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ABSTRACT 
 

Aims: This cross sectional study was conducted on students at Ras Al Khaimah Medical and 
Health Sciences University to analyze the motivation patterns in the health sciences university 
students.  
Methodology: Total number of students who participated were 145. Data was entered into SPSS 
22 software and analyzed. Student ‘t’ test was used to compare among the groups.  
Results: The study results showed that all students exhibited highest scores of Mastery Approach 
goal motivation >10.62±4.24; but there was a decay in the later years of study and the Mastery 
Avoidance scores increased. This was more pronounced in the medical students (P =0.02). 
Conclusion: This work underscores the notion that health sciences students are highly motivated 
and strive hard to achieve their goals. This study can be used to develop teaching methodologies 
and assessments that promote deep approaches to learning.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 
At any age, students’ motivation is the key factor 
which influences their desire to learn, perform 
effectively and achieve their goals thereby 
demonstrating their aptitude and competency 
[1,2]. Healthcare courses are extremely 
demanding in terms of volume of information and 
time constraints. It is mostly assumed that 
students who pursue Healthcare studies are 
highly motivated. The admission criteria used in 
universities and especially medical schools are 
thought to be generally based on the students’ 
academic competency proven through robust 
secondary school performances, motivation to 
become lifelong learners, character and 
personality traits and strong communication skills 
[2,3]. 
 

Numerous hypothetical models have been 
proposed to elucidate and comprehend students’ 
achievement motivation. In 2001 Elliot and 
McGregor designed the Achievement goal 
theory, a 2x2 framework for conceptualizing 
students’ achievement goal orientations, dividing 
students into 4 major groups –Mastery approach, 
Mastery avoidance, Performance approach and 
Performance avoidance [4]. The mastery group 
consisted of students who were motivated to 
understand comprehensively and develop their 
skills; whereas the performance group was 
concerned with comparing their skills and 
knowledge to their peers. 
 
This tool was further refined by Elliot and 
Murayama in 2008 to give the AGQ (Revised) 
questionnaire [5]. 
 
Advocates of the achievement goal theory 
believe that students who adopt mastery goals 
and students who adopt performance goals view 
ability and define success and failures differently 
and the addition of approach or avoidance 
behavior influences intrinsic motivation [6,7]. 
 
Students’ motivation, especially achievement 
goal orientation, is related to learning 
stratagems. It encourages help-seeking 
behaviors and perseverance and the need to 
acquire and utilize skills. Students’ achievement 
goal orientation determines how they learn, 
interpret and respond to their environment [8-11]. 
 
This study was undertaken mainly to analyze and 
compare the students’ motivational drives in 

various healthcare courses and across the years 
of study. Comparison was also done between the 
genders. 
 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS  
 

The study was a prospective cross sectional 
study conducted on the healthcare science 
students both in basic and clinical years 
belonging to Medical and Pharmacy colleges. 
 

A pre designed pre validated questionnaire – the 
Achievement Goal Questionnaire-Revised [5] 
was used with the proper approval and due 
acknowledgement of the owner. The responses 
were graded on a 5 point Likert scale ranging 
from 5=strongly agree to 1= strongly disagree. 
The questionnaire has 12 items with 3 each for 
the 4 types of goals, which reflect the four groups 
of mastery approach, mastery avoidance, 
performance approach and performance 
avoidance. 
 

The students who did not wish to participate 
were excluded from the study. 
 

The total sample size was 200 students in both 
the groups taking into consideration the 
confidence level of 95% and confidence interval 
of 5% and sample population 520 students. This 
was calculated using the Creative Research 
Systems online sample size calculator. 
 

The study group was divided into two groups- 
Preclinical and clinical year students in MBBS, 
and B Pharmacy courses. 
 

Data was entered into SPSS 22 software and 
analyzed by descriptive statistics (i.e., mean, SD, 
frequency). Cronbach alpha coefficients were 
calculated for each subscale with values 
between .79 to .89. 
 

Student ‘t’ test was used for the comparison of 
scores of achievement goal questionnaire. P 
value less than .05 was considered statistically 
significant. 
 

3. RESULTS 
 

Total number of students who returned 
completed questionnaires were 72.2% (145).  
 

47% (91) Medical students and 90% (54) 
Pharmacy students completed the survey. The 
total Number of males were 43 and total number 
of females 102. Among the medical students 
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67% (61) students belonged to year one and the 
rest 33% (30) were in year four and five of their 
course. 
 
All the students exhibited the highest scores for 
the Mastery Approach goals as seen in Table 1.  
 
On further analyzing the scores there was a 
decrease in both the mastery approach and 
performance approach in the mature students 
when compared to the freshmen, while the 
avoidance score became higher. On comparison, 
fourth and final year students of the medical 
programs showed a significant increase in the 
Mastery avoidance scores (p= 0.02) when 
compared to first year students. 
 
Comparison between the genders and the two 
programs did not yield any significant difference. 
 
4. DISCUSSION 
 

Elliot and McGregor carried out seminal work in 
arranging the achievement goals into a 2 by 2 
framework for a more comprehensive analysis. 
According to them achievement goals that 
measure competence have 2 fundamental 
dimensions – definition and valence. Definition in 
turn is divided into Mastery Goals where the 
emphasis is on task mastery; or Performance 
Goals where the focus is on competence relative 
to others. Valence also has 2 subdivisions; 
Approach Goals where the behavior is instigated 
by positive or desirable event; or Avoidance 
Goals where behavior is prompted by negative or 
undesirable event [4]. 
 

So the contemporary understanding centers 
around the four major subtypes of achievement 
goals: - 
 

4.1 Mastery Approach 
 

The students following this approach try to attain 
competence relative to the task or personal 
standards. The students are motivated to learn or 
develop skills to the best of their ability. 

4.2 Mastery Avoidance 
 
These students try to avoid incompetence 
relative to the task or personal standards and are 
motivated to avoid failures or become de-skilled. 
 

4.3 Performance Approach 
 
This type of student tries to attain competence 
relative to one’s peers and are motivated to 
outdo others. 
 

4.4 Performance Avoidance 
 
Here the students try to avoid incompetence 
relative to one’s peers. They are motivated to 
avoid doing worse than others [4,5,7,12]. 
 
Generally, students who lean towards mastery 
goals are inclined to view their abilities as a 
flexible trait that can be boosted by hard work, 
persistence, and continuous development of their 
skills, while students who adopt performance 
goals view ability as a fixed trait that cannot be 
improved [13,14]. 
 
The Mastery-Approach goal has been associated 
with a number of positive effects such as using 
deep learning strategies, maintaining high levels 
of interest, sustained persistence,

 
and seeking 

help when needed [15,16]. The Performance 
Approach goal, on the other hand, is associated 
with shallow learning strategies such as 
memorization [17]. Both Performance Avoidance 
and Mastery-Avoidance goals have been linked 
with negative effects, such as stress and anxiety, 
low academic achievement, and low self-
motivation [15-18]. 
 
In our study most students adopted the Mastery 
Approach to achieve their goals, very similar to 
most studies done among healthcare students 
and is consistent with the chief objective of 
education in health professions where                  
self-directed lifelong learning is imperative 
[19,20]. 

 
Table 1. AGQ values in the students belonging to different years of study 

 
Students  
groups 

Mastery 
approach 
(Mean ± SD) 

Mastery avoidance 
 (Mean ± SD) 

Performance 
approach 
(Mean ± SD) 

Performance 
avoidance 
(Mean ± SD) 

MBBS  -Year 1 12.05± 3.10* 10.83± 3.28 11.27± 3.38 10.31± 3.82 
MBBS – 4&5 13.00± 2.07* 12.85± 2.57 11.36± 2.53 12.29± 2.67 
B.Pharm Yr 1  12.79± 3.37* 11.37± 3.80 11.92± 3.59 11.42± 3.59 
B Pharm Yr 2   10.62±4.24* 9.75± 4.02 9.75± 3.78 9.87± 3.67 

* Highest score for each group 
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There were no significant differences between 
the genders or the program in this study. Many 
studies on health care students also reflect this 
but have emphasized that female students were 
more likely to be high performers while males 
tended to have higher mean scores for work 
avoidance [21]. 
 
However, as the MBBS students progressed 
though their years of study, the Avoidance 
scores became higher with significant increase 
for the Mastery Avoidance Goal. This indicates a 
significant decay in achievement motivation over 
the course of the studies. Students become more 
concerned with losing their learned skills and 
knowledge rather than imbibing new ones.  Such 
a scenario has been reported in non-medical 
university courses and medical colleges 
[22,23,24]. 
 
This is a worrying trend and needs to be 
addressed by curriculum developers and other 
stakeholders. 
 
Motivation theorists have suggested several 
practices that have the potential to encourage 
student adoption of mastery-oriented goals. For 
example, the students should be given 
meaningful and challenging tasks and allowed 
flexibility; risk taking, and creativity should be 
recognized and promoted; and assessment 
should be formative using feedback [25,26]. 
 
Studies have also compared the academic 
performance with the goal preference and 
students who adopted the avoidance goals tend 
to perform poorer in both examination and 
clinical rotations when compared to their peers 
but more conclusive evidence has to be gathered 
[23]. 
 
Achievement goal theory provides academicians 
and educationists with valuable understanding of 
how their students respond when they encounter 
academic activity. By understanding students’ 
achievement goals, academics might try to 
create an environment that can encourage those 
beneficial goals and limit the non-beneficial ones 
and enhance the effectiveness of medical 
student training [27]. 
 

5. CONCLUSION 
 
Majority of the healthcare students in this study 
were motivated by the Mastery Approach to 
achieve their goals and adopted an organized 
approach to studying in order to succeed. 

On the other hand, as the medical students 
progressed, the Mastery Avoidance Goal 
became the dominant pattern as the students 
most likely were more apprehensive about losing 
their learnt skills/knowledge. Medical educationist 
should devise educational strategies that help to 
sustain the motivation and interest of the 
students throughout their course. 
 

Such work is important in understanding student 
motivation and study skills which appears to 
influence development of life long skills like self-
directed learning skills; critical thinking, intensive 
studying strategy; flexibility to change learning 
methods when require; ability to seek additional 
resources/help when needed all of which are 
features required of a successful and competent 
heath care provider. 
 

6. STUDY LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 
CONSIDERATIONS 

 

The student participant number were small. The 
presence of self-reported survey bias with 
students giving socially accepted answer is 
always present. The academic performance was 
not mapped to the obtained data. 
 

Achievement goals can be used to develop 
teaching methodologies to improve course 
delivery and encourage deep approaches to 
learning and motivate students to achieve 
mastery. Assessments should be formulated 
accordingly to promote and reward mastery 
approach. 
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