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Abstract

There are many factors that may help to increase a high school student’s 

motivation and engagement in school. To identify some of these factors, 

we (students of FIYS 190 taught by Dr. Rachel Ragland) conducted 

a study of eighteen classes at Stephen Tyng Mather High School in 

Chicago, IL in which 397 students received a survey assessing diff erent 

independent variables that impact student motivation and engagement. 

These variables included language spoken at home, country of origin, 

teaching style, counselor involvement, parent involvement, participation 

in extracurricular activities or athletics, and parental involvement. We 

interviewed thirty-fi ve of these students to gain insight into our variables 

of interest. This study in particular highlights the impact of parental 

involvement on the student’s motivation and engagement levels. I 

predicted that there would be a positive correlation between parental 

involvement in a student’s high school career and his or her motivation 

and engagement in school. Results showed that students who reported 
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Defi nition of Terms

Parental involvement involves “helping with the student’s homework, 

attending school programs, watching the student in sports or other 

extracurricular activities, helping the student to select courses, and 

remaining informed of the student’s progress in school.”2 However, 

parental involvement is not limited to the above, and can also be 

negative, like harsh punishment for failure, removal of privileges, or 

excessive presence in the student’s decisions.

Student motivation and engagement can look diff erent 

depending on the student, but typically it is displayed in the following 

ways: “sense of well-being, attendance, attitude, homework readiness, 

grades, and awareness of educational aspirations.”3 Engaged students 

also tend to be more attentive and participate more in class, join 

extracurricular activities, and be more active in the school community 

outside of the classroom.4

Limitations of the Study

Only having access to one high school population is a limitation in terms 

of external validity. From these data, generalizations cannot be made 

about other high schools. Also, we were limited to drawing data from 

classes that were assigned to us by the school administration, and we 

had no control over the proportion of freshmen, sophomores, juniors, 

and seniors in our sample. 

As the survey used to collect information about students was 

a compilation of questions investigating many diff erent aspects that 

could impact motivation and engagement, only so many questions 

could be asked about parental involvement. Additionally, it would have 

    2    Laurence Steinberg et. al, “Impact of Parenting Practices on Adolescent 
Achievement: Authoritative Parenting, School Involvement, and Encouragement to 
Succeed,” Child Development, no. 60 (1992): 1267.
    3    Alyssa Gonzalez, “Parental Involvement: Its Contribution to High School 
Students’ Motivation,” The Clearing House: A Journal of Educational Strategies, 
Issues and Ideas, no. 75 (2002): 133.
    4    Weihua Fan and Cathy M. Williams, “The Eff ects of Parental Involvement on 
Students’ Academic Self-Effi  cacy, Engagement and Intrinsic Motivation,” Educational 
Psychology, no. 30 (2010): 57-58.
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to display higher levels of self-effi  cacy and independence, allowing 
them to be more prepared for a successful college experience and 
career. Self-effi  cacy is defi ned by Albert Bandura (1994) as “people’s 
beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of 
performance that exercise infl uence over events that aff ect their 
lives.”12 Therefore, if an individual completes a task that is considered 
to be challenging, his or her concept of self-effi  cacy will increase, 
allowing him to accept failures and recover quickly to complete the 
next task. Adversely, individuals with low self-effi  cacy will tend to avoid 
challenges and give up after exerting little eff ort. This can be applied 
to a school setting in multiple ways. If parents have more advanced 
career aspirations for their child that require more schooling, the 
diffi  culty level of the aspirations serve as “a strong positive predictor 
for adolescents’ academic self-effi  cacy,” meaning students are not 
just more likely to hold themselves to the higher standard established 
by their parents, but also be more confi dent in their abilities.13 Also, 
if a student is supported by their parents, he or she is more likely to 
have a higher self-effi  cacy in English and math, take more challenging 
classes, be more internally motivated, and set higher academic goals.14 

These behaviors will not only help the student succeed in high school, 
but they are a great foundation of skills for success in the professional 
world. 

Parent involvement is a crucial factor in a student’s education 
through which the student becomes more likely to show outward signs 
of care about schoolwork  and  develop  higher  self-effi  cacy. Therefore, 
if a student is properly supported and encouraged at home, they are 
ultimately being given the tools to succeed not only in high school, but 
in college and the real world. Countless researchers have presented 
evidence of the powerful infl uence of parents on a student’s motivation 
and engagement. High school is the time to develop the skills and 
mindset to make a student as successful as possible in their future 
endeavors. If parents support their student in any way possible, the sky 
is the limit for what he or she can achieve.

    12   Albert Bandura, “Self-Effi  cacy,” Encyclopedia of Human Behavior, no. 4 (1994): 
1.
    13   Fan and Williams, “Eff ects of Parental Involvement,” 69.
    14   Ibid.



Coffman   45

Methodology

On September 19th, 2017, eighteen Mather High School classes 

were observed and notable behaviors that refl ected or contradicted 

student motivation and engagement were recorded. Each class 

that was observed received a survey on October 19th, 2017. All of 

the students completed the survey unless they indicated otherwise 

on informed consent forms that were distributed the day of the 

observation visit. The survey (see Appendix) consisted of questions 

put together about infl uences on student motivation and engagement, 

which was determined by the interests of students in FIYS 190 and 

what independent variables they wanted to measure. Some of these 

independent variables include participation in extra-curricular activities, 

sports, or student government, parent involvement, counselor/teacher 

relationships, number of languages spoken, and country of origin. The 

survey is thirty-seven questions long and is divided into two sections. 

Section I (#1-7) asks about demographic information, including 

questions about year in school, sex, race, country of origin, time spent 

in the United States, primary language spoken, and activities. Some 

of these questions are multiple choice; others are fi lled in. Section II 

(#8-37) asks questions using the Likert scale about the independent 

variables listed above, and also the dependent variable: motivation 

and engagement. These questions ask about student participation, 

enjoyment of learning, asking questions, completion of homework, and 

school connectedness. Data was self-reported. 

The participants of the study are students of Mather High School, 

freshmen through seniors (N = 397). Participants in this study were from 

nearly seventy varying countries of origin, with most students coming 

from Mexico, the United States of America, Pakistan, and Vietnam. 

There was also a large variety of languages spoken at home, the most 

common including English, Spanish, Urdu, and Arabic. The majority 

of the students participated in an extra-curricular activity (~59%), and 

about thirty-fi ve percent participated in athletics at Mather. 

A total of thirty-fi ve interviews were conducted. Two students 

per class (one class only had one student) were asked a total of ten 
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questions about motivation and engagement, involvement in the 

school community, how he/she feels about their commitment to their 

educational career, and how involved his or her parents are (see 

Appendix). Students were either selected by the instructor, or they 

were volunteers selected by the interviewer. Responses were recorded 

by interviewers on question sheets. Interview participants included 

eighteen males, sixteen females, and one individual who preferred not 

to answer. Ethnically, thirteen individuals identifi ed as Hispanic, seven 

as African American, fi ve as Asian, three as white, fi ve as other (not the 

ethnicities listed), and two preferred not to answer. 

Analysis of the data was completed after the interview process 

was complete and all of the surveys have been collected. From surveys, 

data was compiled into a large spreadsheet that documented all of the 

responses. Columns are labeled by question number. Each student 

has their own row in the spreadsheet, and responses are represented 

in the spreadsheet by one of the following ways:
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to responses were added up and divided by the number of dependent 
variable questions, ten, and this was the student’s average engagement 
score. 

To determine relationships between variables, data is 
represented in table form, on line graphs, and bar graphs that clearly 
show correlation results between the variables of parent involvement 
and overall student engagement score. 

For interview questions, answers were assessed and grouped 
by response. All of the recorded answers were divided into similar 
categories and coded. Responses to questions were divided up into yes/
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A student I interviewed mentioned that her grandmother played a large 
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responses strongly agree and agree) is 3.01, while the average 
engagement scores for the disagree responses (disagree and strongly 
disagree) is ~2.68.

Figure 1. Average engagement scores of students who responded 
“Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree” to Question 
10, which stated, “My parents/guardians support me and encourage 
me to do my best in my school work.”

For question ten, the average engagement score for the agree 
responses strongly agree and agree) is 3.00, while the average 
engagement scores for the disagree responses (disagree and strongly 
disagree) is ~2.60. 

Figure 2. Average engagement scores of students who responded 
“Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree” to 
Question 11, which stated, “My parents/guardians and I have regular 
conversations about college/my future.”
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For question eleven, the average engagement score for the agree 
responses strongly agree and agree) is 3.10, while the average 
engagement scores for the disagree responses (disagree and strongly 
disagree) is ~2.81.

Discussion
Overall, trends showed that students who indicated that their parents 
were involved in some way had higher average engagement scores. 
While students who selected “Strongly Disagree” for questions eight, 
nine, and ten had higher average engagement scores than those who 
selected only “Disagree,” it must be taken into consideration that only a 
very small percentage of students (~3%) selected these choices. The 
majority of students who took the survey responded with “Agree” and 
“Strongly Agree” (~96%), which suggests that many Mather parents 
are involved in their child’s education. These percentage distributions 
make sense because of the fairly high average engagement score 
for all the surveys, 3.02. Additionally, I took the average of “Strongly 
Agree”/ “Agree” answers “Strongly Disagree”/ “Disagree” answers to 
evaluate the engagement scores associated with positive (agree) and 
negative (disagree) responses. 

Question 8 asked about parent involvement in the completion 
of schoolwork. Students who selected either agree answer averaged 
a 3.00 engagement score and students who selected either disagree 
answer averaged a 2.87 engagement score. This conveys clearly that 
the students who indicated that their parents assisted them in some 
way with their school work had higher average engagement scores. 
This fi nding agrees with that of Steinberg, et al. (1992), who noted that 
there was a positive correlation between the amount of involvement 
exuded by parents and the amount of eff ort and engagement displayed 
by the students across multiple subject areas.15 

Questions 9 and 10 asked students about the expectations their 
parents have for them and addressed support and encouragement 
in coursework. The average engagement scores for each response 
were very similar. They show that students whose parents have high 
expectations and support and encourage them tend to have higher 
engagement scores. These fi ndings agree with those of previous studies 
that outright stated the value of having clear, reasonable expectations 
for students. They will be more inclined to stay focused and motivated 

    15   Laurence Steinberg et. al, “Impact of Parenting Practices,” 1276.
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9. My parent/guardians have high expectations for me in school.
    Strongly agree           Agree          Disagree          Strongly disagree

10. My parent/guardians support me and encourage me to do my best 
      in my school work.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

11. My parent/guardians and I have regular conversations about 
      college/my future.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree

12. My teachers have high expectations for me in school.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree  

13. My teachers care about me and my success.
       Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

14. My teachers encourage me to embrace learning.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

15. My teachers show respect for me and my individual views.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

16. My teachers often use humor in the classroom.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

17. I feel connected to my teachers.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

18. My counselors care about me and my success.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

19. My counselors show respect for me and my individual views.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

20. I feel connected to my counselors.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

21. I participate actively in learning in my classes.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 
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22. My classes are engaging.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

23. I participate in class because I enjoy what we are studying.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

24. I often ask and answer questions during my classes.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

25. I enjoy working with my classmates in small groups.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

26. I consistently turn in my homework.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

27. I feel confi dent that I can do well in my classes.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

28. I feel connected to this school.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

29. I feel connected to my classmates.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree 

30. I feel safe in this school.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree

If you participate in sport(s) at Mather HS, please answer these 
questions: 
31. My coach treats me with respect.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree

32. My coach expects me to put my academics fi rst before my sport.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree

33. My teammates put academics fi rst before our sport.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree

34. I am required to keep my grade up to participate in sports.
      Strongly agree          Agree         Disagree         Strongly disagree
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