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Abstract

This mixed-method study aimed to investigate the influence of gender, school location, and
family structures on students’ motivation and academic performance. A questionnaire and
interviews guides were utilized to as research instruments to collect data. This study randomly
selected 978 grade seven students at lower secondary education to complete the questionnaire
and involve in semi-structured interviews. The results revealed that their academic
performance varied by gender and school locations. Family structure did not have a significant
effect on their academic performance despite its significant effect on academic amotivation.
Moreover, the competence and autonomy support correlated positively and significantly with
their academic performance despite the rare occurrence of supervision and guidance from their
teachers. Policy implications to strengthen students’ motivation and academic performance
were also discussed.

Keywords: Motivation; Psychological support; Academic performance; Lower

secondary school students; Cambodia

1. Introduction

With the ambition of moving Cambodia from a lower-middle-income to an upper-middle-
income country by 2030 and a developed country by 2050, the Royal Government of Cambodia
(RGC) has strongly emphasized the importance of education sector as stated in the National
Strategic Development Plan 2019-2023 (MoEYS, 2014; RGC, 2020). According to the Article
four of the Education Law (2007), it highlights the transformation of the individuals to become
the valuable assets for themselves, their families, their communities, the nation, and the world.
The education sector aims to develop learners physically, mentally, and spiritually with the sets

of knowledge and skills to enable them to compete in the local, regional, and global job market.
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As a result, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MOEYS) has engaged various
stakeholders in education sectors to take initiative to increase students’ enrolment rates and
reduce the dropouts in the past few years. However, it has been observed that completion rates
at high school remains low compared to the enrollment rates. According to Hang-Chuon
(2017a), the enrolment rates was at 97 percent, while the completion rates was 79.9 percent at
the primary school level, 42.6 percent at lower secondary school level, and 20.2 percent at the

upper secondary school respectively.

Furthermore, the results of national assessments of three subject areas Mathematics,
Khmer and Physics of grade eight revealed that 5, 092 students (54.5 percent female) achieved
55.6 percent for Khmer test, 44.0 percent for Mathematics test, and 52.8 percent for Physics
test in the academic year 2013-2014. In addition, the national assessments of Khmer and
Mathematics for grade six showed that 5939 students (54.6 percent female) achieved 52.1
percent for Khmer test and 48.3 percent for Mathematics test (MoEYS, 2017). These results
showed that students’ achievement were very low, especially for Mathematics, that was lower
than the average scores. Thus, the current study aimed to investigate the influence of various
factors that might have significantly influenced students’ motivation and especially academic
achievement at lower secondary schools in the context of Cambodia. There were specific
variables related to students’ academic motivation, academic achievement and its determinants
included in this study, including academic amotivation, gender, family status, and their
institutional construct of motivation regarding the basic psychological need support
(relatedness support, competence support, and autonomy support) and their school. There were

three research questions as follows.

1. Did gender and school location affect grade seven students’ academic performance?

2. Did family structure affect grade seven students’ academic amotivation and academic
performance?

3. To what extent are school locations and the provision of social-contextual supports
(relatedness support, competence support, and autonomy support) were associated

with grade seven students’ academic performance?

2. Review of literature

Motivation has been defined in relation to the concentrative movements and direction. And it

is analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. The quantitative notion of motivation is
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regarded by the attention and effort of individuals in initiating and sustaining their activities,
whereas its qualitative point of view focuses on the types or sources of motivation which can
be intrinsically or extrinsically oriented (Dornyei, 2001, p.7, King & Mclnerney, 2016, p.275).
In addition, Deci and Ryan (2002) claims that another individuals’ state of actions relies on the

lack of intention to act or to act passively (p. 17).

According to self-determination theory, motivation consists of all the characteristics of
activation and intention that includes dynamism, path, determination and equifinality (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). Theoretically, students’ motivation can be originated from the innate tendency to
seek out novelty and challenges, spread and exercise their competence, discover, and learn.
This kind of enthusiasm is called intrinsic motivation. However, through the principal motive,
students originally participate in the activities because they want to attain some separable
outcomes. It is called the extrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Students are sometimes
neither intrinsically motivated nor extrinsically motivated. It is what Ryan and Deci (2002)
called amotivation. In addition, Ryan and Deci (2000) also claim that students’ choices of
action and behavior are encouraged, displayed, or appreciated by other people to whom they
feel committed or interrelated. Therefore, the emotion of relatedness, the need to feel
belongingness and the connection with others are centrally significant to inspire or initiate the

inner composite of motivation.

In consistence with Ryan and Deci (2000), Seifert and Sutton (2009) point out that
students’ motivations or motivations to learn come from some sort of inner needs that influence
their choices and activities. Furthermore, Deci and Ryan (2000, 2002) have developed a
framework of self-determination theory (SDT) which is based on the notions of students’ basic
psychological needs and integrate perspective of organismic dialectal assumptions. According
to Seifert and Sutton (2009), SDT proclaims the importance of intrinsic motivation (p. 126). In
contrast, in reaching self-determined emotional form of motivation, students’ contextual
environment must fulfill individual leaners’ basic psychological needs (Seifert & Sutton,
2009). The notion of SDT possesses quality of natural growth of the students’ personality, well-
being, and learners’ integration in the society through the provision of contextual social
supports basic psychological need, including needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy
support. These need supports generate students’ aspirations to learn within their own contexts
(Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). Therefore, motivation given by teachers, parents, and their peers
crucially contributes to increasing students’ self-determination. Teachers are the key catalysts

to support students to meet their basic needs without being interfered by school rules and
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regulations or teachers’ leadership (Seifert & Sutton, 2009). In addition, students’ parents or
guidance and peers are also the prominent catalysts in supporting and encouraging students to

learn efficiently and effectively.

3. Methodology

This research employed a mixed-method approach (see Bryman, 2012, p.628, Creswell, 2005,
p.510) to investigate whether students’ academic motivation and academic performance were
influenced by various factors, including gender, school locations, and family related factors.
According to Bryman (2012), the contemporary social researchers are increasingly favorable a
mixed method research to fill the research methodology gaps. A mixed-method approach helps
reduce the drawbacks of biases of each research method and make much more robust data

(Bryman, 2012).

The current study was conducted at lower secondary school level from five purposively
selected high schools with twenty-seven different classes in Banteay Meanchey Province to the
Northwest of Cambodia. The study randomly selected 978 grade seven students at lower
secondary school level of the high schools, in Banteay Meanchey province. In Cambodia, a
high school can be a school providing only an upper secondary school or both lower and upper
secondary education. The student-teacher ratio varied from 39 to 55, with an average of 47.16.
The selected students aged from 11 to 20 years old (M = 13.42; SD = .98). For quantitative
part, there were 520 were females (53.17 percent) and 458 were males (46.83 percent)
completing the survey questionnaire. For qualitative part, a semi-structured interview was

conducted with 14 males and 15 females as well as seven female teachers and six male teachers.

To collect the data, the survey questionnaire was developed. It consisted of three parts.
including Academic Amotivation Inventory (AAI), Interpersonal Behaviour Questionnaire
(IBQ), and grade seven students’ personal background. The AAI was adapted from Legault,
Green-Demers, and Pelletier (2006). It consisted of four main constructs, including value of
the task, ability beliefs, task characteristics, and effort belief. There were 16 items of the four
constructs. The internal consistency of the overall academic amotivation of 16 items accounted
for, a = 0.85. The IBQ was adapted from Rocchi, Pelletier, Cheung, Baxter, and Beaudry
(2017). It consisted of level of basic psychological need support in terms of autonomy support,
competent support, and relatedness support from teachers. Academic performance was
measured with the average grade scores of the first semester result. The average grade scores

were range from 0.00 to 50.00 and were classified into four scales ranging from 1=0.00-24.99
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for poor performance level, 2 = 25.00-32.49 for satisfactory performance level, 3=32.50-39.99
for fairly good performance level, and 4= 40.00-50.00 for good performance level, in line with
the Cambodian grading system. Students’ academic performance average scores were used as

dependent variables in the analytical models in the current study accordingly.

To collect the qualitative data, this study employed a semi-structured interview and
developed two interview guides for teachers and students separately. The interview questions
for teachers and students were developed in line with the questionnaire in order for an in-depth

analysis through both teachers and students’ perspective.
4. Results

4.1 Reliability test

A reliability test was conducted to determine the reliability of academic amotivation,
relatedness support, competent support, and autonomy support. The result showed that the
values of Cronbach’s Alpha of all constructs accounted above. It was a = 0.84 for academic
amotivation, a = 0.80 for relatedness support, 0=0.80 for competent support, and oo = 0.71 for

autonomy support.

Table 1. The overall internal consistencies of the four constructs.

Constructs Number of items Cronbach’s alpha (o)
Academic Amotivation 16 items 0.84
Relatedness Support 4 items 0.80
Competence Support 4 items 0.80
Autonomy Support 3 items 0.71

4.2 Gender, school location, and the academic performance of the high school students

In order to investigate the influence of school locations and gender on students’ academic
performance, the Independent-Samples T-tests were computed. Table 2 showed there was
significant difference in students’ academic performance by school locations (¢ = 4.41, p =
0.000). Inspection of the two group means indicated that the average academic performance
for students in the urban area was (M = 2.39, SD = 0.85), which was significantly higher than
the average academic performance of students in the rural area (M = 2.14, SD = .90). The

difference between mean was 0.25 on a four-point scale.
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Table 2. Influence of school locations on students’ academic performance.

Variables M SD t df p d
Academic Performance 4.41 976 .000 .29
Urban 2.39 .86
Rural 2.14 .90

Note: 1. Academic performance 1 = 0.00-24.99, 2 = 25.00-32.49, 3= 32.50-39.99,
4 =40.00-50.00; 2. School location: 0= urban, 1 = rural

Table 3 showed the variation in students’ performance by gender. It was found that there was
a statistically significant difference in students’ performance by gender (¢ = —9.54, p = 0.000).
Female students were found to significantly outperform their male counter parts. Moreover,
the results of the interview also indicated that not paying much attention to learning, the lack
of hard-working, unpreparedness for the next lessons, and their peer academic resistance to

their learning appeared to be the major barriers to male students’ low academic performance.

Table 3. Gender and students’ academic performance.

Variables M SD t df p d
Academic Performance -9.542 973 0.000 0.61
Male 1.98 0.82
Female 2.502 0.88

Note: The M, t and df were adjusted because variances were not equal.
1. Academic performance 1 = 0.00-24.99, 2 =25.00-32.49, 3= 32.50-39.99, 4 = 40.00-
50.00; 2. Gender: 0= Male, 1 = Female

A male student reported that most male students were found to be careless during

classes and usually spent free time doing nonacademic tasks with their classmates.

...they pay more attention to their learning than I do. I don’t pay much attention to
my learning during the class. During the break, the female mostly spend time playing
with their friends or learning in the class, while I like going out to play football or

something. At home, I rarely review my lessons. (H5S2M22)

In line with this finding, one of their teachers also reported that young female students
tended to spend their free times such as staying inside the classrooms, playing simple games,
or reviewing their lessons for the next classes. In contrast, male students tended to going outside

the classroom and spending their time playing sports or even skipped the class. It could be
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concluded that female students usually prepared well for the next classes, while the male

students were mostly unprepared for classes.

4.3 Family structure of students, academic performance, and academic amotivation

In order to investigate the impact of family structure on students’ academic performance and
amotivation, the One-Way ANOVA tests were computed as shown in the table below. The
result revealed that there was a non-significant main effect of family structure on students’
academic performance (F(2, 972) = 0.93, p = 0.39 > 0.05) as shown in Table 4. Although the
findings from quantitative data revealed that family structure did not significantly affect
students’ academic performance, the result from qualitative data exhibited some contrastive
perspectives. According to the result from the interview with teachers and students indicated
that only female students maintained that their academic performance was not affected by

having parents working abroad,
...they encourage me to try my best in my learning. They go to work in Thailand
because they want to help me and they hope I have a good future. So, I must try my

best”. (H1S3F22)

In addition, there was a significant influence of family structure on students’ academic
amotivation as shown in Table 4, F(2, 972) = 4.63, p = 0.010. The result indicated that the
students living with their parents and having parents working abroad differed significantly in

the academic amotivation. On the other hand, there were no significant differences of academic

Table 4. The results of the One-way ANOVA of family structure on students’ academic

performance.

Source df SS MS F p

Academic Performance 0.93 0.39
Between groups 2 1.48 0.74
Within groups 972 767.39 0.79
Total 974 768.87

Academic Amotivation 4.63 0.01
Between groups 2 1.94 0.97
Within groups 972 203.88 0.21
Total 974 205.83
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amotivation between students living with parents and those having dead or divorced parents (p
= 0.44). Likewise, there also no significant differences in terms of academic amotivation
between students having parents working abroad and those having dead or divorced parents (p

=0.78).

4.4 School locations, provision of social-contextual support, and students’ academic

performance

To explain to what extent school locations and the provision of social-contextual support from
teachers in terms of relatedness support, competent support, and autonomy support were
correlated with students’ academic performance, the Pearson Correlation was computed. Table
5 showed that there were significantly negative correlations between students’ academic
performance and their school locations (» = — 0.140, p < 0.01). It means that students from
rural area tended to perform lower than students from the urban areas. On the other hand,
relatedness support did not correlate significantly with students’ academic performance (» =
—0.002, p = 0.946). This result reflected that the feeling of attachment to their teachers did not

directly contribute to students’ learning outcomes.

Table 5. Correlations between for school location, basic psychological need support variables,

and academic performance.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 M SD
1. Academic performance | 2.26 .89
2. School location —140" 1 1.54 .50
3. Relatedness support 002 =054 1 325 .83
4. Competence support 1557 —050 5817 1 381 .70

067" -.096™ 586" .569"" 1 3.32 1

5. Autonomy support

*n <.05; ¥*p <.01
Note: 1. Academic performance 1= 0.00-24.99, 2=25.00-32.49, 3=32.50-39.99, 4=40.00-
50.00; 2. School location: 0= urban, 1 = rural

However, the findings from qualitative data revealed that the female students were
found to have the better relationship with their female teachers compared to the male students.
Thus, better teacher-student interaction could possibly offer female students a better access to

their female teachers, especially more opportunities to seek for assistance or advice and
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guidance on their academic difficulties and challenges. One of the female teachers stated about

her better relationship with female students as follows.

...I think I have a close relationship with the 7 grade students, especially female
students. I can say it because I usually take my small kid to school everyday. When I
arrive at school, they usually come to help me to take my kid and carry all my

teaching materials...(HST1F1)

Furthermore, there were a significant and positive correlation between students’
academic performance and the basic psychological need supports of competence supports (r =
0.155, p <0.01), and autonomy supports (» = 0.067, p < 0.05). The higher competence and
autonomy supports, the better they contributed to the higher students’ academic performance.
Autonomy support significantly displayed its positive association with students’ academic
performance. Additionally, school locations were significantly and negatively correlated with
the autonomy supports (» = —0.096, p < 0.01). The locations were not correlated significantly
with relatedness support and competence support. Students at the rural high schools seemed to
receive less autonomy support from their teachers compared to students from the urban schools.
In addition, the results showed that relatedness support was strongly and positively correlated
with competence support (» = 0.581, p < 0.01); and relatedness autonomy supports (» = 0.586,
p <0.01). Lastly, there was a strongly positive correlation between competence supports and
autonomy supports (» = 0.569, p < 0.01). The effect sizes were from moderate to strong effect

sizes (Caldwell, 2010).

5. Discussions and conclusions

Overall, the findings of the current study showed that gender was a crucial factor contributing
to students’ academic performance. Female students were found to outperformed their male
counterparts. Similar to this research finding, numerous empirical studies revealed similar
results that female students generally perform significantly better than male students do (see
Farooq et al., 2011; King, 2015; Koestner & Zuckerman, 1994; Kusurka et al., 2013; Ratelle
et al., 2007; Vansteenkiste et al., 2009; Vecchione et al., 2014; Vecchione et al., 2016). In
contrast, in the case of mathematics, Chhinh (2003) empirically found that male grade four
students scored significantly higher than did female students in Cambodia. As a result, the
findings revealed that variation in gender led to disparities in students’ academic performance,
and reflected the facts that female students did not always performed better than their male

counterparts. Moreover, empirical studies on the effects of academic amotivation revealed that
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such result were also contributed by behavior problems (see Allison & Furstenburge, 2012;
Legault et al., 2006; Murdock, 1999), emotional distress and isolation (see Murdock, 1999;
Smeekens et al., 2012), poor health conditions (see Nathamonkolchai, 2011), and intention of
dropping out (see Legault et al., 2006; No et al, 2016; Vallerand & Ratelle, 2002).
Additionally, the chance of interactions between the teachers and their students seemed to be
less, especially with male teachers. However, relationships with their teachers were found to
contribute to students’ higher academic performance (see Furrer, 2003; King, 2015; Lee, 2012),
better school well-being (see King, 2015), and engagement (King, 2015), while the feeling of
ignorance by their teachers resulted in poor academic performance (Furrer, 2003).
Additionally, a higher proximity to teachers resulted in better students’ academic achievement

(Brok et al., 2004; Maulana et al., 2011; Wubbels et al., 2006 as cited in Maulana et al., 2013).

As a result, the current study found that students are learning within an educational
context with little basic psychological need supports of relatedness supports and autonomy
supports as their teachers emphasized primarily on support of competence and finishing their
lessons rather than other forms of support. The supervision, guidance, and scaffolding were

found to rarely occur within the classrooms.
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