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Abstract 
 

The final years of secondary education seek to prepare students for independent 
learning at university and/or in the workforce. However, some students find it hard to make 
choices about courses and some even question why they are still at school. Developing and 
maintaining motivation and engagement appear to be the central tasks that can improve 
chances of future success. Teachers, parents and students themselves need a better 
understanding of the nature of motivation and how it can facilitate engagement over the final 
years of secondary education.  

The main purpose of the current thesis was to investigate the nature of and changes in 
motivation and how they are associated with engagement in learning in the college years 
(Years 11 and 12). This study followed students from Years 10 to 11 and 12 and asked them 
to report on multiple facets of motivation and engagement in each year (N=299) for three 
years. These participants were from four non-government colleges in the Australian Capital 
Territory (ACT). Two colleges were coeducational, the third was a boys’ college and the 
fourth was a girls’ college. All four colleges offered Years 10, 11 and 12 (Time 1, Time 2 and 
Time 3 respectively) in the same campus. Students provided complete data sets at all three 
times. Data were collected in October for three consecutive years.  

In the first aspect of the study, factor analyses demonstrated that 11 factors described 
by Martin (2007), in his Student Motivation and Engagement Scale (SMES-HS), offer an 
adequate model to understand student motivation and engagement for each gender and in 
each year. This enabled a detailed study of the relationships between various motivational 
facets of engagement or disengagement in each year. The concurrent associations showed 
coherent patterns of adaptive cognitions and behaviours at all times, whereas the patterns of 
maladaptive cognitions and behaviours were less coherent. The associations between 
cognitions and behaviours were lower than the associations between cognitions or between 
behaviours.  

The second aspect of this study examined the longitudinal relationships between all 
11 facets of motivation and engagement. Results showed moderate to strong stability of 
motivational facets over the three years. Adaptive cognitions appeared more stable than other 
facets in boys; anxiety and self-handicapping in girls. Finally, the third aspect of the study 
examined how high or low the motivation was that students reported. Interestingly, the levels 
of adaptive cognitions were consistently high across the final three years of school, levels of 
adaptive behaviours moderately high and levels of maladaptive motivation and behaviours 
consistently low. Boys’ reports showed high levels of disengagement while girls’ reports 
showed high levels of anxiety.  

The results extend our knowledge of motivation and engagement in Australian 
colleges and contribute to our understanding of the interplay between different facets of 
motivation and engagement over time. This study has given insight into the complex 
motivational experiences of more engaged students. Although all students were invited to 
participate in the study, the disengaged students did not participate in the study at all three 



time points. Further research is required to pursue this initial understanding of motivational 
orientations of college students by including students with both high and very low levels of 
motivation over time and to formulate a definite theory of motivation and engagement. The 
present study demonstrates that the SMES-HS is an adequate tool to examine student 
motivation and engagement of college students over time. Limitations of the current study are 
discussed and recommendations for future research are presented. 
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