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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, adolescents have experienced limitations in their everyday activities. Consequently, their mental health has become an area of concern. However, there has been much less of a focus on the factors and mechanisms contributing to how they have approached their various academic activities during the pandemic. The current study fills this gap by investigating associations between adolescents’ competence beliefs and perception of teachers’ emotional support and their achievement goals (mastery, performance, and work avoidance) at the onset of the second wave of this pandemic in Canada. Participants were 90 Canadian high school adolescents in grades 9 and 10 and they were surveyed in November of 2020. Data were analyzed using multiple regression and mediation analyses. Among the most salient results, competence beliefs were found to predict achievement goals, above and beyond teachers’ emotional support, and these beliefs were significantly and positively associated with mastery and performance orientation, and marginally and negatively associated with work avoidance orientation. Results also showed that competence beliefs mediated the association between teachers’ emotional support and the mastery goal orientation. These findings are discussed in light of relevant pre-pandemic evidence about the role of competence beliefs and teachers’ emotional support on achievement goal orientations.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented health and social crisis. In an attempt to contain the spread of infection and mitigate its negative effects, countries adopted a wide range of measures. One key strategy that had been used on a global scale was to limit social contacts. Consequently, only essential services were allowed to operate; schools were closed, people were instructed to stay home, and activities involving social interactions were suspended. As a result of the measures, children and adolescents were directly impacted. Decision makers, researchers, health and educational professionals, as well as parents, became increasingly concerned with the mental health of this subpopulation as they were deprived of activities that are essential to their development. Their concerns were revealed to be well-founded; many recent studies have demonstrated the very high levels of stress, anxiety, depression, and loneliness that children and adolescents have experienced throughout the pandemic (Rogers et al., 2021; Rothe et al., 2021; Tang et al., 2021; Tardif-Grenier et al., 2021). Moreover, their mental health adjustment seemed to be closely linked to their academic functioning including their school attendance during the pandemic (Guimond et al., 2021).

Considering such evidence, it is worth examining how children and adolescents approach learning under these circumstances. In this line, several questions have emerged such as: “Is the COVID-19 pandemic affecting how children and adolescents approach learning?” and “How do children’s and adolescents’ self-perceptions and of teachers’ emotional support contributed to their intentions toward learning during these stressful times?” In the eventuality where they were not deprived of such a support, we would expect them to easily remain focused on their achievement goals (Li et al., 2019), and especially if they feel competent. Indeed, teachers’ emotional support and competence beliefs are both known to influence intentions in relation to learning (Korpershoek et al., 2020). However, these intentions and the processes underlying them have received little attention in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The present study fills this important gap by investigating the achievement goal orientations of a sample of adolescents at the onset of the second wave of this pandemic. More precisely, their goals are examined as a function of both their own competence beliefs and their perception of their teachers’ emotional support.


Theoretical Framework

Achievement goals are important motivational forces and they represent the reasons why students choose to approach and adapt to academic activities (Chung et al., 2020). In the scientific literature, two principal orientations are identified: a mastery and a performance orientation (Chung et al., 2020). Students who pursue mastery goals are portrayed as valuing the process of learning and its outcomes. They indeed seek opportunities to acquire and improve knowledge and develop competence (Lee and Bong, 2019; Chung et al., 2020). Students can also pursue performance goals and will therefore show a desire to demonstrate their competence, to attain high-level knowledge and abilities, and/or to outperform others (Lee and Bong, 2019; Chung et al., 2020). Indeed, these two orientations are not mutually exclusive as students may seek to both master and exhibit their knowledge and abilities (Martin and Elliot, 2016). Additionally, there are students who do not endorse either of these two orientations. These students may avoid engaging in academic activities or may choose to invest a minimum amount of effort; these attributes reflect a work avoidance orientation (Bouffard et al., 1998; King and McInerney, 2014). These three orientations (mastery, performance, and work avoidance) are included in a trichotomous conceptualization proposed by Harackiewicz et al. (1997) that is used in the current study.

It is important to note that students generally consider their levels of prior knowledge and abilities when it comes to setting goals (Elliot and Hulleman, 2017). When they show high confidence in their capacities, they indeed pursue more ambitious goals and take more risks (Seaton et al., 2014; Jiang et al., 2018; Lee and Bong, 2019). In contrast, when they doubt their capacities, they tend to hesitate to engage in the tasks and they may even seek to avoid them (Seaton et al., 2014; Jiang et al., 2018; Lee and Bong, 2019). In considering the broader context of the pandemic, it is clear that it has led to a disruption in the course of school activities; in turn, it is very likely that students’ achievement goals, and corresponding competence beliefs, have been negative impacted. However, it is important to keep in mind that support from teachers benefit achievement goals just as competence beliefs (Wentzel, 2002; Wentzel et al., 2012; Diaconu-Gherasim et al., 2019) and that it usually serves a protective function.



The Present Study

The COVID-19 pandemic has been going on for nearly 2 years. Given existing theory and evidence, there is a real possibility that many children and adolescents are struggling to pursue goals that favor both their learning and success in school. To the best of our knowledge, an examination of their academic goals has only been addressed in a very limited number of studies (Daniels et al., 2021; Lin, 2021). The present study aspires to fill an important gap in knowledge by investigating high school adolescents’ achievement goal orientations as a function of their own competence beliefs and their perceptions of their teachers’ emotional support. More precisely, two objectives are being pursued:


1.Examining the relationships between competence beliefs and teachers’ emotional support, respectively, and mastery, performance and work avoidance goal orientations;

2.Examining the mediating role of competence beliefs in a potential relationship between teachers’ emotional support and these different goal orientations.






METHODS


Design and Sample

The present study is based on a convenience sample of 90 French-Canadian adolescents from two public high schools, both located in Quebec City suburbs. Fifty-one of these adolescents were in 9th grade (43 girls, 8 boys, Mage = 14.69, SD = 0.34) and 39 were in 10th grade (26 girls, 13 boys, Mage = 15.79, SD = 0.26). It is important to note that high school education starts in grade 7 (i.e., secondary 1) in the province of Quebec, Canada and therefore these adolescents were, respectively, in their third and fourth year of high school (secondary 3 and 4) when they participated to this study.

Participants completed an online questionnaire which allowed to document their achievement goal orientations, as well as their competence beliefs and their perception of the emotional support provided by their teachers. The data collection took place at the onset of the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic (in Quebec), in November 2020. It must be highlighted that during the winter of the previous school year (in March 2020), all Quebec schools were closed and, as a consequence, the vast majority of students experienced online education for nearly 4 months. At the time of the survey, in November, students were back at school in-person since September. However, in order to avoid any bias, we did not refer specifically to the pandemic in the survey.



Measures


Mastery Goal Orientation

Participants rated their mastery goal orientation by answering a three-item validated subscale (Bouffard et al., 1998). The items were: “I want to learn as much as possible at school”; “It’s important for me to understand what we’re learning at school”; and “Understanding as much as possible is the most important thing for me at school.” Participants rated each item on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) by circling the number that corresponded to their level of agreement. Responses were averaged to generate an overall score that reflected the extent of mastery orientation during the pandemic (M = 4.89, SD = 0.81, Skewness = –0.70, Kurtosis = 0.34, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78).



Performance Goal Orientation

Participants rated their performance goal orientation by responding to a four-item subscale (Bouffard et al., 1998). The items were: “My main goal in school is to get good grades”; “It’s important to me to be one of the best in my class”; “It’s important to me to be better than other students”; and “My main goal in school is to be the best.” Responses were averaged to generate an overall score that reflected the extent to which the participant held a performance orientation during the pandemic (M = 3.35, SD = 1.20, Skewness = 0.54, Kurtosis = –0.70, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87).



Work Avoidance Goal Orientation

Participants rated their avoidance goal orientation by answering a three-item subscale (Bouffard et al., 1998). The items were: “In class, I work as little as possible”; “I always try to do as little work as possible at school”; and “In class, I only do what is required.” Responses were averaged to create an overall performance orientation score during the pandemic (M = 1.97, SD = 0.91, Skewness = 0.91, Kurtosis = –0.48, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77).



Competence Beliefs

Participants rated their self-perceptions of school competence by answering a four-item subscale (Ntamakiliro et al., 2000). The items were: “I am proud of my grades at school”; “I’m as good as others at school”; “I am not very good at school”; and “I’m not as good as others at school.” The last two items were reverse-coded and responses across all items were averaged to generate an overall scorer that reflected participants’ competence beliefs during the pandemic (M = 4.66, SD = 0.92, Skewness = –0.71, Kurtosis = 0.21, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87).



Teachers’ Emotional Support

Participants rated the emotional support provided by their teachers by answering a three-item subscale (Janosz et al., 2004). Items include: “My teachers think I am good at school”; “Usually, my teachers are interested in my progress”; and “My teachers make me feel like I’m good.” Responses were averaged to generate an overall score that reflected participants’ perception of being emotionally supported by their teachers during the pandemic (M = 4.53, SD = 0.82, Skewness = –0.95, Kurtosis = 1.37, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82).




Plan of Analyses

First, preliminary analyses were conducted. A MANOVA was run to ensure that there were no gender nor grade-level differences on each of the study variables. Then, Pearson correlations were performed among all study variables. As main analyses, three multiple regressions were carried out to investigate the unique effect of competence beliefs and teachers’ emotional support on the mastery, performance, and work avoidance goal orientations. Then, mediation analyses were conducted to determine if competence beliefs could mediate the relationships between teachers’ emotional support and the three separate goal orientations. All analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software, version 26. Mediation analyses were examined with the PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2013).




RESULTS


Preliminary Analyses

As mentioned, a MANOVA allowed to determine if there were gender and grade-level differences on study variables. As shown in Table 1, no significant differences emerged. That said, a marginal gender difference was noted on the work avoidance orientation and a marginal grade-level difference was noted on the mastery orientation. Indeed, it seemed that male students were slightly more likely than female students to adopt a work avoidance orientation and that students in 9th grade were slightly more likely than students in 10th grade to adopt a mastery orientation.


TABLE 1. Gender and grade-level differences on mastery, performance and work avoidance orientations.

[image: Table 1]
Then, Pearson correlation analysis offered an overview of the relationships between the two independent (competence beliefs and teachers’ emotional support) and the three dependent (mastery, performance and work avoidance goal orientations) variables. As shown in Table 2, competence beliefs are, respectively, moderately and modestly positively associated (according to Muijs, 2011) with the mastery and performance orientations and moderately and negatively associated with the work avoidance orientation. Teachers’ emotional support is modestly and negatively associated with the work avoidance orientation and modestly and positively associated with the mastery orientation (this last correlation is marginal). There is also a strong and positive relationship between competence beliefs and teachers’ emotional support.


TABLE 2. Correlations for mastery, performance and work avoidance orientations.
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Main Analyses

The regression analyses allowed to determine the respective contributions of adolescents’ competence beliefs and perception of their teachers’ emotional support on their mastery, performance, and work avoidance goal orientations during the pandemic. As shown in Table 3, when including both competence beliefs and teachers’ emotional support in the model, the latter was not found to be a significant predictor of any of the orientations. In fact, students’ competence beliefs appeared to be a significant predictor of both mastery and performance goal orientations. Also, competence beliefs tended to predict a weaker work avoidance orientation.


TABLE 3. Results of competence beliefs and teachers’ emotional support as predictors of mastery, performance and work avoidance orientations.
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The mediation analyses allowed to explore if adolescents’ perception of being emotionally supported by their teachers could, at least, be linked to goal orientations through competence beliefs. Results showed that competence beliefs was only a significant mediator of the association between teachers’ emotional support and a mastery orientation (see Table 4). Further, a closer look at the correlation between teachers’ emotional support and competence beliefs and between competence beliefs and mastery orientation revealed positive associations (see Figure 1). However, when taking into account the potential mediating role of competence beliefs, teachers’ emotional support was not found to be a significant predictor of both performance and work avoidance orientations.


TABLE 4. Results of teachers’ emotional support as a predictor of mastery orientation, mediated by competence beliefs.
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FIGURE 1. Model of teachers’ emotional support as a predictor of mastery orientation, mediated by competence beliefs.





DISCUSSION

This study investigated adolescents’ achievement goal orientations (i.e., mastery, performance, and work avoidance) during the COVID-19 pandemic as a function of both their own competence beliefs and their perception of their teachers’ emotional support. The results are interpreted in light of pre-pandemic evidence on the topic.

Unsurprisingly, there were significant bivariate associations between competence beliefs and each of the three orientations. Indeed, competence beliefs were found to be moderately positively associated with the mastery orientation and moderately negatively associated with the work avoidance orientation and, also, modestly and positively associated with the performance orientation. This coincides with the observation that students tend to make a self-assessment of their competence when it comes to set goals for themselves (Elliot and Hulleman, 2017). It seems indeed to be equally true during this pandemic. As for the emotional support provided by teachers, it is less strongly associated with these orientations. In fact, teachers’ emotional support appeared to be modestly and negatively associated with the adoption of a work avoidance goal orientation and modestly and positively associated with the adoption of a mastery orientation, this last association being marginal. Yet, these results corroborate the observation that students’ perception of their relationship with their teachers, notably the emotional support provided by them, can determine how they approach learning opportunities (Wentzel, 2002; Wentzel et al., 2012; Diaconu-Gherasim et al., 2019).

Further analyses revealed competence beliefs to be a stronger predictor of the three goal orientations than teachers’ emotional support is, at least during this pandemic. Indeed, when considering these two dimensions together, teachers’ emotional support was not associated with these goals. It could be that there is an overlap between these two perceptions that underlie a competence assessment. In comparison, competence beliefs were found to be significantly associated to a mastery orientation as well as a performance orientation. In addition, positive competence beliefs, to a certain extent, seem to be negatively associated with a work avoidance orientation. As already mentioned, these findings are congruent with existing evidence. Indeed, it is well known that when adolescents display confidence in their academic abilities, they tend to seek opportunities to develop their knowledge and skills and to gain recognition for them (Seaton et al., 2014; Jiang et al., 2018). Accordingly, they are much less at risk for adopting learning avoidance strategies (Law et al., 2012; Jiang et al., 2018). Thus, it seems that during this pandemic these beliefs played their usual role and helped students preserve positive intentions toward learning.

Now, it was worth wondering if teachers’ emotional support could, at least, be associated with one or several of these goal orientations, through competence beliefs. Results of mediation analyses suggested that teachers’ emotional support was associated to a mastery orientation approach to learning when competence beliefs were considered as a mediator. This observation is in line, notably, with Wentzel’s (2002, 2012) pre-pandemic research findings suggesting that, when teachers take interest in their students’ learning endeavors and hold positives expectations for them, two underlying dimensions behind the construct of teachers’ emotional support, their students tend to pursue ambitious goals and, for example, seek to develop their knowledge and competence. These mediation analyses did not reveal competence beliefs to play a similar mediating role between teachers’ emotional support and a performance or a work avoidance orientation and this may be due to the previously mentioned potential overlap. So, ultimately, teachers’ emotional support appeared to have a limited effect on goal orientations. That said, in the achievement goals literature, this particular support is described to have effects on how students approach and adapt to learning. Thus, it is worth investigating further its effect alongside self-perceptions.



STRENGTHS, LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSION

The current findings should be considered with caution. First, the results may not be directly explained by the pandemic. Second, our sample was very small and was not representative of the entire student population. Thus, our findings cannot be generalized. In addition, we cannot claim causality in our results since they are correlational in nature. Regardless of these limitations, this study has merit, such that it includes an estimation of the association of both competence beliefs and perception of teachers’ emotional support with several achievement goal orientations. It appears that these relationships have been extensively discussed from a theoretical point of view but have not been systematically (and conjunctly) tested, at least not in the context of the ongoing pandemic. Therefore, the emerging results improve our understanding of the relationships between how students feel competent and supported in line with how they approach learning during these particular times.

Our results identify adolescents’ own competence beliefs as an adequate predictor of their goal orientations. Further, the extent of these beliefs was shown to be a better predictor of goal orientations than the level of perceived emotional support by teachers. Indeed, teachers’ emotional support ultimately appeared to have a limited effect. This result is somewhat surprising as both of these dimensions have been previously related with achievement goal orientations (Schunk and Mullen, 2012). As highlighted in Wentzel’s (2002, 2012) work, students who consider their teachers to be caring and supportive are much more likely to value the learning process and, notably, to set ambitious goals for themselves. We would have expected to observe such a relationship in a period of uncertainty like the COVID-19 pandemic, while teachers were likely to constitute a source of support and comfort (Curby et al., 2013) and even a source of inspiration. Perhaps the measure that has been used did not allow to fully capture the scope of this support even if it is in line with the reference construct. Nonetheless, it is promising that a resource that resides within adolescents (beliefs about one’s own competence) plays an important role in how they approach learning in such unique and challenging circumstances.
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