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Abstract 
Introduction. The students’ academic goals along their learning process and their stay in a university 
could be of interest to the university teachers, because such information should guide teachers on 
how to motivate their students. Furthermore, there appear to be relevant to know if their academic 
goals are stable among students in a specific degree or not, for example among physiotherapy stu-
dents, and if academic goals vary depending on each particular undergraduate group. 

Objective. To analyse the evolution (3-years follow-up) in terms of academic goals in year-2 Physio-
therapy students at University of Vigo. 

Method. Prospective study. The Spanish version of The Skaalvik goals questionnaire (1997) was 
used. This scale access 4 types of academic goals: task goals (TG) (centred on to learn and to in-
crease knowledge), self-enhancing goals (SEG) (centred on to show a better performance than the 
others did), self-defeating goals (SDG) (centred on to see poorer skilled in the eyes of the others), and 
work avoidance goals (WAG) (centred on avoiding effort). The study was carried out in the academic 
courses 2014-2015, 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 with year 2 physiotherapy students. A sample of 126 
students participated in the study (48 students of academic year 2014-2015, 36 of academic year 
2015-2016 and 42 of academic year 2016-2017). The average age was 20,64±2,79 years. 

Results. 56.3% of the participants were women and 43,7% were men. The students scored higher in 
TG (mean 4,37±0,42), than in SEG (2,64±0,76), SDG (2,39±1) or WAG (2,40±0,59). No significant 
differences were observed for the different sub-scales among year-2 students from the different aca-
demic courses. Significant differences were observed by gender for TG and SDG (higher scores for 
women) (p<0.05). There was a significant inverse correlation for WAG scores and the age of the stu-
dents. 

Conclusions. Year-2 physiotherapy students at University of Vigo seem to implicate themselves in 
learn and increase knowledge while performing academic tasks, and such behaviour had no changes 
along the 3 analysed academic courses. However, there seem to be more implication on learning 
among women, but also on self-defeating goals. Additionally, being younger appears to be a factor on 
avoiding effort related to academic work.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The students’ academic goals along their learning process and their stay in a university could be of 
interest to the university teachers, because such information should guide teachers on how to moti-
vate their students. At present, the reality of education in Higher Education concentrates the learning-
teaching process in the student’s point of view [1]. That is why questions on educational methodology 
centred in the student, learning strategies used, or the motives students have to learn had been ana-
lysed by different authors [2]. 

Smith et al. [3] and Valle et al. [2] define three groups of academic goals: learning or task involvement 
goals, centred in tasks and in undertaking the subject taught; performance or ego involvement goals, 
centred in themselves to show competence against the others; and work avoidance goals, centred in 
work avoidance. Additionally, the performance goals could be considered different from those focused 
in achieving a favourable opinion on their own competence (self-enhancing ego orientation) and those 
related to avoiding defeating opinions (self-defeating ego orientation). 

Valle et al [2], support the above commented and state that, although, there are different reasons that 
guide academic behaviour, most of the students use to be implicated in learning, developing and im-
proving their capacities (learning academic goals) with the aim of showing the others his/her capaci-
ties or to protect his/her image and waiting for positive judgements from others (performance goals). In 
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the first case, students intend to improve capacities and knowledge, and in the second situation, par-
ticularly, students want to show their capacities. 

Mega et al. [1] comment that emotions are expected to facilitate the use of different learning strategies 
and to promote different styles of regulation, students’ self-regulation versus external regulation of 
learning. Furthermore, emotions are thought to influence students’ intrinsic motivation to learn. Learn-
ing is an active, constructive process, and in order to be successful, students must actively engage in 
numerous activities to regulate their academic learning, they also place different emphasis on the var-
ious components of self-regulated learning. 

Furthermore, there appear to be relevant to know if academic goals are stable among students in a 
specific degree or not, for example among physiotherapy students, and if academic goals vary de-
pending on each particular undergraduate group. Based on the above commented, the objective of the 
current study was to analyse the evolution (3-years follow-up) in terms of academic goals in year-2 
physiotherapy students at University of Vigo. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Subjects 
The study was carried out during the academic courses 2014-2015, 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 and 
Year-2 physiotherapy students participated in it. The sample was composed by 126 students that par-
ticipated in the study (48 students of academic year 2014-2015, 36 of academic year 2015-2016 and 
42 of academic year 2016-2017). The average age was 20,64±2,79 years. 

2.2 Experimental procedure 
Prospective study. 

2.3 Instrument 

The Spanish version of The Skaalvik goals questionnaire (1997) was used [4]. This scale access 4 
types of academic goals: Task goals (centred on to learn and to increase knowledge), Self-enhancing 
goals (centred on to show a better performance than others do), Self-defeating goals (centred on to 
seem poorer skilled in the eyes of the others), and Work avoidance goals (centred on avoiding effort). 
The distribution of the scale items within the four types of academic goals is: Task goals made up of 
items 3, 5, 9, 12, 16 and 19; Self-enhancing goals made up of items 1, 4, 14, 17 and 20; Self-defeating 
goals made up of items 6, 8, 10, 11, 15, 18 and 21; and Work avoidance goals made up of items 2, 7, 
13 and 22. 

2.4 Statistical analysis 
Scores by academic course and gender on The Skaalvik goals questionnaire were analysed using 
SPSS v24. The level of statistical significance was set at p<0,05 and data are presented as 
mean±standard deviation (SD). 

3 RESULTS 
The main results are shown in tables 1 and 2.  

From the table 1 it can be seen mean values for each academic goal by gender and for the total sam-
ple. 56,3% of the participants were women and 43,7% were men. Significant differences were ob-
served by gender for Task goals and Self-defeating goals (higher scores for women) (p<0,05). 
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Table 1.  Scores for the total sample and by gender in Skaalvik’ goals scale for each type of academic 
goals included in it. 

 Sample N Min. Max. Mean SD Significance 

Task goals 

Total 126 2,67 5,00 4,3700 0,42485 

p<0,05 Male 55 2,67 5,00 4,2755 0,4776 

Female 71 3,00 5,00 4,4432 0,3659 

Self-enhancing 
goals 

Total 126 1,00 4,20 2,6429 0,75643 
NS Male 55 1,00 4,20 2,7000 0,7947 

Female 71 1,00 4,20 2,5986 0,7281 

Self-defeating 
goals 

Total 126 1,00 4,86 2,3860 1,00084 
p<0,05 Male 55 1,00 4,29 2,1596 0,8823 

Female 71 1,00 4,86 2,5613 1,0568 

Work avoidance 
goals 

Total 126 1,00 4,50 2,4054 0,59244 
NS Male 55 1,00 4,50 2,4455 0,6485 

Female 71 1,25 3,75 2,3744 0,5478 
SD: standard deviation. NS: not significant. Data are presented as mean±SD. 

The students scored higher in Task goals (mean 4,37±0,42), than in Self-enhancing goals (2,64±0,76), 
Self-defeating goals (2,39±1) or Work avoidance goals (2,40±0,59). No significant differences were 
observed for the different sub-scales among year-2 students from the different academic courses (Ta-
ble 2). 

Table 2.  Scores by academic course in Skaalvik’ goals scale for each type of academic goals included in it. 

 Sample N Min. Max. Mean SD P value 

Task goals 

2014-2015 48 3,00 5,00 4,4054 0,4135 
NS 2015-2016 36 3,00 5,00 4,3050 0,4130 

2017-2017 42 2,67 5,00 4,3852 0,4508 

Self-enhancing 
goals 

2014-2015 48 1,00 4,20 2,7885 0,6478 
NS 2015-2016 36 1,00 4,20 2,4944 0,8148 

2017-2017 42 1,00 4,00 2,6036 0,8067 

Self-defeating 
goals 

2014-2015 48 1,00 4,71 2,4581 0,9967 
NS 2015-2016 36 1,00 4,00 2,1664 0,7603 

2017-2017 42 1,00 4,86 2,4917 1,1670 

Work avoidance 
goals 

2014-2015 48 1,25 4,50 2,4167 0,6217 
NS 2015-2016 36 1,00 4,25 2,3542 0,6250 

2017-2017 42 1,50 3,50 2,4364 0,5386 

SD: standard deviation. NS: not significant. 
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The mean age for the total sample was 20,64±2,79 years. In the academic year 2014-2015, the mean 
age was 20,31±2,67, in the academic year 2015-2016 it was 20,69±2,14, and in the academic year 
2016-2017 it was 20,98±3,37 years. By gender, male had a mean age of 20,91±3,38, and female of 
20,44±2,23 years. There was a significant inverse correlation for Work avoidance goals scores and 
the age of the students (p<0,05). 

4 DISCUSSION 
According to the “Results” section, the analysis of the data show, different ideas. One of them refers to 
the fact that our year-2 physiotherapy students are basically oriented towards academic goals. For the 
total sample, students scored 4,37±0,42 in Task goals, while the scores for the sub-scales Self-
enhancing goals, Self-defeating goals and Work avoidance goals were 2,64±0,76, 2,39±1 and 
2,40±0,59, respectively. Along the same lines, the study by Navea Martín [5] with second year nursing 
students, showed high scores in Task goals. Additionally, there seem not to be any difference when 
compared Year-2 students from three different academic years: 2014-2015, 2015-2016 and 2016-
2017. 

However, Muis and Winne [6] question whether changes in students’ mean level of achievement goals 
were a function of true differences or a function of fluctuations in students’ interpretations of items 
across the task contexts. Thus, those differences in subject methodological contexts could direct influ-
ence predominance of types of goals among students. 

We observed no significant differences by academic course for the 4 sub-scales of the Skaalvik goals 
questionnaire, however differences were observed by gender (higher for women) in the sub-scales of 
Task goals and Self-defeating goals (p<0,05). Those data are similar to the study by Delgado et al. [7], 
with teenagers, in which authors also observed higher values for Task goals for female. Those authors 
also observed higher values for Self-enhancing goals for male, something we did not observe within 
the physiotherapy male students that have participated in the current study. 

Valle et al. [2] in their study with 1858 students from 5 public Spanish universities and 11 different 
university degrees, could observe that the profile in which learning goals predominate is associated 
with better results than others. Additionally, authors also suggested that self-efficacy expectations 
could play a central role in the relationship between goals and performance. 

In a study with 357 (84% women) students from the Faculty of Education, University of Alicante, where 
participated Year-1 and Year-2 students from two degrees (Child Education Teaching, Teacher train-
ing in Primary Education), Jover-Mira et al. [8] had different results from ours. Those authors observed 
higher values for Self-defeating goals, followed by Self-enhancing goals, Work avoidance goals and 
Task goals respectively. Such results differ considerably from ours, where higher values were ob-
served for Task goals and lower scores for Self-defeating goals and Work avoidance goals. Those 
differences could be associated to the fact that most of the students who study physiotherapy, it was 
their first choice as a university degree, a fact that could positively influence the desire for learning and 
improving capacities. Additionally, physiotherapy students tend to present high records during univer-
sity studies and most of them even had high grades before accessing Degree in Physiotherapy. 

Ferradás et al. [9] in their study with a total of 940 (86,5% of women) students from the University of A 
Coruña pursuing degrees in the fields of Education Sciences (Early Childhood Education, Primary 
Education, Social Education, and Speech-language Pathology) and Health Sciences (Nursing, Physio-
therapy, and Podiatry) analyses to what extent academic goals are related to self-handicapping strat-
egies in university students. Those authors observed that both behavioural and claimed self-
handicapping were promoted by ego-oriented goals (achievement avoidance p<,001; achievement 
approach, p<,001); Work avoidance goals were related to behavioural self-handicapping (p<,001), but 
were not statistically linked to claimed self-handicapping; and mastery approach goals were signifi-
cantly negatively related to both types of self-handicapping (p<,001). This suggests that when stu-
dents greatly fear appearing incompetent or less capable than others do, the temptation to engage in 
active and alleged self-handicapping tactics can be high. Moreover, authors conclude that when 
achievement avoidance is not prominent, the propensity to adopt self-handicapping strategies drops 
considerably. 

In the line of the previous study, future researches among physiotherapy students should investigate 
other aspects related with the predominant goals, and whereas there would be differences between 
groups of students depending on academic course, and in that way lecturers could modify or adapt 
methodologies employed. 
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With regard to the limitations of the current study, we could point out some, and they should be treated 
with caution. In future studies, it should be interesting analysing the four years physiotherapy courses 
at our University. Once we could analyse year-2 Physiotherapy students in the three academic cours-
es, we authors thought it could be interesting analysing the possible variability among year-1, 2, 3 or 4 
Physiotherapy students and, maybe, from other Health Sciences’ Degrees or from different 
Knowledge Areas, in order to obtain a clear overview in a contextualized reality. Other limitation was 
the lack of an analysis regarding the correlation between academic goals academic performance for 
the studied academic years. 

5 CONCLUSION 
Year-2 physiotherapy students at University of Vigo seem to implicate themselves in learn and in-
crease knowledge while performing academic tasks, and such behaviour had no changes along the 3 
analysed academic courses. However, there seem to be more implication on learning among women, 
but also on Self-defeating goals. Additionally, being younger appears to be a factor on avoiding effort 
related to academic work. 

In future studies, it would be important to analyse the correlation between academic goals and aca-
demic performance, and other variables related to teaching-learning process, to analyse students from 
other year-courses and physiotherapy students from other universities, as well as other Health Sci-
ences’ students. 
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