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Summary  
This article examines the differences between girls and boys in their liking, interest in and perception 
of the importance and usefulness of studying religion. The study is part of a large international multi-
disciplinary research project on motivation. A total of 1,654 respondents from primary school grades 
5-9 and upper secondary school were involved. The data was collected using an internet-based 
questionnaire based on Eccles and Wigfield's expectancy-value theory.  

Based on our data, there is not much difference between girls and boys as students of religion; larger 
differences in different aspects of motivation are related to grade level than to gender. Religion is 
perceived as more interesting and useful in upper secondary school than in upper secondary school 
and is also more popular in upper secondary school.  

However, religion is somewhat more important for girls than for boys. Girls' perception of their 
goodness as students of religion also varies more between grades than boys. The effect size for the 
observed differences ranged from small to medium. 

Keywords: Motivation to study, relevance of teaching, religion. 
 
Introduction  
 
Many studies have shown that motivation to study has a direct link to academic performance. 
Students' motivation to study a subject is based on perceptions of its interest, importance, usefulness 
and the willingness to make an effort to achieve their goals, and beliefs about success are also part of 
their motivational structure. (e.g. Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).   

In this article, we examine the motivation of 5th-9th graders and upper secondary school students to 
study primarily Evangelical Lutheran religion.  
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The main problem in the study of the Evangelical Lutheran religion has therefore been identified as 
the fact that the relevance of teaching is not always achieved.1 The study of the Evangelical-Lutheran 
religion is relevant when it provides the learner with materials for the construction of his or her own 
identity and when it is linked to the development of his or her whole personality. 

According to Hannele Niemi, the high quality of the academic content alone does not make studying 
religion meaningful. Learning is also influenced by how important and meaningful studying is 
considered, and whether studying can even create new perspectives for the learner to experience their 
own life as meaningful and meaningful. This, affective relevance, includes the learner's attachment 
to and positive attitude towards studying and learning.2 

Given the scope of the topic, we will limit ourselves to the following research questions: 

1. What are the differences between girls and boys in terms of liking the study of religion, 
interest in the subject and perceiving it as important and useful? 

2. Do girls and boys feel equally good at learning it? 

Our study is part of a large international research project that investigated the motivation of primary 
and secondary school students in most subjects taught in school.3 The main focus of the project was 
on the study of motivation to study music in relation to other school subjects, but the data are also 
suitable for independent analysis of motivation to study other subjects. The results reported in this 
article are new.  

Theoretical framework 
 
The form used to collect the survey data is based on Eccles and Wigfield's expectancy-value theory4 
, according to which motivation to study is formed by an individual's expectations of success and the 
values he or she places on his or her success.  

 
1 Kallioniemi 2007, 48. 
2 Niemi 1991, 13-15. 
3 McPherson & O'Neill, 2010. 
4 E.g., Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000. 
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According to the expectancy-value theory, personal task evaluations can be divided into four parts: 
1) the importance of success in the task for oneself, i.e. importance, attainment value, 2) the intrinsic 
motivation value, i.e. interest value, 3) the value related to the achievement of future goals, i.e. 
usefulness, utility value,  

Due to the structure of our data from the McPherson and O'Neill international study, our theoretical 
framework is therefore different from that used by Niemi (1991), but affective relevance can 
nevertheless be interpreted as covering the first three of the above values, namely achievement, 
interest and utility. 

Research methodology and data 

 

Our research data was originally collected for a larger international study, which conducted a subject-
specific motivation survey of over 24 000 participants in 2007-2008. It was conducted in eight 
countries (Brazil, China, Hong Kong, Israel, Korea, Mexico, Finland, Israel, Mexico and the United 
States. The total number of Finnish respondents was 1654.  

In practice, the data was collected using a questionnaire on the Internet. A link to the questionnaire 
was sent by e-mail to all schools in Finland whose e-mail address was available. Responses were 
received from 29 localities in all parts of Finland. The sample can therefore be considered as a 
stratified sample. Based on the total number of responses and the geographical distribution of the 
locations, the sample can be considered to be a fairly comprehensive reflection of Finnish 
schoolchildren's ideas. 

In total, the questionnaire contained 36 questions for each subject. Respondents gave their opinion 
on these statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 = "I don't like at all", 2 = "I like quite a bit", 3 = 
"Neutral", 4 = "I like quite a lot", 5 = "I like very much"). In addition, confidence in success was 
asked on an 11-point percentage scale.  

All aspects of motivation were measured using several Likert-scale questions. The Cronbach's alpha 
coefficients describing the congruence of the answers related to the same motivation domain were 
above 0.8 in all cases we examined (the maximum, i.e. the figure describing complete congruence, is 
1), so the internal consistency of the measure can be considered quite high. 
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Results  
 
As previous studies suggest, religion is not among the most popular subjects. If all subjects were 
equally popular, on a scale of 1 to 9 (1 = most popular and 9 = least popular), the average for each 
subject should be exactly 5. In the present data, the average for religion is 6.51, which is the worst 
average of all the subjects included. The most popular subject is physical education (3.61).  

Figure 1 shows the mean scores of girls' and boys' responses at different grade levels when asked 
about their preference for studying religion on a five-point scale. Noteworthy features of the graph 
are the sharp decline in religious observance at the transition to secondary school and the fact that for 
girls, observance starts to increase between the eighth and ninth grades, while for boys it is only at 
the end of primary school. In high school, girls' retention varies more than boys'. The magnitude of 
the significance (h2 = 0, 059effect size) of the differences in grade point averages is now medium. 

Figure 1: Preference for studying religion at different grade levels (”luokka-aste”) (n=1648). X-axis 
= grade level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary school. Y-axis = 
Preference for studying religion at different grade levels. 
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Figure 2: Girls' and boys' interest in religion at school and outside school (n=1651). X-axis = grade 
level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary school. Y-axis=Level of 
girls´ and boys´ interest in religion at school and outside school. 

 

Figure 2 shows the level of interest in religion in and out of school. The results are again broken down 
by gender and grade level. It shows no significant difference in practice between girls and boys; for 
both groups, interest in the subject declines quite sharply at the point of transition to secondary school, 
but for girls it rises again about a year earlier than for boys. On the other hand, boys' interest is more 
stable than girls' at upper secondary school age.  

If the mean of the two variables, liking and interest in the subject, are combined into a common 
summary variable, a highly statistically significant difference is found between primary school (2.59) 
and upper secondary school (3.04) (t(1650)=7.87; p<0.001); the effect size associated with the 

difference in means is now medium ( d = 0, 42).  

Figure 3 summarises how important girls and boys perceive religion to be. The variable shown is a 
sum variable of three separate Likert scales. 
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Figure 3: Perceived importance of religion at different grade levels (n=1652). X-axis = grade level; 
grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary school. Y-axis=Perceived 
importance of religion at different grade levels. 

 

In the boys' experience, religion is still important at the end of primary school, but not afterwards. 
The difference between the mean (3.14) and the mean (2.71) of the primary classes is highly 
statistically significant (t(709)=5.01; p<0.001). Girls' perceptions of the importance of the subject 
fluctuate slightly more, but in upper secondary school, and especially at the end, they see it as at least 
as important as in fifth grade.  

Figure 4: Perception of the usefulness of religion at different grade levels (n=1641). X-axis = grade 
level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary school. Y-axis=Perception of 
the usefulness on religion at different grade levels. 
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Figure 4 summarises the responses to the four Likert-scale utility statements into a single summary 
variable. It shows that girls' and boys' perceptions of the usefulness of religion follow a very similar 
pattern to the previous graphs: at the onset of puberty, negative criticism of the subject increases and 
girls in the upper grades perceive the usefulness of the subject a year earlier.  

Our second research question was related to students' perceptions of ability. Figure 5 summarises the 
sum of two Likert-scale variables describing this.  

This variable also reflects the onset of puberty and the slightly higher fluctuation in girls' perceptions. 

However, the effect size for girls remains quite small (h2 = 0, 028). If girls and boys are considered 

without regard to grade level, the mean for girls (3.33) is statistically significantly higher than the 
mean for boys (3.21) (t(1647)=2.92; p<0.01). This difference is explained in particular by differences 
in the completion rates of primary and upper secondary school. However, there is no significant 
difference between primary school pupils and upper secondary school pupils in this respect. 

Figure 5: Girls' and boys' perceptions of their own goodness as students of religion (n=1652). X-axis 
= grade level; grades 5-9 lower secondary school, grades 1-3 upper secondary school. Y-axis=Girls´ 
and boys´ perceptions of their own goodness as students of religion. 
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Gorls  

Finally, we analysed the girls' and boys' answers to two questions on scales (1-5 and 0-100%) to 
measure how confident they were about their success in religious studies. The responses were very 
similar to those above.  

Reflection 
 
How do girls and boys differ as students of religion? Although we found some statistically significant 
differences, even highly significant ones, due to the large size of the data, in practice the differences 
between girls and boys are more moderate, as the effect size of the results was generally medium at 
most. In fact, this alone can be considered a significant result, as large real differences in motivation 
to study have been found between girls and boys in mathematics, for example.5  

In this study, the more significant differences are related to the age of the students. High school 
students are more interested in religion and like it more than elementary school students (Figure 2).  

The effect of confirmation school may be one explanation for the increase in religious observance 
after grade 8. According to a study by Kati Niemelä (2002), attending confessional school changes 

 
5 E.g. Kupari, 2007. 
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young people's attitudes towards Christianity in a more positive way. There is a clear positive effect 
of attending confessional school on attitudes towards Christianity. However, this change of attitude 
may not be very long-lasting. (Niemelä, 2002, 183-184).   

As an explanation model for Figures 1, 2 and 4, more pragmatically oriented content can also be 
provided for upper secondary school. The objectives of high school religious education emphasise 
the development of thinking skills; students should be able to assess the cultural implications of 
religions and issues related to religions, and master the debating skills associated with these abilities. 
Part of the aim is to help students grow as human beings. In addition, pupils should master ways of 
acquiring religious knowledge and be able to critically evaluate religious knowledge. secondary 
education are more capable of processing such issues  

It is obvious that the content of upper secondary school curricula corresponds better than that of upper 
secondary school both to the pupils' readiness to study at least religion and to their need to find 
relevant content for building their own identity (on this problematic see Niemi 1991, 84-86). The 
emphasis on morality, ethics and the relations between different belief systems and cultures in the 
content of religion appears to respond to pupils' need for independent and personal reflection.  

Overall, our results raise the question: is there something to be done about the temporary drop in 
motivation to study experienced in the upper grades? Would it be possible to link religious education 
in schools more strongly to the everyday experiences of young people?  
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