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Girls, Achievement Motivation, and the Glass Ceiling: 
Implications for Personal Potential 

 
Presented by Dr Andrew Martin 

 
Fostering achievement motivation and personal potential requires educators to recognise 
and sustain areas of academic strength and to address areas of relative concern. This paper 
describes the Motivation and Engagement Wheel, a model of achievement motivation that 
schools have found helpful in enhancing and sustaining student motivation. The paper 
identifies key parts of the Wheel relevant to achievement motivation and which hold 
implications for students’ personal potential more generally. It introduces the concept, 
‘academic resilience’ – students’ capacity to deal with setback, stress, and pressure in the 
school setting. Dr Martin concludes with a focus on the importance of good relationships in 
students’ achievement motivation and ways to foster good relationships in the teaching and 
learning context. 

 
 
Girls and Personal Potential 
This paper suggests three areas central to girls’ achievement motivation and their personal potential: 
(a) motivation and engagement, (b) academic resilience, and (c) good relationships. Although these 
areas are important for both girls and boys, there are distinct issues relevant to girls that hold 
implications for their personal potential. Herein is a brief discussion of these three areas and the 
central factors and processes that comprise them. 
 
Motivation and Engagement 
Motivation is students’ energy and drive to learn and to work hard at school. Engagement is the 
behavior that reflects this energy and drive. A number of thoughts and behaviors reflect enhanced 
motivation and engagement. These are motivation and engagement boosters. A number of thoughts 
and behaviors reflect impeded or reduced motivation and engagement. These are motivation and 
engagement mufflers and motivation and engagement guzzlers respectively. 
 
Students improve their motivation and engagement by: 

• Increasing their motivation and engagement boosters, and  
• Reducing their motivation and engagement mufflers and guzzlers. 

 
When students are motivated and engaged they: 

• Are better placed to achieve to potential 
• Work more effectively on difficult schoolwork 
• Understand more of their schoolwork 
• Enjoy school more. 

 
Motivation and engagement are also important beyond students’ school years. 
 
What are the Motivation and Engagement Boosters, Mufflers, and Guzzlers? 
Motivation and engagement boosters include self-belief, valuing school, learning focus, planning, 
task management, and persistence. 
 
Motivation and engagement mufflers include anxiety, failure avoidance, and uncertain control. 
 
Motivation and engagement guzzlers are self-sabotage and disengagement. 
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Taken together, these 11 boosters, mufflers, and guzzlers comprise the Motivation and Engagement 
Wheel (below). 
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The Motivation and Engagement Wheel – adapted with permission from Martin, A. (2003). “How 

to motivate your child for school and beyond”. Sydney: Bantam; Martin, A. (2005). How to help 

your child fly through life: The 20 big issues. Sydney: Bantam; Martin, A. (2010). Building 

classroom success: Eliminating academic fear and failure. London: Continuum. 

  
Looking at the Motivation and Engagement Wheel: 

• The six motivation and engagement boosters are above the horizontal line – students need to 
increase these. 

• The five motivation and engagement mufflers and guzzlers are below the horizontal line – 
students need to reduce these. 

 
The Motivation and Engagement Scale 
The Motivation and Engagement Scale (MES) measures the 11 parts of the Wheel. 
 
The MES comprises 44 questions (4 questions for each of the 11 parts of the Wheel). Students rate 
themselves on a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Based on their answers, they 
receive a score for each part of the Wheel. 
 
There is a primary school version of the MES: the Motivation and Engagement Scale – Junior 
School (MES-JS). 
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There is a high school version of the MES: the Motivation and Engagement Scale – High School 
(MES-HS). 
 
There are norms for the MES-JS and MES-HS, so students can be compared against a normative 
Australian sample. 
 
Visit www.lifelongachievement.com for the MES. 
 
 
Motivation Differences Between Girls and Boys 
The Motivation and Engagement Scale is a useful means of identifying similarities and differences 
between boys and girls. 
 
Primary School 
Based on a sample of 15 Australian schools and 1,249 primary school students:  
 

• In terms of boosters, girls are significantly higher than boys in self-belief, valuing school, 
learning focus, planning, task management, and persistence. 

• In terms of mufflers and guzzlers, girls are significantly higher than boys in anxiety and 
uncertain control while boys are significantly higher than girls in disengagement. 

 
High School 
Based on a sample of 21,579 high school students from 58 Australian schools: 
 

• In terms of boosters, girls are significantly higher than boys in their valuing of school, 
learning focus, planning, task management, and persistence.  

• In terms of mufflers and guzzlers, girls are significantly higher than boys in anxiety and 
uncertain control while boys are significantly higher in self-sabotage. 

 
Academic Resilience 
To achieve to potential, alongside motivation and engagement is the need for students to effectively 
deal with academic challenge, setback, and adversity. This brings into consideration the issue of 
academic resilience. In a general sense, resilience has been defined as the process of, capacity for, 
or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances. In the 
academic context, it can be defined as students’ ability to deal effectively with academic setbacks, 
stress, and study pressure.  
 
Academic resilience is relevant to all students. This is because at some stage in every student’s 
school life, she or he will experience some level of poor performance or stress or pressure that must 
be dealt with. The question is whether this student deals with it in a proactive and adaptive fashion 
or whether she or he deals with it counterproductively or not at all. For a large part, we cannot 
eliminate setback from students’ lives and stress and pressure are a reality of our competitive school 
system. Essentially, students are stuck with the constant possibility of setback, stress, and pressure. 
The question lies in how students deal with these. 
  
Research has recently examined the specific facets of motivation that best predict students’ 
academic resilience (by implication, these are factors to address to enhance students’ academic 
resilience). It found that academic resilience is most strongly predicted by high self-belief, high 
planning, high control, high persistence, and low anxiety. Hence, this research showed that 
academic resilience can be conceptualized in terms of the 5 Cs:  
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• Confidence (self-belief) 
• Coordination (planning) 
• Control 
• Commitment (persistence) 
• Composure (low anxiety). 

 
Motivation and ‘Connective Instruction’ 
Martin proposes that educators’ capacity to motivate, engage, and build academic resilience relies 
heavily on the quality of relationships educators build with students. Martin suggests ‘connective 
instruction’ as a key means by which educators can facilitate an individual student’s personal 
connection to teaching and learning in the group setting. The more an individual student can 
personally connect to the teaching and learning, the more motivated and engaged she or he is 
proposed to be. Connective instruction is comprised of three key dimensions:  
 

• Interpersonal dimension (students’ connection to WHO is teaching them) 
• Substantive dimension (students’ connection to WHAT is taught to them) 
• Pedagogical dimension (students’ connection to HOW they are taught).  

  
When the student is personally connected to all three dimensions, it is proposed she or he is in the 
strongest position to engage with the teaching and learning taking place. 
 
In Attachments A, B, and C below are self-audit sheets for each part of connective instruction. 
 
Building Connective Instruction into Your Teaching 
1. Score yourself using Attachments A, B, and C on: 

-- Interpersonal Relationship (WHO) 
-- Substantive Relationship (WHAT) 
-- Pedagogical Relationship (HOW) 

2. For Strengths, what is your highest Tally? (this needs to be sustained) 
3. For Weaknesses, what is your highest Tally? (this needs work) 
4. What dimensions might be of focus for you this term? 
 
 

Further Reading and Resources (visit www.lifelongachievement.com) 
Martin, A.J. (2003). How to motivate your child for school and beyond. Sydney: Random 

House/Bantam. 
Martin, A.J. (2005). How to help your child fly through life: The 20 big issues. Sydney: Random 

House/Bantam. 
Martin, A.J. (2009). The Motivation and Engagement Scale. Sydney: Lifelong Achievement Group 

(www.lifelongachievement.com). 
Martin, A.J. (2009). The Motivation and Engagement Workbook. Sydney: Lifelong Achievement 

Group (www.lifelongachievement.com). 
Martin, A.J. (2010). Building classroom success: Eliminating academic fear and failure. London: 

Continuum. 
 

About the Author 
Andrew Martin PhD is Professorial Research Fellow in the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 
the University of Sydney specializing in educational psychology.
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Attachment A 

 
Students’ Relationship with the Message/Content/Assessment (‘the Song’) 

 
(adapted with permission from Martin, A.J. (2010). Building Classroom Success: Eliminating 

Academic Fear and Failure. London: Continuum – visit www.lifelongachievement.com to 
order) 

 
 

STRENGTH 

“I do this well and it is 

a part of my regular 

practice” 

NOT APPLICABLE/ 

RELEVANT/ 

IMPORTANT 

WEAKNESS 

“I don’t do this very 

much or very well” 

 TICK ONE ( ) 

1. I set work that is challenging but not too difficult 

 

   

2. Where possible, I set work that is important and 

significant 

   

3. I inject variety into my teaching content 

 

   

4. I inject variety into my assessment tasks 

 

   

5. I provide students with interesting work 

 

   

6. I use broad and authentic (relevant and meaningful) 

assessment 

   

7. I try to ensure that my teaching content is not boring 

to young people 

   

8. In class and assigned work, I reduce monotony as 

much as possible 

   

9. Where possible I draw on material that is fun to learn 

 

   

10. Where possible I use material that arouses my 

students’ curiosity 

   

TALLY    
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Attachment B 

 
Students’ Relationship with the Teacher (‘the Singer’) 

 
(adapted with permission from Martin, A.J. (2010). Building Classroom Success: Eliminating 

Academic Fear and Failure. London: Continuum – visit www.lifelongachievement.com to 
order) 

 
 

STRENGTH 

“I do this well and it is 

a part of my regular 

practice” 

NOT APPLICABLE/ 

RELEVANT/ 

IMPORTANT 

WEAKNESS 

“I don’t do this very 

much or very well” 

 TICK ONE ( ) 

1. I make an effort to listen to my students’ views 

 

   

2. A good teacher-student relationship is one of my 

priorities 

   

3. I give my students input into things & decisions that 

affect them 

   

4. I enjoy working with young people 

 

   

5. Where appropriate I try to have a sense of humor with 

my students 

   

6. I get to know my students 

 

   

7. I explain the reasons for rules that are made and 

enforced 

   

8. I show no favoritism 

 

   

9. I accept my students’ individuality 

 

   

10. I have positive but attainable expectations for 

students 

   

TALLY    
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Attachment C 

 
Students’ Relationship with the Teaching/Pedagogy (‘the Singing’) 

 
(adapted with permission from Martin, A.J. (2010). Building Classroom Success: Eliminating 

Academic Fear and Failure. London: Continuum – visit www.lifelongachievement.com to 
order) 

 
 

STRENGTH 

“I do this well and it is 

a part of my regular 

practice” 

NOT APPLICABLE/ 

RELEVANT/ 

IMPORTANT 

WEAKNESS 

“I don’t do this very 

much or very well” 

 TICK ONE ( ) 

1. I get students to do something well as much as 

possible and provide support needed to do this 

   

2. I have multiple indicators of success in schoolwork 

(marks, effort, group work, reaching goals, improve) 

   

3. I provide clear feedback to students focusing on how 

they can improve 

   

4. I make an effort to explain things clearly and carefully 

 

   

5. I inject variety into my teaching methods and reduce 

repetition or monotony 

   

6. I encourage my students to learn from their mistakes 

 

   

7. I aim for mastery by all students 

 

   

8. I show students how schoolwork is relevant and/or 

meaningful 

   

9. I make sure all students keep up with work and give 

opportunities to catch up or go over difficult work 

   

10. I don’t rush my lessons or my explanations 

 

   

TALLY    
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