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Abstract: 
 
In March 2020, university students had to adjust to remote learning in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. This abrupt change likely impacted students’ motivation, engagement, and 
perceptions of success and cheating. We used a single survey to collect retrospective self-report 
data from a convenience sample of Canadian undergraduate students (n = 98) about their 
motivation, engagement, and perceptions of success and cheating before COVID-19 and then in 
remote learning. Students' achievement goals, engagement, and perceptions of success all 
significantly decreased, while their perceptions of cheating increased. Moreover, we used 
regression analyses to examine associations amongst achievement goals and engagement, 
perceptions of success, and cheating concerns. The most consistent association was that mastery-
approach goals were positively associated with more engagement and higher perceptions of 
success. An interesting effect for performance-avoidance goals and perceptions of success also 
emerged. Achievement goals were unrelated to cheating. Students in large classes and who were 
originally concerned about cheating became more concerned about cheating in remote learning 
conditions. Our study provides information to researchers and instructors about how achievement 
goals relate to student outcomes across learning conditions. By extension, we provide timely 
recommendations for instructors as they continue to wrestle with how to deliver their courses 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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The Impact of COVID-19-triggered Changes to Instruction and Assessment on University 

Students’ Self-Reported Motivation, Engagement, and Perceptions 

During the Winter 2020 academic term, universities across the globe were required to 

make changes to their courses for students. Seemingly overnight, instructors moved their 

instructional and assessment practices to remote online delivery. This abrupt shift provided 

researchers with an unintended unique opportunity to examine student motivation for their 

courses under two different learning conditions. Understanding the changes to student 

motivation, engagement, and perceptions of success and cheating following the transition to 

remote delivery is important for two reasons. First, it seems at least for the near future, more 

courses will continue to be delivered remotely even though instructors and students may desire to 

return to face-to-face instruction (Hyslop, 2020). As such, the implications of remaining in a 

delivery style that is contrary to what is desired for student motivation is timely. Second, 

assessment practices online are often considered to be rife with opportunities for cheating (Miller 

and Young-Jones, 2012), and identifying relationships between motivation and cheating can 

provide a novel avenue by which instructors can try to prevent academic dishonesty. Therefore, 

the purpose of this study was to examine students’ achievement goals, engagement, and 

perceptions of cheating and success under these two different learning conditions: face-to-face 

traditional class structure typical prior to COVID-19 and the remote online class structure that 

emerged to manage the public health risks.  

1.1. Theoretical Framework: Achievement Goal Theory 

We situate our research within the 2x2 version of achievement goal theory1 (Elliot and 

McGregor, 2001). Researchers use Achievement Goal Theory to examine student motivation by 

                                                
1 Achievement Goal Theory has identified various achievement goal arrangements. We have 
selected the 2x2 design because if its widespread use in the literature.   
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considering the goals students have related to completing a task (Rawsthorne and Elliot, 1999; 

Senko and Dawson, 2017). Within this theory, achievement goals are conceptualized across two 

dimensions: competence and valence (for review: Elliot, 1999; Elliot and McGregor, 2001; Van 

Yperen, et al., 2014). Competence is defined as either demonstrating competence relative to 

others, referred to as performance goals, or as demonstrating competence in terms of task 

mastery (mastery goals). Mastery goals have often been associated with positive learning 

processes and outcomes, including positive emotions, interest, persistence, effective self-

regulation, and learning strategies (for review see Senko and Dawson, 2017).  

The valence dimension distinguishes between approach and avoidance motivation 

(Elliot, 1999; Elliot and Murayama, 2008; Van Yperen, et al., 2014). Approach motivation is 

defined as behaviour that is directed towards a positive outcome, such as learning something 

new. Conversely, avoidance motivation is defined as behaviour that is directed away from a 

negative outcome, such as failing a test. Avoidance goals are associated with maladaptive 

outcomes such as negative emotions, poor learning strategies, and more openness to cheating 

(Senko and Dawson, 2017), while approach goals are associated with higher academic 

achievement (Huang, 2012). Moreover, approach goals have been positively associated with 

performance attainment in various domains including education, work, and sports, whereas 

avoidance goals have a negative relationship with performance across domains (Van Yperen et 

al., 2014). Therefore, four achievement goals are identified, mastery-approach (MAP), mastery-

avoidance (MAV), performance-approach (PAP), and performance-avoidance (PAV). 

1.2. Student Engagement  

 Student engagement is a multidimensional construct with many operationalizations. We 

use Fredricks and colleagues’ (2004) framework that includes three components: (a) behavioural, 
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(b) emotional, and (c) cognitive. Behavioural engagement includes various student actions, such 

as effort, consistently completing coursework, participation and positive conduct like following 

the expectations for a course (Appleton et al., 2008; Daniels et al., 2016; Sun and Rueda, 2012). 

Emotional engagement, sometimes referred to as affective engagement (Appleton et al., 2008), 

includes students’ feelings or attitudes towards their course. These feelings tend to vary from 

unpleasant feelings like boredom with the coursework to more pleasant feelings like interest in 

the tasks assigned. Cognitive engagement involves the internal thought processes involved in a 

student’s coursework. For example, students are considered cognitively engaged when they 

deliberately invest cognitive resources to understand the ideas or concepts required by the course 

(Fredricks et al., 2004). Cognitive engagement could include looking for additional resources to 

aid understanding, asking self-directed questions, or discussing the content with people outside 

of class (Daniels et al., 2016; Sun and Rueda, 2012). Alternatively, researchers describe 

cognitive engagement in terms of the cognitive processes required for a task, such as problem-

solving, positive coping strategies, or a desire to learn (Appleton et al., 2008; Connell and 

Wellborn, 1991). 

 The connection between students’ goals and engagement has been investigated by 

various researchers (Gonida et al., 2009; Meece et al., 1988). For example, Shih (2008) 

examined achievement goals and behavioural and emotional engagement. Overall, MAP goals 

were associated with positive behavioural engagement such as higher levels of involvement, 

persistence, and participation, while PAV goals were associated with more avoiding behaviours. 

Moreover, MAP goals were associated with higher levels of curiosity, enjoyment, and lower 

levels of anxiety and boredom, and PAV goals positively predicted anxiety and boredom. These 

results are consistent with the research of Sideridis and Kaplan (2011) who determined that 
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persistence, representing a behavioural aspect of engagement, was positively associated with 

mastery-oriented students, as they persisted longer than students with PAP and PAV goals. 

Moreover, Daumiller and colleagues (2020) found that learning-approach goals, consistent with 

MAP goals, lead to more learning engagement operationalized as elaboration and intensity (i.e., 

how deeply the content is engaged with), whereas work-avoidance goals had a negative 

relationship with these engagement variables. The associations between achievement goals and 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement in traditional learning conditions have clear 

patterns; however, there is no evidence on how these relationships may change following a 

spontaneous and perhaps unwelcome change in learning conditions.   

1.3. Cheating 

Conceptually cheating is the antithesis of mastery forms of motivation and student 

engagement: mastery cannot be plagiarized and sincere engagement cannot be faked. Indeed, 

Pulfrey and colleagues (2019) suggest that MAP goals are counterintuitive to cheating behavior, 

thereby explaining why researchers have focused their investigation on the relationship between 

performance goals and students’ cheating behaviors (Murdock and Anderman, 2006). Some 

researchers show that performance goals are positively associated with cheating behaviour (e.g., 

Van Yperen et al., 2011), while others find no relationship between performance goals and 

cheating (e.g., Murdoch, et al., 2001, Niya, et al., 2008). To shed some light on these differences, 

Daumiller and Janke (2019), propose that cheating is also dependent on how performance is 

evaluated. In their experiment, the emphasis was placed on either process-based evaluation 

standards, that is, the strategies students used to solve the question, versus results-based 

evaluation standard, where achieving the correct answer was most important. They determined 
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that students were more likely to cheat when they had appearance goals, which are consistent 

with performance goals, and when the focus was on results-based evaluation.  

In typical learning conditions, most university courses tend to use result-based evaluation 

(e.g., Yüksel and Gündüz, 2017). However, some institutions changed this focus when 

instruction and assessment moved into remote delivery because of the public health restrictions 

resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. As a case in point, the University of Alberta replaced 

their letter grade system with a credit/no credit system (CR/NCR) for the Winter 2020 semester. 

Similar decisions were made at other institutions, many of which allowed students to choose 

between a letter grade and indication of credit (Fung, 2020).  

Concern for increased cheating under remote delivery was warranted because students 

report being almost four times more likely to be dishonest in online courses (42%) than in-person 

courses (10%) (Watson and Sottile, 2010). Likewise, King and Case (2014) found that not only 

was the percentage of students who admitted to academic cheating activity increasing over a 

five-year period, but almost 3 in 4 students (74%) felt that it was either very easy or somewhat 

easy to cheat on an online exam. None of this research, however, utilized a theoretical 

framework such as achievement goal theory to contextualize cheating in light of student 

motivation. As such, the shift in the format of instruction and assessment as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic provided an opportunity carefully consider relationships amongst 

achievement goals and cheating across these two different learning conditions.  

1.4. Academic Success 

Regardless of whether courses occur in-person or online, students, instructors, and other 

educational stakeholders care about students’ academic success. Perhaps not surprisingly, grades 

and grade-point averages (GPA) are the most common indicators of success (Lounsbury et al., 
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2009; York et al., 2015). However, researchers suggest that there are many other indicators of 

academic success, including the learning of skills or knowledge and student satisfaction (Goegan 

and Daniels, 2019; York et al., 2015). At the same time that implementation of a CR/NCR 

grading system for the Winter 2020 term helped lessened concerns related to cheating, it 

simultaneously removed the most traditional indicator of success. As a result, perceptions of 

success quickly took on a new priority as students reached their own, grade-free, conclusions 

about success – many of which may have been influenced by their achievement goals. Indeed, 

the positive relationship between approach goals and both objective (e.g., Huang, 2012) and 

subjective indicators of academic achievement (e.g., Daniels et al., 2008) is well established in 

the literature. Building on this, we were interested in the relationship between achievement goals 

and students’ perceptions of their success under these two learning conditions.  

1.5. The Current Study 

 Utilizing achievement goal theory as our theoretical model (Elliot and Murayama, 2008), 

we examined the connections between students’ achievement goals and their course engagement 

and perceptions of cheating and success under two naturally occurring learning conditions. 

Students participated in traditional learning conditions involving face-to-face instruction, in-

person assessment, and a results-based normative grading policy from January 7, 2020 to March 

12, 2020. As a result of the public health measures associated with COVID-19, beginning March 

17th students were automatically shifted into remote learning conditions involving online 

instruction, remote assessment, and a CR/NC grading policy. Our two research questions were as 

follows: (a) Did students’ motivation, engagement and perceptions of cheating and success 

change across the two learning conditions?, and (b) Do achievement goals differently predict 

students’ engagement, and perceptions of cheating and success across the two conditions? We 
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expected MAP goals to sustain engagement, prevent cheating, and increase perceptions of 

success because of their intrapersonal standard. We expect the competitive nature of PAP goals 

to have the opposite effect. We expect that avoidance goals may have a possible beneficial 

function as students seek to “salvage” their learning under unprecedented learning conditions.    

2. Method 

 We used a single-administration survey to collect students’ retrospective and current 

appraisals of achievement goals, engagement, and perceptions of cheating and success anchored 

around the changes to learning conditions triggered by COVID-19. 

2.1. Procedures 

In May of 2020, we posted a link to a questionnaire on multiple social media platforms 

including Facebook, Reddit and Twitter targeting students at our postsecondary institution. 

Information about the questionnaire was also included in the Students Digest, a weekly email 

sent to all registered students on campus that includes information such as current events, 

important deadlines and opportunities to participate in research. The questionnaire was live from 

May 6 to 15, 2020. After clicking the link, students viewed an informational letter outlining the 

details of the study. Consent was implied by students clicking “Next” and by completion of the 

questionnaire which required approximately five minutes. Participants completed all items twice: 

once retrospectively indicating their goals, engagement, and perspectives during the traditional 

learning conditions (henceforth, Condition 1, or C1), and again to indicate their goals, 

engagement, and perspectives during the remote learning conditions (henceforth, Condition 2, or 

C2). This set of instructions served as a within person naturally occurring manipulation. To thank 

the students for their participation, they selected for the researchers to make a $1 donation to 

either the Student Mental Health Fund or the Campus Food Bank. Recognizing the stresses 
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associated with COVID-19, we provided links to health and wellness supports at the end of the 

questionnaire. Ethics approval was obtained from the Human Ethics Research Office at the 

researchers’ university.  

2.2. Participants 

Self-report data were collected from a convenience sample of 119 students from a 

midsize university in western Canada. The sample was then restricted to undergraduate students 

31 years or younger. The final sample consisted of 98 students, 77 who identified as women, 18 

men, and 4 non-binary. The sample self-identified as predominantly Caucasian (50.5%) and 

Asian (27.3%). Students were from various faculties, with the top three being Arts (32.3%), 

Science (30.3%) and Education (10.1%). Students identified their year in program, including 22 

first-year, 30 second-year, 17 third-year, 23 fourth-year, and 6 fifth-year or higher students.  

2.3. Measures  

2.3.1. Demographic Measures  

In order to describe the sample, we asked participants to indicate their gender, age, 

ethnicity, year in program, and faculty.  

2.3.2. Focusing Question  

Because motivation constructs and engagement tend to function in a domain-specific 

way, we asked participants to answer all survey items based on one specific course they took 

during the Winter 2020. They named the course and reported its class size. 

2.3.3. Achievement Goals  

Achievement goals were assessed using a 12-item scale by Elliot and Murayama (2008). 

The scale includes three items each to measure goals related to mastery-approach (MAP), 

mastery-avoidance (MAV), performance-approach, (PAP) and performance-avoidance (PAV). 
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Participants responded to these items twice to measure their responses based on C1 (i.e., 

traditional learning conditions) and C2 (i.e., remote learning conditions). Students were asked: 

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? and responded on a scale from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicated more agreement with the 

various subscales. Additional information including reliabilities and sample items are provided in 

Table 1.  

[Table 1 near here] 

2.3.4. Student Engagement  

Student engagement was assessed using a modified scale originally developed by Sun 

and Rueda (2012). The scale included items for behavioural emotional, and cognitive 

engagement in online classes. Similar to the achievement goal items, participants responded 

twice to indicate their perspectives on C1 and C2. We modified the items utilized by Sun and 

Ruede to fit these two learning conditions. Sample items and descriptive statistics are presented 

in Table 1. The scale includes five items for behavioural engagement (BE), seven items for 

emotional engagement, (EE), and five items for cognitive engagement (CE). Students responded 

to items on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with higher scores indicating 

more engagement on the various subscales. 

2.3.5. Cheating and Success  

We used single items to measure students’ perceptions of cheating and success in their 

course on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). To assess their perceptions 

about cheating in their course, students responded to the item: “I was concerned about students 

cheating in the class.” To assess students' feelings of success, they responded to the item: “I felt 
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successful in the class.” Again, participants responded twice to indicate their perspectives for 

both C1 and C2 learning conditions. 

2.4. Plan of Analysis   

 We conducted our analyses in three stages. After examining the reliability of all 

subscales, we performed nine paired-samples t-tests to examine the four student achievement 

goals, three engagement scales, and perceptions of cheating and success within students and 

across the two learning conditions. Second, we ran zero-order correlations for all variables. 

Third, we used five separate hierarchical regression analyses to test the relationship amongst 

achievement goals and the five criterion variables of behavioral, cognitive, and emotional 

engagement, cheating, and success. Specifically, in Step 1 we controlled for gender, age, year in 

program, and number of students in the course. In Step 2 we added the measures of achievement 

goals for C1 and the score on the criterion variable for C1. In Step 3, we added the achievement 

goal for C2. This ordering of variables allowed us to explain students’ engagement, cheating, and 

success under C2, taking into account their scores at C1.  

3. Results  

3.1. Paired Samples T-test 

 The results from the paired samples t-tests are included in Table 1 with an adjusted p 

value to ≦ 0.025 to control for Type I error. Students' scores on all achievement goal and 

engagement variables decreased significantly across the two learning conditions. This decrease 

was most prominent for MAP goals, where on average, students decreased one and a half points 

on the 5-point likert scale. The most prominent decrease in terms of engagement was for 

emotional engagement, where students again decreased almost one and a half points on the 5-



THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 13 
 

point likert scale. Students' reported more concerns with cheating across the two learning 

conditions and felt less successful. 

3.2. Correlations 

 The correlations for variables reflecting C1 responses are presented below the diagonal in 

Table 2, while correlations reflecting C2 variables are presented above the diagonal. The 

correlations between the two formats are presented in Table 3. We note a number of important 

correlations here. Correlations between the engagement scales were all positive under both 

learning conditions. Under C1, behavioural engagement had the strongest correlation with PAP 

goals, while for C2, the strongest correlation with behavioral engagement was MAP goals. 

Emotional and cognitive engagement had the highest correlation with MAP goals under both 

formats. The success item had the strongest correlation with performance-approach goals for C1 

and PAV for C2. None of the predictor variables were significantly correlated with concerns 

about cheating. 

[Table 2 near here] 

[Table 3 near here] 

3.3. Regressions Analyses for Engagement 

All standardized beta weights from the regression analyses are presented in Table 4 for 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement. To be consistent with the paired samples t-

tests, we adjusted the p value to ≦ 0.025 to control for Type I error. 

[Table 4 near here] 

3.3.1. Behavioral Engagement  

In terms of behavioural engagement, there were no significant relationships with any of 

the variables entered in Step 1, F(3, 83) = 2.02, p > .025. At Step 2, there were also no 
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significant relationships between behavioral engagement at C2 and any of the variables entered 

including the C1 measure of behavioral engagement, F(8, 78) = 2.29, p > .025. At Step 3, C2 

MAP goals significantly and positively predicted behavioural engagement at C2. This model 

explained 40% of the variance, F(12, 74) = 5.78, p < .001. No other variables were significant at 

Step 3.  

3.3.2. Emotional Engagement.  

Similar to behavioral engagement, there were no significant relationships with any of the 

variables entered into Step 1 of the model, F(3, 83) = 3.04, p > .025. At Step 2, emotional 

engagement at C1 significantly and positively predicted emotional engagement at C2. This 

model explained 16% of the variance, F(8, 78) = 3.11, p = .004. No other variables were 

significant at Step 2. At Step 3, emotional engagement at C1 remained significant, and MAP 

goals at C2 significantly and positively predicted emotional engagement at C2. No other 

variables were significant at Step 3. This model explained 27% of the variance, F(12, 74) = 3.67, 

p < .001. 

3.3.3. Cognitive Engagement  

Similar to above, there were no significant relationships with any of the variables entered 

into Step 1 of the model, F(3, 83) = 1.74, p > .025. At Step 2, PAV goals at C1 significantly and 

negatively predicted cognitive engagement at C2. This model explained 13% of the variance, 

F(8, 78) = 2.57, p = .015. At Step 3, PAV goals at C1 were no longer a significant predictor. 

Additionally, MAP and MAV goals at C2 significantly and positively predicted cognitive 

engagement. No other variables were significant at Step 3. This model explained 50% of the 

variance, F(12, 74) = 8.27, p < .001. 

3.4. Regressions Analyses for Students Perceptions  
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All standardized beta weights from the regression analyses are presented in Table 5 for 

students’ concerns for cheating and perceptions of success. 

[Table 5 near here] 

3.4.1. Concerns for Cheating  

At Step 1, the number of students in the course positively and significantly predicted 

concerns with cheating, wherein students were more concerned with cheating in large classes. 

The model accounted for 16% of the variance, F(3, 83) = 6.59, p < .001. The number of students 

in the course remained a significant predictor in Step 2. Additionally, PAP goals at C1, and their 

concerns for cheating at C1 also positively and significantly predicted concerns for cheating at 

C2. The model accounted for 29% of the variance, F(8, 78) = 5.28, p < .001. At Step 3, the 

addition of C2 achievement goals did not result in a significant increase in explained variance R2 

Δ = .04, p = .284.   

3.4.2. Perceptions of Success  

In terms of students' perceptions of success at C2, there were no significant relationships 

with any of the predictor variables entered in Step 1, F(3, 83) = 1.40, p > .025. At Step 2, 

students’ perception of success at C2 was significantly and positively predicted by perception of 

success at C1. The model accounted for 7% of the variance, F(8, 78) = 1.76, p > .025. This 

relationship between students’ perceptions of success and C1 and C2 remained significant at 

Step 3. Moreover, MAP and PAV goals at C2 also significantly and positively predicted 

students’ perceptions of success at C2. In total, the model accounted for 30% of the variance, 

F(12, 74) = 4.98, p < .001. 

4. Discussion 
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 The purpose of this research was to examine students’ achievement goals and how they 

related to their engagement, concerns about cheating, and perceived success under two learning 

conditions resulting from the measures implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this 

discussion, we focus on how our findings can expand the current understanding of achievement 

goals under different learning conditions, in particular, when shifting to remote online delivery 

and a CR/NC grading system. Specifically, we attend to three findings with relevant theoretical 

and practical implications. First, we discuss how students’ achievement goals, engagement, and 

perceptions changed across the two learning conditions. Second, in line with much of the 

achievement goal theory literature we describe the importance of mastery-approach goals. Third, 

we highlight the unexpected relationship between performance-avoidance goals and success 

under remote learning conditions. In closing, we also discuss the limitations of our research and 

recommendations for future research.  

4.1. All Self-Report Variables Changed 

 Based on the variables we collected, our results suggest that “everything” changed 

following the shift to remote learning conditions. We saw a uniform decrease in all four 

achievement goals and all three forms of engagement. Moreover, the C1 scores on achievement 

goals and engagement were correlated with C2 scores on the same measure, yet, they were not 

always the stronger correlations. This is highly uncommon from a measurement perspective in 

which the best predictor of a later variable tends to be an earlier score on that variable. Instead, 

our results highlight that the change in learning conditions had a meaningful impact on students’ 

achievement goals and their self-reported engagement. One limitation of the current study is that 

we did not collect information about students’ personal wellbeing or hardships related to 

COVID-19. There may have been many personal and health-related factors that exacerbated the 
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effects of the remote learning condition. As instructors continue to design courses for remote 

delivery, and particularly during COVID-19, they may want to keep in mind that these are not 

only novel instructional conditions but many life conditions may make it harder for students to 

pursue their achievement goals and engage as fully as they could have in more traditional 

learning conditions.   

4.2. Mastery-Approach Goals are Important 

 Despite the finding that MAP had the largest mean decrease from C1 to C2 in the paired-

samples t-tests, they continued to significantly and positively predict four of our five outcome 

measures, suggesting their importance for all three types of student engagement and perceptions 

of success. This is consistent with previous research that highlights the positive outcomes 

associated with MAP goals (Huang, 2012; Senko and Dawson, 2017). This is encouraging for 

instructors to know that the benefits of MAP can be realized even at lower mean levels. It also 

suggests that instructors may want to be particularly mindful of cultivating and maintaining 

MAP goals in either learning condition as a means of supporting students’ engagement and 

perceptions of success.  

To aid instructors in support MAP goals in the classroom, we draw on the universal 

design for learning (UDL) guidelines. In particular, multiple means of engagement provide 

suggestions for recruitment of interest, and sustaining effort and persistence (CAST, 2018), both 

of which are important for MAP goals. Indeed, recruiting interest can include providing students 

with choice and autonomy to support their engagement with the learner outcomes for the course. 

When students have a choice, they can pick topics or activities of interest to them, supporting not 

only their MAP goals but also their engagement, behaviorally, emotionally, and cognitively. 

Indeed, research by Jang and colleagues (2016) found perceived autonomy support was 
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associated with student engagement. When instructors move their courses online, this can open 

up a variety of online learning opportunities that students can choose from, which supports their 

goals of learning and understanding the course content. 

Moreover, the UDL guidelines note the importance of optimizing relevance, value, and 

authenticity (CAST, 2018). This guideline highlights the importance of utility-value when it 

comes to motivation and engagement, that is, when students choose to complete a task because 

they find it useful or relevant to their short- or long-term goals (Eccles and Wigfield, 2020). 

When designing their instruction and assessment approach, instructors should be mindful of how 

these course components are viewed by students to increase their perceived utility-value, and by 

extension, student engagement. This could involve providing an explanatory rationale statement 

at the beginning of assignments, or highlighting how the information will be useful in their future 

career when giving examples in online lectures. 

Interestingly, emotional engagement decreased the most in C2 compared to C1, and it 

was the only regression analysis where engagement levels at C1 predicted C2. One reason for 

this finding could be that students’ emotional engagement is related to course factors outside of 

instruction and assessment formats, including course content. Indeed, student interest is an 

important factor in determining their level of engagement (Kahu et al., 2017). Interest may be 

more prevalent when students enjoy the course content rather than when they feel forced to take 

mandatory courses they find little interest in, which could also impact their endorsement of MAP 

goals. One way to facilitate emotional engagement is through the use of humor. With that in 

mind, we turn to the work of McCabe et al. (2017), who discuss how humor can support the 

development of relationships with students and increase their learning. Nevertheless, future 
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research is needed in this area to further explore additional course components to better 

understand the association between achievement goals and emotional engagement.  

4.3. Concerns with Cheating and Perceived Success 

4.3.1 Cheating  

Students’ concerns about cheating in their courses in C2, were not related to their 

achievement goals, but rather predicted by the number of students in the course, and their 

perceptions of cheating in C1. In short, the larger the course, the more concerned students were 

with cheating – and students who were concerned about cheating in a traditional learning 

condition remained concerned in remote learning conditions. One explanation for this finding is 

that larger classes are often more impersonal and anonymous (Cash et al., 2017), perhaps 

allowing students to believe that cheating will go unnoticed. To remedy this, instructors can draw 

on the relatedness aspects of basic psychological needs (Ryan and Deci, 2017) to develop a sense 

of community within their courses regardless of class size. This can be accomplished through 

breaking the class to work on tasks online together or creating study group options via online 

platform. Moreover, Cueso (2007) suggests that larger courses have more frequent violations of 

academic integrity, including cheating. This could be related to feelings of anonymity, 

mentioned above, but it may also be simple probability: having larger courses increases the odds 

that there are more likely to be students who cheat present.  

Students’ concerns with cheating in C1 were also a significant predictor of their concerns 

with cheating at C2. This finding may speak to the assessment practices of the course. According 

to the International Centre for Academic Integrity (2020), 39% of undergraduate students admit 

to cheating on tests and 62% admit to cheating on written assignments. If instructors were simply 

changing assessment to a CR/NCR system, the different assessment types may still warrant 
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similar discrepancies in cheating behaviour and therefore, concerns with cheating would remain 

consistent. Contrary to this, our results show that students’ concerns with cheating between C1 

and C2 significantly increased. It seems that concerns with cheating exist regardless of whether 

or not specific normative grades are awarded. This provides an excellent opportunity for 

researchers and instructors to rethink summative assessment practices from a motivation 

perspective (Daniels et al., 2020). 

4.3.2. Success  

Students’ feelings about their success in C2 were positively predicted by MAP and PAV 

goals in C2. Said differently, when students held goals to learn as much as possible and to avoid 

doing worse than other students, they perceived themselves as successful after the learning 

condition changed. This pairing of goals is particularly interesting because it suggests that 

success under the remote learning conditions came from both MAP goals and their 

intraindividual perspective on competence and PAV goals and their interindividual perspective 

on not losing to others. Without grades, it seemed that students had to look to other means for 

defining competence, and the strongest indicators came from both approach and avoidance 

perspectives.  

Similar to concerns with cheating, instructors could draw on the relatedness component 

of basic psychological needs (Ryan and Deci, 2017). Building a sense of community in the 

course might alleviate some of the concern with losing to others, consistent with PAV goals. 

Moreover, two additional UDL guidelines can be implemented to support students in their 

perceptions of academic success (CAST, 2018). Consistent with the notion of relatedness, the 

UDL guidelines highlight the importance of fostering collaboration and community within 

courses. Indeed, research by Sadera and colleagues (2009) found strong associations between 
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learner interaction and engagement, sense of community, and success in online learning. 

Moreover, the UDL guideline of increased mastery-oriented feedback, highlights that this type of 

feedback guides students towards mastery rather than performance goals (CAST, 2018). 

Therefore, instructors when providing feedback to their students should be mindful that the 

feedback, is relevant, constructive, accessible, important, and timely (CAST, 2018). 

4.4. Limitations and Future Directions 

 Although our findings provide important insights into the achievement goals of students 

under different instructional and assessment conditions, it is important to consider the following 

four limitations. First, participants represent a convenience sample of university students who 

utilized social media platforms and/or responded to email correspondence for their university. As 

such, these findings cannot generalize to other groups of students and post-secondary 

institutions. Rather, the results provide a snapshot of some students' experiences during the 

changes to assessment and instruction as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nonetheless, the 

proximity of the research to their actual learning experiences may somewhat compensate for the 

narrow sample. Future research could strategically target students from specific faculties or 

expand data collection to additional postsecondary institutions. 

Second, to capture students’ perceptions of their learning condition the items focused 

students on both the changes to instruction (e.g., online) and assessment (e.g., CR/NCR). An 

important consideration when designing questionnaire items is to limit each question to one idea 

(Mertens, 2014), however, instruction and assessment together authentically represent the 

learning condition that students experience. Balancing these perspectives, we felt students would 

be unable to separate their responses to specifically changes in instruction or assessment and 

instead combined the two in the survey instructions. Future research interested in examining 
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changes to instruction and assessment will also have to balance the authenticity of the learning 

experience with the precision of questionnaire items and may decide to separate the domains to 

gain additional information on students’ perspectives. Moreover, future research in this area 

should make the distinction between online learning and “emergency remote teaching” (Hodges 

et al., 2020). Online learning is designed to be remote from the beginning, with online 

assessment methods planned in advance. This could result in different outcomes for students’ 

motivation, engagement, and perceptions when compared to an abrupt change to instruction and 

assessment. This type of research will continue to emerge as researchers navigate the education 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Third, the data we collected were correlational and retrospective meaning that students 

provided answers in a single sitting for both their motivation, engagement, and perceptions 

before changes to instruction and assessment were made and then again after. It is possible that 

responses to the “before” questions may be slightly more positive had they been collected in live 

time; however, the mean scores are actually quite similar to what is typically found in university 

samples. The opposite is also true, that students’ responses to the “after” questions may be more 

negative because of their proximity to the “before” responses. Even if this were to be the case, 

the decreases were so marked and consistent that we believe the changes to instruction and 

assessment did have a clear uniformly negative association with motivation, engagement, and 

perceptions of success. Despite these limitations, the information garnered is nonetheless 

important and increases our understanding of how the change to remote learning impacted 

university students’ motivation, engagement, and perceptions. 

 Finally, we utilized a single item to measure students’ feelings of success, and their 

concerns regarding cheating in their courses. While multi-item scales are often seen as more 
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advantageous, there have been arguments made for the adequacy of single items in similar 

domains such as job satisfaction (e.g., Dolbier, et al., 2005) or achievement emotions (Gogol et 

al., 2014). Nevertheless, future research could implement multi-item scales to measure these 

constructs so long as it did not increase participant fatigue and reduce participation.  

4.5. Conclusion  

 The results of our study provide researchers and postsecondary institutions with valuable 

information about achievement goals related to instructional and assessment formats. This study 

provides a unique contribution to the growing research efforts in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic that can support the development of policies and practices at postsecondary institutions 

moving forward. Moreover, this study further emphasizes the importance of MAP goals to 

support students’ behavioural, emotional and cognitive engagement, and feelings of success. 

Moreover, we provide several recommendations for instructors as they continue to design 

courses with student engagement, success and cheating in mind. This is particularly 

advantageous for instructors as postsecondary institutions continue to wrestle with how to deliver 

courses moving forward and abrupt changes to instructional and assessment practices may be 

required once again. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and Paired-Samples T-test (n = 98) 
 

Condition 1 Condition 2 
    

Variable α M SD Sample Item α M SD Sample Item MΔ t df p 

MAP .76 4.32 .60 My goal was to learn as 
much as possible. 

.88 2.66 1.07  1.67 16.35 94 <.001 

MAV .68 3.58 .90 My aim was to avoid 
learning less than I 

possibly could. 

.80 2.78 .99  .80 6.37 89 <.001 

PAP .87 4.34 .77 I was striving to do well 
compared to other students. 

.91 2.82 1.14  1.52 12.58 94 <.001 

PAV .86 4.08 .99 My aim was to avoid doing 
worse than other students. 

.92 3.06 1.18  1.02 7.92 94 <.001 

BE .73 4.04 .61 I fully participated in the 
class. 

.76 2.81 .96 I fully participated in the 
class as delivered remotely. 

1.23 12.30 95 <.001 

EE .89 3.70 .86 I felt happy with my 
class/work. 

.79 2.24 .83 I felt happy with my remote 
delivery class/work. 

1.46 14.71 95 <.001 

CE .76 3.45 .84 I studied even when I didn't 
have a test. 

.84 2.24 .94  1.21 11.10 95 <.001 

Success - 3.72 .98 I felt successful in the 
class. 

- 2.72 1.17  1.00 7.70 95 <.001 

Cheating - 1.60 .97 I was concerned about 
students cheating in the 

class. 

- 2.67 1.57  -1.07 -6.80 94 <.001 

Note: MAP = mastery-approach, MAV = mastery-avoidance, PAP = performance-approach, PAV = performance-avoidance, BE = 
behavioural engagement, EE = emotional engagement, CE = cognitive engagement. Samples items at Time 2 if wording adapted.
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Table 2: Correlations between Study Variables. C1 Below the Diagonal and C2 Above. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. MAP _ .58*** .41*** .21 .56*** .44*** .69*** .36*** .05 

2. MAV .42*** _ .19 .17 .46*** .31** .50*** .26* .01 

3. PAP .35*** .26* _ .71*** .26* .13 .31** .32** .22 

4. PAV .13 .48*** .43*** _ .32** .08 .19 .39*** .18 

5. BE .46*** .19 .54*** .21 _ .43*** .56*** .51*** .08 

6. EE .57*** .28** .42*** .20 .65*** _ .49*** .46*** -.11 

7. CE .60*** .37*** .44*** .13 .62*** .63*** _ .53*** .05 

8. Success .30** .08 .61*** .12 .56*** .44*** .45*** _ -.01 

9. Cheat -.18 -.11 -.13 -.16 -.19 -.16 -.04 -.05 _ 

Note: * p < .025, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. MAP = mastery-approach, MAV = mastery-
avoidance, PAP = performance-approach, PAV = performance-avoidance, BE = behavioural 
engagement, EE = emotional engagement, CE = cognitive engagement. 
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Table 3: Correlations between Study Variable at Time 1 and Time 2  

 MAP C2 MAV C2 PAP C2 PAV C2 BE C2 EE C2 CE C2 Success C2 Cheat C2 

MAP C1 .41*** .28** .07 .01 .16 .08 .21 -.01 .15 

MAV C1 .27** .21* .13 .21 .14 -.01 .15 -.05 .05 

PAP C1 .04 .01 .29** .36*** .19 -.08 -.01 .16 .30** 

PAV C1 -.11 .03 .18 .33** .06 -.05 -.17 .05 .06 

BE C1 .05 .05 -.10 .05 .27** .06 .02 .12 .19 

EE C1 .31** .22 .09 .10 .15 .34** .21 .20 .12 

CE C1 .28** .16 -.08 .03 .13 .11 .28** .13 .10 

Success C1 .03 -.03 .13 .23* .24* .02 .11 .30** .27** 

Cheat C1 .02 -.01 .05 .08 .07 -.17 .08 -.05 .34** 

Note: * p < .025, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. MAP = mastery-approach, MAV = mastery-avoidance, PAP = performance-approach, PAV 
= performance-avoidance, BE = behavioural engagement, EE = emotional engagement, CE = cognitive engagement. 
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Table 4: Regression Analysis for Engagement Items at Condition 2 
 

Predictor Variable Behavioural Engagement Emotional Engagement Cognitive Engagement  

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

1. Age .19 .25 .13 .10 .10 .04 .24 .26 .21 

2. # of Students -.12 -.17 -.01 -.10 -.10 -.01 -.09 -.11 .03 

3. Year  .02 -.01 .01 .20 .14 .14 -.06 -.07 -.10 

4. MAP C1  .06 -.16  -.11 -.22  .10 -.17 

5. MAV C1  .14 -.05  .03 -.10  .25 .05 

6. PAP C1  .29 .15  -.17 -.19  .04 -.04 

7. PAV C1   -.09 .04  -.03 .08  -.33* -.19 

8. DV C1  .05 .18  .46** .40**  .10 .20 

9. MAP C2   .52***   .41**   .47*** 

10. MAV C2   .17   .04   .23* 

11. PAP C2   -.10   -.05   .14 

12. PAV C2    .20   .08   .01 

Adjusted R2 .03 .11 .40*** .07 .16** .27*** .03 .13* .50*** 

Note: * p < .025, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, DV = The associated Dependent Variable as measured at C1.   
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Table 5: Regression Analysis for Success and Cheating at Time 2 
 

Predictor Variable Success Cheat 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

1. Age .15 .13 .04 .08 .13 .17 

2. # of Students -.11 -.16 -.03 .46*** .38*** .38*** 

3. Year  .02 -.03 .01 .06 .06 .04 

4. MAP C1  -.07 -.19  .11 .09 

5. MAV C1  .02 -.14  -.06 -.06 

6. PAP C1  .04 -.07  .26* .23 

7. PAV C1   -.03 .05  -.01 -.02 

8. DV C1  .32* .31*  .28** .28** 

9. MAP C2   .40**   -.03 

10. MAV C2   .12   .03 

11. PAP C2   -.13   .27 

12. PAV C2    .35*   -.09 

Adjusted R2 .01 .07 .30*** .16*** .29*** .30*** 

Note: * p < .025, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, DV = The associated Dependent Variable as 
measured at C1.  
 

 


