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Abstract 
The data and information show that student participation in junior secondary 
schools in Sri Lanka, particularly in low socio-economic districts is consider-
ably low. There are many reasons behind this. It seems that students’ low mo-
tivation and engagement might be one of the reasons. One of the problems 
for that might be school-related conditions. Therefore, this study investigated 
the perceptions of students regarding school-related conditions impacting their 
motivation and engagement in learning. Self-determination theory to under-
stand students’ intrinsic motivation was used as the theoretical base of this 
study. This study employed explanatory sequential mixed methods research 
design. Data were gathered from seven Tamil medium and five Sinhala me-
dium type, two government schools located in the Monaragala and Nuwara 
Eliya districts. At the first phase (quantitative) of the study, the Motivation 
and Engagement Scale-Junior School was administered among two hundred 
grade, eight students and at the second phase (qualitative) of the study ac-
cording to the scale scores, 12 male and 12 female students, identified as least 
motivated, were selected to be interviewed. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted to collect data from the selected 24 students. The second phase 
(qualitative) data was used for this study. Thematic analysis was applied for 
analysing data. Analysis of interviews revealed two main themes in relation to 
the school-related conditions that impacted students’ motivation and engage-
ment in learning: 1) quality of classroom relationships; and 2) quality of cur-
riculum and resources. In theme one, quality of classroom relationships; neg-
ative teacher-student relationship and influence of peers were emerged as sub- 
themes. Under the sub-theme, negative teacher-student relationship, four cat-
egories were identified: harsh punishments, inadequate encouragement, un- 
engaging teaching, and unfriendly teaching-learning environment. In theme 
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two, quality of curriculum and resources; inadequate quality learning activi-
ties, difficult subject matters, difficult and excessive homework, regular tests, 
inadequate classroom resources, and inadequate quality teaching-learning re-
sources were emerged as sub-themes. It is imperative that the negative school- 
related conditions impacting students’ motivation and engagement should be 
taken into consideration to increase students’ participation in learning. 
 

Keywords 
Engagement in Learning, Intrinsic Motivation, School-Related Conditions, 
Students’ Perceptions 

 

1. Introduction 

The Sri Lankan Government provides support for students at all levels of the 
school system, for example, free education, textbooks, school uniforms, subsi-
dised public transportation, and school meals. However, low participation in 
learning among secondary students is an issue warranting investigation, partic-
ularly in low socio-economic areas in Sri Lanka. The Central Bank of Sri Lanka 
(2015, 2016), Ministry of Education (2011, 2014) and Ministry of Education, 
UNICEF, and MG Consultants (2009) suggest that this trend will continue un-
less schools radically shift their educational approaches and support for junior 
secondary students. One of the main factors affecting for this situation might be 
the school-related conditions. This study investigated students’ perceptions about 
school-related conditions impacting their motivation and engagement in learn-
ing in low socio-economic districts in Sri Lanka. 

Liyanage (2013) emphasised that even though Sri Lanka is considered a South 
Asian country with a high literacy rate, the situation hides many serious weak-
nesses in its education system. There have been several issues related to the Sri 
Lankan education system, such as low participation and low attendance; low achie- 
vement in mathematics and science; imbalanced allocation of resources among 
schools, particularly between urban and rural schools; and an excessively large 
curriculum etc. Little, Indika, and Rolleston (2011) identified several inequalities 
regarding secondary education enrolment that need to be addressed to achieve 
this, including disparities between male and female students, urban and rural 
schools, and among school types and income groups. 

While Sri Lanka has universal compulsory education for all children between 
five and 14, in practice not all students attend school (World Bank, 2005). Ac-
cording to this report about 18% of students are unable to complete grade 9. 
Many of these children come from deprived homes, economically deprived geo-
graphical areas, including the estate sector, and areas that are remote, and war 
affected. The Millennium Development Goals Country Report (United Nations, 
2014) affirmed that the percentage of children attending school after age 14 is 
lower for males than females; this is mainly the case in the rural and estate sec-
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tors. 
According to Perera (2011) poor teacher-student relationships and lack of 

teachers’ attention have been factors for poor retention in school. She has identi-
fied that negative teacher-student relationships, negative peer groups, and an un-
friendly classroom and school environment as factors reduce the desire of stu-
dents to attend school (Perera, 2006). 

Jayaweera and Gunawardena (2013) conducted a study on children who are 
not attending school, accordingly most out-of-school students were in the 10 to 
14 age group. The out-of-school children percentage was comparatively higher 
in the Sri Lankan Tamil population.  

The above data and information show that student participation in junior sec-
ondary school in Sri Lanka, particularly in low socio-economic districts is con-
siderably low. There are many reasons behind this. According to the literature 
review, it seems that the school-related conditions are very important for stu-
dents’ motivation and engagement in learning. The selected low socio-economic 
districts students also might face these school-related conditions in their learn-
ing. Therefore, those conditions might have negative impact for their intrinsic mo-
tivation and engagement in learning. It is important to reveal the school-related 
conditions impact for this group of students’ motivation and engagement in 
learning. Therefore, this study investigated the perceptions of students regarding 
school-related conditions impacting their motivation and engagement in learn-
ing in selected two low socio-economic districts in Sri Lanka. 

Specific objective of the research study was to examine the students’ percep-
tions about school-related conditions impacting motivation and engagement in 
learning. 

2. Literature Review 

Several constructs have been identified that impact persistence, retention, and 
academic success. These constructs include self-efficacy, motivation, and engage-
ment (Aji & Khan, 2019: p. 205). There might be various school-related condi-
tions impacting students’ motivation and engagement in learning.  

Symonds and Hargreaves (2016) highlight that school transition is a notewor- 
thy life experience for many early adolescents. Though this factor is not directly 
linked to the Sri Lankan educational context, when understanding global trends 
about early adolescents’ motivation and engagement, reviewing this factor is im-
portant. In the USA, UK and other parts of Europe, adolescents’ feelings about 
their school and the importance they give to the school decreases upon transi-
tion to secondary school (Stroet, Opdenakker, & Minnaert, 2013; Symonds & Gal-
ton, 2014). According to stage-environment fit theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1989), 
this occurs because of a disparity between their developmental needs and new 
school conditions. After school transition, there is a tendency for a declining re-
lationship with teachers while, the relationship with peers increases (Symonds & 
Galton, 2014). Moreover, during transition, students exhibited a stronger rela-
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tionship between the school environment and their self-concept (Symonds & 
Hargreaves, 2016). 

Student-teacher relatedness is important in any educational context when de-
ciding students’ motivation and engagement in learning. It is a state that learners 
should reach, and teachers or instructors should help their learners to achieve. 
One of the tools to achieve an engaged state, a most essential one we might add, 
is student motivation. 

(Kanellopoulou & Giannakoulopoulos, 2020). Most research investigating the 
ways in which teachers maintain student motivation has been based on a single 
perspective (Schmakel, 2008) using quantitative or observational methods. Roor-
da, Koomen, Spilt and Oort (2011) carried out a meta-analysis of the impact of 
teacher-student relationships on student engagement and achievement. Those 
findings showed that student motivation was improved if the teacher-student 
connection was excellent, particularly for in-danger, low socio-economic young 
people. According to Ryan and Patrick (2001) and Schmakel (2008), teachers 
play a very important role in promoting adolescents’ educational motivation. 
However, as emphasised by Eccles and Roeser (2011), many adolescents do not 
experience that kind of interesting teaching practice. This situation can result in 
a disparity among young adolescent experiences and impact on their fundamen-
tal and developmental needs. 

Research (Knesting, 2008; Wilson, 2007) suggests that caring teachers and highly 
regarded relationships lead to students being engaged in their learning, perform-
ing at high levels, and remaining in school. Furthermore Rhodes, Grossman and 
Resch (2000) stated that relationships with teachers are especially significant to 
early adolescents who frequently experience changes in their feeling of self and 
are stressed by their developing relations with parents and peers. As found by 
Goodenow (1993), students were engaged in class when they perceived strong sup-
port from their teachers. However, Hardre and Sullivan (2009) found that nearly 
all teachers believe they can influence student learning, but they are doubtful 
about their ability to control students’ motivation. 

The global literature on students’ motivation and engagement indicates that 
peer relationships are important. Azmitia (2002) notes that for early adolescents, 
friendships can give a sense of belonging and contribute to their overall identity. 
In addition, Wang and Eccles (2013) showed that students with positive peer re-
lationships are more behaviourally and emotionally engaged at school. 

There are many studies on the impact of peer relationships on educational 
motivation and adjustment as pupils’ transition to middle school (Nelson & De-
backer, 2008; Wang & Eccles, 2013). Nelson and Debacker (2008) investigated 
connections between perceived student relationships and achievement motiva-
tion in middle school science classes. Their study examined, among other factors, 
how students’ sense of the peer environment and belongingness in the classroom 
might impact performance-related goals and self-efficacy. In summary, the re-
searchers reported that class relatedness had a large influence on the motivation 
to learn and those students who thought they were appreciated in the classroom 
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showed higher levels of self-efficacy and proficiency. 
The research literature indicates that motivation and engagement are possible 

predictors of students’ academic achievement. As reported by Lamb, Walstab, 
Teese, Vickers, and Rumberger (2004), academic achievement plays a major role 
in the decision to leave school; the relationship between poor educational per-
formance and leaving school is widely reported in the global literature (e.g., Al-
exander, Entwisle, & Olsen, 2001). 

Williams (2000), who conducted a large cross-sectional study, found that stu-
dent engagement influences differences in student achievement in school and 
classroom settings. Thus, student engagement is a possible predictor of student 
achievement in a variety of ways (Walker, Greene, & Mansell, 2006). Motivation 
is also crucial to the success of a college student in terms of academic achieve-
ment and future accomplishments (Salinas-Jimenez, Artes, & Salinas-Jimenez, 
2010). Students who are more intrinsically motivated have been found to exhibit 
better outcomes in academic achievement (Di Domenico & Fournier, 2015). 

Some research (e.g., Eccles & Wigfield, 2002) reveals that motivation becomes 
more differentiated over school subjects by age, with students gradually becom-
ing more motivated to learn subjects in which they are successful. Gottfried (1990) 
conducted a longitudinal study of students’ motivation and achievement in read-
ing and mathematics and found that motivation for learning mathematics was 
predicted by previous mathematics achievement and motivation. 

Moreover, a study of 1125 Year 9 and 10 students in Queensland (Australia) 
secondary schools exposed that a deficiency in curriculum subject choices in the 
lower secondary school causes disappointment in some students who worry that 
the secondary school will not be able to prepare them for the job training they 
seek (Pitman & Herschel, 2002). Lamb, Dwyer, and Wyn (2000) found that a con-
siderable number of premature leavers reported that the key reason for depart-
ing school was not providing follow-up study courses by the school.  

Accordingly, it is evident that school-related conditions, such as school transi-
tion, teacher-student relatedness, peer relationships, academic achievement in 
school, and curriculum are impacted for students’ intrinsic motivation and en-
gagement in learning. 

3. Methodology 

This study employed explanatory sequential mixed methods research design. Spe-
cific objective of the research study was: 

To examine the students’ perceptions about school-related conditions impact-
ing motivation and engagement in learning.  

The Motivation and Engagement Scale-Junior School (Martin, 2014) was ad-
ministered among two hundred grade eight students at the first phase (quantita-
tive) and at the second phase (qualitative) of the study according to the scale 
scores, 12 male and 12 female students, identified as least motivated, were se-
lected to be interviewed. Data was collected from the selected 24 students. The 
second phase (qualitative) data was used for this study. 
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Self-determination theory to understand students’ intrinsic motivation was 
used as the theoretical framework of this study. Students who were studying in 
the eighth grade in the selected schools were included in the target population. 
Data were gathered from seven Tamil medium and five Sinhala medium type 
two government schools located in the Monaragala and Nuwara Eliya districts, 
which are considered as low socio-economic districts in Sri Lanka. According to 
the scale scores, twelve male and twelve female students, identified as least mo-
tivated, were selected to be interviewed using the purposive sampling method 
(Table 1). 

In this research, students were asked questions relating to the school-related 
conditions impacting students’ motivation and engagement using semi-structured 
interviews. As per the nature of this study, the semi-structured interview method 
was considered the most suitable interview technique. Using this method, the 
researcher was able to record a considerable number of views of respondents re-
garding the problem of the research. 

To analyse data thematic analysis was employed as the technique for recognis-
ing themes and patterns of meanings pertaining to students’ opinions and expe-
riences in relation to the school-related conditions impacting their motivation 
and engagement in learning. In summary, a data driven (inductive) and seman-
tic approach was employed for thematic analysis in this study. The deciding fac-
tors in selecting thematic analysis for the qualitative data analysis method for this 
research study was its flexibility, its ease of use, its ability to highlight similarities 
and differences across the dataset, and its ability to offer a detailed, rich, and 
compound description of the semi-structured interviews. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The thematic analysis conducted for the responses of twenty-four students semi- 
structured interviews revealed two main themes in relation to the school-related 
conditions that impacted students’ motivation and engagement in learning: quali-
ty of classroom relationships and quality of curriculum and resources. It should 
be noted that statistical analysis was not taken place in this qualitative phase of 
the study. 

4.1. Quality of Classroom Relationships 

Within the quality of classroom relationships’ theme, a further two sub-themes 
emerged: negative teacher-student relationship, and influence of peers. 
 
Table 1. Sample chosen for conducting interviews. 

District No. of schools 
No. of students 

Male Female 

Monaragala (Sinhala-medium) 7 7 7 

Nuwara Eliya (Tamil-medium) 5 5 5 

Total 12 12 12 
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4.1.1. Negative Teacher-Student Relationship 
Interviewed students’ responses revealed there was a negative impact of the tea- 
cher-student relationship for students who identified as having low motivation 
and engagement in learning. Under this sub-theme, four categories emerged: harsh 
punishments, inadequate encouragement, un-engaging teaching, and unfriendly 
teaching-learning environment. 

Harsh Punishments 
Even though the law in Sri Lanka prohibits corporal punishment in schools, it 

is still practiced in schools. The findings of this study revealed that most students 
reported that most of their teachers administered harsh punishments to them for 
not performing well. This was particularly true for male students; they noted this 
was the reason they hated school (Appendix A-1). 

Some students scoring low marks reported facing verbal threats from teachers. 
The participants agreed that teachers threatened their self-esteem. Most of the 
male students interviewed mentioned that being openly scolded by teachers in 
front of the class caused them severe embarrassment. Students noted how an 
unkind teacher would frequently become angry with the whole class for some-
thing that only a small number of students had done. Students considered this as 
unjust because it deprived them of time that could have been spent on class 
work. 

In relation to ethnicity, both Sinhala and Tamil-medium students were given 
harsh punishments by their teachers for non-completion or bad performance in 
learning activities. Some Sinhala-medium students stated that their teachers were 
very tough, not friendly, and some teachers punished them for each wrong an-
swer (Appendix A-1).  

Jayaweera and Gunawardena (2013) found that children reported that high 
absenteeism was linked to harsh punishment given in school in Sri Lanka. Jaya-
weera and Gunawardena (2009) found that punishment of students by teachers 
was very high in Type 1AB (schools having GCE (A/L) with all the subject streams 
(Grade 1 - 13) and 1C (schools having GCE (A/L) Arts/Commerce streams on-
ly/No Science stream (Grade 1 - 13) schools. However, this study sample con-
sisted of Type 2 schools (schools having classes Grade 1 - 11). The types of pu-
nishment described by students included corporal punishment. Wagle (2012) 
found that corporal punishment was one of the school-related problems that forced 
students to leave school early. In addition, Ministry of Education, UNICEF, and 
MG Consultants (2009) found that teachers regularly punished students and that 
they did not attempt to recognise the learning hardships or the personal prob-
lems of children and identified these as probable causes of early dropout. The 
findings of the current study supported the findings of the previous research. 

Reeve and Jang (2006) argued that controlling language, such as commands, 
decreases autonomy in students. Similarly, Vansteenkiste, Lens, and Deci (2006) 
indicated that using guilt-inducing language as a control mechanism creates in-
ternal pressure. Niemiec and Ryan (2009) proposed that teachers could use strate-
gies to enhance relatedness by passing on kindness, being thoughtful and valuing 
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students. 
At the controlled or non-autonomous end of this continuum is external re- 

gulation in which a person’s actions are compelled or driven by externally con-
trolled rewards or punishments. Here the behaviour is fuelled by the contingen-
cies of reinforcement and punishment (Ryan, Williams, Patrick, & Deci, 2009: p. 
112).  

Reeve, Deci, and Ryan (2004) found in their study that students’ levels of en-
gagement could be increased by using non-controlling language as measured by 
active task involvement and attempts to take responsibility for their learning; 
that is making many of the learning tasks in schools intrinsically motivating. An 
essential concern is how to motivate students to self-regulate and value those tasks 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 

In sum, student comments in the interviews indicate that the students receive 
harsh punishments from some of their teachers and, which possibly explains their 
decreased intrinsic motivation and engagement in learning. 

Inadequate Encouragement 
Most interviewed students claimed they were not appreciated by teachers, very 

few noted encouragements. The students did not indicate a lack of encourage-
ment based on gender or ethnicity difference. They expected encouragement from 
teacher even for smaller attempts (Appendix A-2).  

Reeve and Jang (2006) argue that teachers can use praise to foster improve-
ment, encourage effort, offer hints to students to boost progress, and be respon-
sive to students’ perspectives to increase students’ perceptions of autonomy. El-
liot, Faler, and McGregor (2000) states that positive, constructive performance 
feedback that encourages development facilitates internalisation of self-regulation. 

Teachers should provide students with suitable tools and encourage them to 
accomplish their learning goals. A predominant view is that students will only 
connect and individually value activities they can comprehend and in which they 
can be proficient (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Moreover, it is possible that teachers 
are more attentive to students who demonstrate concentration during the lesson 
and provide those students with more constructive feedback, and, therefore, those 
teachers are regarded by the students as being autonomy-supportive (Tsai, Kun-
ter, Lüdtke, Trautwein, & Ryan, 2008). It appears that the students in this study 
do not get that kind of encouragement from their teachers, and these conditions 
undermine the natural process of self-determination and psychological well-be- 
ing. 

It was revealed that most of the students interviewed did not get enough en-
couragement from their teachers. And their intrinsic motivation and engagement 
in learning might have negatively impacted. 

Un-engaging Teaching 
Almost all the students in the interviewed sample mentioned that their teach-

ers approach to teaching was not motivating. Students reported their teachers spent 
the majority of class time talking to the class (teacher-focused direct instruction) 
with little student participation. According to them there are no new activities. 
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And teachers used traditional teaching methods and techniques. (Appendix A- 
3).  

Apparently, the teachers referred to did not use innovative teaching aids. This 
is linked to the section comments under the heading “Inadequate quality learn-
ing activities”. Williams and Williams (2011) state that the five key elements af-
fecting student motivation are: student, teacher, content, method/process, and 
atmosphere. The method or process must be creative, reassuring, motivating, val-
uable and give tools that can be functional in the students’ lives. Moreover, Ku-
surkar, Croiset, and Ten Cate (2011) argue that teachers should pay patient at-
tention to students and empathise with them when they convey their lack of in-
terest or displeasure with an exacting topic or an exacting technique of teaching. 
If the teacher refuses to accept negative thoughts from the students, the students 
tend to drop all concentration in the following lessons. Students need to feel that 
they are being listened to, that their thoughts are significant to the teacher, and 
that they can make an impact on elements of the lessons with their positive com-
ment. It is vital not to judge when students express their thoughts. 

Granito and Chernobilsky (2012) stated that students react confidently to tech-
nology and sometimes are frustrated by technology; teachers should make a con-
scious effort to plan activities that include some form of technological device. Thus, 
teachers should use different innovative teaching aids as much as possible because 
motivated students tend to achieve at their maximum levels, making the most of 
the opportunities their teachers provide. If students find their schoolwork inter-
esting, their competence and relatedness with their teacher and peers might in-
crease, and thus their self-determination in learning will also increase. 

According to the students’ responses, it seems that these teachers have not en-
gaged in teaching properly, which lead to reduce students’ low motivation and 
engagement in learning. 

Unfriendly Teaching-Learning Environment 
The responses of interviewed students from both school groups indicated that 

they encountered unfriendly (not caring) classroom environments. This was par-
ticularly true of the male and Tamil-medium students (Appendix A-4). Accord-
ing to them teachers did not care about them. 

This situation might have evolved because of the many untrained and unqua-
lified teachers in Tamil schools. Further, some male students interviewed men-
tioned that some teachers do not listen to their input and attempt to control their 
behaviour. Grabau (1999) argued it is important to value and respect students. 
Also, Fenty (1997) emphasised that understanding students and the challenges 
they are facing at the same time as learning, increases retention rates and the 
general achievement of students. Wagle (2012) conducted a study on school-re- 
lated problems and found lack of teaching-learning behaviour in the lessons as 
one of the noticeable school-related problems that led to students leaving school 
early. In addition, Sagor (2003) pointed out that in respectful classrooms, teach-
ers planned lessons that gave opportunities for students with varied learning styles, 
intelligence, and cultural differences. Further, teachers created an atmosphere of 
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mutual respect by preventing students from making fun of others, encouraging 
students to value the contributions of others, and requiring students to be con-
siderate of the feelings of others (Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007). According to 
Niemiec and Ryan (2009), a feeling of belonging is closely linked with intrinsic 
motivation and a student’s sense that she/he is liked, admired, and valued by the 
teacher.  

Research (Knesting, 2008; Wilson, 2007) suggests that caring teachers and high-
ly regarded relationships are linked to students becoming engaged in their learn-
ing, performing at high levels, and remaining in school. Furthermore Rhodes, 
Grossman, and Resch (2000) stated that relationships with teachers are especially 
important for students who frequently experience changes in their sense of self 
and struggle with their growing relationships with parents and peers.  

Accordingly, these students have experienced unfriendly teaching-learning en-
vironment in their schools. Therefore, their intrinsic motivation and engagement 
in learning might be reduced. 

4.1.2. Influence of Peers 
Some interviewed students said that they lacked motivation and engagement in 
learning because of poor peer relationships. It seems that most of the peers in 
their classrooms were not motivated and engaged in learning. They did not value 
the education. This was particularly true for male students (Appendix A-5).  

Wang and Eccles (2013) stated that studies show that students with positive 
peer relationships are more behaviourally and emotionally engaged at school; this 
is particularly the case for adjustment to middle school across the transition (Nel-
son & Debacker, 2008; Wang & Eccles, 2013). Kingery, Erdley, and Marshall (2011) 
measured peer acceptance and friendship quality in relation to predicting adjust-
ment across the transition to middle school and found that both these factors play 
a significant role in student loneliness and school involvement. 

Fried and Konza (2013) believe that teachers should think about peer relations 
when preparing learning activities. Peer interaction gives students a better chance 
of increasing their sense of relatedness. Belonging refers to the sense of associa-
tion with other people, a sense that comprises a feeling of being integrated with 
and respected by other people in the learning environment (Ryan et al., 2009). 
The interview results show that these least motivated students did not feel suffi-
ciently positively integrated with their peers. This is particularly evident from 
the response given by S 10 in the quote above. Since, peers are not motivated they 
also feel unmotivated; motivation to learn might be transferred from one student 
to another. 

It was revealed that poor peer relationships have negatively impacted for these 
students’ intrinsic motivation and engagement in learning. 

4.2. Quality of Curriculum and Resources 

Under the main theme of quality of curriculum and resources, six sub-themes 
emerged: inadequate quality learning activities, difficult subject matters, difficult 
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and excessive homework, regular tests, inadequate classroom resources, and in-
adequate quality teaching-learning resources. 

Inadequate Quality Learning Activities 
Students interviewed mentioned that they did not have quality learning activi-

ties to pursue within their classrooms. Low quality learning activities lead to a 
low level of intellectual challenge. This sentiment was expressed by male students’ 
more than female students. It seems that there were limited learning activities 
and those were also not innovative and challenging (Appendix A-6). 

There was no notable difference among the responses in relation to ethnicity. 
Students were often reluctant to participate in classroom interactions for fear of 
giving wrong answers and/or being laughed at by peers. By planning group work, 
teachers can foster a supportive community in the classroom and provide the 
less confident students with a less threatening situation (Hinde-McLeod & Rey-
nolds, 2007).  

Anderman and Leake (2005) suggest that, even if teachers cannot give free reign 
to their students, providing frequent choices in activities and assignments would 
increase students’ sense of autonomy since people will be intrinsically motivated 
to carry out tasks in which they have an inherent interest or tasks that are inno-
vative, challenging or have artistic value (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). In other words, 
activities that are not intellectually challenging diminish students’ motivation.  

For activities that are not intellectually challenging, the principles of SDT do 
not apply. Legault, Pelletier, and Green-Demers (2006) indicated that students’ 
autonomy could be increased by providing opportunities for students to take 
initiative and by seeking and respecting their opinions. Encouraging students 
to take accountability for their own learning does not mean that teachers aban-
don their students completely to their own plans; the nurturing of autonomy still 
needs structure and direction but must allow students to take responsibility. Ec-
cles and Roeser (2011) reported that many young adolescents do not sense that 
type of teaching practices. This situation might affect young adolescents in dif-
ferent ways depending on their school experiences and fundamental and deve-
lopmental needs.  

By providing opportunities for student group work, their sense of relatedness 
is increased. Providing opportunities to connect with others increases related-
ness (Legault et al., 2006). According to Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, and Ryan (1991), 
support for relatedness involves enhancing chances for peer acceptance. Moreo-
ver, incorporating activities that create opportunities for students to work with 
their peers, such as cooperative learning will increase students’ sense of belong-
ing (Anderman & Leake, 2005). If a task is usual boring, and regarded as unim-
portant, amotivation results (Legault et al., 2006). Thus, as Ames (1992) stated, 
to increase the internalisation process, the task design should highlight the mean-
ing or relevance of the activity. Accordingly, teachers can create personal mean-
ing in activities by understanding students’ interests. Engagement is improved 
by offering activities which are relevant to students’ lives, and are experienced as 
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attractive and vital (Deci, 2009). 
In this study, most male students stated that they did not get quality learning 

activities during their school time, and both Sinhala and Tamil-medium students 
gave similar responses. It is evident that the least motivated students do not feel 
that they get sufficient quality learning activities in their classrooms. This situa-
tion is linked with inadequate classroom resources, inadequate quality teaching- 
learning resources, and lack of quality teaching. This will be discussed later. Lack 
of quality learning activities may then be responsible for a reduction in their au-
thentic learning and their autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and, thus, it 
may cause a reduction in their intrinsic motivation towards learning. 

Accordingly, these students have not experienced quality learning activities in 
their teaching-learning process and thus low intrinsic motivation and engage-
ment in learning. 

Difficult Subject Matters 
Almost all the students interviewed reported that they had numerous difficul-

ties with several subjects, particularly mathematics, science, and English. Sri Lan-
ka’s national curriculum is considered unsuited for the diversity of students and 
generally accommodates to the most capable students (World Bank, 2011). Most 
students reported frustrations with the curriculum. They had lots of pressure 
from difficult subjects, and they were not interested in those subjects. (Appendix 
A-7). 

According to the teachers’ and principals’ responses, most of the schools sur-
veyed did not have qualified teachers for mathematics, science, and English, par-
ticularly in the Tamil schools. Balasooriya (2012) and the World Bank (2011) 
found that rural schools, including estate schools, find it particularly difficult to 
recruit and retain teachers in English, science, and mathematics. Moreover, Min-
istry of Education et al. (2009) identified overloading of the school curriculum as 
one of the factors contributing to dropout. In addition, Jayaweera and Guna-
wardena (2013) found that lack of teachers for several subjects was one of the 
school factors likely to lead to dropout. Arunatilake (2006) also attributed the 
lower percentages of Sri Lankan Tamil, Indian Tamil and Muslim students par-
ticipating in education compared to Sinhalese students to teacher shortages in 
Tamil-medium schools. 

Eccles and Wigfield (2002) stated that students made more effort on tasks in 
which they do extremely well, suggesting that they will be more motivated to study 
subjects in which they gain a feeling of achievement. Gottfried (1990) conducted 
a longitudinal study of students’ motivation and achievement in mathematics 
and reading. Motivation for studying mathematics was found to be largely pre-
dicted by previous achievement. Further Latif, Choudhary and Hammayun (2015) 
found pressure of study the most important reason for student dropout in Ban-
gladesh. Students who are excessively controlled not only lose initiative but also 
do not study well, particularly when studying is difficult (Benware & Deci, 1984; 
Grolnick & Ryan, 1987). 

The interviewed students indicated they were not motivated to learn the diffi-
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cult subjects, and neither are they engaged in these subjects. Interview responses 
also indicated that the curriculum is overloaded. Overall, students’ responses sug-
gested they found they could not become competent (master) in those subjects 
and, thus, their self-determination in learning is diminished. 

It could be concluded that, almost all the students interviewed had numerous 
difficulties with several subjects, particularly mathematics, science, and English 
which lead for low intrinsic motivation and engagement. 

Difficult and Excessive Homework 
Almost all students interviewed expressed a dislike of homework. The general 

opinion was that the level of homework tasks was far too difficult to enable stu-
dents to successfully complete them. This was true of the entire student sample, 
and it was also expressed by the teachers. Also, the students have mentioned that 
they were getting a lot of homework to do and that was a pressure for them (Ap-
pendix A-8). 

Most students indicated a frustration with the level, the amount, and the high 
level of expectations of homework. Katz, Kaplan, and Gueta (2009) conducted a 
study to investigate students’ desires, teachers’ assistance, and student motiva-
tion for completing homework. They found that teachers’ assistance may be 
more important for students who feel they have a higher level of need. Moreo-
ver, teachers’ assistance with students’ psychological needs was significant for their 
adaptive motivation for completing homework, regardless of the level of need 
they expressed. 

Students said they had an excessive amount of homework to do and thus they 
cope less well with homework, and they are demotivated in learning. Research 
has found that deadlines, directives, and pressured evaluations reduce intrinsic 
motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Similarly, the employment of extrinsic rewards, 
the burden of closing dates and an emphasis on assessments reduce a sense of 
self-determination and often lead to diminishing intrinsic motivation (Vans-
teenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci, 2004). Thus, Anderman and Leake 
(2005) suggested teachers should teach students how to break the tasks into small 
sections. When students complete the sections, they see their progress and their 
confidence increases with each step. 

Oginsky (2003) found that giving students a choice in their assignments (a 
kind of homework) improved intrinsic levels of motivation for middle school 
students. Suarez (2007) implemented a tiered instructional programme and, as a 
result, middle school maths students’ motivation and performance increased. Stu-
dents were able to choose which level of assignments they wanted to complete. 
Suarez labeled the levels green, blue, and black. The green choice was set at a 
level that exhibited proficiency, and the blue and black represented levels above 
proficiency. The combination of choosing tasks at their skill level and being able 
to make decisions in relation to their learning increased the students’ responsi-
bility for their learning. Teachers should be able to enhance motivation by hav-
ing high expectations for completing homework, attendance, behaviour, and edu-
cational achievement. Stirring student interest in the classroom whenever possi-
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ble supports autonomy (National Research Council, 2004). However, it seems 
students in this study did not have the skill and ability to do homework. Nor do 
they get sufficient motivation from their teachers to complete their homework. 
Ultimately, that appears to cause a decrease in students’ motivation and engage-
ment in learning. This might reflect the high numbers of untrained teachers in 
low socio-economic districts in Sri Lanka. 

It was revealed that almost all students interviewed has dislike of doing home-
work and it has impacted negatively for their intrinsic motivation and engage-
ment. 

Regular Tests 
Most of the students interviewed said they disliked having regular evaluative 

tests. This applied equally to both gender and ethnic groups. Students expressed 
that they do not like to have many tests and they were embarrassed in front of 
peers when getting low marks for them (Appendix A-9). 

Niemiec and Ryan (2009) found that in the US and Japan, in real learning set-
tings, evaluative forces decreased, and autonomy support strengthened students’ 
intrinsic motivation for learning. For instance, Tsai et al. (2008) noted that ex-
ternal pressures may elicit a major negative mood in students and influence both 
their interest and the learning condition in a negative way. Research indicates 
that high-stakes testing tends to cause teachers to feel less autonomous and, as a 
result, act in more controlling ways towards students (Roth, Assor, Kanat-May- 
mon, & Kaplan, 2007). 

Moreover, a student may learn for an examination to get an excellent grade or 
to avoid being laughed at by peers. This kind of motivation is called external 
regulation: the smallest amount of the independent type of extrinsic motivation 
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). According to Williams and Williams (2011), examina-
tions that are more challenging or difficult than work the students have previously 
encountered in the classroom will have negative impacts on their motivation. 
Therefore, examinations ought to be based on lesson objectives, and should not 
surprise students with new concepts or activities.  

Results from the interviews indicate that regular evaluative tests diminished 
students’ intrinsic motivation for learning. Interviewed teachers’ responses also 
noted that most of the students in their classes (not only interviewed students) 
did not attend classes when the monthly tests were held and, if they did, their 
performance was very low. 

It is found that, these students do not like to have regular tests and that will 
lead for their decrease of intrinsic motivation and engagement. 

Inadequate Classroom Resources 
Most interviewed students state that their schools had insufficient classroom 

resources; this was particularly true for Tamil-medium schools. Therefore, the 
students did not encounter intellectually challenging learning experiences within 
their classrooms due to lack of physical resources (Appendix A-10). 

Most students complained about merged classrooms and lack of chairs and 
tables, especially in the Tamil schools. Niemiec and Ryan (2009) stated that learn-
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ing tasks taking place in the classroom increase the perceived competence of stu-
dents. Thus, in the schools lacking classroom resources for motivational learning 
activities, such as group work, students were unable to practise and master cer-
tain competencies. 

Akomolafe and Adesua (2016) emphasised that, if resources are available and 
carefully utilised to fulfil students’ needs, this will always assist students’ learning 
interests and lead to high achievement. It appears that, without having sufficient 
classroom resources (separated classrooms, chairs, desks, and blackboards, etc.), 
teachers were unable to provide intellectually challenging learning tasks, and thus 
increase students’ competence towards self-determination in learning. 

Most of the interviewed students have experienced inadequate classroom re-
sources in their classrooms, which has impacted for their intrinsic motivation in 
learning and engagement. 

Inadequate Quality Teaching-Learning Resources 
The interview responses of both male and female students suggested that most 

schools, particularly Tamil schools, did not have sufficient and quality teaching- 
learning resources. Most of the schools did not have a science laboratory, home 
science room, library, computer facilities, sports equipment, and musical instru-
ments. Therefore, the students did not encounter intellectually challenging learn-
ing experiences in their teaching learning process (Appendix A-11). 

Furthermore, insufficient extracurricular activities were provided. Joubish and 
Khurram (2011) conducted a study to determine the factors influencing dropout 
rates in government schools of Karachi, Pakistan. They found lack of co-curri- 
cular activities as one of the reasons. Chugh (2011) conducted a study on dro-
pout causes in secondary education. She studied dropout rates of children living 
in Delhi slums attending 33 schools and identified lack of infrastructural facili-
ties in the schools as one of the reasons for dropping out of school early. In addi-
tion, Wagle (2012) conducted a study on dropout rates of children from schools 
in Nepal. The study indicated that school-related problems, such as poor infra-
structure, were a noticeable contributor to school dropouts. 

Wlodkowski (1999) suggested that teachers could create situational interest by 
using environmental conditions, such as surprise, novelty, computers, role-pla- 
ying and simulation, various forms of media, and uncertainty. Ryan and Deci 
(2000a) note that intrinsic motivation will be stimulated only when tasks are of-
fered that have inherent interest for the person, or that are innovative, coura-
geous, or have artistic importance for the individual. If the physical amenities are 
accessible, sufficient, and successfully utilised, students’ interest can be focused 
and maintained, leading to high levels of achievement in public secondary school 
students (Akomolafe & Adesua, 2016). 

The interview data appears to show that the students in this study did not have 
access to relevant resources for making their learning a quality and an interest-
ing experience, and thus they did not have enough opportunities to become in-
trinsically motivated and engaged in learning. 
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5. Conclusion 

In relation to the interviewed students’ perceptions about how school-related 
conditions impact upon their motivation and engagement in learning, two main 
themes emerged: 1) quality of classroom relationships; and 2) quality of curri-
culum and resources. In theme one, quality of classroom relationships; negative 
teacher-student relationship and influence of peers emerged as sub-themes. Un-
der the sub-theme, negative teacher-student relationship, four categories were iden-
tified: harsh punishments, inadequate encouragement, un-engaging teaching, and 
unfriendly teaching-learning environment. In theme two, inadequate quality lear- 
ning activities, difficult subject matters, difficult and excessive homework, regu-
lar tests, inadequate classroom resources, and inadequate quality teaching-lear- 
ning resources emerged as sub-themes. Therefore, it could be concluded that many 
school-related conditions have negatively impacted for students’ motivation and 
engagement in learning. Thus, to increase the students’ participation in learning, 
those school-related conditions must be taken into consideration. Then those stu-
dents’ motivation particularly intrinsic motivation and engagement in learning 
will be increased. 
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Appendix A-1: Harsh Punishments 

Science teacher punishes us. As soon as we give a wrong answer, he hits us. I 
don’t like learning science at all. Student (S) 1  

I’m punished by teachers in front of my friends. So, I’m so upset. I hate learn-
ing mathematics. S 4  

Some teachers punish us for unfinished work. So, I don’t like them. When I 
remember those things, I feel so worried. S 12 

I do not like learning English. The teacher looks at me very angry always. 
Some teachers punish us for not completing homework. S 20  

I like Tamil teacher. He is not like other teachers who punish us always. I 
come to school because of him. He never punishes me. He encourages me in 
learning. S 7  

When I ask something difficult for me to understand, they always scold us. S 4 
Some teachers do not smile with us. I’m afraid to look at their faces. 
I do not like male teachers. They blame us. S 3  
Most of my teachers are mean. S 21 

Appendix A-2: Inadequate Encouragement 

Sometimes my teachers encourage me when I am good at work. S 22  
When I was given an appreciation in front of others, I feel very happy … But I 

do not get those. S 6 
Our teachers do not encourage us. They do not encourage our attempts. S 14 
When I try to give an answer, some of my teachers do not allow me to do that. 

They think that I always give wrong answers. S 4  
If our teachers appreciate us, we are very happy … We do not want to get 

blamed at all the times. S 15 
Sometimes I do some parts of my homework as I can. Then teachers blame me 

for not completing tasks. So, I am so worried. S 9 

Appendix A-3: Un-Engaging Teaching 

Our teachers’ teaching is so boring. They do not use new activities to teach. S 
9 

We always have the same kind of teaching. S 1 
I would like to have different types of lessons. S 3  
I would like to use our skills when we learn. S 21 
I would like to learn by doing something, but no opportunities available. S 14 
It seems that the teachers use traditional teaching methods and techniques 

such as the lecture or the “talk and chalk” method. 
I would like to do experiment while learn. S 12  
I would like to learn using computers. S 2  
I like to do activities using different learning aids. S 4  
We do not like to just listen to the teachers, we like to see new things and 

learn. S 19 
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Appendix A-4: Unfriendly Teaching-Learning Environment 

Primary teachers were very kind. They didn’t punish us. S 1 
We didn’t have much to do in primary classes. Now we have lots of subjects to 

learn and lots of homework to do. Different teachers teach us. So, now we are so 
confused in learning. S 11 

In primary years, teachers knew us individually, and now some teachers can’t 
remember our names even. S 2 

According to Tamil-medium students: 
Some teachers treat well for clever students only. S 7  
I sense that some teachers don’t like me. They think that I’m a stupid. S 12 
The teacher does not seem to care if I do not pay attention anyway. S 9  
Teachers do not care about me. S 3 

Appendix A-5: Influence of Peers 

I don’t like classmates. They hate me always. They always tell my faults to 
teachers. S 12  

There are some classmates who perform well in our classroom in difficult 
subjects. But they don’t like us to help. They hate us always. S 14 

My friends do not like to learn. So, I also don’t like to learn. They always talk 
about earning money. S 1 

My friends always overstress about everything. I get stressed about it and can 
be emotional. S 3 

My classmates are also not motivated in learning. There is not any competi-
tion in our classroom. So, I’m also unmotivated. S 10 

Hanging out with the wrong friends affects my grades. They try to bring me 
down. S 15 

Appendix A-6: Inadequate Quality Learning Activities 

I like learning science. But there are not any activities that we can do. S 11 
I like doing activities. We have activities only in science. They are also very 

limited. S 3 
In primary years we did lots of activities. Now not like that … Learning is so 

boring. S 12 
Nothing to do with ourselves, the teachers teach everything; we have to just 

listen to them. S 14  
I do not like to learn by listening. I want to do something. S 4 
The teachers spend too much time talking or reviewing a subject. S 15 
We are not being allowed to participate in class or ask questions. S 2 
The following are examples of a common criticism expressed by both genders: 
We want to learn by doing something. But we don’t have such activities in our 

classrooms mostly. So, we feel bored to learn. S19 
Sometimes I don’t like to listen to teachers. Listening is boring. I don’t under-

stand what they teach specially in English, science, and mathematics. S 17 
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Always teachers ask to do the exercise in the textbooks. I hate doing that al-
ways. No difference. Always doing the same thing is boring. S 9 

Always we have only one type of assignments. S 13 
We don’t have enough opportunities to discuss within the classroom; always 

teacher ask questions from clever students. S 7 

Appendix A-7: Difficult Subject Matters 

I hate learning science, mathematics, and English. S 3 
When I have mathematics and English double periods, I don’t come to school. 

S 2 
Mathematics and English are too hard for me. I don’t like to learn those. S 21 
Always I get low marks for mathematics. So, I hate learning mathematics. S 8 
I didn’t come for last term-end test for mathematics and English. I was 

blamed by teachers. But those subjects are really a pressure for me. S 11 
Learning those subjects is not interesting for me. They are too hard. S 22 

Appendix A-8: Difficult and Excessive Homework 

In primary years, we didn’t have much homework to do. But now we have lots 
of homework to do. S 20 

I don’t know how to do some tasks, particularly in mathematics and English. S 
13 

If I ask from teacher repeatedly, he blames or punishes me. So, I hate doing 
homework. S 3 

When I don’t complete homework, I don’t like to come to school. S 9 
In the same day we have to do homework related to three subjects. So, we are 

unable to complete them on time. S 17 

Appendix A-9: Regular Tests 

In our classroom, we have monthly tests for all the subjects. So, we feel con-
fused. S 18 

We always have tests and I get low marks for them. So, I do not like to come 
for tests. S 8 

For term tests I get low marks for all the subjects. I hate having so many tests 
within one year. S 6 

When teachers tell the individual marks of the students in front of others, I 
feel embarrassed due to my low marks. S 11 

Appendix A-10: Inadequate Classroom Resources 

There are four classrooms located in the same building without partitioning 
therefore our classroom is too much noisy; so, very difficult to concentrate on 
learning. S 2  

We don’t have sufficient chairs or desks. S 8 
We have very short desks and chairs; they are very inconvenient. S 7  
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We don’t have a proper blackboard in our classroom. S 15 
When it rains our classroom gets wet. So, during that day we are unable to 

learn. S 14 
Our classroom floor is damaged, so it is so hard to learn. S 16 

Appendix A-11: Inadequate Quality Teaching-Learning  
Resources 

We have never seen a computer in our school. S 4 
Even though our school has some computers, we are not allowed to use them. 

S 6 
We don’t have a playground. We like to do sports. But we don’t have sports 

equipment. S 9 
We do not have musical instruments in our school. S 5 
We would like to read books, but there is no library in our school. S 8  
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