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Abstract: The present study analyses the relaƟ onship between academic goals and academic achievement 
among higher educaƟ on students, considering gender and prior grade retenƟ on. A total of 482 students from two 
Portuguese higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons (one public and one private), enrolled in Engineering, EducaƟ on, Psychology, 
and Business AdministraƟ on programmes, completed an online quesƟ onnaire. The mean age was 22.4 years (SD 
= 6.99); 51.4% were male and 27.4% had a history of grade retenƟ on. Academic goals were assessed using the 
Academic Goals Inventory for Higher EducaƟ on, while academic achievement and sociodemographic data were 
collected through self-report. Female students reported signifi cantly higher mean scores in mastery and performance 
goals; male students showed higher levels of social pressure avoidance goals, although these diff erences were not 
staƟ sƟ cally signifi cant. Students with a history of retenƟ on demonstrated a stronger orientaƟ on towards mastery 
goals. CorrelaƟ ons between goals and academic achievement were signifi cant: among students with retenƟ on, only 
mastery goals were associated with achievement; among those without retenƟ on, both mastery and performance 
goals were related to achievement. Linear regression analyses indicated that, although staƟ sƟ cally signifi cant, 
academic goals accounted for a small proporƟ on of the variance in achievement, regardless of gender or retenƟ on 
history. These fi ndings highlight the need for inclusive pedagogical pracƟ ces focused on moƟ vaƟ on and student 
engagement, fostering greater equity in higher educaƟ on. 

Keywords: Academic achievement goals. Academic performance. Grade reten  on. Gender. Higher educa  on.   

Resumo: O presente estudo analisa a relação entre metas académicas e desempenho académico em estudantes 
do ensino superior, considerando o género e o histórico de retenção escolar. Participaram 482 estudantes de 
duas instituições de Ensino Superior portuguesas (uma pública e uma privada), das áreas de Engenharia, 
Educação, Psicologia e Administração e Gestão de Empresas, que responderam a um questionário online. A 
idade média foi de 22,4 anos (DP = 6,99); 51,4% eram do género masculino e 27,4% tinham histórico de retenção. 
As metas académicas foram avaliadas através do Inventário de Metas Académicas para o Ensino Superior, 
sendo o desempenho e os dados sociodemográficos recolhidos por autorrelato. As estudantes do género 
feminino apresentaram médias significativamente superiores nas metas de aprendizagem e de rendimento; os 
estudantes do género masculino revelaram valores mais elevados nas metas de evitamento da pressão social, 
sem significância estatística. Estudantes com histórico de retenção evidenciaram maior orientação para metas 
de aprendizagem. As correlações entre metas e desempenho foram significativas: no grupo com retenção 
apenas para metas de aprendizagem; no grupo sem retenção, para metas de aprendizagem e de rendimento. 
A regressão linear indicou que, embora significativas, as metas explicam uma parcela reduzida da variância 
do desempenho, independentemente do género ou da retenção. Os resultados sublinham a necessidade de 
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INTRODUCTION

práticas pedagógicas inclusivas, centradas na motivação e no envolvimento, promovendo maior equidade no 
ensino superior.

Palavras-chave: Desempenho académico. Ensino superior. Gênero. Metas de realização académica. Retenção 
escolar. 

Resumen: El presente estudio analiza la relación entre las metas y el rendimiento académicos en estudiantes de 
educación superior, considerando el género y el historial de repe  ción escolar. Par  ciparon 482 estudiantes de dos 
ins  tuciones de educación superior portuguesas (una pública y una privada), de las áreas de Ingeniería, Educación, 
Psicología y Administración y Ges  ón de Empresas, quienes respondieron a un cues  onario en línea. La edad media 
fue de 22,4 años (DE = 6,99); el 51,4% eran del género masculino y el 27,4% tenían antecedentes de repe  ción. Las 
metas académicas se evaluaron mediante el Inventario de Metas Académicas para la Educación Superior, mientras 
que el rendimiento y los datos sociodemográfi cos se obtuvieron por autoinforme. Las estudiantes del género femenino 
presentaron medias signifi ca  vamente superiores en las metas de aprendizaje y de rendimiento; los estudiantes del 
género masculino mostraron valores más elevados en las metas de evitación de la presión social, sin signifi cación 
estadís  ca. Los estudiantes con antecedentes de repe  ción evidenciaron una mayor orientación hacia las metas de 
aprendizaje. Las correlaciones entre metas y rendimiento fueron signifi ca  vas: en el grupo con repe  ción solo para las 
metas de aprendizaje; en el grupo sin repe  ción, para las metas de aprendizaje y de rendimiento. El análisis de regresión 
lineal indicó que, aunque signifi ca  vas, las metas explican una proporción reducida de la varianza del rendimiento, 
independientemente del género o de la repe  ción. Los resultados subrayan la necesidad de prác  cas pedagógicas 
inclusivas, centradas en la mo  vación y el compromiso, que promuevan una mayor equidad en la educación superior.

Palabras-clave:  Educación superior. Género. Metas de logro académico. Rendimiento académico. Repe  ción escolar.

Higher educaƟ on currently plays a central 
role in contemporary socieƟ es, not only as a 
space for technical and scienƟ fi c qualifi caƟ on, 
but also as a context for personal, social, and 
professional development (Almeida, 2019; Al-
meida et al., 2022; Farias; Gouveia; Almeida, 
2024; Weatherton; Schussler, 2021). In paral-
lel, the expansion of access, driven by policies 
of democraƟ saƟ on and internaƟ onalisaƟ on, 
has increased the heterogeneity of the student 
body and posed new challenges for insƟ tuƟ ons 
in promoƟ ng academic success and reducing in-
equaliƟ es (Almeida, 2019; Almeida Et Al., 2022; 
Farias; Gouveia; Almeida, 2024; Weatherton; 
Schussler, 2021). In this context, understand-
ing the factors associated with academic per-
formance has become a scienƟ fi c and poliƟ cal 
priority (Araújo, 2017; Richardson; Abraham; 
Bond, 2012; York; Gibson; Rankin, 2015).

Academic success is a mulƟ dimensional 
construct that goes beyond academic per-
formance, integraƟ ng persistence, degree 
compleƟ on, academic integraƟ on, and wellbe-
ing (Araújo, 2017; Marinho-Araújo; Ferreira; 
Almeida, 2024; York; Gibson; Rankin, 2015). 

Nevertheless, academic performance – opera-
Ɵ onalised through grades, pass rates, or com-
pleted credits – remains a central indicator for 
insƟ tuƟ onal assessment and for monitoring 
individual trajectories (Almeida et al., 2022; 
Farias; Gouveia; Almeida, 2024; Richardson; 
Abraham; Bond, 2012).

Research shows that performance results 
from the interacƟ on of insƟ tuƟ onal, peda-
gogical, and individual factors (Almeida, 2019; 
Crosier; Mäki, 2022; Fokkens-Bruinsma et al., 
2020; OCDE, 2023). Among the former, mo-
Ɵ vaƟ onal climate, assessment pracƟ ces, and 
academic support stand out (Almeida, 2019; 
Crosier; Mäki, 2022; Fokkens-Bruinsma et al., 
2020). Among individual factors, cogniƟ ve, 
emoƟ onal, and moƟ vaƟ onal variables are in-
cluded, with academic achievement goals 
playing a parƟ cularly prominent role (BakhƟ ar; 
Hadwin, 2021; Bardach et al., 2019; Elliot; Hul-
leman, 2017; Schunk; DibenedeƩ o, 2022).

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: ACADEMIC 
ACHIEVEMENT GOALS

Achievement Goal Theory is one of the 
main frameworks for studying moƟ vaƟ on in 
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educaƟ onal contexts (Elliot; Harackiewicz, 
1996; Elliot; Hulleman, 2017). From this per-
specƟ ve, students regulate their behaviour in 
evaluaƟ ve situaƟ ons according to the goals 
they adopt and the meaning they aƩ ribute to 
success and failure (Bzuneck; Boruchovitch, 
2019; Senko, 2019). Goals organise task inter-
pretaƟ on, regulate eff ort, and infl uence per-
sistence (Bzuneck; Boruchovitch, 2019; Senko, 
2019). 

IniƟ al formulaƟ ons disƟ nguished mastery 
(or learning) goals from performance goals 
(Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1984). The former fo-
cus on the development of competences and 
intrapersonal progress, whereas the laƩ er fo-
cus on demonstraƟ ng competence through 
normaƟ ve comparison (Anderman, 2020; El-
liot; Hulleman, 2017). The 2 × 2 model (EL-
LIOT; Mcgregor, 2001) added the disƟ ncƟ on 
between approach and avoidance, resulƟ ng in 
four types of goals. Despite subsequent devel-
opments, this model remains widely used in 
empirical research (Bardach et al., 2019). 

2.1 ACHIEVEMENT GOALS AND ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE

The literature shows that masteryapproach 
goals are associated with deep learning strat-
egies, greater selfregulaƟ on, and beƩ er per-
formance (Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Pintrich, 
2000; Schunk; DibenedeƩ o, 2022). Students 
who endorse these goals tend to interpret dif-
fi culƟ es as opportuniƟ es for growth and show 
greater resilience (Diaconu-Gherasim et al., 
2024). 

In contrast, performanceavoidance goals 
are associated with anxiety, surface learning 
strategies, and lower achievement (Urdan; 
Kaplan, 2020; Bardach et al., 2020). Perfor-
manceapproach goals show more ambivalent 
eff ects, as they may be related to high grades 
in compeƟ Ɵ ve contexts but also to greater 
emoƟ onal vulnerability (Schunk; DibenedeƩ o, 
2022). 

Metaanalyses indicate that correlaƟ ons 
between achievement goals and performance 
tend to be weak to moderate, varying accord-
ing to goal type and methodological charac-

terisƟ cs (Bardach et al., 2020; Wu; Fu, 2024). 
Thus, goals explain only part of the variability 
in academic achievement. 

2.2 GENDER AND MOTIVATION IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION

Gender diff erences in higher educaƟ on re-
fl ect complex paƩ erns. Although in many con-
texts women show higher compleƟ on rates 
and beƩ er grades, inequaliƟ es in the distribu-
Ɵ on across scienƟ fi c fi elds persist (Eccles; Wig-
fi eld, 2020). 

Studies indicate that female students tend 
to report higher levels of mastery goals and 
greater academic engagement (Struck Jannini; 
Akdemir; Menekse, 2024). Male students, in 
turn, more frequently endorse performance 
goals, especially in compeƟ Ɵ ve contexts 
(Cheryan Et Al., 2017; Stolk; Gross; Zastavker, 
2021). However, results are not homogeneous 
and depend on disciplinary and cultural con-
texts (DELA ROSA; BERNARDO, 2013a, 2013b; 
LALANDE et al., 2019). 

It is important to emphasise that within-
group variability oŌ en exceeds average gender 
diff erences, which calls for integraƟ ve analyses 
(Boden et al., 2023; OCDE, 2023). 

2.3 GRADE RETENTION HISTORY AND MOTI-
VATIONAL TRAJECTORIES

Grade retenƟ on has been associated with 
lower academic selfconcept, higher dropout 
risk, and greater emoƟ onal vulnerability (Al-
meida, 2019; Casanova; Bernardo; Almeida, 
2019). From a moƟ vaƟ onal perspecƟ ve, expe-
riences of failure may foster avoidance goals 
and selfprotecƟ ve strategies (Diaconu-Ghera-
sim et al., 2024). However, the eff ects are not 
uniform. Recent studies suggest that, in sup-
porƟ ve contexts, experiences of failure can 
promote resilience, selfregulaƟ on, and goal re-
defi niƟ on (Li et al., 2024; Sparks et al., 2025). 
In higher educaƟ on, where students have 
greater autonomy, achievement goals may 
mediate the relaƟ onship between past experi-
ences and current performance (Li et al., 2024; 
Sparks et al., 2025). 
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2.4. INTEGRATION OF VARIABLES AND STUDY 
AIMS

Analysing achievement goals in isolaƟ on 
is insuffi  cient when they are not considered 
alongside sociodemographic characterisƟ cs 
and prior educaƟ onal trajectories (Wang; Yu, 
2023). Gender and grade retenƟ on history can 
infl uence competence beliefs, academic iden-
Ɵ ty, and achievement goals (Wang; Yu, 2023). 
However, studies that jointly integrate these 
variables remain scarce. 

This study therefore seeks to examine: (a) 
diff erences in achievement goals as a funcƟ on 
of gender; (b) diff erences according to grade re-
tenƟ on history; (c) associaƟ ons between goals 
and academic performance; (d) the combined 
predicƟ ve contribuƟ on of these variables; and 
(e) possible interacƟ on eff ects in explaining 
achievement. By integraƟ ng moƟ vaƟ onal vari-
ables and diff erenƟ ated educaƟ onal trajec-
tories, the study aims to contribute to a more 
comprehensive understanding of factors associ-
ated with academic performance in higher edu-
caƟ on, with implicaƟ ons for pedagogical prac-
Ɵ ces and insƟ tuƟ onal policies oriented towards 
the promoƟ on of mastery goals and more eq-
uitable and sustainable academic contexts (Al-
meida et al., 2022; OCDE, 2023, 2024).

3. METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURE

3.1 PARTICIPANTS

The sample comprised 482 higher educa-
Ɵ on students from two Portuguese insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons (one public and one private), enrolled in 
programmes in Engineering (33.3%), Educa-
Ɵ on (24.7%), Psychology (20.7%), Business Ad-
ministraƟ on and Small Business Management 
(13.8%), and Sports Sciences (7.4%). The mean 
age of parƟ cipants was 22.4 years (SD = 6.9), 
51.4% idenƟ fi ed as male, and 27.4% reported 
a history of grade retenƟ on. 

3.2 INSTRUMENTS

Academic achievement goals were as-
sessed using the Academic Goals Inventory for 

Higher EducaƟ on (IMA-ES) (Miranda; Almeida, 
2017), validated for the Portuguese univer-
sity context by Wekey (2020). This selfreport 
instrument consists of 17 items randomly dis-
tributed across three dimensions: masteryori-
ented goals, performanceoriented goals, and 
social pressureavoidance goals. Responses are 
given on a 4point LikerƩ ype scale, according 
to frequency (1 = never; 4 = always). In the 
present study, internal consistency coeffi  cients 
(Cronbach’s alpha) were 0.885 for Masteryori-
ented Goals, 0.867 for Performanceoriented 
Goals, and 0.717 for Social Pressureavoidance 
Goals, slightly higher than those reported by 
Wekey (2020) (0.867, 0.674, and 0.762, re-
specƟ vely). 

Demographic data (gender, age, pro-
gramme, insƟ tuƟ on) and grade retenƟ on his-
tory were collected through selfreport, as was 
academic performance, indicated by students’ 
most recent selfreported grade point average. 

3.3 PROCEDURES

Data were collected via an online ques-
Ɵ onnaire distributed to students through in-
sƟ tuƟ onal channels (academic email and in-
sƟ tuƟ onal digital plaƞ orms). Anonymity and 
confi denƟ ality of responses were guaranteed, 
as well as informed consent, in accordance 
with ethical principles for research in educa-
Ɵ on. 

3.4 DATA ANALYSIS

Data were analysed using IBM SPSS StaƟ s-
Ɵ cs, version 28. To examine group diff erences 
(by gender and by grade retenƟ on history), 
independentsamples Student’s Ʃ ests were 
conducted. Eff ect sizes were esƟ mated and in-
terpreted using Cohen’s d (d > 0.2 indicaƟ ng a 
small eff ect, d > 0.5 a moderate eff ect, and d > 
0.8 a large eff ect; COHEN, 1988). Pearson cor-
relaƟ ons were computed to explore relaƟ on-
ships between academic achievement goals 
and academic performance. Finally, mulƟ ple 
linear regression analyses were performed to 
examine the contribuƟ on of academic goals to 
explaining variance in academic performance, 



São Cristóvão (SE), 26, n.1, p. 16-27, jan./abr. 2026

20 20

Revista EDaPECI20

considering gender and grade retenƟ on his-
tory as moderaƟ ng variables. 

4 RESULTS

4.1 DIFFERENCES IN ACADEMIC ACHIEVE-
MENT GOALS BY GENDER

Table 1 presents descripƟ ve staƟ sƟ cs and 
independentsamples Ʃ est results for gender 
diff erences in academic achievement goals. 
StaƟ sƟ cally signifi cant diff erences were found 
in two of the three dimensions. Female stu-
dents reported signifi cantly higher mean 
scores in masteryoriented goals (M = 20.7; 
SD = 3.05) than male students (M = 19.6; SD 
= 3.68), t(496) = −3.77, p < .001, with a small-
tomoderate eff ect size (d = 0.33). Similarly, for 
performanceoriented goals, female students 

also showed higher mean scores (M = 18.2; 
SD = 2.12) compared to male students (M = 
17.1; SD = 2.93), t(496) = −5.07, p < .001, with 
a moderate eff ect size (d = 0.43). 

Regarding social pressureavoidance goals, 
male students had a slightly higher mean 
score (M = 11.5; SD = 4.81) than female stu-
dents (M = 10.8; SD = 4.26); however, this dif-
ference was not staƟ sƟ cally signifi cant, t(496) 
= 1.65, p = .099, and the eff ect size was small 
(d = 0.16). Overall, gender was associated with 
diff erences in academic achievement goals, 
parƟ cularly in the dimensions tradiƟ onally 
considered more adapƟ ve (mastery and per-
formance), with higher levels among female 
students. Nonetheless, eff ect sizes were small 
to moderate, indicaƟ ng diff erences of modest 
magnitude. 

Table 1 - Diff erences in achievement goals according to gender: descripƟ ve staƟ sƟ cs, t-tests, 
and eff ect size (Cohen’s d)

 Goals Gender M (SD) t df p Cohen’s d

Learning-oriented 
goals

Female

Male 19.6 (3.68) -3.771 496 0.000 0.33
20.7 (3.05)

Performance-ori-
ented goals

Female

Male 17.1 (2.93) -5.071 496 0.000 0.43
18.2 (2.12)

Social pressure-
avoidance goals

Male 11.5 (4.81) 1.653 496 0.099 0.16
Feminino 10,8(4,26)

Source: Own elaboration (2025).

4.2 DIFFERENCES IN ACADEMIC ACHIEVE-
MENT GOALS BY GRADE RETENTION HISTORY

Table 2 compares academic achievement 
goals between students with and without a 
grade retenƟ on history. A staƟ sƟ cally signifi -
cant diff erence was observed only for mas-
teryoriented goals. Students with a retenƟ on 

history showed a higher mean score (M = 20.6; 
SD = 3.28) than those without retenƟ on (M = 
19.9; SD = 3.48), t(496) = 2.083, p = .038, with 
a small eff ect size (d = 0.21). For performan-
ceoriented goals and social pressureavoidance 
goals, no staƟ sƟ cally signifi cant diff erences 
were found, and eff ect sizes were very small 
(d ≤ 0.11). 
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Table 2 - Diff erences in Academic Goals as a FuncƟ on of RetenƟ on History: DescripƟ ve Sta-
Ɵ sƟ cs, t Tests, and Eff ect Size (Cohen’s d)

Academic goals
Retention 

history
M (SD) t df p d

Learning-oriented goals Yes 20.6 (3.28) 2.083 496 .038 0.21

No 19.9 (3.48)

Performance-oriented 
goals

Yes 17.4 (2.48) -1.136 496 .257 0.11

No 17.7 (2.69)

Social pressure 
avoidance–oriented goals

Yes 10.9 (4.70) -0.758 496 .449 0.09

No 11.3 (4.51)
Source: Own elaboration (2025).

These fi ndings suggest that grade reten-
Ɵ on history is specifi cally – albeit modestly 
– associated with higher levels of masteryori-
ented goals, with no relevant diff erences in the 
other moƟ vaƟ onal dimensions. 

4.3 CORRELATIONS BETWEEN ACADEMIC 
ACHIEVEMENT GOALS AND ACADEMIC PER-
FORMANCE BY GENDER AND GRADE RETEN-
TION HISTORY

Among male students, posiƟ ve correla-
Ɵ ons were observed between masteryoriented 
goals and academic performance (r = .83) and 
between performanceoriented goals and per-
formance (r = .99). Social pressureavoidance 
goals also showed a posiƟ ve, though smaller, 
correlaƟ on (r = .29). Among female students, 
correlaƟ ons between mastery goals and per-
formance (r = .105) and between performance 
goals and performance (r = .097) were posiƟ ve 
but of small magnitude, whereas social pres-
sureavoidance goals were not associated with 
performance (r = .003). Despite these diff er-
ences, cauƟ on is warranted, as the magnitude 
of the correlaƟ ons did not result in signifi cant 
predicƟ ve models when variables were anal-
ysed jointly (see SecƟ on 4.4). 

Regarding grade retenƟ on history, among 
students with retenƟ on, mastery goals were 

posiƟ vely correlated with performance (r 
= .185; p < .05), whereas performance and 
avoidance goals showed no signifi cant associa-
Ɵ ons. Among students without retenƟ on, both 
mastery goals (r = .107; p < .05) and perfor-
mance goals (r = .123; p < .05) showed posiƟ ve 
but small correlaƟ ons with academic perfor-
mance. Overall, correlaƟ ons were mostly low, 
indicaƟ ng that academic achievement goals 
are related to performance, but with limited 
magnitude. 

4.4 MULTIPLE LINEAR REGRESSION ANALYSES

To address the objecƟ ves related to the 
predicƟ ve contribuƟ on of academic achieve-
ment goals, separate mulƟ ple linear regres-
sion models were esƟ mated by gender and by 
grade retenƟ on history. 

For gender, the model was not staƟ sƟ cally 
signifi cant among male students, R² = .011, 
F(3, 249) = 0.904, p = .440, and none of the 
academic goals emerged as a signifi cant pre-
dictor of performance. Similarly, among fe-
male students, the model was not signifi cant, 
R² = .015, F(3, 225) = 1.167, p = .323, with no 
signifi cant predictors. 

Regarding grade retenƟ on history, among 
students with retenƟ on the model yielded R² 
= .038, F(3, 128) = 1.680, p = .174, and among 
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those without retenƟ on, R² = .018, F(3, 346) 
= 2.149, p = .094. In both cases, the models 
were not staƟ sƟ cally signifi cant, and academic 
achievement goals did not present signifi cant 
individual predicƟ ve contribuƟ ons. 

5 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

This study aimed to analyse differences 
in academic achievement goals as a function 
of gender and grade retention history, as well 
as to examine the association and predictive 
contribution of these goals to academic per-
formance among higher education students. 
The findings are interpreted within Achieve-
ment Goal Theory, developed from the work 
of Carol Dweck and John Nicholls and later 
systematised by Elliot in the 2 × 2 framework 
(Elliot; McGregor, 2001). This framework 
posits that achievement goals organise the 
interpretation of evaluative situations and 
influence patterns of effort, persistence, and 
selfregulation (ames, 1992; urdan; kaplan, 
2020). 

Empirical results showed posiƟ ve asso-
ciaƟ ons between mastery goals and academic 
performance, although of small magnitude, 
consistent with systemaƟ c reviews and meta-
analyses reporƟ ng weak to moderate corre-
laƟ ons between masteryapproach goals and 
academic achievement (Bardach et al., 2019, 
2020; Wu; Fu, 2024). The longitudinal meta-
analysis by Vu et al. (2024), in parƟ cular, high-
lights reciprocal relaƟ ons between moƟ vaƟ on 
and performance over Ɵ me, suggesƟ ng that 
the eff ects of goals are dynamic and context-
dependent. 

The literature indicates that mastery goals 
are more strongly associated with proximal 
processes – such as deep learning strategies, 
selfregulated learning, and engagement – than 
with fi nal grades (Pintrich, 2000; Linnenbrink-
Garcia; Wormington, 2019). Studies in higher 
educaƟ on contexts show that academic self-
effi  cacy and selfregulaƟ on act as key media-
tors (Fokkens-Bruinsma et al., 2020; BakhƟ ar; 
Hadwin, 2021; Schunk; DibenedeƩ o, 2022). 
Likewise, Ribeiro, Ribeiro and Pereira (2022) 
observed that moƟ vaƟ on, saƟ sfacƟ on, and 

selfeffi  cacy jointly explain a larger share of 
variance in performance than achievement 
goals alone. 

When analysed through mulƟ ple regres-
sion models, achievement goals displayed 
limited explanatory power, converging with re-
views that show a reduced incremental contri-
buƟ on of goals once prior cogniƟ ve variables 
and competence beliefs are taken into account 
(Richardson; Abraham; Bond, 2012; Bardach 
et al., 2020). These fi ndings reinforce the view 
that goals operate within broader moƟ vaƟ onal 
systems, interacƟ ng with insƟ tuƟ onal and ped-
agogical factors (Almeida et al., 2022; Fong et 
al., 2017). 

Signifi cant diff erences were found in 
mastery and performance goals, with higher 
means among female students and small-
tomoderate eff ect sizes. This paƩ ern aligns 
with studies indicaƟ ng a stronger orienta-
Ɵ on toward mastery goals among female 
students (Miranda; Almeida; Lozano, 2011; 
Struck Jannini; Akdemir; Menekse, 2024). Re-
cent research suggests that these diff erences 
may refl ect academic socialisaƟ on processes 
and diff erenƟ ated sociocultural expectaƟ ons 
(Eccles; Wigfi eld, 2020; OCDE, 2023). In stem 
fi elds, for example, women may combine 
mastery and performance goals as a strategy 
for asserƟ ng themselves in contexts poten-
Ɵ ally marked by stereotype threat (Cheryan 
et al., 2017; Stolk; Gross; Zastavker, 2021; 
Whitcomb et al., 2020). However, the small 
eff ect sizes observed support evidence that 
withingroup variability tends to exceed mean 
gender diff erences (Boden et al., 2023). The 
absence of signifi cant interacƟ ons between 
goals and gender in predicƟ ng performance 
suggests that the funcƟ onal impact of goals is 
similar for both groups, echoing reviews that 
describe inconsistent moderaƟ ng eff ects of 
gender on moƟ vaƟ on–achievement relaƟ ons 
(Wang; Yu, 2023). 

Regarding grade retenƟ on history, diff er-
ences emerged only in mastery goals, with 
slightly higher scores among students with 
retenƟ on. Although small, this eff ect is theo-
reƟ cally relevant. TradiƟ onally, retenƟ on has 
been associated with lower academic selfcon-
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cept and higher dropout risk (Almeida, 2019; 
Araújo, 2017). More recent evidence, how-
ever, suggests diff erenƟ ated trajectories fol-
lowing experiences of failure. Studies on aca-
demic resilience indicate that the subjecƟ ve 
interpretaƟ on of failure and social support can 
foster adapƟ ve reorientaƟ on toward mastery 
goals (Li et al., 2024). Further research shows 
that resilience, selfregulaƟ on, and grit con-
tribute to sustaining performance aŌ er adver-
sity (Kvintová et al., 2016; Sparks et al., 2025). 
These fi ndings help explain why retenƟ on was 
not associated with higher levels of avoidance 
goals in this sample. 

The lack of signifi cant diff erences in perfor-
manceavoidance goals parƟ ally contradicts lit-
erature linking failure experiences to defensive 
paƩ erns (Leonte, 2023; Diaconu-Gherasim et 
al., 2024). This result suggests that, in higher 
educaƟ on – a context characterised by great-
er autonomy and opportuniƟ es for idenƟ ty 
redefi niƟ on – prior retenƟ on may be reinter-
preted as a surmountable challenge, parƟ cu-
larly when embedded in supporƟ ve pedagogi-
cal environments (Almeida et al., 2022; Zepke; 
Leach, 2021). 

Overall, the results parƟ ally support the as-
sumpƟ ons of Achievement Goal Theory. Mas-
tery goals are posiƟ vely associated with per-
formance, whereas avoidance goals, especially 
those related to social reinforcement, do not 
show consistent adapƟ ve contribuƟ ons, in line 
with evidence linking performanceavoidance 
goals to anxiety and internalising problems (Di-
aconu-Gherasim et al., 2024; MÖCKLINGHOFF 
et al., 2023). However, the small magnitude of 
associaƟ ons and the low predicƟ ve power of 
the models point to the need for integraƟ ve 
perspecƟ ves: academic performance in higher 
educaƟ on is mulƟ factorial, resulƟ ng from the 
interacƟ on of moƟ vaƟ onal, cogniƟ ve, emo-
Ɵ onal, and contextual variables (Richardson; 
Abraham; Bond, 2012; Marinho-Araújo; Fer-
reira; Almeida, 2024). Systemic and ecological 
approaches underscore this interdependence, 
emphasising the role of pedagogical pracƟ ces, 
insƟ tuƟ onal climate, and student engagement 
(Crosier; Mäki, 2022; Das et al., 2024; OCDE, 
2023, 2024). 

6 CONCLUSIONS AND FINAL CONSIDER-
ATIONS

This study contributes to the literature by 
jointly considering achievement goals, gender, 
and grade retenƟ on history in the analysis of 
academic performance in higher educaƟ on. 
The results indicate that achievement goals 
are a relevant component of students’ moƟ -
vaƟ onal architecture; however, their impact 
appears predominantly indirect, depending on 
their arƟ culaƟ on with competence beliefs, sel-
fregulaƟ on processes, and contextual learning 
condiƟ ons. The absence of robust interacƟ ons 
between goals, gender, and retenƟ on history 
highlights the need for integraƟ ve models that 
simultaneously consider individual and con-
textual factors in explaining academic achieve-
ment (Almeida et al., 2022; OCDE, 2023, 2024). 

From an applied perspecƟ ve, these fi nd-
ings support the importance of promoƟ ng 
masteryoriented classroom climates, as advo-
cated by Ames (1992), and of developing in-
sƟ tuƟ onal support strategies that foster resil-
ient and sustainable academic trajectories in 
higher educaƟ on (Ames, 1992; Almeida et al., 
2022). 

6.1 THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL IMPLICA-
TIONS

The results reinforce the relevance of pro-
moƟ ng mastery goals in university contexts, 
given their consistent posiƟ ve associaƟ on with 
achievement (Anderman, 2020; Elliot; Hulle-
man, 2017; Senko, 2019). Pedagogical strate-
gies focused on conceptual understanding, 
formaƟ ve feedback, and valuing individual 
progress are empirically supported (Ames, 
1992; Boruchovitch; Almeida; Miranda, 2017; 
Bzuneck; Boruchovitch, 2019). At the same 
Ɵ me, the fi ndings suggest that intervenƟ ons 
focused exclusively on moƟ vaƟ onal orienta-
Ɵ on may be insuffi  cient if not embedded in 
broader insƟ tuƟ onal policies addressing equi-
ty, psychoeducaƟ onal support, and the devel-
opment of selfregulaƟ on (Almeida et al., 2022; 
OCDE, 2024). PromoƟ ng academic success 
therefore requires a mulƟ level approach that 
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arƟ culates classroom pracƟ ces with structured 
insƟ tuƟ onal strategies (OCDE, 2024). 

6.2 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The crosssecƟ onal design limits causal 
inferences and constrains understanding of 
how achievement goals evolve throughout 
students’ academic trajectories. Longitudinal 
studies could clarify mediaƟ ng and moderaƟ ng 
mechanisms, parƟ cularly the role of academic 
selfeffi  cacy, engagement, and insƟ tuƟ onal 
support (Schunk; DibenedeƩ o, 2022; Umemo-
to; Inagaki, 2023; Vu et al., 2024). AddiƟ onally, 
mixedmethod designs could deepen qualita-
Ɵ ve understanding of how academic failure 
is reinterpreted, especially among students 
with a retenƟ on history, allowing researchers 
to capture moƟ vaƟ onal dynamics not fully re-
fl ected in quanƟ taƟ ve selfreport measures (Li 
et al., 2024; Sparks et al., 2025). 
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