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Abstract:

Every fourth student in Sweden cancels their upper secondary school education, although the
intention behind the new school reform 2011 (GY-11) was to increase the throughput. One important
reason for this is a lack of study motivation, which, in turn, has different causes. The authors of this
study have chosen to focus on students' perceptions of what is happening in the classroom (i.e.,
learning and teaching in four different study programs). The purpose of the article is to describe and
analyze students' perceptions of what motivates or demotivates them. The research questions are:
a) what is important to study motivation?, and b) are there any differences regarding study
motivation between programs? The study is based on a web survey of 126 students and four group
interviews of 12 students. The interviews were analyzed using thematic content analysis. This is a
cross-sectional study that also was analyzed using descriptive statistics and chi-squared tests with
correction. The results show the importance of learning and teaching strategies, teachers, and
learning enviroments. Some similarities were found between the four upper secondary programs,
such as a preference for more practically-oriented pedagogy, short-term goals and quick feedback,
varied teaching methods, and good textbooks. However, there are also statistically significant
differences between the programs regarding the need for structure, learning methods, and preferred
perceptual preferences. The results have implications for teacher education, practicing teachers, and
the students themselves. Conducting studies at the group- and program-level to better understand
students is a way to develop the didactics for specific study programs and find ways to strengthen
students' study motivation.
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1. Introduction 

In Sweden, a new school reform (GY 11) was implemented, with the intention of increasing 

student throughput. After almost ten years, the results are worse than expected. The actual 

situation is that every fourth upper secondary school student interrupts their studies. Compared 

to students who received a final grade in the old system, the throughput is between 2 and 5 

percentage points lower than before the reform, depending on the chosen year. Of 355,000 

students in upper secondary school, 208,000 can be found in study programs, 102,000 in 

vocational programs, and 44,900 in introductory programs1 (Skolverket, 2020a). 76.6% of 

students obtain their degree within three years after ending the program, but in vocational 

programs, the number is lower, being 71.6%. In real numbers, this means that slightly over 

23,000 students leave upper secondary schools in Sweden every year with incomplete grades 

(Skolverket, 2020a). Among students with parents who have only a presecondary education, the 

percentage is 35% (Skolverket, 2018).  

 

There is a situation in Sweden in which some students get through upper secondary school 

easily, others must fight throughout their school years to get their diploma. A large group of 

students fails to obtain final grades or drops out of school, and another group has difficulty 

gaining access to the national programs (introductory program). Incomplete grades or dropping 

out of school is a problem for individuals as well as for society. Students without complete upper 

secondary school grades risk ultimately confronting social exclusion and unemployment, and 

the societal costs for their education double when such people complete their grades through 

different adult education programs. Voices from both student organizations (Sveriges Elevkårer, 

2018) as well as politicians and other stakeholders can be heard, demanding that changes be 

made in the school system and in Swedish school policy. Many voices offer far-reaching 

conclusions, including that Swedish school policy has failed. However, different stakeholders 

have rarely made concrete proposals based on contemporary educational research on the 

reasons for dropouts or lack of study motivation and the changes that must be made to 

accomplish this and how to make them. 

 

An important reason for incomplete grades and a high number of school dropouts is a lack of 

study motivation. More than 50% of upper secondary school students indicate that they 

experience low or nonexistent study motivation (Sveriges Elevkårer & Lärarnas Riksförbund, 

2015). The most important factors for increasing student motivation are described as being 

related to teachers' subject competence, teacher -student relationships, educational support, 

and access to student health. The interesting question is theno how it is possible to increase 

study motivation and to understand and minimize the reasons for demotivation. Is the lack of 

study motivation due to teaching difficulties, the school system, or something else? Other 

reasons mentioned include the new school system’s imposition of higher requirements for 

admission to the upper secondary school's national program, that Swedish primary school 

students have declining knowledge results, and that primary school students are less prepared 

for the increasing demands in upper secondary school (Skolverket, 2016). In our view, there is 

too little attention given to the relationship between study motivation and such didactical issues 

as students’ personal opinions, teachers’ professional skills, and subject didactics. That 

 
1 The introductory programs are intended primarily for students who do not have access to a national upper second-
ary school programs. 
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students are motivated is a prerequisite for successful learning in schools and is, therefore, 

important to study. If a large group of students in Sweden today has low or nonexistent study 

motivation, or if students lack necessary study strategies, how can schools fulfill needed tasks 

to help students achieve their knowledge goals? How do students think about student 

motivation and how may they  be helped in their search for knowledge? The National Board of 

Education states:  

 

Lack of motivation makes it difficult to take advantage of school education; conversely, 

those who do not qualify for teaching can suffer a lack of motivation. Assuming a lack of 

motivation - and thus corresponding compensation needs - motivation becomes 

something that needs to be added to the learning processes [our translation]. (Skolverket, 

2019, p. 154) 

 

This study focused on four types of upper secondary school programs to analyze study 

motivation in general, as well as similarities and differences among the programs. The study 

has chosen to focus on the student’s perspective on the issue of study motivation and is based 

on an extensive web-based questionnaire and group interviews with students. One important 

reason for this study, apart from the problem areas mentioned earlier, is that research in 

Sweden on the interaction between individuals and the learning environment in Swedish 

schools is limited (Blomgren, 2016), and national studies are few (Lundahl et al. 2015). Another 

important incentive for the study is that there are few Swedish contemporary studies that build 

on students as informants about their own study motivation (Giota, 2013). 

In view of the above problem area, the aim of this article is to describe and analyze the views of 

students from four upper secondary study programs, regarding what increases or decreases 

their study motivation. The research questions are: 

 

• What determines the motivation or lack of motivation to study among upper secondary 

school students in four types of study programs? 

• Are there differences among the students in the four programs concerning study 

motivation? 
 

The results of the study can offer students and teachers insights into better ways to harness the 

school situation for increased study success. For teachers, this concerns didactical choices, and 

for students, this relates to individual study strategies. The results can also offer other actors in 

the school (i.e., head teachers, school administrators, and politicians) indications of a need for, 

for example, policy statements, regulation documents and/or different types of programs with 

resource allocations. In this article, we first give a brief introduction of upper secondary schools 

in Sweden and the new reform for upper secondary schools (GY-11). We then present some 

relevant previous research in the area, followed by an account of our methodological choices. 

The final part of the article consists of the results, along with a subsequent discussion and 

didactical implications. 

 

1.1 Upper secondary school in Sweden 

Within upper secondary school, there are 18 national programs: 6 university preparatory 

programs and 12 vocational programs. There are also four introductory programs. A vocational 

program is a program that leads to a profession, should be the basis for professional activity, 

and continued vocational training. A university preparation program prepares students for 

university studies and includes more studies in English and Swedish languages than vocational 
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programs. Introductory programs aim to allow unauthorized students to enter a national program 

or lead to them obtaining a job. All students in such programs follow an individual study plan. 

There is no degree objective or program structure applied to the study plan that indicates what 

the education should contain.  

 

The upper secondary school reform in 2011 (GY-11) introduced a new upper secondary school 

for Sweden. The purpose of the reform was, among other things, "to prepare students for 

working life and higher studies to a greater extent than before, to clarify the content of the 

various programs and to increase the throughput" (Skolverket, 2016, p. 12). The reform thus 

had a clearly defined problem as a background to the changes that the reform implemented. 

The new reform aimed to improve the study results through higher requirements for admission 

to the programs and during the implementation of the programs. However, the National Agency 

for Education’s national statistical database on grades in the upper secondary school system 

(Skolverket, 2020b) notes that the grade point score for students who finished upper secondary 

school in spring 2019 is at approximately the same average as it was for the students in the old 

system.  

 

In 2014, four years after the introduction of the new upper secondary school with Gy11, the 

Swedish Student Union and the Teachers' Union conducted a study on throughput in the 

Swedish secondary school system (Sveriges Elevkårer et al., 2014). The study indicated that 

the main explanation for the perceived low throughput was a lack of student motivation on the 

part of the students. According to the study, 53% of high school students indicated that they felt 

low student motivation. The proportion is slightly higher among students from vocational 

programs than among students from university preparatory programs. The most important 

instruments to raise student motivation are according to the study are: a) the different modes of 

interaction between the teacher and student and b) access to student health. The new high 

school reform has not resulted in improved study results. In addition to improving study results, 

the upper secondary school reform intended to increase throughput in upper secondary school. 

The results have for this part been disappointing. Available data on the effects of the new upper 

secondary school system thus show that the results have not yet, to the desired extent, handled 

all the ambitions that existed with the reform. In the study presented here, we focus particularly 

on one of the causes that has been mentioned as an important explanation for the success or 

failure of the students’ learning ambitions: study motivation. 

 

2. Previous research  

There are different definitions and understandings of the concept of study motivation. According 

to the Swedish Student Union and the Swedish Teachers' Federation's study (2014), the 

teacher-student interaction and access to student health are the most important factors in 

raising student motivation. Internal and external motivational factors are important for study 

results. Study motivation is often described as having  internal and external motivation (Ryan & 

Deci, 2002). Internally controlled motivation arises when the activity feels engaging and 

rewarding in itself. Internal motivational factors are about seeking and managing challenges 

related to an endeavor to satisfy personal interests and use one's abilities (Woolfolk & Karlberg, 

2015). In school, internally motivated students show greater endurance during tasks, seek more 

understanding in terms of knowledge, and try different strategies to achieve their goals (Giotta, 

2017). 
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External motivational factors are based more on control, meaning the result or whether there is 

a reward (e.g., credits, praise, useful skills in working life) or a punishment (e.g., missing student 

support, delayed studies) that can be predicted determines the motivation of the student. 

External motivational factors imply an endeavor aimed at meeting expectations or demands that 

come from, or are perceived as coming from, outside the individual (Giota, 2017; Woolfolk & 

Karlberg, 2015). Externally motivated students adopt more surface learning strategies, often 

giving up when rewards or benefits are removed (Giota, 2017). The student's motives for their 

actions and whether their actions are internally or externally motivated are an important factor 

for study motivation (Jerkeby, 2019). Nonexistent motivation (i.e., study motivation is completely 

lacking) is a third aspect of motivation (Woolfolk & Karlberg, 2015). Students give up, blame 

factors outside of themselves, and do not see the relationship between performance and results 

(Sjöberg, 1997). 

 

Strategies to increase student motivation can be understood and analyzed from different 

starting points. Jerkeby (2019) described the complexity in the following words: 

 

It is about teachers who motivate to, and students who are motivated, that is, two aspects 

that are interrelated. You can be motivated with regard to the content of the learning and / 

or with regard to the forms of the learning, that is to say with regard to what and with 

regard to how to learn (our translation). (p. 33) 

 

Motivation strategies, thus, interact with each other in many ways. To contribute to students' 

study motivation, teachers require a "toolbox" of motivation strategies (Augustsson & Boström, 

2016). Various researchers in the field have mentioned the following strategies: understanding 

and taking into account the complexity of events, students, and groups in the teaching setting 

(Giota, 2013); designing the tasks to enable adaptation to both individuals and groups (Boström, 

2011a); using constructive evaluations, taking time aspects and didactic diversity into account 

(Woolfolk & Karlberg, 2015); using various teaching strategies and active work with 

metacognitive strategies (Boström, 2011b, 2013); and taking conscious leadership in the 

classroom (Augustsson & Boström, 2016; Hattie, 2009). In this context, it is also relevant to pay 

attention to the emotions that are aroused by success and failure and the teachers' competence 

to handle this at the group and individual levels (Giota 2013: Lundahl et al., 2013). Teacher 

strategies that impair student motivation include: ineffective feedback or no feedback (Giota, 

2013), lack of connection, overly difficult tasks (Hugo, 2006), slow pace, focus on getting ready 

and not on learning, poor planning, and punishing leadership. Other demotivating factors are 

unattractive classrooms and a negative mood in the class (Woolfolk, & Karlberg, 2015). 

 

Even factors that motivate students are complex. Farrington et al. (2012) point to five crucial 

factors: study-oriented behavior, endurance in studies, academic “mindset,” learning strategies, 

and social ability. A students’ own view of their self-esteem, previous experiences, and 

individual goals (Hugo, 2006; Wery & Thomson, 2013) are crucial for study motivation. 

Moreover, a student being given the opportunity to learn in way that is individually best for them 

has been noted as being of decisive importance for results (Dunn & Giggs, 2007). Further, 

previous research points to the importance of students' perceptions of the tasks (i.e., relevance, 

utility, difficulty, way of working (Granström, 2012), feedback, grouping, and group dynamics 

(Håkansson & Sundberg, 2012; Vinterek, 2006; Woolfolk & Karlberg, 2015; Zimmerman, 2018). 

Students’ experiences of teachers’ overall didactic competence (Hattie, 2009), as well as the 

importance of relationships (Aspelin, 2018), are also considered to have a serious effect on 
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study motivation. As the school places demands on student performance, it should also provide 

support in an environment to facilitate the occurrence of change where it is difficult to meet 

requirements and expectations (i.e., in this case, at school) (Karlberg, 2011). 

 

3. Method 

To fulfill the purpose of the study and answer the research questions, the design of the study 

used a mixed method approach, followed by an inductive content analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006) based on group interviews and a statistical analysis based on selected clusters from the 

web survey to get a more nuanced picture. Below, we describe the participants, the data 

collection and analysis, the interviews, the thematic analysis, the web survey, and the statistical 

analysis. 

 

3.1 Participants 

The selection principles include students from theoretical and practical programs but also 

students who do not have access to upper secondary education. All participating persons were 

informed of the project's aims and current ethical principles of research (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2017). We collected data in the fall of 2017. The study included students from four upper 

secondary school programs: The Social Sciences Program (SSP), the Health and Social care 

Program (HSP), the Vehicle and Transport Program (VHP), and the Introduction Program (IP). 

The programs represents students with different past successes or challenges in their learning 

processes. The study included 70 students from SSP, 51 students from HSC, 75 from VHP, and 

30 from IP. Table 1 shows the distribution between girls and boys.  

 

Table 1. Information on participating high school programs with regard to gender 

 

Program  SSP HSP VHP IP Total 

 
Gender 

 
Girls 

 
49 (71%) 

 
48 
(94%) 

 
21 
(28%) 

 
17 57%) 

 
136 

 Boy 21 (29%) 3 (6%) 53 
(72%) 

13 (43%) 90 
 

Total  70 51 75 30 226 

 

3.2 Data collection and data analysis 

The design of questions for the group interviews was influenced by a study by Blomgren (2016). 

A total of 12 students were selected by their teachers for interviews. The selection criteria were 

groups of students that included boys and girls that had varying study success. They are 

encoders designated with the letters E1–E12. We conducted and recorded the interviews onsite 

at the school and, subsequently, transcribed them. The interviews lasted between 40 min and 

1.5 h. When we converted the interviews into Word files (in 12-point, Times New Roman font), 

the transcribed interviews consisted of about 100 A4 pages of text. 

 

The web survey was based on a modified questionnaire from Blomgren’s study, and questions 

about learning strategies were based on the PEPS learning style test (Dunn, Dunn & Price, 

2000), but they have been reduced to only three response options: “yes,” “no,” and “don't know.” 

Above all, in the interviews and the questionnaire, we focused on issues that previous research 

pointed to as being interesting to study in more detail or having aspects that were still 

unexplored. When we finished designing the final draft of the questionnaire, we sent information 

about the web survey to designated teachers to pass on to the relevant student groups. The 
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survey was answered electronically as a web survey, using the Netigate survey accounting 

program, and it underwent statistical processing in SPSS. The survey is based on group 

selection and, therefore, no dropout of individuals was included in the survey. Only surveys with 

complete answers were processed and analyzed. 

 

3.3 Thematic analysis 

We analyzed interview data using inductive thematic content analysis, which is a method for 

systematic and gradual classification of data to identify patterns and themes more easily. 

Inductive coding is, by definition, not tied to theoretical framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006), so 

the coding is driven by students’ responses. Traditional content analysis can be divided into 

three stages: (1) selection of focus texts, (2) coding the text, and (3) interpretation of the results. 

Content analysis of open answers shows thematic differences (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The 

chosen approach also enables analyses from different theoretical perspectives. The process 

followed common practice (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Based on this, the analysis occurred 

in four steps: (1) we read through the text several times to get a sense of the content; (2) we 

divided the text into meaning units (i.e., a word, sentences, or a paragraph with the same 

content), guided by the aim of the study and condensed; and (3) we compared the condensed 

meaning units and sorted them into categories based on similarities and differences in content 

(see Table 2). We read the entire text (analysis unit) repeatedly to gain a holistic understanding 

of the text. Based on sentences or phrases, we condensed the content into categories that 

reflected the central message. These subcategories constituted the manifest content of the texts 

that were ultimately used to find categories (Krippendorf, 2019). Table 2 exemplifies this 

research process. 

 

Table 2. Example of inductive analysis of data 

Meaning unit Condensed unit Subcategory Category Research Question 

… Some may have 
PowerPoint 
presentations for 
hours/../after an 
hour you just think 
“I don't know what 
you said to my 
brain …it is dull 
from that.” And it 
just becomes like a 
dark room and you 
just sit. 

Teaching affects 
students' motivation 

Teaching 
arrangement 

Teaching 
strategies 

What determines 
upper secondary 
school students’ 
motivation/lack of 
motivation to study 
in each of the four 
study programs? 
 

 

 

Finally, as the researchers and authors of this article, we met and discussed the analysis 

thoroughly until we reached a consensus (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). This resulted in 

further refinement of themes, which ending up in a final thematization (Figure 2).  

 

3.4 Statistical method: cross-sectional study 

The survey is a statistical, cross-sectional study. A significance level of 0.05 was used. Multiple 

responses were analyzed with a chi-squared test with correction so that the p-value was 

calculated with Scott-Rao Chi squared test (Lavassani et al., 2008). Thus, it is possible to 

determine whether or not there are significant differences in the frequency distribution among 

the four vocational programs. The correction was made as follows: 
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Figure 1. Correction of χ2 values (according to Lavassani et al., 2008). 

 

3.4.1 Selected variables 

The variables that we selected to determine if there were differences among the study programs 

were factors related to learning strategies, teaching strategies, and the teacher's role. It is 

possible to dichotomize the need for structure in learning into external structure and internal 

structure (i.e., of the student themselves). The former concerns the student’s need for clear 

explanations and examples of how a task can be solved, as well as clearly communicated time 

and planning frameworks. The latter relates to the idea that learners learn best when they are 

allowed to think, structure, and plan for themselves. We selected five variables related to 

perceptual preferences (Dunn & Griggs, 2007). Visual text means that a student learns best 

from written text. Visual image includes visualizations of content, such as images, illustrations, 

and graphs. Auditory learning means that a student learns best by listening and talking. 

Kinesthetic learning (learning-by-doing) means that a learner learns best by experiencing and 

physically participating in the learning. Tactical learning (hands-on learning) means that the 

learner learns best when their hands are active in learning processes. Social preferences 

include the kind of group constellation that best facilitates learning for a given student: alone, in 

a group, or with a teacher. Variation in teaching bears on whether a student prefers the teacher 

to change teaching methods or use the same method all the time. Goals and feedback were 

originally part of the concept of motivation, but, in this study, we have chosen to focus on 

whether the student needs short goals and quick feedback or would prefer to set their own 

goals. We selected the following variables to identify and analyze teaching strategies: methods 

defined in the study, including problem-based learning, learning via textbooks, and project-

based learning; class structure, including individual learning and learning in smaller groups; 

learning resources, including questions about textbooks, digital resources, and exercises in 

courses. 

 

3.5 Method discussion 

Like all similar studies, the results presented here should be viewed as snapshots. Learning 

strategies and desired teaching strategies can change over time (Dunn & Griggs, 2007). To go 

deeper, repeated measurements and larger populations are required. The study is limited to 

four programs, and the results are valid for those included in the study. Given the number of stu-

dents in each class, this is adequate for the chosen design (Hassmén & Koivula, 1996). One 
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strength of the study is that it is based on a multiple choice method, which strengthens the re-

sults. One weakness is that we could have extended the response options to each question. 

Then, possibly, we could have obtained more precise results. 

 

4. Results and analysis 

In Figure 2, we present an overview of the main categories and sub-categories found. We then 

present the results from the thematic analysis. After this, we show the distinctively statistically 

significant factor of importance between the four programs. 

 

4.1 Five thematic categories 

The thematic analysis resulted in five main themes: a) learning strategies, b) teaching 

strategies, c) teachers, d) learning environment, and e) others. For each theme, different sub-

themes were identified (see Figure 2). Each of these themes will be described and illustrated by 

quotations.  

 

 
 

Figure 2. Thematic map. The blue ovals correspond to the five main categories, and the 

white ovals correspond to the sub-categories. 

 

As shown in the thematic map, there are sub-categories that can be attributed to more than one 

main category. For example, the sub-category “comrades” was about the learning environment 

but can also be found in other contexts, such as leisure time outside the classroom. 

Furthermore, the thematic map shows that the main categories interact with each other, for 

example teaching strategies are very much intertwined with the teacher. 

 

Students' learning strategies for study motivation was a prominent theme in the empirical 

material. Five motivational study aspects for students were the importance of feeling relaxed, if 

they succeed on tests and with grades, short-term goals, participation in the studies, and more 

practical learning methods. Grades can both increase and decrease motivation. “If I get a high 

grade on one assignment, I get motivated for the other. Grading gives motivation (E2).” “If I get 

bad grades… or are behind, then I can't work at all. It will be a vicious circle (E4).” The overall 

picture was that grades could create study motivation, but that they could also be inhibitory to 

motivation if they were low. "The whip, it's to get the good grades then, because you should be 
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able to apply to university or whatever ... (E10)." The informants also problematized the ratings 

as structurally inhibitory and stress-related factors. 

 

The teaching strategies of teachers were of utmost importance for the study motivation of 

students. Students wanted a more practical and laboratory arrangement of lessons, such as 

learning-by-doing methods and content about “real life.” The students emphasized the 

importance of choosing a method and having access to a variety of working methods. "When I 

get motivated, there is a variation in pedagogy, with varying tasks and subject areas (E6)." If the 

arrangement was not sufficiently well-planned or too monotonous, the study motivation of the 

students decreased. The study motivation of the students decreased or increased depending on 

the organization of the courses, such as if courses were planned well and if the courses 

included participation. Planning includes both the teacher’s lesson and course planning, joint 

planning, and the students’ own planning. The word “pleasure” embodies a strategy that leads 

to study motivation according to the consensus of the students. “Pleasure provides motivation 

(E7).” 

 

The teacher was also significant in the students' study motivation, which is evident in this study. 

Most prominent was their personality and behavior. The study showed that the teacher’s 

personal qualities were important for study motivation. For example, it was desirable for 

teachers to be happy, have understanding, have skills to provide support for the students, and 

not cause stress for the students. If teachers and students build good relationships, the study 

motivation is positively affected. Good relationships facilitate educational assignment, such as 

by providing feedback and setting the right requirements. 

 

Concerning the learning environment, the general well-being, safety, and the class (fellow 

students) were described as important aspects in the learning environment. Well-being was 

involved being happy with both the teacher and the class, but this also applied in a physical 

sense, namely being happy on the premises. The impact of the external environment on the 

study motivation was even described as underestimated. Confidence was also emphasized in 

the interviews. "You feel safe and comfortable and you enjoy being here, easier then with 

homework and assignments (E1)." Students also emphasized the importance of the class or 

group in the learning environment as an influencing factor for their study motivation. 

 

The category others contains information that is difficult to epitomize. For example, comrades 

are also associated with the “other” context of classroom interaction. “Correct peers” (ie 

comrades with positive attitudes to study) are crucial to study motivation in that they can 

positively affect study motivation, and, with the “wrong peers”, the impact becomes negative. 

However, it seems difficult to break away from a peer group that does not want to work, as 

illustrated by the following student quote: “If I hang out with some friends, and they don't even 

want to work, I lose the motivation. It is difficult to change friends. It is up to me if I should follow 

them… I still have my own responsibility (E10).” Informants also described parental support as 

ambivalent. Some students had parents who supported them, and others did not have this 

support. A dilemma that the students described was that supportive parents could also lead to 

experiencing pressure to continue to perform well. This could be perceived as a negative or 

problematic expectation structure. Another sub category that is found here, but which is also 

related to the learning strategies of students, is common subjects (mathematics, Swedish, 

reading, writing and speaking in English), which were not as popular with the students in the 

vocational programs. These subjects lowered study motivation. 
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4.2 Differences in study motivation 

On the basis of the previous results, statistical analysis has been performed to investigate 

whether there are differences between the programs regarding learning and teaching strategies 

and the importance of the teacher (Table 3).  

 

Table 3. Learning and teaching strategies as motivational preferences 

 

 Program  Statistics 

 SSP IP VHP  HSP    

Learning and teaching 
strategies 

N n % N n % N n % N n %  χ2 * Df p 

Structure or construction 48   19   4
5 

  40    12.0
5 

3 0.007 
   Clear structure  4

3 
90%  18 95%  36 80%  38 95

% 
    

  Independent thinking  1
9 

40%  11 58%  31 69%  22 55
% 

    

Perceptual preferences 55   22   5
3 

  44    24.0 12 0.020 

  Reading text  2
8 

51%  11 50%   53%   57
% 

    

  Looking at images  3
7 

67%  10 46%   72%   73
% 

    

  Listening (to teacher or peer)  4
5 

82%  13 59%   74%   75
% 

    

  Learning-by-doing  4
2 

76%  16 73%   96%   91
% 

    

  Tactual learning  2
6 

47%  12 55%   85%   89
% 

    

Socological preferences 55   26   5
2 

  45    6.55 6 0.365 

  Best alone  2
7 

49%  15 58%  25 48%   71
% 

    

  Best in group  3
3 

60%  11 42%  29 56%   64
% 

    

  Best with teacher  4
3 

78%  18 69%  42 81%   82
% 

    

Variation in teaching 48   15   4
1 

  42    13.6 3 0.003 

  Different ways of teaching  4
3 

90%  14 93%  30 73%   88
% 

    

  Similar ways of teaching  1
2 

25%  4 27%  21 51%   41
% 

    

Motivation 43   20   4
0 

  40    4.83 3 0.184 

  Given short goals and quick 
feedback 

 3
8 

88%  19 95%  34 85%  34 85
% 

    

  Setting own learning goals  2
3 

53%  10 50%  25 63%  28 70
% 

    

* Rao-Scott Chi square, which is adapted for situations with multiple response variables. 

 

In all four programs, 80% to 90% of the students preferred a clear structure. Many also 

preferred independent thinking, that number being 40% to 69% of the answers. The difference 

between the programs was that the social sciences program had a relatively lower proportion 

compared to the other programs that preferred independent thinking (40%). The vehicle and 

transport program had a higher proportion of preferring independent thinking but had a lower 

proportion than others in preferring clear structure. The differences are significant (Rao-Scott χ2 

= 12.05; df = 3; p = 0.007). 

 

Concerning perceptual preferences, it was a percentage spread. For example, students in the 

practical programs appeared to have a higher preference for learning-by-doing and tactual 

learning. The differences were significant. Regarding sociological preferences, there were no 

statistically significant differences, but it is noteworthy that many students in all four classes 

experienced a great need for interaction with the teacher (78%–82%). There is also a significant 

difference between the four programs regarding variation in teaching. There is no statistical 

difference between the programs in relation to the preference of the students for short-term 

goals and feedback (88%–95% of the students).  

 

As teaching methods are a decisive and interconnected hub between the categories and in 

didactic theory, we also tested this for significant differences between the study programs. We 
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calculated significance for three aspects of teaching methods in a similar way; we used 

didactical methods, constellation for learning, and learning media. Table 4 shows that in all three 

of the selected teaching methods, there were statistically significant differences between the 

study programs.  

 

Table 4. Teaching methods as motivational strategies 

 Program  Statistics 

 SSP IP VHP  HSP    

Teaching methods N n % N n % N n % N n %  χ2 * Df p 

Didactic methods 25   16   31   21    42.6 6 0.000 
   Examples, much problem-

based work 
 16 64%  4 25%  9 29%  7 33

% 
   36 

  Much textbook learning  6 24%  14 88%  25 81%  14 67
% 

   36 

  Much project-oriented learning  10 40%  0 0%  5 16%  9 43
% 

   31 

Constellation for learning 57   25   48   43    13.9 3 0.003 

  Much individual learning  51 90%  20 80%  35 73%  34 79
% 

    

  Much small group learning  28 49%  6 24%  30 63%  24 56
% 

    

Learning Media 37   21   37   25    23.7 6 0.001 

  Good textbook in our courses  20 54%  15 71%  29 78%  21 84
% 

    

  Digital learning media in our 
courses 

 32 87%  7 33%  29 78%  12 48
% 

    

  Good exercises in our courses  14 38%  10 48%  18 49%  8 32
% 

    

*Rao-Scott Chi square, which is adapted for situations with multiple response variables. 

 

In conclusion, the results from the survey show that there are significant differences between 

the programs in several different respects, i.e., structure, perceptual preferences, variation, and 

different teaching methods. 

 

5. Discussion 
In this part of the article we present our conclusions of the results of the study and their 
didactical implications, followed by a methods discussion and suggestions for further research. 
 

5.1 Conclusions 

In this study, five different and partially interacting areas could be defined as significant to 

understand what determines the motivation or lack of motivation to study for upper secondary 

school students, i.e., learning and teaching strategies, teachers, learning environment, and 

others. 

 

The learning strategies that the students emphasized in this study were the abilities to be 

relaxed and not feel stressed, cope with assignments and tests, which they could do with short-

term goals, gain learning methods of a more exploratory nature, and to be able to participate in 

the planning of the work. Blomgren (2016) states that "students' ability is enhanced by support 

aimed at getting students to use effective learning strategies and effort” (p. 243). However, 

which effective teaching strategies were included was not clarified by Blomgren. The present 

study indicates a number of learning strategies at the collective level but not at the individual 

level. What is made clear is the need for a practically-oriented pedagogy with tangible benefits 

from the knowledge. The importance of methods that facilitate learning was made clear by the 

students in this study. If didactic planning of the teachers and the teaching methods can match 

the learning strategies of the students, this can have a positive effect on student results and 

study motivation (Dunn & Griggs, 2007). We found structure to be significant. It is evident that 

all programs express a great need for external structure. This is in line with previous research 
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(Boström, 2013; Boström & Gidlund, 2016). The abilities and insights of students to take 

responsibility for their own learning was not something that the students in this study pointed 

out, although previous research showed it to be crucial for success in studies. We can only 

speculate upon the reasons for this. Is it a new generation of young people who only see 

external motivation as promotion? Or are theories of intrinsic motivation for students 

overestimated?  

 

An important link between teaching strategies is methods. The study shows statistical 

differences between the four programs that we can speculate on. Are there more digital 

teaching resources in some programs, or do students learn better in some of the programs 

through some special learning method? This is somewhat supported in an earlier study 

(Boström & Bostedt, 2019).  

 

The teaching strategies of teachers are closely linked to study motivation in students. In this 

study, students expressed that planning, variation, methods, real life learning, interesting 

lessons, and participation are crucial to their study motivation. Previous studies have shown the 

importance of teachers’ attitudes, choice of didactic work methods, leadership, didactic action 

skills, and planning (cf., Håkansson & Sundberg, 2015). They also showed the reciprocal 

relationship between learning and teaching (Aspelin, 2019; Perry et al., 2006).  

 

This study confirms previous research (cf., 2013; Hattie, 2009) of the teacher as an important 

player in students' studies. This is evident in the descriptive statistics and interviews. The 

teacher's personality and behaviors are viewed by the students as the most important capacity. 

According to the students, a motivated teacher is someone who is friendly, fun, understanding, 

and has a fair attitude. The teacher's competence was not emphasized to any great extent by 

the students, which differs from Blomgren's (2016) conclusion.  

 

This study points out that well-being and security in the learning environment are important and 

that the class/group/comrades provide a motivational context for the students. The students 

believe that the external learning environment, such as premises and benches, also played an 

important role in study motivation. Good learning environments are important in school, as well 

as in other workplaces or learning situations. To best support students, knowledge is needed on 

how good learning environments can be established as people interact, influence, and are 

influenced by the social and physical environment (Ahlberg, 2001). 

 

The hard to define category of others is tangible to the learning environment, as students think 

that friends are important for motivating or demotivating studies. In this context, it is more about 

the different groups of peers they hang out with and how the group pressure acts as study 

motivation. The same goes for parents, who can be both motivating or demotivating for study. 

This aspect occurs only to a small extent in previous research, which is why it is important to 

highlight in this article.  

 

Reasons for having a lack of study motivation can preferably be sought in factors like learning 

environments (Ahlberg, 2001), learning strategies (Boström, 2011a, 2011b), teaching planning 

(Blomgren, 2016), individual aspirations (Woolfolk & Karlberg, 2015), didactical choices 

(Håkansson & Sundberg, 2015), the physical environment (Lundahl et. al, 2015), and 

inner/external motivational factors (Wery & Thomson, 2013). 
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The research question of if there are differences between the four programs concerning study 

motivation can be answered in the affirmative. This study shows some statistically significant dif-

ferences concerning teaching and learning strategies and teaching methods. 

In summary, we believe that teaching and teaching strategies can be seen as a processes 

integrated into a larger whole that are impossible to separate from individual differences, the 

nature of tasks, or the characteristics of teachers (cf., Hugo, 2006). 

 

5.2 Didactical implications 

Teaching in different programs requires a broader didactic repertoire, as the more theoretical 

subjects differ, to some extent, from the more practical ones (Herrera et al., 2018). Thus, teach-

ers need to have good knowledge of student and group learning. This study shows that the four 

programs exhibit similar study strategies at the group level but also some significant differences. 

Changing teaching methods and taking into account what students experience in student moti-

vation, such as variation, high structure, and more practically-oriented teaching methods, is an 

important and necessary didactic challenge for teachers. Pupils and teachers have different per-

ceptions of student motivation (Boström & Bostedt, 2019). Therefore, knowledge of student 

learning strategies at the individual, group, and program level is crucial. Secondly, taking into 

account student voices is important to allow support for students in their study motivation. The 

fact that both teachers when considered as a group and individual teachers reflect the didactic 

choices of teacher and methods in different programs is a didactical implication of this study. In 

summary, we also believe that the results of this study are a constructive contribution to the im-

portance of developmental work in the classroom, where the greatest opportunity exists to influ-

ence the results and study motivation of students (cf., Hattie, 2009). 

 

5.3 Continued research 

In future research, we will increase the number of students and teachers who answer the ques-

tionnaire. Furthermore, we will select more cases so that we can present and analyze the re-

sults based on a multiple-case study. We will make the selection of cases with an ambition to 

maximize the variation in terms of, for example, geographical distribution, size of municipality, 

and types of organizer (independent school or municipal school). Furthermore, we will compare 

the results from vocational programs to theoretical programs. Consequently, conducting studies 

at group and program levels to better understand students in different programs is a basis for 

developing didactics and finding different and more precise paths to encouraging study motiva-

tion in students. 
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