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Abstract: This study conducted in Thailand examined the relationship between measures of social relatedness and motivational goal 
orientation as well as bachelor degree aspirations of vocational school students.  Data were collected from students enrolled in a 
vocational school near Bangkok (n = 386).  The analysis found that teacher support for students was the best predictor of students’ 
adoption of mastery goals, school identification was the best predictor of students’ adoption of performance approach goals, and 
peer involvement was the best predictor of students’ adoption of performance avoidance goals.  There was a significant interaction 
between school identification and peer involvement on the intention to pursue a bachelor degree.  The researchers interpreted the 
results in terms of self-determination theory and discussed the implications of students’ sense of relatedness to vocational school 
environment. 
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Introduction 

For the purpose of the study reported in this paper, social relatedness has been defined in terms of school 
identification, indicating the extent to which students feel they are embedded in their school community (Fredricks et 
al., 2004; Wang & Holcombe, 2010), teacher supportiveness, representing students’ feelings of closeness to and support 
from their classroom teachers (Gest et al., 2005; Pianta, 1994; Wentzel, 1999), and peer involvement, dictating 
students’ feelings of belonging to a learning community fostered by activities such as group discussions and 
assignments and peer reviews.  Sociocultural theories in education (Booker, 2006; Coates, 2005; Fredricks et al., 2004; 
Wentzel, 1997; Zepke, 2015; Zhao & Chang, 2019) posit that a sense of community will maximize student learning.  
Similarly, theories on human needs (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Maslow, 1948; Ryan & Deci, 2000) say that student 
feelings of relatedness to school, teachers, and peers are important factors affecting student motivation, engagement, 
and classroom behaviors.   

Socio-cognitive theories of motivation have interpreted academic outcomes in terms of achievement goals and 
proposed that “all actions are given meaning, direction, and purpose by the goals that individuals seek out” (Covington, 
2000, p. 174).  In general terms, achievement goals are defined as mastery goals that are inwardly focused on the 
mastery of a task together with personal improvement and performance goals that are outwardly focused on normative 
outcomes such as grades, rewards and other external evaluations as well as comparisons (Hyde & Durik, 2005).  
Performance goals have been differentiated as performance-approach goals that suggest the desire to be seen as 
excellent or superior to others and performance-avoidance goals that indicate the desire to not appear stupid 
compared with others (e.g., Church et al., 2001). A review of the literature conducted by Urdan and Schoenfelder 
(2006) found the consensus that a sense of classroom community and teacher support for student autonomy promoted 
more adaptive student motivation. Goodenow and Grady (1993) found that high sense of belonging and high 
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expectancy for success were significantly interrelated while Turner et al. (2013) reported that teacher support for 
student was positively related with mastery goals. Additionally, Levy-Tossman et al. (2007) showed that the quality of 
peer relationships among Israeli seventh-grade students was significantly associated with intrinsic motivation for 
learning. Likewise, Nelson and Debacker (2008) demonstrated that the quality of peer relationship and the 
characteristics of classmates among American sixth-, seventh-, and ninth-grade students were significantly related to 
the classroom motivation. Moreover, Ciani et al. (2010) suggested that explicit support for the autonomy and classroom 
community helped American high school students to focus on mastery goals. 

“Sense of school relatedness” has been investigated with elementary and middle school students (Murdock, 1999; 
Roeser et al., 1996; Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Wentzel, 1997), adolescents in the early years of high school (Booker, 2006; 
Roeser et al., 1998), and college student populations (Anderman & Anderman, 1999; Chao, 2018; Freeman et al., 2007; 
Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Won et al., 2018). Vocational students belong to the population that can benefit from the 
research in this domain because vocational programs conventionally start at the upper secondary school level when 
students often struggle with issues of identity in making transitions between academic school and vocational school 
(Erikson, 1968; Van Houtte & Van Maele, 2012). Vocational schooling is widely seen as less prestigious and less 
demanding than conventional academic schooling (Chong, 2014; King, 1993; Morris, 1996; Spruyt et al., 2015). 
Compared to students in academic schools, students in vocational schools report less positive peer relationships (Van 
Houtte & Van Maele, 2012) and feel less embedded in school (Smerdon, 2002). 

The purpose of the study reported in this paper is to contribute to understanding what supports or undermines specific 
student outcomes.  The study investigated the relative significance of three different measures of social relatedness—
school identification, teacher support and peer involvement—on the motivational goal orientations and bachelor 
degree aspirations of vocational students. Because there is empirical evidence that certain goal orientations are 
associated with certain emotions (Seifert, 1995), we treat our measures of social relatedness as independent variables 
and measures of motivational goal orientation as dependent variables. 

Theoretical framework and research questions 

The theoretical premise for our study is drawn from the self-determination theory which proposes that individuals 
seek experiences that will hopefully fulfill the fundamental human need of relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  The study 
reported in this paper is designed to address the following research questions: 

• What are the associations between measures of social relatedness and the motivational goal orientations of vocational 
school students? 

• What are the associations between measures of social relatedness and the intention of vocational school students to 
pursue a bachelor degree?  

Methodology 

Educational context 

In Thailand, the educational system in schools comprises six years of primary education followed by three years of 
lower secondary education (seventh, eighth, and ninth grades), and three years of upper secondary education (tenth, 
eleventh, and twelfth grades). Compulsory education ends with grade 9 after which students are streamed into a 
general academic track or into a vocational track. Vocational programs are offered in manufacturing industries, 
agriculture, home economics, arts and crafts, commerce and business administration, fisheries, textile, tourism and 
hospitality, information technology, accounting, and occupational training in the automotive and gem and jewelry 
industries.  Some vocational schools in Thailand at the upper secondary level also offer academic programs in science 
and technology to encourage vocational students to go on to college and pursue higher education (Mala, 2016; Thai 
Ministry of University Affairs, 2019). The goal of these curricular initiatives is to raise vocational students’ aspirations 
to attain a bachelor degree.  Our study was conducted in such a school. 

Participants 

We used convenience sampling to collect survey data from students enrolled in a vocational school near Bangkok, 
Thailand.  There are approximately 586 students enrolled in twelve classes in this school.  Our sample consisted of 386 
students (males = 67.9%; females = 32.1%) from six randomly selected classrooms.  Before participation in our survey 
study, we informed the students that their responses to our survey would be kept confidential. The survey items, which 
were written in Thai, assessed “gender”, “school identification”, “teacher support” and “peer involvement in the 
classrooms”, “achievement goal orientation”, and “intention to pursue a bachelor degree”.  We used the “forward and 
backward translation” procedure described by Brislin’s (1980) and two-way Thai-English bilingual translations of each 
survey item to ensure its content validity. 

Measures 
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We used a self-report method to assess student perceptions. Table 1 presents the original source of each construct, 
number of items in each construct, and Cronbach’s Alpha values.    

Social relatedness: Our measure of school identification was borrowed from Wang and Holcombe (2010) and Eccles et 
al. (1993). School identification was measured in terms of a sense of belonging to school and value for schooling based 
on Cabrera et al. (1992), Eccles et al. (1993), and Wang and Holcombe (2010) (sample item: ‘I feel like I belong to the 
school I go to now’).  Our measures of teacher support and peer involvement based on McRobbie and Tobin (1997) and 
Urdan (2004) were tested in a prior study by Koul et al. (2012). We assessed student relationship with teachers in 
terms of teacher support (sample item: ‘In vocational classes, my teacher cares about my work’) and student 
relationship with peers in terms of peer involvement (sample item: ‘In vocational classes, I discuss my ideas with 
others’).  We used a five-point Likert scale (1 indicating ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 indicating ‘strongly agree’). 

Table 1. Measurement scales and reliability estimates of scales (Cronbach’s Alpha values) (n = 386). 

Scale 
Number 
of items 

Sources Scales 
Cronbach’s 

Alpha 
Social relatedness     

School identification 5 
Cabrera et al., 1992; Eccles et al., 1993;  
Wang and Holcombe, 2010   

5 .68 

Teacher support 7 
Koul et al., 2012; McRobbie and Tobin, 
1997; Urdan, 2004 

5 .93 

Peer involvement 4 Koul et al., 2012; McRobbie and Tobin, 1997 5 .84 
Motivational goal orientation  Koul et al., 2011.   
Mastery goals 4  5 .85 
Performance approach goals  3 5 .91 
Performance avoidance goals 2 5 .81 

 

Personal motivational goal orientation: Measures of personal motivational goal orientation were adapted from Koul et 
al. (2011).  We used four items to assess mastery goal orientation (sample item: ‘I feel satisfied when I learn new things 
in my vocational education class’), four items to evaluate performance approach goal orientation (sample item:  ‘I feel 
very good when I can show that I am excellent in my vocational education class’), and two items to measure 
performance-avoidance goal orientation (sample item:  ‘My main goal in my vocational classes is to avoid looking 
stupid’).  We used a five-point Likert scale for all items (1 indicating ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 indicating ‘strongly 
agree’).  

Bachelor degree aspirations: We acquired student intention to pursue a bachelor degree by asking, “Do you intend to 
complete college degree?”, Yes or No. 

Analysis 

We used SPSS and AMOS (IBM version 21) to conduct descriptive analysis and to test the validity and reliability of each 
construct with the vocational student population.  We screened the data for missing values, outliers, and distribution 
properties by checking skewness and kurtosis values.  The skewness and kurtosis values should be below absolute 
values of 3.0 and 8.0, respectively (Kline, 1998).  Examinations of the skewness and kurtosis variables showed that the 
skewness values ranging from -.318 to -1.133 and kurtosis values ranging from -.127 to 2.776 were both within the 
recommended values.  Since each variable was normally distributed, we used maximum likelihood estimation as an 
appropriate statistical estimation method and conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses to establish the 
discriminant validity of our measures of social relatedness and motivational achievement goal orientation.  Hierarchical 
regression analysis was used to examine the influences of measures of social relatedness on motivational goal 
orientation.  Logistic regression analysis was employed to investigate the effects of three different measures of social 
relatedness on the intention to pursue a bachelor’s degree. In the results of the logistic regression model, we reported 
both Nagelkerke R square and Cox and Snell’s R square values. 

Results 

Confirmatory factor analyses 

The cross-sectional nature of our study made it vulnerable to common method bias. Therefore, we checked for common 
method bias by performing Harman's one-factor test (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986) and found that no single factor could 
explain a significant proportion of the total variance. Confirmatory factor analysis was designed to ensure that the 
hypothesized factor structure of social relatedness and achievement goal orientation scales together with sub-scales fit 
the data collected reasonably well.  As shown in Table 2, a series of confirmatory factor analyses were conducted to 
establish the discriminant validity of the measures of social relatedness and achievement goal orientation.  Results 
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revealed that the three-factor models for social relatedness (“school identification” and “teacher support” and “peer 
involvement”) and three-factor model for achievement goal orientation (“mastery goal orientation” and “performance 
approach goal orientation” and “performance avoidance goal orientation”) fit the data significantly better than the 
alternative models. Table 1 shows reliability estimates with all alpha values close to or greater than .70.  The analysis 
results indicated the construct validity of the measures. 

Hierarchical regression models were used to examine the degree to which gender, school identification, teacher 
support, and peer involvement predict mastery, performance approach, and performance avoidance goal orientations.  
Tables 3-5 present the results of the hierarchical regression analyses.  Among the measures of social relatedness, 
teacher support, school identification and peer involvement were the best predictors of mastery goal orientation, 
performance approach goal orientation, and performance avoidance goal orientation, respectively. 

Table 2.  Results of measurement models for measures of social relatedness and achievement goal orientation (n = 386). 

Model χ2 (df) CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA ECVI 
Social relatedness 
Three-factor model (SI/TS/INV)  253.468 (84) .950 .937 .0380 .072 .845 
Two-factor model I (SI and TS/INV) 808.256 (89) .787 .749 .1110 .145 2.260 
Two-factor model II (SI/TS and INV) 920.511 (89) .754 .710 .1142 .156 2.552 
Two-factor model III (SI and INV/TS) 803.356 (89) .789 .751 .1109 .144 2.248 
One-factor model (SI and TS and INV) 1005.048 (90) .730 .685 .1174 .163 2.766 
Motivational goal orientation 
Three-factor model (MA/PA/Pav) 68.982 (32) .984 .978 .0377 .055 .299 
Two-factor model I (MA and PA/Pav) 1187.053 (34) .511 .353 .2084 .297 3.192 
Two-factor model II (MA/PA and Pav) 525.467 (34) .792 .724 .1977 .194 1.474 
Two-factor model III (MA and Pav/PA) 219.528 (34) .921 .896 .0629 .119 .679 
One-factor model (MA and PA and Pav) 1344.620 (35) .445 .286 .2176 .312 3.596 
Note. CFI = Comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; SRMR = Standardized root mean square residual; RMSEA = Root 
mean squared error of approximation; ECVI = Expected cross-validation index. SI = School identification;                                          
TS = Teacher support; INV = Peer involvement; MA = Mastery goal orientation; PA = Performance approach goal orientation; 
Pav = Performance avoidance goal orientation 

Table 3. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting mastery goal orientation (N = 386). 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
Variable B SE B β  B SE B β  B SE B β 
Gender -.09 .06 -.07  -.11 .06 -.10  -.07 .05 -.06 
School identification     .34 .05 .37**  .18 .04 .19** 
Teacher support          .37 .05 .42** 
Peer involvement          .15 .05 .15** 
R2 .005  .14  .38 
F for change in R2 1.98  56.64  72.64 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 

Table 4. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting performance approach goal orientation (N = 
386). 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
Variable B SE B β  B SE B β  B SE B β 
Gender .18 .11 .09  .12 .10 .06  .14 .10 .07 
School identification     .63 .08 .39**  .56 .08 .35** 
Teacher support          .41 .10 .26** 
Peer involvement          -.19 .10 -.12 
R2 .007  .16  .20 
F for change in R2 2.74  64.92  9.40 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 
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Table 5. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting performance avoidance goal orientation (N 
= 386). 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
Variable B SE B β  B SE B β  B SE B β 
Gender -.14 .14 -.05  -.16 .13 -.06  -.04 .11 -.01 
School identification     .37 .10 .18**  -.04 .09 -.02 
Teacher support          .56 .11 .29** 
Peer involvement          .79 .11 .37** 
R2 .00  .04  .35 
F for change in R2 1.02  12.76  89.14 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 

A logistic regression model (Table 6) was applied to evaluate the degree to which gender, school identification, teacher 
support, and peer involvement predict intention to pursue a bachelor degree (1 = Yes; 0 = No).  In Step 3, peer 
involvement was the only significant predictor of intention to pursue a bachelor’s degree (Nagelkerke R square value 
equaled .09 and Cox and Snell R square value equaled .04 (Odds ratio = 3.75)).  In the final model (Step 4), school 
identification and interaction between school identification and peer involvement were significant predictors of 
intention to pursue a bachelor’s degree (Chi-square = 20.28, df = 5, p <. 01).  The Hosmer-Lemeshow statistic indicated 
a good fit (p < .05).  Nagelkerke R square value was .13 when Cox and Snell R square value were .06.  The classification 
results showed that 90.8% of the cases were correctly classified. Figure 1 shows the interaction plot between school 
identification and peer involvement on bachelor degree aspirations of vocational students. Table 6 presents the odds 
ratios, which suggest that the odds of intention to pursue a bachelor degree increases significantly for those who 
reported low school identification and low peer involvement. 

Table 6. Results of logistic regression analysis: Predictors of intention to pursue a bachelor degree (N = 386) 

 Regression coefficient (B) 
Predictors Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Odds ratio 
Constant 2.78 (.58) 2.56 (1.31) -.23 (1.70) 20.89 (8.79)  
Gender -.40 (.39) -.40 (.40) -.27 (.41) -.42 (.42) .66 
School identification (SI)  .06 (.31) -.31 (.36) -5.95 (2.34)* .00 
Teacher support (TS)   -.34 (.41) -.42 (.43) .66 
Peer involvement (INV)   1.32 (.42)** -3.89 (2.13) .02 
Interaction (SI x INV)     1.41 (.58)* 4.10 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.  In Step 3, Nagelkerke R2 for the model is .09 when Cox and Snell R2 are .04.  In Step 4, 
Nagelkerke R2 for the model is .13 when Cox and Snell R2 are .06. In Step 4, classification table shows that 90.8% of the cases were 
correctly classified. Intention and no intention to pursue a bachelor degree were coded as 1 and 0, respectively.  *p < .05, **p < .01, *** 
p < .001. 

 

Figure 1. Interaction plot between school identification and peer involvement on bachelor degree aspirations (N = 
386). 
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Discussion 

Positive identification with school is an indicator of a good psychological fit between the developmental needs of the 
student and the learning environment (Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). In our study with vocational 
students in Thailand, we found that strong identification with school was significantly and positively associated with 
strong teacher support and more peer involvement in the classrooms.  This finding suggests that classroom climate 
plays a role in fostering a sense of positive identification with school.   

The strong positive relationship found between teacher support and mastery goal orientation is consistent with prior 
empirical evidence (Anderman & Anderman, 1999; Won et al., 2018). In accordance with the prediction of self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), the evidence shows that emotional and instructional support given by the 
teacher are associated with feelings of emotional security, which are believed to facilitate the adoption of mastery goals 
or the innate value of learning and self-improvement (Won et al., 2018). Prior research findings on the predictors of 
performance goals have been varied and inconsistent (Anderman & Anderman, 1999; Won et al., 2018). For example, 
Anderman and Anderman (1999) reported that middle school students' sense of school belonging was associated 
negatively with performance or ability goal orientation but Won et al. (2018) showed that college students’ peer 
involvement was associated positively with performance goal orientation.  We found positive association between 
school identification and students’ adoption of performance approach goals, and positive association between peer 
involvement and students’ adoption of performance avoidance goals.  Our study is the first to report relationships 
between multiple measures of social relatedness and performance approach as well as avoidance goal orientations with 
a population of vocational students. 

Past research linked peer involvement with intention to pursue a college degree, and college persistence with retention 
(Lerdpornkulrat et al., 2018; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Our study found a significant interactive effect between 
peer involvement and school identification on bachelor degree aspirations of vocational students.  Additionally, higher 
levels of peer involvement were positively associated with bachelor degree aspirations when school identification was 
high.  However, higher levels of peer involvement were associated negatively with bachelor degree aspirations when 
school identification was low.  What can explain this finding?   

Institutional policy and organizational structures like streaming into academic and vocational programs were shown to 
have motivational consequences such as changes in students’ ego orientations (Butler, 2008), and contribute to pro- 
and anti-school attitudes (Van Houtte & Van Maele, 2012). Such motivational consequences may help explaining the 
different or counterintuitive outcomes of social relatedness found among the students in our study.  Our findings 
support differentiation-polarization theory (Ball, 1981; Van Houtte, 2006), which posits that differentiating students on 
the basis of academically-oriented value systems is polarizing and leads to the creation of student groups characterized 
by pro-school and anti-school attitudes. Our finding that students with low school identification and low levels of peer 
involvement reported the highest levels of bachelor degree aspirations could suggest a feeling of being misplaced in 
vocational school environment.  Therefore, our study highlights the importance of considering the consequences of 
educational stratification practices on learning environment, social relatedness, and motivational outcomes. 

Conclusion 

The study reported in this paper was designed to investigate an underrepresented context in learning environment 
research. Our findings contribute to a deeper understanding of the relationship between social relatedness and 
motivational goals and bachelor degree aspirations of vocational students.  The findings also highlight the importance 
of affective dimensions of student learning motivation.  Future research could examine the predictive validity of school-
level factors, both cross-sectionally and longitudinally, and the extents to which the context of vocational and academic 
schooling enhance social relatedness and support positive student outcomes. 

Recommendations 

Self-determination theory posits that social context has emotional, behavioral and cognitive significances (Furrer & 
Skinner, 2003; Lizzio et al., 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Findings from our study in Thailand support the idea that social 
relatedness to the school and in classrooms is a key psychological mechanism impacting student motivation and 
engagement. In addition, deeper knowledge of motivational consequences linked with social relatedness in the context 
of vocational and academic learning environments would help policy makers and teachers to better address the 
complexity of students’ learning experiences. The quality of learning environment has drawn increasing attention from 
researchers, policy-makers and international organizations (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization [UNESCO], 2012). Professional development for teachers could benefit from more discussion of the 
impact of the learning environment quality on student outcomes. Moreover, our findings provide evidence that our 
measures of social relatedness including school identification, teacher support and peer involvement are something 
different and non-interchangeable. 

Conventional policy rationale for streaming students into academic and vocational programs is that tracking enables 
schools to structure and organize learning environments to empower schools and teachers to better provide 
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appropriate learning opportunities to students with diverse abilities and interests (Kulik & Kulik, 1992).  Our findings 
underscore the idea that the consequences of educational policies and practices are impacted by broader social values 
and perceptions (Van Houtte, 2006). Furthermore, our results provide evidence supporting why the motivational 
consequences of tracking shall be a fruitful focus for learning environment research. 

Limitations 

This study has limitations.  Firstly, some of the reliability estimates are less than exemplary.  Additional validation 
studies will increase confidence in the reliability and validity of our measures.  Secondly, the design of this study is 
based on self-reported data. Our findings that link social relatedness with motivational goals and bachelor degree 
aspirations of vocational students do not establish cause-and-effect relationships between the measured constructs.  
Finally, the study was not designed to investigate the moderating effect of school type (vocational versus academic) on 
the relationship between measures of social relatedness and student outcomes.  Thus, we suggest a future research to 
explore the potential influences of the academic and vocational contexts on psychosocial beliefs and student outcomes.  
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