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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to explore my students’ belief perseverance and 

fixed mindset and help them shift toward self-determination and a growth mindset. 

Incorporating goal setting, positive intentions, and coachable techniques in my sixth-

grade math class, I collected data through an observation journal, student artifacts, and 

pre and post assessments. I found that goal setting, positive intentions, and coaching 

techniques enabled students to shift from belief perseverance toward self-determination 

that will transfer into life outside of the classroom. My findings showed helping students 

move from a fixed mindset to one of growth is possible but takes time. Creating true 

change requires starting from the moment students enter school. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I have been part of the education field for over 20 years and always welcome the 

infinite possibilities of each school year. I spend weeks preparing for my new class of 

sixth graders to arrive. I carefully plan interactive and engaging lessons in hopes that the 

students will love learning as much as I do. 

The first week goes pretty smoothly. Most students are engaged and excited about 

the new year and the thought of a fresh start in my class. The students are full of hope 

that this school year will not be as difficult as the last. They enjoy the fun and engaging 

activities, and likely expect the remainder of the year will be a similar experience. 

However, as the first week progresses into the second and third, I add more work 

and reading to the engaging lessons. Expectations increase and become slightly more 

complex. The students see where the trend is heading, and they begin to relive years past, 

flashing back to previous classes and the difficulties they faced. They fall back on the 

tradition of withdrawing in class and tuning out what the teacher has to say. 

At some point, I notice the click in their faces, and I can see them drifting away 

from my lessons. When I try to talk with the students about what I am seeing and how 

they are feeling, they put up their guards. Finally, one brave student blurts out, “I’m just 

not good in school. I cannot do the work. It is too hard, and I do not understand it.” 

Students who voice such concerns often come alive during conversations about 

other topics. For example, a student who excels in sports can easily explain how he is a 
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superstar on the field, conveying the sense that he can accomplish anything as long as he 

has a ball in his hand. Wondering if students believe their athletic abilities are natural, I 

will ask if they ever have to practice any of the movements they accomplish on the field. 

They concede they have practice after school. I then ask if they conduct these practices 

by themselves. They all laugh and say they have coaches who lead the practices. 

These conversations reveal a similarity between sports and their education. In 

school, as in sports, accomplishing a goal takes practice, generally with the help of 

someone else to guide and push. Once a player understands what is expected of them and 

how to achieve it, the goal is much more accessible. They perfect their performance by 

repeatedly practicing the steps until the process becomes second nature. 

I see a clear connection to achieving a goal in sports and achieving a goal in their 

education, but students may struggle to see it. I wondered, then, how to create a 

connection for the students and help them develop the same intrinsic motivation that they 

have for sports for their education. Through action research (Herr & Anderson, 2015), I 

could attempt to incorporate techniques that successful coaches use into my teaching. 

Problem of Practice 

Education has become a difficult balancing act for teachers and students between 

what is expected and what should happen naturally in a classroom. Told what to teach 

and how to teach it, teachers are facing increasing workload pressures and expectations, 

and school leaders may pass these challenges on to students (Thompson et al., 2021). At 

the same time, the system expects students to internalize these high standards as 

motivation for performing at a faster pace with little time to practice and digest new 

information (Evans, 2001). 
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Teachers like me feel pressure from administration. Because teachers are 

accountable for how students perform in the classroom and on assessments, they may use 

“external controls, close supervision and monitoring, and evaluations accompanied by 

rewards or punishments” (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 134). These approaches result in 

teachers’ passing pressures on to students, as they seek to control how students “think, 

feel, or behave in specific ways” (Deci & Ryan, 2011, p. 418). 

When the classroom is controlled to the point where students do not have freedom 

to learn in their own way or at their own pace, they begin to act out or internalize their 

emotions. The students begin to lose their “feelings of joy, enthusiasm, and interest that 

once accompanied learning” and instead may feel “anxiety, boredom, or alienation” 

(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 134). These external pressures lead to students’ self-doubt. 

Despite the looming pressures of administration, teachers like me may try to reach 

out to students, but motivating them to believe in themselves and their capabilities is 

hard. A student may apply themselves toward completing an assignment “just hard 

enough to gain the rewards or avoid negative consequences” (Froiland et al., 2014, p. 91), 

without being truly invested in the lesson due to a lack of belief in their ability to do 

quality work. Over time, such negative self-beliefs can reduce the student’s motivation to 

focus on classroom tasks. 

This lack of motivation was a persistent problem in my classroom. Students 

believed they were incapable of succeeding in school, and this feeling of helplessness 

gave way to their giving up and not trying. By positioning myself as a coach, I wanted to 

help the students move past these negative self-beliefs toward something greater or more 

powerful—a belief in their ability to succeed in the classroom, on the field, or in a future 
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place of business. To help the students understand how they could succeed in the 

classroom and transfer their learning into every aspect of their lives, I saw a need to 

change my instructional approach, becoming more like a coach who could guide them to 

recognize their full potential. Whereas teachers may focus primarily on helping students 

gain knowledge, in my view, coaches are more likely to take a step-by-step approach and 

emphasize ongoing practice. Rather than adhering to the teacher’s edition and using 

examples provided by the publisher, I resolved to use examples relevant to individual 

students as I coached them with positive reinforcements and step-by-step instructions. 

Students need to be able to “play, explore, and engage in activities for the inherent 

fun, challenge, and excitement” of learning (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 134). Conversely, 

“attempting to control achievement outcomes directly through extrinsic rewards, 

sanctions, and evaluations generally backfires, leading to lower-quality motivation and 

performance” (Ryan & Deci, 2020, pp. 1–2). Through action research, I hoped to resolve 

this problem of practice (PoP), guided by the following framework. 

Theoretical Framework 

According to Anderson (2007), belief perseverance refers to “the tendency to 

cling to one’s initial belief even after receiving new information that contradicts or 

disconfirms the basis of that belief” (p. 109). Students exhibit belief perseverance when 

the self-doubt they bring into the classroom hinders their education. Conversely, self-

determination theory (SDT), which “assumes that inherent in human nature is the 

propensity to be curious about one’s environment and interested in learning and 

developing one’s knowledge” (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 133), can offset belief 

perseverance and guided my action research as I sought to resolve my PoP. 
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Belief perseverance, which can encompass “everything from beliefs about one’s 

looks and body image to one’s personality and social skills to one’s intelligence and 

abilities” (Anderson, 2007, p. 109), may stem from past embarrassments, harsh critiques, 

or self-distortions from oneself or others. When students exhibit belief perseverance, 

teachers may struggle to disprove the students’ beliefs. Belief perseverance can become 

so deeply ingrained in a child’s brain that they will do everything they can to prove they 

are correct. This dynamic often turns into a battle between the teacher and the student, 

which only reinforces the student’s belief that they are incapable of excelling in school. 

Improving students’ self-determination is one means of combating belief 

perseverance. SDT “assumes that the human organism is evolved to be inherently active, 

intrinsically motivated, and oriented toward developing naturally through integrative 

processes” (Deci & Ryan, 2011, p. 417). According to Ryan et al. (2019). “SDT 

specifically argues that for healthy development to unfold, individuals require supports 

for basic psychological needs” (p. 1) These basic needs include autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness. Autonomy is a sense of ownership over one’s actions that stems from 

various positive experiences and values. Negative experiences, such as being controlled, 

can inhibit autonomy. Competence is the feeling that someone can master their success 

and growth, which happens in structured environments that provide positive feedback. 

Lastly, relatedness is the feeling of belonging or making a connection. 

SDT enables researchers to analyze educational settings to determine “the extent 

to which they meet or frustrate these basic needs” (Ryan & Deci, 2020, p. 1). As an 

action researcher, I conducted such an analysis in my own classroom and made necessary 

changes to promote my students’ self-determination. By positioning myself as a coach, I 
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could support students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness in an effort to help them 

through their deep-rooted belief perseverance toward becoming lifelong learners. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to help my students develop self-determination 

through intrinsic motivation. I documented observable evidence of students’ self-beliefs 

and continued to monitor students’ motivation while positioning myself as a coach by 

providing praise, inspiration, and encouragement. My research questions were: 

1. What happens to student achievement when I teach intrinsic motivation skills 

through coaching lessons? 

2. What happens to my students and me when I position myself as a coach? 

These questions acknowledged the overwhelming presence of children in my classroom 

who seemed to lack intrinsic motivation and my struggle to motivate them academically. 

I sought insight into whether positive coaching techniques could adjust the students’ 

mindset and my own. The questions enabled me to assess the impact of my efforts to 

intervene in this problematic situation. 

Study Design 

My action research primarily took a qualitative ethnographic approach, 

appropriate for studying “school situations and events as they unfold naturally” (Efron & 

Ravid, 2013, p. 41), which allowed me to use classroom observations and self-reflection 

to collect relevant data. To address Research Question 1, I also compared pre and post 

assessment data. Over a 6-week period of time, I kept a detailed journal on my lesson 

plans, which incorporated intrinsic motivational skills to support my students’ “basic 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness” (Niemiec & Ryan, 
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2009, p. 139). I also wrote observational notes about how I adjusted day-to-day and 

week-to-week based on prior observations. My observation notes likewise recorded the 

interventions’ impact on students, including notations on specific students and the class 

as a whole. In addition to collecting artifacts that expressed the students’ goals and 

positive intentions, I documented the students’ attitudes, how they expressed themselves 

in class both with other students and with me, and how they responded to assignments. 

Initially, I sought evidence of an attitude of defeat or self-degrading remarks to 

substantiate my PoP. Over the intervention period, I looked for evidence of change. 

Because keeping “a detailed account of the methods, procedures, and decision points” 

can ensure a study’s “consistency and dependability” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, pp. 252, 

258), Chapter 3 elaborates on my plans to implement and assess specific interventions. 

Positionality 

Humans often mistakenly believe they can be impartial and not let their 

backgrounds influence how they function in life, so researchers must figure out the 

nuances of how to position themselves in regard to their setting and participants (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015). Insiders work closely with participants and may even be participants 

themselves, whereas outsiders generally do not have a prior relationship with participants 

and observe or engage with them from a distance. Herr and Anderson (2015) argued that 

action researchers may be somewhere between the two. In my case, because of my 

district’s policy of not allowing elementary students to be participants, I could not really 

get into the minds of my students. Moreover, because I was an adult and they were not, I 

was an outsider. However, being their teacher granted me some insider status because I 
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was with the students every day. I sought to merge my insider and outsider status so my 

own self-belief did not influence my study. 

As a child, I did not start out with a lack of self-belief. When I was very young, 

my parents never gave me a sense that I could not accomplish anything that I set out to 

do. I was young, carefree, and willing to take risks without fear of failure. As time 

marched on and I grew up, I noticed my surroundings and began to take on others’ fears 

and reservations about normal, everyday tasks and how I should live my life. This new 

sense of awareness shaped my internal beliefs about myself and my abilities: reservation 

began to fill me with self-doubt, and I began to shy away from taking risks and making 

mistakes. As I continued to grow, so did my self-doubt until it took over my actions and 

increased my fear of failure. 

When I entered school, my self-doubt increased by leaps and bounds because I 

was no longer surrounded by people with whom I have always felt love and safety. I 

began to feel inferior. The new people surrounding me made me feel judged and like I 

needed to compete with them. I felt unprepared for this new reality, and my newfound 

self-doubt began to manifest in my doing poorly in school. I began to give up before I 

even tried to do the lessons on my own. Believing I was incapable of learning new 

material and getting good grades felt safer than being embarrassed by not understanding 

something. This new coping skill helped me survive through school, but it did not help 

me grow in my education or socialization. 

Now that I am an educator of more than 20 years at various grade levels, I have 

seen students going through the same difficult stages I did. Many students have learned to 

embrace the same problematic coping skill. Seeing these students struggle the same way I 
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did inspired me to help them move past these coping skills. As an insider in this way, I 

could notice when students were putting up walls of self-doubt and belief perseverance. 

Being able to recognize the warning signs was beneficial due to my district’s policy 

prohibiting students’ participation in the research. 

Significance 

Improving students’ intrinsic motivation and self-confidence could contribute to 

their academic success inside the classroom, which could reinforce positive self-beliefs. 

Enhancing students’ intrinsic motivation could also play a significant role in their daily 

lives at school, at home, and in their interactions with others. As a sign of my success, I 

sought evidence of students’ using intrinsic motivation to overcome hard situations that 

in the past may have caused them to back away or fight. Ideally, beyond the scope of the 

study, students would be able to apply the techniques they learned to deal with each new 

situation they encounter. 

Because action research is a “systematic inquiry that is collective, collaborative, 

self-reflective, [and] critical” (McCutcheon & Jung, 1990, as cited in Herr & Anderson, 

2015, p. 4), I also expected the study to impact my practice. I intended to adjust my 

lessons and teaching style in ways that would benefit future students. As Chapter 5 

illustrates, I intend to continue to adjust my teaching to maintain a classroom 

environment that will motivate children to play, explore, and engage in an activity for the 

inherent fun, challenge, and excitement of doing so (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). 

Action research is not intended to be generalizable but can be “transferable, 

beyond the immediate setting” (Herr & Anderson, 2015, p. 6). Therefore, my study may 

interest educators with students of any ages by demonstrating how to build intrinsic 
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motivation and apply it to all aspects of life. To ensure this transfer, my dissertation 

describes the systematic process of my action research, including the literature review in 

Chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

At the outset of this study, students often entered my classroom believing they 

were incapable of learning. Based on prior experiences and persistent feelings of defeat, 

they seemed to lack motivation in school. As Lepper et al. (1986) explained, “individuals 

who experience initial success or failure in some new undertaking tend to infer that they 

possess relatively high or low aptitude in the pertinent domain of endeavor” (p. 482). 

Students who are not successful in a new academic endeavor may develop a deep-rooted 

negative mindset of who they are and what they can achieve in the classroom. In turn, 

this fixed negative mindset and lack of motivation lead to poor participation, low test 

scores, and students’ persistent belief that they are incapable of improving in school. 

To resolve this PoP, I turned to action research and explored the following 

research questions: 

1. What happens to student achievement when I teach intrinsic motivation skills 

through coaching lessons? 

2. What happens to my students and me when I position myself as a coach? 

Existing literature, as presented in this review, offered insights into how teachers use 

coaching techniques to increase student academic success through intrinsic motivation. 

After elaborating on the theoretical framework I introduced in Chapter 1, I explore my 

study’s equity-focused aspects by discussing the relationship between belief perseverance 

and SES. Lastly, I review related research that informed my interventions. 
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Literature Review Methodology 

To gain a deeper understanding about using intrinsic motivation through coaching 

in the classroom, I looked for “information to address the key ideas contained in [my] 

preliminary topic statement” (Machi & McEvoy, 2018, p. 61). Given my PoP, I searched 

for the following terms: motivation, coaching, self-determination, intrinsic and external 

motivation, and belief perseverance. I consulted books, peer-reviewed articles, and 

dissertations I located through the following sites: University of South Carolina library, 

ERIC, SAGE Journals, ProQuest, JSTOR, Research Gate, and Google Scholar. 

Theoretical Framework 

The framework I introduced in Chapter 1 synthesizes belief perseverance theory 

and SDT. The combination of these lenses illustrates how students’ set beliefs promote or 

inhibit their self-determination in class. Therefore, my understanding of these theories 

guided my interventions and data analysis. 

Belief Perseverance Theory 

As Nestler (2010) stated, “individuals cling to beliefs even when the evidential 

basis for these beliefs is completely refuted” (p. 35). Festinger et al. (1956) 

conceptualized belief perseverance when studying a cult that believed the world would 

end on December 21, 1954. Even after the prediction failed to come true, the cult 

members refused to abandon their faith. Anderson et al. (1980) extended this scholarship 

by researching public beliefs about the correlation between firefighters’ risk-taking and 

occupational performance. The researchers informed one group of participants that taking 

risks results in positive outcomes for firefighters. They informed the other group that 

taking risks results in negative outcomes. At the end of the study, both groups learned the 
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information they had received was not based on actual results. Even when the researchers 

informed participants about this lack of correlation, their beliefs persisted to the contrary 

(Lepper et al., 1986). 

As Figure 2.1 illustrates, scholars have identified three different types of beliefs 

that are susceptible to belief perseverance, encompassing beliefs “about the self and 

others, as well as beliefs about the way the world works, including prejudices and 

stereotypes” (Vinney, 2019, para. 1). The first type, self-impressions, involve one’s 

looks, personality, or skills, such as my students’ beliefs that they cannot succeed in 

school. The second type, social impressions, involve one’s beliefs about others, including 

close acquaintances, strangers, or even celebrities. The third type, social theories, which 

are broader beliefs about how the world works, include political views and stereotypes 

about racial and ethnic groups. 

 

Figure 2.1 Types of Belief Perseverance 

All three types influence how people function in the world and are usually 

constructed at a “very early age as a part of [humans’] evolutionary survival kit” (Savion, 
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2009, p. 84). Once people create an image of who they believe they are and how the 

world operates, it becomes ingrained. For instance, many students enter the classroom 

believing they are not capable of succeeding in math. They bring with them previous 

struggles with math and what they have heard from others—that math is difficult to 

comprehend and math problems are hard to solve. Students develop their “sense of 

competence (or lack thereof) based on experiences of success or failure” (Curtis, 1989, p. 

12). When students enter the classroom defeated before they even attempt the first 

problem, they exhibit a mindset of failure that hinders my ability to move their mentality 

toward the possibility of their success. 

Self-Impressions 

A person’s view of themselves may not always be accurate. Rather, a self-

impression can be a manipulation of something that actually happened and how one 

interprets that experience (e.g., as success or failure). The person “imagines various 

causal factors that could have produced” a given outcome (Guenther & Alicke, 2008, p. 

707). In the context of belief perseverance, a faulty self-impression can persist even when 

proven wrong. As Ross et al. (1975) suggested, once impressions form, they are 

“remarkably perseverant and unresponsive to new input” (p. 880). They filter into one’s 

everyday life, interactions, and work. 

Social Impressions 

Although self-impressions are most relevant to my PoP, social impressions—

based not on one person’s thought process but that of a group—may also play a role. As 

Anderson and Lindsay (1998) suggested, social impressions develop primarily through 

indirect experience—watching others interact with society either in person or virtually. 
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Witnessing such interactions can shape one’s behavior toward others, and “mistaken 

attributions can lead to inappropriate reactions” (Curtis, 1989, p. 13). 

These impressions are not limited to others. Rather, people can apply social 

impressions to themselves. In the context of belief perseverance, such internalization can 

lead to “self-defeating behaviors” (Curtis, 1989, p. 13), which inform how people interact 

with others and view their place in society. Thus, social impressions can lead to a fixed 

mindset of self-doubt regarding one’s ability to succeed in school and in life. Targeted 

coaching techniques, which rely on positive interaction, may help people overcome 

negative social impressions. 

Social Theories 

Social theories, belief systems that form through a lifetime of interactions, create 

a lasting impression of stereotypes as to how people see and act toward other people. 

Such stereotypical beliefs may concern gender, ethnicity, race, socioeconomics, and 

education and are “frequently based on faulty teachings or faulty evidence” (Curtis, 1989, 

p. 15). In the context of belief perseverance, social theories can cause harm. By clinging 

to outdated beliefs, one may sacrifice the needs and welfare of the whole. For example, 

set beliefs about underserved populations in education might reinforce the status quo of 

providing limited resources to their schools. Inadequate funding could mean a lack of 

sufficient opportunities to develop a positive growth mindset. 

Studies Related to Belief Perseverance 

Several studies have documented belief perseverance in action. Glasgow and 

Reys (1998) conducted an experiment with a college math class by asking students to 

solve an equation first by estimating the answer and then by using calculators 
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“programmed to produce incorrect answers (increasing from a 10% overestimate on the 

first three items to a 50% overestimate on the final two items)” (p. 384). Students who 

had estimated the answer close to the correct response believed the calculator instead, 

even when the researchers informed them that they were closer to the actual answer and 

that the calculator was programmed to give the wrong answer. Their belief systems were 

shaken. The researchers attributed the outcomes to participants’ “lack of confidence in 

estimation skills,” persistent trust in the calculator, and “a reluctance to question or 

reflect on their own mathematical thinking” (Glasgow & Reys, 1998, p. 388). The college 

students’ belief perseverance in trusting technology over their own knowledge was so 

strong that they could not face the truth. 

In an earlier study, Nissani and Hoefler-Nissani (1992) asked a group of natural 

scientists to evaluate a user manual for teaching high school science and math. The 

scientists became familiar with the contents and the proposed experiment that went along 

with the manual. The researchers also provided the participants with hands-on experience 

with the materials. In the second part of the experiment, the researchers created “an 

artificial clash” by giving participants “an incorrect theoretical formula” (Nissani & 

Hoefler-Nissani, 1992, p. 97). When the scientists compared their original result to the 

results from the skewed formula, they did not attribute the discrepancies to the formula, 

despite their prior hands-on experiment. After reviewing the findings, the researchers 

identified multiple stages that precede a shift in beliefs: “discomfort, ad hoc explanations, 

adjustment of observations and measurements to fit expectations, doubt, [and] 

vacillation” (Nissani & Hoefler-Nissani, 1992, p. 97). The participants’ beliefs did not 
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shift, suggesting they got stuck somewhere in the process. No matter the subject or the 

person’s intelligence, belief perseverance can run strong and deep. 

To help my students move past their mistaken self-impressions or other types of 

belief perseverance, I needed to shift their belief that they were not capable of 

succeeding. In other words, I aimed to enhance their self-determination. Therefore, I 

explored research on SDT. 

SDT 

Deci and Ryan (1985) conceptualized SDT as a theoretical explanation of 

motivation, believing people are driven by the need to grow and gain fulfillment—that 

people are constantly moving toward growth through mastering specific tasks and new 

experiences, which leads to knowing who they are and how they fit in society. Deci and 

Ryan also believed autonomous motivation is essential for gaining any reward from 

achieving growth. Autonomous motivation activates intrinsic sources of motivation to 

accomplish goals and gain new knowledge (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). 

Throughout their research, Deci and Ryan (2011) discovered three essential 

needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—to achieve psychological growth or 

“optimal development and functioning” (p. 417). People with autonomy feel in control of 

their own behaviors and goals. People with competence have mastered a task and learned 

the skills to accomplish the task. People with relatedness have a sense of belonging or 

form an attachment to others. When all three needs are satisfied, people have high levels 

of self-determination and can take on a new task and learn from it, whether or not they 

succeed. They may also be motivated to continue looking for ways to complete it. This 

theory thus suggested a potential resolution for my PoP (Figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2 Components of SDT 

Conversely, people who struggle to meet these needs have low self-determination, 

which may cause them to make excuses for why they cannot complete a task, placing the 

blame elsewhere. Unlike their self-determined counterparts, they are not motivated to 

look for solutions to correct any missteps. However, Deci and Ryan (2011) believed 

motivation “could be either undermined or enhanced depending on whether the social 

environment supported or thwarted the needs for competence and self-determination” (p. 

417). People develop self-determination through social interaction—at home; in school; 

through sports, groups, or clubs; and in society in general. If a person feels as though they 

excel by taking on a positive role in achieving personal or group goals, building a 

positive relationship with others, and receiving and giving positive feedback, they will 

tend to have high self-determination and want to achieve more. Without this positive 

social interaction, a person will have lower self-determination and tend to shy away from 

improving themselves and achieving goals. 
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Studies Related to SDT 

As with belief perseverance, existing scholarship has documented SDT in action. 

Deci (1971) first investigated SDT in a three-part study, beginning with a controlled 

indoor environment. Deci observed participants while they solved puzzles to see how 

they worked and provided free time in the middle of each session. During Session 1, 

participants did not use much of the free time to solve the puzzles. During Session 2, 

Deci told participants they would receive a dollar for every puzzle they solved, and the 

prospect of an external reward increased their motivation. During Session 3, Deci 

removed the external reward and noticed the results were very similar to the first session: 

participants lacked motivation to accomplish anything beyond the given task. 

The second part of the experiment occurred in a newspaper office and was similar 

to the first, except that participants wrote headlines instead of solving puzzles (Deci, 

1971). Offering participants the incentive of 50 cents per headline resulted in an increase 

in production. However, during the third session, removing the possibility of payment 

correlated with “a decrease in intrinsic motivation for the activity” (Deci, 1971, p. 110). 

Based on the first two experiments, Deci (1971) predicted similar results for the 

third, which was the same except for providing praise and reassurance instead of a 

tangible external motivator. The “verbal reinforcement and positive feedback” seemed to 

increase participants’ internal motivation (Deci, 1971, p. 114). Looking across the 

experiments, Deci demonstrated how individuals lose intrinsic motivation after 

experiencing extrinsic motivation. 

Pritchard et al. (1977) conducted a similar, two-part experiment to see if Deci’s 

findings were reproducible. In the first part, participants completed a survey about their 
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experience with chess, weekly time spent on chess, and their enjoyment of the game, 

among other questions. While a researcher reviewed the surveys, the participants 

remained in a room with chess problems arranged so they would easily find them. When 

the researcher returned, participants received a packet with chess problems and were told 

they would be compensated financially for the number of problems they solved. The 

following week, participants returned and followed the same procedures, except the 

researchers explained they would not be compensated. Looking across both weeks, 

Pritchard et al. (1977) found the use of “extrinsic financial rewards made contingent on 

performance decreases intrinsic motivation” (p. 11), thus confirming Deci’s findings that 

intrinsic motivation is stronger than extrinsic reward. 

In a subsequent study, Deci partnered with a collaborator to revisit the original 

findings and explore five related topics: 

the effects of social environments on intrinsic motivation; the development of 

autonomous extrinsic motivation and self-regulation through internalization and 

integration; individual differences in general motivational orientations; the 

functioning of fundamental universal psychological needs that are essential for 

growth, integrity, and wellness; and the effects of different goal contents on well-

being and performance. (Deci & Ryan, 2011, p. 416) 

This new phase of SDT research explored social environments such as “health behavior 

change, education, psychotherapy, work motivation, sport and exercise, and prosocial 

behaviors” (Deci & Ryan, 2011, p. 416). Within these environments, researchers 

explored motivation, energy depletion, mindfulness, and behavior regulation. Building on 
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these explorations into the mind, my study applied principles of SDT to incorporate 

equitable practices for all students. 

Applying My Framework 

Students come into the classroom with a specific set of beliefs built through 

interactions with their family, friends, and the outside world. These long-standing beliefs 

may be so strong they are almost impervious to change. Students who persevere with 

strong, healthy beliefs are likely to be self-determined, endowed with intrinsic motivation 

that pushes them to excel on their own. If students’ set beliefs are weak and the students 

have a lot of self-doubts, their self-determination level will be very low, causing them to 

believe they are incapable of succeeding. This lack of confidence can lead to self-

sabotage, beginning a continuous cycle of self-torture that is difficult to break. 

Educators can motivate students to move past their set beliefs in the classroom by 

teaching lessons on intrinsic motivation and positioning themselves as coaches. 

According to Spence and Oades (2011), presenting lessons in a coaching fashion can (a) 

incorporate students’ interests and give them choice in their learning, satisfying their 

autonomy needs; (b) acknowledge students’ capacities and strengths to gain mastery of 

tasks and different skills, satisfying their competence needs; and (c) show students they 

belong through genuine caring, trust, and honesty, thus satisfying their relatedness needs. 

In other words, coaching is a means of supporting students’ self-determination. 

As I explain in Chapter 3, my initial data collection involved looking for evidence 

of students’ belief perseverance. I then guided them in lessons that employed principles 

of SDT to increase their intrinsic motivation and resolve their belief perseverance. Over 
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time, I looked for growth in their positive beliefs. Such evidence also reflected my ability 

to give students equal opportunities to showcase their strengths in the classroom. 

Equity in the Classroom 

According to Soken-Huberty (2020), social justice is “the fair distribution of 

opportunities and privileges as they apply to individuals within a society,” beyond simply 

“wealth and property” (para. 1). Equitable or inequitable distribution of resources has 

implications for how students interact with school, as does “how social justice is taught 

within the school system” (Soken-Huberty, 2020, para. 3). For example, students’ 

educational experiences may differ depending on where they live and the schools they 

attend, and SES can also impact students’ belief perseverance and self-determination 

(Bellibas, 2016). Students born into middle-SES homes are more likely to have access to 

books. Consequently, Claro et al. (2016) found that students in lower-SES homes are less 

likely to have a growth mindset than their peers. Because self-determination provides 

individuals with “a sense of purpose and destiny and can encourage positive outcomes in 

life” (Ginneh, 2019, p. 9), schools must help students from lower-SES families develop 

the kind of positive belief perseverance that is vital to their academic success. The next 

section reviews some promising approaches for achieving that aim. 

Related Literature 

Beyond scholarship related to my theoretical framework and aligned with my 

commitment to equity, I also explored studies that could inform my approach as an action 

researcher. Literature related to having a growth mindset gave me a deeper understanding 

of how it can “lead to academic achievement” (Toney, 2019, p. 5). Existing research also 
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suggested I could combat belief perseverance by positioning myself as a coach to activate 

students’ intrinsic motivation to achieve. 

Mindsets 

Mindsets shape how people see the world and their place in it. From a young age, 

people learn how to interact with others through the values, attitudes, and social identities 

with which they are raised (Gee, 1989). These beliefs inform the mindset a person 

develops and uses in their daily lives and interactions. Dweck (2010) theorized people 

tend to have either a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. The belief that one’s intellectual 

abilities can be developed suggests a growth mindset, whereas believing one’s 

intellectual abilities are unchangeable indicates a fixed mindset (Claro et al., 2016). 

Fixed Mindset 

According to Vandewalle (2012), “when one holds a fixed mindset, that initial 

information becomes an anchor that impedes the likelihood of engaging in counterfactual 

thinking” (p. 304). This fixed mindset prevents the person from moving forward with a 

challenging task. Feeling stuck and incapable of accomplishing anything, the person will 

exert less effort (Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015). Individuals with a fixed mindset 

believe intelligence is simply an inborn trait (Dweck, 2010). This thought process leads 

to belief perseverance, which perpetuates learned helplessness, a state in which one stops 

trying to improve the situation they are in even if they are able. 

Growth Mindset 

People with a growth mindset feel “they can develop their abilities through hard 

work, good strategies, and instruction from others” (Haimovitz & Dweck, 2017, p. 1849). 

This way of thinking is essential for moving past obstacles and setbacks one might 
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encounter. Indeed, people with a growth mindset are known for “more resilient coping—

more positive affect, positive self-assessments, and greater persistence” (Haimovitz & 

Dweck, 2017, p. 1852). Beyond school, these skills can lead to success in all areas of life. 

Educational Coaching 

Teaching and coaching have many similarities, including the need for preparation. 

Teachers plan lessons by studying the curriculum down to the specific standards and 

objectives, considering the students’ need to learn and internalize, and reviewing 

textbooks and manuals (Shen et al., 2007). In doing so, teachers make instructional 

decisions, aligning content with “activities or methods that enable students to grasp the 

subject matter” (Shen et al., 2007, p. 249). Using planning time, teachers can think about 

what students know and the best way to help them understand what they are to learn. 

Coaches also engage in preparation. When preparing for a game, they spend a lot 

of time preparing themselves, individual players, and the team as a whole. For successful 

coaches such as John Wooden, this preparation includes “extensive, detailed and daily 

planning based on continuous evaluations of individual and team development and 

performance” (Gallimore & Tharp, 2004, p. 124). A coach’s preparation does not end 

there. Rather, at game time, they have considered “each individual very carefully [to] 

anticipate what [players] would do—or fail to do—and [are] primed and ready to 

instantly respond with . . . brief, information-packed instructions” (Gallimore & Tharp, 

2004, p. 124). 

Successful coaches also use relationships to instill good habits and a positive 

mentality in their players. As Dawn Staley indicated, the process of achieving greatness 

is a journey, and it takes a patient leader who knows the people they are leading (Gervais, 
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2021). I saw the potential to apply similar techniques in my classroom by using my 

knowledge of students’ interests as sources of motivation. 

Educational coaching can be “a powerful tool for personal change and learning” 

Devine et al., 2013, p. 1383), benefitting both students and teachers. As Devine et al. 

(2013) explained, coaching involves “using active listening and inquiry [while] providing 

appropriate challenges and support” (p. 1383). By collaborating with students, teachers 

can provide opportunities for learners to express “their personal power to learn” (Wang, 

2012, p. 178) through interactive displays of their abilities. 

Educational coaching is more than just having a dialogue with students and 

hoping to make an impact. It creates an environment where students develop “coping 

skills and resilience, increased well-being, cognitive hardiness, and hope” (Devine et al., 

2013, p. 1386). To develop such an environment for students, teachers must develop 

coaching strategies that will benefit their students and themselves. 

First, teachers must examine specific coaching elements and consider how to 

transfer these practices into their educational setting (Devine et al., 2013). For example, a 

teacher may look at students’ essential needs and identify areas where they may need 

more help. Then, the teacher can determine which coaching skills will benefit each 

lesson. In the case of my students’ difficulties with math, understanding that the students 

do not automatically know how to solve the problems may trigger a back-to-basics 

approach: breaking the problems into manageable steps “to promote deeper and more 

engaged understanding of important concepts” (Brown & Wilson, 2020, p. 16). When the 

students begin to internalize such coaching techniques, their new way of thinking can 

ultimately “facilitate goal attainment and foster purposeful[,] positive change” (Devine et 
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al., 2013, p. 1386). By teaching various coaching techniques, I hoped to empower 

students to solve problems at school and in their daily lives. Indeed, educational coaching 

is known for “building hope and optimism, the capacity for self-direction and self-

determination, risk-taking and future-mindedness, interpersonal skills, insight and 

perseverance, [and] civic responsibility and work ethic” (Devine et al., 2013, p. 1387). 

The benefits of using coaching techniques in the classroom are not limited to 

students. It can “support the development of . . . teachers, school leaders and the 

educational institutions of which they are a part” (Devine et al., 2013, p. 1383). 

Specifically, coaching strengthens teachers’ interpersonal skills, such as listening, 

empathizing, and conveying trustworthiness (Hooijberg & Lane, 2009). Through constant 

evaluation of their skills and competencies, teachers, similar to athletic coaches, can fine-

tune their coaching techniques to bring out their students’ best abilities. 

Chapter Summary 

As this chapter explained, all people, including teachers and students, can develop 

belief perseverance to protect themselves from not being able to measure up to 

expectations, whether others’ or their own. This belief perseverance can cause one to 

struggle with their ability to move past these mental barriers. The next chapter describes 

my plan for using principles of SDT and coaching techniques to move my students past 

their fixed mindset and improve their ability to meet the challenges they face. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

My students’ problematic belief perseverance prompted my desire to help them 

develop self-determination through intrinsic motivation. Positioning myself as a coach by 

providing praise, inspiration, and encouragement, I explored the following interconnected 

research questions: 

1. What happens to student achievement when I teach intrinsic motivation skills 

through coaching lessons? 

2. What happens to my students and me when I position myself as a coach? 

This chapter includes my detailed plan for answering these questions. 

Research Design 

This 6-week action research study took a qualitative ethnographic approach to 

examining ongoing actions in my classroom (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Action research 

often “uses a narrative style that allows the researcher to reflect on the research process 

as well as the findings” (Herr & Anderson, 2015, p. 1), which made a qualitative 

approach an appropriate choice. Moreover, my insider status enabled me to work closely 

with the students through firsthand observations in the natural environment, yielding 

ethnographic data, such as detailed notes, in response to the research questions. However, 

my research design also included assessment data, in response to Research Question 1. 

Students completed a mid-module assessment before we started the math module, 

providing baseline data. The students retook the assessment in the middle of the module 
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and also completed the end-of-module assessment in a pre and post manner. Evaluating 

their assessment data gave me additional insight on the impact of my interventions. 

Qualitative Design 

Using a qualitative research design allowed me to observe “the setting where the 

phenomenon of interest naturally occurs” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 137). In this case, 

the phenomenon was the students’ mindset, and it naturally occurred in my sixth-grade 

classroom, as I described in Chapter 1. A qualitative approach also gave me, an insider, a 

firsthand view of participants for “holistic interpretation” of their behavior (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 161). As I explain in this chapter, detailed records of my observations 

accounted for any growth, stagnation, or setbacks among my students throughout the 

coaching interventions and also captured how the process impacted me as their teacher. 

Ethnographic Design 

Among other kinds of qualitative education research, an ethnographic design can 

“yield detailed and comprehensive accounts,” especially of “actions, behavior, 

interactions, [and] beliefs” (Reeves et al., 2013, p. e1365). Ethnographers “‘immerse’ 

themselves in a social setting, thereby generating a rich understanding of social action” 

(Reeves et al., 2013, p. e1365). I was already immersed in the setting as a practitioner, 

and the social action occurred between my students and me as well as between students 

and their peers. Ethnography’s emphasis on behavior and beliefs also aligned with my 

theoretical framework because my interactions with students could shape their mindsets. 

Setting and Participants 

This study took place in a Southern California suburb in Riverside County, 60 

miles outside of Los Angeles. The district serves over 40,000 students who attend one of 
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32 elementary schools, 11 middle schools, or 13 high schools. My elementary school was 

built in 1948 and recently modernized. It houses one of the largest elementary 

populations in the district, and most of our students come from low-SES backgrounds, 

hence the school’s high rate of students receiving free and reduced-price lunch. The 

student population is predominantly Hispanic with a large cluster of ELLs. 

Because my district prohibits elementary students from participating in research, I 

could not collect survey or interview data, but I could interact with them in my role as a 

teacher in a way that aligned with my research aims. At the beginning of the school year, 

I taught math in a whole-group format, but I soon saw the need to change to a small-

group format. The six students in what I will call Group X became the focus of this study. 

Their lack of self-confidence in math suggested negative belief perseverance. As I 

implemented strategic interventions during the 6-week study, all students and their 

guardians were aware of my study (Appendix A), but I concentrated my data collection 

on Group X. 

Interventions 

Using the insights I gained from my literature review, I planned mini lessons that 

would enable me to position myself as a coach and help students move past their belief 

perseverance and toward increased intrinsic motivation. I sought to “focus not only on 

what happen[ed] but also how it happen[ed] over the course of the ongoing action 

research cycle of plan, act, observe, [and] reflect” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 235). The 

lessons encompassed three growth mindset strategies: (a) positive aspects, (b) positive 

affirmations, and (c) goal setting. Based on my initial observations and reflections, I 

continually adapted my approach. 
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One intervention I used was asking students to create a daily list of positive 

aspects about themselves. I invited them to “write down three good things” (Seligman et 

al., 2009, p. 301) they saw in themselves, such as “I tell good jokes. I have a beautiful 

smile. I can run really fast,” in their daily planner. At first, this simple task may seem 

monumental to a student, but as the student continues to notice positive aspects of 

themselves, it could begin to feel like part of their daily routine. 

Another intervention was the creation of positive affirmations—positive 

statements such as “I AM good at math.” According to Cascio et al. (2015), “self-

affirmations are acts that affirm one’s self-worth” (p. 621), which can help students see 

their value. Positive affirmations “reduce the effect of negative emotions” and “may 

increase focus on sources of positive value to individuals” (Cascio et al., 2015, p. 622). 

Positive affirmations are what students hope to gain in the future. 

A third intervention I implemented was positive goal setting. Sides and Cuevas 

(2020) noted it “may affect academic performance through increasing motivation, self-

efficacy, and self-regulation” (p. 1). As students reach their self-set goals, they can reflect 

on how the process of goal setting helped them improve and continue to add new goals 

until goal setting becomes a natural part of their daily routine. 

As for positioning myself as a coach, I used the following outline to help me plan 

strategic lessons for my students. First, I reviewed each lesson, “identifying key points of 

the content” and “anticipating difficult points for students” (Shen et al., 2007, p. 251). 

Once I had a grasp on the material, I began to write the lesson plan carefully, taking time 

to write each step in a way that students would easily comprehend, including color 

coding to demonstrate how the parts of a lesson related to each other. While rereading my 
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notes and the problems I intended students to solve, I determined what manipulatives and 

aids would benefit the students. When I had a detailed blueprint, I would double back to 

the lesson and review it through the lens of how my students would react to the lesson 

and the problems. 

As the study proceeded, this review included thinking about notes on student 

artifacts regarding their positive intentions and goal setting, as well as my observational 

notes on the students and their progress with previous lessons. Much like an athletic 

coach, I engaged in “daily planning based on continuous evaluations of individual and 

team development and performance” (Gallimore & Tharp, 2004, p. 124). I examined the 

lesson plan in terms of relationships, too (Gervais, 2021), anticipating how each student 

would react to the notes and steps, with an overall goal of ensuring the whole class could 

succeed. I adopted this stance so I could instruct and redirect each student using 

calculated strategies personalized for each student. Although these practices might sound 

like good teaching in general, for me, they were specific changes to my instructional 

approach. I strayed from my traditional use of the teacher’s manual to provide examples 

and instead coached students using personalized examples tailored to each individual 

student and their background. 

Data Collection 

To assess the impact of my interventions, I originally intended to collect data over 

an 8-week period. However, due to a delay in the district approval process, I reduced the 

time period to 6 weeks. With the consent of the university, the school district, and my 

principal, I notified all students’ guardians of my study (Appendix A). I then began 
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interventions while collecting four types of data: observational notes, teacher reflection, 

assessment scores, and artifacts. 

Observational Notes 

Observation is a key element of action research, facilitating powerful insight that 

might not otherwise be possible in the often-chaotic classroom environment (Efron & 

Ravid, 2013). Observation was appropriate for this study because my students could not 

readily volunteer the information I was seeking. The observational time allowed me to 

record the “physical setting; provide a verbal portrait of the participants; record the acts, 

activities, and events that [took] place; and document conversations” (Efron & Ravid, 

2013, p. 88). Viewing the students in their natural setting, I met with Group X daily 

during the 6-week research period, documenting students’ actions. 

Initially, I looked for each student’s academic, social, and personal baseline. 

Students enter my classroom at different levels socially and academically. A student may 

be on grade level academically but socially behind or vice versa. Establishing a baseline 

enabled me to see students’ intertwining the coaching techniques from the interventions 

into their daily lives. 

To examine the interventions’ impact in response to my research questions, I kept 

a detailed student notebook, guided by specific questions. For example, to capture student 

attitudes at the beginning of the day, I asked: Are these attitudes the common everyday 

attitudes, or has something changed? I watched how the students walked toward the 

small-group table, assessing their expressions, moods, and energy. I noted whether they 

appeared tired, were struggling, or seemed to want to remove themselves from everyone. 

This approach gave me a sense of where the students were mentally. I quickly wrote my 
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observations, color-coding the notes by student to maintain their anonymity. While 

documenting my observations in the moment, I tended to scribble in a hurried, messy 

manner. At the end of the day, I rewrote my notes in a more composed manner, which 

allowed me to add my reflections on the students and the day’s lesson. Figure 3.1 

provides an example. 

 

Figure 3.1 Field Notes Excerpt 
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Another guiding question was: Do I see evidence of anxiety, and if so, could an 

assignment or project be the source? I looked for key expressions of anxiety toward math 

as students approached their small-group session, knowing anxiety can weaken self-

confidence and contribute to math avoidance (Wei, 2010). Anxiety can manifest in facial 

expressions, body tension, or verbal cues suggesting resistance. I recorded these kinds of 

observations using tally marks while elaborating with the same color-coding method. 

I also considered a broader guiding question: Does the student’s attitude change 

from subject to subject, and if so, why? Documenting students’ attitude toward other 

subjects expanded my understanding of how they viewed school and their role in it. From 

prior experience, I knew students could be stronger and more confident in other subjects. 

Formally recording observations about each student’s interests and strengths exposed 

pathways for connecting with the students so I could coach them in math by using 

familiar and understandable topics. Using the same color-coding method, I noted any 

expressions, comments, or observations about students’ work ethic toward other subjects. 

As each lesson proceeded, I posed another question: Do I see a noticeable change 

in the way students communicate? While working with Group X, I made observational 

notes about their communication style with me. I also noted whether they began to 

engage more with me and other students by asking questions, providing aid to other 

students, and presenting solutions for the problems that arose. 

Finally, I asked: Do I see a noticeable change in the way students hold 

themselves? This last guiding question primed me to document any growth in each 

member of Group X. I sought evidence that students had grown enough in their 
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mathematical capabilities and confidence to complete the math problems on their own 

without teacher support. 

I changed my approach about what to observe as new insights emerged. For 

example, while teaching skills of intrinsic motivation through coaching lessons, I hoped 

to see the students use what they learned to thrive academically. Ideally, my detailed 

observation notes would show students’ growth in their ability to overcome belief 

perseverance and gain self-determination. 

Teacher Reflection 

In addition to taking notes on my students, I also took notes related to myself 

because teacher reflection is essential to learning students’ needs, assessing their 

progress, and examining one’s techniques (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Keeping a detailed 

journal enabled me to record my sense of my efforts to mentor the students in intrinsic 

motivation through coaching. I also documented how my positioning seemed to affect the 

students’ mentality toward learning and achievement, as well as my own, in line with my 

second research question. Noting the coaching techniques I planned to use, I also 

recorded any changes or adjustments, especially in response to how students responded 

individually and as a collective. 

My journal also reflected how I was adjusting during the interventions. I 

documented my attitude at the beginning of each day and noted any underlying emotions 

that may impact the student culture in the classroom. While using the coaching 

techniques, I reflected on any differences I saw in myself and my interaction with the 

students. I also recorded any adjustments I made to the curriculum and the way I 
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presented it to the students. As with the field notes, I adjusted the structure of my 

reflections as needed as the study progressed. 

Assessment Scores 

All students took a pre-intervention assessment at the beginning of the math unit, 

which provided baseline academic data aligned with Research Question 1. I recorded 

how many problems Group X students solved correctly, attempted, responded to with “I 

don’t know,” or left blank. After the students spent some time learning the mathematical 

standards for the unit and engaging in positive coaching techniques, they completed mid-

module and end-of-module assessments that enabled me to measure growth. Specifically, 

I looked for any change in the number of problems solved, attempted, responded to with 

“I don’t know,” or left blank, facilitating comparison to the pre-module assessment. 

Artifacts 

Artifacts enhance teacher researchers’ understanding by providing additional 

information and insight into the social and cultural life of their classrooms (Efron & 

Ravid, 2013). Customized action plans (Appendix B) served as artifacts in my study. 

During the intervention period, students created the plans to help them infuse positive 

intentions into their educational and daily lives. Each plan included a personal mantra and 

attainable goals that students could adjust as they internalized their intrinsic motivation. 

I assisted in the creation of these plans during a one-on-one conference with each 

student. When I invited the students to set goals, they struggled at first because they were 

not sure what kind of goal to set. When I let them know the goal could be educational or 

personal, they were able to think of a goal, which we both wrote. Next, we discussed how 

they felt about themselves. As with goal setting, students initially struggled to identify 
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positive attributes about themselves. I asked questions to help them recognize possible 

responses. Once the students identified three positive attributes about themselves, we 

wrote them so students could refer back to them daily. During the last part of the 

conference, I helped each student create a positive intention. We discussed something 

they would like to be true, whether in their academic or personal life. 

When the action plans were complete, I explained that students should keep them 

and say their positive intentions out loud at least twice a day—in the morning and again 

at night. I encouraged them to say their intention more often if they liked and instructed 

them to read the other parts of the plan each day, focusing on their goal and the positive 

aspects they voiced about themselves. My copy of their plans, which allowed students to 

plot a pathway to success, helped me address my second research question. 

Data Analysis 

While analyzing my notes, reflections, assessment data, and artifacts, I referred to 

my research questions (Table 3.1). Throughout analysis, my theoretical framework 

helped me see any progress my students and I made from belief perseverance to self-

determination. In other words, I looked for moments or strategies that prompted a shift 

from the initial fixed mindset to an intrinsically motivated growth mindset. 

Table 3.1 Research Question Alignment 

Question Data 

1. What happens to student achievement when I teach intrinsic 

motivation skills through coaching lessons?  

assessment scores  

2. What happens to my students and me when I position myself 

as a coach?  

observational notes 

teacher reflections 

artifacts  
 

Research Question 1 
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As I attempted to discover how coaching lessons centered on intrinsic motivation 

impacted students academically, I used the pre and post assessment data. Comparing the 

data points enabled me to measure any growth in students’ understanding of the math 

concepts. I looked to see if the Group X students improved and by how much. Viewing 

this concrete information revealed any positive or negative changes in academic 

performance. I grouped the results by student and coded the scores by performance level, 

using percentages to show how many students fell into each performance level. 

Research Question 2 

Data from the detailed student notebook, teacher journal entries, and artifacts 

addressed my second research question. Throughout the intervention, my reflection data 

gave me the ability to reflect on what was working or not and to adjust the techniques I 

used the next day. I also coded the notes from observations and teacher reflection for 

each intervention and student and teacher behavior, using different colors for each 

student and myself. In the observational notes, I arranged the data initially by daily notes 

with information from all the students. I then broke the data into self-defeating mentality, 

indifference to the material, and growth mindset mentality. I also analyzed the students’ 

customizable action plans, looking for evidence of interventions in use. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter explained how and why my qualitative ethnographic action research 

study used multiple data points. Combining analysis of my observational notes, 

reflections, and student artifacts, I looked across my research questions to identify any 

correlation in the change in students’ assessment data and how they viewed themselves. 
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In Chapter 4, which presents the results of my analysis, I attempt to answer my research 

questions by examining the impact of my interventions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

At the outset of this study, my students exhibited negative belief perseverance in 

terms of themselves and their abilities. This PoP inspired me to help them develop self-

determination through intrinsic motivation. I positioned myself as a coach by providing 

praise, inspiration, and encouragement, and to assess the impact of my efforts, I explored 

the following research questions: 

1. What happens to student achievement when I teach intrinsic motivation skills 

through coaching lessons? 

2. What happens to my students and me when I position myself as a coach? 

This chapter includes a detailed explanation of the findings from my 6-week qualitative 

ethnographic action research study. To collect a sufficient amount of data, I used four 

different sources: observational notes, teacher reflection, assessment scores, and artifacts. 

These methods enabled me to see any growth in the students’ development of self-

determination to move toward positive intrinsic motivation and to capture my own 

progress toward resolving my PoP. 

Group X 

As I explained in Chapter 3, I normally took a whole-group approach to math 

class by focusing on a given standard and helping individual students as needed. This 

format enables teachers to progress through their lessons at a quick pace but does not 

always “meet the learning needs of every child” (Dana, 2015, p. 161). Knowing that I 
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was not meeting every student’s needs and sensing that some students were not voicing 

their needs in a large-group setting, I shifted to small-group instruction. I assessed each 

student’s understanding of math standards and grouped the class according to ability. 

Group X exhibited stronger belief perseverance and more of a fixed mindset than other 

groups. They clearly disliked math and struggled among a large group of 26 students. 

Therefore, these six students became the focus of my study (Figure 4.1), and I attempted 

to support their intrinsic motivation and self-determination. 

 

Figure 4.1 Observed Indicators of Set Beliefs in Group X 

Intervention Plan 

Whereas a whole-group approach had proven difficult for everyone, scaling back 

to a small-group made lessons more impactful and helped the students focus more on 

what I was teaching. Before, the students were struggling with comprehension and 

internalization of the lessons, and I was struggling with the students’ disruptive behavior 

and negativity. As we adjusted to small-group instruction, I was able to focus more on 

individual students and recognize how their behavior issues masked their struggles with 

math. The small-group setting gave way to individual, one-on-one interaction, more akin 
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to coaching. By focusing on using positive intentions, I equated the math lessons to sports 

and attempted to help the students shift their mindsets in positive, intentional ways. 

Small-Group Procedure 

Small-group instruction is a more intimate, in-depth approach. It gives students a 

safe place to express themselves in their abilities and concerns. To prepare for small 

groups, I reviewed each lesson in the teacher manual and observed any concerns that 

might arise. I then created notes to outline the steps for working through the math 

problems, developed questions to pose to small groups, and gathered math manipulatives 

that might help students understand the day’s math concept. I posted the notes in the 

Google math class so students could preview the lesson and write the notes ahead of the 

small-group session or refer to them after the session as a review. 

When students gathered with their small group, they brought their math books, 

binders, whiteboards, markers, and erasers. Students sat and opened their books to the 

lesson for the day, and I reviewed any new vocabulary that would aid their 

understanding. We then discussed the lesson and the examples provided in the book. As 

the students and I worked through the examples on the whiteboards, I asked leading 

questions to help them understand the concepts. The students also asked me questions 

and helped each other. After the students solved a problem, we debriefed the example and 

the students wrote hints that helped them solve the problem. 

Throughout such instruction, I observed the students and assessed how they were 

doing with the lesson. I listened to the students work out the math problems verbally. I 

also watched their expressions to see how much they were struggling with the problem. 
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As I observed the students, I wrote notes about their process and their struggles (Figure 

4.2), which I reserved for when I worked with the students individually. 

 

Figure 4.2 Math Coaching Notes for Module 2 Lesson 14 

Individual Procedure 

After working with the students in a small group, I pulled individual students 

aside to make sure they understood the lesson and worked on their mindset toward math 

and themselves. Each student would pull out their math book and explain how they 

figured out the math problem. When I asked questions about their thought process of 

getting to the answer, the student would explain the steps they took in their book. I also 

asked clarifying questions so they would slow their explanation and not skip steps. 

Seeing the students work through their explanation, I sometimes saw the frustration they 

felt during the small-group session arise again. If so, I shared my observations and asked 

the student why they made a particular comment or facial expression. 
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Intervention Period 

During Week 1, I pulled Group X for small-group instruction. Before we started 

the scheduled lesson, I asked how they felt about math and told them to be honest. I 

promised I would not judge them for what they said or hold anything against them. The 

students talked openly and expressed their feelings—not just about sixth-grade math, but 

all the math they have experienced throughout their years of education. I recorded their 

responses in my notebook and later organized the data as I reflected (Figure 4.3). 

 

Figure 4.3 Student Feelings Toward Math 

As Figure 4.3 illustrates, a common expression from the students was how much 

they hated math. They described it as boring and impossible to understand, and they 

questioned the need to study it. Another common experience was feeling like they pay 

attention and get it during class but never remember it when they have to do the math on 

their own. One student very loudly and aggressively said, “I’m just not good at math. I 

hate it. Why do we even need it?” In this case, her disdain for math had been evident 

since the beginning of school. She tended to express her distaste for math every chance 
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she got through verbal and facial expressions. Another student stated that she had always 

been told she throws “math tantrums” every time she has to do something that involves 

math. I had noticed her tantrums since our first math lesson and hoped this open 

discussion could begin to empower such students by showing I believed their feelings 

were legitimate. Listening to their views also gave me a starting point for supporting 

student growth and achievement through coaching. 

During Week 2, I introduced coaching by showing students how to break math 

problems into small steps they could repeat for future problems. For example, I noticed 

Student 1 was struggling and getting frustrated with dividing fractions. Positioning 

myself as a coach, I demonstrated how to break a problem into chunks she could 

understand. Our interaction illustrates how I engaged with Group X throughout the week. 

The textbook poses the following problem: “Molly has 1 3/8 cups of strawberries. 

She needs 3/8 cup of strawberries to make one batch of muffins. How many batches can 

Molly make?” (Great Minds, 2015, p. 45). Solving it requires students to understand 

Molly’s initial quantity. To see if Student 1 understood fractions, I asked her what 1 3/8 

means. When she gave me a blank stare and stated she did not understand fractions, a 

fifth-grade standard, I retrieved a piece of scratch paper, pencil, and colored pencils. 

Figure 4.4 illustrates our process. First, I wrote the mixed fraction of 1 3/8 and 

explained how the fraction reads as one whole and 3/8 of a whole. Then, I drew a tape 

diagram—one long box—to represent the one whole. Below it, I drew another box of the 

same size. I explained to Student 1 that the second box also represented a whole, but 

unlike with the first box, we would use it to illustrate the fraction by looking at the 

numerator and the denominator. We started with the denominator of 8, which told us to 
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break the second whole box into eight pieces. Then, I explained how the numerator of 3 

was telling us not to color all eight pieces—only three. 

 

Figure 4.4 Module 2 Lesson 4 Step-by-Step Notes 

Once the student saw how we represented the 3/8 on the tape diagram, I explained 

that we could use the same process for the first box, asking, “If the whole has the same 

denominator as 3/8 does, how many pieces will we need to break down the whole into?” 

Student 1, seeing that both tape diagrams were the same size (i.e., both denominators 

were the same), responded, “eight,” so I cut the whole into eight pieces. Next, I asked 

Student 1, “If I colored in the whole tape diagram, how many pieces would be colored?” 

Student 1 responded, “eight.” After I colored them, I gestured to both tape diagrams and 

asked Student 1, “How many pieces are colored altogether?” Student 1 responded, “11.” I 

agreed and explained, “This is our new numerator.” 

We looked at one of the tape diagrams, and I asked Student 1, “How many pieces 

are in this tape diagram?” Student 1 responded, “There are eight,” and I explained that 8 
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would continue to be our denominator. I rewrote the original mixed fraction of 1 3/8 and 

asked Student 1, “What was the new fraction that we just used the tape diagram to find?” 

Student 1 responded, “11/8.” I wrote an equal sign next to the mixed fraction and wrote 

11/8 on the other side, noting how the fractions were the same—just written differently. 

One was a mixed fraction and the other an improper fraction. 

After seeing how we turned the mixed fraction into an improper fraction, Student 

1 was ready to revisit the original math problem. I asked, “How many strawberries will 

the baker need to make one batch of muffins?” Student 1 responded, “3/8 of a cup.” On 

the same paper, I wrote our new problem: 11/8 ÷ 3/8. I asked Student 1 what she noticed 

about the new problem, and she recognized the denominators were the same. I responded 

with positive affirmation and explained that because the two numbers had the same 

denominator, we could rewrite the problem in a slightly different way: (11 ÷ 3)/(8 ÷ 8). 

Writing it this way allowed us to remove the common denominator, so I asked 

Student 1 to solve the resulting division problem: 11 ÷ 3. Student 1 looked at me and 

replied, “I can’t. It won’t come out even.” I expressed, “Good catch,” and proceeded to 

demonstrate how to handle having a remainder. Writing 11/3, I explained how the 

notations were equal because the line that made the problem look like a fraction was 

actually a division line. I asked, “How many times will 3 go into 11?” She responded, 

“three times.” I confirmed and asked, “How many are left over?” She responded “two.” I 

followed, “Out of how many?” Student 1 responded, “I don’t know . . . 11, I guess.” 

Starting to see and hear her frustration, I paused to reassure her and suggested we could 

look at the problem slightly differently. 
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Revisiting our tape diagram example, I asked Student 1 to draw a tape diagram 

with 16 pieces to represent two wholes. I then asked how many pieces she needed to 

color, and she responded, “11.” After she colored them, I asked, “What are we dividing 

by?” She responded, “three.” I acknowledged the correct answer and asked her to circle 

every three pieces. After circling three sets of three, she stopped. Gesturing to the last two 

colored pieces, Student 1 looked at me and said, “I can’t do this. There are not enough.” I 

smiled to let her know she was correct and asked, “How many pieces are there?” Student 

1 responded, “two.” I said, “Yes, out of how many?” Student 1 responded, “three.” I 

excitedly said, “Yes!” She looked at me with a quizzical expression. I explained by 

writing her response in fraction form: “You have two out of three or 2/3 left.” I then 

asked how many whole sets of three she had circled. Student 1 responded, “three,” and 

wrote a 3. I then asked how many of the last whole were left. She responded, “2/3” and 

wrote the fraction next to the 3. We looked at the completed problem and returned to the 

original question. I reminded Student 1 of our goal to determine how many batches of 

muffins Molly could make with 1 3/8 cups of strawberries if each batch needs 3/8 of a 

cup. Student 1 looked at the scratch paper and replied, “3 2/3 batches.” I confirmed and 

asked her to complete the next problem on her own. 

She struggled, but referring to the steps we completed together helped her try to 

answer it correctly. When she remained uncertain, I reassured her like a coach. We read 

the problem together: “Molly’s friend, Xavier, also has 11/8 cups of strawberries. He 

needs 3/4 cup of strawberries to make a batch of tarts. How many batches can he make? 

Draw a model to support your solution” (Great Minds, 2015, p. 46). Student l looked at 

me and said, “How am I supposed to know?” I rewrote the problem, using a more 
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relatable scenario: “You have 11/8 pieces of a candy bar. You need to break the candy 

bar into 3/4 servings. How many servings will you have?” Student 1 had more of a 

connection to the words in this version of the problem and began to work (Figure 4.5). 

 

Figure 4.5 Student Work for Module 2 Lesson 4 

When I realized Student 1 was still struggling, I began to coach her back to the 

steps we took for the previous problem. She noticed both problems contained the fraction 

11/8 and was able to draw appropriate tape diagrams, but she became frustrated because 

she needed to divide by 3/4 instead of 3/8. I reminded her that we discussed how to create 

an equal denominator. As she tried to remember what to do, I coached her to think about 

making the denominators the same, asking, “How would we do that? What should we do 

to make them equal?” She lit up and said, “We must multiply the 4 by 2 to make an 8.” 

Excited and happy for her, I told her she was right. 
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Next, I reminded her there was another step she must do. I started to say, 

“Whatever you . . . ,” and she interrupted, “Whatever I do to the bottom, I must do to the 

top.” I responded, “Correct!” Student 1 continued to work out the problem and eventually 

rewrote it as 11 ÷ 6. As I watched her struggle to draw the number line, I retrieved some 

candy bars and asked her to break them into 11 pieces and divide the pieces into groups 

of six. Physically sorting the candy enabled her to see how to solve the problem, which 

she finished on her paper. 

Once Student 1 successfully completed the math problem and overcame the 

difficulty, we talked about how she sees herself and her math ability. I told her I noticed 

she had really struggled. She explained, “Math is just too hard, and I don’t get it.” I then 

asked if the problem was too hard after we walked through the steps, and she said, “No, 

but that’s how you teach it. Not every teacher teaches like that.” I asked if she felt math 

would be easier if someone broke the problem down into manageable steps that she could 

repeat. She said, “Yes.” I explained that she could break each lesson or standard down 

into manageable, coachable steps that are easy to repeat. Throughout Week 2, I observed 

the benefits of the physical–kinesthetic aspect of math. Being able to manipulate objects 

helped students solve the problems and understand the math. 

During Week 3, I continued to have individualized discussions about math with 

Group X, breaking problems into meaningful, relatable explanations. I also introduced 

the action plan template to facilitate goal setting and positive intentions (Appendix B). As 

I explained in Chapter 3, I designed the template using principles of self-determination to 

increase students’ intrinsic motivation to succeed in and out of school. My interactions 

with Student 6 illustrate how students responded to the activity. 



 

51 

When I sat with Student 6 and asked what her goal was, she gave me a quizzical 

look, like she had no idea what I was asking. Students are often told what their 

achievement goals should be instead of being asked to set their own goals, so I restated 

my question by asking, “What is something you would like to be good at in school?” 

Student 6 thought for a moment and responded, “I would like to get good grades.” I 

smiled and let her know it was a good goal. We discussed what the goal of getting good 

grades means to her and what effect attaining it would have on her. She replied, “If I got 

good grades, I would be able to go to a college I want to go to and play basketball.” We 

each wrote the goal on a copy of the template (Appendix B). Figure 4.6 shows my copy. 

 

Figure 4.6 Action Plan for Student 6 

When we moved to the next section, Student 6 had a difficult time identifying 

positive things about herself, unsure what to say or what I meant by this request. I began 

to coach her into expanding her thoughts by saying, “It can be anything, such as a 

physical quality or how you interact with others or your abilities.” As Figure 4.6 

indicates, Student 6 responded, “I’m always happy; I am nice to other people; and I am 

athletic.” Seeing these words on paper changed her demeanor from uncertainty to pride. 

Looking at the pride in her face, I could tell she does not get a lot of positive attention in 

school. For a teacher to see positive qualities in her clearly made her feel good. 
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Finally, we discussed the value of daily positive intentions. I guided Student 6 to 

focus on a math intention, given her deep feelings of dislike. After a brief discussion, we 

decided on “Math is easy for me. I can solve any problem.” I explained that our minds 

listen to everything we say. If we say we cannot do something, our brain and body will 

believe us and struggle to accomplish the goal, but if we say something is possible and 

phrase it in a positive manner, our brains and body will continue to attempt the goal until 

we reach it. During Week 3, the students gave me a chance to see into their mental state 

about their insecurities and strengths. This view allowed me to see how the students see 

themselves compared to the facade they present to the rest of the world. 

Building from this knowledge, in Week 4, I touched base with Group X to see 

how they were feeling about math. Some comments resembled those found in Figure 4.3, 

such as “It’s hard,” “I still don’t really get it,” and “I wish we didn’t have to do it.” 

However, other comments indicated a change: “It’s still hard, but it’s getting easier,” 

“I’m getting a little better at this,” “The notes we take are helping,” and “If I focus and 

work harder, I will do good.” Hearing some positive comments about math was 

reassuring, but I sensed the students needed to invest a lot of hard work in their 

understanding of math to truly excel at it. 

During Week 4, the students continued to work on solving math problems using 

the steps they had practiced in Weeks 2 and 3. As the students applied what they had 

learned to new math problems, they helped each other. For example, some students 

reread the problems to each other, pointing out key words for solving them. Others tried 

to reword the problems for their peers, as I had done with the candy bar example. The 

students worked as a team and encouraged each other. 
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As the students coached each other, I pulled individual students to review their 

action plans. My experience with Student 3 illustrates this process. I began by asking him 

how he was. He replied, “I’m all right, Ms. Ramirez. I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep a lot last 

night. I was up all night playing video games, and I didn’t want to get up this morning.” I 

smiled because his honesty is always so refreshing. When I asked how he was doing with 

his goal and intentions, he sheepishly looked away, not wanting to make eye contact, 

before loudly stating, “I’m just gonna be honest, Ms. Ramirez. I lost it and have no idea 

where it is.” I reassured him that I could give him a copy or we could make a new one. 

With a fresh template, Student 3 asked if his goal had to be school-related. 

Consistent with my plan in Chapter 3, I said, “No, it can be about anything.” As Figure 

4.7 shows, he decided on a goal to be a great basketball player. I praised his goal and 

coached him to elaborate on his plans. He replied, “Aww, Ms. R., you know you have to 

practice to become great!” I laughed and agreed, saying, “Kinda like you have to practice 

to become great at math.” Student 3 thought for a moment, looked at me, and said, 

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. If you want to be great at anything you have to work at it.” I 

responded, “Exactly, so to be great at math, you need to practice.” 

 

Figure 4.7 Action Plan for Student 3 
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When we continued to the next section of the template, Student 3 stated that 

identifying positive things about himself was “easy since I know what you’re talking 

about this time.” He complimented himself for being an athlete, being funny, and being 

good at video games. Given the chance to list a fourth item, Student 3 said he would add 

that he is kind and nice. 

The last part of the sheet was a little harder for Student 3, who was unsure how to 

phrase what he wanted to say. I ask him to tell me what he was thinking so I could help 

him write it. He said he wanted to be the greatest person and athlete. I took in his words 

and echoed, “You want to be the best person in the world who is fantastic in sports and 

can do anything!” Student 3 replied, “YES! Ms. R., that’s it.” We both wrote the 

intention so Student 3 could take a copy and I could keep a copy. I repeated this process 

with all the students in Group X. 

Week 4 also included the mid-module assessment, which prompted some groans 

and complaints. Students questioned why they had to take the test. When I asked why 

they were upset about the assessment, they responded almost in unison, “Because we 

can’t do it; it’s too hard.” I took a deep breath and replied, “You all have been working 

really hard to understand fractions and decimals. You have learned and practiced the 

steps every day. You have helped each other understand how to do the problems using 

the proper steps. You are capable.” I continued to coach the students toward positive 

thinking by reminding them, in student-friendly language, that “excessive negative self-

reflecting or mental rumination can interfere with cognitive performance” (Perrone-

Bertolotti et al., 2014, p. 221). To push them past belief perseverance, I reiterated how we 

had spent weeks practicing positive intentions and switching the way we think, adding, 
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This is where you really have to put what you have learned about positive 

intentions into practice. When you think about taking the mid-module assessment, 

tell yourself you will do well, you will be successful, and it will be easy. 

The students were still a little resistant, but they agreed to try to their best on the 

assessment and believe in themselves. 

As I administered the mid-module assessment, I reminded the students to work 

slowly, read what each question was asking, and rehearse the techniques and steps they 

had learned and practiced over the last several weeks. I also invited them to ask me any 

clarifying questions at any point. While they worked, I circulated to observe. Some 

seemed to struggle with some of the questions, but others seemed to recognize they had 

done similar problems during the unit. When I noticed students were becoming frustrated 

with a question, I had them stop, breathe, and recite their positive intentions to reduce 

their anxiety and stress. I also prompted them to think back to the steps they had 

practiced and look for any parts of the problem they recognized. Wanting them to 

visualize the problem in their heads, I encouraged them to use manipulatives if needed. 

When the students finished the assessment, I could see a wave of relief wash over 

them as they released the stress they were feeling. Many students admitted the assessment 

was not as hard as they thought it would be. Some were anxious to see their scores, while 

others still lacked confidence in themselves and were not ready to see what they got. I 

discuss the assessment results later in the chapter. 

In Week 5, lessons moved from fractions to solving division problems involving 

decimals. This shift prompted some students to revert to a negative attitude. I reminded 

them how they felt about fractions in the beginning and how by practicing and breaking 
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the problems into easy steps, they were able to understand how to solve the problems. 

The students agreed, yet the lessons also required using multiplication skills, which 

frustrated them. I offered to show them how to break multiplication into small chunks. I 

began by introducing a multiplication algorithm, which overwhelmed them until I broke 

it into manageable pieces of information. I explained that the algorithm would take 

multiplication back to the basics no matter what number they were multiplying. As 

Figure 4.8 illustrates, we started at 1 and multiplied it by the number in question, 19, 

writing 1 x 19 = 19. Moving to 2 x 19, we simply added 19 + 19 to equal 38. This 

procedure of adding 19 to each previous answer continued until we multiplied 10 x 19. 

The algorithm thus became a multiplication table we could use to answer the problem. 

When the students saw they could figure out the answer in an easier way, they relaxed. 

 

Figure 4.8 Math Coaching Notes for Module 2 Lesson 13 
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Continuing to coach the students, I prompted them to use the multiplication chart 

to solve the division problem of 70,072 ÷ 19. We began with an estimate by rounding 

70,072 to 70,000 and 19 to 20, resulting in a new problem of 70,000 ÷ 20, which I pushed 

the students to break down even further. The students looked at me quizzically, so I 

explained we could keep the 70,000 but break the 20 into smaller, more manageable 

pieces. When I asked them to recommend what would be easy, multiple students 

suggested 10 x 2, and I smiled. We rewrote the problem as 70,000 ÷ 10, and students 

identified the correct answer of 7,000. Excited, I reminded them not to forget about the 2. 

The students responded, “Oh, yeah,” and we took our answer of 7,000 and divided it by 

2, arriving at the answer 3,500. I praised the students for their correct answer and 

reiterated that it was our estimate for 70,072 ÷ 19. 

To figure out the actual answer, we used the multiplication table we had created 

with our algorithm. The first step was determining how many times 19 can go into 70. 

From the table, we noticed 19 could go into 70 three times without going over 70. The 

students noted the answer was easy to find using the table. I was excited to see them 

recognize that a little extra preliminary work made solving the overall problem a little 

easier. As Figure 4.8 shows, we subtracted 57 from 70, which equals 13. Knowing 13 

cannot be divided by 19, we brought down the 0, creating a new math problem of 130 ÷ 

19. Looking at the table, the students noticed we could divide 130 by 19 six times. 

Because 19 x 6 = 114, we subtracted 114 from 130, which equals 16. Students recognized 

19 cannot go into 16, so we brought down the number 7 to create another division 

problem: 167 ÷ 19. The students saw that 19 could go into 167 eight times. Because 19 x 

8 = 152, we subtracted 152 from 167 to arrive at 15. Once again, 19 could not go into 15, 



 

58 

so we brought down the 2, and the new number to divide became 152. The students, 

excited to realize they had just solved for the answer, started to yell, “We can divide it by 

8!” I echoed their enthusiasm and asked, “Are we done?” They looked at the problem and 

confirmed there were no longer any numbers to divide 19 by. Finally, we compared the 

actual answer of 3,688 to the estimated answer of 3,500 and determined they were within 

200 of each other. In other words, 3,500 was a good estimate. 

While the class practiced these new skills, I pulled individual students to discuss 

their action plans. I noticed they seemed excited to share how they had been using their 

positive intentions. Some students reported looking at the paper every day, even multiple 

times a day. They found the sheet comforting and reassuring and considered it something 

easy to work toward. Students also felt good about being able to change their goal if they 

attained it or if it no longer appealed to them. The students also reported feeling better 

about themselves. However, other students admitted they had not been as faithful in 

following through with their daily intentions and occasionally misplaced their sheet. I 

reassured them and reminded them they could always get a copy from me or rewrite their 

action plan any time. In such cases, I encouraged students to fill in the sheet on their own, 

providing help when needed. Students noticed the exercise became easier; they were able 

to write more positive items about themselves. They were smiling and happy. 

In Week 6, the students progressed to working independently, both when 

exploring math concepts and reviewing their action plans. As needed, they took a sheet 

and wrote their own goals, positive aspects, and intentions. They appeared to be at ease 

with completing the plan, as though it had become part of their routine. 
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To prepare for the end-of-module assessment, I directed them to review problem 

sets from each lesson with each other, using the strategies and techniques they had 

learned to solve the problems. Students 1, 3 and 6 were especially impressive in this 

regard: they reviewed some of the math concepts with which they had struggled and 

quizzed each other on math problems that might be on the assessment. As they worked, 

they referred back to the step-by-step approaches and began to coach each other in how 

to use them on each problem. That students could recognize how to solve each problem 

and what strategy to use was a good sign. They also asked each other good questions to 

clarify their misunderstandings of the problems and identify what they needed to 

understand. In the past, students never asked for help in such a way. Rather, they tended 

to display a fixed mindset by attributing their struggles to their inability to understand 

math. Hearing students communicate with each other and take over the role of coach 

showed not only the growth in their math skills but also the growth in their ability to 

believe in themselves. 

The other students in Group X asked if they could have a review session with me 

to clarify what they did not understand. Witnessing the students’ taking proactive steps to 

prepare for the assessment showed me they were moving toward self-determination and a 

growth mindset. I could see that they wanted to do well on the assessment and were 

enacting clear strategies to prepare for it. Overall, Group X approached the final 

assessment with a positive outlook. I noticed them looking for questions they understood 

easily and gradually moving to the more difficult problems. I also saw them writing little 

notes to help themselves solve the problems. Some asked if they could use their action 
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plans to help them refocus themselves. They showed confidence in themselves and their 

abilities as they worked and when they turned in their assessments. 

Presentation of Findings 

After the 6-week intervention concluded, I looked across all the information I 

gathered to evaluate students’ progress. Consistent with Research Question 1, I hoped to 

see growth in their mathematical performance through the assessment data. Consistent 

with Research Question 2, I also evaluated their progress more holistically through my 

other data sources, hoping for evidence of self-determination and growth mindsets. 

Assessment Results 

Before I began Module 2, students took the mid-module assessment to establish a 

baseline for their performance. After I facilitated lessons that incorporated coaching 

techniques and step-by-step procedures for solving the math problems, students used the 

skills, strategies, and techniques they had learned and retook the mid-module test. 

Comparing data from the pre-module and mid-module assessments revealed any growth 

in student achievement. Based on the district’s scale, scores of 85–100% are considered 

advanced, 70–84% are proficient, 55–69% are basic, and 54% and below are below basic. 

The initial results from the pre-module assessment showed students did not have a 

secure understanding of the math standards related to the multiplication and division of 

fractions. All Group X students scored in the below basic area. However, after lessons on 

goal setting and positive intentions, the mid-module results revealed considerable 

progress (Figure 4.9). The majority of Group X placed in the basic category, a few points 

away from being proficient, which was a huge boost to their pride. In fact, Student 1 went 

from below basic to proficient, which inspired her to push herself to do even better. 
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Figure 4.9 Mid-Module Assessment Results 

In alignment with Research Question 1, comparing the baseline and mid-module 

results revealed students were beginning to understand division and multiplication using 

fractions. With additional practice, I knew students in the basic zone could easily reach 

proficiency. The results also gave the students confidence in their success with math. 

As in the first half of the intervention period, the students took an end-of-module 

pre assessment as a baseline for the actual end-of-module assessment. Using the district 

scale, the initial results again showed Group X scoring far below basic. Understanding 

what the students understood and more importantly did not understand gave me a road 

map to coach the students to success, and on the actual end-of-module assessment, they 

applied the step-by-step procedures we had practiced. Comparing the pre and post results 

showed considerable growth in students’ understanding, in alignment with Research 

Question 1 (Figure 4.10). Student 1 went from scoring below basic on the pre assessment 

to advanced on the post assessment. Students 3, 4, and 6 went from below basic to 

proficient. Students 2 and 5 went from below basic to basic, only one and three points 

away from the proficient range. Nevertheless, all Group X students demonstrated growth. 
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Figure 4.10 End-of-Module Assessment Results 

To further reflect on the students’ growth, I used the district’s grading scale to 

determine that a majority of Group X moved up a percentage band (Figure 4.11). Student 

1 went from proficient on the mid-module assessment to advanced on the end-of-module 

assessment. Students 3, 4, and 6 moved from basic to proficient. Students 2 and 5 stayed 

in the basic band but made growth. Again, Student 2 was one point shy of the proficient 

band, and Student 5 needed three more points to reach proficiency. 

 

Figure 4.11 Mid-Module and End-of-Module Assessment Comparison 
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After looking at both the mid-module and end-of-module assessments, I wanted to 

see how the students in Group X scored in relation to other students, and I noticed the 

students in Group X performed higher than their classmates (Figure 4.12). On the mid-

module assessment, no one in either group scored in the advanced range, yet 17% of 

Group X demonstrated, whereas only 5% of the other students did. Moving to the basic 

range, a majority of Group X (83%) reached this level, while 43% of their classmates did. 

Conversely, 52% of the students outside of Group X scored below basic, whereas no 

students in Group X scored in this range. These findings suggest coaching Group X 

helped them focus and internalize the lessons during the first half of the math module. 

 

Figure 4.12 Mid-Module Assessment Class Comparison 

The end-of-module assessment was significantly more difficult for all students, as 

evident in their struggle to answer the questions. As Figure 4.13 shows, although 17% of 

Group X scored in the advanced range, none of their classmates did. The results also 

showed 50% of Group X in the proficient range, compared to 10% of the other students, 

and a third of each group in the basic range. Lastly no students in Group X scored in the 

below basic range, but a majority (57%) of their peers did. These results suggest that 
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even though this assessment was more difficult, Group X was relatively successful, 

scoring in the basic to advanced range. The students in Group X were able to use the 

skills and strategies they had learned from my step-by-step instructions. 

 

Figure 4.13 End-of-Module Assessment Class Comparison 

Although I wanted to compare the mid-module and end-of-module test results to 

those of other classrooms, I learned that none of my grade-level colleagues and I 

administered or graded the assessment in the same manner. Nevertheless, evidence of 

growth and achievement from my classroom comparisons between the mid-module and 

end-of-module assessments suggests the coaching techniques, goal setting, and positive 

intentions made a positive impact. Group X implemented what they had learned by 

coaching other students, which deepened their own understanding. This new ability to 

coach other students suggests growth in their ability to implement the math standards by 

solving problems independently, in alignment with my first research question. 

Insights From Observations 

Working with six students in a small group versus 26 students in a whole group 

gave me the advantage of collecting observational data on a personal level. I could listen 
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to conversations among Group X about their struggles and accomplishments. I was also 

able to watch how the students solved the math problems using the coaching techniques 

they were learning. Some of the greatest insight I gained was observing how the students 

saw themselves. As Figure 4.14 illustrates, students used soft, barely audible tones to 

express how they were stupid, dumb, never going to get the problem right, etc. This 

negative self-talk reinforced their or fixed mindsets; demonstrating belief perseverance, 

they were stuck on the idea that they were not capable of succeeding in math. 

 

Figure 4.14 Students’ Negative Mindsets 

Another key observation revolved around how students implemented coaching 

steps, goal setting, and positive intentions. For example, Student 2 was generally a quiet 

student who always seemed to have low self-esteem, especially in math. Prior to my 

study, he hid his inability to do math by joking, but during the intervention, he embraced 

the use of positive intentions, which shifted his set beliefs or fixed mindset toward self-

determined growth. When he struggled to solve a problem, he would pause, take a deep 

breath, and recite his positive intention, as shown in Figure 4.15. This exercise tended to 
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ground and refocus him. Student 2 would then refer to the coaching steps I provided to 

break the problem into manageable steps that he could comprehend. 

 

Figure 4.15 Action Plan for Student 2 

In the small-group setting, I could witness firsthand how Student 2 internalized 

what he had learned. The student used positive mantras and words to move himself 

toward thinking he could do the math. This mental shift aligned with my second research 

question. This small-group time also gave me the ability to record informal observations 

in my journals as witness to his transformation. 

Insights From Journal Entries 

The journal I kept was one of the most powerful data collection tools I used. The 

entries allowed me to reflect on my students’ growth and my own. Just as my detailed 

observation record enabled me to see when students moved toward a self-determined 

mindset or slid back into belief perseverance and fixed mindsets, I could also see how my 

perception of myself moved from being a teacher to being a coach, in line with my 

second research question. 

Reflecting on my mindset about using coachable techniques, goal setting, and 

positive intentions showed how these simple tools were changing the way I saw myself as 
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an educator. When the study began, I was focused on how I was going to help the 

students move past their set beliefs and fixed mindsets, not realizing my own fixed 

mindset needed to be shifted. I was stuck in a rut of teaching in a manner that was 

effective and efficient for moving through a lesson, but not very appealing to students. 

As I began to keep notes about the students and how they were progressing, I also 

began to document my own progress. In terms of Research Question 2, being able to see 

my mental state grow and shift throughout the intervention period empowered me. I 

realized I was experiencing many of the same emotions and frustrations as my students. 

For example, I, too, disliked how the textbook explained solutions. I realized if the 

explanations did not make sense to me, they likely would not make sense to students. 

Activating my growth mindset, I had to figure out a way to break the math into small, 

bite-size coachable steps. By developing this mindset and reflecting on my notes, I was 

able to assess whether my coaching techniques were effective. Any evidence to the 

contrary gave me an opportunity to reevaluate my process and keep trying. 

Insights From Artifacts 

While working with students on their action plans, I witnessed significant growth 

in all of us. When we started with the exercise in Week 3, we did not understand how the 

simple action of surrounding ourselves with positivity would change the way we think 

and function. That first week was difficult because students struggled to express clear 

goals or find positive aspects about themselves. As the weeks progressed, students gained 

a better understanding of my expectations for the template and began to dig deeper into 

who they are and how they feel about themselves. 
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For example, they started choosing more meaningful goals, focusing on small, 

easily attainable aims or future goals that kept them motivated. The positive aspects they 

identified also seemed more meaningful—and therefore more likely to increase how they 

saw and presented themselves. To illustrate, Figure 4.16 shows how Student 5 chose a 

goal of becoming a real estate agent. He explained, “This is what I want to be when I 

grow up. If I focus and work hard in school, I will be able to reach my ultimate goal of 

being a real estate agent when I grow up.” I liked how he looked past the small goals of 

school to see the larger picture of goal setting. In terms of Research Question 2, this 

example shows how over time, the student was able to apply what he learned about goal 

setting to life goals. 

 

Figure 4.16 Action Plan for Student 5 

Summary 

This chapter expressed how coaching techniques helped students move past their 

belief perseverance and toward self-determination to improve their education and lives. 

Breaking math problems into coachable steps enabled students to build confidence in 
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themselves and their abilities, and the action plan exercise gave them a chance to see 

positive characteristics about themselves. Presenting these results also gave me an 

opportunity to reflect on the progress I made with the coaching techniques. At the same 

time, I was able to see where my research fell short. In Chapter 5, I use these insights to 

express my next steps as a practitioner. 
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CHAPTER 5 

IMPLICATIONS 

During this study, I attempted to shift my students’ belief perseverance in math, 

ultimately hoping to see an increase in their self-determination to excel in math, school, 

and life. To make this shift a reality, I used coaching techniques to break math problems 

into easy steps that the students could replicate independently. While gaining a new 

understanding of the math standards through this coaching, the students also learned how 

to incorporate goals and positive intentions in their daily routines to foster self-

confidence and motivation. 

In this chapter, I reflect on the research that helped me build a foundation for my 

study and how my implementation of specific insights influenced student achievement 

and growth during the intervention period. I also discuss how conducting action research 

influenced me as a teacher in the learning environment. Finally, I share thoughts about 

how to improve my research design and recommend some next steps for myself and other 

teacher researchers. 

Reflection on Existing Literature 

The research I reviewed in Chapter 2 established the road map of my study. On 

reflection, my findings, for the most part, followed patterns that appeared in many of the 

articles I read. If given the chance, “students tend to learn better and are more creative 

when intrinsically motivated” (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Intrinsic motivation makes 

students more independent and willing to make mistakes that will lead to clarifying 
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learning opportunities. For example, when Student 3 struggled to solve a problem and 

became extremely frustrated about not understanding where he went wrong, instead of 

giving up and stopping working, Student 3 turned to Student 4 and asked him to walk 

him through how to solve the problem. 

However, one unexpected issue I encountered was students’ backsliding—

reverting to belief perseverance and fixed mindsets. The students were able to shift their 

mindsets as long as I continued to provide external stimulation. While I implemented the 

coaching tools and techniques, the students made step-by-step progress toward intrinsic 

motivation through self-determination, yet some students were unable to maintain this 

progress on their own. For example, some students seemed to find comfort in reverting to 

their old thought processes. During some small-group lessons, students expressed 

negative self-talk when they found a difficult problem that they did not remember how to 

solve, thus leading to a self-defeating mindset. Struggling to accomplish tasks on their 

own suggested the students were externally motivated (Deci, 1971). Working 

independently to solve the math problems caused them to question their abilities again. 

The students needed external rewards from me in the form of praise and reassurance that 

they were performing tasks correctly. 

Additional scholarship provides insight into how to diminish such backsliding, 

specifically discussing growth mindset strategies for perseverance in math classrooms. 

Toney (2019) defined perseverance as “the drive to accomplish goals or solve 

challenging problems in the face of challenges and setbacks” (p. 4). Further, Toney 

(2019) argued, “students with a fixed mindset tend to conceive everything as a 

measurement of their ability and intellect” (p. 4). Seeing my students’ struggles from this 
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perspective gave me new insight and understanding that the students would need to 

overcome cognitive difficulties attached to their emotions (Barnes, 2019). This 

realization reaffirmed my use of the action plan exercise to help students move past their 

self-manufactured roadblocks. Developing a deeper appreciation and love for who they 

are helped students engage in positive actions that were “inherently interesting and 

satisfying” (Shin & Johnson, 2021, p. 367). 

Recent research also validated my approach by confirming that using coaching 

techniques in the classroom can enhance student learning. Tanjung and Permana (2020) 

expressed that coaching allows teachers to improvise, giving them a chance to uncover 

“students’ characteristics” and giving students the “opportunity to develop their 

individual learning style” (p. 2). For example, after I suggested a candy bar analogy to 

help Student 1 solve a math problem, she realized thinking of math problems in terms of 

food, specifically candy, made solving them easier. Student 1 began using her snacks that 

she brought from home to help her solve the math problems. 

Even beyond the intervention period, I saw evidence that confirmed the coaching 

techniques were effective. When I was trying to help Student 6 understand a word 

problem by using a football metaphor and actually acted out the play, she looked at me 

and said, “Ms. Ramirez, If you could do that with every problem, I’d be golden.” Student 

6 recognized that relating the work to sports (i.e., connecting to her individual 

characteristics and style) made understanding it much easier. 

Recommendations for Practice 

Having worked with students for 23 years, I have witnessed a countless number of 

them enter the classroom with set beliefs about their abilities to succeed. Over the years 
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leading up to sixth grade, students build up a lack of confidence due to past failures. In 

this study, discussing Group X’s past failures and feelings with them gave me a deeper 

understanding of how much they disliked math due to believing they were incapable of 

understanding how to do it. Learning their thought process informed my actions. 

As the action research study progressed and the students began to use the 

coachable math steps, I observed increased confidence in Group X. Their set beliefs 

began to shift from negativity to possibility, and I saw evidence of their self-

determination. The students realized they might not get every question correct but always 

had a chance to succeed, and if they made a mistake, they knew they could go back and 

check for errors. They had a road map to help them successfully navigate math. I would 

encourage any teacher who is looking to coach their students from a fixed mindset to a 

growth mindset to break the lesson into easy steps. 

However, during the intervention period, I noticed my susceptibility to teacher 

burnout, leading to “an overwhelming exhaustion” (Maslach & Leiter, 2016, p. 160). 

Implementing the study required more preparation than day-to-day teaching. To ensure 

everything ran smoothly, I had to run through possible situations that could arise for each 

child and envision how I would counteract any problems. I also felt like I was planning 

for two separate classes: Group X versus everyone else. In the future, I intend to 

implement the same coaching strategies of preplanning with the entire class as I did with 

Group X. Using the same strategies of preplanning will have a direct effect on how I 

introduce the process to a whole class and maintaining a routine with such a large group 

will require strategic planning. To avoid burnout I would encourage teachers to know 

their limits and understand this process will take time to implement. 
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Implementation Plan 

Conducting this research taught me a lot of valuable information about the 

students and myself. I learned that we both want to be acknowledged and appreciated for 

our strengths. We also want to know we can mess up and be vulnerable without being 

attacked for our mistakes. I believe this understanding should be common among 

teachers and start at the lower grade levels. 

Because students can be firmly set in their negative beliefs in sixth grade, I 

recommend starting to promote positive belief perseverance in kindergarten. 

Kindergarten teachers could invite their students to recognize positive aspects about 

themselves, from their skin color or eyes to their ability to write a sentence or locate the 

number 5. Celebrating small victories will give students confidence in themselves and 

make them want to do more to continue to feel the positive energy around them. 

By first grade, students could begin to incorporate the positive intentions aspect of 

my intervention, putting positive vibes about themselves out into the world. The more the 

students recite these positive intentions, the more their brains will hear and begin to 

believe and incorporate it such positive thoughts. Increasing their confidence in this way 

would make them feel comfortable making a mistake. 

Second and third grade would be an ideal time to incorporate goal setting. 

Students would be at the point of seeing the positive aspects of who they are, so the next 

step would be to focus on where they would like to go (i.e., how they would like to 

improve themselves) and making a plan to get there. Goal setting can be a difficult 

process for students to understand, so I recommend moving slowly through this part of 



 

75 

the plan. If a student sets a goal and does not reach it, providing time to digest how and 

why, as well as emphasizing the possibility of trying again, will be important. 

With a solid foundation in forming positive intentions and setting goals, students 

would be ready to experience additional coaching techniques in Grade 4–6. They should 

have moved past belief perseverance or fixed mindset to self-determination, yet they may 

begin to struggle with harder subjects. Teaching students how to break obstacles into 

manageable pieces would enable them to maintain a growth mindset and solve problems 

for themselves as they continue in school and life. 

As Figure 5.1 illustrates, I ultimately envision incorporating families and 

community members into this process. Incorporating these techniques at home could 

improve family dynamics and behavior issues. During the intervention period, parent–

teacher conferences gave me additional insight into Group X that I normally would not 

have been able to see. Many of their parents and guardians wanted to know how to 

modify their student’s behavior from playing in class, being uninterested, and being 

unfocused to actively participating in the classroom and their education. Discussing 

growth mindset, positive intentions, and coaching techniques during conferences and 

suggesting how to incorporate such strategies at home gave students an added layer of 

support. Similarly, inviting community members such as small business owners, 

firefighters, police officers, and state representatives to interact with students on a regular 

basis could deepen students’ understanding of how they fit into their community. This 

interaction and understanding could help students envision goals they had not thought of 

before and motivate them to set goals for their future and determine the steps to attain 

those goals. 
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Figure 5.1 School, Family, and Community Action Plan 

Reflection on Methodology 

My study occurred in the Fall 2022 semester. I felt conducting action research at 

the beginning of the year would be beneficial. Students would be walking in fresh from 

summer vacation and learning back-to-school routines. Unfortunately, my request for 

district permission went unanswered for many months. When the district finally 

responded toward the end of September, I had to go through additional steps to finalize 

the paperwork, which frustrated me. I finally received approval on October 19 and began 

my study on October 24. This timing was not ideal, giving me limited time to process the 

data and truly internalize the information, but it did give me added time to get to know 

my students and which ones needed added support as explained in Chapter 3. 

This added time also gave me a chance to review my research plan and prepare 

for possible challenges. Even though I imagined many different simulations and how I 

might respond, I was not completely ready for how the study unfolded. While collecting 

data, I realized I had not anticipated how fast I would have to write to take notes on each 

student in Group X or how messy and disheveled—almost unreadable—those notes 

would be at times. 
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Another oversight was how I introduced the goal setting and positive intention 

form. I did not realize the students would have such a difficult time understanding how to 

create goals or positive intentions. In hindsight, I should have created a prefilled form as 

an example. I also could have created a list of goals and positive intentions for students to 

use as inspiration. Moreover, I did not anticipate what I would do if the students were 

absent for parts of the lessons, coaching techniques, or assessments. Upon reflection, I 

should have worked out a policy of when and how to make up these lessons and 

assessments so students did not fall behind or miss out on anything. 

Though the study did not go completely the way I envisioned it, it did work out in 

the end. The challenges I faced as a researcher gave me a chance to implement some of 

the positive intentions and growth mindset strategies with myself. Ultimately, I was able 

to collect and evaluate a lot of valuable information. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Conducting this research gave me such valuable insight into my students and 

myself that I see no need to stop implementing the coaching techniques and positive 

intentions just because the study is over. Moving students past belief perseverance or 

fixed mindsets to self-determination and growth mindsets could be a game changer in 

schools. Incorporating coaching, goal setting, and positive intentions in a school-wide 

plan could foster students’ self-determination mindset from the beginning of their 

education, reinforcing their resolution to succeed in school and in life. Continuing the 

research on a larger scale by incorporating several grade levels along with classified staff 

could change the environment of schools as a whole. Specifically, I wonder whether 

starting the interventions at a younger age would reduce students’ struggles in school, 
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including behavior issues. Additionally, I wonder whether bringing families into the 

study could improve relations between children and their guardians and between families 

and school staff. 

Final Thoughts 

Many of my colleagues have watched me work my way through my doctoral 

degree, asking me why I would put myself through all the work, stress, and frustration for 

little or no reward. Indeed, this study pushed me to my educational, emotional, and 

physical limits at times. I was not sure I would make it to the end, but what my 

colleagues did not understand is this degree is about so much more than me. 

As an action researcher, I was able to develop a coaching technique that will aid 

students in their educational careers for years to come. As I continue to work with all my 

students, not just Group X, they will continue to develop an understanding of what they 

need—how they need to process information—to succeed in school and hopefully in life. 

These students will also continue to develop a sense of who they are and create a positive 

belief system they can pass to future generations. 

At the same time, action research was simply a way of formalizing some practices 

I embraced long ago. Over the years, I have had the privilege to remain in contact or 

reconnect with former students to see how they are progressing through school and life. 

The student who inspired my introductory anecdote in Chapter 1 graduated high school 

after losing both parents and having to move in with family members. He is currently 

attending a junior college in Southern California and looking into attending a Historically 

Black College or University. This student still contacts me to help him break assignments 

into manageable tasks and invites me to review his writing. 
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Another student contacted me on social media to express what an impact I had on 

her life as a child and continue to have as an adult (Figure 5.2). She mentioned that she 

struggled through a lot of her childhood trying to figure out who she was but I helped her 

push through to who she has become. This student is now in Arizona studying to become 

a nurse. After being part of this study, I envision similar success for Group X.

Figure 5.2 Message From a Former Student 

Beyond Group X’s experience with the interventions, watching me develop and 

implement this study and attain this degree has inspired students throughout my 3-year 

journey. They have watched me work in school right along with them, using the same 

techniques on myself that I use with them. They see that I am both a teacher and a 

student. I hope they will understand that education is never over. It continues in 

everything we see and do. Ultimately, like everything in my teaching career, I do this to 

inspire my students to be more. 
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