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1. INTRODUCTION

Over the last years, educational psychology has 
underlined the relevance of the context in which 
learning takes place (Anderman, 2004). Within that 
perspective, the present study investigates the way 
different age students perceive personal and relevant 
adults’ achievement goals and the relationship of 
such goals with academic performance in two spe-
cific subject matters, Italian and Mathematics, taking 
into account also the role of school level.

Achievement goals. Achievement goals refer 
to the purposes or reasons underlying people’s 
endeavors in a learning task (Pintrich, 2000a), 
implying a cognitive representation of the com-
petence that they can reach (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & 
McGregor, 2001). Criteria for judging competence 
are key concepts in order to distinguish two dif-
ferent achievement goals: mastery goals, when 
individuals strive to reach competence, and perfor-
mance goals, when individuals focus on compari-
sons with others (Ames, 1992; Dweck & Leggett, 
1988; Nicholls, 1984). A number of terms, similar 
in some respects but not completely overlapping, 
have been used in relation to the two concepts. For 

example, mastery goals have been referred to as 
learning goals (Dweck & Leggett, 1988), task goals 
(Nicholls, 1984) and intrinsic goals (Pintrich & Gar-
cia, 1991). Performance goals have been referred to 
as ability goals (Ames, 1992), ego goals (Nicholls, 
1984) and extrinsic goals (Pintrich & Garcia, 1991).

According to achievement goal theory, mastery 
goals had adaptive consequences for learning, while 
performance goals were associated to maladap-
tive behaviours (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). These 
negative consequences (not so univocally found 
compared to the positive consequences of mastery 
goals) have been recently revised, after the identi-
fication of the approach-avoidance dimension that 
can characterize performance goals (Elliot, 1999; 
Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Pintrich, 2000a; 2000c). In 
other words, individuals can compare themselves to 
others in two ways: striving either to demonstrate 
competence or not to demonstrate incompetence. 
Therefore, in light of this distinction, some Authors 
have stated that a goal can operationally be defined 
as “a future-focused cognitive representation that guides 
behavior to a competence-related end state that the 
individual is committed to either approach or avoid” 
(Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann & Harackiewicz, 
2010, p. 423). The introduction of the approach-
avoidance dimension has cleared up some previous 
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as their typical instruction strategies (Bouffard 
& Couture, 2003; Wolters, Yu & Pintrich, 1996). 
Our choice to focus on Italian and Mathematics 
is related to the existence of different constructs 
for the different abilities necessary to tackle verbal 
tasks and scientific subjects (Boekaerts, Otten & 
Voeten, 2003). For example, while abilities related 
to Mathematics are mostly applied within that 
subject matter, abilities related to Italian are ‘trans-
disciplinary’ in nature, because fundamental also 
for all other subject matters (Boscolo & Hidi, 2007). 
Moreover, even elementary students differentiate 
their motivational beliefs such as self-efficacy, task-
value and causal attributions according to one dis-
cipline or the other (Boekaerts et al., 2003; Wigfield 
& Eccles, 2000). With reference to achievement 
goals, some researchers found that mastery goals 
differed in different domains. For example, they 
were higher in Mathematics than in French/Korean 
(Bong, 2001, 2004; Bouffard & Couture, 2003) 
while others did not find any differences (Ander-
man & Midgley, 1997; Duda & Nicholls, 1992). In 
contrast, performance goals were consistent across 
domains (Anderman & Midgley, 1997; Bong, 2001, 
2004; Bouffard & Couture, 2003; Duda & Nicholls, 
1992), even if in some of these studies the approach 
and avoidance dimensions were not separated 
(Anderman & Midgley, 1997; Duda & Nicholls, 
1992). However, different school level might have 
accounted for these effects, given that, for example, 
Bong (2001) found that high school students’ moti-
vational beliefs were more clearly differentiated 
than middle school students’ motivational beliefs.

Achievement goals and academic performance. As 
regards relationships between achievement goals and 
academic performance in specific subject matters, 
different studies have reported contrasting data, in 
terms of (a) positive, negative or absent relationships 
for mastery goals; (b) positive, negative or absent rela-
tionships for performance approach goals; (c) nega-
tive or absent relationships for performance avoid-
ance goals (Bouffard & Couture, 2003; Gutman, 2006; 
Ironsmith, Marva, Harju & Eppler, 2003; Linnenbrink, 
2005; Pintrich, 2000b; Wolters, 2004; Zusho, Pintrich 
& Cortina, 2005). However, according to Hulleman 
and colleagues (2010), high correlations between 
mastery goals and performance seem to characterize 
the European samples; moreover, high correlations 
between performance goals and academic outcomes 
seem to characterize research works with some scales, 
such as the AGQ (Achievement Goal Questionnaire, 
Elliot & Murayama, 2008). Different studies have 
reported contrasting data about academic achieve-
ment in specific subject matters, like for example 
higher grades in Mathematics than in French (Bouf-
fard & Couture, 2003) versus higher grades in English 
than in Mathematics (Anderman & Midgley, 1997). 

ambiguous results, according to which, for example, 
performance goals were linked both to positive 
aspects, such as high self-efficacy and effort, and 
negative effects, such as low task persistence (Har-
ackiewicz, Durik & Barron, 2005; Pajares, Britner 
& Valiante, 2000; Urdan, 2004). As underscored by 
Urdan (2004), negative consequences were probably 
linked to performance-avoidance goals, while posi-
tive consequences to performance-approach goals.

It is worth noting that, even if the approach-
avoidance distinction has theoretically been applied 
also to mastery goals, thus allowing to distinguish 
four different types (mastery approach, mastery avoid-
ance, performance approach and performance avoid-
ance goals), researchers have so far focused mainly 
on the first three goals, with less attention devoted 
to mastery avoidance goals (Hulleman et al., 2010).

Achievement goals and context. Within the moti-
vational field, some researchers have paid attention 
to contextual dimensions, studying for example 
whether and how relevant adults’ behaviors, beliefs 
or emotions are linked to students’ motivation and 
academic performance (Duchesne & Ratelle, 2010; 
Gutman, 2006; Lemos, 1996; Spera & Wentzel, 2003; 
Urdan, Solek & Schoenfelder, 2004). In addition, 
some studies have investigated how students perceive 
significant others’ goals, considering mainly school 
in general. Spera and Wentzel (2003), for example, 
have examined congruency between students’ goals 
and perception of teachers’ goals. Gonida, Voulala 
and Kiosseoglou (2009) have studied relationships 
among perception of parents’ goals, school structure 
goals and personal goals. Specifically, some data 
indicate that ninth graders perceive discrepancies 
between the goals they set for themselves and the 
goals they believe their teachers want them to pursue. 
The same data indicate also that these discrepancies 
have negative implications for other aspects of stu-
dent motivation, such as interest, perceived control 
and ability (Spera & Wentzel, 2003). As regards class 
goal structures, there seems to be some consistency 
between the achievement goals that students per-
ceive are stressed in their learning environments and 
their personal achievement goals both for mastery 
and performance goals (Anderman & Midgley, 1997; 
Carr, 2006; Gonida et al., 2009; Roeser, Midgley & 
Urdan, 1996; Urdan, Midgley & Anderman, 1998). 
Perceptions of parents’ mastery goals positively pre-
dicted seventh and ninth graders’ mastery goals, and 
perceptions of parents’ performance goals positively 
predicted both students’ performance approach and 
performance avoidance goals (Gonida, Kiosseoglou & 
Voulala 2007; Gonida et al., 2009).

Another way to study contextual influences 
on students’ goals is to consider different subject 
matters, which can be viewed as specific contexts, 
given differences, for example, in aspects such 



5

Student performance in Italian and Mathematics

RESEARCH

2. METHODS

2.1. Sample

The participants were 435 students attending 
different school levels in Verona, in the North-East 
of Italy, and coming from a variety of social back-
grounds. Four of them were eliminated because of 
missing answers (specifically, for Italian, one fourth 
grader, one seventh grader and one eleventh grader; 
for Mathematics, one fourth grader). Therefore, the 
final sample comprised 431 students: 130 fourth 
graders (M = 10 years, 0 months; 60 girls, 70 boys), 
125 seventh graders (M = 13 years, 1 month; 72 
girls, 53 boys) and 176 eleventh graders (M = 17 
years, 2 months; 59 girls, 117 boys). On the whole, 
198 students completed the version of the question-
naire related to Italian (64 fourth graders, 63 seventh 
graders and 71 eleventh graders), and 233 students 
completed the version related to Mathematics (66 
fourth graders, 62 seventh graders and 105 eleventh 
graders). The students had written parental consent 
to participate, and they also gave their own consent.

2.2. Measures and procedure

A 64-item questionnaire on motivational 
dimensions, affect and academic performance, 
focused either on Italian or on Mathematics, was 
administered during regular school hours. In the 
present work only items related to achievement 
goals and academic performance were taken into 
account. The participants were told that there were 
no right or wrong answers and they were guaranteed 
anonymity. Their teachers were not present while 
the questionnaire was administered. The students 
were instructed to evaluate each item on a 5-point 
Likert-type scale according to how true the item was 
for them (1 = not at all true for me, 2 = a little true 
for me, 3 = somewhat true for me, 4 = true for me, 
5 = completely true for me). A scale with the grades 
typically used in the Italian education system (from 
1 to 10) was proposed for academic achievement.

Students’ achievement goals. Thirteen items about 
students’ achievement goals for specific subject mat-
ters (Italian, Mathematics) were adapted from Pat-
terns of Adaptive Learning Survey (PALS, Midgley et al., 
2000), with forward and back translation (here and 
for items in the following sections). Five items mea-
sured mastery goals (e.g., One of my goals in Italian/
Mathematics is to learn as much as I can), four items 
measured performance approach goals (e.g., One 
of my goals is to show others that I’m good at my 

However, taking into account possible differences 
in national school systems, we underline that data 
related to the Italian context, such as PISA (Program 
for International Student Assessment) average scores 
on quality of learning outcomes for 15-year-olds 
(OECD, Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2010), indicated better outcomes in 
Italian than in Mathematics.

Developmental differences. Some of the studies 
which have focused on achievement goals and/
or academic performance have addressed develop-
mental differences, considering school level as a 
factor that could be linked to variations in moti-
vational dimensions. As regards personal achieve-
ment goals, some authors have found that students 
decreased in mastery goals for some specific subject 
matters throughout elementary and middle school 
(Anderman & Midgley, 1997; Bouffard, Boileau & 
Vezeau, 2001; Chouinard & Roy, 2008). The same 
trend emerged in longitudinal studies (Bouffard 
et al. 2001) and also when considering school in 
general (De Bernardi & Raccanello, 2008; Gonida et 
al., 2007). Data related to performance goals seem 
more inconsistent. For example, while examining 
the transition from elementary to high school, 
Bouffard and others (2001) found stability in per-
formance approach goals, but increases in perfor-
mance avoidance goals. Other studies focusing on 
school in general found decreases in both types of 
performance goals, with fourth graders’ goals or 
seventh graders’ goals higher than older students’ 
goals (De Bernardi & Raccanello, 2008; Gonida et al., 
2007). About academic performance, the literature 
reported grade decreases with increasing age, for 
example in the transition from elementary to 
middle school (Anderman & Midgley, 1997).

Aims. In the present study we focused on 
different age students’ achievement goals and on 
their perception of relevant others’ goals about 
two specific subject matters, Italian and Mathemat-
ics, particularly salient for each of the scholastic 
level considered. On the basis of the existing lit-
erature, we hypothesized: (a) a positive relation-
ship between perception of adults’ goals and 
personal goals, with teachers’ and parents’ mastery 
and performance goals predicting, respectively, 
personal mastery and performance goals; (b) a 
positive relationship between mastery goals – both 
personal and perceived in relevant adults – and 
performance. In addition, as class level increased, 
we expected decreases in personal achievement 
goals, especially in mastery goals, and in academic 
performance. Finally, for the two subject matters, 
we explored possible differences between the two 
disciplines in terms of the three kinds of personal 
goals, and hypothesized lower performance in 
Mathematics than in Italian.
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3. RESULTS

3.1. Confirmatory factor analyses, internal 
consistency, correlations and descriptive 
statistics

To verify the validity of personal goal scales in the 
Italian context, three confirmatory factor analyses were 
run, for personal goals, perceived teachers’ goals and per-
ceived parents’ goals, respectively. The various goodness-
of-fit indexes (Hu & Bentler, 1999) indicated that, for stu-
dents’ goals (GFI = .96, AGFI = .93, CFI = .98, NNFI = .97, 
RMSR = .04, RMSEA = .05), the observed variables (13 
items) corresponded to the three latent variables (stu-
dents’ mastery, performance approach and performance 
avoidance goals). For teachers’ goals (GFI = .96, AGFI = .93,  
CFI = .95, NNFI = .94, RMSR = .06, RMSEA = .06), the 12 
items corresponded to the three latent variables (teach-
ers’ mastery, performance approach and performance 
avoidance goals). For parents’ goals, three items had to  
be eliminated in order to obtain a good model. After this, 
the indexes (GFI = .98, AGFI = .96, CFI = .99, NNFI = .98,  
RMSR = .05, RMSEA = .04) indicated a good correspon-
dence between the 8 items selected and the two latent 
variables (parents’ mastery and performance goals).

Moreover, before calculating the mean value 
between the items belonging to each scale, internal consi- 
stency coefficients (Cronbach’s α) were calculated (Table 1),  
and they were found to be adequate, higher than .70.

Subsequently, Pearson correlation coefficients 
among measured variables were calculated (Table 1). 
All personal goals correlated between themselves. 
Regarding perceived teachers’ goals, significant cor-
relations were found between performance approach 
and avoidance goals. Moreover, teachers’ mastery 
goals correlated positively with performance avoid-
ance goals. Regarding perceived parents’ goals, they 
correlated positively. Significant correlations were 
also found between (a) personal, teachers’ and par-
ents’ mastery goals; (b) personal and teachers’ per-
formance approach goals and parents’ performance 
goals; (c) personal and teachers’ performance avoid-
ance goals and parents’ performance goals.

3.2. Relationships between (1) class level, 
subject matter, teachers’ and parents’ goals 
and (2) personal goals

Three hierarchical regression analyses were car-
ried out, with students’ mastery goals, performance  
approach goals and performance avoidance goals, respec-
tively, as dependent variables (Table 2). In the first step, 

Italian/Mathematics work) and four items measured 
performance avoidance goals (e.g., It’s important to 
me that I don’t look stupid in Italian/Mathematics).

Perception of teachers’ achievement goals. The 
12-item-scale on perception of teachers’ goals was 
also adapted from the PALS (Midgley et al., 2000): 
five items referred to mastery goals (e.g., My Ital-
ian/Mathematics teacher thinks mistakes are okay 
as long as we are learning), three items referred 
to performance approach goals (e.g., My Italian/
Mathematics teacher tells us how we compare to 
other students) and four items referred to perfor-
mance avoidance goals (e.g., My Italian/Math-
ematics teacher tells us that it is important that we 
don’t look stupid in class).

Perception of parents’ achievement goals. The 
11-item-scale on perception of parents’ goals was 
also adapted from the PALS (Midgley et al., 2000): 
six items related to mastery goals (e.g., My parents 
want me to understand my Italian/Mathematics 
work, not just memorize it) and five items to per-
formance goals (e.g., My parents would like me to 
show others that I am good at Italian/Mathemat-
ics work), without any further distinction on the 
approach-avoidance dimension.

Academic performance. For each subject mat-
ter, the students were asked to report the grade 
obtained in their last written test.

The presentation order of the items was random-
ized and was consistent across groups. Each session 
lasted about 50 minutes for seventh graders, and 40 
for all the other students. At the end of the session, 
all the students were thanked for their participation.

2.3. Data analysis

For each participant, the value related to each 
item was registered. The measure about academic 
achievement was transformed into a 5-point scale 
for reasons of uniformity with the other dimen-
sions (1 = very low, 2 = low, 3 = medium, 4 = high, 
5 = very high).

The data were analyzed in several steps, sepa-
rately for the two subject matters. First, two factor 
analyses for personal academic goals were carried 
out, and the internal consistency for each scale 
was calculated. Second, three hierarchical regres-
sion analyses were run, with students’ mastery, 
performance approach and performance avoidance 
goals, respectively, as dependent variables. Third, a 
hierarchical regression analysis was run, with stu-
dents’ performance in Italian and Mathematics as 
the dependent variable. Preliminary analyses also 
included gender as a control variable, but it was not 
included in later analyses due to non-significance. 
The level of significance was set at p < .05.
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parents’ (β = .29, p < .001) mastery goals positively pre- 
dicted students’ mastery goals; teachers’ performance 
avoidance goals (β = .18, p < .001) and parents’ perfor- 
mance goals (β = .54, p < .001) positively predicted  
students’ performance approach goals; teachers’  
performance avoidance goals (β = .37, p < .001) and 
parents’ performance goals (β = .34, p < .001) posi-
tively predicted students’ performance avoidance goals.  
(As regards parents’ performance goals, preliminary 
analyses showed similar results when running the three 
ANOVAs by separating items related to performance 
approach (3 items) and performance avoidance goals (1 
item), not explicitly distinguished in the PALS but differ-
ent on the basis of their content. Specifically, teachers’ 
performance approach goals positively predicted stu-
dents’ performance approach goals, while both teachers’ 
performance approach and avoidance goals positively 
predicted students’ performance avoidance goals).

3.3. Relationships between (1) class level, 
subject matter, personal, teachers’ and 
parents’ goals and (2) performance

A hierarchical regression analysis was run, with 
students’ achievement in Italian or Mathematics 
as dependent variable (Table 3). In the first step, 

school level and subject matter were entered into the 
model; in the second step, teachers’ mastery goals, per-
formance approach goals and performance avoidance 
goals were entered; in the third step, parents’ mastery 
goals and performance goals were entered. All the models 
considered covariance between latent variables.

The third model was significant for each depen-
dent variable and it significantly differed from the 
previous models (mastery goals: adjusted R2 = .37,  
p  <  .001; performance approach goals: adjusted R2 =  .48,  
p  <  .001; performance avoidance goals: adjusted R2 =  .54,  
p < .001). As school level increased, students’ goals 
decreased (mastery goals: β = –.15, p < .01; fourth 
graders: M = 4.20, SE = .06; seventh graders: M = 3.73,  
SE = .07; eleventh graders: M = 3.31, SE = .06; perfor-
mance approach goals: β = –.09, p < .05; fourth grad-
ers: M = 2.54, SE = .10; seventh graders: M = 2.12, SE = 
.07; eleventh graders: M = 1.90, SE = .05; performance 
avoidance goals: β = –.20, p < .001; fourth graders:  
M = 3.15, SE = .09; seventh graders: M = 2.50, SE = .07;  
eleventh graders: M = 2.15, SE = .06). Moreover, while 
students’ mastery goals were higher in Italian than 
in Mathematics (β = –.10, p < .05; Italian: M = 3.75, 
SE = .06; Mathematics: M = 3.66, SE = .06), students’ 
performance avoidance goals were higher in Math-
ematics than in Italian (β = –.09, p < .05; Mathema- 
tics: M = 2.60, SE = .07; Italian: M = 2.49, SE = .06). 
Lastly, perceived teachers’ (β = .32, p < .001)  and 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s α coefficients and correlation coefficients of measured variables

Variables M (SD) α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Students’  

mastery goals 3.70 (.86) .88

2. Students’ performance 
approach goals 2.16 (.94) .88 .25***

3. Students’ performance  
avoidance goals 2.55 (.96) .82 .31*** .73***

4. Teachers’  
mastery goals 3.53 (.90)  .81 .52*** .13** .21***

5. Teachers’ performance 
approach goals 2.73 (1.06) .73 .05 .26*** .30*** .05

6. Teachers’ performance  
avoidance goals 2.54 (.99) .78 .21*** .53*** .65*** .21*** .41***

7. Parents’  
mastery goals 3.77 (.79) .77 .53*** .19*** .28*** .55*** .15** .30***

8. Parents’ performance  
goals 2.26 (.97) .77 .14** .67*** .59*** .06 .26*** .56*** .22***

9. Achievement 3.03 (1.18) .37*** .12* .15** .36*** –.01 .12* .35*** .02

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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3.4. Synthesis of the results

As regards school level, the results showed that 
both students’ goals and performance decreased 
as age increased. Concerning differences between 
subject matters, both students’ mastery goals  
and achievement were higher in Italian, while stu-
dents’ performance avoidance goals were higher in 
Mathematics.

About the relationship between students’ and 
significant others’ goals, the data indicated that 
teachers’ and parents’ mastery goals positively pre-
dicted students’ goals of the same kind, while for 
performance goals a more complex pattern emerged. 
Finally, regarding the relationship between goals and 
academic achievement, academic performance was 
predicted positively by students’ mastery goals and 
negatively by teachers’ performance approach goals.

school level and subject matter were entered into 
the model; in the second step, students’ mastery 
goals, performance approach goals and performance 
avoidance goals were entered; in the third step, 
teachers’ mastery goals, performance approach goals 
and performance avoidance goals, and parents’ mas-
tery goals and performance goals were entered.

The best model was the one including all the 
predictors (adjusted R2 = .28, p < .05). As school level 
increased, achievement decreased (β = –.40, p < .001; 
fourth graders: M = 3.75, SE = .09; seventh graders:  
M = 3.17, SE = .11; eleventh graders: M = 2.40, SE = .07). 
Moreover, performance was higher (β = .09, p < .05) 
in Italian (M = 3.23, SE = .08) than in Mathematics  
(M = 2.86, SE = .08). Finally, achievement was posi-
tively predicted by students’ mastery goals (β = .15,  
p < .01), while it was negatively predicted by teachers’ 
performance approach goals (β = –.09, p < .05).

Table 2 
Summary of hierarchical regression analyses on the relationship  
between (1) class level, subject matter, teachers’ and parents’ goals and (2) personal goals

Variables

Students’ mastery 
goals a

Students’ performance 
approach goals b

Students’ performance 
avoidance goals c

B SE B ß B SE B ß B SE B ß

Step 1

School level –.44 .05 –.43*** –.32 .05 –.28*** –.50 .05 –.44***

Subject .03 .08 .02 –.08 .09 –.04 –.18 .08 –.10*

Step 2

School level –.23 .05 –.23*** –.10 .06 –.09 –.23 .05 –.20***

Subject –.18 .07 –.11* –.07 .08 –.04 –.18 .07 –.09*

Teachers’ mastery goals .42 .05 .44*** –.01 .05 –.01 .03 .05 .03

Teachers’ performance approach goals –.02 .04 –.03 .05 .04 .05 .03 .04 .03

Teachers’ performance avoidance goals .04 .04 .04 .45 .05 .47*** .54 .04 .55***

Step 3

School level –.16 .05 –.15** –.10 .05 –.09* –.23 .05 –.20***

Subject –.17 .07 –.10* –.04 .07 –.02 –.17 .07 –.09*

Teachers’ mastery goals .30 .05 .32*** .06 .05 .05 .06 .05 .06

Teachers’ performance approach goals –.03 .03 –.04 .03 .03 .04 .02 .03 .02

Teachers’ performance avoidance goals .01 .04 .01 .17 .05 .18*** .36 .04 .37***

Parents’ mastery goals .32 .05 .29*** –.06 .05 –.05 –.02 .05 –.02

Parents’ performance goals .02 .04 .03 .53 .04 .54*** .34 .04 .34***
Note: N = 431. 
aR2 = .19, p < .001 for Step 1; R2Δ = .14, p < .001 for Step 2; R2Δ = .06, p < .001 for Step 3. 
bR2 = .08, p < .001 for Step 1; R2Δ = .21, p < .001 for Step 2; R2Δ = .20, p < .001 for Step 3. 
cR2 = .19, p < .001 for Step 1; R2Δ = .27, p < .001 for Step 2; R2Δ = .08, p < .001 for Step 3. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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vene to foster students’ motivation (Anderman, 2004).
In our view, context was conceptualized in a 

twofold way: it was considered both as perception of 
relevant adults’ goals and as different subject mat-
ters. Thus, taking into account the role of class level 
and school discipline, the aims of the study were to 
explore (a) relationships between students’ percep-
tion of teachers’ and parents’ achievement goals 
and personal achievement goals; (b) relationships 
between these goals and academic performance.

As regards the first aim, we found positive rela-
tionships both between students’ goals and percep-
tions of teachers’ goals and between students’ goals 
and perceptions of parents’ goals as hypothesized on 
the basis of previous literature (Anderman & Midgley, 

4. DISCUSSION

Assumptions about the nature of motivational 
constructs, in terms of reflecting stable individual 
differences versus being malleable by contextual influ-
ences, lie behind completely different kinds of endeav-
ors of those professionals who are responsible for  
students’ education. Consequently, exploring students’  
motivations, and in particular achievement goals, 
assumes relevance not only for its theoretical implica-
tions, but also for its practical issues. Specifically, iden-
tifying how students’ goals can be influenced by their  
contexts gives suggestions on the possibility that fig-
ures such as teachers, parents or educators could inter-

Table 3 
Summary of hierarchical regression analysis on the relationship  
between (1) class level, subject matter, personal, teachers’ and parents’ goals and (2) achievement

Variables

Achievementa

B SE B ß

Step 1

School level –.67 .06 –.47***

Subject .28 .10 .12**

Step 2

School level –.59 .07 –.42***

Subject .25 .10 .11*

Students’ mastery goals .29 .06 .21***

Students’ performance approach goals .03 .08 .03

Students’ performance avoidance goals –.13 .08 –.10

Step 3

School level –.56 .07 –.40***

Subject .22 .10 .09*

Students’ mastery goals .21 .07 .15**

Students’ performance approach goals .11 .08 .09

Students’ performance avoidance goals –.07 .09 –.06

Teachers’ mastery goals .04 .07 .03

Teachers’ performance approach goals –.10 .05 –.09*

Teachers’ performance avoidance goals –.03 .07 –.02

Parents’ mastery goals .14 .08 .09

Parents’ performance goals –.11 .07 –.09
Note: N = 431. 
aR2 = .24, p < .001 for Step 1; R2Δ = .04, p < .001 for Step 2; R2Δ = .02, p < .05 for Step 3. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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nath & Spinath, 2005), and could be linked to a variety 
of dimensions, such as changes in academic tasks, 
concurrent psychological development and changes 
in peer relations (Anderman & Midgley, 1997). Finally, 
the decreases in performance outcomes confirm results 
from previous studies (Anderman & Midgley, 1997).

Referring to the two subject matters, on the one 
hand, students’ mastery goals were higher for Italian 
than for Mathematics, suggesting positive association 
between these goals and positive performance, con-
firmed by the presence of better evaluations reported 
by students in Italian. On the other hand, performance 
avoidance goals were higher for Mathematics than for 
Italian. This could be due to the particular relevance 
students attribute to not appearing incompetent in a 
subject matter, Mathematics, which is frequently seen 
as particularly difficult. Again, this perceived difficulty 
is confirmed by lower grades in Mathematics than 
in Italian, which corresponded to the same relations 
found for PISA among 15-year-olds’ average scores on 
quality of learning in Italian and Mathematics (OECD, 
2010) in the Italian context. However, differences in 
academic goals between specific subjects only partially 
support the literature (Anderman & Midgley, 1997; 
Bong, 2001, 2004; Bouffard & Couture, 2003; Duda & 
Nicholls, 1992). For example, if we compare our study 
with Bong’s (2004), we can confirm both specific-
ity of mastery goals and consistency of performance 
approach goals in different subject matters, but we 
do not find support for consistency of performance 
avoidance goals. Different factors, such as students’ 
age, gender or even school culture should be taken 
into account to explain these differences.

5. CONCLUSIONS

To sum up, our study showed that students’ goals 
are generally linked to the perception of the same goals 
in relevant adults, such as teachers and parents, for the 
two different domains: Italian and Mathematics. In 
addition, in our sample, students’ mastery goals seem 
to play a very strong role in academic achievement. 
However, also perception of teachers’ performance 
approach goals – the only dimension not related to 
the same goal perceived by students for themselves 
– is linked to students’ achievement, but these two 
measures are negatively related. One of the educa-
tional implications of our study is specifically based 
on this finding, referring to Anderman’s assumptions 
about motivation modifiability (2004). Teachers and 
educators should acknowledge the possible impact 
of students’ perceptions of their motivations on per-
formance outcome. In other words, they should pay 

1997; Carr, 2006; Gonida et al., 2007, 2009; Roeser et 
al., 1996; Urdan et al., 1998). On the whole, our results 
reveal general consistency between goals endorsed by 
students and goals they perceive as important for rel-
evant adults. Spera and Wentzel (2003) maintain that 
discrepancies between the goals students set for them-
selves and those they believe their teachers want them 
to pursue are negatively linked to students’ interests, 
perceived control and ability. In the light of their con-
siderations, we could presume that the consistency we 
found in our data could be linked to positive effects 
not only on the mentioned aspects but also on posi-
tive feelings related to integration and social support.

As regards the second aim, we found that students’  
mastery goals were associated with higher levels of aca-
demic performance in both subject matters, while we 
did not find any significant relationship between stu-
dents’ performance goals and achievement outcomes. 
Our data are consistent with what has been revealed 
in a recent meta-analysis by Hulleman and colleagues 
(2010), who took into account contrasting results 
emerging from previous literature: the association  
between mastery goals and academic performance is  
usually more frequent for European students than for  
students of other nationalities, say US or Canadian. Fur-
ther, the association between performance approach goals  
and performance outcomes is more frequent when 
scales different from PALS are used, for example AGQ 
(Elliot & Murayama, 2008). Regarding the role played 
by different instruments, as stated by the authors, ‘the 
type of item used in each scale may partially explain 
this difference – AGQ performance approach subscale 
is dominated by goal-relevant items, whereas the PALS 
scale is characterized by nearly equal numbers of goal- 
and non-goal-relevant items’ (Hulleman et al., 2010, p. 
442). Concerning perception of contextual goals, our 
results did not reveal relationships between teachers’ 
or parents’ goals and performance, except for teach-
ers’ performance approach goals, which are negatively 
correlated to grades. Even if our data do not directly 
address other factors responsible for these effects, we 
could hypothesize the presence of other intermediat-
ing emotional processes, such as the anxiety elicited by 
specific instructional/educational practices in the class.

Considering the different school levels, we found 
decreases both in mastery goals and in performance 
(approach and avoidance) goals as age increases. These 
results are in line with some studies about school in 
general, which report decreases in mastery goals, but 
not with other findings, for example, which reveal 
some stability in performance approach goals and 
increases in performance avoidance goals (Anderman 
& Midgley, 1997; Bouffard et al., 2001; Chouinard & 
Roy, 2008; De Bernardi & Raccanello, 2008; Gonida 
et al., 2007). However, the documented decreasing 
trend in achievement goals is consistent with the same 
decline for several other motivational constructs (Spi-
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climate in multiple goal development. Journal 
of Sports Sciences, 24, 281-297.

Chouinard, R. e Roy, N. (2008). Changes in high-
school students’ competence beliefs, utility value  
and achievement goals in mathematics. British 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 78, 31-50.

De Bernardi, B. e Raccanello, D. (2008). 
 Achievement goal patterns: Relationships with  
self-efficacy, persistence, causal attribution and 
affect in a sample of Italian students. Poster  
presented at the 11th International Conferenc 
e on Motivation, August 21-23, Turku, Finland.

Duchesne, S. e Ratelle, C. (2010). Parental 
behaviors and adolescents’ achievement goals 
at the beginning of middle school: Emotional 
problems as potential mediators. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 102, 497-507.

Duda, J. e Nicholls, J. (1992). Dimensions of 
achievement motivation in schoolwork and sport. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 84, 290-299.

Dweck, C.S. e Leggett, E.L. (1988). A social-cog-
nitive approach to motivation and personality. 
Psychological Review, 95, 256-273.

Elliot, A.J. (1999). Approach and avoidance moti-
vation and achievement goals. Educational  
Psychologist, 34,169-189.

Elliot, A.J. e McGregor, H. (2001). A 2 X 2 
achievement goal framework. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 80, 501-519.

Elliot, A.J. e Murayama, K. (2008). On the  
measurement of achievement goals: Critique,  
illustration, and application. Journal of  
Educational Psychology, 100, 613-628.

Gonida, E.N., Kiosseoglou, G. e Voulala, K. 
(2007). Perceptions of parent goals and their 
contribution to student achievement goal orien-
tation and engagement in the classroom: Grade-
level differences across adolescence. European 
Journal of Psychology of Education, 22, 23-39.

Gonida, E.N., Voulala, K. e Kiosseoglou, 
G. (2009). Students’ achievement goal orien-
tations and their behavioral and emotional 
engagement: Co-examining the role of per-
ceived school goal structures and parent goals 
during adolescence. Learning and Individual 
Differences, 19, 53-60.

Gutman, L.M. (2006). How student and parent 
goal orientations and classroom goal structures 
influence the math achievement of African 
American during the high school transition. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 31, 44-63.

Harackiewicz, J.M, Durik, A.M. e Barron, K.E. 
(2005). Multiple goals, optimal motivation, and 
the development of interest. In J. P. Forgas, K.D. 
Williams e S. M. Laham (Eds.), Social motivation: 
Conscious and unconscious processes (pp. 21-39). 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

particular attention not only to the kinds of achieve-
ment goals they want their students to pursue, which 
can be implicitly and/or explicitly communicated, 
but also to the representation of the same goals that 
their students have. Future reflections and empirical 
investigations could be devoted to exploring how 
students’ perception of relevant adults’ achievement 
goals might be changed, including direct measures of 
both students’ and adults’ motivational dimensions.

references

Ames, C. (1992). Classrooms: Goals, structures, 
and student motivation. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 84, 261-271.

Anderman, L.H. (2004). Contemporary Issues 
on Motivation Introduction: Student motiva-
tion across subject-area domains. Journal of  
Educational Research, 97, 283-285.

Anderman, E.M. e Midgley, C. (1997). Changes 
in achievement goal orientations, perceived 
academic competence, and grades across the 
transition to middle-level schools. Contemporary  
Educational Psychology, 22, 269-298.

Boekaerts, M., Otten, R. e Voeten, R. (2003). 
Examination performance: Are students’ caus-
al attributions school-subject specific? Anxiety, 
Stress, and Coping, 16, 331-342.

Bong, M. (2001). Between - and within - domain 
relations of academic motivation among mid-
dle and high school students: Self-efficacy, 
task-value, and achievement goals. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 93, 23-34.

Bong, M. (2004). Academic motivation in self-
efficacy, task-value, achievement goal orien- 
tations, and attributional beliefs. Journal of  
Educational Research, 97, 287-297.

Boscolo, P. e Hidi, S. (2007). The multiple mean-
ings of motivation to write. In S. Hidi & P. Boscolo 
(Eds.), Studies in writing. Writing and motivation. 
Oxford, UK: Elsevier.

Bouffard, T., Boileau, L. e Vezeau, C. (2001). 
Students’ transition from elementary to high 
school and changes in the relationship between 
motivation and academic performance. European  
Journal of Psychology of Education, 16, 589-604.

Bouffard, T. e Couture, N. (2003). Motivation-
al profile and academic achievement among 
students enrolled in different schooling tracks.  
Educational Studies, 29, 19-38.

Carr, S. (2006). An examination of multiple goals 
in children’s physical education: Motivational 
effects of goal profiles and the role of perceived 



12

Daniela Raccanello & Bianca De Bernardi

RESEARCH

P.R. Pintrich e M. Zeidner (Eds.), Handbook of 
self-regulation (pp. 451-502). San Diego, CA: 
Academic Press.

Pintrich, P.R. e Garcia, T. (1991). Student goal 
orientation and self-regulation in the college 
classroom. In M.L. Maehr e P.R. Pintrich (Eds.), 
Advances in motivation and achievement: Vol. 7 
(pp. 371-402). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Roeser, R.W., Midgley, C. e Urdan, T.C. (1996). 
Perceptions of the school psychological envi-
ronment and early adolescents’ psychological  
and behavioral functioning in school: The 
mediating role of goals and belonging. Journal 
of Educational Psychology, 88, 408-422.

Spera, C. e Wentzel, K.R. (2003). Congruence 
between students’ and teachers’ goals: Implica-
tions for social and academic motivation. Interna-
tional Journal of Educational Research, 39, 395-413.

Spinath, B. e Spinath, F.M. (2005). Longitudinal 
analysis of the link between learning motivation 
and competence beliefs among elementary school 
children. Learning and Instruction, 15, 87-102.

Urdan, T. (2004). Predictors of academic self-handicap-
ping and achievement: Examining achievement  
goals, classroom goal structures, and culture.  
Journal of Educational Psychology, 96, 251-264.

Urdan, T., Midgley, C. e Anderman, E. M. (1998).  
The role of classroom goal structure in students’ 
use of self-handicapping strategies. American 
Educational Research Journal, 35, 101-122.

Urdan, T., Solek, M. e Schoenfelder, E. (2004). Stu-
dents’ perceptions of family influences on their aca-
demic motivation: A qualitative analysis. European  
Journal of Psychology of Education, 22, 7-21.

Wigfield, A. e Eccles, J.S. (2000). Expectancy- 
value theory of achievement motivation. Con-
temporary Educational Psychology, 25, 68-81.

Wolters, C.A. (2004). Advancing achievement goal the-
ory: Using goal structures and goal orientations to  
predict students’ motivation, cognition, and achieve- 
ment. Journal of Educational Psychology, 96, 236-250.

Wolters, C.A., Yu, S.L. e Pintrich, P.R. (1996). The  
relation between goal orientation and students’ 
motivational beliefs and self-regulated learning. 
Learning and Individual Differences, 8, 211-238.

Zusho, A., Pintrich, P.R. e Cortina, K. S. (2005). 
Motives, goals, and adaptive patterns of performance  
in Asian American and Anglo American students. 
Learning and Individual Differences, 15, 141-158.

Hu, L. e Bentler, P.M. (1999). Cut-off criteria for 
fit indexes in covariance structure analysis:  
Conventional criteria versus new alternatives.  
Structural Equation Modelling, 6, 1-55.

Hulleman, C.S., Schrager, S.M., Bodmann, 
S.M. e Harackiewicz, J.M. (2010). A meta-
analytic review of achievement goal mea-
sures: Different labels for the same constructs 
or different constructs with similar labels?  
Psychological Bulletin, 136, 422-449.

Ironsmith, M., Marva, J. Harju, B. e Eppler, 
M. (2003). Motivation and performance in 
college students enrolled in self-paced versus 
lecture-format remedial mathematics courses.  
Journal of Instructional Psychology, 30, 276-284.

Lemos, M.S. (1996). Students’ and teachers’ goals in the  
classroom. Learning and Instruction, 6, 151-171.

Linnenbrink, E.A. (2005). The dilemma of performance 
-approach goals: The use of multiple goal contexts 
to promote students’ motivation and learning. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 97, 197-213.

Midgley, C., Maehr, M.L., Hruda, L.Z.,  
Anderman, E., Anderman, L., Freeman, 
K.E., Gheen, M., Kaplan, A., Kumar, 
R., Middleton, M.J., Nelson, J., Roeser, R. 
e Urdan, T. (2000). Manual for the Patterns of 
Adaptive Learning Scales (PALS). Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan.

Nicholls, J.G. (1984). Achievement motivation: Concep- 
tions of ability, subjective experience, task choice, 
and performance. Psychological Review, 91, 328-346.

OECD (2010). PISA 2009 results: What students 
know and can do – Student performance in  
reading, mathematics and science (Volume I). 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264091450-en.

Pajares, F., Britner, S.L. e Valiante, G. (2000). Rela-
tion between achievement goals and self-beliefs of 
middle school students in writing and sciences. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 25, 406-422.

Pintrich, P.R. (2000a). An achievement goal 
theory perspective on issues in motivation ter-
minology, theory, and research. Contemporary 
Educational Psychology, 25, 92-104.

Pintrich, P.R. (2000b). Multiple goals, multi-
ple pathways: The role of goal orientation 
in learning and achievement. Journal of  
Educational Psychology, 92, 544-555.

Pintrich, P.R. (2000c). The role of goal orienta-
tion in self-regulated learning. In M. Boekaerts, 

Daniela Raccanello & Bianca De Bernardi, Department of Philosophy, Education and Psychology, University of 
Verona, Verona, Italy.

The authors wish to thank the heads, the teachers and the students of the schools who made this research possi-
ble. Many thanks to Margherita Pasini for her help with the statistical analyses. A partial preliminary draft of this 
paper was presented at the 12th International Conference on Motivation, Porto, Portugal (September 2-4, 2010).


