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Based on a multidimensional definition of academic expectations (AEs), the 
authors examine students’ AE component scores across countries and genders. 
Two samples (343 Portuguese and 358 Spanish students) completed the  
Academic Perceptions Questionnaire (APQ) six months after enrolling in their 
universities. Factorial invariance was ensured across countries and genders, 
allowing us to study AEs using the APQ for both genders and in both countries. 
No significant differences in factor means were found between countries, 
indicating that AEs are not an obstacle to student mobility. Gender differences 
were found in some AE factor means, Training for employment, Personal and 
social development, Student mobility, Political engagement and citizenship, and 
Social pressure, with males exhibiting higher scores. Because these differences 
are not supported by most literature in this domain, further studies are needed to 
clarify the causes of women’s lower expectations and, therefore, risk of  
adaptation difficulties. 
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Introduction 
Adapting to higher education (HE) is an ongoing process determined by not only stu- 
dents’ pre-college characteristics but also how they cope with the many challenges they 
face in their new academic and social environments. Research on the transition and 
adjustment to HE has produced various descriptive and explanatory models of 
student academic success. Whereas some studies focus on students’ personal character- 
istics (Krumrei-Mancuso et al. 2013; Soares et al. 2009), others stress the importance of 
the environment, including the institution’s climate, student services, and curricula 
(Pascarella and Terenzini 2005; Tinto 2010). 

The current study focuses on academic expectations (AEs), which is one of the 
many personal variables that impact students’ adjustment and success. This construct 
includes motivations and cognitions, such as students’ perceptions, aspirations, and 
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desires related to their learning experiences and development in HE. Because AEs are 
associated with students’ past academic experiences and future prospects, they predict 
students’ adjustment, success, and engagement with and commitment to their academic 
and extracurricular activities (Baker, McNeil, and Siryk 1985; Kuh et al. 2008; Pascar- 
ella and Terenzini 2005; Smith and Wertlieb 2005). 

AEs are the origins of students’ aspirations and investments in the various areas of 
learning and development in HE. Thus, many researchers suggest that AEs is a multi- 
dimensional construct (Baker, McNeil, and Siryk 1985; Goodboy and Myers 2008; 
Kuh et al. 2008). Following this multidimensional approach to the definition of expec- 
tations, we propose assessing AEs according to the following seven categories (Deaño 
et al. 2015): (1) Training for employment, which involves students’ education and train- 
ing in HE with respect to career development and the transition into the labour market, 
as well as their desire for a prestigious occupation and professional success; (2) Per- 
sonal and social development, which involves internal psychological traits, such as 
identity, autonomy, responsibility, self-confidence, and self-efficacy; (3) Student mobi- 
lity, which includes students’ aspirations to participate in student exchange pro- 
grammes, take classes abroad, and participate in internships in other countries to 
obtain an internationally recognised education and degree; (4) Political engagement 
and citizenship, which entails aspirations to transform society, engage in volunteer 
work, and help others; (5) Social pressure, which includes students’ desire to meet 
family and friends’ expectations and reciprocate society’s investment in their edu- 
cation; (6) Quality of education, which involves developing scientific content, partici- 
pating in scientific activities, and engaging in research experiences related to their 
academic interests; and (7) Social interaction, which involves the desire to participate 
in student social activities and to recreational or leisure extracurricular activities on 
campus. 

Research indicates that AEs are influenced by personal characteristics, especially 
gender. However, the findings are inconsistent. Further research must clarify gender 
differences in students’ expectations regarding their personal experiences of HE. 

Studies suggest that women have higher expectations regarding college and attain- 
ing a more qualified job than men (Mau and Bikos 2000; Mello 2008), as reflected in 
women’s higher enrolment rate and achievement in HE (Goldin, Katz, and Kuziemko 
2006; Hayes and Richardson 1995; Wells, Seifert, and Saunders 2013). Other studies 
show that women are more attached to and emotionally dependent on their families 
and friends during their first year of HE, which may negatively impact their autonomy 
and interest in international mobility programmes, participation in scientific activities 
conducted by their teachers, or involvement in activities that promote political engage- 
ment or leadership (López 2014; Sax and Harper 2007; Zeldin, Britner, and Pajares 
2008). Women’s increased degree of emotional dependency on family and desire to 
satisfy their parents’ expectations may be related to their decision to enrol in institutions 
located close to home so that they can balance education and family responsibilities. 
Women also dedicate more time to studying and are more committed to attaining  
their degree than men (Dwyer, Hodson, and McCloud 2013; Wells, Seifert, and 
Saunders 2013). Moreover, women engage in more frequent and positive social inter- 
actions than men (Gibson and Lawrence 2010; Sax, Bryant, and Harper 2005), develop 
higher levels of social commitment and engage in volunteer activities that benefit others 
more frequently than men (Dwyer, Hodson, and McCloud 2013; Hu and Wolniak 2013; 
Sax and Harper 2007). However, men seem to benefit more from their social inter- 
actions  in  the  social  and  political spheres.  They are  more  active  in  political and 
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student association activities due to their more positive self-evaluations of leadership 
skills and competitiveness (Sax, Bryant, and Harper 2005; Sax and Harper 2007). 

 
 
The current study 
In this study, we aim to examine differences in first-year students’ expectations of HE in 
two countries, Spain (northwest) and Portugal (north). These two regions constitute a 
geographical trans-border Euro-region called Galicia-Northern Portugal. They have 
common historical ties and similar economic, sociocultural, and linguistic character- 
istics (Díaz 2007; Xunta de Galicia 2014). This specific Euro-region is characterised 
by many systems of collaboration and cooperation in the field of HE, such as exchange 
programmes, student and teacher mobility (IACOBUS), work communities (Galicia- 
Northern Portugal Work Community), and study centres (Centre of Euro Regional 
Studies Galicia-Northern Portugal). 

Research on the quality of students’ experiences in mobility programmes must 
employ measures with structural validity and cultural equivalence in the assessed 
dimensions. In addition, gender differentiates students’ motivations,  expectations, 
and adjustment to college and, therefore, should be taken into account in studies. 
Thus, the measures should also be gender-invariant. Thus, in the current study, we 
aim to establish the cultural equivalence and gender invariance of the Academic Per- 
ceptions Questionnaire (APQ) as preconditions for the analysis of gender-related and 
country-specific differences in students’ AEs. 

 

Method 
Participants 

A sample of 701 Portuguese (Minho) (n = 343) and Spanish (Galician) (n = 358) first- 
year college students (ages ranging from 17 to 23 years; Mdn = 19) volunteered to par- 
ticipate in this study (students older than 23 years were excluded). The sample was 
mostly composed of women (63.3%, n = 444) and was selected from two public univer- 
sities (one in northern Portugal and one in northern Spain) using convenience sampling. 
No association was found between the observed variables, gender, and university (χ2 = 
0.96, df = 1, p = ns). 

 
 

Instrument 
Students’ AEs were measured using the APQ (Deaño et al. 2015). This instrument con- 
tains 42 items that are organised into 7 subscales: Training for employment (F1, 8 
items), Personal and social development (F2, 8 items), Student mobility (F3,  8 
items), Political  engagement  and  citizenship  (F4,  6  items),  Social  pressure  (F5, 
4 items), Quality of education (F6, 4 items), and Social interaction (F7, 4 items). Stu- 
dents responded to each question on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 

 
 

Data collection and analysis 
At the beginning of the second semester, we obtained teachers’ permission and stu- 
dents’  informed  consent  to  voluntarily  participate  in  the  study.  Then,  data were 
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collected in the classroom. Students were selected to ensure heterogeneity of major 
subjects. 

The IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows (version 22.0) was used for descriptive data 
analysis. Missing values were substituted by the respective distributional median. The 
APQ seven-factor oblique model was tested using LISREL 8.80 (Jöreskog and Sörbom 
2006). Model testing with ordered categorical data in LISREL 8, such as the data gen- 
erated with the APQ items, implies a specific type of parameterisation (Millsap and 
Yun-Tein 2004). In PRELIS 2 (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1996), the items underlying 
latent continuous and normal responses cut by m – 1 threshold parameters (m = 
number of response options) are used to produce the means and the polychoric covari- 
ances of the observed variables and their asymptotic covariances. The first two 
thresholds are fixed to zero and one, respectively, and the others are estimated. 

Model estimation was performed with the SIMPLIS command language (Jöreskog 
and Sörbom 1993) using the robust Satorra–Bentler scaled correction for maximum 
likelihood (Satorra and Bentler 1994). To assign the units of measurement to each 
APQ factor, we fixed the path of one of its items to  one. 

To test the factorial invariance of ordered categorical data across groups (Millsap 
and Yun-Tein 2004), we must first estimate the means and covariances of each 
group’s latent continuous and normal counterparts in PRELIS 2 under fixed thresholds 
to the pooled thresholds estimated in the combined group. In a second step, the means 
and the covariance matrices of this multi-group analysis are entered into LISREL 8 to 
test the model of interest. 

A multi-group factorial invariance analysis typically begins with the study of the 
model’s configural or form invariance, with all parameters freely estimated across 
groups. This baseline model is used to test more restrictive conditions across groups, 
namely, weak, strong, and strict invariance (Meredith 1993), to guarantee model 
equivalence at the measurement level. For weak invariance, factor loadings should  
be equivalent across groups, and all other model parameters are freely estimated.  
This model is compared with the form invariant model. For strong invariance to be 
achieved, factor loadings plus fitted means or intercepts (values of each item corre- 
sponding to the zero value of the factor) should be equivalent across groups. This 
model is compared with the weak invariant model. To achieve strict invariance, 
researchers should make factor loadings, intercepts, and residuals equivalent across 
groups. This model is compared with the strong invariant model. If strong invariance 
is attained, the measurement scales have the same unit of measurement and origin 
across groups, thereby allowing for the testing of invariance in factor means across 
groups (Cheung and Rensvold 2002). This model is compared with the strong invariant 
model. In factor means comparisons across groups using LISREL 8, the mean of the 
first group is fixed to zero, and the other group means are estimated (Jöreskog and 
Sörbom 1993). To complete the factorial invariance analysis at the factor level, 
researchers should conduct a test of the invariance of factor variances and covariances, 
and the models should be compared with the weak invariant model (Cheung and 
Rensvold 2002). In this research, we conducted an omnibus test of factor variances 
and covariances, as suggested by Vanderberg and Lance (2000). 

In testing factorial invariance, model fit is typically assessed based on goodness- 
of-fit (GOF) statistics and the χ2 difference (Δ) (Bollen 1989; Satorra and Bentler 
2001) between a restricted model (a model with specific parameters constrained to   
be equal across groups) and a full model (a model in which parameters are uncon- 
strained for all groups). However, in tests of the invariance of a very large model 
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with a medium to large sample, such as our model, the Δχ2 test would be high and stat- 
istically significant because of its excessive sensitivity to sample size (Bentler and 
Bonett 1980). Accordingly, it would inappropriately lead to model rejection (Type I 
error). Therefore, scholars recommend the use of ΔCFI to overcome this problem 
(Cheung and Rensvold 2002): a ΔCFI value between a restricted model and a full 
model less than −.01 indicates non-invariance of the restricted  model. 

Meanwhile, the fit of the restricted model to the empirical data was examined using 
the following GOF practical (or heuristic) indices and respective cut-off values: the 
relative or normed chi-square (χ2/df), with a value equal to or less than 3 indicating    
a good fit (Iacobucci 2009); the comparative fit index (CFI), with .90 representing an 
acceptable model (by convention) and close to or above .95 indicating a good fit    
(Hu and Bentler 1999); and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), 
with values close to or below .06 representing a good fit (Hu and Bentler 1999) and 
close to or below .08 indicating an acceptable fit (Browne and Cudeck  1993). 

Finally, before testing the APQ model differences in factor means across genders, 
we assessed the structural validity of the APQ following a two-step modelling approach 
(Anderson and Gerbing 1988; Jöreskog and Sörbom 1993). The MLSB estimates for the 
within-group completely standardised solution of the weak invariant model allowed us 
to examine factor convergent (CV) and discriminant (DV) validity, as well as their 
composite reliability (CR) (Fornell and Larcker 1981) for both men and women. 
Factor CV was assessed by the items’ average variance extracted (AVE), which 
should be at least .50. Factor DV was assessed by comparing the shared variance (j2;  
squared  disattenuated  correlation)  between  any  two  factors  and  the  AVE  of each 
factor: the values of the former should be lower than those of the latter. Factor 
reliability is deemed acceptable for group comparisons when it reaches .80 (Nunnally 
and Bernstein 1994). 

 
 

Results 
Table 1 shows that the factorial invariance of the APQ 7-factor oblique model across 
countries and genders was achieved at both the measurement level (M1–M4) and the 
factor level (M5 and M6). 

We ensured model equivalence across countries (with no significant differences in 
factor means between countries: ranging from T = 0.13 to T = 1.80) and focused on 
model substantive results across gender. Table 2 presents the content of the APQ 
items and some psychometric properties of the instrument. 

Table 2 indicates that all items adequately represented their respective factors for 
both men and women. The results also revealed satisfactory CV (AVE) and CR for  
F1 to F5, with F5 showing that men’s scores were slightly below the desired values. 
Moreover, the AVE and CR results were below the desired values for F6 (for men) 
and F7 (for women). 

Tables 2 and 3 show that all factor DVs were ensured for women, except for the 
pairs  F2–F4  (j2 = .50)  and  F4–F6  (j2 = .55),  which  revealed  minor  DV  problems 
due to factor CV in F4 (AVE = .53; see Table 2). For men, the following pairs of 
factors  showed  excessive  shared  variance considering  their  AVE:  F2–F4  (j2 = .66), 
F2–F5 (j2 = .76), F2–F6 (j2 = .74), F4–F5 (j2 = .50), F4–F6 (j2 = .56), and F5–F6 
(j2 = .62). Note that the pairs F4–F5 and F4–F6 exhibited smaller DV problems than 
the other pairs because their shared variance was lower than and equal to, respectively, 
the CV value obtained in F4 (AVE = .56; see Table 2). 
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Table 1.    APQ 7-factor oblique model: factorial invariance across countries and gender. 
 

Model SBχ
2/df Ratio SBχ

2/df CFI RMSEA ΔCFI(Models) 

Countries      
M1 3565.14/1596 2.23 .930 .059 – 
M2 3753.85/1631 2.30 .929 .061 −.001(M2–M1) 

M3 4081.58/1673 2.44 .924 .064 −.005(M3–M2) 

M4 4559.94/1715 2.66 .919 .069 −.005(M4–M3) 

M5 3924.72/1659 2.37 .927 .063 −.002(M5–M2) 

M6 3953.95/1666 2.37 .926 .063 .002(M6–M3) 

Gender      
M1 2931.01/1596 1.84 .983 .052 – 
M2 3084.26/1631 1.90 .981 .053 −.002(M2–M1) 

M3 3260.13/1673 1.95 .980 .055 −.001(M3–M2) 

M4 3224.27/1715 1.88 .981 .050 .001(M4–M3) 

M5 3162.32/1659 1.91 .981 .051 .000(M5–M2) 

M6 3212.72/1666 1.93 .980 .052 .000(M6–M3) 

Abbreviations: SB – Satorra–Bentler, CFI – comparative fit index, RMSEA – root mean square error of 
approximation, Δ – difference between tested model and baseline model, M1 – form invariance, M2 – factor 
loadings invariance (weak), M3 – M2 plus intercepts invariance (strong), M4 – M3 plus residual invariance 
(strict), M5 – M2 plus factor variance and covariance invariance, M6 – M3 plus factor means invariance. 

 

Between-group differences in the means of five factors were significant (Table 4). 
Men exhibited higher factor means than women on Training for employment, Personal 
and social development, Student mobility, Political and citizenship involvement, and 
Social pressure. These differences are most notable for Training for employment, 
Student mobility, and Political and citizenship involvement, while a similar mean  
was identified for Quality of education. Furthermore, although women presented 
higher Social interaction scores, the results were not statistically significant. 

 
 

Discussion 
The results of the current study showed that the APQ 7-factor oblique model (Deaño 
et al. 2015) was fully invariant at the measurement and factor levels across Portuguese 
and Spanish first-year college students. Namely, strict invariance (Meredith 1993) was 
achieved, indicating no translation problems between the two linguistic versions. 

The model was also fully invariant for both men and women. According to the weak 
and strong invariance obtained (Meredith 1993), the factors represent the same 
constructs and are manifested in the same way in men and women, with the same 
cross-gender differences. Moreover, the observed invariance of factor variance and 
covariance indicates that construct variability and interrelationships are the same for 
male and female students. 

Meanwhile, all factors presented an adequate operational definition (convergent 
validity and composite reliability; Fornell and Larcker 1981), with the exception of 
the factors Quality of education for men and Social interaction for women. A different 
pattern of factor discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker 1981) was identified 
between women and men. Specifically, among women, problems were  noted  
between Political engagement and Quality of education, whereas among men, problems 
were found between Social pressure and Quality of education and between Personal 
and social development and three factors, Political engagement, Social pressure,  and 
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Table 2. APQ 7-factor oblique model: maximum likelihood estimates, average variance 
extracted, and composite reliability by gender. 

 

Men 
(n = 257) 

 

Women 
(n = 444) 

 
  

Item (factor) β R2 
Β R2

 
 

1. Achieve a prestigious profession. (F1) .65 .42 .63 .40 
7. Have better career opportunities. .72 .52 .77 .59 
10. Increase the possibility of finding a job. .82 .67 .82 .67 
14. Obtain training to achieve a good job. .84 .71 .80 .64 
17. Qualify to achieve professional success. .87 .76 .82 .67 
21. Ensure a successful professional career. .82 .67 .80 .64 
27. Obtain training for desired profession. .86 .74 .80 .64 
28. Achieve in service training to facilitate access to work. .77 .59 .65 .42 
Average variance extracted (AVE) .64  .59  
Composite reliability (CR) .95  .92  
11. Improve my identity, autonomy and self-confidence. (F2) .72 .52 .66 .44 
19. Develop my personality traits. .75 .56 .67 .45 
23. Gain self-confidence in my potential. .81 .66 .79 .62 
26. Have goals in life .71 .50 .73 .53 
30. Have friends who help me overcome difficulties. .72 .52 .65 .42 
31. Deal autonomously with life’s difficulties. .77 .59 .72 .52 
35. Acquire skills to be a responsible adult. .80 .64 .75 .56 
36. Engage in new experiences in life. .73 .53 .69 .48 
Average variance extracted (AVE) .57  .50  
Composite reliability (CR) .91  .89  
2. Feel that I am at a university that seeks to become international. .61 .37 .60 .36 

(F3)     
5. Participate in student exchange programmes. .78 .61 .79 .62 
15. Accomplish a stay in another country. .80 .64 .85 .72 
18. Feel that I am at a university that favours  mobility.  .63 .40 .65 .42 
20. Obtain training that allows me to achieve international .78 .61 .79 .62 

employment.     
22. Obtain international quality training. .70 .49 .72 .52 
29. Spend some of my study time in another  country. .82 .67 .83 .69 
41. Achieve an international title. .79 .62 .82 .67 
Average variance extracted (AVE) .55  .58  
Composite reliability (CR) .91  .92  
8. Contribute to improving the world and society. (F4) .76 .58 .73 .53 
12. Solve problems that disadvantaged people face. .76 .58 .70 .49 
13. Develop a critical view of the world. .75 .56 .76 .58 
16. Participate in volunteer activities. .66 .44 .60 .36 
25. Be an educated citizen committed to society. .77 .59 .77 .59 
38. Contribute to the improvement of the human condition. .77 .59 .78 .61 
Average variance extracted (AVE) .56  .53  
Composite reliability (CR) .88  .87  
6. Meet my family’s expectations. (F5) .68 .46 .74 .55 
32. Not obtain worse grades than other classmates. .62 .38 .61 .37 
34. Not disappoint my family or friends because of my  grades. .79 .62 .82 .67 
37. Seize the educational opportunity provided by my family. .69 .48 .66 .44 
Average variance extracted (AVE) .49  .51  

(Continued .) 
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Table 2.   (Continued)  

 
Men 

(n = 257) 

 
 

Women 
(n = 444) 

 

Item (factor) β R2
  Β R2

 

Composite reliability (CR) .79  .80  
33. Participate in debates or scientific conferences. (F6) .60 .36 .62 .38 
39. Deepen my knowledge of specific subjects. .70 .49 .80 .64 
40. Participate in research projects. .63 .40 .70 .49 
42. Correspond to society’s investment in higher  education. .67 .45 .72 .52 
Average variance extracted (AVE) .42  .51  
Composite reliability (CR) .75  .80  
3. Enjoy living with others and having fun.  (F7) .77 .59 .76 .58 
4. Engage in extracurricular activities. .83 .69 .68 .46 
9. Establish a weekly schedule that allows for other activities. .66 .44 .56 .31 
24. Attend university student parties. .57 .32 .50 .25 
Average variance extracted (AVE) .51  .40  
Composite reliability (CR) .80  .72  
Note: Within-group results from the completely standardised solution of the weak invariant model. 
Abbreviations: F1 – Training for employment, F2 – Personal and social development, F3 – Student 
mobility, F4 – Political and citizenship involvement, F5 – Social pressure, F6 – Quality of education, F7 – 
Social interaction. β = standardised factor loading (with p < .001); R2 (communality) = 1 – ε (standardised 
residual). 

 
 

Table 3.    APQ 7-factor oblique model: disattenuated correlations by gender. 
 

 Men (n = 257)  

Factor F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 

F1 1.00       
F2 0.70 1.00      
F3 0.57 0.59 1.00     
F4 0.44 0.81 0.48 1.00    
F5 0.60 0.87 0.49 0.71 1.00   
F6 0.72 0.86 0.66 0.75 0.79 1.00  
F7 0.49 0.65 0.51 0.55 0.60 0.49 1.00 
    Women (n = 444)    
Factor F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 

F1 1.00       
F2 0.68 1.00      
F3 0.46 0.48 1.00     
F4 0.47 0.71 0.44 1.00    
F5 0.36 0.65 0.31 0.43 1.00   
F6 0.52 0.64 0.48 0.74 0.43 1.00  
F7 0.49 0.57 0.64 0.46 0.37 0.40 1.00 

Notes: Within-group data from the completely standardised solution of the weak invariant model. All 
disattenuated correlations (j) < .001. 
Abbreviations: F1 – Training for employment, F2 – Personal and social development, F3 – Student 
mobility, F4 – Political and citizenship involvement, F5 – Social pressure, F6 – Quality of education, F7 – 
Social interaction. 



9 
 

 

Table 4.    APQ 7-factor oblique model: comparisons of factor means by gender. 
 

 Men  Women  
(n = 257)  (n = 444) 

Factor M  M SE T 

Training for employment (F1) .00  −.31 .06 −5.19***  
Personal and social development (F2) .00  −.11 .05 −2.01* 
Student mobility (F3) .00  −.17 .05 −3.05** 
Political engagement and citizenship (F4) .00  −.15 .05 −3.52***  
Social pressure (F5) .00  −.16 .08 −1.97* 
Quality of education (F6) .00  −.05 .06 −0.87 
Social interaction (F7) .00 .11 .08 1.33 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
Note: Data from the model with strong invariance plus invariance of factor means. 

 

 
Quality of education. Identical psychometric problems with the APQ were observed in 
the study conducted by Deaño et al. (2015). Overall, the current study results indicate 
that the negative psychometric aspects of the APQ are manifested more strongly for 
men than women. 

The results also suggest significant gender differences in AEs. Men had higher 
expectations than women in five of the seven dimensions, and this difference was 
most evident in Training for employment and Political engagement. Moreover, some 
of these differences conflict with previous studies that found that women expressed 
higher expectations with respect to training to achieve future employment than men 
(Mau and Bikos 2000; Mello 2008). These divergent results may be due to  the 
timing of the AEs assessment in this study compared to that in the cited studies, as 
this study measured expectations after the students had completed the first academic 
semester. Accordingly, based on their experiences and given the instrumental nature 
of the dimension, women may have adjusted their initial expectations for future 
employment more than men (Conde et al. 2014). The finding that men have higher 
expectations of participating in political activities and student associations is consistent 
with the results of other studies (Sax, Bryant, and Harper 2005; Sax and Harper 2007) 
and men’s higher levels of self-efficacy regarding their capacity for leadership and com- 
petitiveness, as these aspects are more closely tied to personal characteristics than to the 
instrumentality of the aspirations assessed. 

Some differences, although not as obvious, were also found in Student mobility, 
Personal and social development, and Social pressure, with men exhibiting higher 
scores than women. As expected, and in accordance with the findings of previous 
studies on college students’ personal characteristics, the current study found that 
women had slightly lower expectations regarding mobility and autonomy than men 
(López 2014; Sax and Harper 2007; Zeldin, Britner, and Pajares 2008) due to their 
greater emotional dependence on family and friends during their first year of HE. 
Men’s higher scores on Personal and social development may be due to the over-esti- 
mation bias that men frequently show when reporting their competencies and self-effi- 
cacy (López 2014; Sander 2009; Zeldin, Britner, and Pajares 2008) and the socially 
constructed stereotype that men are status strivers and leaders (Sax  and  Harper 
2007). However, the results are not consistent with studies showing that women feel 
greater pressure to complete their studies because of family responsibilities than  men 
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(Dwyer, Hodson, and McCloud 2013; Wells, Seifert, and Saunders 2013); rather, they 
reveal that men and women experience a similar level of pressure. 

Finally, no gender differences were observed in Quality of education or Social inter- 
action. This result is striking given that previous studies emphasise women’s greater 
need to seek support from others, thus implying  that women engage in positive  
social interactions more frequently than men (Gibson and Lawrence 2010; Sax, 
Bryant, and Harper 2005). 

These gender differences are not easily interpretable. They may be caused by the 
interaction of sociocultural factors, students’ individual characteristics, the organisation 
of the institutions and the interactions (academic and non-academic) between agents in 
these contexts (teachers and peers) (Hayes and Richardson 1995; Shaw 2013; Whitt  
et al. 2003). Moreover, the differences may result from the fact that the data were col- 
lected after a full academic term. During the first semester, women may have modified 
their initially high expectations, adjusting them to the reality of their institutional and 
academic environment and their own experiences in this context (Cook and Leckey 
1999; Goldfinch and Hughes 2007). This adjustment may have led to their lower 
scores on factors such as Training for employment and Student mobility, which, in 
this case, may be considered more realistic than the scores obtained by men (Conde  
et al. 2014). 

 
 

Concluding comments 
In the present study, there were no differences in the interpretation of the model of mul- 
tidimensional functioning of AEs in the seven assessed dimensions of expectations, and 
there were no factor means differences between Galician and northern Portuguese stu- 
dents’ results. These findings suggest a significant similarity between students of the 
two regions; thus, AEs do not seem to be an obstacle for student mobility between  
the two universities in this Euro-region. 

Another highlight of this study is the evidence of gender invariance in the APQ, 
which allows for gender comparisons of students’ AEs. The results of these compari- 
sons in our study showed that women exhibit lower AEs on five of the seven assessed 
dimensions, specifically, Training for employment, Personal and social development, 
Student mobility, Political engagement and citizenship, and Social pressure. As AEs 
are related to students’ success and persistence in college, interventions should 
address women’s lower AEs at the end of the first year and resulting higher risk of dis- 
satisfaction and attrition. Further studies are needed to understand the causes of these 
differences and to support educational practices that promote gender equality in HE. 

The interpretations of the findings of this study are limited by certain methodologi- 
cal considerations, which indicate avenues for further research. First, the AEs factors 
included in the questionnaire must be more accurately defined and the number of 
items used to assess each of these factors, namely, Quality of education and Social 
interaction, must be extended. Furthermore, with respect to the factors Personal and 
social development, Political engagement, Social pressure, and Quality of education, 
the differences in scores that favour men should be interpreted with caution due to  
the limitations in discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker 1981) identified for   
these factors, particularly the last three. 

Longitudinal studies may reveal that men and women have the same pattern of 
expectations at the beginning of their college education and any changes in these expec- 
tations during the first year of college. Many authors suggest that students access  HE 
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with excessive or fantasy-based expectations and that these expectations decline as they 
advance in their academic career (Goldfinch and Hughes 2007). Women may more 
quickly perceive the challenges and real conditions of their institution and degree   
and adjust their behaviour accordingly, reducing their initial AEs (Cook and Leckey 
1999; Howard 2005). In addition, previous studies show that in the beginning of   
their HE, women exhibit high expectations with respect to economic benefits, employ- 
ment, and job prospects. However, during the initial months of their HE, their expec- 
tations change and they begin to place more value on personal growth and fulfilment 
(Conde et al. 2014; Shaw 2013). 

Another explanation for these differences is the prevalence of men in their first year 
of college dropping out at the beginning of the academic year (Wells, Seifert, and Saun- 
ders 2013). Because the data for this study were collected in the sixth month of the aca- 
demic year, the men who dropped out were likely those who had low AEs, resulting in 
higher baseline scores of the men who participated in the study. Moreover, the data 
were collected during class. Because men and women’s attendance rates may differ, 

men with low AEs and less engagement in school may not be represented in this study. 
Finally, to avoid problems regarding the internal validity of this study (Shadish, 

Cook, and Campbell 2001), we performed a test of mean differences across groups 
after we assessed the APQ’s structural validity (Anderson and Gerbing 1988; Jöreskog 
and Sörbom 1993; Fornell and Larcker 1981) and verified its strong invariance (Cheung 
and Rensvold 2002; Meredith 1993). However, these control procedures were not suf- 

ficient to avoid threats to the external validity of the study’s statistical conclusions 
(Shadish, Cook, and Campbell 2001). The generalisation of the results is limited 

because a convenience sample was used in this study. This limitation can be overcome 
only through a replication process with other non-probabilistic samples or a represen- 
tative sample. 
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