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 Abstract 

Based on Eccles’ expectancy-value model of achievement motivation this study used 

questionnaires to explore the relationships between expectations, task values and A-level 

achievement in 930 students from 12 Oxfordshire schools. Understanding the relationship 

between these variables is important given the significance of these qualifications for future 

life pathways. Students expected to do well in their A-levels and attached value to them. 

Findings showed that high expectations for A-level achievement correlated positively with 

students’ outcomes. Expectations were related to the value placed on A-levels and students 

achieveved more highly when they valued their A-levels. Achievement was related more 

closely to attainment value than utility value or intrinsic value; so they attached more value to 

doing well than the usefulness or enjoyment of A-levels. 

 

Introduction 

GCE Advanced Levels (A-levels) are important as they are the main form of ‘high stakes’ 

examinations taken for university entrance in England, with approximately 50% of 16-18 

year olds study for A-level qualifications (Department for Education, 2013). In the year this 

research was conducted students would have ordinarily studied four AS level subjects in year 

12 and then gone on to study three of these further at A-level in year 13 (Russell Group, 

2014), although there was no limit on the number of subjects taken. Educational reforms 

(stemming from the Education and Skills Act, 2008) mean that students in the UK are now 
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required to remain in education or training until they are 18 years old and the number of 

students studying A-levels may consequently increase. The grades achieved at A-level 

influence individuals’ life chances, by increasing their chances of entry into higher education 

and determining the options that are subsequently available to them. It is therefore critical to 

understand the motivational factors that contribute to A-level achievement. It is important to 

explore these relationships as previous research suggested that students' beliefs about their 

abilities and expectations for success are a strong predictor of grades (Eccles et al., 1983; 

Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; Guo, Parker, Marsh, & Morin, 2015; Trautwein et al., 2012)  and 

adolescents value activities they are good at (Eccles & Wigfield, 1995). Differences in the 

values attached to specific tasks were argued to underlie differences in motivation and 

achievement (Eccles, 1987; Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984). However, 

little research has been conducted on motivation in relation to A-level examinations.  

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The psychological and social influences on A-level achievement are useful to understand 

because they help to identify the motivational factors that contribute to educational outcomes. 

Eccles’ expectancy-value model of achievement motivation (1983, 2007) was adapted to 

provide the theoretical framework for this research (see Figure 1). Psychological factors 

affecting achievement motivation in the model include individuals’ goals and personal beliefs 

about their abilities (G in Figure 1), the likelihood of success (I) and the subjective task value 

(STV) attached to achieving various outcomes (J).  The social factors included cultural milieu 

(A) stable child characteristics (C) and the beliefs and behaviours of significant socialisers 

(E). In line with much of the empirical work in this area (see, for example,  Eccles et al, 

1984; Eccles et al, 2005; Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; Hood et al, 2012; Meece et al, 1990; 
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Nagengast et al, 2013; Phan, 2014; Trautwein & Ludkte, 2007; Wigfield, 1997; Wigfield & 

Cambria, 2010; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000; Guo et al, 2015) the psychological component 

(expectations and values) are the key focus of this current research. A subset of the data 

collected is presented in this paper. 

 

Figure 1 Theoretical Framework: An Expectancy-Value Model of A-level Achievement (adapted from Eccles, 

2007) 

Expectations (I) are composed of a single construct measuring both ability beliefs, defined as 

the perceptions of an individual’s current competence at an activity, and expectations for 

success in the future, in line with previous empirical work (Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; 

Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Although ability beliefs can be distinguished conceptually from 

expectations for success, empirically the constructs are highly related and have been found to 

load onto the same factor (see Eccles & Wigfield, 1995). Students were surveyed about their 

expectancy beliefs for their A-levels. 
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Subjective task value (J) is defined as a quality of the task that contributes to the increasing or 

decreasing probability that an individual would choose to engage in it (Eccles, 1987; Eccles 

et al., 1983; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). The value of a specific task is the function of (1) 

Intrinsic value – the anticipated enjoyment of the engaging activity (2) Attainment value – the 

personal importance attached to doing well on a task (3) Utility value – the value a task had 

because it fulfils a current or future goal (4) Perceived cost  - the cost of participating in an 

activity such as anticipated anxiety, fear of failure, fear of social consequences and loss of 

energy for other activities that were more central to one’s personal or collective identities 

(Eccles, 2007; Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Eccles & Wigfield, 1995). 

Students in this research were therefore asked about the personal importance they attached to 

doing well on A-levels (attainment value), their anticipated enjoyment/ interest in A-levels 

(intrinsic value) and the value A-levels had because they fulfilled a personally central or 

future goal and how useful A-levels are perceived to be (utility value). The cost subscale was 

not however included when the expectancy value scale was refined (Eccles & Wigfield, 

1995). Subsequently most of the empirical work on the expectancy-value model has focused 

only on the first three components, rather than cost (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), and as such 

this approach was adopted in this study. 

  

The main aim of the research was to investigate what motivates A-level students to achieve 

with a focus on the role of expectations and values. In this paper the following research 

questions were therefore addressed: 
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RQ1. What is the relationship between expectations and A-level achievement? 

RQ2. What are the relationships between expectations and STV for an A-level student 

sample? 

RQ3. What is the relationship between STV and A-level achievement? 

Methodology 

Participants 

Convenience sampling was used to recruit 930 sixth form students from 12 schools in 

Oxfordshire, England. Eight state co-educational, and four independent schools participated. 

Within the independent sector this included two mixed day schools, one boys’ boarding 

school and one girls’ day school. The sample included 733 pupils from state schools (78.8%) 

and 197 (21.2%) from independent schools. The sample was broadly in line with national 

figures, where 81.8% of school pupils achieving one or more A-levels came from the state 

sector and 18.2% of pupils achieving one or more A-levels came from independent schools 

(Department for Education, 2015).  In this sample there were 445 boys (47.85%) and 482 

girls (51.8%). AS level qualifications were being studied by 534 pupils (57.4%) in year 12 

and A-levels quaifications were being studied by 396 pupils (41.9%) in year 13.  

 

Instrument 

The questionnaire  used in this research was comprised of three parts, although only the items 

used in part two are the focus of this paper. Part one collected information on each student’s 

background, based on the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) student 

and parental questonnaires 2009 & 2012 (see OECD, 2012; 2014). A premise underlying the 
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theoretical model is that social factors such as gender and social class relate directly to the 

expectations and values of students (Eccles, Vida, & Barbie, 2004) and may be influenced by 

their socialisation experiences (Davis-Kean, 2005; Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles, Wigfield, & 

Schiefele, 1998; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). Factors such as gender, socio-economic status 

and school type are also well known to influence educational outcomes (e.g. Sirin, 2005; 

White, 1982). The data derived from part one of the questionnaire was therefore used to 

analyse these relationships and were important variables with the structural equation models 

employed, but are beyond the scope of this paper.  

Part three of the questionnaire focused on students’ general life expectations and values using 

items derived from the student questionnaire employed in wave 6 of the Michigan Study of 

Adult Life Transitions (1990). This was a longitudinal study investigating  influences on 12th 

grade adolescents' achievement-related beliefs, motives, values, and behaviours. These 

variables are not, however, analysed in this current paper. 

The self-and-task perception questionnaire (Eccles and Wigfield, 1995) formed the basis of 

part two of the questionnaire and it is these items that form the basis of the analyses in this 

paper. Using a 7-point Likert scale, the questions in part two examined students’ perceived 

task values including: the attainment value attached to A-levels (e.g.’How important is it to 

you to get good grades in your A-levels?'), their perceived intrinsic value (e.g. ‘I like doing 

A-levels') and utility value (e.g. ‘How useful are A-levels for what you want to do after you 

finish school and go to University/ work?'). It also contained expectancy items concerning A-

level performance and outcomes, including ability perceptions (e.g. ‘If you were to order all 

students in your year group from best to worse academically, where would you put 

yourself?’) and expectations for success (e.g. ‘How well do you think you will do in your A-

levels this year?'). The number of items in each of these subscales and their reliability are 
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shown in Table 1. Low reliability was found for items related to utility value, and replicated 

the low reported reliability in Eccles’ original scales. 

 
Table 1 Cronbach Alphas of Expectancy-Value Questionnaire Items 
 

 Eccles, O’Neill 
& Wigfield 

(2005) 

Main study 
 

No. of 
items in 

scale  
Self and Task Perception Questionnaire    
Ability/ expectancy .92 .91 5 
Intrinsic value .76 .72 2 
Attainment value .70 .85 3 
Utility value .62 .41 2 

 
 

Two items were excluded from the original scale as they assessed specific skills related to 

maths which could not be converted to items relevant to more general A-level studies. 

Additionally this section measured task perceptions including the perceived task difficulty 

and required effort but these are not considered in this paper. 

 

Procedure 

In the majority of the schools (n=10) the paper and pencil questionnaires were administered 

to students prior to the summer examination series in May 2014 (n=798). However due to 

logistic constraints students within two schools participated following the exam session 

(n=132).  

Following the 2014 summer examination series schools provided the researcher with 

a spreadsheet of the grades each student achieved in that year, so,  the grade achieved in each 

of their A-level subjects in year 13 and in each of their AS level subjects in year 12. The 

overall attainment of a student therefore accounted for the number of subjects/ qualifications 

a student studied in that year and the grades achieved in them. Achievement was measured by 
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calculating the total point score per student achieved in that academic year based on the 

points allocated in the calculations used by the DfE (Department for Education, 2014a) as 

shown in Table 2.   

Table 2 Point Score Allocations for A-level and AS level qualifications (Department for Education, 2014a) 

 

 

In this study 50 A-level subjects were studied by 396 students resulting in 1,033 examination 

entries. In the year 12 sample 53 AS level subjects were studied by 534 students, totalling 

1,867 entries. The average achievement of the students in this study was 760 points for A-

level students in year 13 and 374 points for AS level students in year 12.  The national 

average for year 13 students is reported as 775 points (Department for Education, 2014b) 

however this also includes any AS grades achieved by students in year 12 but not continued 

into full A-level qualifications in year 13. In contrast, the average total point score reported 

for the students in this study comprises only of the grades achieved in the full A-level 

qualifications at the end of year 13 (so excludes prior AS grades) as this was the only data 

made available by schools. 

 

This study complied with the British Psychological Society’s Ethical Principles for 

Conducting Research with Human Participants (1990), Code of Ethics and Conduct (2009) 

and the Code of Human Research Ethics (British Psychological Society, 2014). It also met 
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the ethical principles outlined by the British Educational Research Association (Hammersley 

& Traianou, 2012). 

 

Results 

RQ1. What is the relationship between expectations and A-level achievement? 

 

As seen in Tables 3 & 4 most (approximately 60%) of the student responses on each item for 

the expectation scale were ratings of four or five. In terms of ability they saw themselves as 

being a little above average. They also expected to do slightly better than average in their A-

levels. So, overall, they expected to do well. Such findings could be explained by the ‘better-

than-average’ effect (BTA). This is a motivational bias that occurs to meet self-enhancement 

needs (Alicke, 1985; Brown, 1986, 2012) where people believe they are more capable, 

competent and talented than others (Brown, 2012) and has been found to occur in student 

samples (e,g. Kuyper, Dijkstra, Buunk, & van der Werf, 2011; Silvera & Seger, 2004).  
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Table 3 Descriptive Statistics: Expectations for A-Levels 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean SD Skew 

Expectations 382 5 35 23.42 5.32 -.48 

Q24: compared to other 

students, how well do you 

expect to do in your A-

levels this year? 

392 1   

(much worse) 

7  

(much better) 

4.67 1.34 -.30 

Q26: How well do you think 

you will do in your A-levels 

this year? 

391 1  

(very poorly) 

7 

 (very well) 

4.95 1.18 -.55 

Q28: How good are you at 

A-levels? 

391 1  

(not at all good) 

7  

(very good) 

4.57 1.17 -.45 

Q32: If you were to order all 

students in your year group 

from best to worse 

academically, where would 

you put yourself? 

391 1  

(the worst) 

7  

(the best) 

4.62 1.33 -.24 

Q36: How have you been 

doing in your A-levels this 

year? 

391 1  

(very poorly) 

7  

(very well) 

4.66 1.22 -.64 
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Table 4 Descriptive Statistics: Expectations for AS Levels 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean SD Skew 

Expectations 520 5 35 21.35 5.28 -.34 

Q24: compared to other 

students, how well do you 

expect to do in your A-

levels this year? 

531 1   

(much worse) 

7  

(much better) 

4.14 1.33 -.22 

Q26: How well do you think 

you will do in your A-levels 

this year? 

529 1  

(very poorly) 

7 

 (very well) 

4.35 1.26 -.47 

Q28: How good are you at 

A-levels? 

531 1  

(not at all good) 

7  

(very good) 

4.21 1.13 -.42 

Q32: If you were to order all 

students in your year group 

from best to worse 

academically, where would 

you put yourself? 

530 1  

(the worst) 

7  

(the best) 

4.29 1.25 -.15 

Q36: How have you been 

doing in your A-levels this 

year? 

529 1  

(very poorly) 

7  

(very well) 

4.37 1.23 -.33 

 

As predicted, A-level students’ expectations were moderately positively correlated with their 

achievement in this study for both year 13 (n=382, r =.44, p<0.001) and year 12 students 

(n=490, r =.44, p<0.001). This may support the hypothesis that students’ beliefs about their 

ability and expectations for success are important predictors of their grades (Eccles & 

Wigfield, 1995). This association should, however, be treated with caution since beliefs about 

ability and expectations for success at A-level may be predicted by factors such as prior 

GCSE results. It is therefore difficult to conclude in which direction the relationships between 
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expectations and A-level achievement operate in this current study in the absence of GCSE 

results. 

 

RQ2. What are the Relationships between Expectations and STV for an A-level Student 

Sample? 

 

Overall students in both samples valued A-levels if they attached importance to doing well in 

them (year 13 n=382, r=.34, p<0.001, year 12 n=513, r=.38, p<0.001), were interested in 

them (year 13 n=380, r=.40, p<0.001, Year 12 n=519, r=.45, p<0.001) and perceived them to 

be useful (year 13 n=380, r=.26, p<0.001, year 12 n=516, r=.33, p<0.001). These findings 

support the premise that A-level students will value activities they think they are good at 

(Eccles & Wigfield, 1995). 

 

 

RQ3. What is the Relationship between STV and A-level achievement? 

The findings displayed in Tables 5 & 6 indictae that the component of STV that both year 13 

and year 12 students rated most highly was attainment value (87% year 13, 85% year 12), 

followed by utility value (69% year 13, 70% year 12) and intrinsic value (63% year 13, 62% 

year 12).  As such, the students in this study rated doing well in their A-levels more highly 

than the usefulness or enjoyment of them. The value placed on attainment and utility is not 

surprising given the importance of A-level grades for entry into higher education and their 

relevance for future life options. 
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Table 5 Descriptive Statistics for Year 13 Sample: Subjective Task Value 

 

 
N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Standardised 

Mean SD Skew 

Attainment value 393 3 21 18.20 87% 3.23 -1.74 

STV 389 7 49 36.72 75% 6.77 -1.39 

Utility value 391 2 14 9.71 69% 2.37 -.81 

Intrinsic Value 392 2 14 8.80 63% 2.58 -.46 

 (Key: 1= low intrinsic value, attainment value and utility value, 7= high intrinsic value, attainment value  

  and utility value so high mean indicates high STV. Minimum indicates number of items in scale). 

 

Table 6 Descriptive Statistics for AS Sample: Subjective Task Value 

 

 
N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Standardised 

Mean SD Skew 

Attainment value 523 3 21 17.95 85% 3.26 -1.52 

STV 519 7 49 36.45 74% 6.81 -1.04 

Utility value 526 2 14 9.83 70% 2.32 -.70 

Intrinsic Value 531 2 14 8.63 62% 2.59 -.35 

 (Key: 1= low intrinsic value, attainment value and utility value, 7= high intrinsic value, attainment value  

  and utility value so high mean indicates high STV. Minimum indicates number of items in scale). 

 

The results of the current research further supported the prediction that achievement is related 

to attainment value (n=330, r=.25, p<0.001), intrinsic value (n=329, r =.22, p<0.001) and 

utility value (n=328, r=.17, p=0.002) in the year 13 sample. However, these associations are 

weak. Interestingly although there was also a significant relationship between STV and 

achievement (n=490, r=.20, p<0.001), attainment value and achievement (n=494, r=.23, 

p<0.001), and intrinsic value and achievement (n=501, r=.16, p<0.001) in the year 12 sample 
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there was not a significant relationship between utility value and achievement (n=496, r=.08, 

p=0.095). This may be explained by the fact the year 12 students will not yet have made post-

18 choices or university applications in contrast to those in year 13 and this may affect their 

perceived usefulness of these high stakes examinations. 

 

Conclusion 

The main question in this paper is whether expectations and values play a role in the 

motivation of A-level students. Overall the exploratory findings suggest that relationships 

between expectations, values and A-level achievement exist. Students expected to do well 

and their expectations were related to their achievement although is should again be 

highlighted that it is difficult to draw conclusions about the direction of these relationships  in 

the absence of GCSE results. There were also positive associations between achievement and 

the attainment, intrinsic and utility value attributed to A-levels by the students, suggesting 

they engage and achieve in A-levels when they value them. Subjective task value was not, 

however, associated as strongly with achievement as students’ expectations. This finding can 

be explained by the expectancy-value model and the assumption that the expectancy 

component is a better predictor of grades than STV (Eccles et al., 1984; Fredricks & Eccles, 

2002; Guo, Parker, Marsh, & Morin, 2015; Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles, & Wigfield, 

2002; Marsh, Trautwein, Ludtke, Koller, & Baumert, 2005; Meece, Wigfield, & Eccles, 

1990; Nagengast et al., 2011; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992).  

Although convenience sampling is often used in social sciences (Bryman, 2012) it does raise 

issues of generalisability and this was a concern within the current research as there was 

restricted variation in parents’ occupational status, with a high percentage in managerial or 

professional work, and therefore any associations must be treated with caution. 
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The results of this research have possible implications for ensuring students are well 

supported in their A-level subject choices, since their achievement motivation may be higher 

when they have chosen areas in which they expect to do well, are interested in, and perceive 

to be useful to them in the future. Differences in A-levels outcomes may be explained by 

these motivational factors. Understanding the motivational beliefs of (A-level) students has 

important implications. It can drive pathways for practitioners and parents to enhance student 

motivation (Hulleman, Barron, Kosovich, & Lazowski, 2016). It is also known that 

intervention programmes targeted at both students and parents - and which aim to increase 

expectations and values - do improve student achievement (e.g., Eccles, 2006; Harackiewicz, 

Rozek, Hulleman, & Hyde, 2012; Hulleman, Godes, Hendricks, & Harackiewicz, 2010; 

Patall, Cooper, & Wynn, 2010). Understanding such motivational factors is important for 

practitioners, researchers and policy makers who wish to understand and ensure successful 

educational outcomes for young people. Further investigation of these relationships are 

warranted using structural equation modelling. Subject-specific research on motivation for A-

level study would also be an area for future research. Since it is known that academic self 

concept has consistent reciprocal effects with both achievement and educational attainment 

(Marsh & Craven, 2006; Marsh & O’Mara, 2008), the lack of data on prior attainment is 

acknowledged as a limitation of this study. This research, however, makes several potentially 

important contributions as it links Eccles’ theory of achievement motivation with A-level 

outcomes, exploring the factors that underlie differential achievement in these students, and 

tests Eccles’ model in a high-stakes, UK context where it has not been previously explored. 
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