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Aboriginal/Indigenous Students in High School: 

Understanding their Motivation, Engagement, Academic Buoyancy, and Achievement 

 

In the 1990s (Graham, 1994), and then in the following decade (Martin, 2006; McInerney, 

2000b), researchers identified a need for an integrative motivation framework that can provide 

better direction for psycho-educational research and practice seeking to assist the educational 

outcomes of ethnic ‘minority’ groups. In the most recent of these efforts, Martin (2006) considered 

Graham’s proposed motivational psychology (for motivating African-American students) and 

applied them to the area of Australian Aboriginal/Indigenous0F

1 education. His was a conceptual 

review outlining the diverse factors relevant to Aboriginal motivation, engagement and 

achievement. Our chapter extends this conceptual review by presenting findings on Aboriginal high 

school students relevant to their motivation, engagement, academic buoyancy, and achievement. 

Hence, the chapter aims to complement prior conceptual work with empirical data. Specifically, 

accounting for the roles of demographics and socio-economics it seeks to better understand 

Aboriginal students’ motivation, engagement, academic buoyancy, and achievement. Following 

from this, we hope to provide differentiated guidance relevant to educational intervention for 

Aboriginal students. 

 

Graham’s Motivational Psychology for African-American Students 

Graham (1994) considered key elements of motivational psychology relevant to African-

Americans. According to Graham, this motivational psychology should: (a) be explicitly connected 

to ‘self’; (b) involve a range of affective and cognitive predictors of behavior; (c) be sensitive to 

1 We recognise there is diversity within the Aboriginal/Indigenous community. Thus, although we use the term 
Aboriginal to refer to one group, we understand there is heterogeneity within the Aboriginal community (e.g., by 
region, socio-economic status, physical and mental health, family structure and circumstances, employment status, and 
educational background) that is important to consider when interpreting findings and concepts. 
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failure dynamics; (d) account for complex relations between social class and race; (e) accommodate 

child-rearing and socialization antecedents of achievement; and (f) contribute to understanding of 

principles of human behavior more broadly. 

From an Aboriginal motivation perspective, Martin (2006) harnessed the Graham (1994) 

motivational psychology by exploring specific factors within each of Graham’s central elements as 

deemed relevant to Aboriginal students, including self (e.g., positive Aboriginal identity, positive 

identity as a student, positive academic self-concept, academic buoyancy); cognitive and affective 

variables (e.g., academic achievement facilitators, academic motivation/engagement facilitators, 

attendance facilitators); socialization and child-rearing antecedents (e.g., the role of the family and 

the Aboriginal community); failure dynamics (e.g., fear of failure and ‘shame’); significant others 

and their contexts (e.g., effective schools, the role of teachers, good relationships); pathways and 

transition (e.g., academic aspirations and intentions, non-linear motivation and achievement 

trajectories); contribution to a general understanding of human behavior (e.g., the values, attitudes, 

and approaches to school and schoolwork that are shared between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

students); and the interplay of race and social class (e.g., socio-economic status).  

The review by Martin (2006; see also Graham, 1994; Martin, 2003; McInerney, 1991, 1995, 

2000b, 2008, 2012; Munns, 1998; Munns & Martin, 2013; Munns, Martin & Craven, 2003) 

suggested a need to empirically explore the roles of race, family, context, social class, individual 

demographics alongside key behavioral, cognitive, and affective factors traversing the major themes 

identified above. Addressing this empirical gap is the purpose of the present chapter. Specifically, 

controlling for demographics (age, gender, language background) and socio-economics 

(neighborhood socio-economic status, parent education, parent occupational status), we compare 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students on adaptive motivation (self-efficacy, valuing school, 

mastery orientation, planning, task management, persistence), maladaptive motivation (anxiety, 

failure avoidance, uncertain control, self-handicapping, disengagement), additional engagement 
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measures (class participation, school enjoyment, positive intentions), academic buoyancy, and 

academic achievement (literacy and numeracy).  

Analyses along these lines enable us to disentangle variance attributable to demographics, 

variance attributable to socio-economics, and variance attributable to Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal status. Particularly in the case of the latter source of variance against the former two 

sources, educational intervention would be a main implication – whereas in the case of socio-

economic variance, for example, social and community-level intervention would be a major 

implication. In the review that follows, we consider each of the factors central to our empirical 

purpose. 

 

Achievement, Transitions, and Aspirations 

As Martin (2006) summarizes, Aboriginal students are less likely to attend school, have 

higher rates of daily absenteeism, and perform more poorly in reading, mathematical literacy, and 

scientific literacy. Retention rates for Year 10-12 Aboriginal students are significantly lower than 

for non-Aboriginal students and retention from year to year declines more sharply for Aboriginal 

students. In Year 12, substantially lower numbers of Aboriginal students achieve tertiary entrance 

qualifications (see Calma-Holt, 1996; Department of Education, Science and Training, 2002; 

Groome & Hamilton, 1995; House of Representative Standing Committee on Employment, 

Training and Education, 1997; Martin, 2006; Rigney, 1996). Our study therefore includes analyses 

of achievement (literacy and numeracy) that we can juxtapose with analyses of motivation, 

engagement, and academic buoyancy. We also include a measure of educational aspirations (viz. 

positive academic intentions) as one factor that addresses the issue of educational continuation, 

retention, and transition. 

 

Motivation and Engagement 
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There can be conflict between the goals and values promoted by teachers and the goals and 

values held by Aboriginal students (Martin, 2006). This conflict can lead to disengagement and 

drop-out (Fogarty & White, 1994; Halse & Robinson, 1999). With regards to achievement goals, 

there are claims that non-Aboriginal students value mastery goals, future time orientation, 

competition, success and individuality, whereas Aboriginal students are more inclined to value 

harmony, present time orientation, anonymity, group orientations, and non-competitive 

environments (Fogarty & White, 1994; McInerney, 1991, 2000b). To fully explore these issues, 

analyses in our chapter examine mastery orientation, failure avoidance (performance avoidance 

goals), class participation, and positive academic intentions to test some of these contentions. A 

more recent approach to goals is that exploring personal best (PB) goals. PB goals are specific, 

competitively self-referenced goals towards which students strive. Research has found them to be 

significantly associated with adaptive academic outcomes ((Martin & Liem, 2010) and also 

appropriate for academically at-risk students (students with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder; 

Martin, 2012). PB goals, then, are also a focus for this study. 

A valuing of education and an enjoyment of school also emerge as factors in the literature on 

Aboriginal student educational outcomes. According to McInerney (1991, 2012), significant 

facilitating conditions for achievement and engagement involve students liking school and 

perceived valuing of education. Similarly, Aboriginal educators have identified a number of factors 

affecting school attendance for Aboriginal students, including the need to keep school interesting 

and fun (see also Bourke, Rigby, & Burden, 2000). Our investigation, therefore, includes measures 

of school valuing and enjoyment of school. 

Another important line of research into Aboriginal outcomes has centered on the issue of 

perceived competence. It has been suggested that Aboriginal students’ educational outcomes can be 

progressed by positively identifying as a student and by students having a sense of efficacy in their 

academic capacity (Purdie, Tripcony, Boulton-Lewis, Fanshawe, & Gunstone, 2000). 
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Unfortunately, research has also identified relatively lower academic self-concept among 

Aboriginal students. For example, Craven and colleagues (2003) found Aboriginal students’ verbal, 

mathematics, and general academic self-concept was significantly lower than non-Aboriginal 

students. According to Purdie et al. enhancing these students’ perceived competence is vital to 

enhancing their academic outcomes. We seek to explore whether Aboriginal students are lower in 

academic self-efficacy after accounting for possible pre-existing differences on demographic and 

socio-economic indicators. 

As indicated earlier, a major challenge in Aboriginal education concerns high attrition rates 

and the importance of successful transitions to post-school education. As Martin (2006) notes, it is 

important to know more about how and why Aboriginal young people make decisions about 

continuation of their studies – both through school and beyond. Similarly, more research is needed 

to investigate why transition can be difficult or unsuccessful (see Keys Young, 2000). Given all 

this, one factor important to explore concerns Aboriginal students’ academic intentions. Do they 

differ significantly from the academic intentions of non-Aboriginal students? If they do, then this is 

another factor potentially contributing to their interrupted educational pathways and transitions. If 

they do not differ in intent and aspiration, then this points to other factors (e.g., other motivation 

factors, contextual factors etc.) that are interrupting their pathways and transitions. This chapter 

seeks to shed light on this important issue. 

The motivation and engagement factors considered thus far have focused on adaptive 

constructs that are important to promote. However, it is also important to recognize there are 

maladaptive dimensions in motivation and engagement frameworks. Obviously, it is crucial to 

reduce or eliminate these maladaptive factors in Aboriginal students’ academic lives. One line of 

relevant theory and research in Aboriginal education concerns fear of failure. Martin and Marsh 

(2003) have proposed a cascading model of failure-fearing that ultimately leads to disengagement. 

In the process, students may experience significant anxiety and low sense of control or agency.  
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According to Martin and Marsh (2003), initially, students may deal with their fear of failure 

through diligence and effort (these students are referred to as perfectionists and overstrivers). 

Following setback, students may respond to failure in more self-protective ways such as through 

defensive pessimism (setting unrealistically low expectations) or more counterproductive strategies 

in the form of self-handicapping (e.g., procrastination, withdrawing effort). Eventually, students 

come to accept failure and disengage from school. Taking into consideration these maladaptive 

dimensions of motivation, we seek to examine Aboriginal students’ status with regards to anxiety, 

failure avoidance, uncertain control, self-handicapping and disengagement. Importantly, in 

examining these maladaptive factors, we take into account known disadvantages (e.g., socio-

economic) so we can separate disadvantage due to non-academic factors from disadvantage due to 

academic factors. 

 

Academic Buoyancy 

Martin (2006) proposed that Aboriginal students would benefit from both motivation – and 

academic buoyancy. Without some capacity to deal with various types of academic challenge and 

adversity, even motivated students can begin to lose heart. Academic buoyancy is defined as 

students’ ability to deal effectively with academic setbacks, school-related stress, and school-related 

pressure in the course of everyday school life (Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008, 2009). In recent 

research, Martin (in press) found that academic buoyancy significantly predicted lower anxiety, fear 

of failure, and uncertain control. Being a relatively new construct, research is ongoing to more fully 

understand its effects. As yet, no research has been conducted into Aboriginal students’ academic 

buoyancy and so the present chapter is an ideal opportunity to do so in the context of various 

motivation, engagement, and achievement factors. 

 

Socio-economic and parent education factors 
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Alongside these motivation, engagement, buoyancy and achievement factors, it is also 

important to recognize the socio-economic and family factors that are relevant to Aboriginal 

students’ educational pathways. According to Britton (2000), Aboriginal students’ families tend not 

to have substantial involvement with school and may even be fearful of school. Particularly relevant 

to our investigation, Richer and colleagues (Richer, Godfrey, Partington, Harslett, & Harrison, 

1998) point out that Aboriginal students are at a disadvantage in part as a function of family 

educational and economic disadvantage. Because Aboriginal parents/caregivers tend to have 

relatively lower levels of education and relatively fewer educational resources at home (Martin, 

2006), they can lack the skills, confidence, and means to help their children with schoolwork. As a 

result of this and possibly negative experiences with school as children themselves, they may also 

lack the confidence to approach their child’s teacher for assistance (Phillips, 1990). It is important 

to understand the role of these family education and socio-economic factors in affecting Aboriginal 

students’ academic outcomes. We do so by accounting for neighborhood socio-economic status, 

parent education, and parent occupational status in analyses.  

 

Empirical Purpose of the Present Chapter 

Aboriginal students experience educational disadvantage relative to non-Aboriginal students. 

There are many personal, family and other contextual factors that impact and explain these 

outcomes. Beginning with Graham’s (1994; see also Martin, 2006 and McInerney, 1991, 1995, 

2000b, 2008, 2012) motivational psychology, we reviewed important areas related to self, 

cognition, affect, fear, failure, social class, and socialization. Following from this, we identified 

specific factors relevant to motivation, engagement, buoyancy, achievement, family, and socio-

economic status that are important to consider in an integrative approach to understanding 

Aboriginal students’ educational processes and outcomes.  
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Having identified this range of factors, we now turn to the empirical component of the chapter 

to examine these issues. Specifically, controlling for demographics (age, gender, language 

background) and socio-economics (neighborhood socio-economic status, parent education, parent 

occupational status), we compare Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students on adaptive motivation 

(self-efficacy, valuing school, mastery orientation, planning, task management, persistence), 

maladaptive motivation (anxiety, failure avoidance, uncertain control, self-handicapping, 

disengagement), additional engagement measures (class participation, school enjoyment, positive 

intentions), academic buoyancy, and academic achievement (literacy and numeracy).  

Interestingly, motivational research by McInerney and colleagues (McInerney, Hinkley, 

Dowson, & Van Etten, 1998) found surprisingly few differences in motivation between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal students. Prior to that, McInerney (1995; see also McInerney, Fasoli, 

Stephenson, & Herbert, 2012) showed generality in motivation properties across Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal groups. Further, across four different cultural groups (Aboriginal-Australian, 

Lebanese-Australian, Anglo-Australian, and Asian-Australian), students' achievement goals were 

consistently shown to be predictors of intentions to pursue further education, affect for schooling, 

and school valuing (McInerney, 2008). Additionally, McInerney (2012; see also McInerney et al., 

2012) found generality in multidimensional motivation for remote and very remote Aboriginal 

students. Will our work reflect congruencies along the lines of the extensive work by McInerney 

and others? It may be that our very wide range of academic outcomes and covariates may yield 

more differences than found in previous research. 

 

Students in the Study 

To explore the range of motivation, engagement, buoyancy and achievement factors we draw 

on data that integrates a number of projects conducted over the past decade. Because the Aboriginal 

community represents a relatively small percentage of the school population, to gain an adequate 

9 

 



 

sample size for analyses, it is useful to access a number of datasets to ensure an adequate 

Aboriginal sample size from which conclusions can be drawn. This integration led to a sample size 

of 985 Aboriginal students in Years 7 through to 12 (high school), 45% female and 55% male, 

mean age of 14 years (SD = 1.5 years).  

To ensure that analyses were not biased due to the much higher number of non-Aboriginal 

students across the various datasets, a sub-sample of 985 non-Aboriginal students were randomly 

selected from Years 7 to 12, 49% female and 51% male, mean age 14 years (SD = 1.6 years). 

Although the non-Aboriginal sample was not markedly different from Aboriginal students on 

demographic factors (gender, age), they were significantly higher in socio-economic status of 

neighborhood, t(1968) = 12.36, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .56, parent education, t(1968) = 6.14, p < 

.001, Cohen’s d = .28, and parental occupational status, t(1968) = 9.29, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .42. 

 

Measures Used in the Study 

Outcome Measures 

The first set of outcome measures comprised all eleven factors from the Motivation and 

Engagement Scale – High School (MES-HS; Martin, 2010). The MES-HS assesses motivation and 

engagement (rated from 1 ‘Strongly Disagree’ to 7 ‘Strongly Agree’) through three adaptive cognitive 

dimensions: valuing school (e.g., Learning at school is important), mastery orientation (e.g., I feel very 

pleased with myself when I do well at school by working hard), and self-efficacy (e.g., If I try hard, I 

believe I can do my schoolwork well); three adaptive behavioral dimensions: persistence (e.g., If I don’t 

give up, I believe I can do difficult schoolwork), task management (e.g., When I study, I usually try to 

find a place where I can study well), and planning (e.g., I try to plan things out before I start working on 

my homework or assignments); three maladaptive cognitive dimensions: anxiety (e.g., “When exams 

and assignments are coming up, I worry a lot”), failure avoidance (e.g., “Often the main reason I work at 

school is because I don’t want to disappoint my parents”), and uncertain control (e.g., “I'm often unsure 
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how I can avoid doing poorly at school”); and two maladaptive behavioral dimensions: disengagement 

(e.g., I’ve pretty much given up being involved in things at school) and self-handicapping (e.g., I 

sometimes put assignments and study off until the last moment, so I have an excuse if I don’t do so 

well). Each factor is constituted by four items – hence, it is a 44-item instrument. The second set of 

measures comprised additional engagement factors each comprised of four items, including: positive 

academic intentions (e.g., I intend to complete school), school enjoyment (e.g., I enjoy being a student at 

this school), personal best goals (e.g., When I do my schoolwork I try to improve on how I’ve done 

before), academic buoyancy (e.g., I don’t let study stress get on top of me), and class participation (e.g., I 

participate when we discuss things in class). Items were rated from 1 (‘Strongly Disagree’) to 7 

(‘Strongly Agree’).  

All MES-HS and additional engagement factors have been previously demonstrated to be 

reliable, represent a sound factor structure, significantly related to external correlates, and invariant 

as a function of age, gender, ethnicity, and ability level (Liem & Martin, 2012; Martin, 2007, 2009; 

Martin, Colmar et al., 2010; Martin & Marsh, 2008). Our academic achievement measure is based 

on students’ results in annual nation-wide standardized assessment of literacy and numeracy 

(National Assessment Program in Literacy and Numeracy, NAPLAN) administered by the 

Australian Curriculum and Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA).  

 

Demographic and Socio-economic Predictors 

Data were also collected on Aboriginality, demographic (gender, age, language background), 

and socio-economic (neighborhood socio-economic status, parent education, parent occupational 

status) characteristics. Gender was coded 0 for female students and 1 for male students. Age was 

operationalized as a continuous variable. For language background, students were asked if they 

spoke English (0) or another language (1 – non-English speaking background, NESB) at home. For 

parent education and parent occupation indicators, participants were asked to report their father’s 
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(or male caregiver) and mother’s (or female caregiver) educational and occupational status using a 

scale from Australian Bureau of Statistics categories. A single parent occupation factor and a single 

parent education factor were developed by finding the average of the mother and father educational 

scores (for parent education) and the average of mother and father occupational score (for parent 

occupation). Neighborhood socio-economic status (SES) was developed using coding of their 

neighborhood postcode by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, with higher scores reflecting higher 

neighborhood SES. 

 

How We Analyzed the Data 

To test for motivation, engagement, buoyancy and achievement among Aboriginal students, 

we conduct a series of hierarchical multiple linear regression analyses using SPSS for Windows 

(version 20). In Step 1, we entered Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal status, in Step 2 we added 

demographic factors (gender, age, NESB status), and Step 3 added socio-economic indicators (SES 

of neighborhood, parent education, parent occupational status). We were interested in the predictive 

role of Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal status at each step and to ascertain any possible changes in the 

effects of Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal status as demographic and socio-economic factors were 

entered. This helps disentangle effects due to Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal status and effects due to 

other factors – and, depending on the nature of these findings, has important implications for 

educational and other interventions. 

 

Our Findings 

In terms of motivation and engagement, after controlling for demographic and socio-

economic indicators, the most dominant pattern is one of parity on positive academic factors 

whereas on negative factors Aboriginal students are significantly higher than non-Aboriginal 

students. Specifically, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students are broadly similar on valuing of 
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school, mastery orientation, planning, task management, persistence, academic buoyancy, personal 

best (PB) goals, positive intentions, and enjoyment of school (see Tables 1 and 2). Importantly, 

however, they score significantly higher on anxiety, failure avoidance, uncertain control, self-

handicapping and disengagement (see Table 1). In terms of achievement, Aboriginal students score 

significantly lower in literacy and numeracy (Table 2). It therefore appears as though there is a 

motivational readiness to engage with school and schoolwork (see the general parity on adaptive 

factors in Tables 1 and 2), but in the presence of the wide-ranging pattern of maladaptive 

motivation and engagement, this readiness may be masked – perhaps leading to the significantly 

lower literacy and numeracy also observed in Table 2. 

Importantly, the inclusion of socio-economic indicators led to lower negative effects for 

Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal status. In almost all cases the ‘negative’ effects for Aboriginal students 

dropped in notable ways to suggest that one part of their maladaptive motivation and lower 

achievement is a function of their lower socio-economic status. Specifically, in the case of the 

present data, their maladaptive motivation is a function of low SES neighborhood effects, lower 

parental education, and lower parental occupational status. There was not so much movement in 

motivation and engagement for Aboriginal students after entering the demographic factors (gender, 

age, non-English speaking background) and so we conclude that socio-economics are a major factor 

affecting the motivation, engagement and achievement of Aboriginal students. This is not to say 

that the demographic factors did not predict academic and non-academic outcomes. In fact, they did 

– for example, boys were lower in planning, task management, persistence, personal best goals and 

positive intentions; older students were higher in disengagement and lower in school enjoyment; 

and, non-English speaking background students were higher in planning, task management, 

persistence, personal best goals, and positive intentions. However, it seems these demographics 

were direct predictors of outcomes and did not substantially moderate the effects of Aboriginal 

status.  
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In seeking to understand the moderating role of socio-economic status, mechanisms relevant 

to low SES neighborhood effects possibly include peer affiliation that is not conducive to 

motivation and engagement, inadequate community infrastructure that might otherwise support 

academic development, relatively little access to educational and psychological support services, 

and generally low levels of employment that reduce incentives to achieve and attain academically. 

Mechanisms relevant to low parental educational and occupational levels possibly include modeling 

of educational and vocational attitudes and behaviors, the availability of jobs for parents that might 

serve as motivation to achieve academically, parents’ own negative experiences with school and 

work, and parents’ difficulties to directly assist their child academically (Hattie, 2009; Martin, 

2006; Munns, 1998; Munns et al., 2008). Further in-depth research is needed to identify what 

psychological and other mechanisms are relevant to our findings regarding SES. 

The dual impact of Aboriginal status and socio-economic status to increase maladaptive 

motivation and engagement has two major implications for intervention. First, the fact that much 

variance was not explained by socio-economic status indicates the importance of direct educational 

and related intervention for Aboriginal students. Thus, there are potential motivation and 

engagement gains to be made for Aboriginal students independent of socio-economic status. 

Second, the fact that socio-economic status reduces negative academic effects for Aboriginal 

students has broader implications for community and societal intervention – ranging from 

improving communities and their infrastructure and facilities through to employment and education 

for parents and caregivers. These are discussed more fully below.  

 

Discussion 

Relative to their non-Aboriginal peers, Aboriginal students experience significant educational 

disadvantage. Personal, family and other contextual factors impact and explain these outcomes 

(Graham, 1994; Martin, 2003, 2006; McInerney, 1991, 1995, 2000b, 2008; Munns, 1998; Munns et 
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al., 2003; Munns & Martin, 2013). In our review of Graham’s (1994) motivational psychology and 

related literature, we identified specific factors relevant to motivation, engagement, buoyancy, 

achievement, family and socio-economic status that are important to consider in an integrative 

approach to understanding Aboriginal students’ educational processes and outcomes. Hence, 

controlling for demographics and socio-economics, we compared Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

students on adaptive motivation, maladaptive motivation, additional engagement measures, 

academic buoyancy, and academic achievement. Consistent with much research by McInerney and 

others (McInerney, 1991, 1995, 2000b, 2008; McInerney et al., 1998, 2012), we found some parity 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students on numerous factors – primarily the adaptive 

motivation and engagement factors (valuing school, mastery orientation, planning, task 

management, persistence, academic buoyancy, personal best goals, positive intentions, school 

enjoyment).  

However, when we assessed maladaptive motivation and engagement factors in analyses, a 

different pattern of findings emerged. These results showed the following factors significantly 

separated Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students: anxiety, failure avoidance, uncertain control, 

self-handicapping, and disengagement. On three of the adaptive factors there were also differences, 

with Aboriginal students significantly lower in self-efficacy, class participation, literacy and 

numeracy. In addition, results showed socio-economic factors were relevant to variance in 

educational outcomes. Taken together, these findings hold direct implications for educational and 

other intervention – now discussed. 

 

Motivation and Engagement Practice 

As summarized above, the dominant pattern of findings was that Aboriginal students were 

significantly higher on all maladaptive dimensions of motivation and engagement. Specifically, on 

uncertain control, anxiety, failure avoidance, self-handicapping, and disengagement Aboriginal 

15 

 



 

students’ self-appraisals were markedly higher. Fortunately, research shows that these factors are 

manipulable and thus amenable to successful intervention (Martin, 2005, 2008; McInerney, 

McInerney, & Marsh, 1997).  

With regards to uncertain control, as Martin (2007) reports, when a student sees connections 

between effort (controllable) and academic outcomes, he/she is more likely to perceive greater 

control over his/her ability to attain success or to avoid failure. On the teacher side, control is 

developed through feedback to students that is timely, task-focused, improvement-oriented and 

consistent (Hattie, 2009). Thus, it is important for educators to administer task-based feedback, 

soon after task completion that makes it very clear how a student can improve (Craven, Marsh, & 

Debus, 1991; Martin, Marsh, & Debus, 2001; McInerney, 2000a). Reward and punishment is also 

another avenue for enhancing control. When teachers administer rewards (or punishment) directly 

contingent on what students do, students have a greater sense of what to do (or not to do) next time 

– in contrast, inconsistent reward contingencies can confuse students as to what they did to receive 

that reward and what to do (or not) next time (Thompson, 1994). In fact, control is relevant to 

disengagement. It can be through an ongoing sense of low control that students give up trying 

(Covington, 1992; Peterson, Maier, & Seligman, 1993).  

In terms of failure avoidance, anxiety and self-handicapping, research and theory suggest a 

need to address an underlying fear of failure (Covington, 1992; Martin, 2007; Martin & Marsh, 

2003). As Martin (2007) points out, there has been some good educational guidance suggested by 

researchers that is designed to reduce students’ fear of failure. These include showing students that 

mistakes and poor performance provide important information about how to improve and can be 

important elements for future success (Covington, 1992; Martin & Marsh, 2003). Following from 

this, students should be encouraged to see that mistakes do not reflect a lack of worth (Covington, 

1992). In terms of educational delivery, teachers are encouraged to promote students’ belief that 

effort and effective strategy are likely to lead to improvement and do not imply a lack of 
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intelligence (Covington & Omelich, 1979). It may also be prudent to downplay the emphasis on 

competition in the classroom whilst promoting a climate of cooperation (Qin, Johnson, & Johnson, 

1995) or personal best (PB) goals (Liem, Ginns, Martin, Stone & Herrett, 2012; Martin & Liem, 

2011). In relation to the latter, PB goals have been found to advantage academically at-risk students 

(Martin, 2012) and so may be a useful focus for educational intervention with Aboriginal students. 

Similarly, students’ views on success may be reshaped to be seen more in terms of personal 

progress than outperforming others (Covington, 1992). 

In addition to disadvantage on maladaptive motivation and engagement factors, there were 

also two adaptive factors on which Aboriginal students were disadvantaged: self-efficacy and class 

participation. As summarized in Martin (2007), promoting students’ self-efficacy can involve re-

orienting teaching and instruction in order to maximize students’ opportunities for and access to 

success. Theorists and researchers have provided extensive detail here, including: individualizing 

tasks and differentiated instruction (McInerney, 2000a; Petty, 2009; Schunk & Miller, 2002) and 

reducing students’ automatic negative thinking about themselves and their perceived academic 

competence (Wigfield & Tonks, 2002). Developing students’ skills in effective goal-setting (Locke 

& Latham, 2002) to enhance opportunities for success and provide a basis for academic self-

efficacy is also important. Through these efforts, it is suggested that students will not only think 

more positively about themselves (self-efficacy), they will also have the confidence to participate in 

class (Martin, 2007) – one of the other two adaptive factors on which Aboriginal students struggled.  

Other factors relevant to class participation may relate to Aboriginal students’ identification 

with classroom norms, values, and resources – with a lack of identification leading to lower 

participation. If Aboriginal students’ identity is affirmed in the classroom, there is greater 

opportunity to enhance their engagement (Groome & Hamilton, 1995). For example, the presence 

of Aboriginal mentors and Aboriginal teachers can instill pride in identity and reduce alienation in 

the classroom (Britton, 2000). Various cross-cultural strategies might also be useful, including 
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building Aboriginal perspectives into curriculum, drawing on expertise of Aboriginal community 

members, and using culturally-relevant resources (Halse & Robinson, 1999). According to Groome 

and Hamilton, “we were repeatedly told by older Aboriginal adolescents that they want education, 

they want to achieve and be successful, they have high aspirations but they cannot cope with the 

confrontational and alienating climate which they find in so many schools” (1995, p. 45). Together, 

these are some efforts that might prove useful in more positively positioning Aboriginality in the 

classroom and thus enhancing classroom participation by Aboriginal students (see also Martin, 

2006). 

  

Literacy and Numeracy Practice: The Role of Direct Instruction 

Consistent with prior research (see Martin, 2006 for a review), Aboriginal students were 

markedly lower in achievement as assessed through standardized national literacy and numeracy 

testing. Whilst not going into specific details for each of literacy and numeracy (both are very large 

bodies of literature), we would like to raise the broader issue of academic skill development and the 

best way to develop academic skill. In a review of various instructional approaches, Liem and 

Martin (in press) assessed the relative achievement effects of direct instruction, enquiry-based 

learning, problem-based learning and the like. Their review pointed to the effectiveness of direct 

instruction and explicit instructional practices (e.g., deliberate practice, guided instruction, worked 

examples) in enhancing achievement. A variety of reviews, studies, and meta-analyses (e.g., 

Borman, Hewes, Overman, & Brown, 2003; Hattie, 2009) found that direct instruction evinces large 

effect sizes for academic achievement.  

Liem and Martin (in press) then outlined various instructional implications of these findings. 

First, teachers should encourage students to see that academic tasks are achievable – similar to our 

recommendations for enhancing self-efficacy and academic participation. This can be done through 

explicitly stating the lesson goals, breaking tasks into smaller sub-tasks (‘chunking’; Martin, 2007), 
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and clearly communicating their optimism for the students. Second, there should be careful 

preparation, planning and sequencing of lessons. Third, to check for student understanding, there 

should be well-focused questions and teacher modeling of effective strategies. Fourth, students 

should be provided with opportunities to purposefully and deliberately practice relevant skills (e.g., 

using worked examples and consolidation in homework tasks). Fifth, students’ mastery of content 

should be continually monitored and accompanied by immediate feedback. Finally, immediate 

remediation is required when important knowledge and skills have not been learnt. Taken together, 

these are direct and explicit instructional practices we deem important in the process of literacy and 

numeracy skill development that may be of vital assistance to Aboriginal students whose 

achievement is languishing.   

 

Parent, Caregiver, and Family Factors 

Parent (or caregiver) education, parent occupational status, and socio-economic status were 

factors that affected academic outcomes for Aboriginal students. Notably, these factors have also 

been found to reduce Aboriginal parents’ capacity and confidence to help their child with 

schoolwork, their educational aspirations for their children, to stay in touch with the school, and to 

ask teachers for assistance (Fanshawe, 1976). Consistent with these findings, it has been proposed 

that meaningful educational involvement of Aboriginal parents would positively impact their 

child’s academic outcomes (Richer et al., 1998). Although not necessarily easy to address, there has 

been quite wide-ranging advice as to how to achieve this end. For example, McIntyre and Clark 

(1976) point to the need to increase Aboriginal parents’ aspirations for their children, to increase 

Aboriginal parents’ knowledge of their child’s academic progress and classroom participation, and 

to improve school-home communication and connection. For example, specific approaches to 

increase aspirations for school completion might involve showcasing many local examples of 

Aboriginal young people completing school, providing concrete examples of work and other 
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opportunities available upon completing school, and demystifying the academic and vocational 

subjects available in high school to better suit different student abilities and interests. Specific 

approaches to increase higher education aspirations for Aboriginal children might involve providing 

very clear advice and information about vocational and tertiary education entry processes and 

pathways, schemes available to their children to assist their entry into further education and 

training, and relevant support schemes to enhance progress through further education and training. 

There can also be an important place for genuine cooperation by Aboriginal parents on projects of 

substance in the classroom and in the school (Eckerman, 1985). Some have suggested involvement 

in resource development, curriculum, and the pedagogy itself (Harslett, Harrison, Godfrey, 

Partington, & Richer, 1999). 

In relation to socio-economic factors, Groome and Hamilton (1995) found that schools 

successful in assisting Aboriginal students were more likely to recognize and address the fact that 

poverty may impact Aboriginal students’ academic lives. Efforts that schools might consider 

include breakfast clubs, access to computers before and after classroom hours, provision of 

educational materials to the home, homework clubs, extended library hours for better access to 

resources, and opportunities to engage in co- and extra-curricular activity that may academically 

develop the Aboriginal child – or help them connect more positively to the school and its activities 

(Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). Clinton, Hattie, and Dixon’s  (2007) evaluation of the Flaxmere Project, 

which aimed to improve home-school links and educational outcomes in a New Zealand town with 

a large proportion of socially disadvantaged Maori and Pasifika families, provides in-depth 

discussion of an extended, multi-pronged school- and community-level intervention, and the 

challenges involved. 

 

Conclusion 
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There are many factors that impact Aboriginal students’ academic outcomes. Graham (1994; 

see also Martin, 2006; McInerney, 1991, 1995, 2000b, 2008, 2012) identified a need for integrative 

approaches to psycho-educational research and practice relevant to the learning and instruction of 

‘minority’ students. This chapter extends these conceptual reviews by exploring Aboriginal 

students’ motivation, engagement, academic buoyancy, and achievement. In so doing, it offers a 

complementary empirical approach to the conceptual work conducted to date. Findings provide 

important and timely guidance on educational and other interventions aimed at enhancing the 

educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. The fact there was much parity between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal students on important adaptive academic factors suggest there is an empirical 

basis for educational optimism. Our task is to sustain these adaptive factors and to tackle some of 

the toxic and maladaptive motivation and engagement factors that may be masking Aboriginal 

students’ academic potential. 
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Table 1.  

Hierarchical Regression Results for Motivation and Engagement 

 Self-

efficacy 

Valuing 

School 

Mastery 

Orient 

Planning Task  

Manage 

Persist Anxiety Failure 

Avoid 

Uncertain 

Control 

Self-

handicap 

Disengage 

Step 1: ABORIGINALITY           

Aboriginal (N/Y) -.07 -.02 -.03 .10** .07 .02 .11** .20*** .16*** .21*** .18*** 

Step 2: Step 1 +  

DEMOGRAPHICS 

          

Aboriginal (N/Y) -.09* -.04 -.05 .04 .03 -.04 .10** .18*** .15*** .20*** .17*** 

Step 3: Step 2 +  

SOCIO-ECONOMICS 

          

Aboriginal (N/Y) -.08* -.04 -.08 -.01 .01 -.04 .11** .10* .11** .13*** .13** 

FINAL MODEL (Step 3)           

Aboriginal (N/Y) -08* -.04 -.08 -.01 .01 -.04 .11** .10* .11** .13*** .13** 

Gender (FM/M) -.02 -.03 -.07 -.11** -.12** -.10** -.19*** -.03 -.02 .04 .03 

Age .06 -.10** .02 -.06 .01 -.01 .05 -.01 .02 .03 .10** 

NESB (N/Y) .07 .03 .03 .14*** .09* .15*** -.02 .04 .01 .02 .03 

SES (Postcode) -.03 -.04 -.06 -.12** -.07 -.04 .04 -.12** -.03 -.05 .01 

Parent Education .09* .03 -.01 .02 .03 .07 .02 -.06 -.07 -.13*** -.10** 

Parent Occupation -.04 .01 -.01 .02 -.01 .01 -.07* -.09* -.04 -.06 -.05 

Multiple R .12 .14* .11 .23* .18** .18*** .23*** .27*** .19*** .27*** .24*** 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  
N=No, Y=Yes; NESB=non-English speaking background; SES=socio-economic status; FM=female, M=male 

27 

 



 

Table 2.  

Hierarchical Regression Results for Achievement and Additional Engagement Factors 

 Literacy & 

Numeracy 

Academic 

Buoyancy 

Personal Best 

Goals 

Class 

Participation 

Positive 

Intentions 

School 

Enjoyment 

Step 1: ABORIGINALITY      

Aboriginal (N/Y) -.35*** .01 .07 -.05 -.08* -.03 

Step 2: Step 1 +  

DEMOGRAPHICS 

     

Aboriginal (N/Y) -.35*** .01 .03 -.08* -.11* -.04 

Step 3: Step 2 +  

SOCIO-ECONOMICS 

     

Aboriginal (N/Y) -.20*** -.02 -.01 -.09* -.07 -.05 

FINAL MODEL (Step 3)      

Aboriginal (N/Y) -.20*** -.02 -.01 -.09* -.07 -.05 

Gender (FM/M) .01 .08* -.08* -.06 -.16*** -.06 

Age .05 -.01 -.06 -.04 .12** -.08* 

NESB (N/Y) .03 .01 .09* .07 .11** .01 

SES (Postcode) .22*** -.07 -.10* -.07 -.03 -.13** 

Parent Education .17*** -.01 .03 .05 .15*** .11** 

Parent Occupation .06 .04 -.04 .01 -.03 .02 

Multiple R .46*** .10 .17** .12 .27*** .18** 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
N=No, Y=Yes; NESB=non-English speaking background; SES=socio-economic status; FM=female, M=male 
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