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Abstract 

 

In this action research project, I investigated to what extent 6th Grade boys became more aware 

and exercised their autonomy by setting personal goals in the context of a school mentorship 

program.  

Throughout the project, nineteen 6th Grade boys experienced different activities to help them set a 

personal improvement goal and then work to achieve it over a short period. Firstly, they learned 

about themselves and their autonomy, a quality about which they knew very little. Through class 

activities, they reflected on their capability to do things better by themselves. Eventually, through a 

one-to-one interview with the teacher (acting as a coach), they learned how to set a personal 

progress SMART goal (SMART = Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Timebound). In doing 

so, most of the boys realized they had agency over some aspects of their progress and that they 

could apply that new knowledge and skills to other areas of their lives.  

 

Introduction  

As a seasoned teacher, I have always been curious about the impact on the boys' achievements of 

tasks that are grounded in their interests and desires and not just driven by their teacher or 

parents' expectations. The research question I set out to answer, therefore, was: How does a 

personal goal-setting plan foster a sense of autonomy in Grade 6 boys? 

In my previous experience as a mentor, I used to base my actions on observations and data that 

boys or their parents provided to me in order to help them to progress positively in their academics 

and social skills. I was curious, however, to discover a new approach towards mentorship with the 

boys; one based on their choice of goals and with the intent to develop their autonomy. The 
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purpose of my research action was initiated by a desire to instill in the boys a greater awareness of 

agency. I realized it could be beneficial for them to acknowledge their intrinsic motivation. 

Furthermore, I had observed that boys usually did not engage meaningfully with the goals that 

adults proposed to them, but noticed that the boys put a lot of effort and initiative into the issues 

that they, for whatever reason, were interested in. I decided, therefore, to study what would 

happen if I changed the direction of the initiative of goal setting from that of adults to that of boys. 

Thus, the boys would use their voice and choice to take charge and control improvement in aspects 

of their lives. 

As a mentor, I wanted help the boys find or identify the aspects of their academic, social, or 

emotional lives that they desired to change, improve, or achieve. This approach implied using a 

systematic way for the boys to analyze what their goals were, a process of setting goals, and 

reflection on how they could be supported by a coaching model. 

The boys in this project were in Grade 6 (11 to 12 years-old) and were starting to develop a greater 

sense of maturity and autonomy to undertake improvements with less adult support than when 

they were younger. As this was their last year in primary school, I intended that this experience 

would also benefit them later in their next scholarly stage–secondary school. It was also an 

important time in their schooling as this project could support the transition from childhood to 

adolescence. 

Action research served as an excellent way to investigate my intuition that I could improve a 

specific practice of my professional field as a mentor and simultaneously increase the boys’ agency.  

This approach allowed me to systematically explore aspects of boys’ autonomy, which previously I 

had only guessed (Mertler, 2017). I introduced the boys to the experience and they were fully 

invested from the beginning. They provided me with valid information, not only through face-to-

face interviews, but also through other group encounters and discussions in class sessions.  

Literature Review 

Boys often assume that their education is part of an adults’ responsibility and often respond in a 

routinely, compliant way; they are not bad, but neither are they good … they just keep going, with 

ups and downs. Reichert (2019) shares insights to how boys see themselves: “As he fights for who 

he is and wants to become, the child exercises the fundamental values of integrity and courage.” (p. 

30) 

Enhancing boys' autonomy was the primary goal of this action research. "Autonomy refers to being 

self-initiating and self-regulating of one's actions" (Deci et al. 1991, p. 327). When an individual is 
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driven by autonomous motivation, they may feel self-directed and autonomous; when the individual 

is driven by controlled motivation, however, they may feel pressure to behave in a certain way, and 

thus, experience little to no autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Thus, it was hoped that some changes 

introduced into the mentorship of our boys would enhance their autonomy and their sense of “I.”  

The intended improvement to boys’ agency had to do with mentorship style, which would be 

grounded more in the boys' intrinsic motivation than in the mentor's direction or authority. Some 

research studies show that parents or teachers who are “autonomy-supportive” foster more 

intrinsically motivated children who act autonomously in their development. Deci et aI. (1991) 

found that “highlighting choice rather than using a controlling style contributed to subjects' 

internalizing the regulation of an uninteresting activity” (p. 336) and “being controlled by an 

external contingency tends to diminish an individual's sense of autonomy. It fosters external 

perceived locus of causality and thus decreases an intrinsic motivation and forestalls 

internalization" (p. 335). 

It was important to make a shift in mentoring practices to ensure that the boys’ autonomy was being 

nurtured. The mentorship style must be autonomy-supportive as Deci (1991) notes:  

In terms of education, it has become ever more apparent that self-

determination, in the forms of intrinsic motivation and autonomous 

internalization, leads to the types of outcomes that are beneficial both to 

individuals and to society … offering choice, minimizing controls, 

acknowledging feelings, and making available information that is needed for 

decision making and for performing the target task. (p. 342) 

The starting point to encourage autonomy must be the natural human initiative and the elements 

that foster the need of every person for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are social 

interactions and conditions (Deci et al., 2000). In this action research project, the boys had a leading 

role in their development. They practised their autonomy to set the goals by themselves with an 

autonomy-supportive teacher. Akerman (2020), summarizing Deci and Ryan (2000), notes that 

when we can pursue goals “in our own way,” we are more satisfied than when guided by an 

external system of regulation. Similarly, Grolnick and Ryan (1987) concluded that students who 

perceived their teachers to be autonomy-supportive reported higher levels of intrinsic motivation 

and perceived greater competence and self-esteem than did students who perceived their teachers 

to be controlling.  
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The traditional mentorship practices at my school to build the boys’ personal progress depend on 

the conversations between mentor, mentee, and the mentee’s parents. Mentorship can be combined 

with the GROWTH (Goals, Reality, Options, Will, Tactics, Habits) coaching approach, defined by 

Campbell & van Nieuwerburgh (2018) as: 

A managed conversation that takes place between two people that aims to 

support sustainable change to behaviors or ways of thinking and that focuses on 

learning and development … through increasing self-awareness and a sense of 

personal responsibility, where the coach facilitates the self-directed learning of 

the coachee through questioning, active listening, and appropriate challenge in a 

supportive and encouraging climate. (p. 3) 

GROWTH implies conversations skills, trust, listening actively, clarifying, empathizing, being 

succinct, and giving feedback (Campbell & van Nieuwerburgh, 2018). This approach happens to be 

very appropriate because it considers some of this research project's main elements, such as setting 

goals and autonomy. The goals to be set must be SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, 

Timebound) and "the key is to select goal areas that will make a significant difference to success and 

well-being of your coachee" (Campbell & van Nieuwerburgh, 2018, p. 43). Devine (2013) 

consolidated this project by acknowledging the connection between mentorship, a coaching 

approach, and an autonomy-supportive attitude, which lead us to think about a renewed work tool 

to improve the progress of our boys, families, and the whole community.  

We must consider what the Spanish educational system expects from schools. The Department of 

Education (2018) recently released new measures to be implemented to enhance guiding and 

counseling students for personal, social, schoolwork, and professional issues, especially when the 

boys start secondary education. These measures, in general, seek to embed mentorship in the whole 

school structure in a transversal way and includes different levels at which to work on it, including 

all teachers, parents, and community in general. Moreover, at Viaró Global School, individual 

mentorship has always been considered the best tool to help parents build their sons' character and 

reinforce all personal dimensions at all stages of their schooling. (Viaró Global School, 2018). This 

system connects entirely with the Personalized Education anthropological tradition, where we help 

students learn to use their freedom as protagonists of their progress and that of their community 

(Camps, 2015), and where singularity, autonomy, and openness are the personal features that stand 

out for attention (García Hoz, 1977). 
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Research Context 

Viaró Global School, in Sant Cugat del Vallés (Barcelona, Spain), has a population of 1,200 boys from 

Grades 3-12. The participants in my research were nineteen 6th Grade boys (11 to 12 years-old) 

during the academic year 2019-20. As they were in the last year of primary school, and in the 

following year they would start the secondary school, this experience was considered very useful 

for them in order to empower them with effective goal setting knowledge and skills.   

I was the boys’ main teacher and tutor and taught them five different subjects. Our timetable 

afforded a weekly meeting opportunity with the boys and at least one meeting with parents per 

term. I had strong relationships with the boys and their parents, which enabled this process to be 

more effective. They were informed of the research project and were keen to be involved. Consent 

was received from all families. 

The Action 

The research goal was to make changes in my mentorship system so that each boy learned to 

express and set a SMART goal. Once the boys established their goals and set a plan for achieving 

them, a reflection on the process was designed to help to yield results to see if autonomy in the boys 

was achieved.  

The boys firstly had to learn the concepts and a common language that would impact on their 

autonomy. We talked about the meaning and benefit of having personal improvement goals and 

how to set them efficiently. Finally, we discussed their ability to achieve new behaviors and the 

aptitude to self-regulate in times of internal or external difficulty. Each boy made a personal 

reflection on these aspects by answering three specific questionnaires about their way of setting 

goals, about their capacity for self-regulation, and about their self-efficacy when pursuing goals.  

The boys completed a survey–broken down into the frameworks of self-regulation, goal setting 

ability, and knowledge of self-efficacy–that asked them to reflect on their sense of autonomy. 

Afterwards, they shared reflections with each other in group discussions. In addition to helping the 

boys think about themselves, the questionnaires provided key information that formed the basis of 

one-to-one interviews regarding the goals the boys wanted to set and aim for.  

I also applied a change to my practice from teacher to mentor. The GROWTH coaching approach 

allowed the prominence of the process to be more influenced by the wants and needs of all the boys. 

My role was to guide the boys and ask questions. The boys, in a sort of process, came to realize the 

goal they wanted to achieve. This was not the typical kind of proposal from the adult who convinces 
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the boy of what might be good for him. It was, instead, a joint search (mentor-boy) for a behavior, or 

a new way of doing, which the boy wanted to do freely. 

The starting point for these one-to-one conversations was ensuring that the boys had the agency 

and choice to launch the goal setting and achievement of the goal. These meetings had a dual role: to 

find out which goal each boy was going to pursue, and to empower the boys to learn how to set 

goals efficiently using the SMART objective scheme.  

Once the boys’ goals had been set and implemented as proposed, I created opportunities for the 

boys to reflect on the whole process. 

Data Collection 

As I wanted to compare how the boys would see themselves and their sense of autonomy before and 

after the experience of setting personal progress goals and carrying them out, the boys needed to 

know the two “visions” of themselves.  

Qualitative data were collected at different stages of the research. First, after talking to the boys in 

class on the topic, they wrote a summary on their previous knowledge and on what they had 

learned. One-on-one discussions were also held. Most of the information and data collected came 

from these semi-structured conversations with each boy (Mertler, 2017), in which we were 

reaching, little by little, the specification of a goal to put into practice. In these recorded interviews, 

the boys expressed how they saw themselves, what they believed they could and could not achieve, 

their doubts, and their desires for change and improvement. As well, three questionnaires that 

helped them to reflect on the characteristics of people with autonomy were shared: those who have 

goals and know how to set them to achieve them, those who know how to self-regulate in order to 

move forward to achieve their goals, and those who see themselves capable of doing what they 

propose. These questionnaires had the format of Likert Scale questions with response options from 

one to five (from "I’m not like that" to "I’m like that"). The questionnaires also served as a basis for 

the one-to-one interviews I had with each student. Many referred to the questionnaires as somehow 

opening their eyes to have a better knowledge of themselves.  

The boys completed the initial surveys in order for me to compare the vision of each boy before and 

after the goal-setting experience. Group meetings followed where they could talk freely among 

themselves regarding how they had lived the experience and how they felt about their ability to 

progress autonomously. Finally, the boys answered questions directly related to the research 

question. In particular, they were asked about what they had learned, how they had improved by 
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setting an improvement goal and whether they would be able to apply what they had learned in 

another aspect of their lives. 

Data Analysis 

The data collected were varied and qualitative. I used polyangulation to code my data as suggested 

by Mertler (2017): “emerging through the different means used to collect them and to relate to each 

other so that I could have a vision of the same reality but from different angles and sources” (p. 20). 

The summaries and texts the boys wrote at the beginning of the experience, together with the 

surveys, provided insights to the growing knowledge they had on their autonomy and possibilities.  

Responses to the Likert Scale style questionnaires conducted pre- and post-action were compared 

in an Excel spreadsheet to visualize better some constants and common points, both individually 

and as a group. The statistical analysis was not the purpose of these questionnaires, but rather to 

provide the boys with a tool to get to know themselves better through the questions. The short and 

spontaneous group meetings and the short final questionnaire offered valuable information for the 

whole research. In both activities, the boys were able to identify positive changes in their autonomy 

in their learning.  

Discussions of Findings 

After coding the transcriptions from the interviews, focus groups, and sorting through the baseline 

surveys, three distinct themes emerged.  

Using Reflection to Grow 

The boys understood the power of reflection. They were able to define their own strengths and 

weaknesses and realize they could control how they could attend to those weaknesses.  Boy 5 

shared that he could identify a weakness, “that if we have an exam next week, I would study it the 

last minute ... I know I need to prepare it with more time.” Boy 2 realized that he was not making 

any resolutions with his old approaches to learning and could now reflect and attend to making 

them. 

Some of the boys started thinking of themselves in a different way, maybe for the first time in their 

lives; as Boy 19 said, “with the questionnaires I thought about how I am,” and Boy Nine said, “I have 

never thought about it” [the questions in the survey]. Boy 20 reached a more mature thought about 

himself as a good friend; manifested in these words, “I think I realized I was good with friends 

talking, but not listening.” 
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Personal Goal Setting Success 

In the one-to-one goal setting interviews, we easily followed the SMART goals scheme, to help the 

boys specify, measure, and time the goals, once they agreed they were relevant to their situation and 

achievable.  

It was important to distinguish between goals and desires. Once a goal was clarified, the boys were 

able to determine actions that, if done well, represented their ability to attain the goal. This was an 

“aha” moment for one boy: “I just do not think that you can know [if you are improving your 

sociability]” he said at the start, but eventually he understood and mentioned how, “small, specified, 

accountable behaviors, like ‘ask questions,’ ‘make others the protagonists of the conversations,’” 

would allow him to achieve his goal of being more social. At the end of the mentoring conversation, 

however, it was already clear that the assessment referred to those specific tasks.    

The idea of having a scheme to apply in their lives to attain some personal goals attracted the boys 

very much. One of the boys went home the day he fulfilled the setting goals questionnaire, willing to 

follow up on what he had learned only by reading the questionnaire: “I put it into practice to make 

an invention of mine ... something I made at home ... I had one thing figured out and this [the 

questionnaire] helped me to think that I had to finish it.” For another, the discovery was that he 

could achieve a great goal through completing other, smaller ones.  

Personal Autonomy Achieved 

The whole project aimed at both testing and promoting the boys' ability to act for themselves in 

their progress. Almost every one of them declared that they could set a goal and carry it out. They 

also provided some interesting information about their self-efficacy, self-regulation, and learning in 

the setting of goals. 

When we finished the project and reflected as a group, the boys spontaneously manifested their 

feelings, either personally or in group. Almost all of them had a mixed sense of pride and joy, which 

was visible through remarks like, “it is not a goal anymore, it is already a habit,” or “I feel more 

capable.” When asked “what have you learned,” some boys emphasized parts of the methodology: “I 

have learned to assess myself,” “it is essential to set goals,” and “you have to measure what you have 

done,” while some mentioned the framework that they had acquired to set a goal and follow 

through: “I can do what I set out to do.” 
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The fact that the boys could identify that they were successful in achieving their goal suggested that 

Grade 6 boys were capable of being reflective and could develop a sense of autonomy that could 

guide them through their academic growth.  

Conclusions and Implications for Practice 

I looked for a way to promote agency by developing autonomy in my boys and they rose to the 

challenge, launched it, and found out that they have power to transform their lives. I tried to 

remove some routines that had been easily established between adults and boys as it was 

important to me to bring agency to the forefront so that the boys had the opportunity to realize 

their personal potential.  

My new approach focused on questions that encouraged the boys to think about their sense of self 

such as: “Do you want to do something because you want to? Do you want to put your strength and 

energy into something that brings out the best of you? As a mentor, I can help you and give you 

some tools to do it efficiently, but it all will depend on you.” The pride in the boys as they flexed 

their autonomy was evident; they were happy and proud to have done it and to have learned how 

to do it. 

I will need to make changes in the way I propose goal setting to the boys in the future. They need to 

have the exposure to situations in order to share personal insights and trust in their own abilities. 

There are still outstanding issues to research. One of them would be the way to systematize a 

tutorial action and the training of mentors in this approach, according to the ages and school stages, 

and integrating all the elements of education, that is to say, the parents, other teachers, and the 

educational community in general. A specific research proposal could be how to organize a school’s 

guidance department based on these new paradigms. 

Reflection 

Since my first days in the world of education, I have been interested in achieving efficiency and 

seeking the best methods for teaching subjects and acquiring habits of human quality. At any 

moment in educational activities, you have to meet the will of the boys who have to learn. I always 

had the intuition that when a boy “wants,” the whole process becomes easier. I was curious, 

therefore, to know how that "want" could be activated. Many of my readings and professional 

training have taken me in that direction and have helped me in my work as a teacher and personal 

mentor.  
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The connection with the IBSC has allowed me to investigate this exciting topic. It has been an 

excellent opportunity. It has provided me with a field, training, advisers, a team with people from all 

over the world, a friendly atmosphere, and a specific timeframe to learn more about promoting that 

agency in my students.  

At this point in my professional life, with a great variety of experiences, methods, trials and errors, I 

have discovered that my dream of making a better world through education is more alive than ever. 

I firmly believe we need to base improvement on having an open mind to learn from others and to 

research new ways of doing things.  

The IBSC organization of research teams, the training days, the annual conference in Montreal, and 

the whole research process let me meet, exchange concerns and experiences, and connect with 

professionals of all ages from all over the world. I think I can say that what I have experienced 

during this year and a half through the IBSC has been the most rewarding and enriching time of my 

professional life.  
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