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General introduction 

 

 

 

The experience students make of school and scholastic life is continuously 

moulded by a multitude of intra-psychological, inter-psychological, and contextual 

factors, that can either enhance or hinder students’ well-being, the quality of their 

life, and their life satisfaction both inside and outside of school. 

For instance, scholars have found that the factors contributing to students’ 

quality of school life and school life satisfaction fall in a wide range of interrelated 

influences, such as their demographic background, academic motivation, 

expectations regarding the purposes of schooling, and classroom climate (e.g., Mok 

& Flynn, 2002; Zullig et al., 2010), as well as the quality of the relationships with 

parents, teachers and classmates and perceived support from them (e.g., King et al., 

2006; Zullig et al., 2010). On the other hand, the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) has been particularly interested in analysing 

students’ well-being, which has been conceptualised, in OECD’s official records, as 

a multidimensional construct that comprises psychological, social, cognitive, and 

physical factors (OECD, 2013, 2017). In this conceptualisation, the main variables 

contributing to students’ well-being are performance at school, schoolwork-related 

anxiety, motivation to achieve, expectations of further education, and the quality of 

relationships students have with significant others, both at school and outside of 

school. 
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In light of the above, given the important role that relationships with 

significant others, motivation to achievement, and expectations about the future have 

been often found to play in influencing students’ adaptation, the present doctoral 

dissertation has specifically focused on these three main domains. 

 

Motivation to achieve, parental influences and future expectations. OECD 

reports (e.g., OECD, 2013, 2017) define achievement motivation as “one of the most 

important ingredients of achievement, both in school and in life” (OECD, 2017, p. 

94). In the field of psychological studies, motivation has been defined as a 

psychological construct involved in orienting and defining courses of action (Elliot et 

al., 2017), and as a multidimensional process involved in initiating and sustaining 

goal-directed behaviours and activities (Schunk et al., 2014). Its importance in 

shaping human attitudes and behaviours has prompted many scholars to analyse this 

construct, and conceptualise many theories that, to this day, still help us better 

understand people’s courses of action in many areas of their lives (e.g., Ames, 1992; 

Bandura, 1982; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Eccles, 1983; Maslow, 1943; McClelland, 1985; 

Weiner, 1985). Many of these theories have been particularly useful in giving 

important insight into how motivational processes might impact students’ lives and 

adaptation in educational settings. While some of these theories focus on the role of 

needs in shaping students’ motivation and posit that motivational orientations depend 

on the satisfaction of certain basic needs (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985; 2000), other 

major theories generally focus – albeit in different ways – on the cognitive aspects 

underlying motivational processes, such as values, beliefs, and perceptions regarding 
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learning, competences, and abilities (see Martin & Dowson, 2009; Schunk et al., 

2014). Aside from the core aspects that characterise each motivational theory, one 

feature that can be found in all of them is the importance given to interpersonal 

relationships with significant others (e.g., parents, teachers, peers) and contextual 

requests in shaping motivational orientations and goals. After all, as Maehr (2008) 

pointed out, motivation to achievement is “largely socio-psychological in nature” 

(Maehr, 2008, p. 918). 

The studies presented in this dissertation draw upon the Achievement Goal 

theory (AGT, Ames, 1992; Ames & Archer, 1988; Dweck, 1975; Elliot, 1999; 

Nicholls, 1976), which was developed with the purpose of understanding the aims 

that bring students to engage in achievement tasks and face academic challenges 

(Urdan & Maehr, 1995; Elliot et al., 2011). Over the years, the theory has undergone 

numerous revisions (see Elliot, 1999; Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 

2001; Elliot et al., 2011) and, to these days, the 2x2 model of achievement goals 

(Elliot & McGregor, 2001) is one of the most supported in this theoretical 

framework. The 2x2 model posits that achievement goals are defined by two main 

attributes, which are competence (focus on mastering a task vs. focus on normative 

standards) and valence (approaching a positive outcome vs. avoiding an undesirable 

outcome), and that four main types of goals emerge from the combination of the two 

attributes: mastery-approach goals, mastery-avoidance goals, performance-approach 

goals, and performance-avoidance goals. Each of these goals holds a specific place in 

students’ constellation of motivational strivings, and they all have specific 

antecedents and specific consequences (see Bardach et al., 2020; Elliot & McGregor, 
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2001; Urdan & Kaplan, 2020). Each of these aspects will be further discussed in the 

first chapter. 

Since the first theorisations about the AGT, scholars have mostly focused on 

individualistically-based goals (i.e., task/mastery goals and ego/performance goals), 

giving less attention to the goals that emerge from students’ relationships with 

significant others. These goals, generally referred to as social goals (Urdan & Maehr, 

1995), have been defined in numerous ways (e.g., Allen, 1986; Horst et al., 2007; 

Lochman et al., 1993). However, the definition that best fits how motivational goals 

are conceptualised in the AGT is Urdan and Maehr’s (1995) one, which defines 

social goals as the “perceived social purposes of trying to achieve academically” 

(Urdan & Maehr, 1995, p. 232; see also Kaplan & Maehr, 2007; Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991). Between the late 1990s and the early 2000s, research on social 

goals has given rise to interesting models (e.g., Maehr & McInerney, 2004; Dowson 

& McInerney, 2001, 2003, 2004) that helped better define the potential, different 

components of the construct and understand their consequences. Moreover, aside 

from analysing these goals’ specific influences (e.g., King & McInerney, 2012; King 

et al., 2012, 2013; Martin & Dowson, 2009; McInerney et al., 2003), some studies 

also highlighted the importance of studying the reciprocal interactions between social 

goals and individual goals (e.g., Dowson & McInerney, 2003). These models and 

studies, although limited if compared to studies about individual achievement goals, 

significantly contributed to the study of students’ motivation, in all of its forms. 

However, as further explained in the next chapter, many aspects regarding the 
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construct of social goals, in particular, still need to be further analysed. One of the 

aims of the present dissertation is to do so. 

Aside from motivational orientations, another focus of this dissertation is the 

role that parental influences hold for students’ academic adaptation. Many 

psychological theories have widely shown that during children’s development, and 

even during adolescence, late adolescence, and early adulthood, the role of parents is 

fundamental (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Epstein, 1987, 2018; Rosa & Tudge, 

2013). In particular, in the field of educational psychology, parental values, 

expectations, and goals have been shown to influence students’ educational life in 

many important ways (Barni et al., 2011; Chen & Lan, 1998; Friedel et al., 2007; 

Gniewosz & Noack, 2012; Gonida et al., 2007; Mantovani, 2013), so much so that 

their role for their children has been defined as one of “expectancy socialisers” 

(Frome & Eccles, 1998) and “interpreters of reality” (Jodl et al., 2001). The studies 

presented in this dissertation focused on understanding how perceived parental goals 

might influence students’ own achievement goals and, ultimately, their future 

expectations. This aspect of parental influences has been chosen because not many 

studies have analysed the relationship between parental goals and students’ goals – 

especially social goals. Despite the lack of conspicuous research on this specific 

aspect, however, the existing studies (e.g., Friedel et al., 2007; Gonida et al., 2007; 

Gonida et al., 2009; Urdan et al., 2007) have been particularly useful in providing the 

foundation for the studies presented in this dissertation. 

The final main aim of the studies presented in this work is to analyse how 

parental influences and students’ motivational goals ultimately impact students’ 
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future expectations, both in upper secondary education and tertiary education. Future 

expectations are another fundamental aspect of students’ adaptation to their 

educational paths (OECD, 2017). They influence students’ present and future 

perceptions, endeavours, and attainments, in a continuous relationship with their self-

concept and self-esteem, their achievements, and the level of education they 

effectively reach (e.g., Agger et al., 2018; Beal and Crockett, 2010; Khattab, 2015; 

Mantovani, 2013; Mantovani et al., 2018; Perna, 2000). They can be so central in 

students’ belief systems that they often become self-fulfilling prophecies (OECD, 

2013, 2017). Future expectations are shaped by numerous personal, interpersonal, 

and structural factors. In particular, students’ significant relationships with family 

members, peers, and teachers can all play an important role in influencing their 

expectations (e.g., Agger et al., 2018; DeWitt et al., 2013; OECD, 2017), which 

renders it necessary to analyse this construct through a social-relational perspective. 

 

The present dissertation: general aims and layout. Drawing from the 

aforementioned theories, models, and bodies of research, the present doctoral 

dissertation was born with the aim to contribute to our understanding of how parental 

influences, students’ achievement goals (both in their individual and social forms), 

and students’ future expectations might be related with one another. In particular, the 

following general aims were considered: 

1. Analysing the existing literature about social goals and 

identifying  the main types of socially-driven goals students might 

develop in relation to their parents and families; 
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2. Understanding how perceived parental goals relate to different types 

of individual and social goals; 

3. Understanding how students’ individual and social goals might 

mediate the relationship between perceived parental goals and 

students’ future expectations. 

With these aims in mind, the dissertation was structured as follows: 

Chapter 1. A brief overview of the Italian school system and the data about 

Italian students’ school adaptation and educational paths, retrieved from national and 

international records, will be presented. The main motivational theories in education 

will then be discussed, with a specific focus on the Achievement Goal theory (Ames, 

1992; Ames & Archer, 1988; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Urdan & Kaplan, 2020), 

which is the theoretical framework underpinning the studies presented in this 

dissertation. Studies about achievement goals and social goals will be presented, and 

their findings analysed in depth. The role of parents and the family in shaping 

students’ motivation and consequent outcomes will also be discussed. 

Chapter 2. The first study of this research will be presented in the second 

chapter. In this study, the role of achievement goals and social goals in mediating the 

relationship between perceived parental goals and high school students’ expectations 

of further education was tested. Results, implications, and limitations will be 

discussed. 

Chapter 3. The second study will be presented in the third chapter. This study 

was aimed at testing whether the same effects found in Study 1 would emerge for 
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students attending the first year of upper-secondary school during the first months of 

the Coronavirus outbreak in Italy, when a lockdown was imposed and students 

attended school online.  Results, implications, and limitations will be discussed. 

Chapter 4. The third study will be presented in the fourth chapter. The role of 

achievement goals and social goals in mediating the relationship between parental 

goals and college students’ future expectations (i.e., expectations to achieve job-

related goals) was tested. Results, implications, and limitations will be discussed. 

Chapter 5. A general discussion about the findings, alongside general 

conclusions regarding their theoretical and practical implications, limitations, and 

future directions, will be presented in the final chapter.  
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Chapter 1 

Theoretical background 

 

 

 

1.1 The Italian education system: an overview 

 

The Italian education system is a public State system, where State schools are 

directly financed by the State. The State is in charge of organising the educational 

system with the joint action of regions, local authorities and single schools, all of 

which hold specific competencies and responsibilities. 

Despite the education system being mostly a public State system, private and 

public organisations can institute non-State Schools, which can be either scuole 

paritarie, which are equal to State schools, or scuole non paritarie, which cannot 

issue qualifications. Therefore, students who attend these types of private schools 

must take an examination at the end of each cycle. 

The education system is composed of different levels and cycles, open to all 

Italian students, and to foreign students as well. ECEC (early childhood education 

and care), which is not compulsory, is offered to children aged from 0 to 3 years 

(servizi educativi per l’infanzia) and, at pre-primary schools, to children aged from 3 

to 6 years. Education becomes compulsory for 6-year-old children and stays 

compulsory until pupils turn 16 years old. Compulsory education comprises primary 
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education (scuola primaria), lower secondary education (scuola secondaria di I 

grado), and the first two years of the second cycle of education. 

Children can start attending primary education at 6 years of age, and it lasts 5 

years. At the end of this first cycle of education, students can access lower secondary 

education, which lasts 3 years, without a final examination. Instead, at the end of 

lower secondary education, students have to pass the final state examination in order 

to access the second cycle of education. The first two years of this educational cycle 

are compulsory, and students can choose to pursue either the upper secondary school 

education (scuola secondaria di II grado) or the regional vocational training system 

(IFP). Within the upper secondary school education, students can choose to attend 

either licei, technical or vocational programmes. Each course generally lasts 5 years, 

at the end of which students who pass the final examination gain access to higher 

education. 

Higher education is offered by numerous types of institutes, such as 

universities, higher education for art, music and dance (AFAM) institutions or higher 

technical institutes. Each type of institution has its own criteria for admission, its 

own structure and offers specific programmes. Universities, for instance, can be both 

public and private and offer degree programmes for numerous disciplines. Through 

universities, students can obtain an Undergraduate or first-level degree (equivalent to 

a Bachelor’s degree), a Graduate or second-level degree (Equivalent to a Master’s 

degree) and a Postgraduate degree (PhD), which is the highest level of tertiary 

education. Numerous universities also offer post-graduate, specialisation degree 

programmes for specific professional pathways.  
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1.2 National and international records: what do they tell us about students’ 

school adaptation? 

1.2.1 National records 

The Ministry of Education, University and Research (Ministero 

dell’Istruzione, dell’Università e della Ricerca – MIUR) analyses students’ paths at 

each cycle of education, and reports useful information regarding numerous aspects 

of students’ adaptation in school (e.g., track choices, performances, dropout rates). 

For the purposes of this dissertation, indices regarding upper secondary education 

and higher education will be discussed. 

At the level of upper secondary education, in recent years the distribution of 

track choices has been fairly stable: each year, half of the students who pass their 

lower secondary education examination choose to attend licei, while the lowest 

percentage of students chooses to attend vocational schools, a percentage that 

increases in the southern regions of Italy (MIUR, 2020a). One of the factors that 

especially influence students’ choices is the grade they obtain after the final state 

examination at the end of lower secondary education. Female students usually obtain 

higher grades than male students, and Italian students obtain higher grades than 

students with a migratory background, especially first-generation students (MIUR, 

2020a, 2020b). 

The number of students who fail to pass each year during upper secondary 

education is different in each school track: it is, in fact, higher in vocational institutes 
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than it is in technical schools and licei. Students with an immigrant background tend 

to fail more than native students (MIUR, 2019, 2021). 

Dropout rates are higher during the first two years of the secondary cycle of 

education, which is when compulsory education ends (MIUR, 2019, 2021). The first 

year is, usually, the most selective, and it causes the highest percentage of dropouts. 

This happens in each school track. However, dropout rates are higher in vocational 

and technical schools compared to licei; moreover, they are higher in southern 

regions of Italy. Students with a migratory background (especially first-generation 

students) show higher percentages of dropout rates, and the same goes for male 

students compared to female students (MIUR, 2019, 2020b, 2021). 

Concerning higher education, in the last years there has been an increase in 

the number of students who decide to enrol in university courses, after a period of 

slight decrease. This number, however, varies in different parts of Italy: universities 

in Northern Italy have, in fact, seen a greater increase in their number of students 

compared to universities in Southern Italy. In general, however, the majority of 

enrolled students usually obtain their high school diploma in licei, and the type of 

school they attended (e.g., classical lyceum, scientific lyceum, vocational school) 

strongly influences the type of university they choose. In the last years, the number 

of female students has generally exceeded the number of male students. Students 

with a migratory background still constitute a very small percentage of university 

students, although this very percentage has been slightly increasing over the years. 

With regard to students’ educational paths during tertiary education, private 

universities usually have a larger percentage of students who obtain their degree. 
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Moreover, with regard to university courses that offer a first-level degree (Laurea 

Triennale) and a second-level degree (Laurea Magistrale), the percentage of students 

who obtain their Laurea Magistrale is lower than the percentage of students who 

obtain their Laurea Triennale, meaning that a smaller number of students usually 

completes the cycle of post-secondary education. These data as well generally vary 

depending on the area of Italy considered1. 

 

1.2.2 International records 

International records as well give us insightful information about students’ 

paths in the Italian school system. Information retrieved from the OECD records 

enables us to know where Italy stands, compared to the other OECD countries, in 

relation to some main indicators of students’ well-being, which is conceptualised as a 

multidimensional construct emerging from the interactions among psychological, 

social, cognitive, and physical factors (OECD 2017, 2019b). In particular, in PISA, 

some of the main indicators of students’ well-being are performance at school, 

schoolwork-related anxiety, motivation to achieve, expectations of further education 

and sense of belonging at school. Familial and parental influences, as well as the use 

students make of their time outside of school, are also investigated. Moreover, all of 

these factors are analysed in their relation to students’ overall life satisfaction. 

                                                             
1  All the data discussed can be retrieved from: 

1. https://anagrafe.miur.it/php5/home.php; 

2. http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=INDUNIV; 

3. http://ustat.miur.it/. 

https://anagrafe.miur.it/php5/home.php
http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=INDUNIV
http://ustat.miur.it/
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Trends in students’ mean performances in reading, mathematics and science 

were assessed for countries that participated in PISA in multiple years (OECD, 

2019a). Over the last years, Italian students showed improvements in their 

performance in mathematics, while their performances in reading and science 

showed stable trends, without improving nor declining. 

On average, Italian students reported medium-to-high levels of school-related 

anxiety (OECD, 2017). They also reported high levels of motivation to achieve, and 

male students, in particular, reported a greater sense of ambition and competitiveness 

than female students (OECD, 2017). With regard to future expectations, the highest 

percentage of students reported they expected to complete university, but said 

percentage placed below average across OECD countries (OECD, 2017). 

Concerning the main aspects of students’ social life, the vast majority of 

Italian parents reported that they are fairly involved in their children’s lives, both at 

school and at home, in almost all of the aspects analysed in the PISA questionnaire; 

similarly, Italian students reported that their parents tend to show high levels of 

interest in their school activities (OECD, 2017, 2019b). Regarding students’ sense of 

belonging at school, Italy showed, on average, similar trends to most of the other 

countries, with girls, disadvantaged students and students with an immigrant 

background reporting lower levels of sense of belonging (OECD 2017, 2019). 

Regarding students’ overall satisfaction with their lives, based on the results 

of PISA 2015 and 2018 (OECD, 2017, 2019b), Italy placed below the average level 

of life satisfaction reported by students in all of the OECD countries. This surely has 

to do with the way, in each country, life satisfaction relates with the aforementioned 
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indices of well-being. As the reports specify, however, large variations in students’ 

self-reported levels of life satisfaction can be noted within each country (OECD 

2017, 2019), regardless of the existent differences between cultures and countries. 

More specific factors operating at the individual level, or at the level of immediate 

social environments and structural aspects, might have a role in generating 

differences among how satisfied students within each country are. 

This is also true for all of the aforementioned indicators. These reports surely 

give us insightful information about numerous important factors that influence 

students’ lives in school; however, each of the variables considered is way more 

multifaceted and operates in ways that are complex and specific. As further 

explained below, this is particularly true when considering students’ motivation, its 

different components and how each of these aspects interacts with familial influences 

and other school-related outcomes. 

 

1.3 Motivation in education: theories and conceptualisations 

Motivation is a psychological construct involved in orienting and defining 

courses of action (Elliot et al., 2017). It is, in particular, a multidimensional process 

that helps initiate and sustain goal-directed activities (Schunk et al., 2014). Given its 

importance in defining individuals’ drive to set goals and maintain behaviours aimed 

at attaining those goals, over the years numerous researchers in the field of 

psychology have proposed theories to explain how motivational processes might 

work. 
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Many theories have focused on the role of needs and attributions in shaping 

motivational strivings and consequent behavioural patterns. Some of the most 

influential theories that helped deepen our knowledge about human motivation are 

McClelland’s theory (1985), which states that individuals behave following their 

needs of either affiliation, achievement, or power; Murray’s (1938) theory, which 

states that personalities develop around different levels of motives, or needs, 

categorised in primary needs (mostly biological in nature) and secondary needs (e.g., 

need for independence, need for achievement); and Maslow’s theory, (Maslow, 

1943, 1970a, 1970b) which particularly contributed to the field of Humanistic 

Psychology, and states that human motivation, and individuals’ self-realisation are 

tightly linked to their needs, conceived as universal, and organised in hierarchical 

levels (basic needs, psychological needs, and self-fulfilment needs). 

Regarding motivation in education, the OECD (2013, 2018) has defined it as 

one of the fundamental factors that influence achievement, wellbeing, and 

adaptation. Furthermore, academic motivation has been the focus of numerous 

psychological theories (see Cook & Artino Jr, 2016; Schunk et al., 2014). Five 

contemporary theories have been particularly important in shading light on specific 

motivational processes in educational settings: 

1. Social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1982, 2001, 2005). Social-cognitive theory 

strongly opposes the idea that learning happens merely through the 

reinforcement of behaviours. Instead, it posits that it mainly stems from 

individuals’ interactions with their environments and vicarious experiences, 

in a continuous interplay between the person, their behaviour, and 
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environmental factors (triadic reciprocal determinism; Bandura, 1978, 2003). 

Therefore, in this conceptualisation, learning is seen as an active process, and 

motivation to learn is seen as tightly linked to beliefs about self-efficacy, 

emotional and cognitive factors, learning environments, and relations with 

significant others. 

2. Attribution theory (Weiner, 1985, 1994, 2010). Attribution theory posits that 

individuals strive to search for cause-effect relationships to explain outcomes 

and events. To this aim, they resort to processes of attribution and interpret 

events based on the dimensions of locus (internal vs. external), stability (fixed 

vs. changeable), and controllability (within vs. out of one’s control). The 

ways these dimensions combine create specific kinds of attributions that 

impact cognitive, affective and behavioural responses. In educational settings, 

they impact students’ motivational processes and consequent outcomes 

(Graham, 1991; Graham & Taylor, 2016). Students’ attributional styles can 

be shaped by significant others’ own ways of interpreting and explaining 

success and failure, as well as their feedbacks and reinforcements (Martin & 

Dowson, 2009; Weiner, 1985). Significant others’ inferences and attributions 

about the cause of specific academic events are also relevant in shaping 

students’ cognitions, emotions, and behaviours towards said events (Hareli & 

Weiner, 2002; Martin & Dowson, 2009). 

3. Expectancy-value theory (Eccles, 1983; Eccles & Wigfield, 1995, 2020; 

Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Recent formulations of the 

expectancy-value theory, drawing upon Atkinson’s (1957, 1964) pivotal 
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work, posit that students’ motivation to choose and perform tasks is 

determined by their expectancies for success and the value succeeding holds 

for them (Wigfield & Eccles, 2002). Expectancies and values are influenced 

by numerous factors, such as students’ achievement-related beliefs and task-

specific beliefs, past performances and affective memories, significant others’ 

beliefs, values and behaviours, cultural and socio-contextual features 

(Wigfield & Eccles, 2002). This theory as well sees the role of significant 

others – and, particularly, significant relationships – as a fundamental, if not 

decisive, factor in the development of students’ expectancies of success and 

task values (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020).  

4. Achievement Goal theory (Ames, 1992; Ames & Archer, 1988). Achievement 

Goal theory focuses on students’ perceptions about the reasons why they 

engage in academic tasks (Pintrich, 2000a; Urdan & Maehr, 1995). It posits 

that motivation can be oriented at gaining competence (task/mastery goals) 

and/or at demonstrating ability (ability/performance goals) and that both these 

orientations can be expressed through approach and avoidance attitudes 

(Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Barker et al., 2002). The resulting four main types 

of goals (mastery-approach goals; mastery-avoidance goals; performance-

approach goals; performance-avoidance goals) hold unique influences on 

educational outcomes and are fostered by specific socio-contextual factors 

(Bardach et al., 2020; Urdan & Kaplan, 2020). Parents and teachers’ own 

goal orientations, as well as the motivational orientations shared in the 

classroom, are all posited to have an impact on students’ goals, along with the 
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quality of the relationships students have with each of these groups of 

significant others (e.g., Bardach et al., 2020; Friedel et al., 2007; Gonida et 

al., 2007; Gonida et al., 2009; Martin et al., 2007). 

5. Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 2000). Similarly to some of 

the classical theories of motivation, Self-determination theory underlines the 

importance of needs in shaping students’ academic motivation. In particular, 

it posits that motivational orientations are largely based on the satisfaction of 

three basic needs, which are the need for autonomy, the need for competence 

and the need for relatedness. It states that motivation moves along a 

continuum, and it can range from fully external (controlled and non-

internalised) to fully internal (autonomous). Autonomous motivation is 

associated with numerous adaptive outcomes (e.g., Ratelle et al., 2007; 

Taylor, 2014; Vansteenkiste et al., 2009), and it is fostered by the satisfaction 

of the innate needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. In particular, 

Self-determination theory especially stresses the importance of significant 

others, and their efforts to satisfy the needs aforementioned, in fostering 

adaptive forms of motivation (e.g., Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011; Ciani et al., 

2010; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Laguardia & Ryan, 2002; Soenens & 

Vansteenkiste, 2005; Soenens et al., 2007). 

Each of these theories has brought its own, relevant contribution to our 

knowledge about motivation to learn, but areas of conceptual overlap among them 

can be found. Almost all of these theories explain academic motivation mainly in 

terms of cognitive processes and all of them focus on students’ values and 
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attributions regarding learning, their perceptions, and beliefs about competence and 

academic abilities (Schunk et al., 2014). Furthermore, each theory has pointed out 

the fundamental role of contexts and social aspects in influencing individual 

motivation, showing how this construct comprises not only intra-psychological 

factors but also socio-contextual elements (Maehr, 2008; Martin & Dowson, 2009; 

Schunk et al., 2014). 

 

1.4 The whys and the aims of learning: an overview of the Achievement Goal 

theory (AGT) 

The Achievement Goal theory focuses on understanding the differences 

among individuals’ motivational attitudes, and how said attitudes develop and 

change (or stay the same) over time and contexts. In particular, its main purpose is to 

understand the aims that guide students’ choices to engage in academic tasks and 

face academic endeavours (Urdan & Maehr, 1995; Elliot et al., 2011). It conceives 

achievement goals, or orientations, as cognitive representations of specific desired 

end-states and criteria related to effort, ability, and success, that influence how 

individuals approach achievement tasks and respond to them (Ames, 1992; Pintrich, 

2000b; Urdan & Kaplan, 2020). 

 Initially, the first theorists of the AGT drew from theories regarding causal 

attribution and achievement motives (e.g., McClelland, 1985; Weiner et al., 1972; 

Weiner, 1985) while trying, at the same time, to overcome their limitations (see 

Murayama et al., 2012). Dweck’s model, Nicholl’s model and Ames and Archer’s 
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model were particularly significant in the development of the theory. Dweck’s 

conceptualisation of achievement goals (Diener & Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 

1975, 1986) emerged from her will to identify the antecedents of students’ response 

patterns after failing a task. After noticing that some students exhibited positive 

responses to task failure, while other students exhibited a pattern of helpless 

responses, such as decrementing their persistence or showing negative affect, she 

posited that these responses were fostered by two different types of goals students 

might have held towards school tasks: learning goals or performance goals. In this 

conceptualisation, students who hold learning goals view tasks as opportunities to 

learn and gain competence and failure as a means to gain feedback on their progress, 

which enables them to respond to failure positively. On the contrary, students who 

hold performance goals view tasks as opportunities to demonstrate their ability, and 

failure as a sign they are not able enough, which brings them to show a helpless 

response pattern to failure. Nicholls’s research (Nicholls, 1976, 1978, 1980, 1984) 

focused on the way students conceptualise ability. He posited that, when children 

start to distinguish between ability and effort, they start to infer that one can be 

deemed as able when he/she expends equal or less effort than others and performs 

the same as them, or outperforms them. He also posited that students might pursue 

competence either in an undifferentiated way (focusing on effort and learning 

simultaneously) or in a differentiated way (focusing on outperforming others with 

minimum effort), and defined these two types of pursuits as, respectively, a state of 

task involvement and ego involvement. Drawing upon the similarities between 

Dweck’s model and Nicholls’s model, Ames and Archer (1988; Ames, 1992) unified 

these very models into a single theoretical framework that conceptualised the 
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existence of two main types of achievement goals: mastery and performance goals. 

In this conceptualisation, mastery goals refer to valuing learning per se and acquiring 

task proficiency and new competencies. Performance goals, on the other hand, refer 

to wanting to demonstrate ability and outperform others. Empirical studies based on 

this conceptualisation showed that mastery goals resulted in a variety of adaptive 

outcomes, while performance goals often resulted in less clear-cut outcomes, holding 

both maladaptive and more positive consequences on educational outcomes (e.g., 

Ames, 1992; Ames & Archer, 1988; Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993; Kaplan & 

Midgley, 1997; Urdan, 1997). In general, however, mastery goals and performance 

goals were thought to be opposite and contrasting (Ames, 1992; Ames & Archer, 

1988), and individuals were thought to hold mastery goals or performance goals 

depending on contextual and situational demands (Ames & Archer, 1988). 

 In the late 90s, numerous researchers (e.g., Elliot, 1999; Elliot & Church, 

1997; Elliot & Covington, 2001; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Middleton & 

Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik, 1997) introduced the trichotomous variant of the 

achievement goal framework. In particular, they proposed incorporating approach 

and avoidance components within performance goals. Hence, the new theoretical 

framework comprised three types of goals: mastery goals, performance-approach 

goals, and performance-avoidance goals. These researchers believed that considering 

goals solely in their approach form contrasted with classic achievement motivation 

theories, which posited that achievement behaviours could be oriented towards either 

attainment of success or avoidance of failure (Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & 

Harackiewicz, 1996). Moreover, they believed that the dichotomous view was less 
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exhaustive in assessing the impact of mastery and performance goals on scholastic 

outcomes, especially because it considered mastery goals as the only goals that could 

guarantee positive outcomes. Contrariwise, studies based on the trichotomous 

framework showed that both mastery and performance-approach goals might 

facilitate task engagement and encourage intrinsic motivation. Contrariwise, 

performance-avoidance goals, which focus on avoiding potential failure, enable the 

occurrence of processes that weaken and diminish intrinsic motivation (Elliot & 

Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1994, 1996). These studies also helped deepen 

the knowledge about performance-approach goals, highlighting how they seem to be 

more complex than mastery goals and performance-avoidance goals. Performance-

approach goals could be considered a channel through which approach tendencies, as 

well as fear of failure, flow (Elliot & Church, 1997). Whether the former or the latter 

is activated depends on the type of achievement situation (e.g., a challenging 

situation with little chance of failure versus a situation that presents a little chance of 

success) an individual happens to be in (Darnon et al., 2007; Dompnier et al., 2013; 

Harackiewicz et al., 1998; Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Midgley et al., 2001). 

 Shortly after the introduction of the trichotomous framework, the 2x2 

framework of achievement goals was theorised (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Elliot 

and McGregor’s (2001) work was particularly relevant in pinpointing the two 

fundamental dimensions underlying achievement goals, which are how competence 

is defined and the valence attributed to each definition of competence. Competence is 

defined based on absolute and intrapersonal standards, which refer to mastering a 

task and fully developing one’s knowledge or skill, and normative standards, which 
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refer to outperforming others. Valence, on the other hand, refers to the “approach vs. 

avoidance” dimension and implies that competence “is either construed in terms of a 

positive, desirable possibility (i.e., success) or a negative, undesirable possibility 

(i.e., failure)” (Elliot & McGregor, 2001, p. 502). If the trichotomous framework had 

applied the approach-avoidance distinction only to performance goals, numerous 

researchers tried to identify an avoidance orientation in mastery goals as well and 

understand how mastery-approach goals and mastery-avoidance goals could differ 

(e.g., Baranik et al., 2010; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Madjar et al., 2011; Pintrich, 

2000a, 2000b; Senko & Freund, 2015; Van Yperen et al., 2009). It was shown that 

some students might actively try to avoid the failure of task mastering and task 

understanding, and face academic tasks differently from students who primarily hold 

mastery-approach goals (Pintrich, 2000a). The studies based on the 2x2 framework 

showed that, while mastery-approach goals are consistently related to positive 

outcomes (e.g., positive affective experiences, experiences of deep learning, effort, 

persistence, high performances), mastery-avoidance and performance-avoidance 

goals usually result in negative outcomes, such as surface learning, negative self-

perceptions and poor performances (e.g., Baranik et al., 2010; Elliot et al., 1999; 

Neff et al., 2005; Van Yperen et al., 2009). Numerous studies also showed that 

performance-approach goals can be related to both positive and negative outcomes 

(e.g., Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1994, 1996; Harackiewicz et al., 

2002; Midgley et al., 2001; Senko, 2016; Senko & Dawson, 2017; see also Scherrer 

et al., 2020) showing, once again, how these goals are complex and multifaceted.  
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 The trichotomous model and the 2x2 model of achievement goals also helped 

better define the achievement goal construct (Elliot et al., 2011). In particular, Elliot 

and colleagues’ body of research contested the lack of precision of the dichotomous 

model in defining achievement goals, and the revisions of the theory allowed 

defining achievement goals as the competence-based aims that guide behaviours 

(e.g., Elliot, 1999, 2005; Elliot et al., 2011; Elliot & Thrash, 2001; see also Urdan & 

Kaplan, 2020). This more precise definition allowed for greater clarity in identifying 

and defining the core feature of the goal construct; in turn, it allowed for greater 

clarity in empirical research, too (Elliot & Fryer, 2008). It also resulted in the 

development of alternative theoretical achievement goal models, such as the 3x2 

model of achievement goals, which especially focuses on the three main components 

of competence, which are task-based goals, self-based goals, and other-based goals 

(Elliot et al., 2011). The different conceptualisations of goals in each framework are 

summarised in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1 

Theoretical models in the AGT. 

  

Model 
 

Type of goal Aim of the goal 

Dichotomous 

models 
 

Dweck, 1975, 1986 

Learning 
Learning and gaining 

competence 

Performance Demonstrating ability 

Nicholls, 1976, 2984 

Task-involvement 
Pursuing competence 

through learning  

Ego-involvement 
Pursuing competence by 

outperforming others 

Ames & Archer, 
1988 

Mastery 
Acquiring competence 
and task proficiency 

Performance 
Demonstrating ability 

and outperforming others 

Trichotomous model 

(Elliot, 1999; Elliot & Church, 1997) 

Mastery 
Acquiring competence 

and task proficiency 

Performance-

approach 

Demonstrating ability 

and outperforming others 

Performance-

avoidance 

Avoiding potential 
failure, avoiding doing 

worse than others 
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Achievement goals have been mostly studied in primary and secondary 

education. However, over the years, many researchers have become concerned with 

analysing motivational orientations in tertiary education as well. Generally speaking, 

achievement goals have been found to influence university students similarly to how 

they influence students at lower levels of education, with mastery-approach goals 

2x2 model 
(Elliot & McGregor, 2001) 

Mastery-approach 
Acquiring competence 

and task proficiency 

Mastery-avoidance 
Avoiding the failure of 
task competency and 

proficiency  

Performance-

approach 

Demonstrating ability 

and outperforming others 

Performance-

avoidance 

Avoiding potential 

failure, avoiding doing 
worse than others 

3x2 model 
(Elliot et al., 2011) 

Task-approach Doing well in a task 

Task-avoidance 
Avoiding doing poorly 

in a task 

Self-approach 

Doing better than how 
one has done in the 

past/normally does in a 

task 

Self-avoidance 

Avoiding doing worse 
than how one has done 

in the past/normally does 

in a task 

Other-approach 
Doing better than 

classmates 

Other-avoidance 
Avoiding doing worse 

than  classmates 



32 
 

 

being the most adaptive goals with regard to different types of outcomes, and 

performance goals (performance-approach goals in particular) revealing more 

complex patterns of influences (e.g., Archer, 1994; Barron & Harackiewicz, 2003; 

Cano & Berbén, 2009; Chen, 2015; Harackiewicz et al., 1998; Harackiewicz et al., 

2008). Furthermore, some variables have been found to mediate or moderate the 

influence of achievement goals on academic outcomes. For instance, Darnon et al. 

(2007) found that uncertainty about performance might moderate the effect of 

performance-approach goals on the performance itself, and uncertainty might render 

performance-approach goals similar to performance-avoidance goals in their effects. 

In another study, Darnon et al. (2009) found that the influence of performance-

approach and performance-avoidance goals on students’ performances in oral exams 

was mediated by the perceived complexity of the class, and that performance-

approach goals helped perceive the class as less difficult compared to performance-

avoidance goals. 

Interestingly, other studies have taken into account the social aspects, and the 

potentially related outcomes, linked to achievement goals, focusing on their social 

value, and on how attributing certain social values to achievement goals actually 

results in different academic outcomes. Darnon et al.’s (2009) study particularly 

stressed the ambivalence of achievement goal promotion at university, where 

teachers’ institutional discourse explicitly encourages students to develop mastery 

goals, but not performance goals, while structural aspects of tertiary education (e.g., 

the selection process) implicitly encourage students to hold performance-approach 

goals too. Students were found to be perfectly aware of these aspects, for they 
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perceived mastery goals as both socially desirable (accepted and positively judged by 

others) and socially useful (beneficial to succeed and being judged competent), but 

perceived performance-approach goals as high in social utility, but low in social 

desirability, and performance-avoidance goals as high in social desirability, and low 

in social utility. Dompnier et al. (2009) further elaborated on these findings, and 

found that the relationship between mastery goals and performance is positively 

mediated by the perceived social utility of these goals, while it is negatively 

mediated by their perceived social desirability, and Dompnier et al. (2015) also 

found that this is particularly true for low achievers, who greatly benefit from 

perceiving the development of mastery goals as socially useful. Moreover, Dompnier 

and colleagues (2013) found that perceived social utility of performance-approach 

goals also enhances university students’ performances, while their perceived social 

desirability negatively influences the impact of performance-approach goals on 

performance. Pulfrey and Butera (2013), in an analysis of how cheating behaviours 

in university might be related to certain political values, search for approval and 

performance-approach goals, found that valuing power and achievement, which are 

neoliberal values of self-enhancement, predicted the motivation to gain social 

approval. This kind of motivation, in turn, favoured the adoption of performance-

approach goals, which resulted in the condoning of cheating. 

All of the aforementioned aspects further stress the importance of considering 

how contexts, and their intrinsic, structural aspects, are fundamental in shaping both 

the development of achievement goals and their relationships with educational 
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outcomes. Tertiary education, with its specific characteristics and requests, lends 

itself well to analysing these interacting influences. 

 

1.5 Beyond the self-referentiality of motivation: socialising achievement 

goals 

The AGT has mostly exclusively focused on individualistically-based goals 

but, as Eccles et al. (1998) pointed out, categorising achievement goals as 

task/mastery and ego/performance alone “oversimplifies the complexity of 

motivation” (Eccles et al. 1998, p. 1032). Students might in fact approach academic 

endeavours motivated by other kinds of aims as well. Since the 1990s, numerous 

researchers (e.g., Blumenfeld, 1992, Urdan & Maehr, 1995; Wentzel, 2000) started 

to point out that students pursue multiple types of goals, both personal and social, 

and that the importance of considering the multiplicity of said goals is emphasised by 

the nature of institutionalised education itself, which requires students to pay 

attention to many different necessities and requests (Wentzel, 2000). However, in the 

AGT, which is “individualistic in its conceptions” (Blumenfeld, 1992, p. 276), social 

goals have been traditionally overshadowed by mastery and performance goals, and 

the existing literature about them still lacks in different aspects. 

The studies conducted on this area of inquiry defined social goals in 

numerous different ways, resulting in a lack of clarity in the development of the 

construct. Some authors have conceived social goals as individuals’ aims in social 

interactions and situations (e.g., Lochman et al., 1993; Renshaw & Asher, 1983) or 
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as students’ desire to socialise in academic situations (e.g., Allen, 1986). Other 

authors defined social goals as those goals aimed at attaining social competence (e.g., 

Horst et al., 2007; Ryan & Shim, 2006) and, from a content perspective, as those 

goals that are pursued in relation to contextual rules and conventions (Wentzel, 

2000). In particular, Wentzel defined both personal and social goals as cognitive 

representations of what students are trying to achieve and posited that the study of 

goals should focus on the content of said goals (Wentzel, 2000). 

On the other hand, Urdan and Maehr’s (1995) definition of social goals is, 

perhaps, the one that best fits how the AGT conceives goals (King & Watkins, 2012). 

In fact, Urdan and Maehr defined social goals as the “perceived social purposes of 

trying to achieve academically” (Urdan & Maehr, 1995, p. 232; see also Kaplan & 

Maehr, 2007). In this sense, Markus and Kitayama (1991) had already pinpointed a 

nuance of this definition, stating that socially-oriented goals’ main aim is to align the 

self with significant others’ expectations and purposes. However, with Urdan and 

Maehr’s (1995) work, social goals, their potential dimensions, antecedents and 

consequences, were more specifically defined, and the studies based on it helped 

better understand these aspects even more. In particular, Urdan and Maehr (1995) 

defined four main factors, aside from students’ age, gender and ethnicity, that can 

influence the development of certain social goals and their impact on cognitive, 

emotional and behavioural outcomes:  

1. Type of goal. Similarly to individual goals (mastery-approach goals, 

mastery-avoidance goals, performance-approach goals, performance-

avoidance goals), each type of social goal might have a different 
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influence on academic and non-academic outcomes. Certain social 

goals might be more adaptive than others and exert positive influences 

on different aspects of students’ adaptation. 

2. Values of social targets. If significant others’ values and goals 

generally play a fundamental role in shaping students’ motivation, this 

is particularly true when it comes to the development of social goals. 

Parents, teachers, and peers’ values and goals related to certain 

academic outcomes can all potentially influence how students orient 

themselves towards those very outcomes and form their goals related 

to them. 

3. Meaning. The development of certain social goals might also depend 

on the different meanings that achievement and the self in 

achievement contexts assume in different situations, cultures or 

developmental stages. Cultures and socio-contextual factors in 

particular play an important role in framing said meaning (see below). 

4. Goal coordination. Because social goals are one of the dimensions in 

the system of achievement goals, the consequences of pursuing 

certain types of social goals might also depend on their interactions 

with other types of goals (e.g., task or ability goals) and their 

convergence, or non-convergence. Dowson and McInerney (2003) 

particularly underlined the importance of this aspect, and stated that 

“students’ motivation should be conceptualised as a process of 

managing multiple goals, which may interact in conflicting, 
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converging, or compensating ways” (Dowson & McInerney, 2003, p. 

108). 

Some of these aspects can be found in the studies that tried to assess social 

goals. Many studies have especially focused on the different outcomes related to the 

different types of goals, and on the different meanings that social goals have based 

on cultural differences. The attention given to social goals has been particularly 

useful in deepening our knowledge of motivation in different cultures: numerous 

studies (e.g., King et al., 2012, 2013; King et al., 2017) have in fact shown the 

fundamental role that social goals play in shaping students motivation in 

collectivistic countries, where significant others are particularly important in 

students’ lives, and the self and all the aspects related to the self are socially 

constructed. 

 

1.5.1 Research on social goals: conceptualisations, findings and limitations 

In the early 2000s, research on social goals has drawn upon two main, tightly 

linked theoretical frameworks, which are the Personal Investment theory (Maehr & 

McInerney, 2004; King et al., 2017) and Dowson and McInerney’s (2001, 2003, 

2004) five-factor model of social goals. Both of these theoretical perspectives drew 

upon Urdan and Maehr’s (1995) pivotal work and identified specific dimensions of 

social goals then analysed in other sets of studies. The types of social goals analysed 

in each theory are summarised in Table 2 (see below). 
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The Personal Investment (PI) theory (Maehr & McInerney, 2004) posits that 

students’ academic experience depends on three main factors: sense of self, 

facilitating conditions, and achievement goals. For what concerns achievement goals, 

the theory posits that students’ school motivation is especially influenced by mastery 

and performance goals (which are defined as they are defined in the Achievement 

Goal theory), extrinsic goals, which focus on the attainment of either material reward 

or praise for engaging in school work, and social goals. Social goals are declined, in 

the PI theory, into affiliation goals and concern goals, and both of these goals are 

referred to classmates or peers. The validity of this multidimensional model was 

supported, and the social goals considered in the model were shown to have positive 

influences on diverse types of outcomes (e.g., self-concept, self-reliance, affects), 

even after controlling for the impact of mastery and performance goals (King et al., 

2010; King et al., 2012; King & Ganotice, 2013; King & McInerney, 2012). 

Concerning Dowson, McInerney and their colleagues’ body of research (e.g., 

Dowson & McInerney, 2001, 2003, 2004; King & McInerney, 2012; King et al., 

2012, 2013; Martin & Dowson, 2009), it provided insightful findings on numerous 

features of social goals and their impact on academic outcomes. Dowson and 

McInerney’s (2003, 2004) five-factor model has been particularly useful in this 

sense. Dowson and McInerney identified, through an “inductive, systematic and 

contextual approach” (Dowson & McInerney, 2003, p. 92), five main types of social 

goals: 
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1. Social affiliation goals, which aim, through achievement, at building 

or maintaining relationships with peers, or enhancing a sense of 

belonging to a group of peers or friends; 

2. Social approval goals, which aim at gaining teachers or parents’ 

approval through achievement; 

3. Social concern goals, which aim at helping peers/friends with their 

school work and assisting them in their personal development; 

4. Social responsibility goals, which aim at meeting social role 

obligations and interpersonal or moral commitments through 

achievement; 

5. Social status goals, which aim at attaining wealth or social position in 

later life. 

Dowson and McInerney’s (2003) study identified cognitive, affective and 

behavioural components for each goal, drawn both from observations and interviews 

with the students, and was pivotal to the development of the Goal Orientation and 

Learning Strategies Survey (GOALS-S, Dowson & McInerney, 2004). Compared to 

other scales used to measure social goals, such as the General Achievement Goal 

Orientation Scale (GAGOS, e.g., King et al, 2013; McInerney et al., 2003) or the 

Inventory of School Motivation (ISM, e.g., King et al, 2010; McInerney et al., 2001; 

Watkins et al., 2002), the GOALS-S broadened the range of social goals a single 

instrument could measure alongside academic goals and learning strategies. 
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Table 2 

Types of social goals in the Personal Investment theory (Maehr & McInerney, 2004) 

and in the Five-factor model of social goals (Dowson & McInerney, 2001, 2003, 

2004). 

Theory Type of social goal Aim of the goal Social target 

Personal Investment 

theory 
(Maehr & McInerney, 2004) 

Social Affiliation goals 
Belonging to a group when 

doing schoolwork 
Peers/friends 

Social Concern goals 
Helping other students with 

schoolwork 
Peers/friends 

Five-factor model of 

social goals 

(Dowson & McInerney, 2001, 
2003, 2004) 

Social Affiliation goals 

Building/maintaining 
relationships with peers; 

enhancing a sense of 

belonging to a group through 
achievement 

Peers/friends 

Social Approval goals 
Gaining teachers or parents’ 

approval through 

achievement 

Teachers and 

parents 

Social Concern goals 

Helping peers/friends with 

school work; assisting 

peers/friends in their 
personal development 

Peers/friends 

Social Responsibility 

goals 

Meeting social 

role/interpersonal obligations 

and moral commitments 
through achievement 

Peers/friends, 

teachers, parents 

Social Status goals 
Attaining wealth or social 

position in school/in later life 
- 



41 
 

 

 

The studies based on these models showed, as a whole, that different types of 

social goals actually do hold specific influences on school-related outcomes. For 

instance, endorsing social concern goals was shown to lead to various adaptive 

outcomes (Dowson & McInerney, 2001, 2003; King et al., 2010, 2012), and these 

findings highlighted that students who are prone to help others benefit from the help 

they give. With regard to social responsibility goals, they were found to be similar to 

the construct of family obligations (Fuligni et al., 1999; Fuligni, 2001; see also 

Phinney et al., 2000; Pomerantz et al., 2005; Feliciano & Lanuza, 2016; Van Geel & 

Vedder, 2011). Social responsibility goals were in fact found to positively support 

educational outcomes (King et al., 2012); however, it was also shown that when 

perceived obligations and interpersonal commitments become too pressuring, they 

could result in less adaptive outcomes (Fuligni et al., 1999; Dowson & McInerney, 

2003). Social status goals as well seem to result in both positive and negative 

outcomes. In fact, in Asian educational settings, they were found to positively 

influence engagement in school, while they were shown to result in maladaptive 

educational outcomes in Western countries (Anderman & Anderman, 1999; King et 

al., 2012; Watkins et al., 2002).  

Aside from studying these goals’ specific influences, some studies 

highlighted the importance of analysing the reciprocal interactions between social 

goals and individual goals. Dowson and McInerney’s (2003) qualitative study found 

that goals in the motivational system can either be in conflict with one another, 

converge with one another, or compensate for one another. For instance, students 
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might like studying (mastery goals) but could refrain from putting in the effort if 

their classmates make fun of them for it (social affiliation goals). On the contrary, 

other students might put to use their interest in school subjects (mastery goals) to 

help classmates better understand schoolwork (social concern goals). Other students 

might want to put the work in even when their classmates do not care for schoolwork 

(social affiliation goals) to get good grades (performance goals). These findings 

confirmed Urdan and Maehr’s (1995) idea that students’ motivation is a process that 

calls students to manage multiple goals and coordinate their conflicting, converging, 

or compensating interactions. 

All in all, the studies regarding social goals, although limited if compared to 

studies about individual achievement goals, significantly contributed to the study of 

students’ motivational aims. Dowson and McInerney’s (2003, 2004) five-factor 

model of social goals was particularly useful in this sense. It overcame the 

limitations of previous models (e.g., Maehr & McInerney, 2004; McInerney et al., 

2003; Watkins et al., 2002) by considering a larger number of social goals. In doing 

so, however, it especially focused on social goals held towards peers and friends: in 

the model, only social approval goals specifically refer to teachers (4 items) and 

parents (2 items), and social responsibility goals, while regarding perceived 

interpersonal or moral obligations, specifically refer to teachers and parents only in 1 

item. Hence, if one wants or needs to analyse students’ social goals related to a 

certain group of significant others, especially towards parents or teachers, the scale 

could be limited. In fact, the studies that specifically focused on the role of parents 
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and/or teachers had to adapt some items of the scale to their studies’ aims (e.g., 

Cheung & Pomerantz, 2012) and did not use the scale as a whole. 

Furthermore, broader categories of social goals (e.g., social approval goals, 

social responsibility goals, etc.) could be further declined in as many subtypes as the 

number of potential significant others, and could operate differently depending on 

the social target they are referred to. This surely is an issue intrinsic to the social 

goals construct: while mastery and performance goals are easily defined and refer to 

specific orientations of the self towards task and ability, social goals are far more 

multifaceted. 

Therefore, even though the existing scales have been important in identifying 

certain categories of social goals and their outcomes, they might not allow focusing 

on how specific groups of significant others (e.g., parents) foster specific goals 

related to them. Furthermore, studies about social goals have generally been 

conducted in Eastern, collectivistic countries (e.g., King et al., 2013; King et al., 

2012; King et al., 2017) and, despite having contributed greatly to our understanding 

of how social goals operate as motivational forces, they leave numerous unanswered 

questions about how social goals might work for students in different, non-

collectivistic countries. 
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1.6 The influence of significant others: environments, overlapping spheres, 

values, expectations and goals 

The role of significant others in influencing children, adolescents and young 

adults’ development has been widely documented by many influential theories. 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1973, 1974, 1975, 1977, 1994, 1995, 2000, 2001) pivotal 

Bioecological theory posits that children and adolescents’ development must be 

analysed within the framework of the continuous relationships between individuals 

and the environment they are embedded in. Continuously revised and expanded by 

Bronfenbrenner himself, the theory originally conceptualised the environment as an 

arrangement of four systems, interconnected and enclosed within one another 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1977): the microsystem, the mesosystem, the 

exosystem and the macrosystem. The microsystem is the most proximal system the 

individual is embedded in, where he/she directly interacts with other individuals. The 

mesosystem is composed of two or more microsystems in interaction with one 

another. The exosystem incorporates formal and informal social structures that exert 

their influence on the individual, and are indirectly influenced by the individual, even 

if he/she does not participate actively in them. Finally, the macrosystem is the 

society, with its established cultural aspects, in which the individual is developing. 

Bronfenbrenner (1988) later introduced one more system, the chronosystem, which 

refers to all the changes that occur over both the ontogenetic time and historical time 

and influence an individual’s development. Moreover, in subsequent reformulations 

of the theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, 1995, 2000, 2001), the concept of proximal 

processes, defined as the driving forces of human development, was formally 
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introduced. Proximal processes refer to the reciprocal interactions between an active, 

evolving human being and the persons, objects, and symbols in his/her immediate 

environment, and their attributes vary based on the characteristics of both the 

individual and the environment. In this sense, the interactions among family 

members, in particular, are fundamental proximal processes. This is why 

Bronfenbrenner was “intensely interested in the family as an institution” (Rosa & 

Tudge, 2013, p. 243; see also Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Tudge, 2013). 

Similarly, Epstein’s theory of Overlapping Spheres of Influence (Epstein, 

1987, 1992, 1996, 2018), drawing from Bronfenbrenner’s body of work, highlights 

the importance of the interactions of different environments, or spheres, in 

influencing the development of children and adolescents. In particular, it focuses on 

the interactions among the family, the school, and the community as a whole. The 

theory posits that the interactions among these three institutions are subjected to time 

and to the characteristics and practices of each institution, in a dynamic process that 

may have positive or negative outcomes. Specifically, exchanges of information, 

respectful interactions, and common goals between the family and the school benefit 

children’s learning and development greatly (Epstein, 1996, 2018). 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological theory and Epstein’s theory of Overlapping 

Spheres of Influence showed that families and parents are particularly important in 

individuals’ development. In the field of educational psychology, familial and 

parental influences have also been studied through numerous constructs, such as 

parental values, expectations, and goals (e.g., Chen & Lan, 1998; Gniewosz & 

Noack, 2012; Mantovani, 2013), parental support of needs (e.g., Alivernini & Lucidi, 
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2011; Chirkov, 2009; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Froiland, 2011; Joussemet et al., 2008), 

parental involvement and engagement (e.g., Barger et al., 2019; Gniewosz & Noack, 

2012; Goodall & Montgomery, 2014; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Kim & 

Hill, 2015; Mantovani & Gasperoni, 2018). In particular, the transmission of parental 

values has been shown to be fundamental in shaping, over time, children and 

adolescents’ attitudes towards numerous aspects of their lives (e.g., Gniewosz & 

Noack, 2012). The intergenerational transmission of values has in fact been defined 

as the hallmark of the socialisation process (Barni et al., 2011). Seginer (1983) had 

already pointed out the importance of parental values regarding children’s education, 

and their tight link with other important constructs (e.g., expectations). In Seginer’s 

(1983) theorisation, values are one of the components of the parental knowledge that 

influences parents’ attitudes and expectations and, consequently, their children’s 

attitudes and expectations too. Parents’ have, in fact, the role of “expectancy 

socialisers” (Frome & Eccles, 1998), and foster the formation of their children’s 

expectancies and aspirations about present ability and future possibilities. These 

expectations, in turn, influence how kids and adolescents behave in achievement-

related situations, as well as the choices they make according to said expectations 

(e.g., Seginer, 1983; Catsambis, 2001; Friedel et al., 2007; Kahraman & Sungur, 

2012; Gonida et al., 2007). Eccles and colleagues’ body of work has shown the link 

between the relational contexts (and the requests they hold in form of values and 

expectations) students grow up in and their own values, expectations and related 

educational outcomes (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020; Wigfield & Eccles, 2002; see also 

Pomerantz et al., 2005). 
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Parental influences, however, do not always directly affect their children’s 

attitudes and related outcomes. For instance, Jodl and colleagues (2001) analysed the 

formation of future occupational aspirations in adolescent students and found that 

parents have a role, during adolescence, of interpreters of reality, and that parental 

attitudes, behaviours, and practices impact their adolescent children’s own 

aspirations. However, they found that parental influences are mediated by an active 

elaboration adolescents make of what their parents transmit to them (see also Barni et 

al., 2011). Similarly to what Seginer (1983) and Paulson (1994) had already pointed 

out, Jodl and colleagues (2001) stressed the importance of students’ perceptions of 

what their families and, in particular, parents transmit to them (see also Gniewosz & 

Noack, 2012; Smith, 1982). 

As a whole, these theories and studies showed that during children’s 

development, and even during adolescence and late adolescence, the role of parents’ 

values, expectations and goals for their children is fundamental. Interestingly, some 

studies have shown that parents and the family continue to hold relevance even in 

later stages of the educational system. Students’ well-being and adjustment to 

university, in fact, has been shown to be linked to numerous family-related variables, 

such as parenting styles, early and current relationships with parents (e.g., Harper et 

al., 2012; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000; Wiseman et al., 2006), or parental autonomy 

support (e.g., Ratelle et al., 2013). Moreover, regarding academic outcomes 

specifically, parents have been found to hold strong influences on various outcomes, 

such as students’ academic development and performance, or their decisions to 
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remain in the university they decided to attend (e.g., Bank et al.’s, 1990; Girelli et al., 

2018; Harper et al., 2012).  

 

1.6.1 Parents and the family on individual and social goals 

Despite the lack of conspicuous research about familial and parental 

influences on the development of achievement goals, some studies have attempted to 

track the nature of these influences down. 

Concerning the relationship between students’ achievement goals and their 

parents’ own goals, some studies have found that when parents emphasise the 

importance of certain types of goals, they foster the development of specular goals in 

their children (e.g., Friedel et al., 2007; Kahraman & Sungur, 2012; Gonida et al., 

2007; Gonida et al., 2009; Gutman, 2006; Zubković & Kolić-Vehovec, 2014). These 

studies generally found that students who perceive that their parents give importance 

to learning per se and, therefore, value intrinsic motivation, develop mastery goals. 

On the contrary, students who perceive that their parents value competition, 

demonstration of ability and value, consequently, performance goals, are likely to 

develop performance-approach or performance-avoidance goals. Moreover, more 

specific patterns of influences exerted by significant others emerged in each study. 

For instance, both Friedel et al., (2007) and Zubković & Kolić-Vehovec (2014) 

found that perceived parental performance goals predicted students’ performance-

approach goals, while teachers' performance goals did not. Zubković & Kolić-

Vehovec (2014) also found that perceived parents’ goals were linked with students’ 
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goals more strongly than perceived goals in the classroom. Similarly, in Gonida et al. 

(2009) study, students’ performance-approach goals were found to be predicted by 

parents’ performance goals, and not by the perceived goal structure in the school. 

Similarly, some studies about socially-oriented goals have shown how 

important family dynamics are in fostering the development of certain social goals. 

For instance, Dowson and McInerney (2003) found, through observations and 

interviews with middle-school students, that some of the five types of social goals 

that were identified in their corpus of studies (Dowson & McInerney, 2001, 2003, 

2004) were conditioned by the dynamics of parent-child relationships. Interestingly, 

the students who perceived excessive pressure from both their parents’ expectations 

and their own social goals, reported lower performances. This evidence adds up to 

the findings regarding family obligations and social responsibility goals (see 

paragraph 1.5.1 above), as well as to what Urdan and colleagues (2007) found with 

respect to the influence that certain familial patterns have on students’ motivation. 

Urdan et al.’s (2007) study, in fact, highlighted the existence of specific patterns of 

familial and parental influences underlying the formation of social goals. Through 

interviews with twelfth-grade students, a broad range of familial influences on 

motivation emerged. The analysis of emergent themes then revealed five prototypical 

patterns, partially similar to some of the goals that had emerged in Urdan and 

Maehr’s (1995) examination and Dowson and McInerney’s (2003, 2004) 

categorisation: 

1. Family pleasing pattern, which corresponds to students’ desire to 

make their parents proud and/or repay them for the sacrifices they 
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made to ensure educational opportunities for their offspring. Students 

in this category described their parents as supportive parents who did 

not place too much pressure on them to succeed or do well 

academically; 

2. Family obligation pattern, which shares the main characteristics of the 

family pleasing pattern, but is connoted by the presence, in the 

students who fell in this category, of a sense of debt towards their 

parents. The students in this category, in fact, felt like they owed 

something to their parents, and often mentioned feeling pressured to 

succeed. A few students in this category felt the pressure coming from 

their parents in a less negative way and described their feelings of 

obligation more positively and gratefully; 

3. Family support pattern, which corresponds to families in which 

parents have high expectations of academic achievement, but are also 

highly supportive and encouraging. Students in this category showed 

high self-sufficiency and declared that they wanted to do well in 

school for themselves and not for their parents; 

4. Aversive family influence pattern, which refers to two different kinds 

of negative familial influences: familial negative expectations and 

negative role models in the family. In fact, some of the students who 

fell in this category mentioned that their family members did not 

expect them to succeed in school, while other students talked about 
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the presence, in their families, of negative role models (e.g., family 

members who had dropped out, or had not done well in school). 

5. Lack of influence pattern, which corresponds to a scarce involvement 

of the family in a students’ school life. Students in this category 

affirmed that their families did not have any influence on their 

academic beliefs and school motivation. 

Regarding the antecedents and the consequences of said patterns, the study 

highlighted that the family patterns and the social goals they fostered differed based 

on factors like cultural differences among families, corroborating the idea that goals, 

and social goals in particular, are greatly influenced by cultural aspects (see 

paragraph 1.5). The study also highlighted that different patterns resulted in 

differences in achievement. In particular, during the interviews, low achievers were 

less likely than high or middle achievers to mention a desire to please their family 

members, or make them proud, and were more likely to mention negative role 

models in their families. They also talked about cultural norms in terms of negative 

stereotypes. 

Again, the studies concerning motivational goals as well have shown the 

relevance that familial and parental influences hold for students, often underlying 

how the salience of these influences might exert significant effects regardless of 

current learning environments students are embedded in, rendering families and 

parents fundamental factors in every stage of education. 
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1.7 Conclusions 

The literature review presented in this section aimed at offering an overview 

of what we know about motivation in education, with a particular focus on the 

Achievement Goal theory (AGT) and the areas of inquiry that, in this specific 

theoretical framework, still present gaps to be filled. The research questions mainly 

revolved around the social aspects of motivation and achievement goals, and families 

and parental figures were the social targets considered throughout the literature 

review and the conceptualisation of the studies. 

The studies will be presented in the next chapters. They were all designed 

with the purpose of analysing the relationships between perceived parental goals, 

students’ achievement goals and social goals towards their parents, and students’ 

future expectations. As already mentioned in the General introduction, future 

expectations were chosen as the criterion variable because of the importance that this 

dimension holds in students’ educational paths, and because of the necessity to 

analyse it through a social-relational perspective (Agger et al., 2018; DeWitt et al., 

2013; OECD, 2013, 2017). Mediation analyses were conducted for each study, 

drawing from the assumption that students’ own goals might mediate the influence of 

parental goals on students’ future expectations. This mediation model was examined 

for both high-school students (Study 1 and Study 2) and university students (Study 

3). Implications and limitations will be discussed for each study, and a general 

discussion will be presented in the final chapter. 
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Chapter 2 

Study 1 – Parental goals and expectations of further education: the 

mediating role of high school students’ achievement goals and social 

goals 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The present study was aimed at analysing the relationship between perceived 

parental goals and students’ expectations of further education, and how this 

relationship might be mediated by students’ achievement goals and social goals. This 

focus has been chosen because, traditionally, the AGT has mainly focused on 

individualistically-based goals, resulting “individualistic in its conceptions” 

(Blumenfeld, 1992, p. 276). However, students do actually approach academic 

endeavours motivated by numerous kinds of aims and pursue multiple types of goals, 

both personal and social (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007; Maehr & McInerney, 2004; Urdan 

& Maehr, 1995; see Chapter 1, paragraph 1.5). Moreover, the role that parental 

influences play on the development of students’ individualistically-based goals and 

social goals have been explored in a small number of studies (e.g., Dowson & 

McInerney, 2003; Friedel et al., 2007; Gonida et al., 2009; see Chapter 1, paragraph 

1.5.1). These aspects all call for further exploration.  
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 The students who participated in the study were attending the first two years 

of upper-secondary school. This level of education was chosen because of its critical 

importance in students’ educational paths (see Chapter 1, paragraph 1.2). 

In the model, with regard to students’ achievement goals, mastery-approach 

goals, mastery-avoidance goals, performance-approach goals, and performance-

avoidance goals were taken into account. Moreover, as better explained in paragraph 

2.3.2, two types of social goals were considered: welfare-related goals, which are 

conceptually similar to social affiliation goals and social concern goals (e.g., Dowson 

& McInerney, 2003, 2004; Maehr & McInerney, 2004) and emotional-relational 

goals, which are conceptually similar to social approval goals and social 

responsibility goals (e.g., Dowson & McInerney, 2003, 2004).  

 

2.2 Model and hypotheses 

Drawing from the literature presented in Chapter 1, it was hypothesised that 

each type of achievement and social goal considered would mediate the relationship 

between parental goals and students’ expectations of further education. 

In particular, it was hypothesised that perceived parents’ mastery goals would 

have a positive effect on mastery-approach goals (H1) and mastery-avoidance goals 

(H2), and no effect on performance-approach goals (H3) and performance-avoidance 

goals (H4). It was hypothesised that perceived parents’ performance goals would 

have a positive effect on performance-approach goals (H5) and performance-

avoidance goals (H6), and a negative effect on mastery-approach goals (H7). No 
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hypotheses were made regarding the relationship between parents’ performance 

goals and mastery-avoidance goals, and no hypotheses were made on the effects of 

parental goals on students’ social goals either because there is no existing literature 

on these specific relationships. 

Concerning the relationships between students’ goals and their expectations 

of further education, it was hypothesised that mastery-approach goals would have a 

positive effect on future expectations (H8) and mastery-avoidance goals would have 

a negative effect on them (H9). It was also hypothesised that performance-approach 

goals would have a positive effect on future expectations (H10) and that 

performance-avoidance goals would have a negative effect on them (H11). Finally, it 

was hypothesised that welfare-related goals would have a positive effect on students’ 

expectations (H12) and that emotional-relational goals would have a negative effect 

on them (H13). 

The hypothesised effects are shown in the figure below. 
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Figure 1 

Research design and hypothesised effects. 

 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals; ns. = non-significant. 

 

2.3 Methods 

The two licei that agreed to participate in the study were provided with the 

following: an access request, in which the characteristics of the study were described 

and the use of the data only for research purposes was ensured; a presentation of the 

study; the questionnaire; the informed consent parents had to sign in order for their 

children to participate in the study. Students could not fill in the questionnaire 
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without their parents’ consent, and participation was completely voluntary and 

anonymous. Students filled in the questionnaire in their respective classrooms and 

were given one hour to complete it. The questionnaire was administered in the month 

of November 2019. 

 

2.3.1 Participants 

A total of 650 students (Mage = 14.25; SD = .96) participated in the study. The 

students attended two scientific lyceums in Rome and belonged to 31 different 

classrooms. Concerning gender, 263 students (40.46%) identified as “woman”, 380 

students (58.46%) identified as “man”, 3 students (0.46%) identified as “non-

binary”, while 4 students (0.62%) did not specify their gender. Almost all students 

were born in Italy (87.84%). 12 students (1.85%) were first-generation students (i.e., 

students born in a foreign country), and 67 students (10.31%) were second-

generation students (i.e., students with at least one foreign parent). 

 

2.3.2 Measures 

Achievement goals. The 12-item scale used to assess achievement goals was 

derived from Elliot and McGregor’s (2001; see also Darnon & Butera, 2005; Wang 

et al., 2007). The two major dimensions of achievement motivation that the scale 

examines are mastery goals and performance goals and, for each dimension, both 

approach and avoidance aspects can be noticed. Thus, the scale allows observing 
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individuals’ orientations towards four types of goals: mastery-approach goals, 

mastery-avoidance goals, performance-approach goals, and performance-avoidance 

goals. In Cecalupo et al.’s (2021) study, the factorial structure of the scale was 

confirmed. 

Students had to show their degree of agreement with each item using a five-

point Likert scale. Internal consistency for each of the four dimensions was tested, 

and each of them showed good levels of reliability: amastery-approach = .77; amastery-avoidance = 

.76; aperformance-approach = .91; = aperformance-avoidance = .80. 

 

Social goals. The scale used to notice social goals was specifically created for 

the present investigation. The 10 items were created drawing from the empirical 

studies discussed in Chapter 1, paragraph 5.1 (e.g., Dowson & McInerney, 2001, 

2003, 2004; Urdan et al., 2007) with the aim to notice students’ view of scholastic 

success as a means to assist their family in the future (i.e., provide care for family 

members and provide them with economic support), to comply with parents’ 

expectations, and repay perceived obligations towards parents. Students had to show 

their degree of agreement with each item using a five-point Likert scale, where 1 

equalled total disagreement and 5 equalled total agreement. 

Because the scale was specifically created for this study, its factorial structure 

was examined. Bartlett’s (1954) test of sphericity was significant (χ2(45) = 3223.32; 

p < .001), and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (Kaiser, 1974) 

was .83, above the minimum standard for conducting factor analysis (Child, 2006; 

Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974; Lloret et al., 2017). The values in the diagonal of the 
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anti-image correlation matrix were all above .79, and the communalities between 

items were all above .47. All of these indices suggested that the data were 

appropriate for conducting an exploratory factor analysis (Bartlett, 1954; Hair et al., 

2010; Kaiser, 1974). Principal axis factoring and oblimin rotation were used. Two 

factors, which explained 57.62% of the variance, were extracted. All items had 

primary loadings above .67, while no item had cross-loadings above .30. The two 

extracted factors showed a correlation of .23. They were labelled “welfare-related 

goals” (all items refer to seeing scholastic success as a means to provide one’s 

parents and family with care and economic support in the future) and “emotional-

relational goals” (all items refer to seeing scholastic success as a means to comply 

with parental expectations and repay perceived obligations towards parents). Internal 

consistency for both dimensions was tested, and each of them showed high levels of 

reliability: awelfare-related goals = .89; aemotional-relational goals = .85. 

 

Parental goals. Perceived parental goals were noticed through an 11-item 

scale retrieved from Midgley et al.’s Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (PALS, 

2000). The scale is composed of 6 items that refer to perceived parental mastery 

goals (e.g., “My parents would like me to do challenging class work, even if I make 

mistakes”), and 5 items that refer to perceived parental performance goals (e.g., “My 

parents would like me to show others that I am good at class work”). Students had to 

show their degree of agreement with each item using a five-point Likert scale, where 

1 equalled total disagreement and 5 equalled total agreement. 
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The factorial structure of the scale was examined. Bartlett’s (1954) test of 

sphericity was significant (χ2(55) = 2056.09; p < .001), and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

measure of sampling adequacy was .84, above the minimum standard for conducting 

factor analysis (Child, 2006; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974; Lloret et al., 2017). The 

values in the diagonal of the anti-image correlation matrix were all above .78, and 

the communalities between items were all above .28. All of these indices suggested 

that the data were appropriate for conducting an exploratory factor analysis (Bartlett, 

1954; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974). Principal axis factoring and oblimin rotation 

were used. Two factors, which explained 44.34% of the variance, were extracted. All 

items had primary loadings above .40. The two extracted factors showed a 

correlation of .22. The labels “parental mastery goals” and “parental performance 

goals” suited the extracted factors and were retained. Both dimensions showed good 

levels of reliability: aparental mastery goals = .76; aparental performance goals = .83. 

 

Future expectations. Students’ expectations for further education were 

noticed through one item: “What level of education do you think you will 

realistically attain?”. Students had to answer through a five-point Likert scale, where 

1 corresponded to the lower level of education attainable (i.e., the end of compulsory 

education) and 5 corresponded to the highest level of education attainable (i.e., 

postgraduate degrees). The intermediate numbers corresponded, respectively, to high 

school diploma, Bachelor’s degree, and Master’s degree.  
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2.4 Results 

Correlations. Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics are reported in 

Table 3 below. 

 

Table 3 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations.  

 M SD  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 

Parents’ goals             

1. Mas_P 4.06 .61  –         

2. Perf_P 2.93 .92  .21** –        

Achievement goals             

3. MAP 3.96 .79  .44** -.05 –       

4. MAV 3.34 .91  .21** .08* .36** –      

5. PAP 2.36 1.05  .14** .47** .13** .17** –     

6. PAV 2.79 1.09  .11** .44** .06 .27** .66** –    

Social goals             

7. WRG 3.60 .89  .25** .14** .24** .06 .15** .12** –   

8. ERG 3.24 .98  .19** .31** .14** .18** .24** .33** .20** –  

Future expectations             

9. Expectations of 
further 
education 

3.66 .91  .22** -.10* .25** -.06 .07 -.02 .17** -.07 – 

 

Note: ** p ≤ .001 / p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05. 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals. 
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From the descriptive analyses, it can be observed that perceived parents’ 

mastery goals were positively related to each type of individual and social goal, and 

to students’ future expectations as well (r = .22; p < .001). Perceived parents’ 

performance goals were more strongly related to performance-approach goals (r = 

.47; p < .001), performance-avoidance goals (r = .44; p < .001) and emotional-

relational goals (r = .31; p < .001), and they were negatively correlated with 

students’ future expectations (r = -.10; p = .01). Students’ expectations were also 

positively correlated with mastery-approach goals (r = .25; p < .001) and welfare-

related goals (r = .17; p < .001). Concerning the relationships between achievement 

goals and social goals, welfare-related goals were more strongly related to mastery-

approach goals (r = .24; p < .001), while emotional-relational goals were more 

strongly related to both performance-approach goals (r = .24; p < .001) and 

performance-avoidance goals (r = .33; p < .001). 

 

Mediation. To test whether achievement goals and social goals mediated the 

relationship between perceived parental goals and students’ expectations of further 

education, a mediation analysis was conducted with PROCESS (Hayes, 2017). 

Specifically, Model 4 was used. First, parents’ performance goals were introduced as 

the predictor (X1) while parents’ mastery goals were introduced as the covariate 

(X2), and a second analysis was run with parents’ mastery goals as the predictor and 

parents’ performance goals as the covariate. Mastery-approach goals (M1), mastery-

avoidance goals (M2), performance-approach goals (M3), performance-avoidance 
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goals (M4), welfare-related goals (M5), and emotional-relational goals (M6) were 

introduced as the mediators. Students’ expectations of further education were 

introduced as the criterion (Y). All the variables were standardised before running 

the analysis. 

First, the predictors’ effects on the mediators were analysed. Mastery-

approach goals were positively impacted by parents’ mastery goals (B = .47; SE = 

.04; 95% CI [.40, .54]; p < .001), and negatively impacted by parents’ performance 

goals (B = -.16; SE = .04; 95% CI [-.23, -.08]; p < .001), while mastery-avoidance 

goals were only impacted by parents’ mastery goals (B = .20; SE = .04; 95% CI [.13, 

.28]; p < .001), and the effect was positive. These results confirmed H1, H2 and H7. 

Performance-approach goals were impacted only by parents’ performance goals (B = 

.46; SE = .04; 95% CI [.39, .53]; p < .001) and the same went for performance-

avoidance goals (B = .44; SE = .04; 95% CI [.37, .51]; p < .001), confirming H3, H4, 

H5 and H6. For what concerns social goals, welfare-related goals were positively 

impacted by parents’ mastery goals (B = .24; SE = .04; 95% CI [.16, .31]; p < .001) 

and parents’ performance goals too (B = .09; SE = .04; 95% CI [.01, .16]; p = .03). 

Emotional-relational goals as well were positively impacted by both parents’ mastery 

goals (B = .13; SE = .04; 95% CI [.06, .21]; p = .001) and performance goals (B = 

.28; SE = .04; 95% CI [.21, .36]; p < .001). 

The effects of the mediators and the effects of the predictors on the criterion 

were then assessed. Students’ expectations of further education were positively 

impacted by students’ mastery-approach goals (B = .18; SE = .05; 95% CI [.09, .27]; 

p < .001), performance-approach goals (B = .14; SE = .05; 95% CI [.04, .24]; p < .01) 
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and welfare-related goals (B = .10; SE = .04; 95% CI [.03, .18]; p = .01). These 

results confirmed  H8, H10, H12. Contrariwise, they were negatively impacted by 

mastery-avoidance goals (B = -.16; SE = .04; 95% CI [-.24, -.07]; p < .001) and 

emotional-relational goals (B = -.10; SE = .04; 95% CI [-.18, -.02]; p = .01). H9 and 

H13 were, therefore, confirmed. The impact of performance-avoidance goals on the 

criterion was not significant, so H11 was not confirmed. 

Interestingly, despite the mediating effect of students’ achievement and social 

goals, both parents’ mastery goals (B = .18; SE = .04; 95% CI [.10, .27]; p < .001) 

and performance goals (B = -.16; SE = .05; 95% CI [-.25, -.07]; p = .001) had a direct 

impact on students’ expectations. 

The overall model was significant and explained 15% of the variance (F(8, 624) = 

13.22; R² = .15; p < .001). 

 

Figure 2 

Effects of parents’ mastery and performance goals on students’ future expectations 

through students’ achievement and social goals. 
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Note: ** p ≤ .001 / p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05. 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals; ns. = non-significant. 

 

The indirect effects were assessed. They were firstly assessed considering 

parents’ performance goals as the main predictor. All the indirect effects, aside from 

the effect of the predictor on the criterion through mastery-avoidance goals and 

performance-avoidance goals, were significant: mastery-approach goals (B = -.03; SE 

= .01; 95% CI [-.05, -.01]); performance-approach goals (B = .07; SE = .02; 95% CI 

[.02, .11]); welfare-related goals (B = .01; SE = .01; 95% CI [.00, .02]); emotional-

relational goals (B = -.03; SE = .01; 95% CI [-.05, -.01]). 
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Then, parents’ mastery goals were considered as the main predictor and 

indirect effects were assessed. The indirect effects through mastery-approach goals 

(B = .09; SE = .02; 95% CI [.04, .13]), mastery-avoidance goals (B = -.03; SE = .01; 

95% CI [-.06, -.01]), welfare-related goals (B = .02; SE = .01; 95% CI [.01, .05]) and 

emotional-relational goals (B = -.01; SE = .01; 95% CI [-.03, -.00]) were significant. 

 

2.5 Discussion 

This study’s main aim was to analyse how achievement goals and social 

goals mediated the relationship between perceived parental goals and students’ 

expectations of further education for students attending the first two years of high 

school. In particular, the study was aimed at understanding the specific influences 

parental goals had on students’ own goals and the effect that students’ goals had on 

future expectations.  

As predicted, parents’ mastery goals positively impacted students’ mastery-

approach goals, which, in turn, positively influenced students’ expectations of further 

education. Moreover, parents’ performance goals had a negative effect on students’ 

mastery-approach goals, and this evidence highlighted that parental goals that are 

particularly focused on demonstrating ability and being competitive can be 

potentially detrimental. Parents’ mastery goals also positively impacted students’ 

mastery-avoidance goals, which, however, had a negative influence on future 

expectations. This outcome confirmed that mastery-approach goals and mastery-

avoidance goals are intrinsically different from one another, and mastery-avoidance 
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goals can result in negative outcomes (e.g., Baranik et al., 2010; Van Yperen et al., 

2009). Performance-approach goals were positively influenced by parents’ 

performance goals and, in turn, they positively influenced students’ future 

expectations. This finding was in line with the idea that performance-approach goals 

are not necessarily maladaptive and can result in positive outcomes (see Chapter 1, 

paragraph 1.4). Performance-avoidance goals were positively impacted by parents’ 

performance goals, but had no influence on future expectations. This dimension of 

achievement goals might, perhaps, impact other kinds of scholastic outcomes for 

students attending the first two years of upper-secondary school. 

With regard to social goals, welfare-related goals were positively impacted by 

both parental mastery goals and performance goals, although the influence of the 

latter was much smaller. Perhaps, when students perceive that their parents 

intrinsically value learning and studying, they are more prone to perceive schooling 

as a means to actually be of help to significant others in the future. Emotional-

relational goals as well were impacted by parental mastery and performance goals, 

but were more strongly affected by parents’ performance goals. This finding could 

imply that those students who perceive that their parents place particular emphasis on 

demonstrating ability and competing in scholastic settings, might be especially 

concerned about conforming with parental expectations or making them proud. 

Interestingly, welfare-related goals positively impacted students’ expectations 

of further education, while emotional-relational goals had a negative impact on the 

criterion. These findings could imply that the pressure students feel to comply with 

parents’ expectations, values, or goals might actually hinder their academic-related 



68 
 

 

outcomes, while focusing on the possibility education gives to assist one’s family 

and become responsible for significant others might result in adaptive outcomes (see 

Dowson & McInerney, 2001, 2003; King et al., 2010, 2012). 

Another finding that has to be considered is that, despite students’ goals 

mediating the relationship between parental influences and students’ future 

expectations, parents’ mastery goals and performance goals continued to exert a 

direct influence on students’ expectations. This finding suggests that, for students 

that age, parents still have a key role in influencing numerous aspects of their life in 

school. 

On a general note, it can be concluded that, as hypothesised and expected, 

each motivational dimension qualitatively differs from the other, and is linked to 

certain antecedents and outcomes in specific ways (Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001, 

2003; Harackiewicz et al. 2002; Urdan & Maehr, 1995). The findings particularly 

stressed that, aside from the role that achievement goals such as mastery-approach 

goals, mastery-avoidance goals, performance-approach goals, and performance-

avoidance goals play in influencing students’ academic outcomes, social goals’ 

contribution must be considered too. This finding, alongside the evidence that 

parental influences do play a part in students’ school experiences, stresses the 

importance of considering the social-psychological nature of motivational strivings 

and related outcomes. 

The present study has some limitations that have to be considered. Firstly, 

with regard to methods, data, and analyses, the data were collected at a single point 

in time and are therefore cross-sectional, making it impossible to make definitive 
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assumptions about causality. Despite using cross-sectional designs can be useful in 

several areas of inquiry (Spector, 2019), numerous studies highlighted the 

importance of recurring to longitudinal data when testing mediation (e.g., Jose, 2016; 

Maxwell et al., 2011).  

Furthermore, despite the findings contributing to our understanding of how 

parental goals, students’ individual and social goals, and students’ future 

expectations might be related to one another, the overall model did not explain a 

large portion of the variance of the criterion. This means that other variables might 

play an important role in influencing students’ expectations of further education at 

this level of schooling. Future research on the issue must take this into account. 

Moreover, the fact that parents’ goals were reported by students might be 

another limitation. Even though adolescents’ estimations and self-reports of diverse 

types of data are actually fairly reliable (Crockett et al., 1987), and despite the 

importance of noticing students’ own perceptions of certain dimensions, in future 

research it might be useful to retrieve this information from parents as well.  

Other limitations lie in the features of the sample. Participant students all 

attended licei, so there is no diversity in the sample with respect to the types of 

schools students attended. Since the types of upper-secondary schools in Italy differ 

widely (see Chapter 1, paragraph 1.1), analysing the proposed model for students 

attending other types of schools would provide a more complete look into the 

variables studied and their relationships. 
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In addition, most of the participating students were Italian, and only a small 

percentage of the sample was composed of students with an immigrant background. 

Considering the difficulties that immigrant students (and especially first-generation 

students) face at higher levels of education (see Chapter 1, paragraph 1.2), analysing 

the relations between parental goals and students’ achievement goals and social goals 

might be useful in understanding which of these aspects might serve as a protective 

factor, or hinder immigrant students’ present and future academic outcomes.  
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Chapter 3 

Study 2 – Parental influences, students’ motivation and future 

expectations during the Covid-19 pandemic 

 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In December 2019 a novel form of coronavirus, labelled SARSCoV-2 

(Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2) was identified, after the 

Chinese city of Wuhan was interested, in November 2019, by a rising number of 

people affected by an unknown type of pneumonia. On January 2020, the severity of 

the newfound coronavirus brought the World Health Organisation (WHO) to classify 

its outbreak as a public health emergency of international concern (World Health 

Organisation, 2020a, 2020b). Less than two months later, on the 11th of March, due 

to its rapid escalation, the outbreak was declared to be a pandemic (World Health 

Organisation, 2020c). 

After the coronavirus outbreak in China, Italy was the first country to be 

severely affected by the spreading of the virus. The gravity of the situation led Italy’s 

Prime Minister to impose a national quarantine, making Italy officially enter the first 

phase of its lockdown (Decree of the President of the Council of Ministers 

09/03/2020, 11/03/2020). This phase lasted until the 4th
 of May, when the country 
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entered the second phase, characterised by new rules and their decreased 

restrictiveness (Decree of the President of the Council of Ministers 26/04/2020). 

Scholastic activities were particularly affected by the pandemic and the 

lockdown. In fact, even during the second phase of the lockdown, institutes remained 

closed and classes remained online until the end of the school year. This resulted in a 

lot of changes in students’ day to day life, and in important challenges to their socio-

psychological and academic adaptation (e.g., Commodari & La Rosa, 2020; Esposito 

et al., 2021; Meda et al., 2021; Spinelli et al., 2020). The aim of this study was 

therefore to test the model presented in Study 1 during the lockdown and test 

whether the relationships between perceived parental goals, students’ own individual 

and social goals, and students expectations were any different. 

 

3.2 Model and hypotheses 

Hypotheses concerning the relationships between parental perceived goals, 

students’ goals and students expectations of further educations were made not only 

drawing from the literature presented in Chapter 1, but also from the results 

discussed in Study 1. 

Regarding the relations between perceived parental goals and students’ goals, 

it was hypothesised that perceived parents’ mastery goals would have a positive 

effect on mastery-approach goals (H1) and mastery-avoidance goals (H2), and no 

effect on performance-approach goals (H3) and performance-avoidance goals (H4). 

It was also hypothesised that parents’ mastery goals would have a positive effect on 
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both welfare-related goals (H5) and emotional-relational goals (H6). Concerning 

parents’ performance goals, it was hypothesised that they would have a positive 

effect on performance-approach goals (H7) and performance-avoidance goals (H8) 

and a negative effect on mastery-approach goals (H9). It was also hypothesised that 

they would have a positive impact on welfare-related goals (H10), a positive effect 

on emotional-relational goals (H11), and no effect on mastery-avoidance goals 

(H12). 

Concerning the effects of students’ goals and their expectations of further 

education, it was hypothesised that mastery-approach goals would have a positive 

effect on them (H13), and mastery-avoidance goals would have a negative effect on 

them (H14). It was also hypothesised that performance-approach goals would have a 

positive effect on the criterion (H15) and performance-avoidance goals would have a 

negative effect on it (H16). Finally, it was hypothesised that welfare-related goals 

would have a positive effect on future expectations (H17) and that emotional-

relational goals would have a negative effect on them (H18). 

The hypothesised effects are shown in the figure below. 
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Figure 3 

Research design and hypothesised effects. 

 

 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals; ns. = non-significant. 

 

3.3 Methods 

The two lyceums who participated in Study 1 participated in this study as 

well. Because the institutes already knew the purposes of the research and the 

structure of the questionnaire, they were solely provided with the informed consent 

parents had to sign in order for their children to participate in the study. 
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The questionnaire was administered online through the software Qualtrics. 

Students could not fill in the questionnaire without their parents’ consent and their 

own consent, therefore participation was completely voluntary. Students' anonymity 

was ensured, and no personal information was asked, aside from age and gender.  

 

3.3.1 Participants 

294 students (Mage = 12.85; SD = .76) attending the first year of upper-

secondary education participated in the study. The students attended two scientific 

lyceums in Rome and belonged to 12 different classrooms. Concerning gender, 111 

students (37.75%) identified as “woman”, 182 students (61.91%) identified as 

“man”, 1 student (0.34%) identified as “non-binary”. 90.14% of students were born 

in Italy. 6 students (2.04%) were first-generation students (i.e., students born in a 

foreign country), and 23 students (7.82%) were second-generation students (i.e., 

students with at least one foreign parent). 

 

3.3.2 Measures 

Achievement goals. Achievement goals were assessed through the adaptation 

of Elliot and McGregor’s scale (2001) already used for Study 1. The 12-item scale 

notices students’ mastery-approach goals (e.g., “I want to learn as much as possible 

at school”), mastery-avoidance goals (e.g., “Sometimes I worry that I may not learn 

all that I possibly could in this class”), performance-approach goals (e.g., “It is 

important to me to do well compared to other students in this class”) and 
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performance-avoidance goals (e.g., “My goal in this class is to avoid doing worse 

than my classmates”). Students could show their degree of agreement with each item 

through a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 equalled total disagreement and 5 equalled 

total agreement. Internal consistency of each dimension was tested, and they all 

showed good to high levels of reliability: amastery-approach = .74; amastery-avoidance = .78; 

aperformance-approach = .90; = aperformance-avoidance = .79. 

 

Social goals. The 10-item scale used to notice social goals noticed students’ 

aim to succeed at school to assist their family in the future (e.g., “Doing well in 

school will give me the opportunity to take care of my family in the future”, “Doing 

well in school will give me the opportunity to help my parents financially in the 

future”) and their goal to succeed academically to comply with parental expectations, 

render them proud and repay perceived obligations towards them (e.g., “I want to do 

well in school because I feel like I owe it to my parents”, “I want to do well in school 

because this is what my parents expect from me”). These two dimensions, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, were denominated welfare-related goals and 

emotional-relational goals. Students had to show their degree of agreement with each 

item using a five-point Likert scale, where 1 equalled total disagreement and 5 

equalled total agreement. Internal consistency for both dimensions was tested, and 

each of them showed high levels of reliability: awelfare-related goals = .90; aemotional-relational goals = 

.85. 
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Parental goals. Perceived parents’ goals were noticed through the 11-item 

scale presented in Study 1 (Midgley et al., 2000). 6 items notice parents’ mastery 

goals (e.g., “My parents would like me to do challenging class work, even if I make 

mistakes”), and the remaining 5 items notice parents’ performance goals (e.g., “My 

parents would like me to show others that I am good at class work”). Students had to 

show their degree of agreement with each item using a five-point Likert scale, where 

1 equalled total disagreement and 5 equalled total agreement. Internal consistency 

was tested, and both dimensions showed good levels of reliability: aparental mastery goals = 

.70; aparental performance goals = .74. 

 

Future expectations. Students’ expectations for further education were 

noticed through the item “What level of education do you think you will realistically 

attain?”. Students had to answer through a five-point Likert scale, where 1 

corresponded to the lower level of education attainable (i.e., the end of compulsory 

education) and 5 corresponded to the highest level of education attainable (i.e., 

postgraduate degrees). The intermediate numbers corresponded, respectively, to high 

school diploma, Bachelor’s degree, and Master’s degree.  

 

3.4 Results 

Correlations. Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics are reported in 

the table below. 
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Table 4 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations. 

 M SD  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 

Parents’ goals             

1. Mas_P 4.27 .52  –         

2. Perf_P 3.23 .81  .14* –        

Achievement goals             

3. MAP 4.25 .65  .35** -.04 –       

4. MAV 3.56 .90  .23** .18** .30** –      

5. PAP 2.53 1.06  .11 .37** .08 .15** –     

6. PAV 3.01 1.08  .00 .33** .01 .22** .48** –    

Social goals             

7. WRG 3.53 .88  .23** .15** .23** .22** .08 .09 –   

8. ERG 3.31 .96  .20** .43** .06 .26** .37** .42** .29** –  

Future expectations             

9. Expectations of 
further 

education 

3.70 1.01  .17** -.23** .22** -.17** .11 -.08 .03 -.09 – 

 

Note: ** p ≤ .001 / p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05. 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals. 

 

Parents’ mastery goals were positively correlated with mastery-approach 

goals (r = .35; p < .001), mastery-avoidance goals (r = .23; p < .001) and welfare-

related goals (r = .23; p < .001). Parents’ performance goals were, instead, positively 
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correlated with performance-approach goals (r = .37; p < .001), performance-

avoidance goals (r = .33; p < .001) and, especially, emotional-relational goals (r = 

.43; p < .001). Interestingly, they were positively related to mastery-avoidance goals 

as well (r = .18; p = .002). Regarding the relationships among students’ individual 

and social goals, welfare-related goals were positively correlated with mastery-

approach goals (r = .23; p < .001) and mastery-avoidance goals (r = .22; p < .001), 

while emotional-relational goals were positively correlated with mastery-avoidance 

goals (r = .26; p < .001), performance-approach goals (r = .37; p < .001) and 

especially performance-avoidance goals (r = .42; p < .001). Students’ future 

expectations were positively correlated with mastery-approach goals (r = .17; p < 

.001) and parents’ mastery goals (r = .22; p = .004), and negatively correlated with 

mastery-avoidance goals (r = -.17; p = .004) and parents’ performance goals (r = -

.23; p < .001). 

 

Mediation. The mediation analysis was conducted with PROCESS (Hayes, 

2017). Specifically, Model 4 was used. First, parents’ performance goals were 

introduced as the predictor (X1) while parents’ mastery goals were introduced as the 

covariate (X2), and a second analysis was run with parents’ mastery goals as the 

predictor and parents’ performance goals as the covariate. Mastery-approach goals 

(M1), mastery-avoidance goals (M2), performance-approach goals (M3), 

performance-avoidance goals (M4), welfare-related goals (M5), and emotional-

relational goals (M6) were introduced as the mediators. Students’ expectations of 
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further education were introduced as the criterion (Y). All the variables were 

standardised before running the analysis. 

The predictors’ effects on the mediators were analysed. Similarly to results 

discussed in Study 1, mastery-approach goals were positively impacted by parents’ 

mastery goals (B = .39; SE = .06; 95% CI [.28, .50]; p < .001), but were not affected 

by parents’ performance goals. Therefore, H1 was confirmed, but H9 was not. 

Mastery-avoidance goals were instead positively influenced by both parents’ mastery 

goals (B = .20; SE = .06; 95% CI [.08, .31]; p = .001) and parents’ performance goals 

(B = .16; SE = .06; 95% CI [.04, .27]; p = .008), confirming H2 and not confirming 

H12. Parents’ performance goals also positively impacted performance-approach 

goals (B = .36; SE = .06; 95% CI [.26, .48]; p < .001) and performance-avoidance 

goals (B = .33; SE = .06; 95% CI [.22, .45]; p < .001), while parents’ mastery goals 

had no effects on these goals. Therefore, H3, H4, H7, H8 were all confirmed. 

Welfare-related goals were positively influenced by both parents’ mastery goals (B = 

.20; SE = .06; 95% CI [.09, .31]; p = .001) and performance goals (B = .22; SE = .06; 

95% CI [.11, .33]; p < .001), and the same went for emotional-relational goals, which 

were however more strongly impacted by parents’ performance goals (B = .41; SE = 

.05; 95% CI [.31, .52]; p < .001). H5, H6, H10 and H11 were all confirmed. 

The effects of the mediators on the criterion were then assessed. Students’ 

expectations of further education were positively impacted by mastery-approach 

goals (B = .19; SE = .06; 95% CI [.07, .31]; p = .002) and performance-approach 

goals (B = .22; SE = .06; 95% CI [.09, .34]; p = .001), while mastery-avoidance goals 

negatively influenced them (B = -.26; SE = .06; 95% CI [-.37, -.14]; p < .001). 
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Performance-avoidance goals, welfare-related goals and emotional-relational goals 

all had no effects on the criterion. Therefore, of the remaining hypotheses only H13, 

H14 and H15 were confirmed. 

Parents’ mastery and performance goals both had direct effects on students’ 

expectations, and while the effect of parents’ mastery goals was positive (B = .17; SE 

= .06; 95% CI [.05, .29]; p = .001), the effect of parents’ performance goals was 

negative (B = -.29; SE = .06; 95% CI [-.41, -.17]; p < .001). 

The overall model was significant and explained 22% of the variance (F(8, 277) = 

9.50; R² = .22; p < .001). 

 

Figure 4 

Effects of parents’ mastery and performance goals on students’ future expectations 

through students’ achievement and social goals. 
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Note: ** p ≤ .001 / p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05. 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals; ns. = non-significant. 

 

Indirect effects were assessed firstly considering parents’ performance goals 

as the main predictor. The two significant indirect effects were the effect of parents’ 

performance goals on students’ expectations through mastery-avoidance goals (B = -

.04; SE = .02; 95% CI [-.07, -.01]) and performance-approach goals (B = .08; SE = 

.03; 95% CI [.03, .14]). Secondly, parents’ mastery goals were considered as the 

main predictor and indirect effects were assessed. The only significant indirect effect 

was through mastery-approach goals (B = .08; SE = .03; 95% CI [.03, .13]). 
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3.5 Discussion 

This study aimed at testing the relationships between parental goals, students’ 

goals and students’ future expectations during the lockdown imposed by the Italian 

government during the first months of the pandemic. 

As predicted, mastery-approach goals were positively impacted by parents’ 

mastery goals, and performance-approach goals and performance-avoidance goals 

were positively impacted by parents’ performance goals. In line with the literature 

discussed in Chapter 1 (e.g., Friedel et al., 2007; Kahraman & Sungur, 2012; Gonida 

et al., 2007; Gonida et al., 2009; Gutman, 2006; Zubković & Kolić-Vehovec, 2014) 

and with the findings discussed in Study 1, perceiving that parents value certain 

aspects of motivation results in the development, in their children, of similar 

motivational orientations. Interestingly, mastery-avoidance goals were positively 

impacted by both parents’ mastery goals and performance goals. Because studies 

regarding mastery-avoidance goals and, especially, their antecedents, are fewer than 

studies regarding the other types of achievement goals, this finding might need 

further examination. 

Welfare-related goals and emotional relational goals were affected by both 

parental goals, but emotional-relational goals showed a stronger relationship with 

parents’ performance goals, just like it emerged in Study 1. Although the relations 

between parental stances on motivation and social goals surely need further 

examination, this finding seems to confirm that wanting to make parents proud, to 
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comply with parents’ expectations while perceiving a strong sense of obligation 

towards parents might more easily stem from perceiving that parents value 

competition and demonstration of ability. With regard to social goals’ effect on 

students expectations, neither welfare-related goals nor emotional-relational goals 

had an effect on students’ future expectations. This finding might suggest that in the 

particular moment of time the data were retrieved, students’ individual goals were 

more salient than their social goals in impacting expectations of further education. 

Parental goals had a direct impact on students’ expectations of further 

education in this study as well, confirming the importance that perceived parental 

stances about school motivation have on impacting high school students’ own future 

expectations. Moreover, given that during the lockdown students were in continuous 

contact with their families and parents, this might also have rendered their influence 

more salient. 

This study has some limitations that must be considered. Firstly, the size of 

the sample was relatively small, and it should have been ideal to test the effects 

discussed on a larger sample. Moreover, participants all attended licei, and the vast 

majority of them were Italian, rendering the sample scarcely diversified. 

Most of all, the data were retrieved during a particular socio-historical period 

when scholastic life (and life in general) underwent fast, unforeseen changes, 

rendering the findings non-generalisable. Although the study might give an 

interesting outlook on the antecedents and consequences of students’ motivational 

orientations during the first months of the Coronavirus outbreak, this must be 

considered when examining the findings discussed above.  
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Chapter 4 

Study 3 – College students: do parents and families still matter? 

 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

  Research conducted on achievement motivation at the level of tertiary 

education has found that achievement goals affect college students similarly to how 

they affect students at lower educational levels (e.g., Archer, 1994; Barron & 

Harackiewicz, 2003; Cano & Berbén, 2009; Chen, 2015; Harackiewicz et al., 1998; 

Harackiewicz et al., 2008; see paragraph 1.4). Some studies also explored the 

different social values that achievement goals (mastery-approach and performance-

approach goals in particular) can hold for college students and how attributing a 

particular value to said goals might result in outcomes that are more or less adaptive 

(e.g.,  Darnon et al., 2009; Dompnier et al.. 2009; Dompnier et al., 2015; see 

paragraph 1.4). 

 Instead, the impact of social goals for college students has never been 

assessed, and the role of parental goals has not been specifically analysed either. 

These aspects are worth examining, especially because of the importance that parents 

and the family continue to hold for young adults, even at higher levels of education.  
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 The present study was intended to understand whether or not university 

students’ future expectations are influenced by parental stances on achievement 

goals, and whether or not this influence could be mediated by students’ own 

achievement goals and social goals. The future expectations considered were job-

related expectations. With regard to students’ achievement goals, mastery-approach 

goals, mastery-avoidance goals, performance-approach goals, and performance-

avoidance goals were all taken into account. Regarding social goals, welfare-related 

goals and emotional-relational goals were considered in this study as well. 

 

4.2 Model and hypotheses 

Drawing from the literature presented in Chapter 1 and considering the 

findings discussed in Study 1, it was hypothesised that achievement goals and social 

goals would mediate the influence of parental goals on future expectations (i.e., job-

related expectations) for college students as well. 

A hypothesis for each effect was made. It was hypothesised that perceived 

parents’ mastery goals would have a positive effect on mastery-approach goals (H1) 

and mastery-avoidance goals (H2), and no effect on performance-approach goals 

(H3) and performance-avoidance goals (H4). Based on the effects found in Study 1, 

it was also hypothesised that parents’ mastery goals would have a positive effect on 

both welfare-related goals (H5) and emotional-relational goals (H6). Concerning 

parents’ performance goals, it was hypothesised that they would have a positive 

effect on performance-approach goals (H7) and performance-avoidance goals (H8) 
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and a negative effect on mastery-approach goals (H9). Based on the effects found in 

Study 1, it was also hypothesised that they would have a positive impact on welfare-

related goals (H10), a positive effect on emotional-relational goals (H11), and no 

effect on mastery-avoidance goals (H12). 

Concerning the effects of students’ goals and their job-related expectations, it 

was hypothesised that mastery-approach goals would have a positive effect on said 

expectations (H13), and mastery-avoidance goals would have a negative effect on 

them (H14). It was also hypothesised that performance-approach goals would have a 

positive effect on future expectations (H15) and performance-avoidance goals would 

have a negative effect on them (H16). Finally, it was hypothesised that welfare-

related goals would have a positive effect on the criterion (H17) and that emotional-

relational goals would have a negative effect on it (H18). 

The hypothesised effects are shown in the figure below. 

 

Figure 5 

Research design and hypothesised effects. 
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Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals; ns. = non-significant. 

 

4.3 Methods 

The data were retrieved through a questionnaire administered online through 

the software Qualtrics, and participants were recruited through Prolifics. In order to 

fill in the questionnaire, participants had to be fluent in Italian and had to be 

attending a university in Italy. No other restrictions were applied. Participation was 

completely voluntary and anonymous, and students were remunerated for 

participating in the study. 
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4.3.1 Participants 

A total of 400 students from numerous types of university courses answered 

the questionnaire. The mean age was 23.74 years (SD = 3.30). The larger percentages 

of students were composed of 22-year-olds (16.25%) and 24-year-olds (13.50%). 206 

participants were women (51.50%), 185 participants were men (46.25%), and 9 

participants (2.25%) identified as non-binary. Regarding the year of study, 64 

students (16%) were attending the first year of studies, 93 students (23.25%) the 

second year, 112 students (28%) the third year, 56 students (14%) the fourth year, 

and 75 students (18.75%) the fifth and final year. Moreover, 299 students (74.75%) 

stated that they still lived with their parents, and 360 students (90%) stated that they 

were still economically dependent on parents. Almost all participants were born in 

Italy (92.50%). In fact, only 2 students (0.50%) were first-generation students, and 

28 students (7%) were second-generation students. 

 

4.3.2 Measures 

Achievement goals. Achievement goals were observed through an adaptation 

of Elliot and McGregor’s scale (2001). Because the original items refer to high 

school students, they were adapted to notice college students’ motivational 

orientations (e.g., “I want to learn as much as possible at university”; “Sometimes, I 

am afraid I may not understand the lessons as thoroughly as I would like”; “It is 

important for me to do better than the other students in the courses I am attending”; 

“My goals is to avoid doing worse than my peers in the courses I am attending”). 
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Students had to show their degree of agreement with each item using a five-point 

Likert scale, where 1 equalled total disagreement and 5 equalled total agreement. 

The factorial structure of the scale was examined. Bartlett’s (1954) test of 

sphericity was significant (χ2(66) = 2502.64; p <.001), and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

measure of sampling adequacy (Kaiser, 1974) was .78, above the minimum standard 

for conducting factor analysis (Child, 2006; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974; Lloret et 

al., 2017). The values in the diagonal of the anti-image correlation matrix were all 

above .71, and the communalities between items were all above .44. All of these 

indices suggested that the data were appropriate for conducting an exploratory factor 

analysis (Bartlett, 1954; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974). Principal axis factoring and 

oblimin rotation were used. Four factors, which explained 64.94% of the variance, 

were extracted. All items had primary loadings above .58, while no item had cross-

loadings above .30. The labels “mastery-approach”, “mastery-avoidance”, 

“performance-approach”, and “performance-avoidance” suited the extracted factors 

and were retained. Internal consistency for each scale was tested, and each dimension 

showed good levels of reliability: amastery-approach = .82; amastery-avoidance = .78; aperformance-approach = 

.92; = aperformance-avoidance = .78. 

 

Social goals. Social goals were noticed through 10 items, adapted from the 

scale created for high school students (see Chapter 2, paragraph 2.3.2). The items 

notice college students’ desire to succeed at university as a means to support their 

family in the future (e.g., “Doing well in college will give me the opportunity to take 

care of my family in the future”; “Doing well in college will give me the opportunity 
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to help my parents financially in the future”), and as a means to comply with parental 

expectations and repay perceived obligations towards parents (e.g., “I want to do 

well in college because that is what my parents expect from me”; “I want to do well 

in college because I feel a strong sense of responsibility towards my parents”). 

Students had to show their degree of agreement with each item using a five-point 

Likert scale, where 1 equalled total disagreement and 5 equalled total agreement. 

The factorial structure of the scale was examined. Bartlett’s (1954) test of 

sphericity was significant (χ2(45) = 2810.19; p <.001), and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

measure of sampling adequacy (Kaiser, 1974) was .83, well above the minimum 

standard for conducting factor analysis (Child, 2006; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974; 

Lloret et al., 2017). The values in the diagonal of the anti-image correlation matrix 

were all above .77, and the communalities between items were all above .43. All of 

these indices suggested that the data were appropriate for conducting an exploratory 

factor analysis (Bartlett, 1954; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974). Principal axis 

factoring and oblimin rotation were used. Two factors, which explained 65.94% of 

the variance, were extracted. All items had primary loadings above .60, and no item 

had cross-loadings above .30. The two extracted factors showed a correlation of .20. 

They were labelled “welfare-related goals” (all items refer to seeing academic 

success as a means to provide one’s parents and family with care and economic 

support in the future) and “emotional-relational goals” (all items refer to seeing 

academic success as a means to comply with parental expectations and repay 

perceived obligations towards parents). Internal consistency for both scales was 



92 
 

 

tested, and each of them showed high levels of reliability: awelfare-related goals = .92; aemotional-

relational goals = .88. 

 

Parental goals. Perceived parental goals were noticed through an 11-item 

scale retrieved from Midgley et al.’s (2000) Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales 

(PALS). The items, originally created for elementary, middle and high school 

students, were adapted for college students. The scale is therefore composed of 6 

items referred to perceived parental mastery goals (e.g., “My parents would like me 

to do challenging academic activities, even if I make mistakes”), and 5 items referred 

to perceived parental performance goals (e.g., “My parents would like me to show 

others that I am good at coursework”). Students had to show their degree of 

agreement with each item using a five-point Likert scale, where 1 equalled total 

disagreement and 5 equalled total agreement. 

The factorial structure of the scale was examined. Bartlett’s (1954) test of 

sphericity was significant (χ2(55) = 1743.85; p <.001), and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

measure of sampling adequacy was .83, above the minimum standard for conducting 

factor analysis (Child, 2006; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974; Lloret et al., 2017). The 

values in the diagonal of the anti-image correlation matrix were all above .77, and 

the communalities between items were all above .25. All of these indices suggested 

that the data were appropriate for conducting an exploratory factor analysis (Bartlett, 

1954; Hair et al., 2010; Kaiser, 1974). Principal axis factoring and oblimin rotation 

were used. Two factors, which explained 49.87% of the variance, were extracted. All 

items had primary loadings above .44. Only one item (“My parents want me to do 
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my best in my studies”) had a primary loading of .45 on the first factor and a loading 

of .37 on the second factor. Following the structure of the original scale, the item was 

considered as part of the first factor. The two extracted factors showed a correlation 

of .17. The labels “parental mastery goals” and “parental performance goals” suited 

the extracted factors and were retained. Both dimensions showed good levels of 

reliability: aparental mastery goals = .82; aparental performance goals = .82. 

 

Future expectations. Regarding future expectations for college students, job-

related expectations were considered. One item asked students to indicate, using a 

10-point Likert scale, to which degree they expected to achieve their job-related 

goals in the future (“To what extent do you think you will be able to achieve your 

job-related goals?”). 

 

4.4 Results 

Correlations. Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics are reported in 

the table below. 
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Table 5 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations.  

 M SD  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 

Parents’ goals             

1. Mas_P 3.81 .77  –         

2. Perf_P 3.12 .92  .17** –        

Achievement goals             

3. MAP 4.41 .64  .24** .07 –       

4. MAV 3.92 .87  .09 .23** .33** –      

5. PAP 2.48 1.07  .11* .23** .22** .09 –     

6. PAV 2.44 1.03  -.01 .28** .02 .19** .53** –    

Social goals             

7. WRG 3.64 .87  .22** .07 .23** .15** .11* .11* –   

8. ERG 3.30 .92  .20** .24** .00 .26** .10 .27** -.04 –  

Future expectations             

9. Job-related goals 6.10 2.11  .12* -.20** .17** -.22** .14** -.04 .27** -.13** – 

 

Note: ** p ≤ .001 / p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05. 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals. 

 

From the descriptive analyses, it can be observed that parents’ mastery goals 

were more strongly correlated with students’ mastery-approach goals (r = .24; p < 

.001)  and welfare-related goals (r = .22; p < .001), while parents’ performance goals 

were especially related to performance-approach goals (r = .23; p < .001), 
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performance-avoidance goals (r = .28; p < .001), emotional-relational goals (r = .24; 

p < .001)  and, interestingly, mastery-avoidance goals (r = .23; p < .001). Concerning 

the relationships between achievement goals and social goals, welfare-related goals 

were more strongly related to mastery-approach goals (r = .23; p < .001), while 

emotional-relational goals were more strongly related to performance-avoidance 

goals (r = .27; p < .001). Finally, aside from performance-avoidance goals, job-

related expectations were correlated with all of the other variables. 

 

Mediation. A mediation analysis was conducted to test whether achievement 

goals and social goals mediated the influence of perceived parental goals on 

students’ expectations of further education. The analysis was conducted with 

PROCESS (Hayes, 2017). Specifically, Model 4 was used. First, parents’ 

performance goals were introduced as the predictor (X1) while parents’ mastery 

goals were introduced as the covariate (X2), and a second analysis was run with 

parents’ mastery goals as the predictor and parents’ performance goals as the 

covariate. Mastery-approach goals (M1), mastery-avoidance goals (M2), 

performance-approach goals (M3), performance-avoidance goals (M4), welfare-

related goals (M5), and emotional-relational goals (M6) were introduced as the 

mediators. Students’ job-related expectations were introduced as the criterion (Y). 

All the variables were standardised before running the analysis. 

 The effects of the predictors on the mediators were analysed. Mastery-

approach goals were positively impacted by parents’ mastery goals (B = .24; SE = 

.05; 95% CI [.14, .33]; p < .001), and they were not impacted by parents’ 
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performance goals. These results confirmed H1, but did not confirm H9. Contrary to 

what was expected, mastery-avoidance goals were not influenced by parents’ 

mastery goals, but were positively influenced by parents’ performance goals (B = 

.22; SE = .05; 95% CI [.12, .31]; p < .001). Therefore, H2 and H12 were not 

confirmed. Performance-approach goals were only impacted by parents’ performance 

goals (B = .22; SE = .05; 95% CI [.12, .32]; p < .001), and the same went for 

performance-avoidance goals (B = .29; SE = .05; 95% CI [.20, .39]; p < .001). These 

findings confirmed H3, H4, H7 and H8. Welfare-related goals were impacted only by 

parents’ mastery goals (B = .21; SE = .05; 95% CI [.11, .31]; p < .001), while 

emotional-relational goals were positively impacted by parents’ mastery-goals (B = 

.16; SE = .05; 95% CI [.07, .26]; p = .001) and parents’ performance goals (B = .22; 

SE = .05; 95% CI [.12, .31]; p < .001) as well. Therefore, H5, H6 and H11 were 

confirmed, while H10 was not confirmed. 

 The effects of the mediators on the criterion were then assessed. Students’ 

job-related expectations were positively impacted by mastery-approach goals (B = 

.16; SE = .05; 95% CI [.06, .26]; p = .001), performance-approach goals (B = .15; SE 

= .05; 95% CI [.05, .26]; p = .005) and welfare-related goals (B = .27; SE = .05; 95% 

CI [.18, .36]; p < .001). On the contrary, job-related expectations were negatively 

impacted by mastery-avoidance goals (B = -.27; SE = .05; 95% CI [-.36, -.17]; p < 

.001) and emotional-relational goals (B = -.11; SE = .05; 95% CI [-.21, -.02]; p = 

.02). Performance-avoidance goals did not have an effect on job-related expectations. 

Aside from H16, all the remaining hypotheses were confirmed. 
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 Concerning the impact of the predictors on the criterion, parents’ mastery 

goals did not have a direct effect on job-related expectations. Instead, parents’ 

performance goals had a direct effect on them, and their impact was negative (B = -

.19; SE = .05; 95% CI [-.29, -.10]; p < .001) 

 The overall model was significant and explained 24% of the variance (F(8, 391) 

= 15.71; R² = .24; p < .001). 

 

Figure 6 

Effects of parents’ mastery and performance goals on students’ job-related 

expectations through students’ achievement and social goals. 
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Note: ** p ≤ .001 / p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05. 

Legend: MAS_P = perceived parents’ mastery goals; PERF_P = perceived parents’ performance 

goals; MAP = mastery-approach goals; MAV = mastery-avoidance goals; PAP = performance-

approach goals; PAV = performance-avoidance goals; WRG = welfare-related goals; ERG = 

emotional-relational goals; ns. = non-significant. 

 

The indirect effects were assessed. They were firstly assessed considering 

parents’ performance goals as the main predictor and parents’ mastery goals as the 

covariate. The effects of parents’ performance goals on students’ job-related 

expectations through students’ performance-approach goals (B = .03; SE = .01; 95% 

CI [.01, .07]), mastery-avoidance goals (B = -.06; SE = .02; 95% CI [-.10, -.03]) and 

emotional-relational goals (B = -.02; SE = .01; 95% CI [-.05, -.00]) were significant. 

Parents’ mastery goals were then considered as the main predictor and 

indirect effects were assessed. The indirect effects of this predictor through mastery-

approach goals (B = .04; SE = .02; 95% CI [.01, .07]), welfare-related goals (B = .06; 

SE = .02; 95% CI [.02, .10]) and emotional-relational goals (B = -.02; SE = .01; 95% 

CI [-.04, -.001]) were significant. 

 

4.5 Discussion 

This study aimed at understanding the role of parental influences on college 

students’ achievement goals, social goals and, ultimately, future expectations. In 

particular, it was intended to understand how students’ achievement and social goals 
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could mediate the relationship between perceived parental goals and job-related 

expectations (i.e., to which degree students expected to achieve their job-related 

goals in the future). 

Some of the effects hypothesised emerged. Students’ mastery-approach goals 

were positively influenced by parents’ mastery goals, while students’ performance-

approach goals and performance-avoidance goals were positively influenced by 

parents’ performance goals. Interestingly, mastery-avoidance goals did not show a 

significant relationship with parents’ mastery goals and were, instead, positively 

impacted by parents’ performance goals. This finding surely needs further 

examination, especially considering that mastery-avoidance goals have not been 

studied as much as the other types of achievement goals have. 

Aside from performance-avoidance goals, which did not have any effect on 

students’ future expectations, the other types of achievement goals impacted the 

criterion as hypothesised. Mastery-approach goals and performance-approach goals 

both had a positive effect on job-related expectations, which might imply that college 

students do perceive learning per se and demonstration of ability/competition as a 

valuable means to reaching their goals after college. On the contrary, mastery-

avoidance goals negatively impacted job-related expectations, which confirmed once 

again that focusing on avoiding failing task competency can result in maladaptive 

outcomes.  

Regarding social goals, welfare-related goals were impacted solely by 

parents’ mastery goals. A similar finding had emerged in Study 1 and, as already 

discussed, it could imply that when students perceive that their parents conceive 
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studying and learning as valuable per se, it could positively influence their 

perceptions of school’s utility to be of help to significant others in the future. 

Welfare-related goals, in turn, positively impacted students’ job-related expectations, 

confirming that pursuing this type of socially-oriented goal might be adaptive. 

Emotional-relational goals were instead impacted by both parental goals, but were 

more strongly influenced by parents’ performance goals. Like it emerged in Study 1, 

they had a negative effect on students’ future expectations. Therefore, even for 

students at higher levels of education, wanting to conform to parental expectations 

and perceiving an excessive sense of duty, or obligation, towards them can result in 

negative consequences. This finding is particularly relevant because of the specific 

aspect of future expectations considered (i.e., expectations to achieve one’s job-

related goals in the future). 

Finally, the importance of parental influences at this educational level was 

also confirmed by the finding that parents’ performance goals continued to have a 

direct effect on students’ expectations despite the mediation of students’ own 

achievement and social goals. Said effect was negative, which highlighted, once 

again, how detrimental the value parents give to demonstrating ability and competing 

in academic settings might be even for young adults. 

This study, although important for the implications discussed above, has 

some limitations that must be addressed. First, in this study as well, the data were 

collected at a single point in time, which precludes drawing definitive conclusions 

about causal relationships between variables. It would be desirable to recur to 
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longitudinal data, especially when testing mediation (Jose, 2016; Maxwell et al., 

2011). 

Also, because the measures used to notice perceived parental goals, students’ 

own achievement goals and social goals were adapted and/or created ad hoc for the 

present study, future research might want to confirm these measures’ structure and 

validity. 

Another limitation lies in not having considered certain aspects that could 

moderate the effects at issue. For instance, still living with parents or still being 

economically dependent on parents could influence the degree to which parents 

influence college students’ goals and future expectations. Students’ age, their 

family’s socio-economic background and their own socio-economic status might 

have an influence on the effects at issue as well, especially with regard to the 

antecedents and consequences of welfare-related goals and emotional-relational 

goals. Because of the need to further explore the role of social goals for college 

students’ academic adaptation and related factors, future research might take these 

aspects into account. 
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Chapter 5 

General discussion and conclusions 

 

 

 

The purpose of this doctoral dissertation was to contribute to the discourse on 

motivation in education. In particular, drawing from the Achievement Goal theory 

(AGT), its purpose was to integrate the existing knowledge about the antecedents and 

consequences of motivational orientations by considering their social-relational 

nature. Particular attention was given to the role of perceived parental goals and 

social goals. 

Three empirical studies were conducted. The first study aimed ad analysing 

the relationship between perceived parental goals (i.e., parents’ mastery goals and 

parents’ performance goals) and high-school students’ expectations of further 

education (i.e., the level of education students expected to attain). In particular, it 

aimed at examining how this relationship could be mediated by students’ 

achievement goals (i.e., mastery-approach goals, mastery-avoidance goals, 

performance-approach goals and performance-avoidance goals) and social goals (i.e., 

welfare-related goals and emotional-relational goals). The second study aimed at 

testing whether the same effects found in Study 1 would emerge for students 

attending the first year of upper-secondary school during the first months of the 

Coronavirus outbreak in Italy, when a lockdown was imposed and students attended 
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school online. Finally, Study 3 aimed at analysing the relationships among parental 

perceived goals, students' individual and social goals, and students’ expectations 

(i.e., the extent to which students expected to reach their job-related goals in the 

future) for university students. 

The studies presented contributed to the existing literature about school 

motivation, and the AGT in particular, in different ways. First, the findings regarding 

the relationship between perceived parental goals and students’ own goals gave an 

insight on how the transmission of motivational values from parents to their children 

might work. The findings confirmed that perceiving that parents value certain goals 

more than others fosters the development of specular goals  (e.g., parents mastery 

goals fostering students’ mastery-approach goals and parents’ performance goals 

fostering students’ performance-approach goals and performance-avoidance goals; 

see Friedel et al., 2007; Kahraman & Sungur, 2012; Gonida et al., 2007; Gonida et 

al., 2009; Gutman, 2006; Zubković & Kolić-Vehovec, 2014). More importantly, 

from the findings, it emerged that parents’ performance goals might also negatively 

influence their children’s mastery-approach goals (see Study 1). This means that 

perceiving that parents give importance to competition and demonstration of ability 

might render their children less prone to developing an intrinsic interest in learning 

and scholastic activities. Since this effect did not emerge in all of the studies, it 

would be interesting to test the relationship between parents’ performance goals and 

students’ mastery goals further. Moreover, mastery-avoidance goals showed mixed 

relationships with parental goals. While in Study 1 they emerged to be positively 

related to parents’ mastery goals, in Study 2 they were positively influenced by 
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parents’ mastery goals and performance goals too, and in Study 3 they were 

positively influenced only by parents’ performance goals. These findings call for 

further research on the antecedents of mastery-avoidance goals, both for high-

schoolers and university students, especially considering that these goals have been 

(and still are) “the least researched and least understood of the four goals in the 2x2 

model” (Elliot & Murayama, 2008. p. 625) and, just like performance-approach 

goals, they might be particularly complex. Finally, both social goals considered in 

the studies showed compound influences from parental goals. Welfare-related goals 

were impacted by both types of parental goals in Study 1 and Study 2, with a 

stronger influence from parents’ mastery goals, and were solely impacted by parents’ 

mastery goals in Study 3. Emotional-relational goals were also influenced by both 

types of parental goals, but they were more strongly affected by parents’ 

performance goals in all of the studies. Hence, perceiving learning and school 

performances as a means of taking care of one’s family in the future might be more 

strongly associated with perceiving that parents value learning per se. Instead, 

wanting to do well in school to make parents proud, comply with perceived 

obligations towards them, and comply with their expectations might be more easily 

fostered by the perception that parents want their children to demonstrate their ability 

and compete in school. Interestingly, welfare-related goals were also more strongly 

correlated with students’ mastery-approach goals in all of the studies, while 

emotional-relational goals were more strongly correlated with performance-approach 

goals and/or performance-avoidance goals. These findings, despite needing further 

examination, give significant insight into how these types of social goals might relate 

with individual goals in the system of motivational strivings. As already anticipated 
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by Urdan and Maehr (1995) and Dowson and McInerney (2003), this might be an 

aspect of significant relevance. 

The findings also contributed to our understanding of how students’ 

motivational orientations (both individual and social) might impact their future 

expectations, which are one of the most relevant factors of students’ lives in school 

and out of school (Agger et al., 2018; Beal and Crockett, 2010; Khattab, 2015; 

Mantovani, 2013; Mantovani et al., 2018; OECD, 2013, 2017). Regarding students’ 

achievement goals, all the studies confirmed the adaptive nature of mastery-approach 

goals and the maladaptive influence of mastery-avoidance goals. Performance-

approach goals were also confirmed to positively impact future expectations, both for 

high-school students and university students. Performance-avoidance goals, on the 

other hand, were not found to have any effect on students’ expectations. These 

findings, as a whole, confirmed that these four goals are related in different ways to 

different domains of outcomes, and might transversely contribute to the discourse 

regarding the domain-specificity of achievement goals’ influences (e.g., Bong, 2001; 

Green et al., 2007; Magson et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2018). With respect to social 

goals, the findings that emerged in Study 1 and Study 2 suggested that welfare-

related goals might result adaptive for both high-school students and college 

students’ future expectations, while emotional-relational goals might instead result in 

maladaptive outcomes. As previously explained, welfare-related goals were 

conceptualised based on the dimensions of social affiliation goals and social concern 

goals (e.g., Dowson & McInerney, 2003, 2004; Maehr & McInerney, 2004), and 

welfare-related goals were conceptualised based on the dimensions of social 
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approval goals and social responsibility goals (e.g., Dowson & McInerney, 2003, 

2004), and the findings discussed in Study 1 and Study 3 are consistent with the idea 

that the latter might be, in certain circumstances and relatively to certain outcomes, 

maladaptive (see Chapter 1, paragraph 1.5.1). These findings, as further discussed 

below, will surely need further research. Finally, the findings have also highlighted 

the importance that perceived parental goals hold for both for high-schoolers and 

college students, not only in influencing students’ own goals, but also in directly 

influencing their future expectations. This finding is surely important with respect to 

college students and provided evidence for the role that parents and the family 

continue to hold for young adults and students in later stages of the educational 

system. 

These findings have important theoretical implications, but are also relevant 

on a practical level. Schools might want to sensitise parents to the relevance that their 

values, goals, attitudes and practices can hold for their children’s school-related 

beliefs and goals and to how these aspects can, in turn, affect other important 

scholastic outcomes. In particular, as also mentioned below, since parents and the 

family are only one of the social institutions that continuously influence children and 

adolescents in their adaptation in school and out of school, students would greatly 

benefit from fruitful, positive interactions and exchanges between the family system 

and the different actors in the school system (see Chapter 1, paragraph 1.6). These 

exchanges might result in practices that could help students become aware of their 

goals and the impact that these goals have on their educational outcomes, and help 

them develop adaptive types of goals to work with to build their present and future in 
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school and after school completion (see Hoyert & O’Dell, 2006; Hulleman & Barron, 

2015; Lazowski & Hulleman, 2016; Morisano et al., 2010; Muis et al., 2013). 

The major limitations of the studies were already discussed in each of the 

previous chapters. Some general limitations can be, however, pinpointed. With 

regard, in particular, to social goals and their effects on school-related outcomes, the 

findings contributed to the literature about socially-driven goals by focusing, 

specifically, on two types of goals students might pursue for the sake of their families 

and parents. Choosing parents specifically as the social target at issue was relevant 

because the models (and the scales) through which social goals have been previously 

studied especially focused on goals held towards peers and friends (see Chapter 1, 

paragraph 1.5.1). However, the findings surely are not exhaustive. As already 

discussed in Chapter 1, the construct of social goals might be even more complex 

than the construct of achievement goals, since broader categories of social goals can 

be declined in as many subtypes as the number of potential significant others, and 

could operate differently depending on the social target they are referred to. With 

regard to social goals towards parents and families, there might be numerous other 

goals aside from welfare-related goals and emotional-relational goals that might 

greatly influence students' expectations or other school-related outcomes. 

Furthermore, with reference to the factors Urdan and Maehr’s (1995) identified as 

fundamental in the study of social goals (i.e., differences among types of social 

goals; values of social targets; meanings given to goals on the basis of cultural and 

socio-contextual factors; goal coordination; see Chapter 1, paragraph 1.5) the aspect 

of meaning can only be partially inferred from the findings discussed in the previous 
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chapters, and the aspect regarding the coordination between social goals and 

achievement goals could not be noted with the methodology used. These aspects 

surely need to be further explored. 

Furthermore, with regard to the influence of significant others on motivation 

and future expectations, the studies presented in this dissertation have focused solely 

on the role of parents. The role of classmates, peers, and teachers is, however, 

equally important (e.g., Burgess et al., 2018; Friedel et al., 2007; King & Mendoza, 

2020; Spera & Wentzel, 2003; Wentzel et al., 2017) and it would be desirable to 

assess these influences jointly, to examine their relative weight on academic 

outcomes and how they converge/conflict with, or compensate for, one another. 

Furthermore, perceived parental goals were the only aspect of parental determinants 

considered. Other fundamental aspects of familial influences, such as the family 

composition, background, socioeconomic status and social capital, or parents’ 

educational level and employment status, often play an important role in contributing 

to facilitating or hindering students’ adaptation in school, their motivation, and other 

educational outcomes (e.g., Buchmann et al., 2021; Banerjee, 2016; Borgna & 

Struffolino, 2017; OECD, 2017, 2018). 

Differences in students’ demographics might as well be equally important in 

determining whether certain types of parental influences, individual or social goals 

are more valued than others, and these aspects were not taken into account in the 

studies. Study 1 and Study 2 especially presented this issue, given that the samples 

were poorly diversified in terms of the participant students’ cultural backgrounds and 

the schools they were attending. In fact, as already mentioned in Chapter 1 
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(paragraphs 1.1 and 1.1.1) Italian schools differ remarkably on the basis of many 

factors, such as the geographic area the school is located in (e.g., Northern, Central, 

or Southern Italy; cities, peripheries or small towns), or the type of educational 

programme the school offers, which greatly differentiates licei from technical and 

vocational schools. 

Finally, as already mentioned, all the data retrieved for each of the studies 

were cross-sectional, meaning that no actual inferences about causal relationships 

among the variables at issue can be made. It is desirable, if not necessary, to test 

mediation with longitudinal data (Jose, 2016; Maxwell et al., 2011). Moreover, in 

each study, mediation was tested using PROCESS (Hayes, 2017), which is based on 

regression analyses, while it might be desirable to recur to Structural Equation 

Modeling (SEM) when testing mediation. SEM, might provide “a more appropriate 

inference framework for mediation analyses and for other types of causal analyses” 

(Gunzler et al., 2013), and result more advantageous than standard regression models 

(Gunzler et al., 2013; Pek & Hoyle, 2016). 

 

 Conclusions. The studies presented in the present dissertation tried to 

contribute to the Achievement Goal theory (AGT) by examining the influences of 

perceived parental goals on high-school students and college students’ future 

expectations (i.e., the educational level students expected to attain in the future; the 

degree to which students expected to achieve their job-related goals in the future) 

through students’ own achievement goals (i.e., mastery-approach goals; mastery-
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avoidance goals; performance-approach goals; performance-avoidance goals) and 

social goals (welfare-related goals and emotional-relational goals).  

Taken as a whole, the findings discussed above supported the idea that 

motivation is “largely socio-psychological in nature” (Maehr, 2008, p. 918), and that 

the system of motivational goals goes beyond the “self-referentiality” of 

individualistically-based goals. Despite the limitations discussed above, the findings 

offered insights that could serve as a basis for future research on the social aspects of 

school motivation and, eventually, for fruitful exchanges between schools and 

families, from which good practices may emerge. 
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Annex A 

 

Study 1 and Study 2 scales. 

 

1. Perceived parental goals 

Di seguito troverai delle affermazioni riguardanti il modo in cui alcuni studenti 

percepiscono le attitudini dei propri genitori verso la scuola. Indica quanto sei 

d’accordo con ciascuna affermazione utilizzando la seguente scala di risposta: 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Totalmente in 

disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

disaccordo 

Né in accordo, 

né in disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

accordo 

Totalmente in 

accordo 

 

1. 
I miei genitori vogliono che io trascorra del tempo a ragionare su 

quello che studio. 
1     2     3     4     5 

2. I miei genitori vogliono che dia il meglio di me nello studio. 1     2     3     4     5 

3. 

I miei genitori vorrebbero che io mi cimentassi in attività 

scolastiche impegnative, anche quando so che potrei commettere 

degli errori. 

1     2     3     4     5 

4. 
I miei genitori vogliono che io capisca ciò che faccio in classe, 

senza limitarmi semplicemente a memorizzare ciò che studio. 
1     2     3     4     5 

5. 
I miei genitori vogliono che capisca che ciò che studio a scuola è 

connesso a ciò che accade al di fuori della scuola. 
1     2     3     4     5 

6. 
I miei genitori vogliono che io capisca ciò che studio, non che 

svolga semplicemente i miei compiti scolastici. 
1     2     3     4     5 

7. 
Ai miei genitori non piace quando commetto degli errori nelle 

attività scolastiche. 
1     2     3     4     5 

8. 
Ai miei genitori piacerebbe che, a scuola, io dimostrassi di essere 

migliore dei miei compagni di classe. 
1     2     3     4     5 

9. 
I miei genitori vorrebbero che dimostrassi agli altri di essere 

bravo nelle attività scolastiche. 
1     2     3     4     5 

10. 
I miei genitori pensano che dare le risposte giuste a scuola sia 

molto importante. 
1     2     3     4     5 

11. 
I miei genitori sarebbero contenti se dimostrassi che per me le 

attività scolastiche sono semplici. 
1     2     3     4     5 
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2. Achievement goals 

Nel caso delle prossime affermazioni ti preghiamo di indicare il tuo grado di accordo 

attraverso la scala di risposta qui riportata, in cui 1 indica il massimo disaccordo, il 5 

il massimo accordo e i numeri intermedi un accordo intermedio. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
Totalmente in 

disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

disaccordo 

Né in accordo, 

né in disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

accordo 

Totalmente in 

accordo 
 

1. 
È importante per me essere più bravo dei miei compagni di 

classe. 
1     2     3     4     5 

2. Per me è importante andare meglio dei miei compagni di classe. 1     2     3     4     5 

3. 
Il mio obiettivo a scuola è di prendere voti migliori rispetto alla 

maggior parte dei miei compagni di classe. 
1     2     3     4     5 

4. 
Qualche volta sono preoccupato che non riuscirò ad imparare 

tutto ciò che mi viene insegnato a scuola. 
1     2     3     4     5 

5. 
Certe volte ho paura di non riuscire a capire bene gli argomenti 

delle lezioni come vorrei. 
1     2     3     4     5 

6. 
Sono sinceramente dispiaciuto quando penso che potrei non 

riuscire ad imparare tutto quello che c’è da imparare a scuola. 

 

1     2     3     4     5 

7. A scuola voglio imparare il più possibile. 1     2     3     4     5 

8. 
È importante che io capisca il contenuto delle lezioni il meglio 

possibile. 
1     2     3     4     5 

9. 
Desidero poter padroneggiare perfettamente le materie che ci 

spiegano a scuola. 
1     2     3     4     5 

10. 
L’importante è evitare di andare peggio a scuola rispetto agli altri 

compagni di classe. 
1     2     3     4     5 

11. 
Il mio obiettivo è di evitare di ritrovarmi tra i peggiori studenti 

della classe. 
1     2     3     4     5 

12. 
La mia paura di avere voti peggiori dei miei compagni di classe 

mi spinge ad impegnarmi.  
1     2     3     4     5 
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3. Social goals 

Le seguenti affermazioni fanno riferimento ad alcuni tipi di motivazione che possono 

spingere gli studenti ad impegnarsi per andare bene a scuola. Indica, utilizzando la 

scala di risposta proposta, il tuo grado di accordo con ciascuna affermazione. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
Totalmente in 

disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

disaccordo 

Né in accordo, 

né in disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

accordo 

Totalmente in 

accordo 
 

1. 
Andare bene a scuola mi darà la possibilità di migliorare lo status 

socio-economico della mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

2. 
Andare bene a scuola mi darà la possibilità di migliorare le 

condizioni di vita della mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

3. 
Andare bene a scuola mi darà l’opportunità di aiutare 

economicamente i miei genitori in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

4. 
Andare bene a scuola mi darà la possibilità di assistere al meglio 

la mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

5. 
Andare bene a scuola mi darà la possibilità di prendermi cura 

della mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

6. 
Voglio andare bene a scuola perché mi sento in debito nei 

confronti dei miei genitori. 
1     2     3     4     5 

7. 
Voglio andare bene a scuola perché percepisco un forte senso di 

responsabilità nei confronti dei miei genitori. 
1     2     3     4     5 

8. 
Voglio andare bene a scuola perché è ciò che i miei genitori si 

aspettano da me. 
1     2     3     4     5 

9. 
Voglio andare bene a scuola perché i miei genitori pensano che 

sia la cosa giusta da fare. 
1     2     3     4     5 

10. 
Voglio andare bene a scuola per rendere orgogliosi i miei 

genitori. 
1     2     3     4     5 
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Annex B 

 

Study 3 scales. 

 

1. Perceived parental goals 

Ti chiediamo ora di rispondere ad alcune domande riguardanti le attitudini dei tuoi 

genitori riguardo alcuni aspetti della tua vita universitaria. Ti ricordiamo che 

contano le tue personali percezioni/opinioni. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Totalmente in 

disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

disaccordo 

Né in accordo, 

né in disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

accordo 

Totalmente in 

accordo 

 

1. 
I miei genitori vogliono che io trascorra del tempo a ragionare su 

quello che studio. 
1     2     3     4     5 

2. I miei genitori vogliono che dia il meglio di me nello studio. 1     2     3     4     5 

3. 

I miei genitori vorrebbero che io mi cimentassi in attività 

universitarie impegnative, anche quando so che potrei 

commettere degli errori. 

1     2     3     4     5 

4. 

I miei genitori vogliono che io capisca ciò che faccio nei corsi 

universitari, senza limitarmi semplicemente a memorizzare ciò 

che studio. 

1     2     3     4     5 

5. 
I miei genitori vogliono che capisca che ciò che studio 

all’università è connesso a ciò che accade al di fuori di essa. 
1     2     3     4     5 

6. 

I miei genitori vogliono che io capisca ciò che studio, non che 

svolga semplicemente i miei compiti universitari (ad esempio: 

studiare per un esame, partecipare a lavori di gruppo, scrivere 

tesine, ecc.) 

1     2     3     4     5 

7. 
Ai miei genitori non piace quando commetto degli errori nelle 

attività universitarie. 
1     2     3     4     5 

8. 
Ai miei genitori piacerebbe che, all’università, io dimostrassi di 

essere migliore dei colleghi nei corsi che seguo. 
1     2     3     4     5 

9. 
I miei genitori vorrebbero che dimostrassi agli altri di essere 

bravo nelle attività universitarie. 
1     2     3     4     5 

10. 
I miei genitori pensano che dimostrare le mie conoscenze/abilità 

nelle attività universitarie sia molto importante. 
1     2     3     4     5 

11. 
I miei genitori sarebbero contenti se dimostrassi che per me le 

attività universitarie sono semplici. 
1     2     3     4     5 

 



149 
 

 

2. Achievement goals 

Le seguenti affermazioni fanno riferimento ad alcuni tipi di motivazione ed obiettivi 

che possono spingere gli studenti ad impegnarsi all'università. Ti preghiamo di 

indicare, per ciascuna affermazione, il tuo grado di accordo/disaccordo. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Totalmente in 
disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 
disaccordo 

Né in accordo, 
né in disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 
accordo 

Totalmente in 
accordo 

 

 

1. 
Per me è importante essere più bravo dei colleghi dei corsi che 

seguo. 
1     2     3     4     5 

2. 
Per me è importante andare meglio dei colleghi dei corsi che 

seguo. 
1     2     3     4     5 

3. 
Il mio obiettivo all’università è di prendere voti migliori rispetto 

alla maggior parte dei colleghi dei corsi che seguo. 
1     2     3     4     5 

4. 
Qualche volta sono preoccupato che non riuscirò ad imparare 

tutto ciò che mi viene insegnato all’università. 
1     2     3     4     5 

5. 
Certe volte ho paura di non riuscire a capire bene gli argomenti 

delle lezioni come vorrei. 
1     2     3     4     5 

6. 

Sono sinceramente dispiaciuto quando penso che potrei non 

riuscire ad imparare tutto quello che c’è da imparare 

all’università. 

 

1     2     3     4     5 

7. All’università voglio imparare il più possibile. 1     2     3     4     5 

8. 
È importante che io capisca il contenuto delle lezioni il meglio 

possibile. 
1     2     3     4     5 

9. 
Desidero poter padroneggiare perfettamente i contenuti che ci 

spiegano a scuola. 
1     2     3     4     5 

10. 
L’importante è evitare di andare peggio a scuola rispetto ai 

colleghi dei corsi che seguo. 
1     2     3     4     5 

11. 
Il mio obiettivo è di evitare di ritrovarmi tra i peggiori studenti 

nei corsi che seguo. 
1     2     3     4     5 

12. 
La mia paura di avere voti peggiori colleghi dei corsi che seguo 

mi spinge ad impegnarmi.  
1     2     3     4     5 
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3. Social goals 

Le seguenti affermazioni fanno riferimento ad alcuni tipi di motivazione che possono 

spingere gli studenti ad impegnarsi all'università. Ti preghiamo di indicare il tuo 

grado di accordo/disaccordo con ciascuna affermazione. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Totalmente in 

disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

disaccordo 

Né in accordo, 

né in disaccordo 

Abbastanza in 

accordo 

Totalmente in 

accordo 

 

1. 
Andare bene all’università mi darà la possibilità di migliorare lo 

status socio-economico della mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

2. 
Andare bene all’università mi darà la possibilità di migliorare le 

condizioni di vita della mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

3. 
Andare bene all’università mi darà l’opportunità di aiutare 

economicamente i miei genitori in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

4. 
Andare bene all’università mi darà la possibilità di assistere al 

meglio la mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

5. 
Andare bene all’università mi darà la possibilità di prendermi 

cura della mia famiglia in futuro. 
1     2     3     4     5 

6. 
Voglio andare bene all’università perché mi sento in debito nei 

confronti dei miei genitori. 
1     2     3     4     5 

7. 
Voglio andare bene all’università perché percepisco un forte 

senso di responsabilità nei confronti dei miei genitori. 
1     2     3     4     5 

8. 
Voglio andare bene all’università perché è ciò che i miei genitori 

si aspettano da me. 
1     2     3     4     5 

9. 
Voglio andare bene all’università perché i miei genitori pensano 

che sia la cosa giusta da fare. 
1     2     3     4     5 

10. 
Voglio andare bene all’università per rendere orgogliosi i miei 

genitori. 
1     2     3     4     5 
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