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Objectives. To compare the achievement goal orientations of first-year with those of third-year un-
dergraduate Australian pharmacy students and to examine the relationship of goal orientations to
academic achievement.
Methods. The Achievement Goal Questionnaire was administered to first-year and third-year students
during class time. Students’ grades were obtained from course coordinators.
Results.More first-year students adopted performance-approach and mastery-approach goals than did
third-year students. Performance-approach goals were positively correlated with academic achieve-
ment in the first year. Chinese Australian students scored the highest in adopting performance-approach
goals. Vietnamese Australian students adopted mastery-avoidance goals more than other ethnicities.
First-year students were more strongly performance approach goal-oriented than third-year students.
Conclusion. Adopting performance-approach goals was positively correlated with academic achieve-
ment, while adopting avoidance goals was not. Ethnicity has an effect on the adoption of achievement
goals and academic achievement.

Keywords: achievement goals, achievement goal questionnaire, academic achievement, ethnicity

INTRODUCTION
The role of goals in human motivation is critical.1

Goals can be defined as a cognitive representation of fu-
ture aims that a person is committed either to approach or
avoid.2 A class of goals that has received considerable
attention in the educational field for more than 2 decades
is achievement goals.3,4 According to achievement goal
theory, achievement goals are goals in which “compe-
tence” is the main aim for an individual.5 Thus, achieve-
ment goals are defined as “a future-focused cognitive
representation that guides behavior to a competence-
related end state that the individual is committed to either
approach or avoid.”6 Achievement goal theory tries to
describe and understand the goals students adopt when
dealing with academic activities and the reasons behind
such adoption.7,8 For example, when students face an
academic activity, they adopt either 1 of 2 major types
of achievement goals:mastery goals (ie, to try to learn and
understand the task on hand) or performance goals (ie, to
try to performwell compared to peers).1,9,10 Achievement
goal theorists believe that students who adopt mastery

goals and students who adopt performance goals view
ability and define success vs failure differently.3

Students who adopt mastery goals tend to view their
abilities as a flexible trait that can be enhanced by hard
work, persistence, and continuous development of their
skills,10 while students who adopt performance goals
view ability as a fixed trait that cannot be enhanced.11

Mastery students use self-referential criteria in differen-
tiating between success and failure (ie, feeling they learn
what they need to learn or improve),10 whereas perfor-
mance students define success as outperforming their
peers.6 Thus, performance studentswhobelieve they have
high ability will enjoy outperforming their peers, while
performance students who believe they have low ability
will avoid such challenges.3

In recent years, achievement goal theorists have fur-
ther divided mastery goals and performance goals into 4
types: mastery-approach (ie, aiming to learn and under-
stand the task at hand thoroughly),mastery-avoidance (ie,
aiming to avoid losing previously acquired skills or to
avoid not understanding the task at hand thoroughly),
performance-approach (ie, aiming to outperform one’s
peers or to demonstrate one’s ability to others), and
performance-avoidance (ie, aiming to avoid performing
worse than one’s peers).12-15 These distinctions are
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supported by a large body of empirical research and are
robust in predicting and understanding student engage-
ment and achievement.6,16,17

Themastery-approach goal has been linked to a num-
ber of positive effects such as deep learning,18 high in-
terest,19 high persistence,20 and help seeking.21 Despite
these beneficial effects, evidence suggests that students
who adopt this type of goal orientation rarely attain high
academic achievement (ie, grades).6,10 The performance-
approach goal, on the other hand, is associated with shal-
low learning strategies such as memorization22 but linked
to high academic achievement.8,10,23,24 Performance-
avoidance and mastery-avoidance goals have been asso-
ciated with negative effects, especially in Western
culture, such as stress and anxiety,25-27 low academic
achievement,28,29 and low intrinsic motivation.30,31

In general, cross-sectional studies designed to com-
pare undergraduate students’ achievement goals are
scarce. However, there is some evidence that suggests
there are differences in the achievement goals adopted
by students in different academic years. Lieberman and
Remedios examined the achievement goals of 1857 un-
dergraduate students from first, second, third, and fourth
years who were studying in different disciplines such as
psychology, business, biology, art, English, history,
mathematics, and nursing at a Scottish university, and
found that students in the first year were more mastery-
approach oriented than students from any other year.32

The authors attribute their findings to increased pressure
on students as they advance through their academic
life. This academic pressure undermines interest and
enjoyment, and thus, significantly decreases pursuing
mastery-approach goals. Another study conducted by
Remedios et al to identify and compare the achievement
goals ofRussian undergraduate students,whowere taking
English studies course for business in different academic
years, yielded strikingly similar results.9 However, the
authors explained their results in the context of the cul-
tural shift in Russia caused by globalization, which influ-
enced students to be more individualistic and pragmatic,
with more emphasis on performance than mastery goals.

Only a few studies have aimed to investigate the re-
lationship between ethnicity and achievement goals.33

For example, Elliot and his colleagues found Asian
American undergraduate psychology students adopted
performance-avoidance goals more than their Anglo
American peers.34 The authors attributed these findings
to subcultural differences between the 2 groups. In gen-
eral, students from Asian backgrounds valued avoiding
negative outcomes, whereas approaching positive out-
comes was valued in Anglo American culture.34 Similar
findings have been found by Zusho et al; however, they

found that undergraduate Asian American students out-
scored their Anglo American peers in mathematics.35

Although more than 1000 publications and disserta-
tions report the application of achievement goal theory,6

only one of these (to our knowledge) is in the pharmacy
education setting. Waskiewicz used a framework based
on achievement goal theory to determine student motiva-
tion to achieve in a low stakes examination, compared
to their motivation to pursue a doctor of pharmacy
program.36 The author found a significant relationship
between situational motivation and performance-
approach goal. However, no significant relationship was
found between the same motivation and mastery-
approach goal.

Achievement goal theory provides academics with
invaluable understanding of how their students respond
when they encounter academic activity.29 By understand-
ing students’ achievement goals, academics might try to
create an environment that can encourage those beneficial
goals and limit the non-beneficial ones.7 Yet the first step
is to understand more about pharmacy students’ achieve-
ment goals.

Therefore, the aims of this study are to compare the
achievement goal orientations between first-year and
third-year undergraduate pharmacy students, investigate
Australian undergraduate pharmacy students’ achieve-
ment goals and their relationship to their academic
achievement, and examine the influence of different eth-
nicities on achievement goals and academic achievement.

METHODS
This study received approval from the Human Re-

search Ethics Committee, The University of Sydney,
NSW Australia.

The bachelor of pharmacy degree program at the
University of Sydney is a 4-year undergraduate course
of study that qualifies graduates to apply for registration
as a pharmacist in Australia.37 The participants for this
study were first-year and third-year undergraduate stu-
dents in this program. In total, 380 students agreed to
participate in the study.

We used the Achievement Goal Questionnaire
(AGQ), which contains 12 items intended to measure
the 4 types of achievement goals on a 7-point Likert scale
(15not at all true of me to 75very true of me). Socio-
demographic indicators included in the survey were
gender, age, language spoken at home, and student iden-
tification (ID) number. Student ID numbers were used
only for matching students’ grades with the different
types of achievement goals. Individual students could
not be identified in the analysis. Completion of the sur-
vey instrument took approximately 10 minutes.
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Data regarding participants’ ethnicities were gath-
ered by asking students to indicate the language spoken
at home, which may be interpreted as more accurately
reflecting the cultures of participants than asking for eth-
nicity in a general question.39 Culture is a variable of in-
terest as it is the prism throughwhich individuals view the
world and may specifically affect their approach to edu-
cation.40 Another benefit of this question is that it enabled
us to identify participants’ ethnicities with greater preci-
sion. For example, instead of writing “Asian” in answer-
ing an ethnicity question, a participant would indicate the
precise ethnicity, such as Vietnamese or Korean, when
identifying the language spoken at home.

The study was initiated in the second semester of the
academic year in 2012. Students were invited to partici-
pate in the study during normal lectures or tutorials (ie,
small group discussions). They were advised that partic-
ipation was voluntary and if they chose to participate they
could withdraw from the study at any time. In addition,
students were advised that their decision to participate
would not impact their academic performance results or
influence student-teacher relationships. Researchers
approached students as a group.

At the end of the semester, students’ raw grades in 2
courses, Foundations of Pharmacy and Endocrine, Diabe-
tes and Reproductive [System], were obtained from
course coordinators. Foundations in Pharmacy is a first-
year course aiming to introduce students to the pharmacy
profession and the roles of pharmacists in the health care
system.41 Endocrine, Diabetes and Reproductive is
a course taken in the third year that covers the pharmaco-
therapeutics of endocrine, diabetes and reproductive
disorders.41

SPSS 20 (SPSS Inc, Chicago, Illinois) was used for
all statistical analyses. Descriptive statistics regarding
year group, gender, age, and language spoken at home
were reported. Correlation analysiswas used to determine
the strength and direction of the relationships between
achievement goals and academic achievement. An inde-
pendent sample t test was used to compare the achieve-
ment goal orientations between first-year and third-year
students. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
used as preliminary analysis for multiple comparisons
of predominant languages spoken at home and each type
of achievement goal. A 2-way ANOVAwas conducted to
explore the impact of academic year (first or third) and
predominant ethnicities on each achievement goal. Sim-
ilar analysis was used to explore the same impact on ac-
ademic achievement. All mean difference analyses were
subjected to post hoc tests (Tukey test).

A direct logistic regression procedurewas performed
to determine the extent to which achievement goals and

languages spoken at home contributed to academic
achievement. Academic achievement was transformed
into a binary variable using the grade 74 as a cut point.
Thus, students’ grades were regressed as pass and credit
vs distinction and high distinction. Languages spoken
at home also were transformed into a binary variable
(English/other languages). The Forced Entry Method was
used to examine the odds ratios of all variables, even if not
significant. A p value of less than 0.05 was considered
significant for all analyses.

RESULTS
Three hundred eighty (251 female, 128 male, and 1

gender unspecified) undergraduate pharmacy students
from years 1 and 3, with a mean age of 19.7 years, agreed
to participate in this study (76% response rate). Descrip-
tive statistics for participants are reported in Table 1.

The predominant languages spoken at home (ethnic-
ities) in approximately 90% of both classes of students
were English, Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean, and Arabic.
The number of different ethnicities reported by first-year
and third-year students was 22 and 13, respectively.

Independent t test results (Table 2) revealed dif-
ferences between first-year and third-year students in
performance-approach and mastery-approach goals, with
first-year students scoring significantly higher than third-
year students in both. In contrast, no significant differences
in the scores of first- and third-year students were observed
for performance-avoidance and mastery-avoidance goals.

Correlations between achievement goals and grades
are reported in Table 3. Among first-year students, higher
scores on performance-approach goals were associ-
ated with higher grades. In the same year, adoption of
performance-avoidance goals significantly correlated

Table 1. Demographics of First- and Third-Year Pharmacy
Students

Academic
Year N

Gender,
% Female

Age, Mean
(SD) Language, %

First-year 260 67.7 18.8 (2.12) English, 28.4
Chinese,a 24.1
Vietnamese, 15.2
Arabic, 11.7
Korean, 8.2
Other, 12.4

Third-year 120 62.5 21.5 (3.56) English, 39.0
Chinese,a 27.0
Korean, 13.6
Vietnamese, 8.5
Arabic, 5.1
Other, 6.8

a Chinese5 Cantonese, Mandarin, Chinese, and Teochew languages.
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with lower grades. Among third-year students, adoption
of mastery-avoidance goals significantly correlated with
lower grades. Although collapsing different Asian ethnic-
ities (ie, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Korean) into one
group has statistical appeal, yielding greater power,
a one-way, between group ANOVA revealed significant
differences at the p,0.05 level in performance-approach
and mastery-avoidance goals and academic achievement
scores among the 3 ethnic groups. Thus, each predomi-
nant Asian ethnicity was analyzed separately.

A 2-way, ANOVA was conducted to explore the
impact of students’ academic year and predominant eth-
nicity on each achievement goal. Ethnic differences in
mean levels of goals and year are reported in Table 4.
Regarding performance-approach goals, both academic
years and ethnicity had significant impact. Post hoc
comparisons of the main effect using the Tukey test in-
dicated that Chinese Australian students reported higher
performance-approach goals than their Anglo Australian
and Korean Australian peers. No significant interaction
was found between the predominant ethnicities and
students’ academic year. No significant impact was
found from academic year (or predominant ethnicity) on
performance-avoidance goals. The interaction effect be-
tween predominant ethnicity and academic year was not
significant. Only academic year had a significant impact
on mastery-approach goals. The interaction effect be-
tween predominant ethnicity and academic year was not

significant. The impact of academic year and ethnicity on
mastery-avoidance goals was significant. Post hoc com-
parisons using the Tukey test indicated that Vietnamese
Australian students reported higher adoption of mastery-
avoidance goals than their Anglo Australian and Arab
Australian peers. The interaction effect between predom-
inant ethnicities and students’ academic year was not
significant.

A two-way, between-groups ANOVA was also con-
ducted to explore the impact of academic year and pre-
dominant ethnicity on students’ grades and are shown in
Table 5. All effects were significant at the 0.05 level. The
two-way ANOVA of students’ grades based on year
group showed that mean scores were significantly higher
for third-year (Mean6SD, 74.768.8) compared to first-
year (Mean6SD, 70.468.3. There was a significant main
effect for ethnicity. Post hoc comparisons using theTukey
test lacked the power to determine where that difference
was, beyond that it was between the ethnicities scoring
highest and lowest in this study, which was determined
from the main effect. The interaction effect between pre-
dominant ethnicities and academic year was not signifi-
cant. Direct logistic regression was performed to assess
the impact of a number of factors on the students’ grades.
The model contained 5 independent variables (the 4
achievement goals, and ethnicities). The full model
containing all predictors was significant. The model
as a whole explained between 5.1% (Cox and Snell R
squared) and 6.9% (Nagelkerke R squared) of the vari-
ance, and correctly classified 63.9% of cases.

As shown in Table 6, only 2 of the independent vari-
ables made a unique significant contribution to the model
(mastery-avoidance and other ethnicities). The strongest
predictor of grades was mastery avoidance, recording an
odds ratio of 0.83. This indicated that students who pur-
sued the mastery-avoidance goal were less likely to
achieve high grades than those who did not pursue this
goal, controlling for all other factors in the model. Other
ethnicities were also significantly predictive of higher
academic achievement with an odds ratio of 1.62.

DISCUSSION
For more than 2 decades, achievement goal theory

has captured a considerable amount of attention in

Table 2. Achievement Goal Values in First- and Third-Year
Pharmacy Students

Mean (SD) P

Performance-approach
First-year 5.1 (1.3) ,0.001
Third-year 4.5 (1.4)

Performance-avoidance
First-year 5.6 (1.3) 0.25
Third-year 5.5 (1.3)

Mastery-approach
First-year 5.9 (1.0) 0.01
Third-year 5.6 (1.2)

Mastery-avoidance
First-year 4.8 (1.5) 0.15
Third-year 4.6 (1.4)

Table 3. Correlations between Grades and Achievement Goals

Year Grades Performance-approach Performance-avoidance Mastery-approach Mastery-avoidance

1 R 0.14 -0.14 0.06 -0.07
P 0.04 0.03 0.32 0.27

3 R 0.05 -0.18 -0.16 -0.31
P 0.61 0.06 0.09 0.001
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education, with more than 1000 articles and dissertations
being written using it as a framework.3,4,6 Four types of
achievement goals are acknowledged: mastery-approach,
master-avoidance,performance-approach, andperformance-
avoidance.12-15 The primary aims of this study were to
identify Australian undergraduate pharmacy students’
achievement goals, determine the relationships between
goals and academic achievement, and compare the
achievement goals of 2 different cohorts of undergraduate
students. A secondary aim of this study was to investigate
any relationships between ethnicity, type of achievement
goals, and academic achievement.

Comparison of first-year and third-year students’ re-
sults showed that first-year students were oriented more
strongly toward performance-approach and mastery-
approach goals than third-year students. Our finding that
first-year students adopted mastery-approach goals more
than third-year students is consistent with Lieberman and
Remedios32 and Remedios et al.9 However, our findings
regarding performance-approach differed from both pre-
vious studies. Results from Remedios et al. found no sig-
nificant differences in the adoption of this goal among
first-year, second-year, third-year, and fourth year stu-
dents.9 Lieberman and Remedios found third-year stu-
dents adopted performance-approach goals more than
first-year students. In our study, the higher adoption of
performance-approach goals by first-year students com-
pared to third-year students might have been a result of

competitive high school environments from which first-
year students had just come.

Our results show that first-year studentswho adopted
performance-approach goals received higher grades in
their subject compared to their peers who adopted any
other type of achievement goals. These findings are con-
sistent with several previous studies that indicate the posi-
tive association between performance-approach and
academic achievement.8,10,23,24,28,29,42 Perhaps students

Table 4. Ethnic and Year Group Achievement Goals , Mean (SD)

Goals, n=1st yr/3rd yr Anglo 73/46 Chinese 62/32 Vietnamese 39/10 Korean 21/16 Arabic 30/6

Performance-approach
Year 1
5.0 (1.4)e 4.9 (1.5)a 5.3 (1.2)b 5.4 (1.1)a,b,c 4.6 (1.6)a,c 4.7 (1.4)a,b,c

Year 3
4.6 (1.4)f 4.4 (1.6) 5.0 (1.2) 4.5 (1.4) 4.3 (1.3) 4.4 (1.3)

Performance-avoidance
Year 1
5.6 (1.3)a 5.6 (1.3)a 5.6 (1.2)a 5.9 (1.1)a 5.8 (1.4)a 5.3 (1.5)a

Year 3
5.5 (1.2)a 5.6 (1.3) 5.4 (1.2) 5.8 (1.3) 5.3 (1.1) 6.3 (0.8)

Mastery-approach
Year 1
5.6 (1.0)e 6.0 (1.0)a 5.9 (0.8)a 6.0 (1.2)a 5.4 (1.4)a 5.7 (1.1)a

Year 3
5.5 (1.2)f 5.5 (1.3) 5.3 (1.2) 5.8 (1.0) 5.7 (1.0) 4.4 (1.3)

Mastery-avoidance
Year 1
4.9 (1.5)e 4.6 (1.6)a,c 5.1 (1.1)a,b,c 5.5 (1.3)b 4.5 (1.5)a,b,c 4.3 (1.6)a,c

Year 3
4.5 (1.3)f 4.2 (1.5) 4.7 (1.3) 4.8 (1.3) 4.6 (1.2) 4.3 (0.9)

Means in the same row that do not share the same superscripts differ significantly at p,0.05.

Table 5. Academic Achievement Mean (SD) Scores for Each
Ethnicity in Both Year Groups

Ethnicity Year (n) Mean (SD)

Anglo
Year 1 67 71.5 (9.0)
Year 3 45 75.0 (9.6)

Chinese
Year 1 58 70.7 (6.7)
Year 3 29 76.0 (7.1)

Vietnamese
Year 1 38 68.7 (7.4)
Year 3 8 70.6 (7.6)

Korean
Year 1 17 65.0 (9.4)
Year 3 15 72.7 (9.2)

Arabic
Year 1 28 72.5 (8.5)
Year 3 6 75.8 (10.4)
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who adopt a strong performance-approach goal orienta-
tion focus on topics that appear important and testable
for their teachers. In contrast, students who are strongly
mastery-oriented are more likely to follow their own in-
terest and study subject material that is appealing to them
regardless of its testability.43 Almost all faculty members
want their students to be curious and interested, and to use
deep-learning strategies (ie, adopt a mastery-approach
goal) when they study and, at the same time, attain
higher grades (ie, adopt a performance-approach goal).
Although reaping the benefits of both types of achieve-
ment goals is clearly beneficial, the task for educators is to
develop ways to foster this combination. One way is by
helping students pursue mastery-approach goals through-
out the semester and then encouraging them to pursue
performance-approach goals when preparing for exami-
nations.19 This can be achieved through appropriate cur-
riculum development and an understanding of teacher
qualities that enhance and support the delivery of course
curricula.19 These qualities, if adopted by academicians,
might help create a combined mastery-approach and
performance-approach environment.

Surprisingly, among the third year students, there was
no significant relationship between academic achievement
and performance-approach goals. This result was inconsis-
tent with previous research findings.8,22,23,27-30 Although
our data did not allowus to elucidatewhy thiswas,weposit
that the nature of the examined course (ie, Endocrine, Di-
abetes and Reproductive) did not support shallow learning
strategies such as memorization. Thus, adoption of this
type of achievement goal had no significant association
with academic achievement.

In contrast tomuchof the published literature,33,34,44,45

which has grouped different Asian ethnicities under one
umbrella and applied findings to the whole group, our
study clearly revealed that individual Asian ethnicities
varied in their adoption of each type of achievement
goal. Vietnamese students, for example, had significantly

higher scores on mastery-avoidance goal than their Ko-
rean peers, whereas Chinese students had significantly
higher performance-approach goal scores than Korean
students. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
study to analyze each Asian ethnicity separately, and
doing so has yielded significant conclusions. Zusho et al
did not find any significant difference between Asian
American and Anglo American students in pursuing
performance-approach goals,35 but our study showed that
Chinese Australian students were adopting performance-
approach goals significantly more than their Anglo Aus-
tralian peers, possibly becauseChineseAustralian parents
expect high academic performance from their children.45

However, there were no significant differences between
Anglo Australian and Vietnamese Australian or Korean
Australian students. Our finding that more Vietnamese
Australian students adopted mastery-avoidance goals
than did their Anglo Australian peers was consistent, to
some degree, with literature that found more Asian
students adopted avoidance goals than did Caucasian
students.33,34,46

The contradictory findings of this study in compari-
son with previous research may be attributed to 3 factors.
First, this study made a clear distinction between Asian
ethnicities while most other studies have not, suggesting
that a “one group fits all” approachmisses the opportunity
tomore precisely understand different ethnic groups. Sec-
ond, most published literature focuses on psychology
students.34,35 There might be a correlation among
discipline-specific subjects, achievement goals, and aca-
demic achievement. Third, this study was conducted in
Australia and given the multicultural nature of the coun-
try, particularly in Sydney, the study suggests that no
single strategy may suit all Australian students, and that
future work should address cultural differences more
directly.

Although there was a significant impact of predom-
inant ethnicities upon academic achievement, post hoc

Table 6. Logistic Regression Analysis Examining Different Factors That Might Predict Academic Achievement.

B S.E. p Odds Ratio

95% C.I. for EXP(B)

Lower Upper

Age -0.046 0.046 0.319 0.955 0.872 1.046
Females 0.563 0.260 0.030 1.756 1.056 2.922
Performance-approach 0.073 0.086 0.395 1.076 0.909 1.273
Performance-avoidance -0.157 0.090 0.082 0.854 0.716 1.020
Mastery-approach -0.113 0.112 0.310 0.893 0.717 1.111
Mastery-avoidance -0.191 0.085 0.024 0.826 0.700 0.975
Other ethnicities -0.558 0.248 0.024 0.572 0.352 0.930
Constant 1.446 1.177 0.219 4.245

The overall model is significant at P , 0.05.
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comparisonswere unable to determine the exact locations
of the differences. Either a larger sample size of different
ethnicities or a replication study with planned compari-
sons based on the current study would allow us to explore
the fine-grain effect of each ethnicity.

This study was important in identifying undergradu-
ate pharmacy students’ achievement goals and the rela-
tionship of those goals to academic achievement. In
addition, this study shed some light on the relationship
between different ethnicities and achievement goals. As
quantitative studies do not answer the question why such
phenomena occur, a qualitative investigation of this
phenomenonmay yield useful additional results. In-depth
interviews with a purposive sample of students from this
study may yield more information regarding student adop-
tion of one achievement goal over another, the relationship
between academic achievement and performance-approach
goals in third-year students, and ethnic differences. Further,
understanding the qualities that mastery-approach and
performance-approach students would like to see in their
instructors may help academics create environments that
foster the adoption of both goals.

Limitations of the study include the small sample
size of some of the ethnic groups. For example, despite
the significant impact of predominant ethnicities upon
academic achievement, the Tukey test failed to determine
where the significant differences were between each eth-
nicity. Another limitation was using cohorts from only
one university. A study that includes undergraduate phar-
macy students from different Australian universities may
yield more generalizable results.

CONCLUSION
Adopting performance-approach goals positively

correlated with academic achievement, while adopting
either performance-avoidance or mastery-avoidance
goals did not. First-year students were more performance-
approach and mastery-approach oriented than third-
year students. Ethnicity affected achievement goals
and academic achievement. Chinese Australian students
indicated stronger preferences for adopting performance-
approach goals, whereas Vietnamese Australian stu-
dents adopted mastery-avoidance goals more than any
other ethnicities.
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