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It is natural for a teacher to want his or her students to aspire for their future goals and 

perceive schooling as a way to achieve them. Also known as life tasks or personal strivings, 

future goals are self-defining, self-relevant goals that students set for themselves in the future. 

These goals help students look beyond immediate needs and consequences by giving meaning to 

the tasks that they do in school in terms of its relationship to their future aspirations (Miller & 

Brickman, 2004). Future goals can include, but are not limited to, building a career, establishing 

a family, or making a contribution to society (McInerney, 2004; Miller & Brickman, 2004).  

However, while cognitive psychology provides evidence of a distinction between 

thinking about the future and thinking about the present, most theories of motivation do not 

consider this difference at all (see Kauffman & Husman, 2004). Most of the empirical studies 

that recognise this difference have focused more on students’ proximal achievement goals 

because of their direct effect on academic achievement and personal satisfaction (see Kaplan & 

Maehr, 2007 for a review). Given the nature of future goals, students must be able to take a long-

term perspective in evaluating their actions, a psychological dynamic that is influenced by 

various sociocultural factors. According to Nurmi (1991), numerous factors such as ethnicity, 

culture, and school environment can determine the nature of future goals prioritized and valued 

in a certain sociocultural system. This in turn can influence the mechanism of how future goals 

affect student learning (Miller & Brickman, 2004; Phalet, Andriessen, & Lens, 2004; Simons, 

Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Lacante, 2004). Therefore, in the present study we tried to shed some 

light on the issue of culture, future goals and learning by investigating how the effect of future 

goals on self-regulated learning can be mediated by perceived utility values of schooling, 

academic self concept, and general academic motivation among Chinese Singaporean secondary 

school students. 

Understanding the Singapore Context 

In order to develop future goals, students must be aware of the goals they can pursue and their 

possible consequences in the present or future (Miller & Brickman, 2004). Interestingly, for 

students in Singapore, the goals they set for themselves may have a profound impact, not only on 

their own achievement but on that of the nation as well. As a country with no natural resources, 

having an educated citizenry has become “an outstanding feature of the national agenda” (Wah, 

1999, p. 177) and a basic tool to prepare Singaporeans to deal with global changes and 

competitiveness in the 21st century. The nation’s proactive response to meet these challenges is 
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encapsulated in its national education’s vision, Thinking Schools, Learning Nation (TSLN; Goh, 

1997). TSLN envisions the creation of learning environments that develop future generations of 

thinking, committed, and creative citizens who are life-long learners and capable of making good 

decisions for Singapore’s future success. More recently, to continue the journey of the TSLN 

vision, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong (2004) called for a “Teach Less, Learn More” (TLLM) 

educational policy that aims to develop students who are more motivated and more engaged in 

learning as well as more prepared for facing life challenges.  In short, it is clear that the emphasis 

on future time perspective is reflected through the objectives of TSLN and its embedded 

educational policies, I&E and TLLM.  

These educational policies are implemented through an educational system which 

emphasizes meritocracy and academic success. As early as Secondary 1, students are placed in 

different secondary education streams (Express, Normal Academic and Normal Technical) based 

on their Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) results. Secondary school is then 

culminated by another round of high-stakes examinations: the Singapore-Cambridge General 

Certificate of Education Ordinary-level (GCE O-level) examination for Express students and the 

Normal-level (GCE N-level) examination for Normal students. Students who pass their O-levels 

can continue to junior college or a polytechnic while those who pass their GCE N-level are given 

the option to either go straight to the Institute of Technical Education or study for another year 

and take the GCE O-level examination. 

However, while Singapore’s educational system is internationally reputable and produces 

high quality academic outcomes, it is not immune from such problems as school failure and 

underachievement. Based on the latest available statistics from the Ministry of Education 

(MOE), 19.7% of the 2005 secondary school cohort did not attain the benchmark score of at least 

five “O” level passes to qualify for further education in junior college or polytechnic. 

Meanwhile, 2.6% of students in the same cohort failed to complete their secondary education 

(Singapore MOE, 2006). While the typical attributions to this underachievement have been 

socioeconomic status (SES) and familial background (Lee, 2006), a myriad of other sociocultural 

and psychological attributes are still left unexplored. One of which could be the students’ future 

goals and how they can see the relevance of their present academic activities to the attainment of 

these goals. That is, without a vision for the future, the students’ present engagement in their 

schooling and academic activities is perhaps purposeless and meaningless. Thus, in this study, 
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we addressed the following intriguing questions: Do Singaporean students have a clear picture of 

what their future goals are? Do their future goals motivate them to study? More specifically, how 

do students’ future goals relate to their self-regulated learning? 

Future Goals and Self-regulated Learning 

Students who self-regulate their learning are those who can initiate and prolong actions, thoughts 

and feelings which are directed towards attaining particular goals (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 

2008; Covington, 2000; Zimmerman, 1998). They are independent and proactive learners who 

are excited about their classes, able to persist at tasks longer and achieve better academic 

performances (Simons et al., 2004). In the Singapore context, the need to develop leaders who 

can overcome future challenges is rooted in the education of students who are independent and 

able to become life-long learners (Goh, 1997). Therefore, self-regulated learning should be a 

vital component for Singapore’s educational system.      

In the model of future-oriented motivation and self-regulation, Miller and Brickman 

(2004) maintain that students who are committed to their future goals will regulate their learning 

more effectively. This is because they are able to develop strategic proximal sub-goals guided by 

a long-term objective. That is, students’ academic learning is guided by the future goals they 

aspire to achieve, especially if the students can see the relevance or utility of schooling for the 

pursuit of future goals. In this study, we look at five specific domains of student future goals. 

These include achieving a good career, becoming a well-known person in society, becoming 

wealthy, being able to support one’s future family, and being able to contribute to society as a 

whole.  All these goals could play an important role in influencing students’ decision to engage 

in self-regulated learning. 

Unfortunately, the link between future goals and self-regulated learning is not always as 

clear. In fact, we often encounter students who have and value their future goals but remain 

unmotivated to pursue them – at least in terms of doing well in school.  This is an issue that we 

examined in this study. In the following sections we discuss how three important psychological, 

motivational components of students’ engagement in learning - namely perceived utility values 

of schooling (UVS) to achieving future goals, perceived academic competence, and general 

academic motivation—could explain why students’ future goals do or do not lead to their 

engagement in self-regulated learning. In other words, we examine if the relationship between 
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students’ future goals and self-regulated learning are mediated by these three psychological 

components. 

The Mediating Role of the Perceived Utility Value of Schooling  

Of particular interest in the present study is the role of the perceived utility value of schooling 

(UVS) for the realization or attainment of future goals in mediating the relationship between 

students’ future goals and their engagement in self-regulated learning. UVS is similar to 

instrumentality of the task, a key concept in Miller and Brickman’s (2004) model. It refers to the 

extent to which students perceive that schooling, or education in general, is relevant, useful and 

important in realizing or achieving their future goals. Students who plan their goals from a long-

term perspective are likely to perceive schooling as having a higher utility value, especially if 

they can see the utility, importance and relevance of schooling to their future goals. These 

students are likely to be more driven and energized to do well in their school work and this 

should contribute to effective learning strategies and also higher academic achievement (Phalet 

et al., 2004). In contrast, if students do not regard school as important, relevant, and useful in 

achieving their future goals, it is unlikely that they would exert much effort in learning and 

mastering their academic tasks (Miller & Brickman, 2004). Therefore, while these students may 

have future goals, they don’t see school work as instrumental to achieving such goals. Studies 

done among American and European adolescents have shown how this behavior is evident 

among minority and disadvantaged youth. For instance, Mickelson’s (1990) research on African 

American and Latino youth demonstrated that while they believed in the abstract notion of the 

utility value of education, they rejected the idea that school could help them achieve their 

personal goals. Studies on minority youth in Belgium also showed that student performance is 

often dependent on whether an academic task is perceived to be useful for their futures (Creten et 

al., 2001; Lens & Decruyenaere, 1991). 

In alignment with these studies (e.g., Phalet et al., 2004), students in Singapore also see 

education as a means towards an end, such as ensuring a good job, earning a steady income and 

living a comfortable life. This is especially evident in the intense competition for places in good 

schools in spite of government efforts to increase supply (Ho & Chia, 2006). Based on the 

conceptual relationships of the future goals, instrumentality value of the task, and self-regulated 

learning (Miller & Brickman, 2004), we hypothesized that the perceived utility value of 

schooling will mediate the relationships between students’ future goals and their self-regulated 
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learning. However, this leads to the question of whether the perceived UVS fully or partially 

mediates the relationships between future goals and self-regulated learning. Figure 1 shows the 

hypothesized model depicting the relationships between the five future goals and self-regulated 

learning, mediated by the perceived UVS for attaining such future goals. 

Career-focused 
Future Goal

Wealth-focused 
Future Goal

Fame-focused 
Future Goal

Family-focused 
Future Goal

Society-focused 
Future Goal

UVS for Career

UVS for Fame

UVS for Wealth 

UVS for Family 

UVS for Society

Self-Regulated
Learning

Future Goals Learning Process

Figure 1. 
A hypothesized model of the relationships between students’ valued future goals, perceived utility values 

of schooling, and self-regulated learning. 

Utility Values of Schooling 
[UVS]) as Mediators

 

The Mediating Role of Academic Motivation and Self-concept  

Two other critical sociocultural-psychological components in investigating the relationships 

between future goals and self-regulated learning are the students’ general motivation and self-

concept in their academic endeavor (Miller & Brickman, 2004). Each of these concepts and their 

mediating roles in the relationship between future goals and self-regulated learning are 

explicated below. 

General academic motivation. Academic motivation is defined as an internal state that 

instigates, directs and maintains students’ engagement in academic behaviors (McInerney & 

McInerney, 2006). That is, students who are academically motivated are likely to be more 

engaged in their academic tasks and learning. Future goals can have a positive affect on student 

motivation in the classroom. In a research study on Dutch secondary school students, it was 
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found that future goals enhanced the motivation to do school work of both minority and non-

minority students (Andriessen et al., 2006). Miller and Brickman (2004) attribute such positive 

effects to the fact that having future goals allows students to perceive current academic tasks not 

only for their immediate outcomes or consequences, such as grades, praise or rewards, but also 

for their future-oriented instrumental or pragmatic values. This is especially the case when 

students strive for future goals which are closely modelled on the skills learned in present 

schoolwork (Phalet et al., 2004).  

On the other hand, studies have demonstrated that the effect of distant future goals on 

learning can also be enhanced or inhibited by the students’ motivation in the classroom.  This is 

to say that a student’s decision to act upon his or her future goals is greatly affected by their 

general motivation at school. Andriessen et al.’s (2006) study on minority and non-minority 

Dutch secondary school students has found that future goals regulate classroom behaviour 

primarily through their impact on task motivation. Therefore, if a student has a goal to become a 

doctor but is unmotivated in their class, it is unlikely that such a future goal will translate to 

engaged and effective learning. Studies (e.g., Salili, Fu, Tong, & Tatabai, 2001) have also shown 

that self-regulated learning is closely linked to student motivation in that the more motivated the 

students are in their academic endeavour, the more likely they will engage in self-regulatory 

learning. Thus, in this study, we predicted that students’ academic motivation would play an 

essential role in mediating the effect of students’ future goals on their self-regulated learning. We 

also ask whether academic motivation partially or fully mediates the relationships between 

students’ future goals and their self-regulated learning. 

Academic self-concept. A student’s self-concept consists of cognitive appraisals and 

judgments that individuals attribute to themselves (Marsh, Hau, Artelt, Baomert, & Peschar, 

2006). Students define their academic self-concepts according to how they evaluate their 

competence in school (Wigfield, Tonks, & Eccles, 2004; Marsh, 1987). A bulk of empirical 

studies have provided evidence of the beneficial effects of having a positive self-concept or 

perception of ability on desirable educational outcomes including academic achievement in 

various disciplines (Salili et al., 2001; Wigfield & Eccles, 2002). For example, a recent study by 

Yeung and Yeung (this volume) showed that the perception of one’s academic ability positively 

predicted academic performance over and above the effect of effort. This trend held true for both 

Australian and Chinese Hong Kong fifth graders. This suggests that positive self-concept is not 
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only an important outcome of schooling but also an important mediating factor that facilitates the 

attainment of other desirable psychological, behavioural, and educational outcomes (see e.g., 

Marsh & Craven, 2005, 2006; Marsh & Hau, 2003 for an overview). 

In terms of future goals, Miller and Brickman (2004) believe that the decision to pursue a 

long-term goal is adversely affected if students have negative expectations of success or low 

expectations of what they can achieve; both of which can be rooted in their negative self-

concepts. In contrast, students who have positive self-concepts will feel confident in their pursuit 

of future goals, which will be well translated in their active, proactive, independent, and self-

initiated engagement in learning activities. This is to say that students’ awareness and clarity of 

what they want to pursue or what they want to become in the future, or their future goals, would 

not drive them to engage in self-regulated learning if they do not see themselves as capable of 

achieving these goals (Marsh & Hau, 2003; Salili et al., 2001). Based on this rationale, we 

hypothesised that students’ academic self-concept would mediate the relationship of their future 

goals and their engagement in self-regulated learning. Similar to the questions we posed earlier, 

we also investigate whether students’ academic self-concept fully or partially mediate the 

relationships between future goals and self-regulated learning. Figure 2 presents the 

hypothesized model depicting the relationships between the five future goals and self-regulated 
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learning, mediated by general academic motivation and academic self-concept. 

Career-focused 
Future Goal

Wealth-focused 
Future Goal

Fame-focused 
Future Goal

Family-focused 
Future Goal

Society-focused 
Future Goal

Academic
Self-Concept

Self-Regulated
Learning

Academic 
Motivation

Future Goals Learning Process

Figure 2. 
A hypothesized model of the relationships between students’ valued future goals, general academic motivation, 

academic self-concept, and self-regulated learning. 

Academic Motivation and 
Self-Concept as Mediators

 
 In summary, underpinned by Miller and Brickman’s (2004) model of future-oriented 

motivation and self-regulation, the aim of the present study is to examine the relationships 

between students’ future goals and their self-regulated learning. Further, we also examined the 

mediating role of the perceived UVS, general academic motivation, and academic self-concept in 

such relationships. Specifically, we predicted that, in a pragmatic and competitive society like 

Singapore, students' perceived instrumentality or UVS for achieving their future goals would 

mediate the effect of valued future goals on engagement in learning more importantly than the 

students’ self-concept (or perceived academic competence) and general academic motivation. 

Using structural equation modelling (SEM), we assessed how well the hypothesized models fit 

the data from a broadly representative sample of Chinese secondary school students in 

Singapore. As will be elaborated below, we first tested the mediating role of the perceived utility 

values of schooling (see Figure 1). We then tested the mediating role of general academic 

motivation and academic self-concept (see Figure 2). To examine the overall picture of the 

combined mediating role of the perceived utility values of schooling, academic motivation, and 
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self-concept, we tested the third model involving all the predictors (i.e., future goals and the 

three mediating constructs) that had been found to exert, directly or indirectly, significant effects 

on self-regulated learning. 

Method 

Participants 

A total of 2755 Chinese Singaporean students from varying academic backgrounds and levels of 

achievement took part in this study. The students were drawn from 13 government secondary 

schools and comprised 1321 females (47.9%) and 1420 males (51.8%), and 15 (0.5%) students 

who did not indicate their gender. The sample’s average age was 14.25 years (SD=1.33). 

Breakdown per year level was as follows: 29.2% Secondary 1, 27.8% Secondary 2, 30.1% 

Secondary 3, 10.9% Secondary 4 and 2.0% Secondary 5 students.  

Instruments 

The data reported in this chapter were drawn from a larger study on the academic motivation and 

future goals of Singaporean secondary school students. In this study, we administered a pencil-

and-paper survey eliciting information on student motivation, learning strategies, values, and self 

concept. For the purpose of the study presented in this chapter, five measures were used. Each of 

these measures, along with their subscales’ respective sample of items and Cronbach’s alphas (α) 

derived from the sample, is described and reported below. 

Future goals. The Future Goals Questionnaire, developed by for the purpose of this 

study, consists of five three-item subscales that measure five different domains of goals students 

might want to achieve in their future. These domains were based on what researchers considered 

as the most important types of future goals in the Singapore context. Response categories ranged 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The following is a list of subscales and their 

sample items: (1) career-focused future goal (α=.86) measures the importance of career or job 

related goals to students in their future (e.g., “I want to get a good job”; “I want to get a good 

work position”); (2) fame-focused future goal (α=.82) measures how important it is for the 

student to become a famous or well-known person in the future (e.g., “I want to become an 

important person in my society”; “I want to become a well-known person in my society”); (3) 

wealth-focused future goal (α=.85) measures how important it is for the student to have money 

and material possessions in the future (e.g., “I want to make a lot of money”; “I want to have a 

lot of things like a good car”); (4) family-focused future goal (α=.92) measures how important it 
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is for the students to be able to support their future families (e.g., “I want to support my future 

family”; “I want to provide for my future family”); and (5) society-focused future goal (α=.90) 

measures the degree to which students want to contribute to or make an impact on society in the 

future (e.g., “I want to make a contribution to my society”; “I want to develop my society”). 

Academic self-concept. Five items (α=.94) from Marsh’s (1992) Self-Description 

Questionnaire were used to measure the students’ general academic self-concept or how they 

perceive their overall competence at tasks in school. Response categories range from 1 (false) to 

6 (true). Sample items for this scale are as follow: “I am good at most of the school subjects”; 

“Work in most of the school subjects is easy for me” and “I learn things quickly in most of the 

school subjects.” 

General academic motivation.  Four items (α=.94) from the General Achievement and 

Goal Orientation Scale (GAGOS) (McInerney, Yeung, & McInerney, 2001) were used to assess 

the students’ general academic motivation in school. Students were asked to indicate whether 

they agreed (scored 5) or disagreed (scored 1) with items such as “I feel motivated at school a lot 

of the time” and “I often feel motivated in my work at school.” 

Utility values of schooling. The Utility Values of Schooling (UVS) Questionnaire, also 

developed for the purpose of the present study, consists of five three-item subscales which 

describe how schooling fits into the students’ five different domains of future goals. In particular, 

it measures how students regard the school’s role in achieving the five dimensions of future 

goals measured by the Future Goals Questionnaire. Response categories for the UVS 

Questionnaire range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items for each 

subscale are as follow: (1) UVS for career (α=.88) include these items: “I need to continue my 

education beyond O or N level to get a good job” and “I need to continue my education beyond 

O or N level to get a good work position”; (2) UVS for fame (α=.82) include the following 

items: “I need to continue my education beyond O or N level to become an important person in 

my society” and “I need to continue my education beyond O or N level to become a well-known 

person in my society”; (3) UVS for wealth (α=.86) include the following items: “I need to 

continue my education beyond O or N level to make a lot of money” and “I need to continue my 

education beyond O or N level to have a lot of things like a good car”; (4) UVS for family 

(α=.91) include the following items: “I need to continue my education beyond O or N level to 

look after my future family well” and “I need to continue my education beyond O or N level to 
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provide for my future family”; and (5) UVS for society (α=.90) include the following items: “I 

need to continue my education beyond O or N level to make a contribution to my society” and “I 

need to continue my education beyond O or N level to develop my society.” 

 Self-regulated learning. The strategies that the students use in their self-regulated 

learning were measured using the Goal Orientation and Learning Strategies Survey (GOALS-S) 

(Dowson & McInerney, 2004). In particular, we made use of six subscales classified under the 

category of “self-regulation”: three cognitive strategy subscales and three meta-cognitive 

strategy subscales. Each of these six subscales is composed of six items. Three subscales on 

cognitive strategies covered elaboration, i.e., the degree to which a student makes connections 

between current and previously-learned information by paraphrasing, generating analogies, and 

reviewing previous work (e.g., “When learning things for school, I try to see how they fit 

together with other things”; “I try to match what I already know with things I am trying to 

learn”); organization, i.e., the degree to which a student selects, sequences, outlines, reorders or 

summarises important information (e.g., “When I want to learn things for school, I try to 

arrange them so that I can understand them better”; “I organise what I have to do so that I can 

understand it better”); and rehearsal, i.e., the degree to which a student lists, memorises, recites, 

and/or names facts to be learned (e.g., “When I want to learn things for school, I practice 

repeating them to myself”; “I repeat things to myself when learning new things”); whereas three 

subscales on meta-cognitive strategies covered monitoring, i.e., the degree to which a student 

attempts to evaluate the assimilation and organization of learned material, which may involve 

self-checking for understanding, self-testing and organizing reviews of learned material (e.g., “I 

often ask myself questions to see if I understand what I am learning”; “When I study, I try to 

figure out which concepts I still haven’t really understood”); planning, i.e., the degree of 

thoughtful preparation a student goes through in order to complete his or her work, which 

includes prioritizing, managing time, scheduling, setting realistic goals, and arranging work 

environments appropriately (e.g., “I often look through books to see how they are arranged 

before I start reading”; “I often plan ahead so that I can do well in my work”); and regulating, 

i.e., the degree to which a student employs strategies to rectify deficits identified while 

monitoring. These strategies may include attempting different ways to learn material, seeking 

explanations from teachers and identifying mistakes in reasoning (e.g., “If I don’t understand my 
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schoolwork, I ask the teacher to help me”; “If I get confused about something, I go back and try 

to figure it out”). 

The factorial validity of the self-regulated learning construct was evaluated with a 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The measurement model tested was constructed by a single 

latent variable representing the self-regulated learning. Six composite scores of the six 

subscales/indicators of the self-regulated learning, as measured by the GOALS-S (Dowson & 

McInerney, 2004), were hypothesized to load onto the latent variable (see e.g., Lau, Liem, & 

Nie, in press, for a similar procedure). The fit statistics indicated that our data fitted the self-

regulated learning model very well: χ2/df=9.75, CFI=.99, SRMR=.0147, RMSEA=.06, and 

TLI=.99. All factor loadings were significant at p<.001, ranging from .73 to .88.1 A reliability 

test of the self-regulated learning construct measured in this study, which was computed on the 

aggregated scores of the elaboration, organization, rehearsal, monitoring, planning, and 

regulating subscales, indicated good reliability (α=.90).  

Results 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Variables in the Model 

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations (SD) and Cronbach’s alphas (α) of the thirteen 

variables examined in this study. Among the five future goals, students scored highly on family-

focused future goals (mean=4.49) and career-focused future goals (mean=4.47). The same trend 

is reflected in the mean scores for the utility value of schooling, where students were likely to 

agree that school was important for one’s career (mean=4.35) and future family (mean=4.28). 

Fame-focused future goals received a relatively low endorsement (mean=3.44), indicating that 

                                                 
1 We also tested a measurement model for self-regulated learning, which was comprised of two first-order latent 
variables and one second-order latent variable. In this model, the three cognitive strategies (elaboration, 
organization, and rehearsal) were hypothesized to load onto the first first-order latent variable called “Cognitive 
Strategies”, and the three metacognitive strategies (monitoring, planning, and regulating) were hypothesized to load 
onto the second first-order latent variable called “Metacognitive Strategies.” The two first-order latent variables 
were hypothesized to load onto a second-order latent variable labeled “Self-regulated Learning.” However, this 
model, with the following fit statistics χ2/df=25.05, CFI=.98, SRMR=.0231, RMSEA=.09, and TLI=.96, was not 
admissible because the standardized regression weight pointing from Self-regulated Learning to Metacognitive 
Strategies was 1.05. This coefficient exceeded the allowable standardized regression weights ranging between 0 and 
1 (the standardized regression weight pointing from Self-regulated learning to Cognitive Strategies was equally 
large at .99). Taken together, this indicated that the three indicators of Metacognitive Strategies and the three 
indicators of the Cognitive Strategies were more appropriately represented by a single first-order latent variable, 
which was subsequently used and reported in this study.      
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students did not place as much importance on goals which had to do with wanting to become a 

well-known person in the future.  

Table 2 shows the correlations among all the variables generated from a preliminary CFA 

carried out at the individual item level across all of the items and constructs to be included in the 

empirical model (see Liem, Lau, & Nie, in press, for a similar procedure). Each of the constructs 

in this overall model was treated as latent variables and their respective items were used as 

observed variables. This overall CFA model provides a correlation matrix among measured 

variables by taking into account their error measurement. The CFA model, and all other SEM 

models tested in this study, were run using AMOS 7.0 and the model fit was evaluated by the 

following indices: the ratio between chi square and degree of freedom (χ2/df), the comparative fit 

index (CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the standardized root-mean-

square (SRMR), and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI). Values of χ2/df that approaching or below 

5.00 (Marsh & Hocever, 1985), CFI above .90 (Bentler, 1990), RMSEA below .08 (Browne & 

Cudek, 1993), SRMR at .05 or below (Hu & Bentler, 1995), and TLI values close to .95, 

especially for large samples (Tucker & Lewis, 1973), are indicative of good fit.  

The fit indices indicated that our data fitted the overall CFA model very well: χ2/df=7.19, 

CFI=.94, SRMR=.0451, RMSEA=.05, and TLI=.94. All items loaded significantly onto their 

respective latent variable at p<.001. As can be seen in Table 2, a future goal oriented towards 

career was highly correlated with future goals oriented towards family (r=.70, p<.001) and 

wealth (r=.71, p<.001). On the other hand, students’ perception of UVS for getting a good career 

was highly correlated with both perceived utility value of school for becoming wealthy (r=.76, 

p<.001) and for supporting one’s future family (r= .80, p<.001). Among all future goals, the 

society-oriented future goal showed the highest correlations with academic motivation (r=.35, 

p<.001) and with academic self-concept (r=.24, p<.001). All of the proposed mediators were 

found to have significant relationships with self-regulated learning, with the highest being 

academic motivation (r=.65, p<.001). 
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics and Cronbach’s alphas of the variables in the study 

No. Variable Possible 
Range Mean SD α 

1 Fame FG 1-5 3.44 .96 .86 
2 Career FG 1-5 4.47 .59 .86 
3 Wealth FG 1-5 4.18 .78 .85 
4 Family FG 1-5 4.49 .64 .92 
5 Society FG 1-5 4.00 .79 .90 
6 Fame UVS 1-5 3.70 .92 .82 
7 Career UVS 1-5 4.36 .68 .88 
8 Wealth UVS 1-5 4.05 .86 .86 
9 Family UVS 1-5 4.28 .77 .91 
10 Society UVS 1-5 3.86 .91 .90 
11 General Academic Motivation 1-5 3.40 .79 .86 
12 Academic Self-concept 1-6 3.38 1.10 .94 
13 Self-regulated Learning  1-5 3.71 .54 .90 

Note: FG=future goal; UVS=utility value of schooling
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Table 2. 

Correlations among variables in the study based on a preliminary confirmatory factor analysis  

 
No. 

 
Variable 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1 Fame FG ---             
2 Career FG .41* ---            
3 Wealth FG .53* .71* ---           
4 Family FG .31* .70* .50* ---          
5 Society FG .49* .49* .28* .49* ---         
6 UVS for Fame .65* .33* .42* .21* .36* ---        
7 UVS for Career .26* .64* .40* .47* .39* .51* ---       
8 UVS for Wealth .38* .48* .67* .35* .24* .67* .76* ---      
9 UVS for Family .20* .44* .27* .57* .33* .45* .80* .68* ---     
10 UVS for Society .37* .32* .20* .28* .60* .68* .58* .51* .60* ---    
11 Gen. Academic Motivation .18* .18* .00 .18* .35* .21* .28* .13* .25* .35* ---   
12 Academic Self-Concept .21* .21* .09* .16* .24* .20* .22* .13* .17* .23* .38* ---  
13 Self-regulated Learning .24* .34* .13* .31* .44* .25* .37* .21* .31* .39* .65* .37* --- 

Note. FG=future goal; UVS=utility value of schooling; *p<.001.  
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Structural Equation Modelling 

Model 1. We first tested model 1 which depicts the hypothesized mediating role of the perceived 

utility values of schooling in the relationships between students’ future goals in five different 

domains and their self-regulated learning (see Figure 1). The result suggested that our data fitted 

Model 1 reasonably well with the following goodness-of-fit indices: χ2/df=12.50, CFI=.92, 

SRMR=.10, RMSEA=.06, and TLI=.91. The solution was admissible and all parameters were 

significant at p<.05, except the paths from utility values of schooling for wealth, fame, and 

family to self-regulated learning, and the path from family-focused future goal to self-regulated 

learning. To obtain a parsimonious model that best represented the data of our student sample, 

these non-significant paths were dropped in the subsequent analyses. This resulted in similar 

values of fit indices: χ2/df=12.43, CFI=.92, SRMR=.10, RMSEA=.06, and TLI=.91. However, 

all paths were now significant at p<.001, except the direct path from fame-focused future goal to 

self-regulated learning (β=.07) which was significant at p<.01. The final model indicated that 

family-focused future goal was the only future goal that did not have an impact of students’ self-

regulated learning, and the overall variables in the model explained 25% of the variance in the 

self-regulated learning. Figure 3 presents the final empirical model of the mediating role of the 

perceived utility values of schooling for achieving future goals in the relationship between future 

goals and self-regulated learning.  
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Career-focused 
Future Goal

Wealth-focused 
Future Goal

Fame-focused 
Future Goal

Family-focused 
Future Goal

Society-focused 
Future Goal

UVS for Career
R2= .40

UVS for Fame
R2= .41

UVS for Wealth 
R2= .50

UVS for Family
 R2= .34

UVS for Society
R2= .34

Self-Regulated
Learning

R2= .25

Future Goals Learning Process

Figure 3. 
A final empirical model of the relationships between students’ valued future goals, perceived utility values 

of schooling, and self-regulated learning. For the purpose of clarity of presentation, all observed variables and covariances are  not shown.

Utility Values of Schooling 
[UVS]) as Mediators
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.12

.23
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.23

.14

.70
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.58

.64
.07

  
Model 2. Next we tested Model 2 which depicts the hypothesized mediating role of 

general academic motivation and academic self-concept in the relationships between students’ 

future goals in the five domains of interest and their self-regulated learning (see Figure 2). The 

testing of this model resulted in superior values of fit indices: χ2/df=5.90, CFI=.97, SRMR=.04, 

RMSEA=.04, and TLI=.96. However, four paths, namely the path from family-focused future 

goal to general academic motivation, the path from family-focused future goal to academic self-

concept, the path family-focused future goal to self-regulated learning, and the path from fame-

focused future goal to self-regulated learning, were statistically non-significant. These four paths 

were then dropped from the model and the analysis was re-run. This resulted in similar values of 

fit indices, χ2/df=5.85, CFI=.97, SRMR=.04, RMSEA=.04, and TLI=.96, and all parameters 

specified were significant at p<.001, except the direct effect from wealth-focused future goal to 

self-regulated learning, (β=-.08) which was significant at p<.01. It is interesting to note that, 

similar to what was found in Model 1, family-focused future goal exerted no direct effect on any 

of the variables in this model. On the whole, variables in Model 2 accounted for 51% of the 

variance in the self-regulated learning. Figure 4 displays the empirical model showing the 
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mediating role of general academic motivation and academic self-concept in the relationships 

between future goals and self-regulated learning. 

Career-focused 
Future Goal

Wealth-focused 
Future Goal

Fame-focused 
Future Goal

Family-focused 
Future Goal

Society-focused 
Future Goal

Academic
Self-Concept

R2= .09

Self-Regulated
Learning

R2= .51

Academic 
Motivation

R2= .15

Future Goals Learning Process

Figure 4. 
An empirical model of the relationships between students’ valued future goals, general academic motivation, academic self-concept, 

and self-regulated learning. For the purpose of clarity of presentation, all observed variables and covariances are  not shown.

Academic Motivation and Self-
Concept as Mediators

.12

.18

.20

.23

-.28

-.20

-.08
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.27
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 To obtain information about the relative importance of the perceived utility values of 

schooling, academic motivation, and academic self-concept in mediating the relationships 

between future goals and self-regulated learning, we constructed a third model which involved 

all significant paths found earlier in Models 1 and 2. Family-focused future goals were excluded 

in the model because of its non-significant path to self-regulated learning. This analysis indicated 

that our data fitted the model well, χ2/df=7.31, CFI=.95, SRMR=.06, RMSEA=.05, and TLI=.94. 

Two paths, namely a path from fame-focused future goal to self-regulated learning and a path 

from perceived utility value of schooling for making contributions to society to self-regulated 

learning, were found to be statistically non-significant. These paths were then dropped from the 

model and the analysis was re-run. The fit indices did not change drastically: χ2/df=7.29, 

CFI=.95, SRMR=.06, RMSEA=.05, and TLI=.94, and all parameters specified in the model were 

now significant at p<.001, except the path from wealth-focused future goal to self-regulated 

learning (β=-.07) which was significant at p<.01. On the whole, the variables in this combined 
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model explained 51% of the variance in the self-regulated learning. Figure 5 presents the final 

empirical model of the combined model depicting the relationships between future goals and 

self-regulated learning mediated by the perceived utility values of schooling for achieving valued 

future goals, academic motivation, and academic self-concept. 

 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects 

Table 3 provides the decomposition of the direct, indirect, and total effects between predictors 

and criteria variables in the three empirical models. Key findings, in particular those related to 

our Model 3 will be highlighted below. 

As can be seen in Table 3, among the future goals examined in this study, career-focused 

(β =.33) and society-focused future goals (β =.31) exerted the highest total effect on self-

regulated learning. Interestingly, wealth-focused future goal is the only one that exerted a 

negative total effect to self-regulated learning (β =-.22).  

In terms of the three types of mediating variables examined in the study, general 

academic motivation (β=.51) exerted the strongest direct effect on self-regulated learning. 
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Among the UVS variables, only the perceived usefulness of school for career (β=.12) was found 

to be a significant predictor of self-regulated learning. The other UVS predictors (the UVS for 

attaining fame, society, and wealth) exerted no direct effect on self-regulated learning. Academic 

self-concept was also found to be a significant predictor of self-regulated learning (β=.10). Taken 

together, these findings showed that general academic motivation was a relatively stronger 

mediator in the relationships between future goals and self-regulated learning.  

On the whole, around 51% of the variance in the students’ self-regulated learning in 

Model 3 was explained by all the variables in the model. This figure was the same as that in 

Model 2 (51%), in which general academic motivation and academic self-concept served a 

mediating role, but higher than that in Model 1 (25%), in which the perceived UVS was used as a 

mediator. Taken together, these findings suggest that the UVS for attaining future goals did not 

add a significant amount of variance in self-regulated over and above general academic 

motivation and academic self-concept. 

Table 3. 

Standardized direct, indirect, and total effects 

 
Predictor 

 

 
Criterion 

Direct 
Effect 

Indirect 
Effect 

Total  
Effect 

 
Model 1 

    

Society FG UVS for Society .58 - .58 
 R2=.34    
     
Family FG UVS for Family .58 - .58 
 R2=.34    
     
Wealth FG UVS for Wealth .70 - .70 
 R2=.50    
     
Career FG UVS for Career .63 - .63 
 R2=.40    
     
Fame FG UVS for Fame .64 - .64 
 R2=.41    
     
Society FG Self-regulated Learning .23 .07 .30 
Family FG R2=.25 - - - 
Wealth FG  -.21 - -.21 
Career FG  .23 .09 .31 
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Predictor 

 

 
Criterion 

Direct 
Effect 

Indirect 
Effect 

Total  
Effect 

Fame FG  .07 - .07 
Society UVS  .12 - .12 
Career UVS  .14 - .14 
     
Model 2     
Society FG Gen. Academic Motivation .27 - .27 
Family FG R2=.15 - - - 
Wealth FG  -.28 - -.28 
Career FG  .20 - .20 
Fame FG  .12 - .12 
     
Society FG Academic Self-Concept .10 - .10 
Family FG R2=.09 - - .00 
Wealth FG  -.20 - -.20 
Career FG  .23 - .23 
Fame FG  .18 - .18 
     
Society FG Self-regulated Learning .15 .15 .30 
Family FG R2=.51 - - - 
Wealth FG  -.08 -.17 -.25 
Career FG  .22 .13 .35 
Fame FG  - .08 .08 
Gen. Academic Motivation  .53 - .53 
Academic Self-Concept  .10 - .10 
     
Model 3     
Career FG UVS for Career .62 - .62 
 R2=.33    
     
Society FG UVS for Society .57 - .57 
 R2=.33    
     
Wealth FG UVS for Wealth .68 - .68 
 R2=.46    
     
Fame FG UVS for Fame .63 - .63 
 R2=.40    
     
Society FG Gen. Academic Motivation .28 - .28 
Wealth FG R2=.15 -.26 - -.26 
Career FG  .19 - .19 
Fame FG  .10 - .10 
Gen. Academic Motivation  - - - 
Academic Self-Concept  - - - 
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Predictor 

 

 
Criterion 

Direct 
Effect 

Indirect 
Effect 

Total  
Effect 

Career UVS  - - - 
     
Society FG Academic Self-Concept .10 - .10 
Wealth FG R2=.09 -.18 - -.18 
Career FG  .22 - .22 
Fame FG  .17 - .17 
Gen. Academic Motivation  - - - 
Academic Self-Concept  - - - 
Career UVS  - - - 
     
Society FG Self-regulated Learning .15 .16 .31 
Wealth FG R2=.51 -.07 -.15 -.22 
Career FG  .13 .19 .33 
Fame FG  - .07 .07 
Gen. Academic Motivation  .51 - .51 
Academic Self-Concept  .10 - .10 
Career UVS  .12 - .12 
     

Note. FG=future goal; UVS=utility value of schooling. 

Discussion 

This study has shown that when it comes to thinking about the future, Chinese Singaporean 

students in their secondary education were already aware of the kind of goals they want to 

achieve in the future and the role that schooling has in attaining such goals. In particular, 

students highly endorsed future goals associated with having a good career, being able to support 

their future family, and having material possessions. They also agreed that education or 

schooling was instrumental in achieving these goals. These findings are encouraging as we found 

evidence that Singaporean Chinese students not only are aware of what they want to do or be in 

their future but also see that schooling and education are important for them to pursue their 

valued goals. In a way, these results reflect the general culture of Singapore’s meritocratic 

society, where achievement, success, and a comfort life are very much linked with education.  

But does having future goals translate to self-regulated learning in the classroom? Our 

results showed that when it comes to achieving a good career and making a contribution to 

society, direct and indirect positive relationships were found between these future goals and self-

regulated learning. This suggests the important role played by these two future goals in 

Singaporean Chinese students’ adoption of self-regulated learning. With regard to the career-

focused future goal, this is, again, an indication of how the link between academic performance 
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and students’ future career is emphasised in Singapore society. Students understand that in order 

to achieve a long-term goal such as a successful career, getting a good education is an important 

proximal goal that they have to attain. In contrast, the results also indicated that one of the highly 

endorsed future goals, namely wealth-focused future goal, was found to have a negative impact 

on students’ academic self-concept, general motivation, and self-regulated learning. That is, 

students who aspire to become wealthy in the future are less likely to engage in self-regulated 

learning. This is an interesting finding given the strong correlation between wealth-focused and 

career-focused future goals (r=.71). One would expect that students who want to be wealthy in 

the future would associate high income with a good job and therefore, also be inclined towards 

self-regulated learning. A possible explanation for the negative impact of wealth-focused future 

goals could be that while school is a way of ensuring that they can provide for themselves in the 

future, students do not believe the things they learn will actually help them become wealthy. 

Some of the wealthiest individuals in Singapore society are not highly educated. On the contrary, 

many are entrepreneurs who built their wealth based on business-savvy and street smarts – 

qualities which are not part of the academic curriculum.  

This argument is supported by that fact that UVS for wealth has a relatively high mean 

(mean=4.05) but no correlation between wealth-focused future goals and their general motivation 

at school. Students who want to become wealthy in the future may understand the importance of 

graduating from secondary school but do not regulate their learning in order to do so. Perhaps 

these students can do well in class through rote learning and memorisation while some might 

even say that such learning strategies work better in the context of Singapore’s high stakes 

examinations. Therefore, the more self-regulated students are, the less wealth-focused they 

appear to be. 

While wealth-focused future goals had a negative direct impact on self-regulated 

learning, students’ family-oriented future goals had no impact at all. This means that wanting to 

provide for one’s future family is not associated with their perceived academic ability and 

academic motivation or self-regulated learning strategies in the classroom. Given the fact that 

family-oriented future goals were highly endorsed by our sample and yet were not associated 

with academic-related constructs is interesting. The absence of this relationship seems to show 

that family-oriented aspiration and academic-related constructs (self-concept, motivation, and 

self-regulated learning) are perceived by students as two independent domains. Future studies, 
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preferably qualitative ones, with an aim to enquire students about this lack of relationship, are 

needed to shed light to this finding. 

Our analysis also found that fame-focused future goals also had no direct relationship 

with self-regulated learning. This means that wanting to become well-known or famous in the 

future has no effect on whether a student engages in self-regulated learning. Perhaps, this could 

be due to a methodological reason. That is, our survey’s concept of “becoming famous” was very 

broad and did not distinguish whether the students’ ideas of fame involved becoming famous in a 

certain profession, such as a renowned scientist or a popular television actress. It could be the 

case that self-regulated learning is determined by the kind of fame the student wants to achieve. 

That is, while wanting to become a famous actress may not motivate a student to engage in 

academic self-regulated learning strategies, becoming a famous scientist would requires a student 

to do so. This is so because pursuing a career in entertainment does not necessarily require one to 

be academically successful, whereas becoming a scientist requires one to be academically 

successful from the outset (i.e., from secondary school or even earlier).  

While there was a direct relationship between self-regulated learning and future goals 

focused on career, society and wealth, our analysis shows that the total effect of future goals was 

much stronger when it was mediated by general academic motivation, academic self-concept and 

UVS. Contrary to our earlier hypothesis, general academic motivation emerged as a relatively 

stronger mediator than the UVS for attaining future goals. This indicates that no matter how 

instrumental school is perceived to be to attaining one’s future goals, students’ motivation at 

school has a stronger influence on whether they decide to pursue such goals through self-

regulated learning. 

Summary and Implications 

The role of student future goals in Singapore’s classrooms is an issue yet to be fully explored. 

Based on a sample of Chinese Singaporean secondary school students, we found that all five 

future goals we examined had effects, direct or indirect or both, on whether students adopt self-

regulated learning strategies. In particular, students who aspired to have a good career or to make 

a contribution of society were more likely to regulate their learning while those who aimed to be 

wealthy were less likely to do so. These findings provided support to Miller and Brickman’s 

(2004) model that future goals play an important role as a driving force in a students’ self-

regulated learning. 
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However, results of our study also indicated that the effect of future goals on self-

regulated learning was stronger when mediated by general academic motivation, perceived UVS 

for attaining the valued future goals and academic self-concept. This shows us that there are 

other things that educators have to keep in mind in order to encourage students to pursue their 

future goals through self-regulated learning. Our results have shown that general academic 

motivation exerted a relatively stronger mediating effect on self-regulated learning than the 

students’ perceived UVS for attaining future goals and their academic self-concept. In the 

context of Singapore society, this has important implications on classroom practice - particularly, 

the way students are motivated to do well in school. While Chinese Singaporean students may be 

well aware of the instrumental value of school, educators must not make the mistake of assuming 

that this is enough motivation for them to adopt self-regulating learning strategies. This study 

shows that even if the students know how important it is to perform well in school, they may be 

less likely to adopt self-regulated learning strategies if they are less motivated in their academic 

endeavour in the first place. Perhaps, aside from reminding students of the importance of school 

for their future lives, which is commonly done in the Singapore context, teachers must also work 

towards engaging them in class through innovative and interactive teaching approaches. The 

apparent strength of some of the future goals’ direct and indirect effects also reminds educators 

not to dismiss the impact of future goals on students’ academic pursuit, thinking that they are too 

far off to have a direct influence of student learning. Rather, we must investigate the different 

variables that can mediate its effect on classroom learning in order to further enhance students’ 

capacity to pursue future goals through effective and self-regulating learning strategies.    
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