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Goal orientation theory has been used extensively to help explain achievement behavior 

in both the academic and athletic domains.  In both areas, learning goals are widely 

regarded as most beneficial while performance-avoidance goals are viewed as detrimental 

to achievement and motivation.  Performance-approach goals offer both positive and 

negative effects.  Identity theory posits that an individual’s behavior can be somewhat 

predicted based on identity saliency.  The identity an individual places at the top of his or 

her identity hierarchy will typically govern his or her behavior in a wide variety of 

domains.  Therefore, for student athletes who are highly identified with the athlete role, 

their behavior should be governed by that role in numerous domains, including 
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academics.  The primary purpose of this study was to identify the influence of identity 

hierarchy structure on the adoption of each particular goal orientation in academics.  The 

variables gender, year in school, and plans to play professionally were predicted to 

interact with identity hierarchy to predict the adoption of each academic goal orientation.  

The results of the regression analyses revealed several non-significant relationships 

among the variables and interaction terms, thus suggesting subjects were more 

homogeneous in their adoption of academic goal orientations than anticipated.  The 

results of the study did reveal several significant correlations; most notable among them 

were positive correlations between identity hierarchy (eg., high athletic identity) and the 

variables gender (1=male, 0=female), scholarship status (1=none, 2=partial, 3=full), and 

plans to play professionally (1=yes, 0=no).  This study also attempted to validate a 

measure of identity hierarchy structure and a measure of trichotomized athletic goal 

orientations.  Using exploratory factor analysis, all subscales yielded alpha coefficients of 

.70 or higher for reliability of scores.  Implications of the study may help student athletes, 

academic counselors, and career counselors better understand student athletes’ academic 

achievement.  
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 During the past decade, academic accountability among student athletes has 

become a prevalent topic, particularly at the college level.  Recent academic scandals 

have plagued several high-profile athletic departments at universities around the country.  

In response to these scandals, athletic departments have begun to examine the academic 

progress of their student athletes rigorously in an attempt to bolster the image of their 

student athletes as being “students” first and “athletes” second.  Unfortunately many of 

these colleges rely on grade point averages and graduation rates as indicators of academic 

progress.  While these indicators certainly provide a solid first step toward the academic 

assessment of student athletes, they offer only a superficial look at the cognitive 

processes involved in student athletes’ academic achievement.  If helping these student 

athletes achieve academic success is the end result of these assessments, then a deeper 

understanding of the student athletes’ cognitive and motivational processes is needed.  

This study examines these processes from a theoretical standpoint and attempts to 

uncover links between student athletes’ academic and athletic achievement orientations. 

One particular kind of theory that may offer insight into student athletes’ 

cognitive and motivational processes is achievement theory.  Achievement theories were 

originally created in order to explain children’s behavior in the achievement setting of the 

classroom (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996).  In recent years, goal orientation theory has 

emerged as the prevalent classroom achievement theory.  The main objective in goal 

orientation theory is for individuals to demonstrate ability or avoid demonstrating a lack 
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of ability.  In order to satisfy these objectives, an individual may adopt one of two 

different goal orientations:  task-orientation or ego-orientation (Nicholls, 1984, 1989). 

Dweck and her colleagues (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988; Grant & 

Dweck, 2003) later categorized this distinction as a learning goal orientation versus a 

performance goal orientation.  Learning goals are believed to be most beneficial in the 

classroom as they stress the importance of subject mastery and therefore allow the 

individual to demonstrate ability relative to him or herself.  Performance goals, on the 

other hand, define ability in normative terms.  Performance goals emphasize competition 

and can be detrimental to motivation, especially in the face of failure.  The findings on 

performance goals, however, have revealed mixed results as to whether or not they are 

truly detrimental. 

This debate over the effects of performance goals has led Elliot and his colleagues 

(Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996) to examine performance goals from an approach-

avoidance perspective.  Performance-approach goals are characterized by the attainment 

of judgments of competent ability while performance-avoidance goals are characterized 

by avoiding judgments of incompetent ability.  Research has shown that performance-

approach goals are often times beneficial, especially for high-ability individuals who 

embrace the challenge.  The use of performance-approach goals has actually been shown 

to yield similar intrinsic motivation levels as the use of learning goals.  Performance-

avoidance goals, on the other hand, tend to lead to a decrease in intrinsic motivation and 

have been associated with lower grades (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliott & Dweck, 

1988). 
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Although these orientations are well-documented in the classroom, their 

application to athletics has received considerable attention only in recent years.  Similar 

to the classroom, the athletic domain is also an achievement setting in which athletes 

strive to demonstrate ability.  Not surprisingly, therefore, learning goals, performance-

approach goals, and performance-avoidance goals are recognized as being salient for 

athletes at all levels of competition.  In addition to these goals carrying over from 

academics to athletics, their effects are also quite similar across the two domains.   Both 

learning goals and performance-approach goals have been found to lead to higher levels 

of intrinsic motivation and satisfaction in athletics (Lochbaum & Roberts, 1993) while 

the adoption of performance-avoidance goals has been found to undermine levels of 

intrinsic motivation compared to both performance-approach and learning goals (Cury, 

Elliot, Sarrazin, Fonseca, & Rufo, 2002). 

 Although goal orientation theory is applicable to both the academic and athletic 

domains, little research exists that examines cross-domain generalizability between the 

two.  The question of whether or not an individual’s goal orientation in academics carries 

over into athletics, or vice versa, remains unanswered.  This debate over the 

generalizability of these goal orientations stems directly from personality research, 

particularly the trait/state issue.  Some personality researchers believe that personality 

characteristics are trait-like and stable over time.  Others, however, believe that these 

characteristics are state-like and change according to the situation.  Goal orientation 

researchers have adopted a similar range of views on the issue.  Evidence exists to 
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suggest that goal orientations can be either situational and unstable or dispositional and 

consistent across domains (Matthews & Deary, 1998; Schmitt & Borkenau, 1992). 

 While personality research offers little assistance in settling the debate over the 

trait/state issue regarding goal orientations, identity research may shed some light on the 

issue.  While some individuals are likely to adopt different goal orientations across the 

two domains, others are likely to adopt similar goal orientations.  Stryker and Serpe 

(1982) developed an identity hierarchy model that supports the notion of universality of 

goal orientations.  In their model, they suggest that the higher an individual places a 

particular identity on his or her hierarchy, the more likely that individual is to use that 

identity in a wide variety of situations.  Therefore, highly identified athletes may allow 

their athletic identities to govern their adoption of goal orientations across numerous 

domains, including academics. 

 In conjunction with Stryker and Serpe’s (1982) hierarchy research affecting the 

probability of adopting similar goal orientations in athletics and academics, Harter (1990) 

proposed that college students’ behavior is determined in large part by how adequately 

they are performing in domains that are important to them.  If a student athlete highly 

values his or her athletic role, then according to Harter, his or her behavior will be 

affected greatly by that role.  Therefore, collegiate student athletes, whose athletic roles 

are inherently salient, will be highly likely to allow their athletic identities to govern their 

academic behavior, particularly their adoption of goal orientations. 

 While college athletics certainly may over-emphasize the importance of the 

athlete role, some athletes may not be influenced by that role as much as others.  Various 



5

factors may affect the degree to which a student athlete identifies with his or her athlete 

role and therefore affect the likelihood of adopting each particular academic goal 

orientation.  Gender, year in school, career maturity (which tends to occur with increasing 

age), and plans to play professionally all may lead to differences in the salience of the 

athlete role in the individual’s identity hierarchy and therefore affect his or her adoption 

of academic goal orientations. 

Research suggests that male student athletes, 1st/2nd year student athletes, and 

student athletes planning to play professionally may possess characteristics that make 

them more susceptible to adopting performance-avoidance goals in academics.  Female 

student athletes, 3rd-6th year student athletes, and student athletes not planning to play 

professionally, on the other hand, appear to possess characteristics that make them more 

likely to adopt learning goals and performance-approach goals in academics (Brewer, 

Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Brown & Hartley, 1998; Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996).  

Based on this past research, it was hypothesized that student athletes’ identity hierarchy 

structures would interact with the variables of gender, year in school, and plans to play 

professionally to predict the degree of each particular academic goal orientation.  

Significant main effects of gender, year in school, and plans to play professionally were 

also hypothesized. 

In addition to examining the influence of the relationship between identity 

hierarchy and the variables of gender, year in school, and plans to play professionally on 

the adoption of each particular academic goal orientation, this study also served three 

other purposes.  First, in this study, I attempted to validate a measure of identity 
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hierarchy.  In order to understand the relationship between identity hierarchy and the 

adoption of academic goal orientations, I had to create an instrument that was able to 

measure athletic identity in relation to academic identity.  This instrument was adapted 

from an existing athletic identity scale which measured the degree of athletic identity.  By 

modifying the language of the items on the existing athletic identity measure (AIMS), I 

was able to create a measure of athletic and academic identity hierarchy.  This new 

measure was able to provide a more accurate measure of identity hierarchy.  Exploratory 

factor analysis was used to examine factor structure and reliability of scores for the 

instrument. 

Second, in this study, I attempted to validate a measure of the trichotomized 

approach to athletic goal orientations.  Previous studies have all relied on either a 

measure of the dichotomous approach to athletic goal orientations or a measure of the 

trichotomized approach that was not intended for college student athletes.  Research on 

academics has demonstrated that the trichotomized approach better explains achievement 

behavior.  Therefore, I created an athletic scale based on an existing academic scale.  

Exploratory factor analysis was used to examine factor structure and reliability of scores 

for the scale. 

Finally, in this study, I examined the relationships between goal orientations in 

athletics and academics.  Based on Stryker and Serpe’s identity theory, highly identified 

student athletes are likely to place their athlete roles at the top of their identity 

hierarchies.  They should therefore be more likely to use their athlete roles in a wide 

variety of situations and de-emphasize their academic roles.  This study used 
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correlational analysis to examine the cross-domain generality of these goal orientations to 

determine whether or not they are similar across athletics and academics. 
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Chapter 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Learning Goals vs. Performance Goals 

 Learning goals, also referred to as mastery goals (Ames & Archer, 1988) and 

task-orientation (Nicholls, 1984, 1989) are characterized by the individual’s engaging in 

a task simply for the sake of learning.  Learning goals assume that ability is a self-

referenced trait and is best demonstrated by applying a high effort to learning.  In the 

classroom, ability is associated with intelligence.  Accordingly, in terms of learning goal 

orientation, ability can be defined by an incremental theory of intelligence (Dweck & 

Leggett, 1988).  Those who favor this idea of ability believe that intelligence is a 

changeable trait that can be positively influenced with increased effort.  Because learning 

goals are self-referenced and dependent upon effort, perceived ability plays a relatively 

small role in the goal of achievement.  Individuals who adopt a learning goal approach 

are therefore encouraged to seek out challenging tasks since failure does not imply low 

ability but rather the need for increased learning. 

 Research by Grant and Dweck (2003) has shown that in the classroom, learning 

goals enhance students’ intrinsic motivation throughout the learning process, encourage 

students to attribute achievement to effort rather than ability, promote successful planning 

to facilitate learning, and cause greater task improvement over time.  Further research has 

also indicated that learning goals support more active levels of cognitive engagement in 

the classroom (Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988). All of these positive processes were 

ultimately found to lead to higher grades in these studies.  The process of learning in a 
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learning goal situation is understood to be an end in itself, as there is no superior goal for 

the individual to strive to achieve (Meece et al., 1988; Nicholls, 1984). 

 Performance goals, also called ego-oriented goals (Nicholls, 1984, 1989), on the 

other hand, focus on performance outcomes as a measure of ability and are therefore 

normatively defined (performance in relation to others).  Ability is the major component 

of performance goals, and demonstrating ability is completely dependent upon the 

demonstration of competence compared to others.  Learning becomes a means to an end 

as the process of learning may help individuals demonstrate superior ability (Meece et al., 

1988; Nicholls, 1984).  Unlike learning goals which support or are supported by the 

incremental theory of intelligence, performance goals are associated with an entity theory 

(Dweck & Leggett, 1988).  Individuals who adopt this theory believe that intelligence 

and classroom ability are fixed traits that cannot change.  Therefore failure implies a low 

ability level.  As a result, individuals with low ability are likely to shy away from 

challenges that will ultimately prove that they are low in ability.  Avoiding failure 

becomes a better alternative as students can preserve their sense of ability.  Individuals 

with high ability for a certain task, however, are likely to outperform others and therefore 

prove to themselves and others that they are competent.  This distinction in ability level 

has led to a further breakdown of performance goals into two distinct categories:  

performance-approach and performance-avoidance (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996).   

 Performance-approach goals are characterized by the attainment of judgments of 

competent ability while performance-avoidance goals are characterized by avoiding 

judgments of incompetent ability.  Performance-approach goals are likely to be adopted 
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by individuals with high perception of ability.  Performance-avoidance goals, on the other 

hand, are likely to be utilized by individuals with low perceptions of ability who are 

trying to avoid demonstrating that low ability.  Furthermore, these two different 

approaches are believed to yield different levels in intrinsic motivation for school tasks.  

Although this dichotomous approach to performance goals is still fairly controversial, 

researchers have found supporting evidence for the theory.  In a study of 84 

undergraduate students, performance-avoidance goals were negatively correlated with 

intrinsic motivation while performance-approach goals were similar in their effects on 

intrinsic motivation compared to learning goals in the classroom, even when effort was 

consistent in all groups (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996).   In another study of 101 fifth 

graders, those students displaying performance goals in combination with low 

perceptions of ability (i.e.,, more likely to choose performance-avoidance goals) 

experienced decreases in intrinsic motivation while students demonstrating performance 

goals with high perceptions of ability (i.e.,, more likely to choose performance-approach 

goals) had similar intrinsic motivation levels as the learning goals group (Elliott & 

Dweck, 1988).  

 On the whole, performance goals tend to lead to lower intrinsic motivation, a 

decrease in self-worth, time and effort withdrawal on relevant tasks (Grant & Dweck, 

2003), a focus on ability rather than effort, and attributing failure to a lack of ability 

(Ames & Archer, 1988).  Examining performance goals from the approach-avoidance 

perspective, however, reveals the potential benefits of performance-approach goals as 

being similar to those of learning goals.  Performance-approach goals may actually allow 
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“individuals to ‘drop down’ to the activity level and become absorbed in the process of 

task engagement” (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996, p. 472).  They therefore become 

increasingly involved in the task itself and momentarily forget about the importance of 

demonstrating ability. 

 Despite these benefits, however, the use of performance-approach goals is not 

entirely advantageous.  In a study of 204 undergraduate students, Elliot  and Church 

(1997) found performance-approach goals to be grounded not only in achievement 

motivation and high competence expectancies but also in fear of failure.  These results 

offer evidence that performance-approach goals are driven in part by a desire to avoid 

failure, although this desire might not be as strong as in the adoption of a performance-

avoidance goal orientation. 

 It also seems that performance-approach goals do not always foster adaptive 

patterns of learning.  While some research has identified a positive relationship between 

performance-approach goals and adaptive patterns of learning (McGregor & Elliot, 

2002), other research has found either a negative relationship (Middleton, Kaplan, & 

Midgley, 2004) or a non-significant relationship between the two (Wolters, 2004).  These 

findings, however, may simply be anomalies.  In an extensive review of the literature, 

Midgley and her colleagues “were unable to find patterns that explain the inconsistent 

results” (Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001, p. 78).  Despite these findings, 

performance-approach goals are widely seen as being beneficial to the classroom setting. 

 Performance-avoidance goals, in contrast, likely lead to a decrease in intrinsic 

motivation, strategy deterioration, failure attributions, and general negative affect (Elliot 
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& Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliott & Dweck, 1988).  In a study of 484 7th grade students, 

researchers found that performance-avoidance goals positively predicted the use of 

handicapping by students.  This handicapping is used by low-achieving individuals who 

want to preserve their perceptions of ability by establishing circumstances that will 

ultimately lead to failure.  These individuals can therefore attribute their low achievement 

to external circumstances such as a lack of studying rather than low ability levels 

(Midgley & Urdan, 2001).  Interestingly these findings are the same characteristics 

associated with learned helplessness which is the phenomenon that happens when 

repeated failure on a task leads to a belief that an individual simply cannot achieve 

success on that task (Elliott & Dweck, 1988). 

 Differences among the three different goal orientations have been well-

documented in past research.  Numerous studies have identified a positive correlation 

between a learning goal orientation and a performance-approach orientation and between 

a performance-approach orientation and a performance-avoidance orientation (Braten, 

Samuelstuen, & Stromso, 2004; Church, Elliot, & Gable, 2001; Elliot & Church, 1997; 

McGregor & Elliot, 2002).  Furthermore, a learning goal orientation has been found to 

correlate negatively with a performance-avoidance orientation (Braten et al., 2004).  This 

pattern of correlations may be related to differences in effects of each particular goal 

orientation.  Learning goals are viewed as the most beneficial while performance-

avoidance goals are highly detrimental.  Performance-approach goals are somewhere in 

the middle with their effects being both negative and positive (Elliot & Church, 1997).     
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Goal Orientations in Athletics 

 Because goal orientation theory developed out of educational research, the theory 

itself has traditionally been applied to academic areas.  In recent years, however, the 

theory has gained popularity in other achievement domains as well.  Learning goal 

orientations and performance goal orientations are widely recognized as “general traits 

that cut across domains as diverse as sport and schoolwork” (Silva & Nicholls, 1993, p. 

282).  Indeed, the application of goal orientation theory to the athletic domain has 

become increasingly useful.  Similar to students in the classroom, athletes who adopt 

learning goals seek to demonstrate ability through learning and mastery in their sport.  

They tend to partake in athletics for pure enjoyment.  These athletes believe that optimum 

athletic performance is the result of effort and persistence, thus supporting the 

incremental theory of intelligence. In learning goal contexts, exerting maximum effort is 

the sole means for demonstrating competence and high ability.  Because ability is highly 

dependent upon effort, these athletes do not back down from challenging situations 

(Lochbaum & Roberts, 1993).  Furthermore, learning goal oriented athletes also tend to 

believe that sports foster social relationships (Ommundsen & Roberts, 1996) and teach 

valuable life skills such as honesty and respect (Duda, 1989). 

 Athletes who adopt performance goals, in contrast, define ability in normative 

terms, especially through social comparison with teammates and opposing players when 

engaged in competition and practice (Williams, 1994).  Just like students in the 

classroom, athletes who adopt performance goals focus their attention on out-performing 

others as a way to demonstrate athletic ability.  This approach may be detrimental to 
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athletic motivation, especially in the face of failure.  Continual failure by performance 

goal oriented athletes implies low ability.  Because the main objective of goal orientation 

theory is to demonstrate competence, athletes who continue to fail “are more likely to 

question their own commitment and motivation to engage in sport, especially if they have 

questions of their own competence” (Lochbaum & Roberts, 1993, p. 169).   

 High ability athletes, on the other hand, do not seem as negatively affected by the 

use of performance goals.  These athletes, because of their high ability, tend to 

experience great success and satisfaction in sports.  They will therefore tend to continue 

to adopt performance goals in an attempt to maintain a perception of competence and 

high ability (Duda & Nicholls, 1992).  Because these athletes attribute success and failure 

in sports to high and low ability and because ability is normatively defined, they therefore 

will often adopt the view of ability as being fixed and unchangeable (Lochbaum & 

Roberts, 1993).  This idea is very similar to the entity theory of intelligence in the 

classroom.  Since ability is perceived as a fixed trait, athletes tend to attribute success and 

failure to external factors such as chance and luck in addition to ability.  Furthermore, 

since ability is an unchangeable trait, athletes who adopt performance goals may also 

endorse a work-avoidant attitude (Duda, Fox, Biddle, & Armstrong, 1992).  Since 

practice seemingly cannot have a large effect on ability or the likelihood of success, these 

athletes fail to exert maximum effort in practice.  They instead rely on their ability to out-

perform others and thus reaffirm their competence.  Simply put, these athletes are 

characterized by the “winning is everything” mentality and believe that sports are a 
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means to enhance social status and the rewards that come with success (Ommundsen & 

Roberts, 1996). 

 This dichotomous approach to goal orientations in athletics suggests that 

performance goals are predominantly detrimental to athletes’ performances (Lochbaum 

& Roberts, 1993) and effort (Duda et al., 1992).  These results, however, seem 

counterintuitive to the athletic domain in which athletes rely heavily on performance 

goals.  Consequently, researchers have recently begun applying Elliot’s (1996) 

trichotomized framework to the athletic domain in order to identify a clearer model of 

athletic behavior.  Not surprisingly, partitioning performance goals into performance-

approach and performance-avoidance goals offers similar results in the athletic domain as 

in the academic domain.  Performance-approach goals in athletics have been found to 

correlate positively with career sport achievement (Halvari & Thomassen, 1997), athletic 

performance, the motive to achieve success (Halvari & Kjormo, 1999), athletic mastery 

goals, and perceptions of athletic competence (Cury, DaFonseca, & Rufo, 2002).  

Furthermore, the use of performance-approach goals in athletics has been found to 

produce similar levels of intrinsic motivation as the use of mastery goals (Cury, Elliot et 

al., 2002). 

 The use of performance-avoidance goals, on the other hand, has been found to 

correlate negatively with career sport achievement (Halvari & Thomassen, 1997), athletic 

performance, the motive to achieve success (Halvari & Kjormo, 1999), and perceptions 

of athletic competence (Cury, DaFonseca et al., 2002).  These goals were also associated 

with the use of self-handicapping (Ommundsen, 2004).  Furthermore, the adoption of 
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performance-avoidance goals was found to undermine levels of intrinsic motivation 

compared to both performance-approach and mastery goals (Cury, Elliot et al., 2002). 

 Despite these differences, some similarities between the effects of these two 

performance goal orientations exist.  Both performance-approach goals and performance-

avoidance goals were found to correlate positively with fear of failure in sports (Conroy 

& Elliot, 2004), entity beliefs about sport ability, and a performance environment.  

Furthermore, both performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals were found 

to correlate negatively with incremental beliefs about sport ability.  Performance-

approach goals have also been found to relate positively to both performance-avoidance 

goals and learning goals (Cury, DaFonseca et al., 2002).   

 While the dichotomous approach to athletic goal orientation contends that 

learning goals are beneficial and performance goals are detrimental to motivation and 

achievement, the trichotomized approach offers convincing evidence that not all 

performance goals are inherently disadvantageous.  Performance-approach goals can 

actually foster athletic performance and should not be viewed as completely dangerous.  

Performance-avoidance goals, on the other hand, inhibit motivation and achievement and 

should be avoided by coaches and athletes. 

Generalization of Goal Orientations 

 Clearly goal orientation theory is relevant in both academic and athletic settings.  

Its applicability to these two domains has been a major focus of motivation research 

(Weiner, 1990).  Furthermore, the interest in the generalization of these goal orientations 

has become a major research interest.  The question of whether or not these goal 
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orientations are stable for individuals across different domains is one that remains 

unanswered.  The roots of this debate stem directly from personality research which has 

examined the state/trait issue extensively.  While some believe that personality 

characteristics are traits that are consistent over time (Allport, 1937; Matthews & Deary, 

1998), others argue that these characteristics are more state-like and actually change 

according to the situation (Cattell & Scheier, 1961; Nesselroade & Bartsch, 1977; 

Schmitt & Borkenau, 1992).  Still others believe that personality traits interact with 

personality states to produce behavior that is somewhat consistent over time and domains 

(Hudlicka, 2002; Nemanick & Munz, 1997). 

 Application of this debate to the domain of motivation in academics and athletics 

has also revealed mixed results.  Many researchers feel that there is no cross-situational 

generality between the two and that individual differences play the major role in 

determining motivational orientations across various domains (Weiner, 1990).  In a study 

of 235 high-school student-athletes, Ryska (2003) found that although ego orientation 

positively correlated with low academic competence and task orientation positively 

correlated with high academic competence, there was no evidence to suggest that 

competence in the athletic domain related to competence in the academic domain.  

Because goal orientation theory is defined in terms of demonstrating ability (i.e., 

perceived competence), these findings implicitly undermine the belief that individuals’ 

goal orientations are consistent across academics and athletics.  Although examining the 

generalization of goal orientations was not the direct intent of the study, it does 

nevertheless suggest that the two domains are unrelated. 
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 These findings by Ryska (2003) offer only one side of the debate over the 

generalization of goal orientations.  In keeping with the personality “trait” belief, some 

researchers in goal orientation theory have adopted similar beliefs and have determined 

that goal orientations may indeed generalize across academics and athletics (Duda & 

Nicholls, 1992).  This generalization may be due in large part to the consistency of 

personality characteristics.  Although different situations call for different actions, “some 

individuals may be more mastery oriented in general . . . and others may be more 

performance oriented across contexts and domains” (Pintrich, 2000, p. 102).  In an 

attempt to bolster this idea, Duda and Nicholls (1992) examined 207 high school 

students’ beliefs about the causes of success in school and sports.  Not only did the 

findings support traditional beliefs of goal orientation theory, but they also offered some 

evidence for cross-domain generality.  In the study, ego-oriented students believed that 

success is a result of high ability, while task-oriented students believed that success 

requires interest, effort and collaboration with peers.  These beliefs were found to 

generalize across both the academic and athletic domains.  Furthermore, not only did 

these beliefs hold true across both domains, but the actual adoption of particular goal 

orientations also held constant.  Students who adopted ego-oriented goals in the 

classroom were likely to adopt ego-oriented goals in sports just as task-oriented students 

in the classroom adopted task-oriented goals in sports. 

 In another study which supports the notion of stability of goal orientations, Ryska 

and Vestal (2004) examined the influence of high school student athletes’ athletic goal 

orientations on the use of adaptive behaviors in achievement settings other than sport, 
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specifically in the classroom.  Their findings revealed that student athletes who were 

task-oriented in athletics reported significantly higher educational aspirations and 

academic efficacy and displayed a greater use of academic strategies than student athletes 

who were ego-oriented in athletics.  Furthermore, student athletes who utilized an ego 

orientation in athletics reported using significantly less time management and self-testing 

strategies in the classroom and having lower academic efficacy.  Because the use of 

academic strategies is highly characteristic of goal orientation theory, there does appear 

to be a connection between the adoption of academic and athletic goal orientations.  This 

is the best evidence to date that suggests the adoption of goal orientations may generalize 

across the athletic and academic domains.  

 In light of these ambiguous findings, other researchers believe that the likelihood 

of generality of goal orientations is simply dependent upon individual differences and 

situational differences.  The unique power of personality theories “lies in their ability to 

predict what behavior will be displayed in various situations, [but] not in their prediction 

that the same behavior will be displayed across these situations” (Dweck & Leggett, 

1988, p. 270).  Because of the difficulty of determining the consistency of behavior, it is 

also difficult to predict the adoption of particular goal orientations.  Different situations 

call for different orientations.  Dweck and Legget (1988, p.270) offer an example of an 

individual who is confronted with three different situations; one offers the potential for 

intellectual achievement goals (appearing competent on a test), one offers the potential 

for achievement goals and social goals (judged favorably by peers), and one offers 

achievement goals, social goals and moral goals (doing what is right).  Depending on 



20 

how much the individual values each particular goal, he or she will adopt an appropriate 

goal orientation.  In the first instance, the individual may simply cheat (i.e.,, guided by 

performance-avoidance) on a test in order to appear competent in the classroom.  In the 

third situation, however, cheating becomes inappropriate as the individual is also 

confronted with the moral goal of doing what is right.  Therefore, the individual would 

adopt a different goal orientation to satisfy his intellectual academic goals.  Perhaps the 

individual will study (i.e.,, learning goal oriented) rather than cheat, thus fulfilling both 

intellectual achievement and moral goals. (Dweck & Leggett, 1988).  According to this 

study, goal orientation, therefore, may or may not generalize across domains. 

Identity 

 Clearly recent research findings on the generality of goal orientations across the 

academic and athletic domains have revealed mixed results.  Interestingly, these studies 

have relied on a sample of students and student-athletes from junior high and high school.  

While they are certainly a valid subject pool, their commitment to athletics is only part of 

their identity.  In addition to athletic roles, academic roles, social roles and family roles 

no doubt play a large and perhaps dominant part of their identity formation.  Identity 

theory (Stryker & Serpe, 1982) posits that identity salience is an important aspect of 

predicting which behaviors may be displayed consistently across time and situations.  

This theory is largely based on the idea of commitment.  The greater the commitment an 

individual has to an identity, the higher that identity is placed in the individual’s 

hierarchical organization of those identities.  Symbolically it can be thought of as a ladder 

in which the high commitment identities are placed near the top and therefore are the 
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most salient.  Interestingly, commitment and identity salience were directly and 

positively related to the amount of time spent in a role.  This identity hierarchy acts as a 

model that organizes the probabilities of each identity being utilized in a given situation.  

Although the identity hierarchy does allow for some degree of flexibility in the identity 

chosen, it is nevertheless regarded “by hypothesis if not definition [as] transsituational” 

(Stryker & Serpe, 1982, p. 207).  Higher placing in the hierarchy suggests that an identity 

will likely be represented in significantly more situations than a lower placed identity, 

regardless of the situation.  For high school students and student athletes, their identity 

hierarchies are comprised of numerous roles such as athlete, student, son, daughter, and 

sibling.  They are therefore more susceptible to questions as to which identities are most 

salient.  The latent period in which adolescents can experiment with different roles and 

try to find a niche in society is what Erikson (1959) calls the “psychosocial moratorium.”  

These adolescents are continuously re-evaluating their identity hierarchies, so research 

aimed at uncovering goal orientations across domains becomes somewhat dependent 

upon which identity happens to be most salient at the time of testing. 

 College students, on the other hand, have a more established sense of identity.  

Various roles such as student, teacher, doctor, husband, wife, and numerous others begin 

to emerge as being more salient than others.  Based on the ideas of James  (1892) and 

Cooley (1902), Harter (1990) formulated a model of self-worth throughout the life span 

that helps determine which activities support an individual’s sense of self-worth.  While 

James believed that global self-esteem (i.e.,, self-worth) is dependent upon the amount of 

success an individual obtains in a salient domain, Cooley argued that self-worth is a 
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social phenomenon that is contingent upon significant others’ attitudes and perceptions of 

the individual.  Although these two views contrast sharply, Harter incorporated both of 

them into her theory.  She defined self-worth as the overall value that an individual places 

on him or her self.  An individual’s sense of self-worth is not a combination of domain-

specific judgments, but rather an overall concept that includes all of the domains.  As an 

individual progresses from early childhood into adolescence and eventually into college, 

the domains that affect the self-concept increase in number.  Although Harter 

acknowledged a range of 12 competence domains, including athletic competence, that 

college students use to define their self-worth, she also found that “the self-worth of 

college students seems to be more heavily determined by how adequately one is 

performing in domains of importance than it is by the positive regard of significant 

others” ( p. 84).  College students therefore appear to be more in line with James’ model 

of self-worth which is based on achieving competence in salient domains and devaluing 

those domains which are not as successful.  Furthermore, competence in salient domains 

may actually lend a hand at identity formation as individuals begin to develop a sense of 

self-worth based on their achievement in those domains.  While self-worth is not 

necessarily the same construct as identity, the two appear to be related.  

 In further studies, Harter (1990) found that an individual’s sense of self-worth 

will also impact his or her affective and motivational orientations.  Through correlational 

analysis and causal modeling techniques, she found that self-worth was a major 

contributor to one’s affective state.  Factor analysis has actually demonstrated that in 

some cases, self-worth and positive affect are the same construct.  Therefore, an 
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individual who has a high sense of self-worth will inevitably be a cheerful person while 

an individual with a low sense of self-worth will tend to feel depressed.  Further findings 

also revealed that one’s affective state directly impacts one’s motivational orientation.  

Harter defines a motivational state as the amount of energy an individual puts towards an 

activity.  Individuals who are happy and cheerful will expend greater energy in the 

pursuit of an activity. 

Athletic Identity 

 Stryker and Serpe (1982) have demonstrated the importance of an individual’s 

commitment to a particular role when constructing his or her identity hierarchy.  This 

hierarchy helps determine which identity will be most likely utilized across a wide 

variety of situations.  Furthermore, Harter (1990) has proposed that college students, 

more so than adolescents, define their sense of self-worth in terms of those domains that 

they value and experience success.  Commitment to and success in domains of 

importance appear to be the most influential components of identity formation for college 

students.  Because of their intense involvement in athletics, collegiate student athletes, 

who commit upwards of 20-30 hours a week to their athletic endeavors and likely 

experience some degree of success, therefore may be likely to define themselves in terms 

of their athletic identities.  Whereas athletics was merely a single part of the individual in 

earlier years, the college athlete “finds that his or her sense of self-worth and self-esteem 

has become intimately connected to his or her success in athletics” (Parham, 1993, p. 

417). 
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 In their longitudinal study of  a southwestern university school's basketball team 

during the early and mid-1980s, Adler and Adler (1991) followed the basketball team 

around full-time and studied the roles and identities of the student athletes.  Most of the 

incoming freshmen led well-rounded lives during high school in which they experienced 

success in social roles and academic roles as well as athletic roles.  When these student 

athletes first entered college, they expected that college life would offer a wide variety of 

roles similar to high school.  Their athletic roles, however, soon took over and diminished 

their identities in the social and academic arenas.  Pretty soon they experienced "role 

engulfment" in which their athletic roles became their primary means for identity.  

Consequently, their academic and social roles became minimal as they invested less time 

in school and non-athletic leisure activities.  These athletes who experienced role 

engulfment were “ typified by a large degree of self-involvement, centrality of identity, 

focused concentration, and a blinded narrowness to one set of expectations above all 

others" (p. 228).  Role engulfment not only limited their experiences as college students, 

but it also forced the athlete role to become the most salient role on their identity 

hierarchies.  Thus, they would be more prone to referring to their athletic identity when 

making decisions in various situations. 

 This idea of role engulfment is somewhat compatible to the idea of identity 

foreclosure (Erikson, 1956; Petitpas, 1978).  Originally introduced by Erikson, identity 

foreclosure happens when an individual disregards the range of opportunities available 

for identity formation and instead prematurely adopts a single role identity.  Although 

this adoption of a single identity offers personal identity security, it does so at the 
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expense of opportunity for the individual’s growth and maturation.  Identity foreclosure 

is commonly experienced in one of two forms; psychological foreclosure or situational 

foreclosure.  Psychologically foreclosed individuals limit their opportunities by refusing 

to change their current views or adopt new views.  They are quite content with their 

situation and therefore avoid situations that might challenge their current state of beliefs.  

They are also likely to be extrinsically motivated and less likely to take on tasks for 

intrinsic reasons.  Situationally foreclosed individuals, on the other hand, limit their 

opportunities because of a lack of information.  They simply are not aware of alternative 

ideas and life-styles, and therefore appear to be as rigidly foreclosed as their 

psychological counterparts.  When offered new information, however, many of these 

situationally foreclosed individuals are eager to take on new tasks (Petitpas, 1978).  

Student athletes may suffer from a combination of these effects.  Some student athletes 

are committed to the athlete role and refuse to shift focus from it while other student 

athletes simply have not been offered the possibility of pursuing other interests.  While 

role engulfment and identity foreclosure are not exactly the same constructs, they do offer 

similar potential effects on student athletes. 

 Clearly the prominent role that athletics plays in collegiate student athletes’ lives 

greatly influences their identity formation.  For many of these athletes, the athletic role is 

the most salient identity on their hierarchies.  Consequently, “the more salient an identity, 

the greater the probability that a given situation will evoke that identity and the identity 

will direct the individual’s behavior in that situation” (Abbott, Weinmann, Bailey, & 

Laguna, 1999, p. 372).  In a study of 159 Division I collegiate baseball players, 
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researchers examined the extent to which athletic identity salience influenced players’ 

behavior in other domains.  They hypothesized, based on Stryker and Serpe’s (1982) 

theory, that the higher the athlete role is on the hierarchy, the more likely that role will 

influence behavior in other domains.  Results indicated that those athletes who ranked 

their sport identity as very important had a larger amount of their outside behavior related 

to the sport identity.  Athletes who ranked the sport identity as not so important had 

significantly less amount of their outside behavior related to the sport identity.  Based on 

these findings, the researchers concluded “that the amount of choice behavior related to 

the sport identity may be dependent on the degree of salience (hierarchical dominance) of 

the sport identity” (Abbott et al., 1999, p. 378).  In terms of goal orientation theory, these 

findings may suggest one of two things; either high athletic identity salience will lead to 

generalization of goal orientations across academics and athletics due to fundamental 

habits in athletics carrying over into academics or high athletic identity salience will lead 

to no generalization because student athletes rely heavily on their athletic roles at the 

expense of all other roles, thus leaving those other roles underdeveloped.   

 Going one step further, researchers have recently examined the moderating effects 

of goal orientation on the relationship between athletic identity and global competence.  

In a study of 258 high school student athletes, Ryska (2002) found that an exclusive 

athletic identity was negatively correlated with scholastic competence.  When taking 

athletic goal orientation into account, however, the findings were mixed.  For student 

athletes who adopted a task orientation in athletics, athletic identity was a predictor of 

greater academic competence and vocational competence.  For student athletes who 
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adopted an ego orientation in athletics, however, athletic identity negatively predicted 

academic, social, and behavioral competence.  It appears that goal orientation can 

actually moderate the effects of athletic identity on academic competence.  A high task 

orientation in athletics may facilitate global competence while a high ego orientation can 

lead to the problems of identity foreclosure and limit global competence. 

 In a similar study of 235 high school student athletes, Ryska (2003) again found 

that exclusive identification with the athlete role generally related to lower scholastic 

competence.  Goal orientation, however, offered moderating effects.  Males who were 

task-oriented in athletics and highly identified with the athlete role reported greater 

academic and behavioral conduct competence in school.  Males who were ego-oriented 

and highly identified with the athlete role, on the other hand, reported lower levels of 

academic and social acceptance competence.  Similarly, females who were ego-oriented 

in athletics and exclusively identified with the athlete role also perceived themselves as 

incompetent in their academic work and school behavior. 

 This research by Ryska (2002, 2003) demonstrates the potential harmful effects of 

over-identifying with the athlete role.  Those student athletes who were highly identified 

with the athlete role struggled in academics only when they adopted the maladaptive ego 

orientation in athletics.  A task orientation, on the other hand, appeared to moderate the 

effects of exclusive athletic identity on academic competence.  Perhaps the skills that 

these student athletes learn in athletics translate into a particular goal orientation that 

carries over into academics.  Consequently student athletes who adopted an ego 

orientation in athletics struggled in the classroom while student athletes who adopted a 
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task orientation in athletics experienced success in classroom.  Based on the results of 

these studies, it is essential to identify those athletes who are likely to adopt performance 

goals in both athletics and academics and develop an intervention to promote a learning 

goal orientation.   

Factors Affecting Athletic Identity 

 While the findings of Abbott et al. (1999) and Ryska (2002, 2003) support the 

notion that student athletes’ behavior in athletics can affect their behavior in other 

domains and their perceptions of global competence, this evidence is largely based on the 

salience of the athlete role.  If athletic identity is indeed the most salient role on the 

hierarchy, then it seems that these athletes are likely to adopt their athletic characteristics 

across various domains, possibly even academics.  Some collegiate athletes, however, 

possess less athletic identity salience than others and are perhaps more well-rounded 

individuals who define themselves in terms of their academic and social roles as well.  

Various factors influence the degree of athletic identity salience among collegiate student 

athletes and therefore affect the likelihood of athletic identity affecting academic 

behavior. 

Age  

 In their research, Adler and Adler (1991) discuss the idea of role engulfment.  The 

freshmen basketball players they encountered entered college with completely different 

expectations than they left with.  Initially they had high expectations and optimism for 

fulfilling their athletic obligations while also maintaining healthy academic and social 

lives.  They quickly realized, however, that juggling all three roles is extremely difficult 
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and energy consuming.  This realization is not just limited to basketball players either.  

Collegiate student athletes in all sports learn very quickly that balancing the demands of 

athletics, academics and social relationships is simply not realistic (Parham, 1993).  

Ultimately, these athletes must choose which domains are most important and pursue one 

or two of them.  Freshmen athletes seem to be susceptible to the demands of balancing 

these domains and are therefore likely to focus primarily on their athletic careers.   

 In a qualitative study of Canadian university fourth year student athletes, Miller 

and Kerr (2003) examined the role experimentation of these athletes throughout their 

collegiate careers.  The researchers identified two distinct stages of the collegiate student 

athletes’ careers: 1) over-identification with the athlete role and 2) deferred role 

experimentation.  The earlier years of the student athlete’s college career which are part 

of the first stage are characterized by a high degree of commitment to the athletic role, a 

robust social life, and a limited sense of determination in the academic role.  During the 

middle years of their careers, also which fall into the first stage, these student athletes 

shift their focus from athletics and social life to academics.  Although the athletic role is 

still very important, academics gains considerable ground while the social role becomes 

increasingly insignificant.  Finally, by the later years in which role experimentation 

ceases, these student athletes shift focus from athletics to a near complete investment into 

the academic role while continuing to restrict the social role.  While athletics is the 

primary interest for athletes at the beginning of their careers, academics takes over as 

their athletic careers come to an end.  This transition to an investment in academics may 

be due to the necessity to graduate.  Nevertheless, the athlete role appears to be the most 
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salient role in the identity hierarchy at the beginning of the collegiate career and 

increasingly less significant as the student athlete nears career termination.  Thus, student 

athletes’ behavior is likely to be governed by the athletic roles closer to the beginning of 

the collegiate career rather than at termination. 

 In a similar study by Brewer, Van Raalte, and Linder (1993), researchers 

examined the athletic identity of 243 college students, some of whom were varsity 

athletes, in order to assess the reliability and validity of the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale (AIMS).  Not only did they find that the AIMS was a reliable and 

valid measure of athletic identity, but they also found that athletic identity was 

significantly and negatively correlated with age.  Although the study was conducted on a 

primarily non-competitive athlete population, it nevertheless suggests that athletic 

identity decreases as a student progresses through college.  Researchers attribute this 

decline in athletic identity to increasing awareness of a variety of alternative activities 

and influences available to students.  Both findings in the Canadian sample and in the 

United States sample indicate that student athletes at the entry level of college are more 

likely to identify with their athlete role and therefore make that role the most significant 

in the identity hierarchy.  Their behavior in a wide variety of situations will ultimately be 

determined by their athletic identities.  Goal orientation may therefore be somewhat 

predictable for these lowerclassmen as their athletic identities should carry over from one 

domain to another. 
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Career Maturity  

 In addition to year in school (i.e., age) affecting the salience of athletic identity, 

career maturity may also shed some light on the development of the identity hierarchy of 

collegiate athletes.  Career maturity can be thought of as the recognition and development 

of future career opportunities.  When athletes over-identify with their athlete roles, they 

are susceptible to the problems of identity foreclosure.  When this happens, these athletes 

fail to explore options outside of the athletic domain.  Consequently, their plans for life 

after college remain under-developed, and they suffer from a lack of career maturity.  In a 

study of 124 National Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA) athletes, researchers 

used the AIMS to examine the relationship between identity foreclosure and athletic 

identity and career maturity.  Identity foreclosure and athletic identity were found to be 

separate constructs that were both negatively correlated with career maturity (Murphy et 

al., 1996).  A higher degree of athletic identity and identity foreclosure leads to less 

career maturity for athletes, presumably because of a lack of exploration of alternative 

identities.  An assumption underlying this study is that freshmen and sophomore athletes 

are more likely to suffer from a lack of career maturity since they are new to the college 

experience and have not been exposed to alternative opportunities outside of athletics.  

The results of the study therefore further suggest that age, as well as career maturity, has 

significant effects on the establishment of the identity hierarchy for college student 

athletes. 

 Similar studies have shown that freshman and sophomore athletes display 

significantly less career and educational maturity than junior and senior athletes.  
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Researchers attribute this discrepancy to unrealistic optimism on the part of freshman and 

sophomore athletes.  These athletes come to college expecting athletic success and 

therefore focus solely on athletics.  In doing so, they either suffer so much academically 

that they are forced out of university life altogether, or they realize by the time they are 

juniors and seniors that academics matter and therefore recommit to the academic role.  

Both cases help explain the significant difference between educational and career 

maturity from lower to upperclassmen.  Over-identification with the athlete role is to 

blame for some of this unrealistic optimism (Blann, 1985).  By the time these athletes 

advance through college and prepare to graduate, however, their career maturity catches 

up with non-athlete students.  In a study of NCAA Division I athletes and non-athletes, 

Perna, Zaichkowsky, and Bocknek (1996) found no significant difference in the amount 

of career maturity of athletes compared to non-athletes at career termination.  Because of 

the decreasing salience of the athlete role for these older student athletes, they are more 

likely to develop alternative identities to take the place of the declining athletic identity.  

These junior and senior athletes should therefore be able to emphasize their academic 

identities more easily and utilize adaptive goal orientations in both the classroom and on 

the playing field. 

Plans to Play Professionally  

 Not only do age and career maturity affect athletic identity, but future career plans 

also play a large part in the salience of the athletic role.  As mentioned above, some 

athletes possess unrealistic optimism concerning their professional sport careers.  

Although only a minute percentage of collegiate athletes progress to the professional 
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level, many continue to pursue their goal of competing professionally throughout their 

collegiate careers.  Money and fame are the primary reasons that drive these athletes.  In 

a study of 122 NCAA football players, Kennedy and Dimick (1987) found that an 

astounding 48% of them planned to play at a professional level.  Another study revealed 

17% of athletes expecting to play professionally (Perna et al., 1996).  Although this 

percentage is much smaller, it is still far greater than the 2% of athletes who actually do 

advance to the professional level (Lee, 1983). 

 Not only do these athletes suffer from the unrealistic optimism that accompanies 

their pursuit of a professional sports career, but they also suffer developmentally in 

college.  A study by Brown and Hartley (1998) revealed that athletes who strive to play 

professionally, namely football and basketball players, possess less career maturity 

compared to athletes who are interested in pursuing other vocations.  Again, career 

maturity is defined as the recognition and development of future career opportunities.  

These studies do not consider a career as a professional athlete; rather they consider 

traditional careers that are based on academics.  Furthermore, the study by Kennedy and 

Dimick (1987) demonstrated that athletes in revenue producing sports, which they define 

as football and basketball, were more likely to aspire to play professionally.  Unlike 

previous studies that indicated that differences in career maturity between athletes and 

non-athletes even out by career termination, this study showed that revenue producing 

athletes fall behind and stay behind non-revenue athletes in terms of career maturity.  On 

average, revenue producing athletes scored similarly to the average ninth grader on tests 

of career maturity.  It appears that the dream of playing professionally interferes with the 
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reality of developing an alternative career.  Because these athletes are caught up in the 

fantasy of becoming professional sports stars, their athletic roles may remain the constant 

salient roles in their identity hierarchies.    

 Many studies exist that define revenue sports as those sports which produce 

money (Kennedy & Dimick, 1987; Martinelli, 2000).  Therefore many of these studies 

associate football and basketball players with the revenue sports (Brown & Hartley, 

1998) and place every other athlete into the non-revenue group.  While it is true that 

football and basketball are the only two sports that have the potential to produce revenue 

for Division I-A universities (Litan, Orszag, & Orszag, 2003), recent studies have begun 

to re-examine the definition of “revenue” and “non-revenue” athletes.  Rather than define 

revenue athletes as those who have potential to generate money for the university, 

researchers have characterized student athletes based on their future sport career plans.  

These studies acknowledge not only football and basketball players as having the 

potential to play professionally but also soccer players (Brown & Glastetter-Fender, 

2000), baseball players and ice hockey players (Leonard, 1996).  Examining student 

athletes’ desire to play professionally rather than lump football and basketball into a 

revenue-producing group may offer better insight into the impact of student athletes’ 

plans to play professionally on the adoption of goal orientations in academics and 

athletics. 

Gender 

 A final factor that affects the degree of athletic identity is gender.  In the study by 

Blann (1985), 10% of females compared to 28% of males indicated that they planned to 
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play professional sports.  The study also found that there were no significant differences 

among females in terms of career and educational maturity.  Freshman and sophomore 

female athletes were just as able to formulate mature career and educational plans as 

junior and senior athletes and as non-athletes at all levels.  In another study, researchers 

determined that although there were no differences in athletic identity between males and 

females, females do actually have a higher degree of career maturity compared to men 

(Murphy et al., 1996).  While it appears that females are just as likely to identify with the 

athlete role as males, it also appears that females are more likely to explore alternative 

career options and therefore explore roles other than the athlete role.  This exploration of 

alternative roles may affect females’ identity hierarchies as the athlete role is not as 

salient in the face of all the competing roles.  Athletic identity may still be the most 

salient for females, but compared to the roles of student and friend, the athlete role is not 

omnipotent in the hierarchy.  This finding suggests that females might have a greater 

tendency to separate athletics from academics and therefore adopt goal orientations that 

are not necessarily universal. 

 Based on these past studies, it appears that freshman and sophomore male student 

athletes who plan to play professionally are more likely to place their athlete roles at the 

top of their identity hierarchy structures.  This placement may lead to a de-emphasis on 

the academic role.  Consequently these particular student athletes may be susceptible to 

allowing their athletic roles to dictate their adoption of academic goal orientations.  

Junior and senior student athletes, female student athletes, and those not planning to play 

professionally, on the other hand, appear more able to develop salient academic identities 
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that may or may not compete with their athletic identities.  For these student athletes, the 

academic role should govern their adoption of academic goal orientations while the 

athlete role should have minimal influence. 
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Chapter 3 

PURPOSE AND HYPOTHESES 

 Academic futility is not a new concept for collegiate student athletes.  Coaches, 

academic counselors, and student athletes themselves often struggle with the goal of 

maintaining academic eligibility (Martinelli, 2000).  Goal orientation theory may offer 

insight into the academic achievement and futility of many of these student athletes.  The 

main purpose of this study is to identify characteristics of student athletes that predict 

their likelihood of adopting each particular academic goal orientation.  Based on identity 

theory (Stryker & Serpe, 1982), athletic identity salience may influence an individual’s 

academic behavior which consequently mediates his or her adoption of academic goal 

orientations.  Year in school, plans to play professionally, and gender may be factors that 

affect an individual’s degree of athletic identity and therefore affect his or her identity 

hierarchy. 

 Furthermore, the question of whether or not these goal orientations are the same 

across the academic and athletic domains remains unanswered.  On the dichotomous 

level, in which goal orientations are divided into learning goals and performance goals, 

results are ambiguous.  Some studies suggest that goal orientations do not generalize 

(Ryska, 2003) while others suggest that they are generalized across domains (Duda & 

Nicholls, 1992; Ryska & Vestal, 2004).  Little to no research exists that studies the 

generalization of goal orientations on the trichotomized level which examines the 

performance goal orientation from both the approach and avoidance perspective.  A 
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secondary purpose of this study, therefore, is to examine the relationships of student 

athletes’ goal orientations on the trichotomized level across athletics and academics. 

 Finally, very little research exists that utilizes the trichotomized framework in the 

athletic domain.  The studies that have used the trichotomized framework examined the 

goal orientations of French adolescents in physical education classes (Cury, DaFonseca et 

al., 2002; Cury, Elliot et al., 2002).  After examining the scales used in this study, 

however, I decided that the items were better suited to measure the goal orientations of 

individuals who approached athletics from a recreational standpoint as opposed to a 

highly competitive standpoint.  Also, these items simply were not specific enough to 

measure the goal orientations of highly competitive athletes.  Therefore, in this study, I 

attempted to develop a reliable and valid measure of athletic goal orientation on the 

trichotomized level that would be useful for college student athletes. 

 In order to satisfy the primary purpose of this study, the following hypotheses 

were tested: 

Hypothesis 1a: Female athletes will adopt learning goals in academics more than male 

athletes. 

Hypothesis 1b: Female athletes will adopt performance-approach goals in academics 

more than male athletes. 

Hypothesis 1c: Male athletes will adopt performance-avoidance goals in academics 

more than female athletes. 

Rationale for Main Effects: Research suggests that male athletes possess significantly 

less career maturity than female athletes.  They are more concerned with the athlete role 
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and therefore will place that role at the top of their identity hierarchies.  This emphasis on 

the athlete role should lead to a lesser emphasis on the academic role which can 

ultimately lead to lower expectations in academics.  Consequently, these student athletes 

may possess negative perceptions regarding their academic abilities since their academic 

expectations are minimal.  This low perceived ability is highly characteristic of a 

performance-avoidance orientation.  They will therefore adopt performance-avoidance 

goal orientations in academics in an attempt to protect their sense of competence and 

ultimately achieve the minimal academic goal of maintaining academic eligibility.  

Because female athletes possess greater amounts of career maturity than male athletes, 

they are more likely to explore academic roles to support their future career plans.  This 

exploration will allow them to develop more adaptive means of academic achievement, 

which may ultimately translate into the adoption of both learning goals and performance-

approach goals in academics. 

Hypothesis 1d: There will be a significant interaction between identity hierarchy and 

gender in the prediction of degree of academic learning goal orientation. 

Hypothesis 1e: There will be a significant interaction between identity hierarchy and 

gender in the prediction of degree of academic performance-approach goal orientation. 

Hypothesis 1f: There will be a significant interaction between identity hierarchy and 

gender in the prediction of degree of academic performance-avoidance goal orientation. 
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Figure 1 

Predicted Interactions for Hypotheses 1d, 1e, and 1f 

 
Note:  LG = Learning Goal PAP = Performance Approach PAV = Performance Avoidance 

Rationale for Interactions: Previous studies have indicated that female athletes at all 

levels are just as able to formulate mature career and educational plans as their non-

athlete counterparts.  Furthermore, female athletes possess similar degrees of athletic 

identity as males (Blann, 1985; Murphy et al., 1996).  For females, it appears as though 

their identity hierarchies may be somewhat diverse as they develop both salient athletic 

and academic roles.  Because females are able to develop salient academic roles which 

are independent of the athlete role, the salience of the athlete role should have minimal 

impact on their adoption of academic goal orientations.  Males, on the other hand, tend to 

place a greater emphasis on the athlete role, and the salience of the athlete role should 

have greater impact on academic goal orientations.  For example, according to their 

identity hierarchy structures, a greater emphasis on the athlete role could ultimately lead 

to a lesser emphasis placed on the academic role.  This decreased emphasis on the 

academic role could also lead to lower expectations in the classroom and consequently 

affect their adoption of goal orientations in academics.   
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Hypothesis 2a: Junior and senior male athletes will adopt learning goals in academics 

more than freshman and sophomore athletes 

Hypothesis 2b: Junior and senior male athletes will adopt performance-approach goals 

in academics more than freshman and sophomore athletes. 

Hypothesis 2c: Freshman and sophomore male athletes will adopt performance-

avoidance goals in academics more than junior and senior athletes. 

Rationale for Main Effects: Because freshman and sophomore male athletes focus 

mainly on athletic success, their athletic roles are likely the most salient on their identity 

hierarchies.  Consequently they place a heavy emphasis on their athletic identities and a 

lesser emphasis on their academic identities.  This lesser emphasis on the academic 

identity may lead to lower expectations in the classroom and consequently to the 

adoption of a performance-avoidance goal orientation in academics in an attempt to 

maintain academic eligibility.  Rather than strive for academic success, they may become 

only interested in avoiding failing grades.  Junior and senior male athletes, on the other 

hand, appear to be more career oriented and able to develop their athletic and academic 

identities.  This equal emphasis on their academic and athletic identities may lead to 

higher expectations for success in academics and ultimately cause them to devote a 

greater amount of time to their academic pursuits since they realize the importance of 

their academic identities.  A greater amount of time in the academic role will likely lead 

to a greater perceived competence in academics which is related to both a learning goal 

and performance-approach goal orientation.  For these athletes, the use of adaptive goal 

orientations will become increasingly salient in the classroom.  Consequently they will 
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utilize both learning goals and performance-approach goals in academics.  Research 

suggests that female athletes possess similar levels of career maturity throughout their 

college careers, so differences among females in year in school on the adoption of 

academic goal orientation should not be significant. 

Hypothesis 2d: For males, there will be a significant interaction between identity 

hierarchy and year in school in the prediction of degree of academic learning goal 

orientation. 

Hypothesis 2e: For males, there will be a significant interaction between identity 

hierarchy and year in school in the prediction of degree of academic performance-

approach goal orientation. 

Hypothesis 2f: For males, there will be a significant interaction between identity 

hierarchy and year in school in the prediction of degree of academic performance-

avoidance goal orientation. 

Figure 2 

Predicted Interactions for Hypotheses 2d, 2e, and 2f 

 
Note: LG = Learning Goal PAP = Performance Approach PAV = Performance Avoidance 
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Rationale for Interactions: Previous studies have indicated that junior and senior 

student athletes are more likely to explore their academic roles while freshman and 

sophomore athletes are more likely to identify with the athlete role and make that role the 

most salient in their identity hierarchies (Brewer et al., 1993; Miller & Kerr, 2003).  

Consequently, juniors and seniors should be able to develop both salient athletic and 

academic roles whereas freshman and sophomore athletes should rely primarily on their 

athletic roles in the formation of their identity hierarchies.  Therefore, juniors and seniors, 

who are likely to possess a salient academic role, should be less influenced by their 

athlete role in the adoption of academic goal orientations.  Freshmen and sophomores, on 

the other hand, who often over-identify with the athlete role, will likely place a lesser 

emphasis on the academic role.  This lesser emphasis could ultimately translate to lower 

expectations in academics and consequently affect their adoption of goal orientations.  

For freshman and sophomore athletes, this over-identification with the athlete role should 

influence their adoption of academic goal orientations. 

Hypothesis 3a: Male athletes who do not plan to play professionally will adopt learning 

goals in academics more than male athletes who do plan to play professionally. 

Hypothesis 3b: Male athletes who do not plan to play professionally will adopt 

performance-approach goals in academics more than male athletes who do plan to play 

professionally. 

Hypothesis 3c: Male athletes who do plan to play professionally will adopt 

performance-avoidance goals in academics more than male athletes who do not plan to 

play professionally. 
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Rationale for Main Effects: Male athletes who plan to play professionally may over-

identify with the athlete role and tend to place that role at the top of their identity 

hierarchies for the duration of their college career.  Because they focus primarily on 

athletics, they will tend to devote just enough effort in academics to remain eligible in 

athletics.  Focusing simply on maintaining academic eligibility may create a higher fear 

of failure in the classroom.  This fear of failure is highly characteristic of a performance-

avoidance goal orientation.  Therefore these student athletes will tend to adopt a 

performance-avoidance goal orientation in academics simply in order avoid failing in the 

classroom.  Male athletes who do not plan to play professionally, however, experience 

greater career maturity throughout their college careers.  Their academic identity will 

therefore become increasingly salient, so they will rely on both learning goals and 

performance-approach goals in the classroom to foster academic motivation.  Female 

athletes, unlike male athletes, appear to focus more on alternative careers, partly because 

of the limited opportunities for females to play professional sports.  Therefore differences 

among females in plans to play professionally on the adoption of academic goal 

orientation should not be significant. 

Hypothesis 3d: For males, there will be a significant interaction between identity 

hierarchy and plans to play professionally in the prediction of degree of academic 

learning goal orientation. 

Hypothesis 3e: For males, there will be a significant interaction between identity 

hierarchy and plans to play professionally in the prediction of degree of academic 

performance-approach goal orientation. 
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Hypothesis 3f: For males, there will be a significant interaction between identity 

hierarchy and plans to play professionally in the prediction of degree of academic 

performance-avoidance goal orientation. 

Figure 3 

Predicted Interactions for Hypotheses 3d, 3e, and 3f 

 
Note: LG = Learning Goal PAP = Performance Approach PAV = Performance Avoidance 

Rationale for Interactions: Previous studies have found that revenue athletes, namely 

football and basketball players, were more likely to aspire to play professionally.  These 

studies also indicated these revenue athletes, many of whom planned to play 

professionally, fall behind and stay behind non-revenue athletes in terms of career 

maturity (Brown & Hartley, 1998; Kennedy & Dimick, 1987).  It appears as though the 

dream of playing professional sports interferes with their development of academic roles.  

Therefore their athletic identities become the most salient role on their identity 

hierarchies as their emphasis on their academic identities diminishes.  Consequently, 

those athletes who plan to play professionally will be highly influenced by their degree of 

athletic identity on their adoption of academic goal orientations.  Student athletes who do 

not plan to play professionally, however, may realize the importance of academics and 

Athletic Identity 
Lo          Hi

Ac
ad

em
ic

LG

Lo          Hi
Athletic Identity 

Lo          Hi
Athletic Identity 

Ac
ad

em
ic

PA
VNon-pro 

Pro 

Ac
ad

em
ic

PA
P Non-pro 

Non-pro Pro 

Pro 



46 

develop a salient academic identity that is separate from their athletic identity.  These 

athletes, because they are able to utilize the academic identity in the classroom, will be 

less influenced by the athlete role in the adoption of academic goal orientations.  
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Chapter 4 

METHOD 

Overview 

Because I created two of the scales used in the study, a pilot study was conducted 

in order to assess the reliability and validity of scores on these measures.  The pilot study 

was conducted during the first session of summer school.  Results from the pilot study 

indicated that minor changes were needed for one of the scales.  Once these changes were 

made, I administered the new questionnaire packet as part of the main study to additional 

student athletes both at the end of the summer session and during the Fall 2005 semester.  

In both studies, subjects were asked to fill out a background information sheet and five 

separate questionnaires. 

Measures 

 Participants filled out a background information sheet in order to classify them 

into groups (Appendix B).  Subjects were asked to write down their sport played, circle 

which year in school they were on a scale from 1st to 6th, circle their gender, write down 

their age, check whether they were on full, partial or no scholarship, circle whether or not 

they planned to play professionally upon leaving the university, and, if they did plan to 

play professionally, circle how much of their income they thought would come from 

competing professionally on a scale from 1 (almost none) to 5 (almost all).  In addition to 

this information sheet, subjects also filled out five questionnaires; one relating to athletic 

identity, one relating to academic identity, one relating to identity hierarchy, one relating 

to academic goal orientations, and one relating to athletic goal orientations. 
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 The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (Appendix F) was used to measure the 

degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role.  The AIMS is a 10-item 

Likert-type scale.  Subjects were asked to indicate how much they agreed or disagreed 

with each statement on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  

Past studies have indicated that scores on the AIMS provide a reliable measure of athletic 

identity with alpha coefficients for internal consistency ranging from .86 to .93, and a 

test-retest reliability coefficient of .89 over a 14 day period (Brewer et al., 1993; Murphy 

et al., 1996). 

 An academic version of the AIMS (Appendix G), which was created by Woodruff 

(2003) as part of her dissertation, was used to measure the degree to which subjects 

identified with the academic role.  The scale was created by modifying items from the 

AIMS to fit with the academic domain.  For example, an item from the AIMS that states, 

“I spend more time thinking about sports than anything else,” was modified to state, “I 

spend more time thinking about my classes than anything else.”  Similar to the AIMS, 

this academic measure included 10 items.  Respondents were asked to identify how much 

they agreed or disagreed with each statement using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Woodruff reported an alpha coefficient for 

reliability of .84. 

 Because the main hypotheses of this study were concerned with the relationship 

between identity hierarchy and the adoption of academic goal orientations, a measure of 

academic identity in relation to athletic identity was needed.  A search of the literature 

revealed no such instrument, so I created one by combining the items from the AIMS 
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with the corresponding items from Woodruff’s (2003) academic measure.  For example, 

the AIMS item, “I have many goals related to sport” was combined with the academic 

item, “I have many goals related to my classes” to create the item, “I have more goals 

related to my sport than to my classes.”  Respondents were asked to identify how much 

they agreed or disagreed with each statement.  The scale ranged from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  All 10 items were modified so that the final instrument 

contained 10 items intended to measure academic identity in relation to athletic identity 

(Appendix C).  In order to reduce response bias, however, five of the items were worded 

with the academic portion before the athletic portion.  These five items were reverse 

coded in the final analyses so that a high score suggested a greater identification with the 

athlete role compared to the student role. 

 Subscales from the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey-PALS (Midgley et al., 

1998) were used to assess students’ adoption of goal orientations in the classroom 

(Appendix E).  I combined three of the subscales, one measuring a learning goal 

orientation, one measuring a performance-approach goal orientation, and one measuring a 

performance-avoidance goal orientation, into one Likert-type instrument.  The items were 

listed randomly in order to reduce response bias.  Six items were used to measure a 

learning goal orientation.  An example of an item from this subscale includes, “I like 

school work best when it really makes me think.”  Six items were used to measure a 

performance-avoidance goal orientation.  These items include statements such as, “It is 

very important to me that I don’t look stupid in my classes.”  Five items were used to 

measure a performance-approach goal orientation.  An example of an item from this 
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subscale states, “Doing better than other students in school is important to me.”  

Respondents were instructed to indicate how often each statement was true or false.  The 

scale ranged from 1 (always false) to 5 (always true).  Based on a sample of 647 sixth 

grade students, Midgley et al. reported alpha coefficients for internal consistency of .83 

for the learning goal subscale, .86 for the performance-approach subscale, and .74 for the 

performance-avoidance subscale.  Midgley et al. also reported test-retest reliability 

coefficients of .63 for the learning goal subscale and .61 for the performance subscale, 

which was not partitioned into approach and avoidance. 

 An extensive review of the literature revealed only a single measure of the 

trichotomized athletic goal orientations.  This measure was intended for adolescent 

physical education classes and was not suited for highly competitive athletes (Cury, 

DaFonseca et al., 2002; Cury, Elliot et al., 2002).  Therefore, I developed my own 

instrument based on the PALS subscales (Appendix D).  Using the same items as the 

PALS, I simply modified the language to encompass the athletic domain.  For example, 

the PALS item, “I like school work best when it really makes me think” was changed to 

an athletic version, “I like practice best when I have to learn a new skill.”  The final 

instrument included 17 items on a Likert-type scale.  Six items were used to measure an 

athletic learning goal orientation, six items were used to measure a performance-

avoidance goal orientation, and five items were used to measure a performance-approach 

goal orientation.  Respondents were asked to indicate how true or false each statement 

was of them.  Each response was made on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (always false) 
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to 5 (always true).  These subscales are referred to as AGO-LG (learning goal), AGO-

PAP (performance-approach), and AGO-PAV (performance-avoidance). 
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PILOT STUDY 

Participants 

 Participants in the pilot study consisted of 15 male football players enrolled in 

summer classes at The University of Texas at Austin.  Of these 15 student athletes, 11 

were freshmen, one was a sophomore, one was a junior, and two were seniors.  14 student 

athletes were on full scholarship, and one student athlete was not on any scholarship.  

Subjects were selected based on availability at the time of testing. 

Procedure 

 Permission was obtained from the head academic counselor for football to 

administer the questionnaires during summer school study hall hours.  I administered the 

questionnaires to the first 11 subjects as a group in a separate room in the study hall 

facility.  The remaining four subjects were asked to fill out the questionnaires 

independently during study hall hours.  In all cases, I explained the importance of 

answering honestly and assured them that the results would remain confidential.  While 

they filled out the questionnaires, I was available to answer any questions they may have 

had.  The questionnaires took approximately 20 minutes to complete. 

Data Analysis 

 Once the data were coded and entered into SPSS, subscale scores were computed.  

An overall identity hierarchy score was obtained by reverse-coding the five items that 

were in relation to academics and summing those scores with the scores of the five items 

that were in relation to athletics.  By doing so, all items were in relation to athletics so 



53 

that a high score suggests a higher placement of athletic identity than academic identity 

on the identity hierarchy. 

 Similar steps were taken with the AIMS and the academic identity scale.  For 

each scale, the items were summed to create a total score.  Higher scores suggest a strong 

identification with the athlete role and the student role for the AIMS and the academic 

identity scale, respectively. 

 Subscales for the PALS and the athletic goal orientation measure were also 

created by summing relevant items.  For both measures, six items were summed to create 

a learning goal subscale, six items were summed to create a performance-avoidance 

subscale, and five items were summed to create a performance-approach subscale. 

 Once all subscale scores were computed, I examined the internal-consistency 

reliability estimates for each scale and subscale to determine if revisions were necessary 

prior to the next sampling.  The results of this analysis are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Reliability Estimates for Scores on Each Measure 

 
Name of Measure 

 
N # of Items 

 
Coefficient Alpha 

Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – LG 
Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – PAP 
Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – PAV 
PALS – LG 
PALS – PAP 
PALS – PAV 
Identity Hierarchy Scale 
Athletic Identity Measurement Scale 
Academic Identity Measure 

 
15
15
15
15
15
15
14
15
15

6
5
6
6
5
6
10 
10 
10 

 
0.67
0.77
0.17
0.71
0.86
0.71
0.75
0.75
0.61

Note: PALS = Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey 
 LG = Learning Goal Orientation 
 PAP = Performance-approach Goal Orientation 
 PAV = Performance-avoidance Goal Orientation 

 Eight of the nine scales had reliability estimates of .61 and higher.  The only scale 

that demonstrated a low reliability estimate was the Athletic Goal Orienatation – PAV 

(performance-avoidance) scale.  The reliability estimate for this scale was extremely low 

at .17.  Due to this low coefficient alpha, I decided to conduct an item-analysis in order to 

determine which items were hindering the scale’s reliability. 

 Using SPSS, I examined the inter-item correlations among the items in the AGO-

PAV subscale to determine the relationships among the items.  The following are the 

inter-item correlations for the AGO-PAV subscale. 
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Table 2 

Inter-item Correlation Matrix for Athletic Goal Orientation-Performance Avoidance 

Subscale 

 
Item 1 

 
Item 5 

 
Item 9 

 
Item 14 

 
Item 15 

 
Item 17 

Item 1 
 

1.0 
 

Item 5 .739 1.0     
Item 9 -.307 -.082 1.0    
Item 14 .059 .080 .355 1.0   
Item 15 .564 .491 -.141 .105 1.0  
Item 17 -.319 -.299 .331 -.092 -.356 

 
1.0 

Note: See Appendix D for list of items 

 These inter-item correlations did indeed suggest that some of the items were 

problematic.  AGO-PAV 9 correlated negatively with three of the items while AGO-PAV 

17 correlated negatively with four of the items.  Furthermore, AGO-PAV 14 had a very 

low correlation with four of the items.  Based on these correlations, it appeared as though 

AGO-PAV 9 and 17 were somewhat problematic and that AGO-PAV 14 may also have 

hindered the subscale’s overall reliability. 

 In addition to examining the inter-item correlations to determine the relationships 

among the items on the AGO-PAV subscale, I also conducted reliability estimates 

without the problematic items.  When I removed AGO-PAV 9 and 17, the coefficient 

alpha jumped from .17 to .56.  Furthermore, when I removed AGO-PAV 9, 17, and 14, 

the coefficient alpha jumped from .17 to .78.  This offered further evidence that AGO-

PAV 9, 17, and 14 were problematic.  This also suggested that scores on a 3-item scale 
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using AGO-PAV 1, 5, and 15 may be the most reliable measure of an athletic 

performance-avoidance goal orientation. 

 Because the use of this instrument was for exploratory purposes, I decided to 

revise the three problematic items.  Due to the nature of a performance-avoidance goal 

orientation, the use of double-negative statements is fairly common in the language of the 

items.  These particular statements can be confusing for subjects.  Upon reviewing items 

AGO-PAV 9, 14, and 17, it was clear that the items contained both double-negatives and 

irrelevant phrases that made understanding them difficult.  Consequently these three 

items were revised.  AGO-PAV 9, which stated, “A reason I practice is so others won’t 

think I am bad at my sport,” was simplified to, “I practice so others won’t think I’m bad 

at my sport.”  AGO-PAV 14, which stated, “A reason I practice is so my coaches don’t 

think that I will perform worse than my teammates,” was revised to, “I don’t want my 

coaches to think that I am worse than my teammates.”  AGO-PAV 17, which stated, “A 

reason I would not want to practice is to avoid looking worse than my teammates,” was 

revised to, “I might skip practice to avoid looking worse than my teammates.”  The 17-

item Athletic Goal Orientation scale that was used in the pilot study was then revised to 

include the original 17 items plus the revised forms of AGO-PAV 9, 14, and 17.  The 

final scale contained 20 items.  
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MAIN STUDY 

Overview 

 The goal of the main study was to test the hypotheses and carry out exploratory 

analyses on the identity hierarchy measure and the trichotomized athletic goal orientation 

measure.  To accomplish this, an additional 209 student athletes were surveyed during the 

end of the Summer Session 2005 and the Fall 2005 semester.  The measures were the 

same as the ones administered to the pilot study group with the exception of the AGO-

PAV subscale.  Based on the results of the pilot study, this subscale was revised to 

include the original six items plus the three revised items.  Thus a total of nine items was 

included in the AGO-PAV subscale so that I could compare the problematic items in the 

pilot study with the revised items.  However, since the main hypotheses were not 

concerned with the Athletic Goal Orientation measure and since it was the only measure 

that was revised, the 15 subjects in the pilot study were also used in the main study.  

Therefore, the main study consisted of 224 subjects. 

Procedure 

 Permission was obtained from the head academic counselor in both men’s and 

women’s athletics to administer the questionnaires during study hall hours.  All risks and 

benefits were explained to the student athletes in a cover letter (Appendix A).  

Additionally, participants were reminded that their participation was voluntary and 

confidential and that they were allowed to discontinue participation at any time without 

penalty.  Once the questionnaires were filled out, I kept them in a secure folder so that 

they would not be viewed by anyone else. 
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Descriptives 

Of the 224 student athletes, 113 were male and 111 were female.  76 were first 

year students, 52 were second year students, 53 were third year students, 31 were fourth 

year students, 10 were fifth year students, and one was a sixth year student.  These 

student athletes represented 11 different teams including football, softball, women’s track 

and field, men’s track and field, women’s swimming, men’s swimming, women’s diving, 

men’s diving, baseball, women’s rowing, and women’s soccer.  62 were on full athletic 

scholarship, 102 were on partial athletic scholarship, and 58 were not on athletic 

scholarship.  89 reported planning to play their sport professionally upon leaving the 

university while 133 did not plan to play professionally.  Of these 89 who planned to play 

professionally, 72 were male compared to only 17 who were female.  The following table 

presents the descriptive statistics for subjects in this study. 

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics for Student Athletes 

Gender 
 
Male 
Female 
Total 
 

Total N 
 

113 
111 
224 
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Year in School 
 
1st 
2nd 
3rd 
4th 
5th 
6th 

Missing Data 
Total 
 

Male 
 

41 
26 
24 
13 
7
1
1

112 
 

Female 
 

35 
26 
29 
18 
3
0

111 

Total N 
 

76 
52 
53 
31 
10 
1
1

223 
 

Sport 
 
Football 
Track and Field 
Swimming 
Diving 
Baseball 
Softball 
Women’s Rowing 
Women’s Soccer 
Total 

Male 
 

34 
26 
26 
2
25 
 

113 

Female 

3
19 
4

14 
52 
19 
111 

Total N 
 

34 
29 
45 
6
25 
14 
52 
19 
224 

Scholarship 
 
Full 
Partial 
None 
Missing Data 
Total 
 

Male 
 

39 
61 
12 
1

112 
 

Female 

23 
41 
46 
1

110 
 

Total N 
 

62 
102 
58 
2

222 
 

Plans to Play Pro 
 
Yes 
No 
Missing Data 
Total 
 

Male 
 

72 
40 
1

112 
 

Female 

17 
93 
1

110 
 

Total N 
 

89 
133 
2

222 
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Data Analysis 

Preliminary data analysis was similar to the pilot study.  Each variable was coded 

and entered into the data analysis program.  Subscale scores were computed by summing 

the scores for each relevant subscale.  The identity hierarchy scores were obtained by 

reverse coding those items whose stems were in relation to academics.  Then those scores 

were summed with the scores which were in relation to athletics to obtain an overall 

identity hierarchy score.  Therefore, a higher score indicated a higher identification with 

the athlete role in relation to the student role.  Once the scores for the identity hierarchy 

scale and the trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure were obtained, exploratory 

factor analyses were run in order to determine the factor structure of each measure.  

Principal axis factoring was used for each analysis.  Because I was predicting a single 

factor solution, rotation was not used for the factor analysis of the identity hierarchy 

scale.  For the trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure, I used Direct Oblimin 

rotation since previous research has indicated that goal orientations are correlated in 

athletics.  In both factor analyses, I examined factors whose eigenvaules were greater 

than one.  I also examined the amount of variance explained for each factor.  Taking 

these into consideration, I obtained a single-factor solution for the identity hierarchy scale 

and a three-factor solution for the trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure. 

 Once the exploratory factor analyses were complete, multiple regression analyses 

were run to test the main hypotheses.  Three separate multiple regression analyses were 

used to detect possible effects of age, sport played, and gender on academic goal 

orientations while examining the interaction effects of identity hierarchy.  The first 
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regression analysis tested for interactions between gender, year in school, plans to play 

professionally, or identity hierarchy in their effects on academic learning goals.  

Academic learning goal orientation was regressed on gender (1=male, 0=female), year in 

school (1=1st/2nd year, 0=3rd-6th year), plans to play professionally (1=yes, 0=no), or 

the centered version of the variable identity hierarchy.  All were entered simultaneously 

in the first step of the regression. 

 In order to test for interactions between gender and identity hierarchy, year in 

school and identity hierarchy, and plans to play professionally and identity hierarchy, the 

cross-product of gender multiplied by the centered version of identity hierarchy, year in 

school multiplied by the centered version of identity hierarchy, or plans to play 

professionally multiplied by the centered version of identity hierarchy were entered in a 

sequential fashion in step two. 

 The second regression analysis used a similar method but regressed academic 

performance-approach goals on gender, year in school, plans to play professionally, 

identity hierarchy or each interaction term.  The third regression analysis also used a 

similar method but regressed academic performance-avoidance goals on gender, year in 

school, plans to play professionally, identity hierarchy or each interaction term. 

 In addition to examining interactions, I also examined the main effect of each 

independent variable to determine its effect on each particular academic goal orientation.   
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RESULTS 

Factor Analyses 

 Exploratory factor analysis was run first on the identity hierarchy scale (Appendix 

C).  Principal axis factoring was used to extract factors.  Rotation was not necessary since 

I was expecting a single factor solution.  Eigenvalues and percentages of variance 

explained by each factor are listed in Table 4.  The scree plot is presented in Figure 4. 

Table 4 

Eigenvalues and Variance Explained for Factors on the Identity Hierarchy Scale 

 
Factor 

 
Eigenvalue 

 
% of Variance Explained 

1
2
3
4
5
6

3.872 
1.097 
1.026 
.794 
.707 
.665 

 
38.717 
10.966 
10.257 
7.938 
7.067 
6.651 
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Figure 4 

Scree Plot of Factors on the Identity Hierarchy Scale 
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The eigenvalue of the first factor was well above one at 3.872.  The second and 

third factors were both slightly greater than one.  Additionally, the amount of variance 

explained by the first factor was almost four times as large as the second and third 

factors.  Furthermore, the scree plot revealed a steep slope from the first factor to the 

second, but it leveled off at the second factor.  The scree plot therefore offered evidence 

that there was a single factor.  Since I was already expecting a single-factor solution and 

the results of the factor analysis indeed suggested the items loaded sufficiently on a single 

factor, I decided to keep only the first factor. 
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 Once the decision was made to keep one factor, I ran a follow-up exploratory 

factor analysis and requested a solution with only one factor.  The factor loadings of 

items on the Identity Hierarchy Scale are presented in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Factor Loadings of Items on the Identity Hierarchy Scale 

 
Item # 

 
Factor Loading 

Item 1 
Item 2 
Item 3 
Item 4 
Item 5 
Item 6 
Item 7 
Item 8 
Item 9 
Item 10 

 
.534 
.105 
.630 
.677 
.465 
.610 
.717 
.502 
.461 
.743 

 

Nine of the 10 items had a factor loading of .46 or above.  These loadings 

exceeded the satisfactory .40 loading and could therefore be considered part of the same 

construct.  Item two, however, had a very low loading at .105, thus suggesting that this 

item did not belong with the others.  An examination of the frequency of scores on item 

two revealed low variability in answers.  184 out of 224 subjects selected either 4 or 5 as 

their answer choice.  Very few subjects used the lower portion of the scale when 

answering item two, so it appears that the low variability in the answers affected the 

item’s validity.  Item two states, “I have more friends from my classes than from my 

sport.”  Interestingly this is the only item on the scale that is more about outsiders than 
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about the individual.  Because this item did not appear to add to the instrument’s overall 

validity, it was dropped from further analyses.  Consequently, the final identity hierarchy 

measure contained only nine items.  A reliability analysis was re-computed for the new 

nine item scale.  The alpha coefficient for reliability of scores on the nine item scale was 

.83.   

 In addition to conducting an exploratory factor analysis for the identity hierarchy 

scale, I also conducted one on the trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure 

(Appendix D).  Again, I used principal axis factoring.  Because I expected the factors to 

be related, I used Direct Oblimin rotation.  Table 6 presents the eigenvalues and 

percentages of variance explained by each factor.  Figure 5 presents the scree plot. 

Table 6 

Eigenvalues and Percentages of Variance Explained for the Athletic Goal Orientation 

Measure 

 
Factor 

 
Eigenvalue 

 
% of Variance Explained 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

4.990 
2.756 
2.109 
1.511 
1.060 
.965 
..792 
.748 

 
24.948 
13.782 
10.545 
7.554 
5.299 
4.825 
3.962 
3.740 
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Figure 5 

Scree Plot of Factors on the Athletic Goal Orientation Measure 
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The eigenvalues of the first three factors were well above one, and their 

percentages of variance explained were large.  The fourth factor was also above one and 

was considered for the final solution, but the relatively low percentage of variance 

explained was questionable.  The fifth factor’s eigenvalue was slightly greater than one 

but low enough to drop it from the final solution.  The scree plot also supported the 

decision to keep three factors.  The slope of the line was steep for the first four factors 

and leveled out at the fifth factor.  Although one could make a case for keeping the fourth 

factor, one could also make a case for dropping it.  Since I was expecting a three-factor 

solution, dropping the fourth and fifth factors from the solution was justified since they 
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accounted for little more than their own variance.  However, because a case could be 

made for keeping the fourth factor, which may lend support for the partitioning of 

learning goals into the approach-avoidance categories, I will explore this factor structure 

further in the discussion section. 

 Once the three-factor model was justified, I ran a follow-up exploratory factor 

analysis and requested a three-factor solution.  Table 7 presents a list of the items on the 

Athletic Goal Orientation Measure. 

Table 7 

Items on the Athletic Goal Orientation Measure 

 
Item # 

 
Item 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
 

15 
16 
17 
 

18 
19 
20 

 
One of my main goals is to avoid looking like I can’t perform. 
I like practice best when I have to learn a new skill. 
I would feel really good if I were the only one who could perform a skill. 
I want to do better than my teammates. 
It is very important to me that I don’t look incompetent when playing my sport. 
An important reason I practice is because I like to learn new skills. 
I like practicing my sport, even if I make a lot of mistakes. 
I practice because I am interested in my sport. 
A reason I practice is so others won’t think I am bad at my sport. 
I would feel successful in sports if I did better than most of my teammates. 
An important reason why I practice is because I want to get better. 
I’d like to show my coaches that I am better at my sport than my teammates. 
Performing better than my teammates is important to me. 
A reason I practice is so my coaches don’t think I will perform worse than my 
teammates. 
An important reason I practice is so that I don’t embarrass myself in competition. 
An important reason I participate in my sport is because I enjoy it. 
A reason I would not want to practice is to avoid looking worse than my 
teammates. 
I practice so others don’t think I am bad at my sport. 
I don’t want my coaches to think that I’m sores than my teammates. 
I might skip practice to avoid looking worse than my teammates. 
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Table 8 presents the factor loadings for items on the trichotomized Athletic Goal 

Orientation Measure. 

Table 8 

Factor Loadings for Items on the Athletic Goal Orientation Measure 

 
Item # 

 
Factor 1 

Performance-avoidance 

 
Factor 2 
Learning 

 
Factor 3 

Performance-approach 

9
14 
15 
17 
18 
19 
6
7
8
11 
16 
3
4
10 
12 
13 
1
2
5
20 
 

.677 

.731 

.550 

.566 

.876 

.444 

.290 

.037 
-.161 
.000 
-.166 
.033 
-.190 
.285 
.155 
.074 
.281 
.214 
.258 
.266 

 
-.146 
-.030 
.136 
-.159 
-.110 
.026 
.552 
.545 
.637 
.546 
.651 
.046 
-.029 
-.174 
-.021 
-.028 
.132 
.322 
.154 
-.396 

 
-.077 
-.191 
-.095 
.067 
.044 
-.374 
.062 
.116 
-.007 
-.135 
.005 
-.506 
-.740 
-.629 
-.754 
-.786 
-.078 
.117 
-.161 
.048 

Using a cut off of .40 for factor loadings, items 9, 14, 15, 17, 18, and 19 all loaded 

on factor one.  These items are all part of the Athletic Goal Orientation-Performance-

avoidance Goal (AGO-PAV) subscale that was used in the main study.  Items 18 and 19 

were two of the revised items that were added after the pilot study.  Consequently, these 
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six items were kept in the final analyses and comprised the final AGO-PAV subscale.  

Items 1, 5, and 20 which were part of the AGO-PAV subscale in the main study did not 

load on a single factor and were therefore dropped from the final version.  Interestingly, 

items 9, 14, and 17, which were problematic in the pilot study, all loaded on the same 

factor in the main study. 

 Using the same cut off of .40, items 6, 7, 8, 11, and 16 all loaded on factor two.  

These items are all part of the Athletic Goal Orientation-Learning (AGO-LG) subscale 

that was used in both the pilot study and the main study.  These five items were kept and 

used as the AGO-LG subscale in the final analyses.  Item 2 which had previously been 

part of the AGO-LG subscale did not load on a single factor and therefore was dropped 

from the final version. 

 Finally, using the cut off of .40, items 3, 4, 10, 12, and 13 all loaded on factor 

three.  These items are all part of the Athletic Goal Orientation-Performance-approach 

(AGO-PAP) subscale that was used in the pilot study and the main study.  Based on these 

loadings, this subscale kept all five items in the final version. 

 The final trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure therefore contained 16 

items.  Six items were used to assess the use of a performance-avoidance goal orientation.  

Five items were used to assess the use of a learning goal orientation.  Five items were 

used to assess the use of a performance-approach goal orientation.  Table 9 presents the 

final factor loadings for the 16-item, 3-factor solution. 

 



70 

 

Table 9 

Factor Loadings for the Final Trichotomized Athletic Goal Orientation Measure 

 
Item # 

 
Factor 1 

Performance-avoidance
Factor 2 
Learning 

 
Factor 3 

Performance-approach 

9
14 
15 
17 
18 
19 
6
7
8
11 
16 
3
4
10 
12 
13 
 

.707 

.774 

.513 

.600 

.911 

.469 

.205 
-.003 
-.132 
.004 
-.133 
.011 
-.214 
.309 
.205 
.089 

 

-.098 
.040 
.156 
-.092 
-.050 
.066 
.486 
.590 
.687 
.524 
.623 
.030 
-.044 
-.121 
.016 
-.008 

 

-.036 
-.139 
-.081 
.079 
.085 
-.340 
.030 
.107 
-.001 
-.121 
.043 
-.560 
-.771 
-.591 
-.725 
-.789 

 

In addition to examining the factor structure of the trichotomized athletic goal 

orientation measure, I also conducted correlational analysis for each factor to examine 

their relationships.  Table 10 presents the correlations between each factor. 
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Table 10 

Correlations Between Factors on the Trichotomized Athletic Goal Orientation Measure 

 
Performance- 

avoidance 

 
Learning 

Goal 

 
Performance- 

approach 

Performance-avoidance 
 
Learning Goal 
 
Performance-approach 
 

-- 
 

-.032 
 

-.342 

 

-- 
 

.021 

 

-- 

Once these three subscales were finalized, I obtained the means and standard 

deviations for participants’ scores on the Identity Hierarchy Scale, the three subscales of 

the Athletic Goal Orientation Measure, and the three subscales from the Patterns of 

Adaptive Learning Survey (PALS).  Table 11 presents these means and standard 

deviations. 

Table 11 

Means and Standard Deviations for Scores on Relevant Measures 

 
Name of Measure 

 
N Means 

 
Standard Deviation 

Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – LG 
Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – PAP 
Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – PAV 
PALS – LG 
PALS – PAP 
PALS – PAV 
Identity Hierarchy Scale 
 

220
218
204
222
221
218
220

4.217 
3.614 
2.994 
3.412 
3.703 
3.029 
3.442 

 

.499 

.762 

.852 

.768 

.761 

.802 

.649 
 

Note:  All scores are on a scale from 1 to 5 
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 Mean scores on five of the seven measures fell between three and four.  The mean 

score on the Athletic Goal Orientation-Learning (AGO-LG) subscale were relatively high 

at 4.232.  Furthermore, the mean score on the Athletic Goal Orientation-Performance-

avoidance (AGO-PAV) subscale were relatively low at 2.994.  These mean scores will be 

discussed further in the discussion section. 

Reliability 

 Based on the results of the exploratory analyses, alpha coefficients for reliability 

of scores on each measure were obtained.  All nine scales had alpha coefficients for 

reliability of scores above .81 with the exception of AGO-LG which had an alpha 

coefficient for reliability of scores of .71.  These reliability scores, which are presented in 

Table 12, meet a satisfactory cut off of .70.  Based on these coefficient alphas, it appears 

as though the addition of the three items and the deletion of the three problematic items 

on the AGO-PAV subscale helped strengthen its reliability of scores. 
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Table 12 

Alpha Coefficients for Reliability of Scores on Each Measure 

Name of Measure 
 

N # of Items 
 

Coefficient Alpha 

Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – LG 
Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – PAP 
Athletic Goal Orientation (AGO) – PAV 
PALS – LG 
PALS – PAP 
PALS – PAV 
Identity Hierarchy Scale 
Athletic Identity Measurement Scale 
Academic Identity Measure 

 
220
218
204
222
221
218
220
220
221

5
5
6
6
5
6
9
10 
10 

 
0.71
0.83
0.84
0.88
0.85
0.84
0.83
0.83
0.83

Note: PALS = Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey 
 LG = Learning Goal Orientation 
 PAP = Performance-approach Goal Orientation 
 PAV = Performance-avoidance Goal Orientation 

Correlational Analysis 

 Once the number of items on each scale was finalized, I conducted correlational 

analysis to examine the relationships among the variables.  Table 13 presents the 

correlation matrix for all of the relevant variables. 
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Table 13

Correlation Matrix of All Variables
Year Gender Scholar ProPlan ProInco IDHier AgoLG AgoPav AgoPap PalsLg PalsPav PalsPap AIMS AcaID

Year 1

Gender -.019 1

Scholar .045 .306** 1

ProPlans -.165* .498** .531** 1

ProInco -.156* .516** .523** .933** 1

IDHier .075 .197** .324** .297** .349** 1

AgoLg -.213* .061 -.013 .145* .148* .038 1

AgoPav -.079 -.177* -.160* -.187** -.154* -.013 -.021 1

AgoPap .090 -.011 -.150* -.104 -.045 .053 -.089 .443** 1

PalsLg .084 -.140* -.225** -.171* -.178** -.419** .265** .003 -.012 1

PalsPav -.072 -.052 .034 -.039 -.020 .050 .080 .517** .243** -.084 1

PalsPap -.124 .052 -.181** -.095 -.076 -.232** .161* .124 .381** .293** .263** 1

AIMS .033 .209** .288** .227** .263** .616** .175** .104 .081 -.250** .180** -.062 1

AcaID -.121 -.155* -.317** -.230** -.247** -.636** .117 .050 -.020 .595** .067 .381** -.416** 1

* p<.05 Gender is coded (0=female, 1=male) Pro Plans is coded (0=no, 1=yes) Scholarship is coded (1=none, 2=partial, 3=full)
** p<.01
Year = Year in School Scholar = Athletic Scholarship
ProPlans = Plans to Play Pro. Pro Inco = Income Expected from Playing Pro. IDHier = Identity Hierarchy
AgoLg = Athletic Learning Goal Orien. AgoPav = Athletic Performance Avoidance Orien. AgoPap = Athletic Performance Approach Orien.
PalsLg = Academic Learning Goal Orien. PalsPav = Academic Performance Avoidance Orien. PalsPap = Academic Performance Approach Orien.
AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement AcaID = Academic Identity Measurement
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 Several of these correlations proved significant.  Most notable among them was 

the relationship between each particular goal orientation in athletics and each 

corresponding goal orientation in academics.  The correlation between the AGO-LG 

subscale and the PALS-LG subscale was .265.  The correlation between the AGO-PAV 

subscale and the PALS-PAV subscale was .517.  The correlation between the AGO-PAP 

subscale and the PALS-PAP subscale was .381.  All three correlations were statistically 

significant (p<.01).  These correlations offer evidence that a student athlete’s goal 

orientations in academics are somewhat similar to his or her goal orientations in athletics 

and vice versa.  These correlations will be discussed further in the discussion section. 

Test of Main Hypotheses 

 In order to test the main hypotheses, three separate multiple regression analyses 

were conducted.  The first regression analysis examined the influence of gender, year in 

school, plans to play professionally, identity hierarchy, and each interaction term on the 

use of a learning goal orientation.  This regression analysis therefore tested hypotheses 

1a, 1d, 2a, 2d, 3a, and 3d.  Table 14 presents a summary of the regression analysis. 
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Table 14 

Summary for Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Academic Learning Goal 

Orientation 

 
Variable 

 
B Beta 

 
t

Step 1 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
Identity Hierarchy 
 
Step 2 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
Identity Hierarchy 
Id. Hierarchy x Gender 
Id. Hierarchy x Year in School 
Id. Hierarchy x Plans to Play Pro 
 

-.492 
-1.097 
.160 
-.341 

 

-.459 
-1.098 
.260 
-.252 
-.133 
-.108 
.101 

 

-.046 
-.117 
.017 
-.428 

 

-.050 
-.117 
.027 
-.317 
-.115 
-.105 
.077 

 

-.647 
-1.867 
.226 

-6.491* 
 

-.689 
-1.850 
.361 

-2.652* 
-1.165 
-1.064 
.828 

 
* p<.05 

Hypotheses 1a, 2a, 3a – Main Effects

The only statistically significant (p<.05) main effect for this regression analysis 

was for identity hierarchy.  The analysis revealed a negative relationship between high 

identity hierarchy and the use of an academic learning goal orientation.  It appears as 

though a higher athletic identity in relation to an academic identity hinders the adoption 

of a learning goal orientation in academics.  The failure to find a statistically significant 

main effect of gender, year in school, and plans to play professionally, however, does not 

lend support for hypotheses 1a, 2a, or 3a. 
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Hypotheses 1d, 2d, 3d – Interactions 

This regression analysis failed to reveal a statistically significant interaction for 

any of the interaction terms.  This suggests that there is no significant difference between 

males and females, 1st/2nd year and 3rd-6th year student athletes, or those planning to 

play professionally and those not planning to play professionally in the relationship 

between identity hierarchy and the use of a learning goal orientation.  These findings do 

not lend support for hypotheses 1d, 2d, or 3d. 

The second multiple regression analysis examined the influence of gender, year in 

school, plans to play professionally, identity hierarchy, and each interaction term on the 

use of a performance-avoidance goal orientation in academics.  This regression analysis 

therefore tested hypotheses 1c, 1f, 2c, 2f, 3c, and 3f.  Table 15 presents a summary of the 

regression analysis. 
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Table 15 

Summary for Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Academic Performance-

avoidance Goal Orientation 

 
Variable 

 
B Beta 

 
t

Step 1 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
Identity Hierarchy 
 
Step 2 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
Identity Hierarchy 
Id. Hierarchy x Gender 
Id. Hierarchy x Year in School 
Id. Hierarchy x Plans to Play Pro 
 

-.517 
.893 
-.485 
.066 

 

-.533 
.804 
-.560 
.031 
-.002 
-.011 
.114 

 

-.053 
.091 
-.049 
.080 

 

-.055 
.082 
-.057 
.038 
-.002 
-.010 
.083 

 

-.672 
1.304 
-.592 
1.092 

 

-.688 
1.154 
-.669 
.284 
-.015 
-.093 
.804 

 
* p<.05 

Hypotheses 1c, 2c, 3c – Main Effects

The analysis failed to reveal a statistically significant main effect.  There does not 

seem to be a significant difference between males and females, 1st/2nd and 3rd-6th year 

student athletes, and those planning to play professionally and those not planning to play 

professionally in the adoption of a performance-avoidance goal orientation in academics.  

These findings do not lend support for hypotheses 1c, 2c, or 3c. 
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Hypotheses 1f, 2f, 3f - Interactions

This regression analysis also failed to reveal a statistically significant interaction.  

Based on these results it appears as though there is no significant difference between 

males and females, 1st/2nd and 3rd-6th year student athletes, and those planning to play 

professionally and those not planning to play professionally in the relationship between 

identity hierarchy and the use of a performance-avoidance goal orientation in academics.  

These findings do not lend support for hypotheses 1f, 2f, or 3f. 

The final regression analysis examined the influence of gender, year in school, 

plans to play professionally, identity hierarchy, and each interaction term on the use of a 

performance-approach goal orientation in academics.  This regression analysis therefore 

tested hypotheses 1b, 1e, 2b, 2e, 3b, and 3e.  Table 16 presents the summary of the 

regression analysis. 

 



80 

Table 16 

Summary for Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Academic Performance-

approach Goal Orientation 

 
Variable 

 
B Beta 

 
t

Step 1 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
Identity Hierarchy 
 
Step 2 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
Identity Hierarchy 
Id. Hierarchy x Gender 
Id. Hierarchy x Year in School 
Id. Hierarchy x Plans to Play Pro 
 

1.219 
.885 
-.762 
-.151 

 

1.163 
.786 
-.857 
-.185 
-.080 
.00 
.187 

 

.160 

.155 
-.098 
-.232 

 

.153 

.102 
-.110 
-.283 
-.084 
.004 
.174 

 

2.097* 
1.717 
-1.230 
-3.294* 

 

1.997* 
1.510 
-1.362 
-2.217* 
-.799 
.037 
1.757 

* p<.05 

Hypotheses 1b, 2b, 3b – Main Effects

The analysis did reveal two statistically significant (p<.05) main effects.  For 

gender, there was a statistically significant positive main effect.  Because males were 

coded as 1 and females as 0, this main effect means that males scored significantly higher 

on the PALS-PAP measure than females.  This finding contradicts hypothesis 1b. 

 Additionally, the results of the analysis revealed a statistically significant negative 

main effect for identity hierarchy.  This main effect indicates a negative relationship 

between athletic identity in relation to academic identity and the adoption of a 
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performance-approach goal orientation in academics.  The failure to find a significant 

main effect for year in school and plans to play professionally does not lend support for 

hypothesis 2b or 3b. 

Hypotheses 1e, 2e, 3e - Interactions

The regression analysis did not reveal a statistically significant interaction.  Based 

on these results, it seems as though there is no difference between males and females, 

1st/2nd and 3rd-6th year student athletes, and those planning to play professionally and 

those not planning to play professionally in the relationship between identity hierarchy 

and the use of a performance-approach goal orientation in athletics.  These findings do 

not lend support for hypotheses 1e, 2e, or 3e. 

Exploratory Analysis 

 Because the three regression analyses did not reveal a single statistically 

significant finding to support the main hypotheses, I decided to examine the interactions 

and main effects using the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) instead of the 

Identity Hierarchy Scale.  Similar to the previous regression analyses, I used each 

particular academic goal orientation as the dependent variable and the variables of 

gender, year in school, plans to play professionally and the interaction terms as 

independent variables.  In doing so, I was able to gain insight into the relationship 

between athletic identity (independent of academic identity) and the variables of gender, 

year in school, and plans to play professionally on the adoption of each particular 

academic goal orientation.  Significant results were obtained for an academic learning 

goal orientation and an academic performance-approach orientation.  No significant 
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findings were obtained for an academic performance-avoidance orientation, so those 

results are not presented. Table 17 presents the results from the regression analysis which 

used academic learning goal orientation as the dependent variable and the AIMS as a 

measure of athletic identity. 

Table 17 

Summary for Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Academic Learning Goal 

Orientation Using the AIMS 

 
Variable 

 
B Beta 

 
t

Step 1 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
AIMS 
 
Step 2 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
AIMS 
AIMS x Gender 
AIMS x Year in School 
AIMS x Plans to Play Pro 
 

-.391 
-.907 
-.666 
-.173 

 

-3.606 
-1.769 
8.644 
-.099 
.094 
-.012 
-.261 

 

-.042 
-.097 
-.071 
-.238 

 

-.32 
-.190 
.917 
-.136 
.386 
-.125 
-1.054 

 

-.558 
-1.458 
-.918 

-3.473* 
 

-.880 
-1.515 
1.986* 
-1.359 
.822 
-.937 

-2.183* 

* p<.05 
Note: AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale 

 The regression analysis revealed two main effects and one interaction.  Based on 

the results of this analysis, it appears that those student athletes who scored high on the 

AIMS (i.e., high athletic identity) were less likely to adopt a learning goal orientation in 

academics.  This finding is similar to the one in Table 14 which used the Identity 
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Hierarchy Scale as the measure of athletic identity.  The other main effect was that of 

plans to play professionally.  Interestingly, the results of the regression analysis suggest 

that those student athletes who plan to play professionally were more likely to adopt a 

learning goal orientation in academics.  This finding is counterintuitive and contradicts 

hypothesis 3a. 

 The results of the regression analysis also indicated a statistically significant 

interaction between AIMS and plans to play professionally.  This finding suggests that 

there is a significant difference between those planning to play professionally and those 

not planning to play professionally in the relationship between athletic identity and the 

use of an academic learning goal orientation.  This finding lends support for hypothesis 

3d. 

 Table 18 presents the findings from the regression analysis using the AIMS as the 

measure of athletic identity and an academic performance-approach goal orientation as 

the dependent variable. 
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Table 18 

Summary for Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Academic Performance-

approach Goal Orientation Using the AIMS 

 
Variable 

 
B Beta 

 
t

Step 1 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
AIMS 
 
Step 2 
 
Gender 
Year in School 
Plans to Play Pro 
AIMS 
AIMS x Gender 
AIMS x Year in School 
AIMS x Plans to Play Pro 
 

1.003 
.926 

-1.271 
-.024 

 

-.239 
-.671 
-3.924 
-.024 
.038 
-.020 
.069 

 

.132 

.120 
-.163 
-.040 

 

-.031 
-.087 
-.504 
-.040 
.192 
-.257 
.337 

 

1.679 
1.747 

-2.059* 
-.556 

 

-.068 
-.676 

.-1.065 
-.376 
.394 

-1.863 
.677 

*p <.05 
Note: AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale 

 The results of the regression analysis which used academic performance-approach 

goal orientation as the dependent variable yielded one significant main effect.  Based on 

the results of the analysis, there appears to be a statistically significant difference between 

those planning to play professionally and those not planning to play professionally on the 

adoption of a performance-approach goal orientation in academics.  The results suggest 

that those student athletes who plan to play professionally are less likely to adopt a 

performance-approach goal orientation in academics.  This finding lends support for 

hypothesis 3b. 
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 The main hypotheses in this study pertained to identity hierarchy structure (i.e., 

athletic identity in relation to academic identity).  The results of the regression analyses 

which used the Identity Hierarchy Scale as the measure of identity salience failed to 

reveal a statistically significant finding.  This lack of statistical significance suggests that 

gender differences, year in school differences, and differences in plans to play 

professionally are negligible in their effect on the relationship between identity hierarchy 

and the adoption of each particular academic goal orientation.  Because no significant 

findings were revealed, exploratory analyses were conducted using the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale in order to obtain a better understanding of the relationship between 

athletic identity and the adoption of each particular academic goal orientation. 

 The AIMS was used in the study to measure student athletes’ degrees of athletic 

identity.  It cannot quantify the relationship between athletic and academic identity.  

Nonetheless, the regression analyses which used the AIMS did reveal a few statistically 

significant findings.  Most notable among them was a statistically significant interaction 

between AIMS score and plans to play professionally on the adoption of an academic 

learning goal orientation.  Main effects of plans to play professionally were also 

uncovered.  While the results of the regression analyses using the AIMS as the measure 

of athletic identity does not directly support the hypotheses, it does nevertheless offer 

further insight into the relationship between athletic identity and academic goal 

orientations.  One should be cautious of this finding, however, since it was the only 

finding out of 18 hypotheses that was significant.  This ratio represents a .056 chance of a 
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significant finding, which is nearly the same as a Type I error rate at alpha level .05.  

Therefore, this particular finding may simply be due to chance. 

 Table 19 presents a summary of the tests for the main hypotheses based on the 

regression analyses which used both the Identity Hierarchy Scale and the Athletic 

Identity Measurement scale as the measures for athletic identity. 

Table 19 

Summary of the Test of Main Hypotheses Using Each Identity Measure 

 

Hypothesis 

 
Identity Hierarchy 

Scale 

 
Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale 

Main Effects 
1a 
1b 
1c 
2a 
2b 
2c 
3a 
3b 
3c 
 

Interactions 
1d 
1e 
1f 
2d 
2e 
2f 
3d 
3e 
3f 

 

No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 

 

No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 

 

No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
Yes 
No 

 

No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
Yes 
No 
No 

Hypothesis 3b can be found on P. 41 
Hypothesis 3d can be found on P. 42 
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Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION 

 The main purpose of this study was to examine the effects of student athletes’ 

gender, year in school, plans to play professionally, and identity hierarchy on their 

adoption of academic goal orientations.  Based on Stryker and Serpe’s (1982) identity 

theory, it was believed that identity hierarchy would influence the degree to which a 

student athlete would adopt each particular goal orientation in academics.  Those student 

athletes who placed a greater emphasis on the athlete role appeared more likely to allow 

the athlete role to govern their behavior in a wide variety of situations, including 

academics.  A greater emphasis on the athlete role would also likely limit the emphasis 

placed on the academic role.  Consequently, student athletes who place their athletic roles 

at the top of their identity hierarchies should adopt less adaptive orientations in the 

classroom since their academic roles remain underdeveloped.  Student athletes who place 

as much, if not more, emphasis on the academic role, however, may tend to adopt more 

adaptive goal orientations in academics.  Furthermore, it was believed that the variables 

gender, year in school, and plans to play professionally would affect the degree to which 

a student athlete identified with the athlete role and consequently would affect its 

placement on the identity hierarchy structure.  Therefore, it was hypothesized that these 

variables would interact with identity hierarchy to predict the adoption of each particular 

academic goal orientation. 

 Based on previous research, it was also proposed that main effects of gender, year 

in school, and plans to play professionally would exist.  Male student athletes, 1st/2nd 
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year student athletes, and those planning to play professionally were assumed to adopt the 

maladaptive performance-avoidance goal orientation in academics while female student 

athletes, 3rd-6th year student athletes, and those not planning to play professionally were 

predicted to adopt both a learning goal orientation and a performance-approach goal 

orientation in academics. 

 Additionally, this study examined the relationships between the different goal 

orientations in athletics and academics to obtain a better understanding of cross-domain 

generality.  The question of whether or not these goal orientations are similar across the 

athletic domain and the academic domain has failed to reveal a definitive answer.  By 

examining these relationships, I had hoped to help answer this question. 

 Finally, this study attempted to validate two measures:  the identity hierarchy 

scale and the trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure.  The identity hierarchy 

scale was an attempt to measure athletic identity in relation to academic identity.  The 

trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure was an attempt to measure a learning goal 

orientation, a performance-approach goal orientation, and a performance-avoidance goal 

orientation in athletics.  The implications of these two scales are discussed further in this 

section. 

Hypotheses 

Although the regression analyses failed to support the hypotheses of this study, 

the lack of statistical significance is an interesting result in itself.  The failure to find a 

significant interaction between identity hierarchy and the variables gender, year in 

school, and plans to play professionally suggests that perhaps there are not significant 
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differences among the different groups of student athletes in their adoption of academic 

goal orientations.  Rather it appears as though identity hierarchy influences the adoption 

of academic goal orientations regardless of gender, year in school, and plans to play 

professionally. 

While this notion is contrary to the hypotheses, it is an interesting finding 

nonetheless.  Past research has indicated that differences among male and female student 

athletes, 1st/2nd and 3rd-6th year student athletes, and those planning to play 

professionally and those not planning to play professionally do indeed exist.  Perhaps the 

sample in the current study is more homogeneous than other collegiate athletic programs.  

Since this sample comes from one of the top three collegiate athletic programs in the 

country, it may be possible that there simply are not significant differences in the 

cognitive processes of these elite level athletes used in the present study. 

 Because the regression analysis failed to reveal a single statistically significant 

interaction or main effect, it can be inferred that differences between males and females, 

1st/2nd and 3rd-6th year student athletes, and those planning to play professionally and 

those not planning to play professionally and the influence of identity hierarchy in the 

adoption of each particular academic goal orientation are negligible.  Interestingly it 

seems that student athletes at this particular university are remarkably similar in their 

adoption of each academic goal orientation, even when taking identity hierarchy into 

account. 

 The results of the exploratory analyses, which used the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale as the measure of athletic identity, however, do offer some evidence 
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that differences exist.  The results of the exploratory analyses suggest that those student 

athletes who do plan to play professionally may be more susceptible to adopting learning 

goals than student athletes who do not plan to play professionally.  This finding was in 

the opposite direction than predicted.  Not only was this finding counterintuitive and 

somewhat perplexing, but it was also the only finding out of 18 hypotheses that was 

significant in the opposite direction.  This ratio represents a .056 chance of a significant 

finding, which is nearly the same as a Type I error rate at alpha level .05.  Therefore, this 

particular finding may simply be due to chance.   

Furthermore, student athletes who do plan to play professionally appear more 

likely to adopt performance-approach goals in academics more than student athletes who 

do not plan to play professionally.  This finding, which lends support for hypothesis 3d, 

does appear more in line with past research.  Based on these results, the dream of 

competing professionally may or may not actually interfere with the adoption of adaptive 

goal orientations in the classroom.  Perhaps these findings do warrant future research into 

additional differences, possibly at another university.  Examining differences among 

student athletes and the general non-athletic student body may also offer insight into 

universal tendencies in the university setting. 

Exploratory Analyses 

Aside from the main hypotheses, other findings from the study proved significant.  

Perhaps the most significant finding was a statistically significant main effect of identity 

hierarchy on the adoption of both an academic learning goal orientation (see Table 14) 

and an academic performance-approach goal orientation (see Table 16).  Based on parts 
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of the regression analyses that were not concerned with the main hypotheses, it appears 

that student athletes who placed a greater emphasis on the athlete role than the academic 

role were less likely to adopt a learning goal orientation and a performance-approach goal 

orientation in academics.  Furthermore, the results from the regression analysis using the 

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (Table 17), which measures athletic identity 

independent from academic identity, also suggest that student athletes who placed a high 

emphasis on athletic identity were less likely to adopt a learning goal orientation in 

academics.  These findings are noteworthy because they suggest that a high athletic 

identity may indeed interfere with the adoption of adaptive academic goal orientations, 

especially if the athletic identity is formed at the expense of the academic identity.   

Furthermore, it does appear as though a high athletic identity does form at the 

expense of the academic identity.  The correlation between athletic identity, which was 

measured with the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale, and academic identity, which 

was measured with the Academic Identity Scale, was statistically significant (p<.01) and 

negative at -.416.  This negative correlation suggests that student athletes who identify 

highly with the athlete role identify less with the academic role.  Based on this correlation 

it seems as though placing equal emphasis on the athlete role and the academic role is 

very difficult, which could be due to time constraints on the student athletes.  

Consequently, many of the student athletes in this study may be over-identifying with one 

particular role, particularly the athlete role.  This notion is very similar to role engulfment 

in which an individual becomes over-committed to one role at the expense of other roles.  
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Problems that arise from role engulfment are well documented (Adler & Adler, 1991), so 

it would be wise for academic counselors and coaches to address this problem. 

Along these same lines, student athletes’ identities at this particular university 

may be greatly influenced by the overall sports culture in the state of Texas.  Although 

there is no evidence to support the claim, the citizens of Texas appear to place a high 

emphasis on athletics in general.  Books such as Friday Night Lights and movies such as 

Varsity Blues depict high school football in the state of Texas as a cultural phenomenon.  

In reality, high school football games routinely draw sell-out crowds while the state 

playoffs are televised on high-profile sports channels.  The sports culture in Texas 

extends beyond high school football as well.  Each spring, the University of Texas at 

Austin hosts the Texas Relays, which is one of the largest high school and collegiate 

track meets in the country.  It draws thousands of participants and spectators who flood 

the streets at night to celebrate as if it were a holiday. 

Sports appear to be a cultural phenomenon in Texas, and student athletes are 

widely regarded as celebrities in their hometowns.  The vast majority of the participants 

in this study are native Texans who grew up in this culture.  Many of them were 

hometown heroes who attended the University with the hopes of an entire town with 

them.  This unique emphasis placed on athletics and the athletic landscape in Texas in 

general, may affect student athletes’ identity hierarchy structures significantly.  

Therefore, it becomes imperative to address the problems of over-identification with the 

athlete role at the high school level, before these student athletes advance to college. 
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In addition to examining the relationship between identity hierarchy and the 

variables gender, year in school, and plans to play professionally, this study also 

examined the relationships among the different goal orientations to determine whether or 

not cross-domain generality existed.  There were statistically significant correlations 

(p<.01) between an athletic learning goal orientation and an academic learning goal 

orientation, between an athletic performance-approach goal orientation and an academic 

performance-approach goal orientation, and between an athletic performance-avoidance 

goal orientation and an academic performance-avoidance goal orientation.  While these 

correlations are somewhat small at .265, .517, and .381, respectively, they do suggest that 

there is some cross-domain generality.  Based on these correlations, it does appear that 

student athletes are adopting similar goal orientations in athletics and academics, though 

the low correlations do leave some doubt.  The question of whether or not an individual’s 

goal orientations generalize across domains remains unclear.  The answer may depend on 

certain situational factors. 

It is interesting to note that while a negative relationship between academic 

identity and athletic identity was uncovered, a positive relationship between each 

particular goal orientation in academics and each particular goal orientation in athletics 

was uncovered.  Although these findings may seem counterintuitive, they may actually 

demonstrate the large impact one particular identity can have in the adoption of goal 

orientations across numerous domains.  Based on these findings, an over-identification 

with either the athlete role or the academic role can still lead to the adoption of similar 

goal orientations in athletics and academics. 
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Furthermore, the correlations also demonstrated a significantly (p<.01) positive 

relationship between a performance-approach goal orientation and a learning goal 

orientation and a performance-approach goal orientation and a performance-avoidance 

goal orientation in academics.  This finding offers further evidence that performance-

approach goals can be associated with both the positive effects of learning goals and the 

negative effects of performance-avoidance goals. 

The mean scores and standard deviations (Table 13) of participants’ scores on the 

Identity Hierarchy Scale, the Athletic Goal Orientation subscales, and the Patterns of 

Adaptive Learning (PALS) subscales also revealed some interesting findings.  The 

student athletes in the present study reported using learning goals in athletics more than 

any other goal orientation, particularly a performance-avoidance goal orientation.  Since 

learning goals have been found to yield positive results in athletics, it is refreshing to see 

that top-level athletes endorse their use. 

Furthermore, a performance-approach goal orientation was used more frequently 

than a performance-avoidance orientation.  Since these student athletes are some of the 

best athletes in their particular sports, their use of a performance-approach goal 

orientation in athletics lends support for the idea that performance-approach goals may 

have a beneficial place in competitive athletics. 

In terms of academic goal orientations, the participants reported the highest use of 

a performance-approach goal orientation, followed by a learning goal orientation.  The 

use of a performance-approach goal orientation in academics may suggest that these 

student athletes are concerned more with achieving high grades than actually learning 
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their scholastic material.  Given the nature of college academics, however, this may not 

be surprising.  It seems as though most students, regardless of being an athlete, are 

concerned with their grades, especially when future jobs and graduate school admissions 

are dependent upon them. 

Aside from the benefits of using a learning goal orientation and a performance-

approach goal orientation in both athletics and academics, these student athletes also 

reported a low use of a performance-avoidance goal orientation in both domains.  This 

low use of a performance-avoidance orientation is promising since its detrimental effects 

are well documented.  It appears as though both the athletic and academic staffs are doing 

a satisfactory job of preventing the use of performance-avoidance goal orientations. 

Other significant (p<.01) positive correlations included those between plans to 

play professionally and identity hierarchy, between scholarship status and identity 

hierarchy, and between plans to play professionally and scholarship status.  Not 

surprisingly, student athletes who planned to play professionally reported a higher 

identity hierarchy score (higher athlete role in relation to academic role).  Additionally, 

student athletes who were on full scholarship reported a higher identity hierarchy score 

than student athletes who were on partial scholarship, and even higher than student 

athletes who were not on any scholarship.  Finally, student athletes who were on full 

scholarship were more likely to plan to play professionally than student athletes on partial 

scholarship, and even more likely to plan to play professionally than student athletes not 

on scholarship.  These correlations offer the question of whether scholarship status and 

plans to play professionally influence the degree of athletic identity or whether the degree 
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of athletic identity influences scholarship status and plans to play professionally.  Perhaps 

they go hand in hand. 

While these results are not surprising, they may be useful to career counselors 

when helping student athletes to decide future career plans.  Some of these athletes may 

indeed play professional sports.  However, 40% of student athletes in this study reported 

planning to play professionally.  That number is far greater than the estimated 2% who 

actually do (Lee, 1983).  Although this particular university is widely regarded as a 

hotbed for athletic success, 40% may be an impossible number to attain. 

Factor Analyses 

The final purpose of this study was to validate two measures.  The first measure 

was the identity hierarchy scale.  This scale was used to measure athletic identity in 

relation to academic identity in an attempt to quantify student athletes’ identity 

hierarchies.  Using exploratory factor analysis, I determined that the scale’s original 10 

items could be reduced to nine items.  The coefficient alpha for reliability of scores on 

the scale was solid at .83.  Unfortunately this scale could not measure other aspects of the 

identity hierarchy.  Other roles such as son, daughter, sibling, or worker may play a 

significant role in determining the hierarchy structure.  Developing an instrument that can 

somehow quantify all these roles in relation to each other may provide a better measure 

of identity hierarchy.  Nevertheless, this instrument seems to be a reliable and valid 

measure of student athletes’ identity hierarchy structures. 

The other measure was the trichotomized athletic goal orientation measure 

(AGO).  Previous studies have relied mainly on the dichotomous approach to athletic 
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goal orientations.  A few studies have been conducted with the trichotomized approach, 

but they have relied mainly on a sample of French adolescents in physical education 

classes (Cury, DaFonseca et al., 2002; Cury, Elliot et al., 2002).  Therefore, I decided to 

develop an instrument that could assess the use of a learning goal orientation, a 

performance-approach goal orientation, and a performance-avoidance goal orientation in 

athletics that was appropriate for college level athletes.  Results from the exploratory 

factor analysis yielded a 16-item measure; five items measuring a learning goal 

orientation, five items measuring a performance-approach goal orientation, and six items 

measuring a performance-avoidance goal orientation.  These subscales had alpha 

coefficients for reliability of scores of .71, .83, and .84, respectively.  The results from the 

factor analysis are promising.  A reliable measure of the trichotomized goal orientations 

in athletics is much needed, and this scale may be the first step towards satisfying that 

need. 

The results of the factor analysis also suggested that a four-factor model may 

exist.  The fourth factor had an eigenvalue of 1.511 which means that it accounts for a 

significant amount of variance (See Table 7).  The scree plot also added support for a 

four-factor solution (See Table 8).  The slope of the line seemed to level out after the 

fourth factor.  However, because this measure was created from an existing three-factor 

model used to measure academic goal orientations, the items were designed to measure 

only three factors.  Furthermore, this measure was used for exploratory purposes only.  

Consequently, the decision to keep only three factors was warranted.  However, the 
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evidence to suggest a four-factor model for a measure of athletic goal orientations is an 

interesting finding nonetheless.  

Limitations 

 When I first started this study, I believed that this particular university would 

offer a wide range of student athletes in terms of athletic and academic achievement.  The 

results of the study, however, suggest that these student athletes are very similar in their 

adoption of each particular academic goal orientation.  I do think that the unparalleled 

emphasis this university places on athletics may indeed have affected the results of the 

study.  This possible homogeneity of subjects may be a limitation to this study and the 

research hypotheses should be explored using a more heterogeneous sample in future 

studies. 

 In addition to homogeneity of participants being a limitation of the study, the time 

at which these measures were given may also have been a limitation.  The majority of 

participants in the study participated in athletics at the University for at least a year (i.e., 

sophomores, juniors, and seniors).  However, 76 of the participants were first-year 

student athletes.  Some of these participants filled out their questionnaires during the 

summer, while the remainder filled them out in the beginning of the Fall semester.  These 

particular student athletes were new to the college experience and therefore not 

necessarily adapted to college life.  Some of these participants may have possessed a high 

school mentality concerning school and sports.  Such a mental state may have affected 

answers on the questionnaires. 
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 Furthermore, the academic support system at this particular University may have 

been a limitation.  This university’s academic support system was initially put in place 

during the late 1960s.  It was one of the first of its kind, and it has grown considerably 

since then.  Hundreds of tutors and mentors work with student athletes to ensure that they 

are receiving all the support they need.  While other universities have similar support 

programs, few allocate the vast resources that this particular university does.  Having 

such a strong academic support systems may ultimately lead to a change in goal 

orientations and identity structures.   

 Another limitation of this study was the lack of an expectancy of success measure.  

A premise of the present study is that a greater emphasis on the athlete role leads to a 

lesser emphasis on the academic role and vice versa.  Furthermore, a lesser emphasis on 

either role could ultimately lead to a lower expectancy of success in that domain.  For 

example, a student athlete who over-emphasizes the athlete role will likely under-

emphasize the academic role.  This lack of emphasis may lead to the adoption of a 

performance-avoidance goal orientation as the student athlete simply strives to maintain 

eligibility.  A performance-avoidance goal orientation is highly associated with academic 

futility, and this futility should also be characteristic of a low expectancy for success in 

the classroom.  Unfortunately I can only speculate on this issue.  Administering an 

expectancy of success questionnaire in academics would have certainly shed some light 

on this topic. 

 Another methodological limitation in this study was a lack of participants to test 

three of the hypotheses.  Hypotheses 3d, 3e, and 3f (Figure 3) all examined interactions 
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between identity hierarchy and plans to play professionally in the adoption of each 

particular academic goal orientation.  These hypotheses assumed that there would be a 

sufficient number of participants who planned to play professionally and possessed a low 

identity hierarchy score (i.e., low athletic identity in relation to academic identity).  This 

assumption is highly unlikely, however, because intuitively, it seems that any athlete who 

plans to play professionally would possess a high athletic identity.  An examination of the 

means did reveal only 15 participants who planned to play professionally and had a low 

identity hierarchy score (i.e., means less than 2.5 on the Identity Hierarchy Scale).  

Therefore, the results of the regression analyses that pertain to plans to play 

professionally may be somewhat limited due to a small sample size and therefore 

insufficient power in the analyses. 

 Two other limitations exist that pertain to response bias.  Stereotypes have 

plagued both male and female athletes for decades.  The advent of Title IX in the 1970s 

has led to increased opportunities for females to compete in athletics.  In recent years, 

females have received significant increases in opportunities, and although males still 

dominate sports revenues, females are beginning to earn top dollars in athletics.  The 

balance of power in athletics is becoming more even as females are being recognized as 

true athletes. 

At the same time, male athletes, who have historically been labeled “jocks,” are 

finding their images changing.  Numerous academic scandals in athletic departments at 

universities around the country have led to a huge increase in academic accountability by 

student athletes, academic counselors, professors, and coaches.  Academics are becoming 
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increasingly important, and these changes are affecting the image of the male student 

athlete.  Whereas student athletes were once recognized only for their athletic 

achievements, universities and the National Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA) 

itself are now recognizing student athletes as Academic All-Americans and pledging 

millions of dollars to student athletes for their academic accomplishments. 

These changes in the athletic landscape may have led to response bias in the 

present study.  While there is no concrete evidence to support this claim, the general 

trend may be for females to perceive themselves as being more athletically identified and 

males to be more academically identified than they really are.  These perceptions may 

come from a social desire to “fit the trend” that is taking place in athletics in the United 

States.  In order to fit this trend, there seems to be an increasing push by society for 

female student athletes to be recognized for their athletic accomplishments and male 

student athletes to be recognized for their academic accomplishments.  If this is the case, 

then scores on the identity hierarchy measure may have been affected as females would 

score higher and males lower than expected. 

 The second issue pertaining to response bias deals with the environment in which 

the data was collected.  Most of the data was collected during study hall hours.  Since 

study hall is more of an academic activity than an athletic activity, there may have been 

some response bias in their answers.  Alternative data collection methods were explored, 

but ultimately collecting data at study hall was the most unobtrusive method. 

 Finally, some of the methods used in the main study were dependent upon results 

from the pilot study.  Since the pilot study consisted of only 15 student athletes, all of 
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whom were football players, the sample in the pilot study should not be considered a 

representative sample of the entire student athlete population.  Consequently, the results 

of the pilot study could not have reflected the trends of the rest of the student athletes.  

Nonetheless, the results of the pilot study did indeed prove useful as they helped 

determine which items to use in both the identity hierarchy scale and the trichotomized 

athletic goal orientation measure. 

Future Research 

 As stated above, I believe that the unique status of the university used in the study 

as one of the top three athletic programs in the country may have contributed to the lack 

of statistical significance in the regression analyses.  Because the university places a high 

emphasis on athletics, many of these student athletes may be influenced by their athlete 

roles more so than the average collegiate student athlete.  This would help explain a lack 

of statistical significance in the interactions and main effects.  Future research should be 

conducted on samples at smaller universities, perhaps Division III universities, and 

possibly even high schools to determine the effects of gender, year in school, plans to 

play professionally, and identity hierarchy on the adoption of academic goal orientations.  

Not only might this lead to statistical significance, but it would also include student 

athletes who are more representative of the average student athlete.   

Along these same lines, it would be interesting to add the general student body to 

the study.  Although not all variables in the present study are relevant for non-athletes, 

examining differences between athletes and non-athletes may nevertheless offer insight 

into college students’ use of goal orientations, particularly in academics.  Perhaps the 
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trends from the present study are not limited to student athletes.  It is possible that these 

trends are simply universal among all college students.  Additionally, examining non- 

athletes’ use of goal orientations in academics may help uncover a link between student 

athletes’ academic and athletic goal orientations.  If differences exist between student 

athletes and non-student athletes in the adoption of academic goal orientations, then it 

would seem reasonable to assume there was a mediating factor for student athletes.  This 

mediating factor would certainly warrant future research. 

The identity hierarchy scale and the trichotomized athletic goal orientation 

measure appeared to show some promise for future studies.  Both of these instruments 

proved reliable and useful in my study.  With some improvements and additions, both 

scales may prove useful in future research.  Developing a scale similar to the identity 

hierarchy scale that can measure numerous roles in relation to each other could be very 

valuable for career counselors, academic counselors, and employers.  The trichotomized 

measure of athletic goal orientations is one of the first instruments that attempts to 

quantify student athletes’ adoptions of learning goals, performance-approach goals, and 

performance-avoidance goals in athletics.  The only other known measure was designed 

for adolescent physical education students and was not suited for college-level athletes 

(Cury, DaFonseca et al., 2002).  Past research has demonstrated the benefits of 

partitioning performance goals into the approach-avoidance category in academics, and 

athletics can benefit from the same approach.  Furthermore, this scale was adapted from 

the PALS subscales (Midgley et al., 1998), so it is more appropriate for high school and 

college level athletes than previous measures.  Future research should examine this 
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instrument’s factor structure and reliability so that it can be further modified to create the 

best measure of the trichotomized athletic goal orientations. 

Furthermore, the evidence to suggest a four-factor model for the Athletic Goal 

Orientation Measure should not be overlooked.  Past research by Elliot and his colleagues 

(Elliot & McGregor, 2001) has indicated the possibility of partitioning learning goals into 

the approach-avoidance categories.  While this notion is still new and somewhat 

controversial, the results of the factor analysis in the present study may lend support for 

the idea.  Despite the intention in the present study to develop a trichotomized measure of 

athletic goal orientations, a plausible four-factor model emerged.  The third and fourth 

factors may actually be learning-avoidance and learning-approach goal orientations.  

Future research is needed to determine the validity and factor structure of this four-factor 

model. 

Summary and Implications 

 Based on the results of this study, it appears as though negligible differences exist 

between male and female student athletes, 1st/2nd and 3rd-6th year student athletes, and 

those planning to play professionally and those not planning to play professionally in the 

adoption of academic goal orientations, at any level of identity hierarchy.  Identity 

hierarchy, however, did play a significant role in determining the adoption of academic 

goal orientations.  Student athletes who placed a greater emphasis on the athlete role than 

the academic role were less likely to adopt a learning goal orientation and a performance-

approach goal orientation in academics than student athletes who placed a greater 

emphasis on their academic roles.  Perhaps a greater emphasis on the athlete role detracts 
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from an emphasis on the academic role.  If this is the case, then it appears that a limited 

emphasis on the academic role does hinder the adoption of adaptive academic goal 

orientations.  Furthermore, increasing the amount of productive time spent in the 

academic role may increase the emphasis placed on that role and consequently bolster the 

use of adaptive academic goal orientations. 

 Although the correlations were not particularly strong, the correlational analysis 

did reveal some support for the notion of cross-domain generality.  There were several 

significant correlations between the various athletic and academic goal orientations which 

suggest that student athletes are adopting similar goal orientations in athletics as 

academics.  However, since the correlations were somewhat low, the question of whether 

or not goal orientations generalize across domains remains ambiguous.  It seems as 

though student athletes do have some generality in their adoption of goal orientations, but 

that generality is neither absolute nor predictable. 

 Finally, the results of the exploratory factor analyses offered support for the 

reliability of scores on both the identity hierarchy scale and the trichotomized athletic 

goal orientation measure.  Once the number of items was reduced on each scale, alpha 

coefficients for reliability of scores exceeded the minimum cut-off of .70. 

 The results of this study offer coaches, academic counselors, and teachers 

evidence that there are not necessarily certain groups of student athletes who are at risk 

academically.  The failure to find statistically significant differences between male and 

female student athletes, between 1st/2nd and 3rd/6th year student athletes, and between 

those planning to play professionally and those not planning to play professionally 
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suggests that any student athlete may be at risk.  Therefore it becomes increasingly 

important to monitor student athletes’ progress throughout their collegiate careers.  

Problems can arise at any time, and predicting when this might happen is extremely 

difficult.  Programs such as study hall and study skills courses have been put in place in 

some universities in order to help student athletes achieve in the classroom.  It is 

important, however, to recognize the need for numerous intervention strategies.  While 

some student athletes may simply require a quiet place to study, other student athletes 

may need tighter control over their academic progress.  One-on-one tutoring, group 

tutoring, and class discussions all offer a wide range of outside help that may serve one 

student athlete better than another. These academic structures offer some academic 

guidance for athletes.  Measuring and monitoring their effectiveness is necessary, 

however, to ensure that these student athletes are developing not only athletically but also 

academically.
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APPENDIX A 
 

Cover Letter

Student Athlete Goals Study 
 
You are invited to participate in a study of student athletes’ goal orientations and athletic 
identity.  I am a graduate student in the Department of Educational Psychology, and this 
research is for my doctoral dissertation.  I hope to learn about the relationships between 
student athletes’ goal orientations and athletic identity in both the classroom and on the 
playing field.  You were selected as participants for this study simply based on your good 
standing as a student athlete at the University of Texas.  You are one of about 250 student 
athletes who will participate. 
 
This study involves spending about a half hour or less working through a booklet that has 
questionnaire items related to goals and identity in both athletics and academics.  You 
will rate the items on five-point scales to indicate how much you agree or disagree with 
each statement.  This is all there is to the study; there is no pain or deception involved.  
You will not sign the booklet, so no information obtained in this study will be identified 
with you in any way.  Your responses will be kept confidential and will not be linked to 
you in any written or verbal reports of this study. 
 
Your decision on whether or not to participate in this study will not prejudice your future 
relations with anyone at the University of Texas or in the Athletic Department.  If you 
decide to participate, you are free to discontinue participation at any time without 
penalty. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns now, please ask me.  If you have any additional 
questions later, please contact Adam Creasy at BevoDive@aol.com or Dr. Clarke 
Burnham, Department of Psychology, at (512) 475-7129. 
 
Thank you.
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APPENDIX B 
 

Student Athlete Background Information 
 

Sport Played:       

During the Fall 2005 semester, my year at UT will be (circle one): 

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 

Gender (circle one):  Male  Female 

Age:        

Overall GPA (best estimate):     

Major:        

Please check one: 

I am on full scholarship  

I am on partial scholarship  

I am not on scholarship  

Do you plan to compete professionally when you leave school? (circle one) Yes No 

If you do plan to compete professionally, how much of your income do you think will come from 
your participation in athletics? (circle one) 
 

1 2 3 4 5
Almost Very About Most All 

 None Little Half of it of it 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Identity Hierarchy Scale 
 

Please read each statement and identify how much you agree or disagree by circling the appropriate number to the 
right of the statement.  For example, if you strongly agree with a statement, circle the number “5.”  Questions 
regarding your sport refer only to the primary sport you play. 
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 
 

1 2 3 4 5

1. Participating in my classes makes me feel better about myself than 
 participating in my sport……………………………………………………. 1         2         3         4         5          
 
*2. I have more friends from my classes than from my sport…………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 
3. I spend more time thinking about my classes than my sport……………….. 1         2         3         4         5          
 
4. I have more goals related to my sport than to my classes…..………………. 1         2         3         4         5          
 
5. Other people see me more as an athlete than as a student…………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 
6. I would be more depressed if I were injured and could not compete in  
 my sport than if I were sick and could not attend class………………….….. 1         2         3         4         5          
 
7. I consider myself more of an athlete than a student………………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 
8. Doing badly in my classes makes me feel worse than doing badly 
 in my sport…………………………………………………………………... 1         2         3         4         5          
 
9. My coaches are more important to me than my teachers…………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 
10. My classes are more important to me than my sport………………………... 1         2         3         4         5          
 

* This item was left out of the final scale
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APPENDIX D 
 

Athletic Goal Orientation Measure 
(adapted from PALS) 

Think about your athletic experiences and respond to the questions below by indicating how true or false each 
statement is about you.  If a statement is always true, for example, circle the number “5” for that particular 
statement. 
 

Always  Usually  Sometimes Usually  Always 
False  False  True  True  True 

1 2 3 4 5

*1. One of my main goals is to avoid looking like I can’t perform…………  1 2 3 4 5 
 
*2. I like practice best when I have to learn a new skill…………………..… 1 2 3 4 5 
 
3. I would feel really good if I were the only one who could perform  
 a skill……………………………………………………………………. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
4. I want to do better than my teammates………………………………….  1 2 3 4 5 
 
*5. It is very important to me that I don’t look incompetent when playing  
 my sport………………………………………………………………… 1 2 3 4 5 
 
6. An important reason I practice is because I like to learn new skills…… 1 2 3 4 5 
 
7. I like practicing my sport, even if I make a lot of mistakes…………… 1 2 3 4 5 
 
8. I practice because I am interested in my sport………………………….. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
9. A reason I practice is so others won’t think I am bad at my sport……....  1 2 3 4 5 
 
10. I would feel successful in sports if I did better than most of my 

teammates………………………………………………………….........  1 2 3 4 5 
 
11. An important reason why I practice is because I want to get better……. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
12. I’d like to show my coaches that I am better at my sport than my 

teammates………………………………………………………………. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
13. Performing better than my teammates is important to me………………  1 2 3 4 5 
 
14. A reason I practice is so my coaches don’t think that I will perform   
 worse than my teammates……………….………………………………  1 2 3 4 5 
 
15. An important reason I practice is so that I don’t embarrass myself in 

competition………………………………………………………………  1 2 3 4 5 
 
16. An important reason I participate in my sport is because I enjoy it…..... 1 2 3 4 5 
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17. A reason I would not want to practice is to avoid looking worse  
 than my teammates………………………………………………………  1 2 3 4 5 
 
18. I practice so others don’t think I am bad at my sport…………………… 1 2 3 4 5 
 
19. I don’t want my coaches to think that I’m worse than my teammates….. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
*20. I might skip practice to avoid looking worse than my teammates……… 1 2 3 4 5 
 

* These items were left out of the final scale
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APPENDIX E 

PALS 
Think about your academic experiences and respond to the questions below by indicating how true or false each 
statement is about you.  If a statement is always true, for example, circle the number “5” for that particular 
statement. 
 

Always  Usually  Sometimes Usually  Always 
False  False  True  True  True 

1 2 3 4 5

1. I like school work that I’ll learn from, even if I make a lot of mistakes. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
2. Doing better than other students in school is important to me………….  1 2 3 4 5 
 
3. I would feel really good if I were the only one who could answer  
 the teacher’s questions in class…………………………………………. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
4. It is very important to me that I don’t look stupid in my classes………. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
5. I do my school work because I am interested in it……………………… 1 2 3 4 5 
 
6. I like school work best when it really makes me think…………………. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
7. I would feel successful in school if I did better than most of the  
 other students…………………………………………………………....  1 2 3 4 5 
 
8. One reason I would not participate in class is to avoid looking stupid…  1 2 3 4 5 
 
9. One of my main goals is to avoid looking like I can’t do my work…….  1 2 3 4 5 
 
10. An important reason why I do my school work is because I like  
 to learn new things………………………………………………………  1 2 3 4 5 
 
11. An important reason why I do my work in school is because I want  
 to get better at it………………………………………………………… 1 2 3 4 5 
 
12. I want to do better than other students in my classes……………………  1 2 3 4 5 
 
13. The reason I do my school work is so my teachers don’t think 
 I know less than others…………………………………………………..  1 2 3 4 5 
 
14. The reason I do my work is so others won’t think I am dumb………….  1 2 3 4 5 
 
15. An important reason I do my school work is because I enjoy it………... 1 2 3 4 5 
 
16. I’d like to show my teachers that I’m smarter than the other students  
 in my classes……………………………………………………………. 1 2 3 4 5 
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17. An important reason I do my school work is so that I don’t 
 embarrass myself………………………………………………………..  1 2 3 4 5
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APPENDIX F 
 

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) 
 

Please read each statement and identify how much you agree or disagree by circling the appropriate number to the 
right of the statement.  For example, if you strongly agree with a statement, circle the number “5.” 
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 
 

1 2 3 4 5

1.  I consider myself an athlete………………………………………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 

2.  I have many goals related to sport…………………………………………. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

3.  Most of my friends are athletes……………………………………………. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

4.  Sports is the most important part of my life……………………………….. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

5.  I spend more time thinking about sports than anything else……………….. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

6.  I need to participate in sports to feel good about myself…………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 

7.  Other people see me mainly as an athlete………………………………….. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

8.  I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sports………………………... 1         2         3         4         5          
 

9.  Sports is the only important thing in my life………………………………. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

10.  I would be very depressed if I were injured and could  
 not compete in sports………………………………………………………. 1         2         3         4         5          
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APPENDIX G 
 

Academic Identity Scale (Adapted from AIMS) 
 

Please read each statement and identify how much you agree or disagree by circling the appropriate number to the 
right of the statement.  For example, if you strongly agree with a statement, circle the number “5.” 
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 
 

1 2 3 4 5

1.  I would be very depressed if I were sick and could not attend class………. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

2.  I need to work hard in my classes to feel good about myself……………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 

3.  I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in my classes…………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 

4.  Other people see me mainly as a student…………………………………... 1         2         3         4         5          
 

5.  My classes are the most important part of my life…………………………. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

6.  Most of my friends are good students……………………………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 

7.  I have many goals related to my classes…………………………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 

8.  I spend more time thinking about my classes than anything else………….. 1         2         3         4         5          
 

9.  My classes are the only important thing in my life………………………… 1         2         3         4         5          
 

10.  I consider myself a student first……………………………………………. 1         2         3         4         5  
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