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Abstract

Goal setting is widely used in online education and is considered a factor con-
tributing to student motivation and academic performance. However, existing
research often overlooks how accurately students formulate their goals and
how this accuracy relates to prior learning experience. This study investigates
the relationship between goal-setting accuracy and academic performance, as
well as the factors associated with setting realistic or unrealistic goals. The
analysis draws on panel data from an online preparatory course (N = 426),
where students set grade goals before each test. The theoretical framework
combines Goal-Setting Theory and Calibration Theory. Random effects panel
logistic regression models were used in the analysis. Results show that stu-
dents who formulate specific grade goals tend to perform better on average.
Goal accuracy is positively associated with academic outcomes, while over-
estimated goals are linked to lower performance and underestimated goals
to higher scores. The analysis also reveals that prior knowledge and active
course engagement are associated with a lower likelihood of goal overestima-
tion. The paper concludes by emphasizing the need to consider goal accuracy
in instructional design and in fostering students’ academic self-regulation.
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To4YHOCTb Y4eO6HbIX Lesien N akagemMmmyeckas

yCneLwHoCTb: NaHeNbHOe uccnegoBaHune
Ha OHJNlalH-Kypce

M.C. Boniuos <, K.A. ApamoBuy, A.B. NetmaH, M.C. MNakanay
HaumroHanbHbIN UcCnenoBaTenbCKUn YHUBEPCUTET «BbicLUast LKOMa 3KOHOMUKM»,
MockBa, Poccuiickas ®egepauus

< mboitsov@hse.ru

Pe3srome

[MocTaHoBKa y4ebHbIX Lienen ABNseTca pacnpoCTpaHeHHON NPakTUKOM B OH-
navH-o6y4eHnn 1 paccMaTpuBaeTcs Kak OfuH U3 hakTopoB, CNOCOBGCTBYHO-
LMX y4yebHoM MoTuBauum 1 ycnewHoctn. OgHako B CyLLECTBYOLLMX UCCIe-
[OBaHWSX HEPEOKO OCTalTCA BHE BHMMaHMWS Takne acnekTbl, Kak TOYHOCTb
hopMynupyembIx Liener 1 ee CBA3b C NPEALIECTBYOLLMM OMbITOM 06y4yato-
Lerocsi. B ctatbe npuBoaAaTcsA pesynbtaTbl UCCNefoBaHWsA, HanpaBieHHOro
Ha yCTaHOBMEeHMe XxapakTepa B3avMOCBA3W MeXAy TOYHOCTbIO NOCTaHOBKMN
obyHaloLLMMNUCA Yy4eOHbIX Lenen n ux akageMmHecKon YCnewHOCTbio, a
Takxe hakropamu, acCoLMMpPoBaHHbIMU C (DOPMUPOBAHNEM PeaNTUCTUHHBIX
VNN HepeanucTUYHbIX uenewn. MNMpeacrtaBneHbl NaHenbHble faHHble, CO6paH-
Hble B paMkax oHnawH-kypca (N = 426), roe obydatommMcesa npegnaranocb
dopmynupoBsatb Lenv B BUAE OXnAaeMbix 6annos nepen KaxablM TECTOM.
TeopeTnyecKor paMKon MOCHYXWAU Teopus MOCTAHOBKW Lienen n Teopus
KanMopoBKM, B aHanM3e MCnonb3oBanuchk NaHeslbHble PerpecCUoHHbIE MO-
Jenun co cny4anHbiMn acpdekTammn 1 6uHapHas norucTnyeckas perpeccus.
PeaynbraThl nokasbiBaloT, 4TO oby4varoLimecs, OpMynupylolme Lenn B
6annbHoi hopme, B CPefHEM LOEMOHCTPUPYIOT 60Niee BbICOKME TECTOBble
pesynbTatbl. TOYHOCTb LieNie NONOXMTENbHO CBA3aHa C akafeMu4eckon
YCMELHOCTbIO, TOrAa Kak NepeoueHKa — C ee CHWXEeHVEeM, a HefooLeH-
Ka — c 6onee BbICOKMMW pe3ynbTatamu. BbisBneHa Takxe CBA3b Mexay
TOYHOCTbIO LiefienonaraHvs 1 NpefLlecTBYOWMM OnbiTOM: 6onee BbiCoKas
y4ebHas aKTMBHOCTb U YPOBEHb 3HaHWI MO MPEeTecTy accouuvpoBaHbl C
MeHbLLEN BEPOATHOCTbIO NepeoLeHkn. CaenaHbl BbIBOAbI O HEOOXOAMMOCTMN
Yy4UTbIBaTb TOYHOCTb Lienevt B Nefarorm4eckom guaariHe n passuTumn y4eo-
HOV CaMOCTOATENIbHOCTU 06Y4HatoLLMXCS.

KnroueBble crnioBa: uenenonaraHve, TOYHOCTb Lenen, akagemuyeckas
YCMEeLLHOCTb, KanMbpoBKa, OHNanH-oby4eHne

®duHaHcupoBaHue. ViccnegoBaHne ocyLLECTBNEHO B pamkax [Mporpammbl dhyHaamMeHTanbHbIX UC-
cneposanuii HAY BLLD.

JononHutenbHble AaHHble. [JaHHble, NOMyYeHHble B XOAe UCCrneaoBaHus, MoryT 6biTb NpegocTas-
JIeHbl 3auHTepecoBaHHbIM UCcriegoBaTensam no 3anpocy.

Ansa umtupoBaHus: boviuos, M.C., Agamosud, K.A., letmaHn, A.B., Makanay, M.C. (2026). To4HOCTb
y4ebHbIX Lienen 1 akagemmyeckas ycrneLlHOCTb: NaHenbHoe UccnefoBaHve Ha oHnamH-kypee. [cu-
Xxonorn4eckas Hayka u obpasoBaHue, 31(2), 188—203. https://doi.org/10.17759/pse.2026310212
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Introduction

Learners in online environments face a
number of challenges that are less typical
of traditional education (Broadbent, 2017;
Lee et al., 2019), including decreased mo-
tivation and difficulties with self-regulation
(Hew, Cheung, 2014; Wong et al., 2019).
This makes it important to identify meth-
ods for supporting learning activity, with
goal-setting practice emerging as one of
the promising approaches (Beckman et
al., 2021; Clark et al., 2020). According to
Goal-Setting Theory (GST), formulating
specific and sufficiently challenging goals
enhances motivation, focuses effort, and
promotes the adoption of effective learning
strategies (Locke, Latham, 2002, 2013).
The effectiveness of this practice has been
confirmed by a number of studies demon-
strating its positive impact on academic
outcomes (Alessandri et al., 2020; Dekker
et al., 2024; Morisano et al., 2010).

Goal setting as a psychological phe-
nomenon is analyzed within different theo-
retical frameworks. Self-Determination
Theory (Deci, Ryan, 2000), self-regulation
theory (Zimmerman, 2000), and Expectan-
cy-Value Theory (Wigdfield, Eccles, 2000)
emphasize the importance of motivational
and cognitive factors but pay less atten-
tion to the formal characteristics of the goal
itself — its specificity, difficulty, and real-
ism. In Russian psychology, goal setting is
considered a conscious and metacognitive
process (Galperin, 2002; Rubinstein, 2002;
Talyzina, 1998); however, these approach-
es do not provide operational tools for
empirical analysis of goals. In this context,
Goal-Setting Theory is the most applicable,
as it directly links goal parameters with
learners’ performance outcomes.

According to GST, a goal is a con-
scious representation of a desired out-
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come that directs behavior and mobilizes
effort (Locke, Latham, 2013). Specific,
measurable, and sufficiently challenging
goals are considered effective because
they activate sustained learning motiva-
tion and goal-directed actions (Dobronyi
et al.,, 2019; Morisano, 2013; Van Lent,
Souverijn, 2020). Specific goals (e.g.,
“score 85 points” instead of “prepare for
the exam”) help learners focus on relevant
actions and optimize effort (Clark et al.,
2020). Optimally challenging goals stimu-
late overcoming difficulties, whereas goals
that are too easy do not increase motiva-
tion, and excessively difficult ones induce
anxiety and undermine productivity (Mori-
sano et al., 2010). Goals may be set by
the teacher, the learner, or collaboratively
(Wood, Locke, 1987); however, research
shows that self-set goals have the stron-
gest effect, as they are more closely linked
to intrinsic motivation and effort regulation
(Bipp et al., 2015; Saks, 2024).

The theory distinguishes different
types of goals: task goals, process goals,
and score-based goals (Morisano, 2013;
Heintalu et al., 2025). The first two types
help structure behavior and foster stable
learning habits (Clark et al., 2020; Li et al.,
2024); however, in the context of this study,
score-based goals are of greatest interest,
as they are specific, easily comparable with
outcomes, and well measurable. Accord-
ing to a meta-analysis by Richardson et
al. (2012), setting such goals is one of the
most reliable predictors of academic suc-
cess among non-cognitive factors.

Despite the proven effectiveness of
goal-setting practices, a number of in-
terventions show that their impact var-
ies across groups of learners. Possible
reasons include differences in motivation
(Van Lent, Souverijn, 2020), prior prepara-
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tion (Islam et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2024),
and environmental conditions (Morisano,
2013). One of the key yet insufficiently
studied explanations appears to be vari-
ability in metacognitive skills, particularly
the ability for accurate goal setting.

Calibration Theory (Calibration Theory;
Bol, Hacker, 2012; Winne, Jamieson-Noel,
2002) explains such differences through
the degree of correspondence between
subjective judgments of knowledge and
objective performance. Learners with high
metacognitive calibration accuracy (align-
ment between perceived and actual knowl-
edge levels) are aware of their strengths
and weaknesses, which helps them for-
mulate realistic goals and use effective
strategies (Hadwin, Webster, 2013; Stone,
2000). Insufficient metacognitive calibra-
tion leads to inadequate preparation, poor
task selection, and lower academic perfor-
mance (Dunlosky, Rawson, 2012). Over-
confidence or underestimation may hinder
appropriate goal setting, reducing the ef-
fectiveness of goal-setting practices.

Importantly, metacognitive calibration
is not a fixed personality trait but a dy-
namic characteristic shaped by learning
experience and feedback (Hacker et al.,
2008; Osterhage et al., 2019). Thus, prior
performance and activity (e.g., watching
lectures) may contribute to more accurate
self-assessment and, consequently, im-
prove goal-setting accuracy (Knight et al.,
2022). A well-calibrated learner is able to
formulate goals that match task difficulty,
leading to higher performance (Hadwin,
Webster, 2013).

This study integrates the principles of
Goal-Setting Theory (Locke, Latham, 2013)
and Metacognitive Calibration Theory (Bol,
Hacker, 2012). The former emphasizes the
importance of specific and attainable goals

for learning success, while the latter high-
lights the role of accurate self-assessment
as a condition for formulating such goals.
Combining these approaches makes it
possible to consider score-based goal set-
ting as a behavioral indicator of learning
self-regulation, and goal setting accuracy
as an operationalized measure of meta-
cognitive calibration.

The focus of this study is the relation-
ship between goal setting accuracy, aca-
demic performance, and learners’ prior
learning experience. Based on the inte-
grated theoretical framework, it is assumed
that goal accuracy is associated with test
performance, while its formation depends
on prior achievement and learning activity.
Thus, goal setting is conceptualized as a
dynamic process embedded in a sequence
of learning actions and feedback.

Analyzing such relationships requires a
research design that accounts for changes
in the behavior of the same learner over
time and the influence of prior experience
on subsequent decisions and outcomes.
Accordingly, this study uses panel data,
which makes it possible to track the dynam-
ics of goal setting and its accuracy across
tests. The aim of this study is to examine
the relationship between goal setting accu-
racy and academic performance, as well as
the factors associated with the formation of
realistic or unrealistic goals. The study ad-
dresses the following research questions:

* How is the act of setting a score-based
goal for a test related to the results of the
current test?

* How is goal setting accuracy in score-
based goals related to the results of the
current test?

* How are prior test results and instanc-
es of goal setting related to goal setting ac-
curacy in score-based goals?
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The next section presents the research
design and analytical strategy used to ad-
dress these questions.

Materials and methods

Research  design. Metacognitive
calibration is understood as the degree of
correspondence between subjective judg-
ments of knowledge and actual perfor-
mance (Bol, Hacker, 2012). In this study,
goal setting accuracy is operationalized as
the difference between the score-based
goal and the actual test result. The smaller
this difference, the higher the accuracy,
reflecting realistic self-assessment. Large
deviations, either overestimation or under-
estimation, are interpreted as indicators of
low metacognitive calibration.

Score-based goals represent a narrow
but precise metric that allows for quantita-
tive comparison between intentions and
outcomes (Bipp et al., 2015; Moeller et al.,
2012). This type of goal is widely used in
online courses (Clark et al., 2020; Wong et
al., 2019; Wong et al., 2021) and enables
a focus on the measurable aspect of goal
setting.

To analyze the relationship between pri-
or behavior and goal setting accuracy, pan-
el data collected in five waves were used.
At each stage, learners set a goal for an
upcoming test, then participated in learn-
ing activities over the course of a month
(webinars, assignments), after which they
completed the test.

Course description. The study was
conducted in a six-month online course
preparing students for the Unified State Ex-
am in literature. The course was fee-based
and took place outside the formal school
curriculum. It included 67 webinars (three
per week) covering key exam topics.

Goal setting was implemented as fol-
lows: after completing each practice test,
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learners were prompted to set a target
score they aimed to achieve on the next
test. This prompt appeared in their per-
sonal account within the Learning Man-
agement System (LMS) as an automated
notification: “What goal would you like to
set for the next test?” The learner indepen-
dently entered a numerical value from 0 to
100, which was stored in the system and
displayed upon subsequent logins until the
next test was taken. Thus, the set goal re-
mained constantly visible and could serve
as a reference point during preparation.

Goal setting was not mandatory: learn-
ers could choose not to set a goal without
any penalties or reminders. Course instruc-
tors deliberately did not intervene in this
process — they did not provide recommen-
dations on setting realistic or ambitious
goals and did not comment on the chosen
values. The entire procedure was designed
to ensure maximum learner autonomy,
eliminating external pressure or adjustment
to perceived instructor expectations. This
approach made it possible to collect data
on spontaneous, uninstructed goal setting,
reflecting individual strategies and subjec-
tive self-assessment.

The goal was recorded once between
two tests and could not be changed after
submission. This ensured measurement
stability and eliminated the effect of “ret-
rospective adjustment”. All goals were
automatically stored in the LMS database
alongside test scores and other learning
activities.

Sample. The study included 426 learn-
ers enrolled in the online course. The
sample consisted of 92% female and 8%
male participants. Learners’ ages ranged
from 16 to 18 years. Upon enroliment, all
participants signed a consent form allow-
ing their LMS data to be used for analysis
and publication within the study and were



Bowuos M.C., Anamosud K.A.,

letman A.B., Makanay M.C. (2026)
Mcuxonornyeckas Hayka v obpasosaHve,
31(2), 188-203.

Boitcov M.S., Adamovich K.A.,
Getman A.V., Pekeleu M.S. (2026)
Psychological Science and Education,
31(2), 188-203.

included in the sample. The data were
anonymized and structured in panel format
with five waves of observation, correspond-
ing to five completed tests and the preced-
ing preparation periods.

Variables. Academic performance was
measured by test score (0—100), and initial
proficiency by a pretest score. Goal-setting
behavior was a binary variable (“yes” /
“no”). Goal setting accuracy was defined
as a categorical variable with three values:
“accurate” (within £10 points of the actual
score); “underestimation” (goal < result
by more than 10 points); “overestimation”
(goal > result by more than 10 points). This
approach preserved the direction of error,
which is not possible when using the ab-
solute value of the difference. A single par-
ticipant could fall into different categories
across waves. Prior behavioral variables
included: previous test score, goal-setting
on the previous test, and the percentage
of webinars watched (calculated as the
proportion of viewed webinars out of those
available between two tests). Descriptive
statistics for the variables used in the study
are presented in Table 1.

Analytical strategy. Since the study
focuses on the dynamics of goal-setting

practices and their relationship with prior
learner behavior, the primary method of
analysis is panel regression with random
effects. This model was chosen because it
allows for the simultaneous consideration of
between-individual differences (differences
across learners) and within-individual
changes (changes within the same learner
across observation waves). This is critically
important when studying variables such as
goal setting and its accuracy, which may
vary for the same learner from test to test
(Baltagi, 2021; Hacker et al., 2008).

Random-effects models allow for cor-
rect estimation of relationships between key
variables in the presence of unobserved
individual heterogeneity — stable charac-
teristics such as self-regulation tenden-
cies, overall motivation level, thinking style,
etc., which could bias results in standard
regression models. Unlike fixed-effects
models, random-effects models allow for
generalization to the population level and
retain between-participant variation (Hsiao,
2007). The analysis was organized in three
stages corresponding to the three research
questions.

To address the first research question
— whether the act of goal setting is asso-

Table 1
Descriptive statistics

Numerical variables N Mean St. dev. Min. Max.
Current test score 1198 45,4 23,5 0 100
Pretest 1745 33,7 19,6 0 85
Percentage of viewed webinars 1704 45,8 41,0 0 100

Categorial variables N Share of total observations, %
Goal setting: yes 1026 48
Goal setting: no 1104 52
Goal setting accuracy: underestimated 237 28
Goal setting accuracy: estimated 267 31
correctly
Goal setting accuracy: overestimated 357 41
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ciated with current test performance — a
linear random-effects regression model
was used:

« Current test score (0—100) ~ goal-
setting (yes/no) + pretest score (0-100) +
percentage of webinars viewed (0—100%)

This model allows coefficients to be
interpreted both as differences between
learners who tend to set goals and those
who do not, and as within-individual chang-
es in performance when the same learner
starts or stops setting goals.

The second model tests the hypothesis
that goal setting accuracy is associated
with performance. A linear random-effects
regression was also used, with goal setting
accuracy as the key predictor:

« Current test score (0—100) ~ goal
setting accuracy (accurate — reference
category, overestimation, underestimation)
+ previous test score (0-100) + prior goal-
setting (yes/no) + pretest score (0-100) +
percentage of webinars viewed (0-100%)

This specification accounts for prior
performance and activity, which may be
related both to goal setting and subsequent
outcomes.

The third research question examines
the reverse direction: whether prior expe-
rience (performance, activity, goal setting)
is associated with how accurately learners
formulate subsequent goals. Since the de-
pendent variable (goal setting accuracy) is
categorical with three values, two separate
binary logistic random-effects models were
estimated:

» Goal setting accuracy (probability
of overestimation vs. accurate) ~ previous
test score (0—100) + prior goal-setting (yes/
no) + percentage of webinars viewed (0-
100%) + pretest score (0—100)

« Goal setting accuracy (probability of
underestimation vs. accurate) ~ previous
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test score + prior goal-setting + percentage
of webinars viewed (0-100%) + pretest
score (0—100)

This approach allows each type of de-
viation to be analyzed separately, which is
important because overestimation and un-
derestimation may have different psycho-
logical origins and consequences for learn-
ing behavior and motivation (Dunning et al.,
2003; Ng, Earl, 2008). Splitting the analysis
into two models enables precise interpreta-
tion of which behavioral or performance-re-
lated factors are associated with each type
of goal-setting error, avoiding information
loss inherent in a single multinomial model
with a common baseline category. This
analytical approach makes it possible not
only to identify stable relationships between
variables but also to clarify the direction of
these relationships: from behavior to goals
and from goals to outcomes. This provides
a deeper understanding of the mechanisms
through which goal setting may both facili-
tate and hinder academic success.

Thus, the analytical strategy is directly
aligned with the logic of the research
questions: first, the relationship between
goal-setting behavior and performance is
assessed; second, the role of goal setting
accuracy is examined; and finally, the re-
verse relationship is analyzed — the influ-
ence of prior experience on the formation
of goal accuracy. The next section presents
the results of the sequential testing of these
models.

Results

How is participation in goal-setting

practice related to current

test performance?

The results of the first stage of analysis
showed that the act of setting a score-based
goal is a significant predictor of the current
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test score (Table 2). Specifically, participa-
tion in goal-setting practice was associated
with an average increase of 6,55 points in
test performance (p < 0,001). In addition,
a one-point increase in the pretest score
was associated with a 0,39-point increase
in the current test score (p < 0,001). Final-
ly, a one-percentage-point increase in the
share of viewed webinars was associated
with a 0,18-point increase in the current
test score (p < 0,001). Importantly, these
results hold both for comparisons between
groups of learners (those who set goals
vs. those who did not, on average) and for
within-individual comparisons across ob-
servation waves.

How is goal setting accuracy

in score-based goals related

to current test performance?

The second stage of analysis showed
that goal setting accuracy is a significant
predictor of the current test score (Table 3).
Compared to the reference group of learn-
ers who accurately assessed their expected
results, those who tended to overestimate
their goals scored on average 19,26 points
lower (p < 0,001). Conversely, learners
who tended to underestimate themselves
scored on average 16,50 points higher than
the reference group (p < 0,001). Learners’

prior knowledge and course activity also
played an important role. A one-point in-
crease in the pretest score was associated
with a 0,25-point increase in the current
test score (p < 0,001). Similarly, a one-per-
centage-point increase in webinar viewing
was associated with a 0,07-point increase
in the test score (p < 0,001). Prior behavior
also mattered: a one-point increase in the
previous test score was associated with a
0,22-point increase in the current test score
(p < 0,001). In addition, learners who set
a score-based goal for the previous test
achieved significantly higher results, scor-
ing on average 2,82 points higher on the
current test than those who did not set a
goal in the previous wave (p < 0,05). These
results are also consistent both across
groups and within individuals across obser-
vation waves.

How are prior test result

and goal-setting behavior related

to goal setting accuracy

in score-based goals?

For learners who either overestimated
their goals or assessed them accurately,
the previous test score was a significant
predictor of goal setting accuracy, whereas
prior goal-setting behavior was not (Ta-
ble 4). A one-point increase in the previous

Table 2

Estimates of a linear random effects regression model of the relationship between
fact of goal setting and current test scores

Dependent variable — current test score

Variable Estimate Standard errors
Goal setting: yes 6,55 (1,56)
Pretest 0,39*** (0,04)
Percentage of viewed webinars 0,18*** (0,02)
Estimate 12,43 (2,18)

CkoppektupoanHbii R?/ Adjusted R?

0,157

Note: *** — p-value < 0,001.
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Table 3

Estimates of a linear random effects regression model of the relationship between
goal setting accuracy and current test scores

Dependent variable — current test score

Variable Estimate Standard errors

Goal setting accuracy: overestimated -19,26*** (1,29)
Goal setting accuracy: underestimated 16,50*** (1,38)
MPretest 0,25*** (0,03)
Percentage of viewed webinars 0,07*** (0,02)
Previous goal setting: yes 2,82* (1,11)
Previous test score 0,22*** (0,22)
Intercept 25,19*** (2,15)
Adjusted R? 0,531

Note: *** — p-value < 0,001; * — p-value < 0,05.

test score was associated with an increase
of 0,018 in the log-odds of overestimating
the goal (compared to accurate estimation)
(p < 0,001). Prior knowledge and learn-
ing activity also played an important role.
A one-point increase in the pretest score
was associated with a decrease of 0,020 in
the log-odds of overestimation (compared
to accurate estimation) (p < 0,001), and a
one-percentage-point increase in webinar

viewing was associated with a decrease
of 0,012 in the log-odds of overestimation
(p < 0,001).

At the same time, for learners who
either underestimated their goals or as-
sessed them accurately, neither prior goal-
setting behavior nor the previous test score
were significant predictors of goal setting
accuracy. The only statistically significant
independent variable associated with goal

Table 4

Estimates of a linear random effects regression model of the relationship
between prior learning behavior and goal setting accuracy

Dependent variable — goal setting accuracy
Variable Model 1. Estimatt?d accurately VS | Model 2. Estimate_d accurately VS
overestimated underestimated
Previous goal setting: yes -0,349 -0,170
(0,222) (0,227)
Previous test score 0,018*** 0,001
(0,007) (0,006)
Pretest —0,020*** —-0,002
(0,008) (0,007)
Percentage of viewed webinars —-0,012*** 0,008*
(0,003) (0,004)
Intercept 1,397 —-0,564
(0,405) (0,442)

Note: standard errors are shown in brackets; ***
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setting accuracy was the share of viewed
webinars. On average, a one-percentage-
point increase in webinar viewing increased
the log-odds of underestimation by 0,008
(p < 0,05).

The presented results confirm that goal
setting accuracy plays an independent role
in academic performance and is shaped by
prior experience. For a deeper understand-
ing of the observed patterns, it is necessary
to consider them in the context of Goal-Set-
ting Theory and Metacognitive Calibration
Theory, as well as to compare them with
findings from previous research.

Discussion

The analysis showed that learners
who formulate specific score-based goals
demonstrate higher performance both in
current and subsequent tests. These find-
ings are consistent with the propositions
of Goal-Setting Theory, which emphasizes
the importance of specific, measurable,
and optimally challenging goals (Locke,
Latham, 2013; Moeller et al., 2012). From
the perspective of the cultural-historical
and activity-based paradigm, this finding
can be explained by the fact that setting
a specific goal facilitates the internaliza-
tion of the learning task and the formation
of personal meaning in action (Galperin,
2002; Talyzina, 1998), which increases the
intentionality and effectiveness of learning
behavior. Thus, the goal-setting practice
implemented in the course is indeed asso-
ciated with academic success.

The relationship between overestima-
tion of goals and lower performance ap-
pears logical and aligns well with calibration
theory, which posits that inaccurate calibra-
tion may lead to overestimation of one’s
abilities and result in poorer outcomes due
to the selection of inappropriate learning

strategies (Alexander, 2013; Hattie, 2013;
Winne, Jamieson-Noel, 2002). Our data
confirm that this mechanism extends to
goal-setting practices: learners who over-
estimate their abilities tend to set overly
ambitious goals that not only fail to en-
hance motivation but also prove unattain-
able, negatively affecting their performance
(Dunlosky, Rawson, 2012; Hadwin, Web-
ster, 2013; Karaca et al., 2023; Muis et al.,
2016). The observed relationship between
accuracy and performance is consistent
with the idea that calibration has a distinct
metacognitive basis influencing strategy
selection and effort allocation, rather than
being reducible to “general ability” or mo-
tivation (Behrendt et al., 2024). From the
perspective of the theory of step-by-step
formation of mental actions, such overes-
timation may indicate an underdeveloped
orienting basis, where the learner lacks a
complete understanding of the task and
the conditions for its successful completion
(Galperin, 1985; Podolsky, 2017; Talyzina,
1998). In this case, the goal is not sup-
ported by an adequate internal plan, which
undermines the effectiveness of action.

At the same time, the observed positive
relationship between goal underestima-
tion and higher performance raises more
questions and requires a more nuanced
explanation. According to classical views
within calibration theory, underestimation
should lead to lower academic perfor-
mance (Hattie, 2013). One possible ex-
planation is that underestimation reflects
a mature metacognitive stance character-
ized by caution and self-monitoring. This is
consistent both with international research
emphasizing the compensatory nature of
underestimation (Hadwin, Webster, 2013)
and with Russian perspectives that view
developed reflexivity as a condition for
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voluntary regulation (Glazunov, Sidorov,
2017; Rubinstein, 2002). Moreover, in
line with the ideas of Tikhomirov and Ru-
binstein, moderate underestimation may
reflect a reflective control orientation, in
which the individual does not rely on intui-
tive judgments but actively monitors both
the process and the outcome of actions,
thereby ensuring their reliability.

It is important to note that a common
practice in the instructional design of on-
line courses is to encourage learners to
set ambitious and high goals in order to in-
crease motivation and academic achieve-
ment (Lent, 2019; Morisano et al., 2010;
Van Jaarsveld et al., 2025). However, the
results of this study suggest that such an
approach may not meet expectations and
may even be counterproductive for some
learners. The formation of an adequate
goal requires engaging the learner in full-
fledged learning activity, where the goal is
not externally imposed but emerges as an
internally appropriated motive (Leontiev,
2001; Talyzina, 1998). Therefore, sim-
ply adopting “high” goals without proper
awareness of one’s capabilities cannot be
effective. These findings highlight the im-
portance of developing and implementing
interventions aimed at fostering accurate
self-assessment and appropriate calibra-
tion of goals, as well as teaching effective
goal-setting strategies.

The relationship between learners’ prior
behavior and goal setting accuracy was
also analyzed. The model in which the de-
pendent variable was goal setting accuracy
with the categories “accurate” and “over-
estimation” produced results substantially
different from the model comparing “ac-
curate” and “underestimation.” Specifically,
the first model shows that a high score on
the previous test increases the likelihood

198

of goal overestimation, whereas course
activity (measured by webinar viewing)
and a high level of prior knowledge (pretest
score) reduce this likelihood. At the same
time, the fact of having set a goal for the
previous test was not a significant predictor
of overestimation. This pattern may reflect
a disruption of reflective control following
situational success. According to Talyzina
(1998), excessive confidence combined
with insufficient awareness may distort the
internal model of the task and lead to inad-
equate goal setting.

These results suggest that past success
may generate unwarranted confidence,
which can lead to insufficient preparation
for subsequent tests (Hattie, 2013; Ng,
Earl, 2008). However, the mitigating effect
of prior knowledge and course activity on
goal overestimation indicates that active
engagement in learning and a higher level
of prior knowledge can help counteract the
tendency to overestimate goals. This sug-
gests that even learners with high academ-
ic performance benefit from actively moni-
toring their learning process and adjusting
their expectations based on concrete evi-
dence (Dinsmore, Parkinson, 2013).

In contrast, the model estimating the
probability of goal underestimation com-
pared to accurate goal setting did not reveal
significant relationships with prior learner
behavior or pretest performance. The only
significant predictor of underestimation was
the proportion of webinars viewed, which
may indicate that active engagement in
the learning process contributes to a more
conservative and possibly more cautious
assessment of one’s abilities.

This result for the underestimation
model can be explained within calibration
theory as follows: underestimation of one’s
abilities is not necessarily related to the ob-
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jective level of knowledge or prior success
but may reflect a self-regulation strategy
aimed at reducing anxiety and maintaining
motivation by setting more attainable goals
(Muis et al., 2016). Active participation in
learning activities, such as watching webi-
nars, may contribute to the development
of a more realistic and possibly more criti-
cal self-assessment, leading to lower but
more pragmatic goal setting (Hacker et al.,
2008). Thus, underestimation may func-
tion as an adaptive mechanism that allows
learners to maintain motivation and avoid
disappointment, even if it is not directly
linked to objective indicators of their prior
academic performance.

Conclusions

The present study established rela-
tionships between goal setting accuracy,
learners’ prior experience, and their aca-
demic performance. The findings con-
firmed that goal setting accuracy is a
significant predictor of academic achieve-
ment: overestimation of one’s abilities
and the setting of excessively ambitious
goals are associated with a substantial
decrease in test performance. At the
same time, learners’ prior experience
influenced the likelihood of goal overes-
timation but was not a significant factor
associated with the tendency to underes-
timate goals. These findings are relevant
both for researchers in the field of goal-
setting theory and practice, highlighting
the importance of accurate calibration of
one’s abilities in the goal-setting process,
and for educators and designers of edu-
cational interventions aimed at improving
the effectiveness of learning.

Limitations. It's important to acknowl-
edge the limitations of this study. Firstly,

the research was conducted within the con-
text of a single literature course. While the
subject-matter specifics are not expected
to significantly impact the goal-setting pro-
cess within the context of this study, this
fact limits the generalizability of the results,
and their interpretation should be under-
taken with a degree of caution.

Secondly, the sample predominantly
consists of female students. This is due to
the fact that girls more frequently choose to
take the Unified State Exam (EGE) in Liter-
ature and, consequently, more often attend
preparation courses for this exam (Zamyat-
nina, 2017). Given the evidence suggesting
potential gender differences in goal-setting
processes, the obtained results may reflect
the specific characteristics of the female
student group (Brandts et al., 2021). This
imposes limitations on the possibility of
generalizing them to a broader context. In
light of this, verifying the identified relation-
ships on a more gender-balanced sample
represents a promising avenue for future
research.

Finally, the study did not consider im-
portant psychological factors such as stu-
dent motivation and self-efficacy, which
are traditionally associated with the goal-
setting process and can influence its dy-
namics (Saks, 2024). The decision to forgo
the use of survey methods and observa-
tions to measure these constructs was a
conscious choice, aimed at expanding the
sample size and ensuring a robust panel
design. That said, the panel regression with
random effects accounts for the heteroge-
neity of unobserved variables, allowing us
to omit motivation and self-efficacy in this
analysis (Baltagi, 2021). Nevertheless,
including these factors in future research
could enhance the completeness of our un-
derstanding of goal-setting processes.
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