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Teaching motivation, learning approaches, and academic success 

among prospective teachers in Catalonia (Spain) 

Recent approaches to initial teacher education programmes consider non-

academic qualities when selecting prospective teachers. The motivation to 

become a teacher is crucial in the admission to, progression in, and graduation 

from initial teacher education programmes. Previous research has highlighted the 

association between motivational factors and educational outcomes but not the 

underlying mechanisms. This study aimed to identify how the motivation to enter 

the teaching profession influenced prospective teachers’ approaches to learning 

and their academic outcomes. We used the Factors Influencing Teaching-Choice, 

and Revised Approaches to Study Inventory scales with a sample of 217 first-

year prospective teachers enrolled in initial teacher education programmes at a 

Catalan university (Spain). The findings indicated that social utility values, 

intrinsic career values, and social antecedent components were linked to deep and 

strategic approaches to learning, leading to a positive impact on prospective 

teachers’ academic success. Moreover, social antecedent components were linked 

to a surface approach to learning and negatively impacted prospective teachers’ 

academic outcomes. These results suggested that approaches to learning could be 

a pathway by which motivation to become a teacher affects academic outcomes. 

Practical implications are discussed in terms of pedagogical strategies that may 

help improve prospective teachers’ learning. 

Keywords: teaching motivation; career choice; learning approaches; prospective 

teachers, RASI, Fit-Choice 

Introduction  

Approaches to initial teacher education have recently shifted to considering certain non-

academic qualities when selecting prospective teachers (Ametller & Codina, 2017; 

Roberts-Hull et al., 2015) because research has shown that both academic and non-

academic qualities contribute to initial teacher education success and teacher 

effectiveness (Klassen & Kim, 2019). Among the non-academic qualities, motivation is 
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the single most important dimension of teacher competence (König & Rothland, 2017) 

that helps teachers sustain everyday work in increasingly complex educational contexts 

(Kitching et al., 2009).  

Traditionally, motivation and approaches to learning have been related to 

academic outcomes. Previous studies have linked motivational factors to academic 

success in initial teacher education programmes (Van Rooij et al., 2018), but little is 

known about whether this outcome expresses motivation for the profession. However, a 

prior study has shown that motivation for the profession is associated with the way 

students engage with their learning process during initial teacher education (Jungert et 

al., 2014), which eventually impacts their learning outcomes. Similarly, distinct types of 

motivation for the profession may affect students’ approaches to learning, and therefore, 

learning outcomes.  

Accordingly, this study aimed to examine the relationships between career 

choice motivational factors, approaches to learning, and academic success among 

prospective first-year teachers in initial teacher education programmes in Catalonia, 

Spain. Prospective teachers may have different motivations for enrolling in initial 

teacher education programmes, and they may adopt different learning approaches 

towards their academic tasks according to their motives and interests. Depending on 

their unique dispositions, certain prospective teachers may put effort into fully 

understanding the course content, while others may simply try to meet the academic 

requirements. These individual differences may account for different capacities to solve 

learning tasks, eventually impacting their academic success. The present study engaged 

with the following research questions:  

- Are career choice motivational factors associated with academic success? 
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- Do approaches to learning serve as mediator mechanisms between career 

choice motivational factors and academic success?  

Motivation to become a teacher, approaches to learning, and academic 

outcomes  

Motivation energises behaviour (Elliot & Dweck, 2007),  influencing different aspects 

of behaviour and behavioural outcomes. The research on motivation to become a 

teacher based on the expectancy-value framework (Richardson & Watt, 2005; Watt et 

al., 2017; Watt & Richardson, 2007) has provided sound empirical information about 

people’s motives for choosing teaching as a profession. The expectancy-value model 

asserts that expectancies for success (i.e. if a person expects to succeed at a task) and 

task value (i.e. if a person perceives the task to be valuable or worthwhile) determine 

the person’s motivation for their choices and behaviours. Since the model was 

formulated, perception of a task’s value has emerged as the most powerful predictor of 

individuals’ choices and performance (Eccles, et al., 1983).  

The literature on motivation for choosing teaching as a profession has identified 

three main reasons why a person wants to become a teacher: extrinsic, intrinsic, and 

altruistic (Jungert et al., 2014; Roness & Smith, 2010; Watt & Richardson, 2007). 

Extrinsic reasons relate to aspects that are not inherent to the teaching profession; 

instead, they pertain to the job’s working conditions (e.g. job stability, holidays, salary, 

and rewards). Intrinsic motivations relate directly to the teacher’s professional activity, 

such as finding pleasure in teaching and interest in knowledge. Finally, altruistic 

motives pertain to an interest in contributing to the improvement of society through 

education and the desire to help children and adolescents develop their capacities and 

potentials as human beings. Furthermore, research has shown that past experiences, 
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social antecedents, and self-perception also influence a person's choice in selecting this 

career (Watt & Richardson, 2007).  

Motivation to become a teacher has been investigated extensively worldwide. 

Several related empirical studies highlight the differences and similarities across 

countries and provide a nuanced understanding of why individuals choose to become 

teachers (e.g. Gratacós & Lopez-Jurado, 2016; Struyven et al., 2013; Watt et al., 2017). 

Research shows that despite apparent social and cultural differences across countries 

and educational settings, individuals tend to choose teaching for similar reasons and 

have similar perceptions of the profession. In general, prospective teachers are inclined 

to choose teaching because they want to contribute to society, and they perceive 

teaching to be a highly demanding job that requires expert knowledge (Butler, 2017). 

According to the OECD (2019), for every two out of three teachers, teaching was their 

first career choice. This result indicates that despite common stereotypes, teaching is not 

a fall-back career. Teachers are usually satisfied with their jobs, although they do feel 

their job is not given due recognition (OECD, 2019). Moreover, as teachers advance in 

their careers, their motivations seem to remain stable over time (Butler, 2017; Roness & 

Smith, 2010).  

While previous research has shown that the motivation to become a teacher 

impacts professional outcomes such as commitment (Fokkens-Bruinsma & Canrinus, 

2014) and teacher effectiveness (Klassen & Kim, 2019), little is known about how these 

motivational factors affect educational outcomes during their initial preparation. 

Researchers have argued that motivation to become a teacher has significant 

consequences for prospective teachers’ educational outcomes, although the evidence is 

not consistent. Past research has found limited empirical evidence that motivation 

directly affects the level of pedagogical knowledge that prospective teachers gain in 
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initial teacher education programmes (König & Rothland, 2017). However, one study 

identified that academic engagement acts as a significant mediator between altruistic 

motivations and prospective teachers’ dropout rates (Jungert et al., 2014). Köning and 

Rothland (2017) suggested that intermediary mechanisms may exist, which explain the 

impact of the motivation to become a teacher on educational outcomes. Accordingly, 

several conceptual mediators could act as intermediary mechanisms, including 

academic engagement (Jungert et al., 2014), motivation for learning (Kyndt et al., 

2011), and approaches to learning (Entwistle, 1988). In this study, we explored the 

mediating effects of approaches to learning.  

Approaches to learning have been a major research topic for the past four 

decades. The topic derives from Marton and Säljö's (1976) seminal work on deep and 

surface learning approaches and was later combined with Entwistle and Ramsden’s 

(2015) conceptualisation of strategic approach. In brief, the approach to learning implies 

that students’ motivations and intentions towards a task are consistent with their level of 

comprehension about the task. Moreover, different forms of motivation are associated 

with contrasting learning processes and different learning outcomes (Entwistle, 1988). 

The deep approach implies an active and meaningful study of the content by relating it 

to experiences and ideas. Students who use the deep approach are critically minded and 

intrinsically interested in understanding the content, and enjoy learning. Using this 

critical approach promotes understanding and long-term retention. Conversely, the 

surface approach is based on rote learning and is isolated from any internalisation and 

reflection of the content. Students who adopt this approach perceive learning as an 

external imposition, are extrinsically motivated (usually to pass an exam), and do not 

internalise the knowledge because they focus on memorisation and not reflection (Duff, 

2004). In addition, they seek to accomplish tasks with minimal effort (Entwistle & 



8 

 

Ramsden, 2015). The strategic approach is based on the desire to become qualified 

while intentionally, consciously, and exclusively focusing on fulfilling the specific 

goal’s requirements (to receive a good grade, to pass the subject/course, etc.). 

A reciprocal relationship exists between the type of motivation (intrinsic, 

altruistic, or extrinsic) and the approaches to learning that students manifest when faced 

with a given task (Entwistle & McCune, 2004). Previous research on medical education 

has shown that motivational factors for studying medicine influence medical students’ 

approaches to learning (Piumatti et al., 2019). This research has provided evidence that 

internal motivational factors (e.g. mission, altruism, caring for patients, treating illness, 

and saving lives) are significantly associated with a deep approach to learning, whereas 

external motivational factors (e.g. reward, prestige, academic activity, and private 

practice) are associated with a surface approach to learning (Piumatti et al., 2019). 

Similarly, in studying motivation to become a teacher and academic engagement, 

Jungert et al. (2014) found that altruistically motivated prospective teachers tended to 

study literature more systematically and become more prepared for classes. Conversely, 

students who wished to become teachers because they were more concerned with job 

aspects that are not inherent in the work did not set goals to learn course content deeply. 

Moreover, Kyndt et al. (2011) found that the more a student is motivated to study the 

course material for autonomous reasons (e.g. they find it a pleasant and valued activity), 

the more they will be inclined to use a deep approach to learning, and the less they will 

adopt a surface approach.  

Based on these theoretical approaches, we argued that approaches to learning 

could serve as a conceptual bridge between motivation for the teaching profession and 

academic outcomes. To the best of our knowledge, no prior research has focused on the 

potential effects of learning approaches as mediators in the relationship between career 
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choice motivational factors and academic outcomes. Determining how the motivation 

for the teaching profession is associated with academic outcomes can shed light on 

strategies to support professional development actions in initial teacher programmes by 

focusing on personal motivation. Moreover, assessing the role of learning approaches in 

relation to motivation for the profession and academic outcomes can further improve 

pedagogical strategies used to help students improve their learning. 

This study aimed to determine if the reasons to take up the teaching profession 

and approaches to learning are associated with academic success in initial teacher 

education programmes. In addition, the study aimed to test the mediating effect of the 

prospective teachers’ approaches to learning on the association between motivation for 

the teaching profession and academic success.  

Methods  

Context: initial teacher education in Catalonia (Spain) 

Our data draw from first-year prospective teachers enrolled at three initial teacher 

education (ITE) programmes at a Catalan university: degree in preschool education, 

degree in primary education, and double degree in preschool and primary education.  

In Spain, to become a schoolteacher, one of the above degrees is required (at least 240 

European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) in 4 years).  

There are several access paths to ITE programmes. Most students access ITE 

programmes through a Baccalaureate and the national examination to gain admission to 

university studies. Another access path is through a tertiary vocational education degree 

in preschool education, although this option is less common. 

The ITE programmes last four or five years. The first year consists of four 

compulsory subjects in education, sociology, psychology, and communication. The 
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second to fourth/fifth years allow for a deepening of general pedagogical knowledge 

and teaching skills. In this stage, the programmes include compulsory specific teaching 

subjects (maths, science, literacy, and school organisation) and a non-compulsory 

specific teaching subject (foreign language, music, and diversity). These subjects are 

mainly theoretical, wherein prospective teachers attend traditional theory classes at 

universities, though teaching methods may also include hands-on activities and project 

assignments. In the final year, prospective teachers take a compulsory non-paid 

internship in schools and conduct a research study. During the internship, they work at 

schools full-time, and after the period, complete a final research study and submit a 

proposal on educational improvement based on their internship experience or other 

professional interests. 

Sample and data collection  

We conducted a study at a Catalan university in 2018 involving first-year prospective 

teachers pursuing their preschool education, primary education, or double preschool and 

primary education degrees. A self-reported paper-and-pencil questionnaire was 

administered to the complete 2018-2019 cohort. The questionnaire was administered 

during classes after receiving permission from both the dean of the faculty and the 

relevant lecturers. The prospective teachers received information about voluntary 

participant commitment. A signed consent form was obtained from the prospective 

teachers to access their first-year academic records. We received 218 questionnaires, 

yielding a response rate of 67%. One questionnaire was excluded due to incomplete 

data (more than two-thirds of the items in the questionnaire were missing), resulting in a 

sample size of n=217 valid registers. An analysis of the missing data indicated that the 

individual items had less than 0.5% of missing values and that 0.12% of the overall data 
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was missing. Moreover, we analyzed the pattern of the missing data and determined it 

was completely random (Little’s MCAR test: Chi-Square=289.81, df=267, p=0.16). 

Therefore, we replaced the missing values using the series’ mean. Three prospective 

teachers (1.38%) did not give us permission to access their academic records; hence, 

they were not included in the mediation analysis.  

Of the sample, 81% were female, the average age was 20.64 years, and 38% 

received scholarships. Regarding enrolment rates, 53.3% of the sample was enrolled in 

the preschool education degree program, 31.8% in the primary education degree 

program, and 12.9% in the double preschool and primary degree program. Concerning 

participants’ access to the teacher education programme, 66.4% of the sample had 

joined through the national examination for university admission, 28.6% had accessed it 

during their previous education in a tertiary vocational education programme, and the 

remaining 6.1% had accessed it via alternative admission processes. Regarding having 

relatives in the teaching profession, 46% had family members working as teachers, of 

whom 16% were nuclear family members, and 30% were extended family members. 

With regard to experience, 58% of the participants had professionally cared for 

children, 49% had worked as leisure monitors in summer schools, 44% had delivered 

private lessons, 31% had worked as sports trainers, and 27% had worked as volunteers 

with children and adolescents. More than half (64.5%) of the participants had 

previously held more than two professionally related jobs. Only 4.1% of the sample 

reported having no related work experience in the past. 

Instruments and measurements 

For this research, we relied on two widely used measurement instruments. We applied 

the Factors Influencing Teaching Choice (FIT-Choice) scale (Watt & Richardson, 2007) 
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to measure prospective teachers’ motivations to become teachers, and the Revised 

Approaches to Studying Inventory (RASI) (Duff, 2004) to measure prospective 

teachers’ learning approaches.  

Factors Influencing Teaching-Choice Scale  

To measure teaching motivation, we relied on the Spanish version of the FIT-Choice 

scale (Gratacós & Lopez-Jurado, 2016), which uses a seven-point Likert scale for 

responses ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). It includes 

three major components—self, value, and task perceptions—as well as a prior 

socialisation component and a fall-back subscale (Watt & Richardson, 2007). The self-

component is a single construct that maps self-perceptions of ability and is measured via 

items that ask about the participants’ perceptions of their teaching abilities. The value 

component includes three main value classes. 

• Intrinsic value: individuals’ interest in and desire for a teaching career. 

• Personal utility value: extent to which individuals consider teaching to be a 

career that meets their personal goals (extrinsic motivation).  

• Social utility value: a strong desire to make a social contribution or provide a 

service to society (altruistic motivation).  

The task perception component includes two dimensions:  

• Task demand: the extent to which individuals perceive teaching to be a highly 

qualified, knowledge-specialised career, as well as a highly demanding career in 

terms of workload, emotional engagement, and pressure.  

• Task return: the extent to which teaching is perceived as a high-status 

occupation that is socially recognised, respected, and economically rewarding.  
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The model also includes underlying socialisation influences on career choices, 

such as individuals’ prior experiences and familial influences. This part also includes 

maladaptive motivation, wherein one selects teaching as a fall-back career.  

Revised Approach to Studying Inventory 

For the students’ approaches to learning construct, we relied on a shortened version of 

the Revised Approach to Studying Inventory (RASI) (Duff, 2004), which uses a five-

point Likert scale that ranges from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). It 

comprises 30 items that measure the three defining approaches to learning: the deep 

approach (e.g. ‘think about the ideas for myself’, ‘try to relate ideas’, and ‘reach my 

own conclusion’); the surface approach (e.g. ‘spend time copying things down to 

remember’ and ‘reading without trying to understand’); and the strategic approach (e.g. 

‘being determined to be successful in the course’ and ‘being systematic and organised in 

the way I study’). 

We translated the RASI items from their original English version to Spanish. 

Subsequently, a professional translator back-translated the items. We compared the 

original items with the back-translated items, and after discussing the translations, 

administered the questionnaire to 15 students to assess the items’ relevance and the 

quality of the translation. All items appeared relevant for the Spanish students.  

Outcome variable  

This study aimed to observe how students’ motivations to become teachers, and their 

learning approaches influenced their academic outcomes; therefore, we used the 

students’ academic records from their first year in the degree programmes as an 

outcome variable. The academic record is the students’ average score (GPA) on four 

subjects in their first year. Typically, the score in each subject is a combination of 
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exams results (45%), project-based learning activities (35%), and individual 

participation in classroom-related activities (20%). The academic record is measured 

from 1 to 10 points.  

Data analysis procedures  

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess the instruments’ construct 

validity and determine whether the data fit with the proposed theoretical models 

(Brown, 2006). We conducted four CFAs to determine the structure of the data for the 

FIT-Choice scale: two for self and value components and two for task perception 

components. We also conducted one CFA analysis for the RASI scale. We used the 

statistical software R (R Team Core, 2018) with the Lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) to 

conduct the CFA analysis. We applied the maximum likelihood parameter (MLM), 

utilising the Satorra-Bentler scaling-correction for small samples (n<250) (Hu & 

Bentler, 1999). 

[Insert Table 1 here] 

Following Gratacós & Lopez-Jurado’s (2016) construct validation of the Fit-choice 

scale, a twelve first-order factor and two second-order factor model was specified, in 

which first-factor ‘work with children’, ‘enhance social equity’, ‘shape future of 

children/adolescent’ and ‘make a social contribution’ loaded onto the second-order 

factor social utility values, and ‘intrinsic career value’, ‘perceived teaching ability’, 

‘prior teaching experiences’, ‘social influences’, ‘fall-back career’, ‘job security’, ‘job 

transferability’ and ‘time for family’ loaded onto the second-order factor personal utility 

values. However, this model solution failed to reach the cut-off criteria suggested by the 

literature (χ2/df ≤ 3, RMSEA ≤ 0.06, SRMR ≤ 0.08, CFI ≥ 90-0.95, TLI ≥ 0.90-0.95, 

Bryant & Yarnold, 2000; Hu & Bentler, 1999). We checked the parameter estimates and 
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observed that the ‘fall-back career’ factor had a negative estimate loading on personal 

utility values and was nonsignificant (Estimate=-0.361, Standard Error=0.234, z=-1.545, 

p=0.122). Moreover, we checked the correlation matrix for this first model solution and 

observed that specific first-order factors (‘intrinsic career value’, ‘perceived teaching 

ability’, ‘prior teaching experiences’ and ‘social influences’) had moderate correlation 

coefficients with other first-order factors loaded onto the second-order factor personal 

utility values.  

We conducted a second CFA analysis considering Watt and Richardson’s (2007) 

construct validation. A second model structure was specified in which ‘work with 

children’, ‘enhance social equity’, ‘shape future of children/adolescents’ and ‘make a 

social contribution’ loaded onto the second-order factor social utility values, ‘job 

security’, ‘job transferability’ and ‘time for family’ loaded onto personal utility values, 

and ‘intrinsic career value’, ‘perceived teaching ability’, ‘prior teaching experience’, 

and ‘social influence’ remained first-order factors. The ‘Fall-back career’ first-order 

factor was eliminated from the model. The CFA analysis confirmed this second model 

solution for the self and value components with fair fit indices (Table 1).  

For the task perception components, the CFA failed to confirm the four first-order 

factor solutions (‘expert career’, ‘high demand’, ‘salary’, and ‘social status) and two 

second-order factor solutions (‘task demand’, and ‘task return’) (Gratacós & Lopez-

Jurado, 2016; Watt & Richardson, 2007). Hence, we accepted the four first-order factor 

solution because it yielded good fit indices (Table 1).  

Regarding the RASI scale, the CFA results showed a poor fit model based on three 

components (Table 1). However, we retained the three-component structure of the deep, 

surface, and strategic approaches, which is widely used and understood by practitioners 
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and researchers.  

Appendix 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the factor loadings for the self, value, and 

task perception components of the Fit-Choice scale, and the components of the RASI 

scale.  

 

 

[Insert Table 2 here] 

We also obtained the internal consistency reliability scores for the subscales of 

both instruments. For the FIT-Choice scale, we obtained internal consistency 

coefficients that ranged from 0.60 to 0.90. For the RASI scale, we obtained internal 

consistency coefficients that ranged from 0.77 to 0.86, which is similar to the original 

version (Duff, 2004). Subsequently, we predicted the latent variables based on the 

estimates obtained in the CFA using the ML method. Table 2 displays the descriptive 

statistics of the latent variables, correlations coefficients, and internal consistency 

reliability scores of each subscale. 

Next, we conducted a simple mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013) to identify the 

influence of learning approaches on the relation between motivation to become a 

teacher and academic outcomes (Figure 1). We had theoretical and practical reasons for 

using a multiple regression approach. Theoretically, the regression analysis approach 

allowed us to examine the relations among specific motivational variables and learning 

approaches variables in an exploratory manner, as we did not have previous 

assumptions of what these relations might be. Using other similar approaches, such as 

structural equation modelling, would have required prior knowledge of the potential 

relationships among variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Practically, structural 

equation modelling is a large sample technique, and the sample of our study did not 
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reach the recommended ratio of observations to estimated parameters 20:1 (Kline, 

2015). 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

A simple mediation analysis model is a ‘system where an antecedent variable X 

is proposed as influencing an outcome variable Y through a single intervening variable 

M’ (Hayes, 2013, p. 86). A mediation analysis comprises three regression tests to 

examine the association between X → Y, X → M, and X + M → Y. However, 

following Hayes (2013), the mediation analysis technique does not impose evidence of 

a simple association between X and Y as a precondition; hence, it can be completed 

with two regression tests.  

 First, we performed a diagnostic analysis to ensure the data were suitable for a 

mediation analysis. By analysing box plots, we identified nine outliers that we deleted 

from the data set, resulting in a sample of n=206. We checked normality by examining 

the asymmetry and kurtosis index and considered a threshold of ±1.5 as an indication of 

a slight variation from the normal distribution. We observed that all the scales were 

within the normal distribution range. Second, we conducted regression tests for each 

mediator variable based on the model in Figure 1. We used the latent variables in testing 

the mediating models.  Third, we used a bootstrapping method (Hayes, 2013) to observe 

if the mediation effect was statistically significant. Unstandardized indirect effects were 

computed for each of 100 bootstrapped samples, and the 95% confidence interval was 

computed by determining the indirect effects. We computed these analyses using the 

mediation package in R (Tingley et al., 2014).  

Results  
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The prospective teachers in our sample reported a greater endorsement of social utility 

and intrinsic career values regarding choosing teaching as a profession in contrast to 

personal utility values. They also perceived teaching to be a highly demanding job that 

requires expert knowledge but only has a moderate level of social and economic 

recognition. Moreover, the prospective teachers reported that they used the deep and 

strategic learning approaches more intensely than the surface approach (Table 2). In 

addition, the first-order factor intrinsic career value and the second-order factor social 

utility value were positively correlated with academic records (r=0.18**, and r=0.17**, 

respectively) (Table 2). Deep and strategic approaches to learning also positively 

correlated with academic records (r=0.23***, and r=0.27*** respectively), while the 

superficial approach to learning negatively correlated with this variable (r=-0.15*) 

(Table 2). 

The findings showed the indirect effects of learning approaches on the 

relationship between motivation to become a teacher and academic records. Our data 

showed that deep and strategic approaches to learning, as mediator variables, influenced 

academic records in terms of teaching value and task perception components of 

motivation to become a teacher. The deep and strategic approaches to learning fully 

mediated the association between the social utility values, intrinsic career values, 

perceived teaching ability, prior teaching experience, social influences, expert career, 

highly demanding career, and the academic record outcome variable (Tables 3 and 4). 

The estimates from the second regression analysis, for the deep learning approach, 

ranged from B=0.26 to B=0.34, whereas the regression estimates for the strategic 

approach ranged from B=1.61 to B=1.89. The regression estimates for these mediators 

were all positive.  
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The estimates indicated that the deep learning approach had the most significant 

indirect effect on intrinsic career value (ACME=0.19*), perceived teaching ability 

(ACME=0.15***), social utility value (ACME=0.14***), high demand 

(ACME=0.14***), and expert career (ACME=0.10*) (Table 3). In addition, the 

estimates indicated that the deep learning approach had the smallest indirect effect on 

prior teaching experience and social influences (ACME=0.06*** and ACME=0.04***, 

respectively). The simple mediation models that include the teaching motivational 

factors with deep learning approach as a mediator variable accounted for 4% to 5% of 

the variance in academic records.  

[Insert Table 3 here] 

Similarly, the estimates for the strategic learning approach showed that it had the 

most significant indirect effect on intrinsic career value (ACME=0.27***), perceived 

teaching ability (ACME=0.20***), social utility value (ACME=0.15***), high demand 

(ACME=0.12***), and expert career (ACME=0.10***) (Table 3). Furthermore, the 

strategic approach had the smallest indirect effect on prior teaching experience and 

social influences (ACME=0.06*** and ACME=0.05***, respectively) (Table 4). The 

simple mediation models that included teaching motivational factors with the strategic 

approach as a mediator variable accounted for 6–7% of the variance in academic 

records.  

[Insert Table 4 here] 

The regression estimates for the surface learning approach in the second 

regression analysis ranged from B=-0.45 to B=-0.35. The surface learning approach had 

a significant indirect effect on the association between the socialisation antecedent 

factors, perceived teaching ability, prior teaching experience, and social influences, and 

the academic record outcome variable (Table 5). The estimates for the indirect effect of 
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surface learning approach between prior learning experiences and academic records 

accounted for a full mediation (ACME=-0.03***), whereas there was only a partial 

indirect effect between perceived teaching ability (ACME=-0.04*) and social influences 

(ACME=-0.03*). The simple mediation models, including motivational factors with 

surface learning approach as a mediator variable, accounted for 1% to 4% of the 

variance in academic records.  

In summary, these results indicated that prospective teachers’ approaches to 

learning are relevant mediator variables between the motivational factors to become a 

teacher and academic records.  

 [Insert Table 5 here] 

Discussion and conclusions 

This study aimed to test the relationship between prospective teachers’ motivational 

factors for studying teaching as a professional career and their academic outcomes, 

while also testing how approaches to learning mediate this relationship. First, our results 

showed that only intrinsic career values and social utility values are associated with 

academic success. Although the association is weak, further analysis showed that some 

components of career choice motivation are associated with academic success through 

approaches to learning. Second, our results revealed that intrinsic career values, social 

utility values, antecedent socialisation, and task demands factors are all associated with 

higher academic records via deep and strategic approaches to learning. Conversely, 

antecedent socialisation factors are associated with a lower academic record via a 

surface approach to learning. Thus, deep and strategic learning approaches completely 

mediated these relationships, while the surface learning approach had both a complete 

and partial mediator role. This result explained how motivation to choose teaching as a 
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profession and academic outcomes can be connected.  

Numerous factors can influence academic outcomes—motivation to become a 

teacher and approaches to learning are two significant factors. Past research has shown 

that altruistically and intrinsically motivated prospective teachers invest more time and 

energy into learning, are more inclined to study the content carefully, and tend to be 

more prepared for academic tasks compared to extrinsically motivated students (Jungert 

et al., 2014). Moreover, previous studies revealed that deep and strategic approaches to 

learning have a positive impact on students’ learning outcomes (Rodriguez, 2009; 

Zeegers, 2004). Our study can expand the existing literature by highlighting how 

different aspects of the motivation to become a teacher may affect academic outcomes 

differently depending on the way students approach their learning. Prospective teachers 

enter the profession with different predispositions and motives, which can subsequently 

lead students to approach learning in different ways; these varying learning approaches 

can then affect their study results. Our findings showed that the prospective teachers 

who choose teaching for reasons based on intrinsic and social utility value (e.g. they 

enjoy working with children, want to contribute to society, or perceive teaching to be a 

demanding job that requires expert knowledge) are more likely to apply a deep 

approach to learning by trying to understand and relate the theoretical and practical 

content rather than simply reproducing it. Eventually, these prospective teachers tend to 

obtain better academic records.  

Interestingly, antecedent socialisation has an ambivalent effect on students’ 

approaches to learning and their academic outcomes. Our results suggested that for 

these prospective teachers, previous teaching experience, social influences, and 

perceived teaching ability all relate to both higher and lower academic records through a 

deep/strategic approach to learning or a surface approach to learning, respectively. In 
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the first situation, no negative consequences exist as prospective teachers who apply a 

deep/strategic approach to learning would obtain high marks. However, the second 

situation, in which prospective teachers apply a surface approach to learning, may raise 

some concerns because of its relation to lower academic records. 

Several reasons may account for this finding. For some prospective teachers, 

previous positive learning/teaching experiences or a perceived teaching ability may 

drive them to adopt a surface approach to learning, which would subsequently have a 

negative impact on their academic records. Trigwell & Prosser (2004) argued that 

previous limited and trivial learning experiences might lead students to adopt a surface 

approach to learning and thus obtain poor academic results even if the learning 

environment promotes a deep approach. In a previous study, Gratacós et al. (2017) 

showed that prospective teachers in Spain usually have previous informal work 

experience as baby-sitters, leisure organisers, and private tutors. Therefore, these types 

of work experiences may lead some prospective teachers to believe they already have 

the skills and knowledge to teach, and, consequently, adopt a surface approach to 

learning. Another possible explanation is that some first-year prospective teachers are 

not yet accustomed to the university environment and its workload demands. 

Consequently, first-year students may avoid engaging deeply with their learning tasks 

and accordingly invest minimal effort to meet the requirements to pass. In a similar 

vein, Marušić et al. (2017) found that prospective teachers in the first year of initial 

teacher education programmes tend to use more rehearsal strategies, indicating a more 

surface approach to learning. Other factors also affect students’ learning approaches, 

such as students’ perceptions of whether the specific content is relevant to the 

professional practice (Entwistle & Ramsden, 2015) . It is possible that these prospective 

teachers feel that the first-year course content is too generic and not compelling enough 
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to grab their interest and attention. For these prospective teachers, the first-year course 

is introductory and broad, and they may find it too theoretical and disconnected from 

the actual practice. Scholars focused on teacher attrition/retention studies argue that 

teacher educators should support the study of relevant theoretical concepts while 

creating opportunities to allow prospective teachers to experience and practice ‘this 

theoretical reading on specific situations in schools’ (Kelchtermans, 2017, p. 16).  

While it does seem difficult to change the motivational factors for studying 

teaching because they depend on the social context (Watt et al., 2017), and they seem to 

remain stable across initial education teacher programmes in a variety of contexts 

(Butler, 2017; Roness & Smith, 2010), learning approaches vary depending on the 

course and the lecturer (Entwistle & McCune, 2004). Accordingly, students’ approaches 

to learning can be modified by changing the educational programme’s design and 

pedagogical intervention (Baeten et al. 2010). Previous research showed that lecturers’ 

attitudes and commitment to their students’ learning play an important role in students’ 

study habits. If lecturers adopt a student-centred orientation, and their teaching focuses 

on changing students’ conceptions, students are more likely to use a deep approach to 

learning (Trigwell & Prosser, 2004). Moreover, Entwistle & Ramsden (2015) suggest 

that teaching styles that demonstrate enthusiasm, empathy and give real-life illustrations 

may also promote a deep learning approach among students. This aspect is particularly 

important for prospective teachers because teaching is a practice-oriented profession, 

and prospective teachers may need support to connect theory with practice. Further 

studies should focus on the impact that pedagogical strategies can have on reinforcing 

deep learning approaches among prospective teachers. Existing studies about 

prospective teachers’ sense of professional agency show promising results outlining 
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ways to promote prospective teachers’ engagement in classroom activities and improve 

the quality of their learning outcomes (Soini et al., 2015).  

However, our study is not without limitations. First, the analyses were cross-

sectional; therefore, we were unable to assess the causal relationships among the 

observed variables. Future studies can adopt a longitudinal approach to further analyse 

how learning approaches mediate in the relationship between motivation to become a 

teacher and academic outcomes from the beginning to the end of the initial teacher 

education programme. Second, our study drew on a sample of first-year prospective 

teachers from a single university. In the future, similar studies can be conducted at 

different universities, in later study programme years, and/or with a larger sample size. 

Such research will allow the data to be more representative and for the conclusions to be 

generalised. Third, our data did not support a three-factor model of approaches to 

learning scale, affecting the construct validity of the measure. We obtained high 

modification indices, indicating cross-loading items among the three scales of 

approaches of learning, because of which these features could not be clearly measured. 

Moreover, we observed a nonsignificant factor loading of one item, indicating that it 

was not related to its purported latent dimension, in this case, the deep approach to 

learning. This problem could have affected the result of the study. We must be cautious 

in interpreting the findings, especially in distinguishing between the deep and the 

strategic approach of learning. To the best of our knowledge, there have not been any 

previous studies using the RASI in the Spanish context, though we did find studies from 

other contexts. The RASI was used in multiple contexts, and for the most part, previous 

studies yielded consistent results on the emergence of the three dimensions of deep, 

surface and strategic approaches (Faranda et al., 2021; Valadas et al., 2010; Zamor et 

al., 2017). However, one study found concerns, as some items were not associated with 
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any of the three approaches, and the deep and strategic approaches were positively 

correlated (Richardson, 2010). Further studies could use other scales of approaches to 

learning, such as the Study Process Questionnaire (Biggs, 2001), which seems more 

reliable in a Spanish context (De la Fuente et al., 2016). Fourth, our study relied on a 

simple mediation model. Studies in the future can test multiple-variable models to 

assess the influence of motivation to become a teacher on other educational and 

professional outcomes such as final grades, pedagogical knowledge acquisition, teacher 

effectiveness, or professional identity. Fifth, we did not use any control variables in the 

mediation model in this study which could influence the results. Future studies could 

include control variables such as students’ prior performance (before entering the 

programme) when examining the effects of teaching motivation and learning 

approaches on students’ academic outcomes. The inclusion of this variable would allow 

the identification of whether teaching motivation influences students’ learning 

approaches or whether students have a consistent learning approach pattern across 

educational levels that might have influenced their academic outcomes, regardless of 

their teaching motivation.  

Nevertheless, our results may have practical implications for initial teaching 

education programmes. Prospective teachers’ motivations do matter, as they relate to 

student academic outcomes via approaches to learning. However, while it is difficult to 

change a person’s motivation, the specific learning environment and programme design 

can influence the student to study in a way that promotes a deeper approach to learning. 

Teacher educators and course designers must reflect on whether the initial teacher 

education programme’s first-year courses are relevant for prospective teachers who 

have chosen teaching based on prior teaching experience and social influences. For such 

students, these experiences and influences might actually prevent them from adopting a 
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deep approach to learning. Future research can be conducted to explore strategies to 

combat this issue. 
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