt confident [sharing my goals], knowing she would help me.” Every single boy in the course 

responded in the affirmative to the statement, “I enjoyed sitting down with Ms Mills to discuss my short- 

and long-term goals this winter.” 

Reichert (2019) reminds us that teachers are the “relationship managers” (p. 36) in the student-teacher 

relationship, but it can be hard to remember that managing the relationship does not necessarily mean 

managing the conversations we have with our students. By structuring a conversation around the boy and 

his dreams and aspirations, we can create an opportunity for a relationship to emerge or deepen. Indeed, 

this is an important time in the boys’ lives to decide what their life aspirations are; Janke and Dickhauser 

(2017) note that life aspirations are context-transcending, not limited to achievement situations (like a 

singular school grade), and are quite stable over time—except during life-phases that are susceptible to 

change in personal values, such as adolescence. Effectively, we are working with the boys during a period 

in their life when their aspirations are being defined. Now is the time to give them the space to voice 

those aspirations, play with them aloud, and receive affirmation that their goals are achievable. A 
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relationship with a teacher, built through the structure of a goal-setting meeting, can provide the 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness to ensure that the boys are psychologically ready for personal 

growth and able to work on their academic resilience as a result.  

Conclusions 

Too often, students are at the mercy of academic requirements, teacher instructions, and school rules; 

rarely do we ask the students what they hope to achieve and get out of this joint venture we call 

“education.” This action research project aimed to make boys’ voice the central component of a practice 

to increase their academic resilience. The data collected throughout this research project suggest that 

voicing and focusing on short-term goals helps students with short-term academic resilience and can 

affect boys’ behavior immediately. More research should be completed to determine the ideal frequency 

of short-term goal check-ins so that immediate behavior changes become entrenched behavior changes. 

The data also suggest that discussion of long-term goals leads to an increase in the quality of the student-

teacher relationship, which can be another factor leading to more sustained behavior changes and 

resilience.  

By giving boys a structured prompt and an opportunity to speak on a subject they are the expert in, we 

can lay the foundation for the type of relationship that boys seek in the people they want to learn from. A 

strong student-teacher relationship can buoy a boy’s motivation to do well while he builds his own 

internal motivation that can persevere in other settings without the relational component present. This 

project showed that meetings framed around the discussion of a boy’s academic and extracurricular goals 

were successful in creating this type of relationship.  
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Reflection 

Participation in this action research project was transformational for me as a teacher, particularly because 

it highlighted a prejudice I never knew I had regarding my less mathematically inclined students. I’ve 

always loved working with my lower performers; it’s thrilling when we hit a breakthrough together in 

consultation or when I get to see hard work lead to a well-deserved grade. However, I don’t think I ever 

stopped to wonder what their goals in life were. On the whole, this subset of students shared goals with 

me that took my breath away with their maturity and simplicity: be happy; be confident in myself; 

graduate knowing that I worked as hard as I possibly could. My high performers generally focused on 

college-related goals (similar to what I’m sure I was focusing on at 16) and we certainly had great 

discussions about those goals; but I rarely learned anything about them I didn’t already know, mostly 

because many of them remind me of myself at that age. On the contrary, I learned so much about the 

students who weren’t like me and gained a total appreciation for how they are approaching school and 

what they hope to get out of it. Ironically, I was hoping these conversations would make the boys want to 

be better students, but, instead, they made me want to be a better teacher. 

With everything else a boarding school teacher is required to take on, I don’t know that I would have set 

aside time in my week for twenty-two meetings if not for this action research prompt. And now, I can’t 

imagine teaching another class without having these meetings scheduled into my year. I look forward to 

learning all about my next group of students and being equally blown away and inspired by their dreams 

and goals in life.  
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