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Introduction: Despite international progress, socioeconomic inequalities
continue to significantly impact young people's opportunities to realize their
full potential and actively engage in society. Research has demonstrated that
socioeconomic factors are critical risk factors for undergraduate students’
adaptation and academic success. However, the psychological processes
underlying this phenomenon remain inadequately understood.

Methods: To address this gap, we conducted two studies involving university
students. Study 1 explored the relationship between socioeconomic status
(both objective [parents’ educational attainment] and subjective [subjective
social status] indicators), students’ academic self-concept, and educational
expectations. In Study 2, we investigated the moderating role of achievement
goals in the relationship between socioeconomic status and academic self-
concept.

Results: The findings indicated that socioeconomic barriers were negatively
related to students’ educational expectations through academic self-concept.
Additionally, low performance-avoidance goals were found to enhance first-
generation students’ academic self-concept.

Discussion: These results underscore the importance of supporting students
from low socioeconomic backgrounds, thereby improving their self-perceptions
in academic settings and assisting them to achieve their educational goals.

KEYWORDS

social class, first-generation students, subjective social status, academic self-concept,
educational expectations, achievement goals

1 Introduction

Despite the growing global commitment to addressing educational and career
inequalities (Agenda, 2030), structural factors—that is, individual characteristics that
cannot be changed through personal effort (OECD, 2024a)—continue to play a crucial role
in shaping young people’s life experiences (OECD, 2024a,b). Even when other structural
variables (e.g., gender or migration background) are accounted for, socioeconomic status
(SES) remains a significant barrier to success in the educational and career paths of young
people (Eriksson et al., 2021; OECD, 2023), including those who reach higher education
(OECD, 2024a).
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Notwithstanding the increasing participation of young people
in higher education, including non-traditional students (Kim,
2007), such as first-generation students (i.e., those who are the
first in their family to attend university) and students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds (Marginson, 2016; OECD, 2024a),
numerous studies, literature reviews, and meta-analyses have
shown that these expanded-access opportunities have not reduced
the socioeconomic disparities in students’ academic and career
outcomes. Students from low-income families and first-generation
students tend to perform academically worse than their more
advantaged peers, exhibit higher dropout rates, and achieve lower
learning outcomes (e.g., Cifuentes Gomez and Santelices, 2024;
Liu et al., 2022; Lépez et al., 2023; OECD, 2019, 2023, 2024a;
Van Ewijk and Sleegers, 2010). However, the mechanisms through
which family SES influences students” educational and professional
pathways remain poorly understood (Korous et al., 2022). This gap
may be due to the limited attention given to the role of motivational
variables in the relationship between SES and academic outcomes,
especially in the context of higher education. In this regard,
recent psychological literature has highlighted the importance of
considering the influence of social and cultural factors, including
SES, on human motivation (Eccles and Wigfield, 2020), particularly
concerning perceived academic competence (Fang et al, 2018;
Wu et al, 2021) and achievement goals (Elliot and Hulleman,
2017; Urdan and Kaplan, 2020). With the present research, we
aimed to contribute to this growing body of literature by exploring
the psychological processes that connect SES to undergraduate
students’ adaptation.

2 Theoretical background

In educational research, family SES is mainly assessed through
parents’ educational attainment (Diemer et al, 2013; OECD,
2023, 2024a,b). However, social class includes both objective
(also referred to as SES, typically encompassing educational level,
income, and occupational prestige) and subjective (e.g., subjective
social status) indicators which reflect individuals’ socioeconomic
and cultural positions within their social context, as well as the
social, economic, and cultural resources available to them (Diemer
et al, 2013; Tan et al., 2020). In particular, it has been shown that
subjective social status predicts wellbeing across various contexts
more accurately than objective measures of social class (Tan et al.,
2020). While objective and subjective social status indicators are
moderately correlated (Tan et al., 2020), research has demonstrated
that subjective social status is a significant explanatory factor for
various aspects of students’ psychological experiences, including
confidence in their ability to achieve educational and career goals
(Flores et al., 2017; Garriott et al., 2017; Marini et al., 2023).

The role of SES in students” experiences remains inadequately
explored in educational psychology research. This is partly due
to the common practice of treating socioeconomic indicators,
such as parental educational attainment, as control variables in
research models and the limited attention paid to the subjective
indicators of social class (Diemer et al., 2013). Moreover, research
has predominantly examined the associations between SES and
academic achievements like grades or standardized test scores. This
focus has led to an overlooking of the potential impact of SES
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on various psychological dimensions (Jury et al., 2017; Korous
et al., 2022; Michael and Kyriakides, 2023). For these reasons,
recent studies have increasingly emphasized the importance of
considering motivation factors (e.g., achievement goals, academic
self-concept) as critical elements in understanding the relationship
between SES and academic achievement.

2.1 SES and perceived academic
competencies

Although perceived competence has been understood
differently within motivational theories, research has indicated
that feeling competent in a specific area, such as academic
contexts, is essential for individual wellbeing (Marsh et al,
2017). In the Marsh/Shavelson model (Marsh, 1990; Marsh et al.,
1988), academic self-concept (ASC) is a component of students’
overall self-concept, focusing on how students perceive their
abilities and competencies in academic settings. A positive ASC
is generally associated with higher academic performance, while
a negative ASC may lead to lower achievement and academic
disengagement (Marsh et al, 2017). Students who perceive
themselves as academically competent (i.e., with a high ASC) tend
to perform better than their less confident peers, which, in turn,
further reinforces their sense of competence (Wu et al, 2021).
Regarding its antecedents, ASC can be influenced by both learning-
environment characteristics (e.g., classroom goal structures;
Murayama and Elliot, 2009) and how students interpret their
experiences within these environments (e.g., social-comparison
processes; Marsh et al., 2017). Indeed, research findings indicate
that ASC is not solely determined by individual performance (e.g.,
grades) but is also considerably influenced by the comparison of
that performance with that of others (see “Big Fish Little Pond
Effect”; Marsh and Seaton, 2015). In terms of outcomes, ASC is
linked to a range of positive results, extending beyond grades—a
factor that has been widely studied—to include various short-
and long-term positive psychological perceptions and experiences
(Marsh et al., 2023).

Regarding the relations between SES and ASC, some studies
have shown that students from more privileged socioeconomic
backgrounds have more favorable perceptions of their academic
competencies, which, in turn, favor academic success in both
middle and high school (Chevalére et al., 2023; King et al., 2024;
Li et al, 2020; Marsh et al., 2023). These educational disparities
have been interpreted through a wide range of models emerging
from diverse theoretical frameworks and scientific disciplines.
Moving beyond a deficit-based perspective—which attributes
underachievement among students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds to individual characteristics (e.g., low intelligence
or lack of motivation)—contemporary theoretical paradigms
increasingly underscore the role of academic environments in
perpetuating educational socioeconomic inequalities (Goudeau
etal, 2025). Across all levels of education, academic environments,
which are shaped by meritocratic beliefs (e.g., Butera, 2006) and
by the values and cultural norms of the dominant social classes
(i.e., middle and upper classes) (e.g., Kraus and Stephens, 2012;
Stephens et al., 2012), promote the idea that academic success
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mainly depends on individual effort and perseverance, regardless of
broader structural factors. In this context, Butera (2006) and several
other scholars interested in understanding the factors that promote
or hinder equality in education (e.g., Darnon et al., 2018a,b;
Goudeau et al., 2025) have described the concept of meritocracy
in schools as a serious obstacle to the academic success of students
from impoverished socioeconomic backgrounds. These scholars
argue that the idea of giving all students the same opportunities
and evaluating them using uniform criteria (e.g., grades) guarantees
equal outcomes may undermine students’ self-concepts. Students
from less privileged backgrounds who lack access to the same
resources as their more advantaged peers may struggle more
with learning, which can lead to poor academic performance.
Within a meritocratic system, these students may believe their
underachievement is due to a lack of effort or ability; as a result,
they may internalize their failure and develop a lower sense of
competence (Chevalere et al., 2023; King et al., 2024; Li et al., 2020).

Despite these findings, the relationship between SES and ASC in
academic university contexts remains underexplored, particularly
concerning its implications for students” educational expectations.
In fact, most studies on ASC have focused on its effects on
academic achievement, with less attention paid to psychosocial
variables, such as educational expectations. This gap in the
literature is particularly important given that international surveys
have shown that students from low-SES families are more likely
to face challenges in achieving success regardless of their academic
performance (OECD, 2024a).

2.2 SES and achievement goals

Achievement goals (AGs)—which represent the reasons that
drive students to engage in academic activities—have a profound
influence on students’ educational experiences (Urdan and Kaplan,
2020). Achievement goal theory identifies four distinct categories
of AGs: performance-approach (PAp) goals, mastery-approach
(MAp) goals, performance-avoidance (PAv) goals, and mastery-
avoidance (MAv) goals (Elliot, 1999; Elliot and McGregor,
20015 Pintrich, 20005 Senko, 2016). PAp and MAp goals are
typically considered adaptive motivational orientations (Ames and
Archer, 1988; Elliot, 1999; Elliot and Hulleman, 2017; Huang,
2012). Students with high levels of PAp goals are motivated to
engage in educational contexts to demonstrate their abilities and
competencies. Generally, these students believe competence cannot
be developed through commitment and effort and hold fixed
beliefs about intelligence and personality (Ames, 1992; Dweck and
Leggett, 1988; Nicholls, 1984). In contrast, MAp goals are based on
intrapersonal standards, fostering the perception of greater control
over one’s learning. These students are motivated to learn as much
as possible and develop their skills to the best of their ability (Elliot
and Hulleman, 2017). While earlier research classified PAp goals
as maladaptive, emerging evidence suggests that both the approach
and mastery components of AGs are positively associated with
academic achievement (IHuang, 2012). By contrast, the avoidance
dimensions of AGs are generally considered maladaptive. When
students engage in academic activities to avoid appearing less
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competent than their peers (PAv goals) or out of fear of not
meeting their learning expectations (MAv goals), the quality of their
learning and engagement tends to decline (Elliot, 1999; Elliot and
Harackiewicz, 1996). PAv goals have been shown to reduce intrinsic
motivation and self-perceived competence while simultaneously
intensifying negative emotional states like school anxiety (Elliot and
Church, 1997; Elliot et al., 1997; Mouratidis et al., 2013). There
is less research on MAv goals, but since the beneficial effects of a
mastery orientation are combined with avoidance dimensions, such
goals are generally considered maladaptive (Elliot, 1999).

Recent studies have identified significant relationships between
SES and AGs, often attributed to cognitive processes triggered by
social memberships (e.g., Berger and Archer, 2015). In line with
the socio-cognitive theory of social class (Kraus and Stephens,
20125 Stephens et al., 2012), students from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds—who have multiple resources that make them more
autonomous and less dependent on their environment—would
interpret reality and experiences through a solipsistic socio-
cognitive approach characterized by a strong orientation toward the
self, personal needs, and individual interests. These socio-cognitive
tendencies would enable these students to maximize the benefits
of MAp goals, as they have the necessary resources to focus on
self-actualization and intrinsic motivation in academic contexts. In
contrast, students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds—who
perceive less control over their environment due to their lower
status within the social hierarchy—are more likely to develop other-
oriented mindsets and contextualistic socio-cognitive tendencies
(Kraus and Stephens, 2012; Stephens et al., 2012), as they depend
more on others to achieve their goals than students from higher SES
backgrounds. Additionally, the heightened attention to potential
threats and obstacles to academic success would explain why
low-SES students are more likely to evaluate their progress in
comparison to that of their peers, thus making them more inclined
to benefit from PAp goals (Berger and Archer, 2015, 2018).

From a different perspective, in academic environments,
the common belief that success mainly depends on individual
effort and perseverance can increase competition among students
(Darnon et al., 2023), influencing the relationship between SES
and AGs. In competitive environments, in fact, students from
low socioeconomic backgrounds may face disadvantages in their
academic performance. These students—who often have limited
access to material, social, and economic resources—are usually
raised with values of interdependence (Kraus and Stephens,
20125 Stephens et al., 2012), according to which building strong
relationships and helping each other are essential to successfully
cope with difficulties (see Goudeau et al., 2025, for details on how
cultural differences can affect students’ educational experiences).
As a result, these students may not be fully prepared for academic
environments where, unlike their home values, independence—
a value typical of higher social classes—is strongly emphasized
(Goudeau et al., 2025; Kraus and Stephens, 2012; Stephens et al.,
2012). Therefore, AGs that rely on social comparison and foster
a competitive mindset, such as performance goals (Ames, 1992;
Ames and Archer, 1988), appear to offer limited benefits for the
academic adaptation of students of low SES.

However, such theoretical assumptions have not always been
confirmed in the educational literature. While Berger and Archer
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(2018) found that students of lower SES are less motivated
than their higher-SES peers, this evidence does not emerge
in academic university contexts. For example, Darnon et al.
(2018a,b) observed no significant differences in AGs (PAp and
MAp goals) based on social class (first-generation vs. continuing-
generation students), suggesting that these two constructs are
independent and may interact to predict achievement-related
outcomes (also see Smeding et al., 2013). In particular, PAp goals
were more beneficial for continuing-generation students, as they
were better-suited to low-uncertainty situations, typical of the life
experiences of high-SES students. Regarding PAv goals, Bruno
et al. (2019) showed that in academic university contexts, the
avoidance dimension of performance goals was negatively related
to achievement outcomes, particularly for low-SES students (first-
generation students). However, a recent meta-analysis on the
relationship between economic status and avoidance motivation
revealed minimal associations, with no significant findings from
undergraduate student samples or studies measuring AGs (Gilbert
etal., 2022).

2.3 Achievement goals, perceived
academic competencies, and SES

The studies examined to date have underscored the pivotal role
of motivational variables, including AGs and ASC, in shaping the
developmental trajectories of young individuals, particularly in the
presence of adverse conditions such as low SES.

Regarding the interplay between AGs and ASC, empirical
evidence has indicated that AGs focus on social comparison (i.e.,
when students’ motivation is oriented toward demonstrating their
abilities [PAp goals] or avoiding the appearance of incompetence
[PAv goals] relative to their peers) are linked to ASC (Niepel et al.,
20145 Wirthwein and Steinmayr, 2021). Indeed, these motivational
dimensions share a common emphasis on academic achievement
(one’s own and those of others) as a central driver of motivated
behavior (Elliot et al., 2017). Furthermore, MAp goals have been
found to exhibit a positive association with ASC (e.g., Niepel et al.,
2014; Wouters et al., 2015).

Regarding the role of socioeconomic factors in motivated
behavior, no studies have specifically addressed the relationship
between AGs and ASC, taking into account students’ SES.
The majority of the existing research has concentrated on
the interaction between SES and AGs in relation to academic
achievement, often overlooking their potential impact on broader
psychological constructs like ASC. Given the bidirectional
relationship between academic achievement and ASC (Wu et al,,
2021), it is reasonable to infer that these associations hold
significance even when exploring the psychological correlates of
academic performance (i.e., ASC). Specifically, King et al. (2024)
found that MAp goals were linked to high academic performance
across all students but were particularly beneficial for enhancing
perceptions of academic competence among students of higher SES
(measured through a composite index of household assets, parental
employment status, and parental education level). In addition to
their role in promoting academic adaptation, MAp goals seem to
amplify the positive effects associated with belonging to affluent
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families. As suggested by Berger and Archer (2015), students of
high SES are in the best position to benefit from MAp goals
due to their access to a broader range of economic, social, and
cultural resources, greater control over their environment, and
a stronger motivation to reach their full potential (Kraus and
Stephens, 2012). However, in academic university contexts, MAp
goals seem to benefit low-SES students (first-generation students),
particularly concerning their academic achievement (Darnon et al.,
2018a,b). These results are consistent with numerous studies that
applied achievement goal theory in educational contexts, indicating
that MAp goals are essential for successful adaptation in school
settings and students’ wellbeing (Diaconu-Gherasim et al., 2024;
Huang, 2016). Consequently, given the considerable variability in
studies on this topic, which differ by educational level and the
methods used to measure students’ adaptation processes, further
research is needed to clarify the relationships between SES, ASC,
and AGs.

3 The present research

With this research, we aimed to investigate the role of
social class in students academic adaptation. Particularly,
while educational research had primarily measured SES in
terms of parents educational attainment, our research also
2013).
Compared to objective SES indicators, this construct reflects

considered subjective social status (Diemer et al,

the subjective perception of one’s social, economic, and cultural
resources (Diemer et al, 2013), providing a more accurate
representation of personal social status. In addition, we focused
on the psychological mechanisms involved in the relationship
between SES and students’ academic adaptation, taking into
account ASC, educational expectations, and AGs. In fact,
most research on this topic has primarily considered academic
achievement as an indicator of students academic success,
neglecting the role of SES in broader students’ psychological
2023).
overcome these literature gaps and fulfill our goal, we conducted

experiences (Michael and Kyriakides, In order to
two studies.

In Study 1 we investigated the association between students’
social class and their educational expectations, considering
the role of ASC in this relationship. In this regard, the
literature has shown that students of lower SES tend to have
lower ASC (Chevalere et al, 2023; 2024; Li
et al, 2020; Marsh et al, 2023). However, this relationship

remains relatively unexplored within academic university settings,

King et al,

especially regarding its implications for psychological dimensions,
such as educational expectations.

Building on the results of Study 1, in Study 2 we explored
whether AGs could explain the association between students’ social
class and ASC. Some prior research had indicated that AGs are
implicated in the relationship between social class and academic
success, both in terms of academic achievement (Bruno et al.,
2019; Darnon et al., 2018a,b; Smeding et al, 2013) and ASC
(King et al., 2024). Investigating the role of AGs in the direct
association between social class and academic adaptation is crucial
for identifying potential risk and protective factors that may shape
this relationship.
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4 Study 1

In this study, we investigated the role of both objective SES
(parents’ educational attainment) and subjective SES (subjective
social status) in relation to ASC and students educational
expectations. Specifically, we explored whether these social class
indicators were associated with ASC and, through this, with
students’ expectations of successfully completing the current course
of study. Based on the literature reviewed above, we hypothesized
that lower social class (being a first-generation student and having
a low subjective social status) would be negatively associated
with ASC, which, in turn, would be positively associated with
students’ educational expectations. We also hypothesized an
indirect association between students’ social class and educational
expectations through ASC.

Although no studies have compared the role of objective and
subjective indicators of social class in students’ adaptation with
respect to the variables examined in this study, we hypothesized
that the associations between these variables would be stronger
when subjective indicators are considered. Indeed, compared to
parents’ educational attainment, subjective SES indicators more
effectively capture the social, economic, and cultural resources
available to students and their families. Therefore, beyond the
influence of subjective social status, we hypothesized that the
impact of students” generational status on the examined processes
would be minimal.

4.1 Method

4.1.1 Participants

An a priori power analysis indicated that with a critical alpha of
p = 0.05 and an effect size between 0.25 and 0.30 in a structural
equation model with two observed exogenous variables, one
latent endogenous mediator and one latent endogenous dependent
variable (estimated factor loading = 0.70), 250 participants were
sufficient to achieve a minimum power of 0.80 (1,000 replications)
(Wang and Rhemtulla, 2021).

A total of 263 Italian undergraduate psychology students (Mage
= 20.63, SDage = 2.09; 68.1% female, 39.7% male, and 0.4%
non-binary; five participants did not report gender information;
six participants did not report their age) participated in this
study. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before
starting the online survey. This study was approved by the
university ethics committee and adhered to ethical standards for
psychological research.

4.1.2 Measures

Students’ social class was measured with both objective and
subjective indicators. Regarding objective indicators, and in line
with the educational literature, students’ generational status was
assessed. Students reported the highest level of education attained
by their parents (from elementary school to a doctoral degree).
Participants with at least one parent with a bachelors degree
were classified as continuing-generation (CG) students (N = 130).
Students whose parents did not have a bachelor’s degree were
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classified as first-generation (FG) students (N = 132). One student
did not report their parents’ educational attainment. As a subjective
indicator of social class, subjective social status was measured with
an adaptation to the Italian context of the MacArthur Scale of
Subjective Social Status (Adler et al., 2000). Students assessed their
family’s social status by responding to the following item on a
scale from 1 (low subjective perceived social status) to 10 (high
subjective perceived social status): “Please consider this scale to
describe your position in society. At the tenth step of the scale, you will
find those in high social positions, with abundant financial resources,
high levels of education, and prestigious professional positions. At the
bottom of the scale (step 1), individuals occupy lower positions, with
fewer economic resources, low levels of education, and less prestigious
jobs or no employment. Choose the position on the scale that most
accurately reflects your social position, taking into account your
family of origin”. The scale scores were reversed so that higher
scores indicated lower subjective social status.

ASC was assessed with five items designed to measure
perceptions of academic competence (Marsh, 1990), which were
adapted to the university context (example item: “I obtain good
grades in my university courses”; 8-point Likert scale; w = 0.84).
Confirmatory factor analysis revealed a good fit of the one-factor
model to the data (xé) =2.107, p = 0.834, CFI = 1, TLI = 1,
RMSEA = 0.00, SRMR = 0.01).

Students’ expectations of successfully completing their course
of study were measured with three items created specifically for
this study (example item: “I am confident that I will successfully
complete my course of study”), to which students responded on a
5-point Likert scale. Reliability was adequate (w = 0.84).

4.2 Data analysis and results

We conducted all analyses in R Core (R Core Team, 2024),
using the lavaan package for path analysis (Rosseel, 2012)
and the semTools package for estimating the indirect effects
(Jorgensen et al, 2022). After performing descriptive statistics
and preliminary analyses, we evaluated a structural equation
modeling (maximum likelihood estimator) in which the social class
indicators (generational status and subjective social status) were
included as observed exogenous variables, while ASC (mediator)
and educational expectations (dependent variable) were included
as latent endogenous variables (see Iigure 1). The model fit was
evaluated using the following indices: TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index),
CFI (Comparative Fit Index), RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation), and SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual). TLI > 0.90, CFI > 0.95, and RMSEA and SRMR values
< 0.08 were considered indicators of a good fit (FHu and Bentler,
1999). The indirect associations between social class and students’
educational success expectations via ASC were assessed with Monte
Carlo 95% confidence intervals (CIs), with 50,000 draws.

Before performing our analyses, we inspected the bivariate
correlations (see Table 1). Consistent with the literature (Tan
et al,, 2020), objective and subjective indicators of social class
were positively correlated. FG students reported lower levels of
subjective social status (M = 5.96, SD = 1.44, N = 132) compared
to CG students (M = 6.95, SD = 1.18, N = 130) (Student’s ¢t-test =
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[
Generational Status
(continuing generation students
or fist-generation students)
Academic Educational
Self-Concept Expectations
(Low) Subjective
Social Status
[
FIGURE 1
Conceptual model.

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4
1.GS - - -
2.L-SSS 4.55 1.40 0.355%** -
3.ASC 5.69 1.24 .038 —0.201** -
4.EE 3.96 0.82 0.044 —0.157* 0.642*** -
*p < 0.05.
p < 0.01.
¥ < 0,001,

GS, generational status (0 = Continuing-Generation; 1 = First-Generation); L-SSS, low
subjective social status; ASC, academic self-concept; EE, educational expectations.

6.124, p < 0.001). Generational status was not correlated with either
ASC or educational expectations. Low subjective social status was
negatively correlated with ASC and educational expectations. ASC
and educational expectations were positively correlated. No gender
differences emerged in ASC or educational expectations.

The model in Figure 2 showed adequate fit indices (X(231)
= 67.734, p <.001, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.07,
SRMR = 0.04).

The findings showed that generational status (0 = CG, 1 =
FG) and low subjective social status were positively associated
(B = 0.35, p < 0.001). A negative association emerged between
low subjective social status and ASC (f = —0.28, p < 0.001).
Generational status was not associated with ASC (B = 0.13, p
= 0.053). However, it is interesting to note that this association,
while marginally significant, was positive. This suggests that
achieving higher education, despite limited social, economic, and
cultural resources within a family, may contribute to positive
self-perceptions regarding students’ academic competencies. The
results also showed a significant positive association between ASC
and students’ educational expectations (f = 0.71, p < 0.001). No
significant associations were found between generational status (8
= 0.03, p = 0.632) or low subjective social status (B = —0.04,
p = 0.522) and students’ educational expectations. The results
indicated that only low subjective social status was negatively
associated with students’ educational expectations indirectly via
ASC (B = —0.20, 95% CI: —0.29, —0.10). Generational status and
students’ educational expectations were not indirectly associated
via ASC (B = 0.09, 95% CIL: —0.01, 0.19). The model explained
6.7% of the variance in ASC and 51.8% of the variance in students’

educational expectations.
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4.3 Discussion

In this study, we explored psychological processes underlying
the associations between social class and students’ adaptation in
academic university contexts. In contrast to prior research on
this topic, the focus of this study was on ASC and educational
expectations rather than academic achievement. Indeed, even when
academic performance is equivalent, students from disadvantaged
socioeconomic backgrounds tend to experience lower levels of
academic and professional success compared to their peers from
more privileged socioeconomic backgrounds (OECD, 2024a).
Therefore, it is important to examine the psychological factors,
particularly motivational variables, that may help explain these
educational disparities. Furthermore, this study considered
subjective social status an indicator of students’ social class.
While educational research has traditionally regarded parental
educational attainment as a primary indicator of social class,
the inclusion of a subjective measure of social class may offer
a more nuanced understanding of how social, economic, and
cultural resources—and their relationship with psychological
factors—contribute to students’ educational success.

In this study, we hypothesized that social class would be
negatively associated with ASC. The results partially supported this
hypothesis. Specifically, students who reported lower subjective
social status had lower levels of perceived academic competence.
However, generational status was not found to be significantly
associated with ASC. This may be attributed to the fact that upon
entering higher education, students’ academic experiences tend to
become less influenced by their parents’ educational background.
FG (first-generation) university students have activated upward-
mobility processes, which may positively influence their self-
perceptions. This could explain why, in our study, the relationship
between being an FG student and ASC (although not statistically
significant) was positive. It is then possible that moderators
(e.g., AGs) may help explain this relationship. Some previous
research had demonstrated that generational status interacts with
AGs to account for students’ educational outcomes, including
ASC (King et al, 2024). However, we found limited research
that examined this relationship within academic university
contexts. Given this gap, and considering the central role of
ASC in the relationship between SES and students’ achievement
(Chevalere et al., 2023; King et al, 2024; Li et al., 2020;
Marsh et al, 2023), this issue was further investigated in
Study 2.
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Furthermore, this study demonstrated that low subjective
social status was indirectly associated with students’ educational
expectations through ASC. However, no direct association was
found between low subjective social status and educational
expectations, suggesting that perceptions of academic competence
play a crucial role in shaping low-SES students’ educational
experiences. Low social, economic, and cultural resources reduce
students’ perceptions of being competent in the academic context,
which, in turn, contribute to reducing their perceived likelihood
of completing university. Conversely, the relationship between
SES, ASC, and educational expectations was not significant when
students’ generational status was considered. In higher education,
when FG students are engaged in social mobility processes, their
parents’ educational background appears to play a marginal role
in their educational experiences. These findings suggest that future
research into motivated behavior in university settings should
place greater emphasis on subjective indicators of social class in
order to provide a more nuanced picture of the psychological
processes that characterize the experience of students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds.

5 Study 2

In Study 2 we explored the role of AGs in the association
between students” social class and ASC. In fact, Study 1 revealed
that subjective social status can be linked to ASC. However, the
relationship between students’ social class and ASC was non-
significant when generational status was taken into account. In this
context, the literature indicated that AGs moderate the relationship
between students’ generational status and educational outcomes
(e.g., Bruno et al.,, 2019; Darnon et al., 2018a,b; King et al., 2024;
Smeding et al., 2013). However, to the best of our knowledge, only
one study to date has examined the outcome associated with this
interaction in relation to ASC (King et al., 2024). Most studies in
this area have focused primarily on factors that explain educational
inequalities regarding academic achievement (e.g., Bruno et al,
2019; Darnon et al., 2018a,b). Furthermore, the role of subjective
social status in its interaction with AGs had not yet been explored
in the literature.

Based on studies that had investigated the role of generational
status and AGs in students academic achievements (e.g., Bruno
etal,, 2019; Darnon et al., 2018a,b; King et al., 2024; Smeding et al,,
2013) and considering that academic achievements are strongly
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related to ASC (Wu et al,, 2021), we hypothesized that AGs would
moderate the direct association between generational status and
ASC. Specifically, no hypotheses were formulated regarding the
approach dimensions of AGs. In fact, the role of MAp goals in
the outcomes associated with students’ generational status remains
unclear. On the one hand, some studies suggested that MAp goals
favor CG students (e.g., King et al., 2024). On the other hand, some
research indicated a slightly stronger relationship between MAp
goals and academic achievement for FG students (Darnon et al.,
2018a,b). At the conceptual level, some authors have suggested
that MAp goals may be particularly helpful for FG students in
navigating challenging situations in learning environments (e.g.,
Darnon et al., 2018a,b). However, other scholars have argued that
low-SES students may struggle to fully benefit from MAp goals
due to barriers stemming from a lack of social, economic, and
cultural resources (e.g., Berger and Archer, 2015; King et al., 2024).
Furthermore, no research had examined these relationships while
using subjective social status indicators.

Regarding PAp goals, while Darnon et al. (2018a,b) found them
beneficial for CG students, other researchers have suggested that
the approach dimensions of performance goals may be particularly
useful for students from low SES backgrounds who—perceiving
limited control over their environment—may rely on external
standards to assess their academic performance (e.g., Berger and
Archer, 2015). Moreover, regarding PAv goals, in line with Bruno
et al’s (2019) study, we hypothesized that such goals would be
detrimental to the ASC of all students, particularly FG students.
Focusing on avoiding failure rather than striving for success
may intensify feelings of inadequacy and diminish the perception
of academic competence for FG students. No hypotheses were
formulated concerning MAv goals, as there were no studies that
had examined these types of educational goals in relation to
students’ social class. Finally, in light of the dearth of studies which
examined the moderating role of AGs in the relationship between
subjective social class and educational outcomes, no hypotheses
were formulated.

5.1 Method

5.1.1 Participants
We conducted an a priori power analysis to determine the
appropriate sample size to achieve a statistical power of 0.80,
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359

Variables

1.GS -

2.L-SS§ 4.627 1.405 0.351%**

3. ASC 5.876 1.042 —0.050 —0.281"**

4. MAp 4.547 0.505 0.031 0.050 0.114

5. PAp 2.348 0.960 —0.064 —0.056 0.230%** 0.004

6. MAv 3.627 0.905 0.081 0.154* —0.245%* 0.302%** 0.083

7. PAv 2.333 0.996 —0.052 —0.042 0.044 0.044 0.535%* 0.240%*
¥ p < 0.001.
*p < 0.05.
GS, generational status (0 = Continuing- Generation; 1 = First-Generation); L-SSS, low subjective social status; ASC, academic self-concept; Map, mastery-approach goals; Pap,

performance-approach goals; MAv, mastery-avoidance goals; PAv, performance-avoidance goals.

assuming a small-to-medium effect size and an alpha of 0.05 in
a regression model with five predictors (Soper, 2024). The results
indicated that a sample size ranging from 91 to 261 participants
would suffice for this study.

hundred
psychology students participated in this study. Only 270 students
completed all measures (Mage = 20.26, SDyge = 1.28; 79%
females; four participants did not provide information about their

Two and seventy-six Italian undergraduate

age; three participants did not provide information about their
gender). Informed consent was obtained from all participants
before starting the online survey. This study was approved by the
university ethics committee and adhered to ethical standards for
psychological research.

5.1.2 Measures

Students’ generational status (CG students: N = 138; FG
students: N = 132), subjective social status, and ASC (w = 0.82)
were measured as in Study 1. AGs were assessed by using an
adaptation of Cecalupo et al’s (2022) scale from high schools to
academic university contexts. The measure consists of 12 items,
with three items for each dimension: MAp goals (w = 0.68), PAp
goals (w = 0.89), MAv goals (v = 0.80), and PAv goals (0 =
0.80). An exploratory factor analysis, conducted using maximum
likelihood extraction and oblimin rotation, revealed the presence
of four factors with factor loadings ranging from 0.573 to 0.981.
Confirmatory factor analysis indicated the good fit of the four-
factor model to the data (x(248) = 141.405, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.93,
TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.06).

5.2 Data analysis and results

We conducted all analyses with Jamovi software (The Jamovi
Project, 2024) and the GAMLj module (General Analyses for Linear
Models; Gallucci, 2019). Using four general linear models, we
evaluated the associations between social class (generational status
and subjective social status), AGs, and their interactions with ASC.
Four separate models were tested for each AG.
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After preliminary data processing (Tabachnick and Fidell,
2013), statistical descriptives and correlation analyses were carried
out (see Table 2).

CG; 1 = FG)
was positively correlated with low subjective social status. Low

As in Study 1, generational status (0 =

subjective social status was negatively correlated with ASC.
Furthermore, low subjective social status was weakly correlated
with MAv goals, but no significant associations were found between
low subjective social status and the other AGs. Similarly, and in
line with previous studies (e.g., Darnon et al., 2018a,b), generational
status was not correlated with AGs. ASC was positively correlated
with PAp goals and negatively correlated with MAv goals. MAp and
PAv goals showed no significant correlations with ASC.

The results of the general linear models appear in Table 3.

In  Model 1,
negatively associated with ASC. Students’ generational status

low  subjective  social status was
was not associated with ASC. MAp goals showed a small positive
association with ASC. The interaction between social class
(generational status and subjective social status) and MAp goals
was non-significant. The model explained 8.8% of the variance
in ASC.

In Model 2, low subjective social status was negatively
associated with ASC. Students’ generational status was not
associated with ASC. PAp goals were positively associated with
ASC, while the interaction between social class (generational status
and subjective social status) and PAp goals was non-significant. The
model explained 11.9% of the variance in ASC.

In Model 3, low subjective social status was negatively
associated with ASC. Students’ generational status was not
associated with ASC. MAv goals were negatively associated with
ASC. The interaction between social class (generational status and
subjective social status) and MAv goals was non-significant. The
model explained 11.2% of the variance in ASC.

Finally, in Model 4, as in the previous models, low subjective
social status showed a negative association with ASC, whereas
students’ generational status was not directly associated with
ASC. PAv goals were not associated with ASC. However, an
interaction emerged between generational status and PAv goals.
Specifically, the association between generational status and ASC
was positive only when PAv goals were low. These results suggest
that FG students experience an improvement in their perceptions
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TABLE 3 General linear model results.

Dependent variable: academic self-concept

Predictors b SE B t o] 95% ClI
Model 1
GS 0.106 | 0.130 | 0.102 0819 | 0413 [—0.149,
0.362]
L-SSS —0.226 0.046 | —0.304 —4.862| <0.001 [-0.317,
—0.134]
MAp 0.348 | 0.174 | 0.169 | 2.004 | 0.046 | [0.006,0.691]
GS*MAp —0.190, 0.252 | —0.092] —0.753 0.452 [—0.686,
0.306]
L-SSS*MAp —0.083) 0.090 | —0.056 —0.918 0.359 [—0.261,
0.095]
Model 2
GS 0.142 | 0128 | 0.136 1110 | 0.268 [—0.110,
0.393]
L-SSS —0.221 0.046 | —0.298 —4.861 <0.001 [-0.311,
—0.132]
PAp 0.222 | 0.063 | 0204 | 3.499 | <0.001 [0.097,0.347]
GS*PAp —0.192] 0.137 | —0.176 —1.408 0.160 [—0.461,
0.077]
L-SSS*PAp 0.011 | 0.048 | 0014 | 0223 | 0.824 [—0.084,
0.106]
Model 3
GS 0.139 | 0.128 | 0.133 | 1.087 | 0278 [-0.113,
0.392]
L-SSS —0.206 0.046 | —0.278/ —4.463 <0.001 [—0.297,
—0.115]
MAv —0.236, 0.067 | —0.205 —3.513| <0.001 [—0.368,
—0.104]
GS*MAvV —0.104| 0.139 | —0.090 —0.749 0.455 [—0.378,
0.170]
L-SSS*MAv 0.056 | 0.049 | 0.069 | 1.142 | 0254 [—0.041,
0.154]
Model 4
GS 0.134 | 0.130 | 0.129 1033 | 0.303 [-0.122,
0.390]
L-SSS —0.233 0.046 | —0.313 —5.014 <0.001 [—0.324,
—0.141]
PAV 0.161 | 0.085 | 0.154 | 1.895 | 0.059 [—0.006,
0.328]
GS*PAvV —0.309 0.128 | —0.295 —2.412| 0.017 [-0.561,
—0.057]
L-SSS*PAv 0.066 | 0.042 | 0.089 | 1557 | 0.121 [—0.017,
0.150]
Simple effects of GS
PAv —1SD 0.442 | 0.185 | 0.424 | 2386 | 0.018 | [0.077,0.807]
PAv +1SD —0.174| 0.179 | —0.166 —0.969 0.333 [—0.526,
0.179]

GS, Generational status (0 = Continuing-Generation; 1 = First-Generation); L-SSS, low
subjective social status; MAp, mastery-approach goals; PAp, performance-approach goals;
MAv, mastery-avoidance goals; PAv, performance-avoidance goals. Significant coefficients are

in bold.
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of academic competence when they do not focus on avoiding
being worse than others. The model explained 8.8% of the variance
in ASC.

5.3 Discussion

In this study, we investigated psychological factors that
influence the relationship between social class and academic
competence perceptions, considering both objective (parents’
educational attainment) and subjective (subjective social status)
SES indicators. Specifically, the aim of this study was to explore
the moderator role of AGs in the relationship between social class
and ASC.

Confirming the results of Study 1, low subjective social
status was negatively associated with ASC. Students’ subjective
perceptions of their social standing within society can undermine
their sense of academic competence in university contexts,
regardless of both parents’ educational attainment and AGs. On
the contrary, being an FG (first-generation) student was not
associated with ASC. It is worth noting that, like in Study 1, the
(non-significant) relationship between students’ generational status
and ASC showed a positive trend, suggesting that these students
could experience positive self-perceptions based on the fact that,
compared to their parents, they had activated the social elevator
and were involved in social mobility processes. However, given the
partial nature of this finding, future research should further explore
the experience of FG students at university with the aim of shedding
light on their life experiences as a source of potential strength—
instead of a vulnerability condition—and identify factors that can
promote their psychological resilience (e.g., Hernandez et al., 2021).

Regarding the AGs, our results revealed that, net of the
associations between social class and students’ perceived academic
competence, motivational dimensions play a significant role in
shaping students’ ASC. Among mastery goals, the avoidance
dimension was negatively associated with students’ perceptions of
their academic competence. While MAv goals remain relatively
underexplored in the educational literature, this study has
highlighted their relevance, particularly as a potential risk factor
for ASC. We thus recommend that future research continues
to include this dimension when examining motivation-related
outcomes, especially within academic contexts. Instead, MAp goals
were only weakly positively associated with ASC in this study.
Contrary to the crucial role that the approach dimension of mastery
goals generally plays in students’ adaptation, our study suggests
that MAp goals have a limited impact on students’ perceptions of
academic competence. These findings are consistent with previous
studies that highlighted that MAp goals are motivational drivers
only weakly related to academic achievements and competencies,
in which social-comparison processes are involved (Marsh, 1990,
1993), and more strongly associated with intrinsic motivation and
enjoyment of learning (e.g., Bieg et al., 2017; Niepel et al., 2014).
Nevertheless, further research is needed to better understand which
factors may activate the positive outcomes typically associated with
MAp goals, even in contexts where social-comparison processes
are salient.
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Regarding performance goals, consistent with the previous
research (e.g., Niepel et al, 2014), PAp goals were positively
associated with students’ perceptions of competence. This suggests
that the desire to outperform peers at university influences how
students perceive themselves within that academic context. These
findings align with the conceptualization of ASC (Marsh, 1993;
Seaton et al., 2010), which posits that students’ academic self-
perceptions are grounded in comparative performance evaluations.
In contrast to other AGs, PAv goals were not directly associated
with ASC. Although PAv goals are generally considered the least-
adaptive forms of academic motivation, they appear not to be
negatively related to ASC. Compared to the approach dimension of
performance goals, PAv goals are probably less relevant for students’
self-perceptions of competence, as primarily cognitive constructs,
but may play a greater role in explaining emotional states (e.g.,
Pekrun et al, 2006). Furthermore, in our study, the lack of
association between PAv and ASC may depend on the educational
level at which the research was conducted. In lower-school cycles,
in which PAv appeared to be negatively related to ASC (see, Niepel
et al., 2014, for a longitudinal study conducted with secondary
school students), learning environments are typically structured
around smaller class sizes compared to university settings. In such
social contexts, processes of social comparison may be more salient,
potentially contributing to the relationship between PAv and ASC.

Overall, this study confirmed the important role that AGs
can play in students” self-perceptions (Niepel et al., 2014), even
within academic contexts. The fact that AGs were associated with
academic-related outcomes even when accounting for different
indicators of social class underscored the central role of motivation
in students” adaptation across all levels of education.

An additional interesting finding in this study concerns the
role of PAv goals in the relationship between social class and ASC.
PAv goals moderated the relationship between generational status
and ASC. Compared to students whose parents hold a university
degree, FG students can report higher ASC when their PAv goals
are low: lower motivation to avoid academic failure can act as a
promotive factor of their ASC. On the other hand, PAv goals did
not play any role in the relationship between subjective social status
and ASC. Regardless of the specific dimensions of AGs, in our
study, motivational factors appeared unable to modify the negative
relationship between belonging to a low social status and students’
academic self-perceptions.

In order to explain these results, we formulated some
hypotheses that might be tested in future research. A first point to
consider is that PAv goals moderated only the relationship between
generational status and ASC, whereas they did not play a role in
the relationship between subjective social status and ASC. This
result may depend on the measures used to assess students’ social
class and thus on the psychosocial dimensions that these measures
are able to capture. Subjective social status reflects a broad and
complex perception of the social position an individual occupies in
society, whose negative effects are likely difficult to counterbalance
by referring only to individual factors—such as motivation. In this
study, in fact, regardless of AGs, perceiving oneself as being in a
disadvantaged socioeconomic condition appeared to be associated
with a negative academic self-perception. Future studies should
therefore account for additional contextual moderating variables
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in the relationship between subjective social status and academic
outcomes, such as sources of social support (e.g., friends) or the
level of integration achieved within academic university contexts
(e.g., undergraduates’ academic socialization; Farnese et al., 2022).
Moreover, we can hypothesize that students’ generational status, as
a direct measure of a specific aspect of their family background—
namely, the continuity of academic experiences between parents
and children—represents, on the one hand, a less-comprehensive
indicator of SES compared to subjective social status (which
includes both psychological and social dimensions), and, on the
other hand, a measure that is more sensitive to variables specifically
related to the academic context, such as AGs. In this regard, some
studies (Bruno et al., 2019; Darnon et al., 2018a,b; King et al,
2024; Smeding et al, 2013) have shown that AGs interact with
objective socioeconomic indicators, such as the parents’ level of
education. In particular, Bruno et al. (2019) found that negative
outcomes associated with PAv goals tended to emerge especially
when failure was made salient. In the absence of threats to
success, however, PAv goals were not related to students’ academic
achievements. It is therefore possible that, in our study, the lack
of information on students’ academic progress or on material or
psychological barriers perceived as obstacles to success prevented
the emergence of the negative outcomes associated with high levels
of PAv goals. In order to clarify these mechanisms, future studies
should collect more detailed information on students’ university
experiences, such as academic performance, consistency in study
progression, difficulties in study-related activities, or the degree of
integration within the university environment. Finally, regarding
the positive role of low levels of PAv goals in the ASC of FG
students, it can be hypothesized that for these students—who are
often poorly socialized to university environments by parents who,
before them, never attended university academic environments—
university represents an uncertain path. In light of the negative
outcomes associated with PAv goals and the vulnerability of FG
students to these AGs under certain conditions (Bruno et al.,
2019, 2020), these students may benefit from being the first in
their family to attend university, developing positive academic self-
perceptions, only when maladaptive AGs (i.e., PAv goals) are low.
In view of the significance of these findings, we hope future research
further explores the role of the family context in students’ academic
experiences, especially with regard to socio-psychological dynamics
related to PAv goals.

6 General discussion

With two cross-sectional studies, in the present research we
examined psychological mechanisms that may be involved in the
relationship between students’ social class and academic adaptation
in academic university contexts. Since the literature paid little
attention to the role of subjective social status in university students’
adaptation (Diemer et al, 2013), we also explored outcomes
associated with self-perceived aspects of social class beyond
traditional indicators, such as parents’ educational attainment.
Furthermore, with this research we aimed to address a gap in
the literature which had primarily examined the outcomes related
to social class in terms of academic achievement. In this regard,
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international research has recognized the need to explore outcomes
more closely tied to perceptions of success, since individuals from
low social classes often face barriers to academic and career success
regardless of their academic achievement (OECD, 2019, 2023,
2024a). Overall, the present research has contributed to expanding
the existing literature on the role that structural factors can play
in students’ academic pathways, influencing motivational processes
and, consequently, their likelihood of academic success.

To accomplish our goals, in Study 1 we aimed to shed light
on the relationship between students’ social class and university
students’ perceptions of academic competence. Although prior
research had demonstrated that family SES exerts a negative
influence on students’ performance and self-perceptions during
middle and high school, this field of investigation remains little-
explored within academic university contexts (Chevalere et al,
2023; King et al., 2024; Li et al., 2020; Marsh et al., 2023). A
further relevant aspect of this study was the attention paid to
students’ educational expectations. In particular, psychological and
educational scholars have highlighted that educational expectations
play an important role in the academic adaptation of young
people. The presence of positive attitudes toward the educational
experience represents a fundamental resource for all students. In
the presence of high expectations, in fact, the commitment to
carrying out a task increases and, consequently, there is a greater
probability of overcoming adverse events and barriers of various
types (Wigfield and Eccles, 2000). For this reason, in this study we
examined the indirect association between students’ social class and
their educational expectations through academic self-concept.

Following the findings of the extant literature (e.g., Chevalere
et al., 2023; King et al, 2024; Li et al, 2020; Marsh et al,
2023), our results confirmed that belonging to a low-status social
class can be negatively associated with students’ perceptions
of academic competence, thus limiting their future educational
success. Given that no direct association was identified between
students’ social class and educational expectations, our findings
underscore the pivotal role of perceived academic competence in
university students’ adaptation. What is especially noteworthy is
that, in contrast to prior studies on this topic, the present study
incorporated both subjective and objective social-class indicators.
Despite some past evidence having indicated that the individual’s
socioeconomic and cultural position within society is a more
reliable predictor of wellbeing than objective measures (Tan et al.,
2020), these aspects have been largely overlooked in the educational
literature (Diemer et al., 2013). The findings of our study indicated
that the indirect relationship between social class and students’
educational expectations via ASC was significant only when
subjective social status was taken into account. Students’ adaptation
appears to be primarily influenced by their social, economic, and
cultural resources rather than the educational background of their
parents. Consequently, it can be argued that social, economic,
and cultural capital play a pivotal role in facilitating or impeding
the adaptation of young people, even once they have entered the
academic university context.

In Study 2 we aimed to explore the role of motivational
factors, specifically AGs, in the relationship between students’
social class and ASC. Considering the crucial influence of ASC on
educational outcomes (e.g., Marsh et al., 2023), our primary goal
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was to assess whether the motivational factors that typically drive
students’ engagement in academic environments could moderate
the link between social class and ASC. Thus, in line with literature
that had indicated that AGs may have either positive or negative
consequences on students’ adaptation, which depend on students’
characteristics, particularly their social class (e.g., Bruno etal., 2019;
Darnon et al., 2018a,b; King et al., 2024; Smeding et al., 2013), in
this study we aimed to assess whether AGs would act as risk or
protective factors in academic adaptation.

The findings corroborated those of Study 1, confirming a
negative association between subjective social status and ASC
as well as the absence of an association between parents’
educational attainment and ASC. Furthermore, AGs did not play
a significant role in the relationship between subjective social status
and ASC. This indicates that the perception of having limited
socioeconomic and cultural resources may negatively impact
students’ self-concepts in academic contexts, regardless of the
parents’ educational attainments and AGs. All in all, these results
suggest that the perception of lacking adequate socioeconomic and
cultural resources represents a risk factor for academic adaptation.

A further interesting finding from Study 2 was the significant
interaction that emerged between social class and AGs, specifically
when our analysis focused on parental educational attainment
and only in relation to PAv goals. Specifically, contrary to our
hypothesis, the results did not indicate that FG status led to
a negative perception of academic competence when PAv goals
were high. However, we found that when PAv goals were low—
namely, when academic motivation was not driven by the fear
of being worse than others—FG students reported higher ASC
than their CG peers. This suggests that, without the pressure of
fearing failure or appearing inferior compared to their peers, FG
students are able to build a positive self-image and feel confident
in academic domains. As discussed in Section 5.3, this result
can be interpreted by considering that an objective indicator of
SES (e.g., parents’ educational level) does not in itself represent a
barrier to students’ academic self-perceptions. When FG students
are less concerned with avoiding competition to outperform others,
they may even benefit from being the first in their family to
reach tertiary education, which can become a source of pride
and personal achievement. However, further studies are needed
to better understand the role of PAv goals in tertiary education
pathways, taking into account students’ broader social contexts. As
other studies have also suggested, students’ generational status may
influence their PAv goals (Jury et al., 2015). It can be hypothesized
that this relationship is further mediated by multiple factors related
to the student’s familial environment, such as parental involvement
(Kim et al., 2020; Kim, 2022; Wilder, 2014). In this regard, the
literature has shown that structural factors play a role in shaping
parents’ attitudes, goals, and behaviors toward their children’s
educational experience (e.g., Cecalupo et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2020).
These suggestions are, however, speculative in nature, and further
studies are needed on the role of families in relation to students’
self-perceptions in university contexts.

Opverall, the findings of this research highlight that subjective
social status can hinder students’ adaptation, even once they
reach academic university contexts. Perceived socioeconomic and
cultural resources emerged as a more important dimension than
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generational status in understanding students’ experiences during
their university studies. It is likely that by the time they enter higher
education, these students have already overcome the educational
barriers posed by their family’s educational background, rendering
their perceived socioeconomic and cultural resources more
significant for academic adaptation. Nevertheless, although some
research had shown that parents’ educational attainment can
hinder university students’ adaptation, low maladaptive AGs—
which are oriented toward social comparison and the avoidance
of being worse than others (i.e, PAv goals)—can facilitate
adaptive processes. This suggests that, in certain circumstances,
FG students may demonstrate greater levels of adaptation than
their counterparts, despite the detrimental impact of low SES
on their academic self-perceptions. When the processes of social
mobility are initiated—namely, when FG students attain tertiary
education—not focusing on the goal of not performing worse than
others can enable these students to better express themselves on
their educational pathways. In this regard, also considering that
in both studies of this research parents’ educational attainment
showed a positive association (although not statistically significant)
with students’ ASC, future research should continue to explore
psychological mechanisms that may explain the role of social class
in academic adaptation by adopting a perspective focused on how
the shared life experiences of students from lower social-status
backgrounds can serve as a source of resilience (e.g., Hernandez
etal., 2021).

In conclusion, this research has underscored the importance
of recognizing the role of SES in shaping university students’
adaptation and academic success. The findings also imply a
need to analyze the underlying processes (e.g., ASC and AGs)
that influence the academic experiences of low-SES students.
Further research in this direction is needed to better understand
the socio-psychological mechanisms that facilitate or hinder the
adaptation of students from disadvantaged socioeconomic and
cultural backgrounds. In this regard, more attention should be
paid to variables related to the subjective perception of one’s
socioeconomic condition, which appear to have a more direct and
significant impact on students’ wellbeing compared to ascriptive
variables (i.e., parental education level). Understanding why
and how subjective social status influences students’ university
experiences can provide valuable insights for developing targeted
interventions aimed at mitigating its negative effects. At the
same time, it is important not to overlook more objective and
ascriptive social-class variables and to identify the specific contexts
and circumstances in which they exert a stronger influence on
students’ adaptation and academic achievement. An integrated
understanding of both subjective and objective dimensions of
SES in shaping students’ academic success can offer a more
comprehensive perspective on factors that affect students” success
within academic university environments.

7 Practical implications
The findings of this research offer valuable insights for

informing educational policies and practices at the tertiary
education level. Overall, this research revealed that the perception
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of few socioeconomic and cultural resources was negatively
associated with students’ academic adaptation. This suggests that
even when students have initiated social-mobility processes by
enrolling in university, their education paths may be jeopardized
by a lack of resources. Consequently, at the political level,
it is essential to reinforce social policies that address the
specific social, economic, and cultural needs of students from
low socioeconomic backgrounds and their families. Additionally,
university communities can support the adaptation of students
from low socioeconomic backgrounds by acting on three levels:
students, teachers, and learning environments.

In the first place, universities should provide support services
tailored to the needs of students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds. For example, counseling services, provided
throughout students’ entire academic careers, may play a crucial
role in supporting their academic adaptation. As research
findings have indicated that socioeconomic and cultural barriers
hinder students’ adaptation primarily due to their association
with underlying psychological barriers (e.g., Duffy et al, 20165
Marini et al., 2023), psychological support may be particularly
beneficial for students’ resilience. Thus, counseling services should
incorporate interventions aimed at increasing students’ awareness
of how social class influences their academic experiences, while also
supporting them in identifying the economic, social, and cultural
resources they can draw upon to navigate university successfully
(e.g., Stephens et al,, 2014, 2017). Such interventions, fostering
students’ psychological resources, may enhance their perceptions of
academic competence by emphasizing that academic performance
is not determined solely by individual traits; rather, structural
factors—such as social status or country of origin—can negatively
impact students’ academic achievement.

Furthermore, teachers, as “agents of social change” (Butera
et al, 2021), can actively shape the academic experiences of
students from impoverished socioeconomic backgrounds not only
by being mentors and supporting them at socioemotional levels,
but also by facilitating the students’ integration into university
contexts (Farnese et al,, 2022; Tinto, 2022). For instance, the
adoption of cooperative teaching methodologies may promote
knowledge sharing, strengthen social relationships, and foster the
development of peer networks among all students (Mendo-Lazaro
etal, 2022). These teaching-learning strategies may be particularly
suitable for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds who
are generally socialized by their families to appreciate the values
of interdependence (Stephens et al, 2012). In these contexts,
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds may benefit from
peer support to develop a positive self-concept and overcome the
barriers that often characterize their life experiences. Consequently,
in light of the crucial role that teachers play in students’ academic
adaptation, academic institutions should provide tailored training
to support them effectively. For example, teachers should be offered
professional development programs that address the relationship
between social class and academic performance, with the aim of
helping teachers gain a deeper understanding of how their beliefs,
attitudes, and behaviors may influence the educational trajectories
of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds (see the second-
order effects in the Social Class Academic Contexts Mismatch
Model in Goudeau et al., 2025).
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Finally, academic communities can facilitate the adaptation
of
backgrounds by enhancing the quality of learning environments,

process students from low-resourced socioeconomic
with the goal of discouraging maladaptive forms of academic
motivation. Research within the framework of achievement goal
theory (Urdan and Kaplan, 2020) suggests that the achievement
gap based on SES may be at least partly attributed to how university
systems evaluate students’ performance (e.g., Autin et al., 2019;
Butera, 2006; Smeding et al., 2013). In fulfilling their selective
function (Autin et al, 2015, 2019), in fact, grades can trigger
social-comparison processes, motivating students to engage in
academic activities with the goal of either striving to outperform
their peers (PAp goals) or avoiding underperformance (PAv goals)
(e.g., Cecalupo et al, 2022; Marsh et al., 2017; Pulfrey et al.,
20115 Smeding et al., 2013; Stephens et al., 2017). For this reason,
achievement goal theory scholars emphasize the importance
of modifying learning environments (Ames, 1992; Ames and
Archer, 1988), reinforcing the culture of formative assessment.
For instance, linking grades to clear feedback on students’
individual progress—highlighting both strengths and areas for
improvement—may reduce students’ focus on performance-
based AGs and foster motivation more conducive to learning
(Butera et al., 2024; Cauley and McMillan, 2010; Morris et al.,
2021; Smeding et al, 2013). Such learning environments may
benefit all students, especially those with difficult socioeconomic
backgrounds. In support of this, the present research (Study 2)
showed that when AGs focused on avoiding being worse than
others (PAv goals) were low, FG students perceived themselves as
more competent than their CG peers.

In conclusion, this research suggests that interventions aimed
at facilitating the academic adaptation of students from challenging
socioeconomic backgrounds should engage both the educational
community and the institutional context. The shared goal should
be to reduce, and ideally eliminate, the negative consequences
associated with the lack of socioeconomic and cultural resources
by strengthening the psychological resources of socioeconomically-
and culturally-disadvantaged students and providing them with
the emotional and instrumental support necessary for successfully
navigating their academic experiences.

8 Limitations and future research

This research had several limitations that should be taken
into account when interpreting the presented results. First, the
cross-sectional nature of this research limited our ability to draw
conclusions about the direction of the relationships between the
variables examined. This is an important aspect to explore in
future research, particularly through more complex designs (e.g.,
experimental and longitudinal studies). For example, complex
methodological approaches would be useful for exploring in-
depth the relationship between AGs and academic self-concept,
which may be bidirectional. In addition, longitudinal studies
could help to examine how the psychological processes explored
in this research may develop or remain stable over time. In
this context, conducting studies that span the entire duration
of students’ academic careers would be valuable for gaining
a more comprehensive understanding of potential sensitive
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periods of student adaptation. Longitudinal research would
also allow scholars to identify additional factors that influence
the adaptation of students from low SES backgrounds over
time. One might hypothesize, for example, that “effective”
2022;

Lz

academic socialization (Farnese et al, Tinto, 2022) may
play a key role in facilitating the academic integration of
students from low-SES families. Moreover, the development
of positive relationships with peers could discourage social-
comparison processes and foster adaptive forms of motivation.
Additionally, a supportive and collaborative university climate
could serve as a valuable source of social support for all students,
especially those from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds.
In sum, tracking the academic paths of these students over
time could provide valuable insights into the mechanisms and
processes that can hinder or, conversely, facilitate these students’
academic success.

Second, although this research highlighted the importance
of considering SES’s both objective and subjective indicators
in studying students’ adaptation, we accounted for only one
dimension of objective SES, namely generational status, neglecting
other factors like the parents’ occupations and total household
income. This limitation may explain why, in both of our studies,
generational status had limited explanatory power. It is plausible
to hypothesize that, while generational status is commonly used to
assess the role of structural factors in shaping students’ educational
experiences, the parents’ educational attainment primarily reflects
family-level cultural resources and does not fully capture broader
SES. Future studies should incorporate more comprehensive
indicators of socioeconomic and cultural status, including both
objective measures (such as those used in PISA; Avvisati and
Wuyts, 2024) and subjective indicators to provide a more nuanced
understanding of the impact of SES on academic outcomes.

Third, although this research addressed several key factors
associated with academic adaptation (i.e., SES, ASC, AGs, and
educational expectations), we overlooked the impact of social
and contextual factors on students’ experiences. As noted earlier,
relationships with significant others (Bukowski et al, 2020;
Marsh et al., 2017), the academic environment (Murayama and
Elliot, 2009; Sommet et al., 2015), and institutional factors (e.g.,
Farnese et al, 2022) play a crucial role in shaping students
educational trajectories, particularly for those from low social-
status families. Future studies should examine the role of social and
institutional factors alongside psychological dimensions in order
to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of FG and
socioeconomically- and culturally-disadvantaged students. Such
research would provide a more nuanced perspective on challenges
these students encounter in both their personal and academic lives
(see, e.g., Duffy et al., 2020; Garriott et al., 2020), ideally facilitating
the identification of efficacious strategies to support students in
their educational pathways.

Finally, the present research was conducted within a specific
cultural context (Italy). Consequently, and also given the
limited number of similar studies in other cultural contexts,
interpreting our results while assuming a cross-cultural perspective
is constrained. Additionally, inconsistencies in the literature
regarding the relationships among the variables examined
(objective SES, subjective SES, ASC, AGs, and educational
expectations) make it difficult to hypothesize the role of cultural
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factors in our findings, representing another limitation of the
present research. Future research should pay more attention to
the role of cultural factors in motivated behavior (see Eccles and
Wigfield, 2020; Guay, 2016; King et al., 2017, 2018). Nonetheless,
it is worth noting that recent study results suggest that, although
culture plays a significant role in motivation, the outcomes
associated with motivation appear to be universal (see Guay,
2016). Future research could therefore be designed with the
aim of understanding, on the one hand, whether the pattern
of results that emerged in the present research is also found in
other cultural contexts; and, on the other hand, whether and how
cultural dimensions influence students’ ASC, AGs, and educational
expectations, as well as investigating the relationships between
these variables and SES.

Notwithstanding the aforementioned limitations, this research
has provided valuable insights into the psychological mechanisms
associated with social class in academic university settings.
Research in this area should continue through the implementation
of more complex research designs and with more representative
populations, with the goal of providing more generalizable results
with which to build best practices to help low-SES students thrive
in academic university settings.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by the Ethics
Committee of the University of Cagliari, Italy. The studies were
conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional
requirements. The participants provided their written informed
consent to participate in this study.

Author contributions

MM: Conceptualization,
Methodology, Visualization, Writing - original draft, Writing

Formal analysis, Investigation,

References

Adler, N. E., Epel, E. S., Castellazzo, G., and Ickovics, J. R. (2000). Relationship
of subjective and objective social status with psychological and physiological
functioning: preliminary data in healthy, white women. Health Psychol. 19:586.
doi: 10.1037/0278-6133.19.6.586

Agenda (2030). Agenda 2030, transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for
sustainable development. United Nations-sustainable development knowledge platform.
Available online at: https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda (accessed December 4, 2024).

Ames, C. (1992). Classrooms: goals, structures, and student motivation. J. Educ.
Psychol. 84, 261-271. doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.84.3.261

Ames, C., and Archer, J. (1988). Achievement goals in the classroom: students’
learning strategies and motivation processes. J. Educ. Psychol. 80, 260-267.
doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.260

Frontiersin Psychology

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359

- review & editing. CP: Conceptualization, Formal analysis,
Investigation, Methodology, Visualization, Writing - original
draft, Writing - review & editing. SP: Conceptualization,
Supervision, Writing - review & editing. IG: Investigation,
Supervision, Writing - review & editing. DP: Investigation,
Supervision, Writing - review & editing. SL: Conceptualization,
Formal analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Supervision, Writing
- review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for
the research and/or publication of this article.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

The author(s) declared that they were an editorial board
member of Frontiers, at the time of submission. This had no impact
on the peer review process and the final decision.

Generative Al statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation
of this manuscript.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Autin, F., Batruch, A., and Butera, F. (2015). Social justice in education: how the
function of selection in educational institutions predicts support for (non)egalitarian
assessment practices. Front. Psychol. 6:707. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00707

Autin, F.,, Batruch, A., and Butera, F. (2019). The function of selection of assessment
leads evaluators to artificially create the social class achievement gap. J. Educ. Psychol.
111, 717-735. doi: 10.1037/edu0000307

Avvisati, F., and Wuyts, C. (2024). The Measurement of Socio-economic Status in
PISA, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 321. Paris: OECD Publishing.

Berger, N., and Archer, J. (2015). “The relationship between social class and students’
academic achievement goals: three hypotheses,” in Routledge International Handbook
of Social Psychology of the Classroom, eds C. M. Rubie-Davies, J. M. Stephens, and P.
Watson (London: Routledge), 31-41.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359
https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-6133.19.6.586
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.84.3.261
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.260
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00707
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000307
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Marini et al.

Berger, N., and Archer, J. (2018). Qualitative insights into the relationship between
socioeconomic status and students’ academic achievement goals. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 21,
787-803. doi: 10.1007/s11218-018-9442-1

Bieg, S., Reindl, M., and Dresel, M. (2017). The relation between mastery goals and
intrinsic motivation among university students: a longitudinal study. Educ. Psychol. 37,
666-679. doi: 10.1080/01443410.2016.1202403

Bruno, A., Jury, M, Toczek-Capelle, M. C., and Darnon, C. (2019). Are
performance-avoidance goals always deleterious for academic achievement in
college? The moderating role of social class. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 22, 539-555.
doi: 10.1007/s11218-019-09480-y

Bruno, A., Toczek-Capelle, M. C., and Darnon, C. (2020). Facing the risk of upward
mobility: Performance-avoidance goals and social class among high-school students. J.
Soc. Psychol. 160, 496-508. doi: 10.1080/00224545.2019.1681353

Bukowski, W. M., Dirks, M., Persram, R. J., Wright, L., and Infantino, E. (2020).
Peer relations and socioeconomic status and inequality. New Dir. Child Adolesc. Dev.
2020, 27-37. doi: 10.1002/cad.20381

Butera, F. (2006). La meritocrazia a scuola: un serio ostacolo all’apprendimento.
Psicol. Soc. 1, 431-448. doi: 10.1482/23160

Butera, F., Batruch, A., Autin, F., Mugny, G., Quiamzade, A., Pulfrey, C,, et al.
(2021). Teaching as social influence: empowering teachers to become agents of social
change. Soc. Issues Policy Rev. 15, 323-355. doi: 10.1111/sipr.12072

Butera, F., Dompnier, B, and Darnon, C. (2024).
goals: a social influence cycle. Ann. Rev.  Psychol.
doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-013123-102139

Achievement
75,  527-554.

Cauley, K. M., and McMillan, J. H. (2010). Formative assessment techniques
to support student motivation and achievement. Clearing House ]. 83, 1-6.
doi: 10.1080/00098650903267784

Cecalupo, A., Livi, S., Scarci, F., Marini, M., and Laghi, F. (2024). “School
motivation, performance, and future expectations: the role of the family in the
educational paths of students with a migratory background,” in Evolving Dialogues in
Multiculturalism and Multicultural Education, ed. R. Richard (London: McGraw-Hill).

Cecalupo, A., Marini, M., Scarci, F., and Livi, S. (2022). Individual strivings in social
comparison processes: achievement motivation goals in the big-fish-little-pond effect.
Front. Psychol. 13:677997. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.677997

Chevalére, J., Cazenave, L., Wollast, R., Berthon, M., Martinez, R., Mazenod,
V., et al. (2023). The influence of socioeconomic status, working memory and
academic self-concept on academic achievement. Eur. J. Psychol. Educ. 38, 287-309.
doi: 10.1007/s10212-022-00599-9

Cifuentes Gomez, G., and Santelices, M. V. (2024). Is it worth attending
higher education? Lessons from a systematic review on institutional contribution
to learning outcomes. Cogent Educ. 11:2351241. doi: 10.1080/2331186X.2024.
2351241

Darnon, C., Jury, M., and Aelenei, C. (2018a). Who benefits from mastery-
approach and performance-approach goals in college? Students” social class as a
moderator of the link between goals and grade. Eur. J. Psychol. Educ. 33, 713-726.
doi: 10.1007/s10212-017-0351-z

Darnon, C., Jury, M., Goudeau, S., and Portex, M. (2023). Competitive and
cooperative practices in education: how teachers’ beliefs in school meritocracy are
related to their daily practices with students. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 26, 1789-1805.
doi: 10.1007/s11218-023-09824-9

Darnon, C., Smeding, A., and Redersdorff, S. (2018b). Belief in school meritocracy
as an ideological barrier to the promotion of equality. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 48, 523-534.
doi: 10.1002/ejsp.2347

Diaconu-Gherasim, L. R., Elliot, A. J, Zancu, A. S., Brumariu, L. E.,
Mairean, C., Opariuc Dan, C., et al. (2024). A meta-analysis of the relations
between achievement goals and internalizing problems. Educ. Psychol. Rev.
36:109.doi: 10.1007/s10648-024-09943-5

Diemer, M. A, Mistry, R. S., Wadsworth, M. E., Lopez, 1., and Reimers, F. (2013).
Best practices in conceptualizing and measuring social class in psychological research.
Anal. Soc. Issues Public Policy 13, 77-113. doi: 10.1111/asap.12001

Duffy, R. D., Blustein, D. L., Diemer, M. A., and Autin, K. L. (2016). The
psychology of working theory. J. Counsel. Psychol. 63, 127-148. doi: 10.1037/
cou0000140

Duffy, R. D., Kim, H. J., Gensmer, N. P., Pendleton, L. H., Boren, S., Garriott,
P. O, et al. (2020). Testing a critical cultural wealth model of well-being among
first-generation students. J. Couns. Psychol. 67, 171-183. doi: 10.1037/cou0000388

Dweck, C. S., and Leggett, E. L. (1988). A social-cognitive approach to
motivation and personality. Psychol. Rev. 95, 256-273. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.
95.2.256

Eccles, J. S., and Wigfield, A. (2020). From expectancy-value theory to
situated expectancy-value theory: a developmental, social cognitive, and
sociocultural perspective on motivation. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 61:101859.
doi: 10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101859

Frontiersin

15

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359

Elliot, A. J. (1999). Approach and avoidance motivation and achievement goals.
Educ. Psychol. 34, 169-189. doi: 10.1207/s15326985ep3403_3

Elliot, A. J., and Church, M. A. (1997). A hierarchical model of approach
and avoidance achievement motivation. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 72:218.
doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.72.1.218

Elliot, A. J., Dweck, C. S., and Yeager, D. S. (Eds.). (2017). Handbook of Competence
and Motivation: Theory and Application. New York, NY: Guilford Publications.

Elliot, A. J., and Harackiewicz, J. M. (1996). Approach and avoidance achievement
goals and intrinsic motivation: a mediational analysis. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 70:461.
doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.70.3.461

Elliot, A. J., and Hulleman, C. S. (2017). “Achievement goals,” in Handbook of
Competence and Motivation: Theory and Application, eds A. J. Elliot, C. S. Dweck, and
D.S. Yeager (New York: Guilford Publications), 43-60.

Elliot, A. J., and McGregor, H. A. (2001). A 2 x 2 Achievement Goal Framework. /.
Pers. Soc. Psychol. 80, 501-519. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.80.3.501

Elliot, A. J., Sheldon, K. M. and Church, M. A. (1997). Avoidance
personal goals and subjective well-being. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 23, 915-927.
doi: 10.1177/0146167297239001

Eriksson, K., Lindvall, J., Helenius, O., and Ryve, A. (2021). Socioeconomic status
as a multidimensional predictor of student achievement in 77 societies. Front. Educ.
6:731634. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2021.731634

Fang, J., Huang, X., Zhang, M., Huang, F., Li, Z., and Yuan, Q. (2018). The big-
fish-little-pond effect on academic self-concept: a meta-analysis. Front. Psychol. 9:1569.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01569

Farnese, M. L., Spagnoli, P., and Livi, S. (2022). Undergraduates’ academic
socialization. A cross-time analysis. Brit. ]. Educ. Psychol. 92, 1239-1255.
doi: 10.1111/bjep.12497

Flores, L. Y., Navarro, R. L, and Ali, S. R. (2017). The state of SCCT
research in relation to social class: future directions. J. Career Assess. 25, 6-23.
doi: 10.1177/1069072716658649

Gallucci, M. (2019). GAMLj: general analyses for linear models. [jamovi module].
Available online at: https://gamlj.github.io/ (Accessed December, 2024).

Garriott, P. O., Chao, H,, Jessen, M., Jordan, R. A., Galluzzo, J., Hadjeasgari, C.,
et al. (2020). Development and validation of the college social-emotional crossroads
inventory. J. Career Assess. 28, 496-511. doi: 10.1177/1069072719894271

Garriott, P. O., Navarro, R. L., and Flores, L. Y. (2017). First-generation college
students’ persistence intentions in engineering majors. J. Career Assess. 25, 93-106.
doi: 10.1177/1069072716657533

Gilbert, K. M., Elliot, A. J.,
and avoidance motivation: a
doi: 10.1007/s11031-022-09930-9

Goudeau, S., Stephens, N. M., Markus, H. R,, Darnon, C., Croizet, J-. C., Cimpian,
A., et al. (2025). What causes social class disparities in education? The role of
the mismatches between academic contexts and working-class socialization contexts
and how the effects of these mismatches are explained. Psychol. Rev. 132, 380-403.
doi: 10.1037/rev0000473

and Le,
meta-analysis.

B. M. (2022). Economic status
Motiv. Emot. 46, 293-306.

Guay, F. (2016). The virtue of culture in understanding motivation at school:
commentary on the special issue on culture and motivation. Brit. J. Educ. Psychol. 86,
154-160. doi: 10.1111/bjep.12105

Hernandez, I. A., Silverman, D. M., and Destin, M. (2021). From deficit to
benefit: highlighting lower-SES students’ background-specific strengths reinforces their
academic persistence. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 92:104080. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2020.104080

Hu, L. T., and Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance
structure analysis: conventional criteria vs. new alternatives. Struct. Equ. Model. 6,
1-55. doi: 10.1080/10705519909540118

Huang, C. (2012). Discriminant and criterion-related validity of achievement goals
in predicting academic achievement: a meta-analysis. J. Educ. Psychol. 104, 48-73.
doi: 10.1037/a0026223

Huang, C. (2016). Achievement goals and self-efficacy: a meta-analysis. Educ. Res.
Rev. 19, 119-137. doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2016.07.002

Jorgensen, T. D., Pornprasertmanit, S., Schoemann, A. M., and Rosseel, Y.
(2022). semTools: useful tools for structural equation modeling. R package version
0.5-6. Available online at: https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=semTools (Accessed
December, 2024).

Jury, M., Smeding, A., Court, M., and Darnon, C. (2015). When ﬁrst—generation
students succeed at university: On the link between social class, academic performance,
and performance-avoidance goals. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 41, 25-36.

Jury, M., Smeding, A., Stephens, N. M., Nelson, J. E., Aelenei, C., and Darnon, C.
(2017). The experience of low-SES students in higher education: psychological barriers
to success and interventions to reduce social-class inequality. J. Soc. Issues 73, 23-41.
doi: 10.1111/j0si.12202


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-018-9442-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2016.1202403
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-019-09480-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224545.2019.1681353
https://doi.org/10.1002/cad.20381
https://doi.org/10.1482/23160
https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12072
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-013123-102139
https://doi.org/10.1080/00098650903267784
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.677997
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-022-00599-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2024.2351241
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-017-0351-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09824-9
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2347
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-024-09943-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/asap.12001
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000140
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000388
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.95.2.256
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101859
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep3403_3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.72.1.218
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.70.3.461
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.80.3.501
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167297239001
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.731634
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01569
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12497
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072716658649
https://gamlj.github.io/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072719894271
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072716657533
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-022-09930-9
https://doi.org/10.1037/rev0000473
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12105
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2020.104080
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026223
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2016.07.002
https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=semTools
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12202
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Marini et al.

Kim, K. (2007). ERIC Review: exploring the meaning of “Nontraditional”

at the community college.  Community  Coll.  Rev. 30, 74-88.
doi: 10.1177/009155210203000104
Kim, S. (2022). Fifty years of parental involvement and achievement

research: a  second-order meta-analysis. Educ. Res. Rev.

doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2022.100463

37:100463.

Kim, Y., Mok, S. Y., Seidel, T. (2020). Parental influences on immigrant students’
achievement-related motivation and achievement: a meta-analysis. Educ. Res. Rev. 30,
1-19. doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2020.100327

King, R. B., McInerney, D. M., and Datu, J. A. D. (2018). “Personal investment
theory: a cross-cultural framework for the study of motivation,” in Research on
Sociocultural Influences on Motivation and Learning: Big Theories Revisited 2, eds. G. A.
D. Liem, and D. M. McInerney (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing), 69-90.

King, R. B, McInerney, D. M., and Nasser, R. (2017). Different goals for different
folks: a cross-cultural study of achievement goals across nine cultures. Soc. Psychol.
Educ. 20, 619-642. doi: 10.1007/s11218-017-9381-2

King, R. B., Wang, F., Leung, S. O., and Elliot, A. (2024). Socio-economic status,
mastery-approach goals and learning-related outcomes: mediation and moderation. Br.
J. Educ. Psychol. 94, 499-517. doi: 10.1111/bjep.12660

Korous, K. M., Causadias, J. M., Bradley, R. H., Luthar, S. S., and Levy, R. (2022).
A systematic overview of meta-analyses on socioeconomic status, cognitive ability,
and achievement: the need to focus on specific pathways. Psychol. Rep. 125, 55-97.
doi: 10.1177/0033294120984127

Kraus, M. W, and Stephens, N. M. (2012). A road map for an
emerging psychology of social class. Soc. Pers. Psychol. Compass 6, 642-656.
doi: 10.1111/§.1751-9004.2012.00453.x

Li, S, Xu, Q.,, and Xia, R. (2020). Relationship between SES and academic
achievement of junior high school students in China: the mediating effect of self-
concept. Front. Psychol. 10:2513. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02513

Liu, J., Peng, P., Zhao, B., and Luo, L. (2022). Socioeconomic status and academic
achievement in primary and secondary education: a meta-analytic review. Educ.
Psychol. Rev. 34, 2867-2896. doi: 10.1007/s10648-022-09689-y

Lopez, M. J., Santelices, M. V., and Taveras, C. M. (2023). Academic performance
and adjustment of first-generation students to higher education: a systematic review.
Cogent Educ. 10:2209484. doi: 10.1080/2331186X.2023.2209484

Marginson, S. (2016). The worldwide trend to high participation higher education:
dynamics of social stratification in inclusive systems. High. Educ. 72, 413-434.
doi: 10.1007/510734-016-0016-x

Marini, M., Livi, S., Prislei, L., Parisse, C., Cecalupo, A., Scarci, F., et al. (2023). The
impact of perceived barriers to career advancement: a study with a sample of Italian
university students. Sustainability 15:8874. doi: 10.3390/sul5118874

Marsh, H. W. (1990). The structure of academic self-concept: the Marsh/Shavelson
model. J. Educ. Psychol. 82:623. doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.82.4.623

Marsh, H. W. (1993). “Academic self-concept: theory, measurement, and research,”
in Psychological Perspectives on the Self, ed. J. Suls (Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum), 59-98.

Marsh, H. W., Byrne, B. M., and Shavelson, R. J. (1988). A multifaceted academic
self-concept: its hierarchical structure and its relation to academic achievement. J. Educ.
Psychol. 80:366. doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.366

Marsh, H. W., Martin, A. J, Yeung, A. S, and Craven, R. G. (2017).
“Competence self-perceptions,” in Handbook of Competence and Motivation: Theory
and Application, eds. A. J. Elliot, C. S. Dweck, and D. S. Yeager (New York: Guilford
Publications), 85-115.

Marsh, H. W., Pekrun, R., Dicke, T., Guo, J., Parker, P. D., and Basarkod,
G. (2023). Disentangling the long-term compositional effects of school-average
achievement and SES: a substantive-methodological synergy. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 35:70.
doi: 10.1007/s10648-023-09726-4

Marsh, H. W., and Seaton, M. (2015). The big-fish-little-pond effect, competence
self-perceptions, and relativity: substantive advances and methodological innovation.
Adv. Motiv. Sci. 2, 127-184. doi: 10.1016/bs.adms.2015.05.002

Mendo-Lazaro, S., Ledn-del-Barco, B., Polo-del-Rio, M. 1., and Lépez-Ramos, V.
M. (2022). The impact of cooperative learning on university students’ academic goals.
Front. Psychol. 12:787210. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.787210

Michael, D., and Kyriakides, L. (2023). Mediating effects of motivation and
socioeconomic status on reading achievement: a secondary analysis of PISA 2018.
Large-scale Assess. Educ. 11:31. doi: 10.1186/s40536-023-00181-9

Morris, R., Perry, T., and Wardle, L. (2021). Formative assessment and
feedback for learning in higher education: a systematic review. Rev. Educ. 9:¢3292.
doi: 10.1002/rev3.3292

Mouratidis, A., Vansteenkiste, M., Michou, A., and Lens, W. (2013). Perceived
structure and achievement goals as predictors of students self-regulated learning and
affect and the mediating role of competence need satisfaction. Learn. Individ. Differ. 23,
179-186. doi: 10.1016/j.1indif.2012.09.001

Frontiersin

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359

Murayama, K., and Elliot, A. J. (2009). The joint influence of personal achievement
goals and classroom goal structures on achievement-relevant outcomes. J. Educ.
Psychol. 101:432. doi: 10.1037/a0014221

Nicholls, J. G. (1984). Achievement motivation: conceptions of ability,
subjective experience, task choice, and performance. Psychol. Rev. 91, 328-346.
doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.91.3.328

Niepel, C., Brunner, M., and Preckel, F. (2014). The longitudinal interplay of
students’ academic self-concepts and achievements within and across domains:
replicating and extending the reciprocal internal/external frame of reference model.
J. Educ. Psychol. 106:1170. doi: 10.1037/a0036307

OECD (2019). PISA 2018 Results (Volume I): What Students Know and Can Do.
PISA. Paris: OECD Publishing. doi: 10.1787/5f07¢754-en

OECD (2023). PISA 2022 Results (Volume I): The State of Learning and Equity in
Education. PISA. Paris: OECD Publishing. doi: 10.1787/53f23881-en

OECD (2024a). Challenging Social Inequality Through Career Guidance: Insights
from International Data and Practice. Paris: OECD Publishing.

OECD (2024b). Education at a Glance 2024: OECD Indicators.
OECD Publishing.

Pekrun, R., Elliot, A. J., and Maier, M. A. (2006). Achievement goals and discrete
achievement emotions: a theoretical model and prospective test. J. Educ. Psychol. 98,
583-597. doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.98.3.583

Paris:

Pintrich, P. R. (2000). An achievement goal theory perspective on issues in
motivation terminology, theory, and research. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 25, 92-104.
doi: 10.1006/ceps.1999.1017

Pulfrey, C., Buchs, C., and Butera, F. (2011). Why grades engender performance-
avoidance goals: the mediating role of autonomous motivation. J. Educ. Psychol. 103,
683-700. doi: 10.1037/a0023911

R Core Team (2024). R: A Language and Environment for Statistical Computing.
Vienna, Austria: R Foundation for Statistical Computing.

Rosseel, Y. (2012). lavaan: an R Package for Structural Equation Modeling. J. Stat.
Softw. 48, 1-36. doi: 10.18637/js5.v048.102

Seaton, M., Marsh, H. W,, and Craven, R. G. (2010). Big-fish-little-pond effect:
generalizability and moderation-two sides of the same coin. Am. Educ. Res. ]. 47,
390-433. doi: 10.3102/0002831209350493

Senko, C. (2016). “Achievement goal theory,” in Handbook of Motivation at School.
2nd edn, eds. K. R. Wentzel and D. B. Miele (New York, NY: Routledge), 75-95.

Smeding, A., Darnon, C., Souchal, C., Toczek-Capelle, M-. C., and Butera, F.
(2013). Reducing the socioeconomic status achievement gap at university by promoting
mastery-oriented assessment. PLoS ONE 8, 1-6. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0071678

Sommet, N., Quiamzade, A., Jury, M., and Mugny, G. (2015). The student-
institution fit at university: interactive effects of academic competition and social class
on achievement goals. Front. Psychol. 6:769. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00769

Soper, D. S. (2024). A-priori sample size calculator for multiple regression [Software].
Available online at: https://www.danielsoper.com/statcalc (Accessed December, 2024).

Stephens, N. M., Dittmann, A. G., and Townsend, S. S. (2017). ‘Social class
and models of competence: how gateway institutions disadvantage working-class
Americans and how to intervene,” in Handbook of Competence and Motivation: Theory
and Application, 2nd Edn, eds. C. Dweck, A. Elliot, and D. Yeager (New York, NY:
Guilford Press), 512-528.

Stephens, N. M., Hamedani, M. G., and Destin, M. (2014). Closing the social-
class achievement gap: a difference-education intervention improves first-generation
students’ academic performance and all students’ college transition. Psychol. Sci. 25,
943-953. doi: 10.1177/0956797613518349

Stephens, N. M., Markus, H. R., and Fryberg, S. A. (2012). Social class
disparities in health and education: reducing inequality by applying a
sociocultural self-model of behavior. Psychol. Rev. 119, 723-744. doi: 10.1037/
20029028

Tabachnick, B. G., and Fidell, L. S. (2013). Using Multivariate Statistics: International
Edition. London, UK: Pearson.

Tan, J. J., Kraus, M. W., Carpenter, N. C., and Adler, N. E. (2020). The association
between objective and subjective socioeconomic status and subjective well-being: a
meta-analytic review. Psychol. Bull. 146:970. doi: 10.1037/bul0000258

The Jamovi Project (2024). jamovi. Version 2.6 [Computer Software]. Available
online at: https://www.jamovi.org (Accessed December, 2024).

Tinto, V. (2022). “Exploring the character of student persistence in high education:
the impact of perception, motivation, and engagement,” in The Handbook of Research
on Student Engagement, 2nd Edn, eds. A. L Reschly and S. L. Christenson (New York,
NY: Springer). doi: 10.1007/978-3-031-07853-8_17

Urdan, T. and Kaplan, A. (2020). The origins, evolution, and future
directions of achievement goal theory. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 61:101862.
doi: 10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101862


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359
https://doi.org/10.1177/009155210203000104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2022.100463
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2020.100327
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-017-9381-2
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12660
https://doi.org/10.1177/0033294120984127
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2012.00453.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02513
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-022-09689-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2209484
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0016-x
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15118874
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.82.4.623
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.366
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-023-09726-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.adms.2015.05.002
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.787210
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40536-023-00181-9
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3292
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2012.09.001
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014221
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.91.3.328
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036307
https://doi.org/10.1787/5f07c754-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/53f23881-en
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.98.3.583
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1999.1017
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023911
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v048.i02
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831209350493
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0071678
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00769
https://www.danielsoper.com/statcalc
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797613518349
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029028
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000258
https://www.jamovi.org
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-07853-8_17
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101862
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Marini et al.

Van Ewijk, R., and Sleegers, P. (2010). The effect of peer socioeconomic
status on student achievement: a meta-analysis. Educ. Res. Rev. 5, 134-150.
doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2010.02.001

Wang, Y. A, and Rhemtulla, M. (2021). Power analysis for parameter estimation in
structural equation modeling: a discussion and tutorial. Adv. Methods Pract. Psychol.
Sci. 4:2515245920918253. doi: 10.1177/2515245920918253

Wigﬁeld, A., and Eccles, J. S. (2000). Expectancy-value theory of achievement
motivation. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 25, 68-81. doi: 10.1006/ceps.1999.1015

Wilder, S. (2014). Effects of parental involvement on academic achievement: a
meta-synthesis. Educ. Rev. 66, 377-397. doi: 10.1080/00131911.2013.780009

Frontiersin

17

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359

Wirthwein, L., and Steinmayr, R. (2021). Performance-approach goals: the
operationalization makes the difference. Eur. J. Psychol. Educ. 36, 1199-1220.
doi: 10.1007/s10212-020-00520-2

Wouters, S., Colpin, H., Van Damme, J., and Verschueren, K. (2015).
Endorsing achievement goals exacerbates the big-fish-little-pond effect on
academic self-concept. Educ. Psychol. 35, 252-270. doi: 10.1080/01443410.2013.8
22963

Wu, H., Guo, Y., Yang, Y., and Zhao, L., and Guo, C. (2021). A meta-analysis of the
longitudinal relationship between academic self-concept and academic achievement.
Educ. Psychol. Rev. 33, 1-30. doi: 10.1007/s10648-021-09600-1


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1542359
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2010.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/2515245920918253
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1999.1015
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2013.780009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-020-00520-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2013.822963
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-021-09600-1
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	The role of social class in academic university contexts: exploring students' academic self-concept, educational expectations, and achievement goals
	1 Introduction
	2 Theoretical background
	2.1 SES and perceived academic competencies
	2.2 SES and achievement goals
	2.3 Achievement goals, perceived academic competencies, and SES

	3 The present research
	4 Study 1
	4.1 Method
	4.1.1 Participants
	4.1.2 Measures

	4.2 Data analysis and results
	4.3 Discussion

	5 Study 2
	5.1 Method
	5.1.1 Participants
	5.1.2 Measures

	5.2 Data analysis and results
	5.3 Discussion

	6 General discussion
	7 Practical implications
	8 Limitations and future research
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Generative AI statement
	Publisher's note
	References


