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Abstract

This qualitative investigation inductively identifies and describes the psychologi-

cal parameters of middle-school students� social and academic goals. Data were col-

lected from 86 students during 114 interviews and 24 structured observation periods.

Inductive content analyses of the interview and observation data identified eight dis-

tinct motivational goals that students espoused for their academic achievement.

These comprised three academic and five social goals. The analyses also identified:

(a) each of these goals in terms of their component behaviours, affects, and cogni-

tions, (b) that students did not hold these goals in isolation, and (c) that students�
multiple goals interacted in conflicting, converging, and compensatory ways to influ-

ence students� academic motivation and performance.
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1. Introduction

Much of the literature addressing students� motivational goals has used

an a priori approach to the identification of students� goals. Typically,

this has meant that researchers have postulated, in advance, the existence
of certain goals and then attempted to validate these goals through the

use of psychometric research techniques (Bong, 1996). Such an approach

to investigating students� motivational goals may, however, (a) artificially

limit the range of goals investigated by researchers, (b) artificially sim-

plify the structure of these goals, and (c) fail to investigate interac-

tions between students� goals (Middleton & Toluk, 1999). In other

words, such quantitative investigations of students� goals may misrepre-

sent both the complexity and dynamism of students� motivational
goals.

What is generally missing in the literature, therefore, is an inductive ap-

proach to the identification and exploration of students� social goals. (How-

ever, see Dowson & McInerney, 2001; McInerney, 1992; McInerney,

McInerney, Bazeley, & Ardington, 1998; McInerney, Hinkley, Dowson, &

Van Etten, 1998; Van Etten, Pressley, Freebern, & Eschevarria, 1998; for

some recent exceptions.) Such an approach will intentionally start with stu-

dents� perspectives regarding their motivational goals rather than with re-
searchers� preconceived categories. These inductively generated goals, and

their operation, could then be compared with a priori theories and concep-

tualizations to determine whether a more complex understanding of stu-

dents� motivational goals is warranted.

In addition to the above, several authors (e.g., Bempechat & Boulay,

2001; Blumenfeld, 1992; Covington, 2000; Lemos, 1996) have identified

the need to more systematically investigate students� goals, particularly in

�real life� school and classroom contexts. Studies addressing this need, as Le-
mos (1996) points out, should particularly focus on the operation of stu-

dents� goals in classroom contexts. Such a focus will, in turn, promote the

conceptual clarity of achievement goal theory.

In light of the above comments, the present research attempts to con-

struct an inductive, systematic, and contextual approach to the study of

students� motivational goals. This three-pronged methodological approach

distinguishes the present study from studies which have been either (a)

systematic, but not necessarily inductive or contextualised and/or, (b)
studies which may have been inductive and contextualised but not neces-

sary systematically focused on the structure and operation of students�
motivational goals. In doing so, the present study builds upon the foun-

dation of a previous, related study by the present authors (see Dowson &

McInerney, 2001). However, the present study, as will be indicated below,

substantially extends upon and clarifies the findings of this previous

research.
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1.1. The range of students’ motivational goals

Goal theory, also known as achievement goal theory, has typically defined

goals as cognitive representations of the different purposes students may

adopt for their learning in achievement situations (Pintrich, Marx, & Boyle,
1993; Urdan & Maehr, 1995). Later in this paper we will suggest that this

definition may oversimplify the structure of students� motivational goals.

However, the important point for the moment is that these purposes are

said to guide and direct students� cognition and behaviour as they engage

in academic tasks (Bong, 1996; Elliot, 1999; Pintrich, 2000a; Ryan & Deci,

2000).

Several motivational goals have so far been defined in the literature. These

goals include mastery goals (Ames & Archer, 1988; Butler, 1989), perfor-
mance approach goals (Ames, 1992; Dweck, 1992; Elliot, 1999; Meece,

1994), and performance avoidance goals (Elliot, 1999; Middleton &Midgley,

1997; Pintrich, 2000b). It should also be noted that a range of terms have

been used to describe students� mastery, performance (and other) goals

(Murphy & Alexander, 2000; Pintrich, 2000b). There is debate in the litera-

ture, however, the synonymity of these terms and their related goals (Thor-

kildsen & Nicholls, 1998). In this paper, we restrict ourselves to the terms

�mastery� and �performance� as used by Ames (1992) and Blumenfeld
(1992), as these terms appear to reflect best the data collected in the study.

Despite the emphasis in recent research concerning performance and

mastery goals students may hold other goals that may potentially effect their

academic cognition and performance (Bempechat & Boulay, 2001). These

goals include students� work avoidance goals and various social goals such

as social affiliation goals, social responsibility goals, and social concern

goals (e.g., Ainley, 1993; Dowson & McInerney, 2001; Husman & Lens,

1999; McInerney, Roche, McInerney, & Marsh, 1997; Meece & Holt,
1993). What is unclear from the literature, however, is whether or not the

range of goals so far identified in the research is exhaustive. Moreover, it

is also unclear whether some goals which have been theoretically proposed

in the literature (particularly with relation to students� social goals, e.g.,
Maehr, 1984; McInerney et al., 1997; Pintrich et al., 1993; Urdan & Maehr,

1995) are actually salient to students� motivation and academic outcomes in

classroom contexts. For this reason, it is imperative that studies investigate

further the potential range and the salience of students� motivational goals
(see, for example, Carroll, Durkin, Hattie, & Houghton, 1997).

1.2. The structure of students’ motivational goals

As noted above, the literature has typically conceptualised students�
goals as uni-dimensional cognitive constructs affecting students� academic

motivation and performance. However, the complexity of students� moti-
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vation in classroom settings (e.g., Blumenfeld, 1992; Lemos, 1996) suggests

that uni-dimensional cognitive conceptualisations of the structure of

students� goals may in fact oversimplify the processes associated with stu-

dents� motivation. In particular, the affective and behavioural components

of students� goals, and their potential relationship to the cognitive compo-
nents of students� goals, have been largely ignored (see Dowson & McIn-

erney, 2001 for one recent exception). If, however, these non-cognitive

components of students� goals were explicitly recognised and investigated,

a structure of students� goals which more closely approximates students�
motivational profiles in actual school settings may emerge. For this reason,

the potential multi-dimensional structure of students� goals (including their

cognitive, affective, and behavioural components) should be explored fur-

ther. Such research would correspond with the growing understanding in
various fields of psychology that complex psycho-biological processes

may not be strictly attributed to cognitive processes/constructs alone

(e.g., Driscoll, 1994; Iliffe & Steed, 2000; Iran-Nejad & Ortony, 1982;

Neimeyer, 1988; Zucker, 1991).

1.3. The interactivity of students’ motivational goals

Most research to date has focused on single goals (usually either perfor-
mance or mastery goals) and their effects on various aspects of students� mo-

tivation and academic performance (Ainley, 1993; Meece & Holt, 1993).

Recent research, however, has emphasised that students can and do hold

multiple social and academic goals in school settings (Elliot, 1999; Meece,

1994; McInerney et al., 1997; Pintrich, 2000a). This even extends to mastery

and performance goals which, although theoretically dichotomous may, in

practice, be held simultaneously by students (Ainley, 1993; Pintrich & Sch-

rauben, 1992; Seifert, 1995). Moreover, the way students organise and coor-
dinate their multiple goals may be substantially related to their academic

performance (Carroll et al., 1997; Covington, 2000; Wentzel, 1991a,

1989). Despite these valuable contributions, relatively few (especially quali-

tative) investigations have sought to determine how students� multiple goals

may interact in potentially conflicting, converging, or compensating ways to

influence their academic motivation and performance. In other words, not

many researchers have sought to investigate the psychological context in

which multiple goals may operate.

1.4. Summary

Given the above, it is possible to conclude that the range, structure, and

specific interactivity of students� goals may have been somewhat oversimpli-

fied in the research literature to date. The central purpose of the present

study, then, was to return to what students say regarding their motivational
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goals and, from there, to determine whether a more complex and dynamic

picture of the range, structure, and interactivity of students� goals emerged.

Such a picture might more closely represent students� actual motivation in

classroom achievement settings.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Eighty-six middle-school, 12–15 years old, students participated in the

study. The students attended 15 classes in six schools, two elementary,

and four secondary, in the Sydney metropolitan area. Approximately equal
numbers of students from each school participated in the research. The av-

erage age of the students was approximately 13 (M ¼ 12:87) years. More fe-

male (n ¼ 48) than male (n ¼ 38) students participated in the research.

Similar numbers of students from Grades Six (n ¼ 27), Seven (n ¼ 36),

and Eight (n ¼ 23) participated in the research. Most of the participants

(n ¼ 49) were Anglo-Australian with the most significant minority group be-

ing North- and South-East Asian students (n ¼ 17). The participants came

from a wide range of academic backgrounds, with students from �high,�
�moderate,� and �low� achieving classes represented in the sample.

Students volunteered on an individual basis to be involved in the observa-

tions and interviews. This was facilitated through a request form sent home

to all parents in the classes targeted for involvement in the research. All po-

tential participants were informed that if they did not volunteer to be part of

the research no observational data involving them would be recorded and

they would not be required to participate in any verbal interaction with

the researchers. The research classes themselves were identified in prelimin-
ary discussions with the principals and teachers at each school. Participation

by the teachers and schools was completely voluntary.

2.2. Procedures

The present study incorporates two types of inductive data collection: in-

terviews and observations. Each of these was composed of more specific

forms of data collection. The interviews included conversational (open-
ended), semi-structured, and structured interviews, which cumulatively

focused the study as it proceeded. The observations included structured

classroom schedules and unstructured field notes.

2.2.1. Conversational interviews

The initial purpose of the conversational interviews was to establish the

range of achievement goals students held. Sixty-four of the 86 students partic-
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ipated in the conversational interviews, which were conducted on an individ-

ual basis. Not all students participated in the conversational interviews due to

reasons of availability. All unavailable students, however, were included in

the semi-structured interviews. The conversational interviews were deliber-

ately designed to be as open-ended and flexible as possible. They typically
involved questions such as ‘‘Do you want to do well at school? Why?’’

‘‘Why do, or don�t, you try hard at school?’’ and ‘‘What reasons do you have

for wanting to dowell in school?’’ Other typical questions included in the con-

versational interviews were ‘‘What sort of things motivate you to do well at

school?’’ ‘‘Are there things that make it hard for you to be motivated at

school?’’ and ‘‘How do you know when you�re motived to do well at school?’’

2.2.2. Semi-structured interviews

The aim of the semi-structured interviews was to gain more information

about incidences and responses recorded in the conversational interviews.

Thirty-two students participated in the semi-structured interviews. These

32 students included the remaining 22 students not interviewed in the conver-

sational interviews as well as 10 students who were interviewed in the conver-

sational interviews. The 10 �repeating� students were chosen to participate in

the semi-structured interviews because they had given particularly notewor-

thy, often atypical, responses to questions in the conversational interviews.
The aim of the semi-structured interviews was to gain more information

about incidences and responses recorded in the conversational interviews.

During semi-structured interviews, the researchers, typically, had a pre-de-

termined set of questions to ask. These questions were less open-ended than

questions used in the conversational interviews and were usually framed in

more deliberate terms. Questions in the semi-structured interviews included,

for example: ‘‘Some students say that they want to achieve in school to

please their parents and because they like their school work. Is this true
of you? Why?’’ and ‘‘Are you motivated to do well at school because you

want to get good marks? Why/Why not?’’

2.2.3. Structured interviews

The structured interviews deliberately converged on specific aspects of the

research identified in the semi-structured and conversational interviews. Eigh-

teen students participated in the structured interviews. Twelve of these stu-

dents were selected for participation in the structured interviews on the
basis of particular responses they had given in the semi-structured interviews.

Usually, these responses had been particularly detailed or insightful. More-

over, of these 12 students, eight had also participated in the conversational in-

terviews. Thus, there was a core group of eight students in the research who

participated in all three types of interviews. The remaining six students were

selected on the basis of their responses during the conversational interviews,

whichwere directly related to the topics of interest in the structured interviews.
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The structured interviews deliberately converged on specific aspects of the

research identified in the semi-structured and conversational interviews. Ex-

amples of questions used in the structured interviews included: ‘‘Do you

agree that students who are motivated to do well often feel emotional

pressure from their parents or teachers to do well? Why/Why not?’’ and
‘‘Some students say that they have to want to beat other students before

they can do good work at school, but they also like to be friends with people

even when they want to beat them. Do you think this is true of you? What

does it feel like when you beat one of your friends?’’ (The full set of ques-

tions used in the conversational, semi-structured, and structured interviews

described above is available from the authors on request.)

2.2.4. Structured classroom schedules

The initial purpose of the observation periods was to �match� interview
responses with actual observations in classrooms. Two observation periods

(typically lasting between 30 and 40min) were completed for each class.

From these observation periods, 24 classroom schedules were completed.

The structured classroom schedules were developed as the interviews pro-

gressed to focus on key ideas identified in the interviews.

2.2.5. Field notes

Field notes were recorded concurrently with the interviews and classroom

observations, and acted as another form of data collection through which

students� comments and behaviours could be triangulated. Thirty-seven field

note records, which comprised notations on multiple events and reactions,

were constructed. Entries in the field notes typically included notations on

students� behaviours and reactions to various learning situations.

2.3. Coding processes

The interviews were taped and transcribed. Once transcribed, the inter-

views, along with the structured classroom observations and field notes,

which were already available in transcript form, were numbered by tran-

script, page, and line. A coding system was developed to enable the location

of any participant�s response or any of the researcher�s observations. So, for
example, the code CO:01:02:33 referred to conversational interview one, page

two, line 33; OB:03:01:05 referred to observation number three, page one, line
five; and FN:18:01:02-3 referred to field note 18, page one, lines two and

three. These codes formed the basic content of the categorisation process de-

scribed below.

2.4. Analyses

The interviews were analysed using inductive content analysis (also known

as protocol analysis) (Ericcson & Simon, 1984; Jacob, 1987; Krippendorf,
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1980; Patton &Westby, 1992). The protocol analyses essentially involved in-

ducing coherent operational categories from students� coded interview re-

sponses and from the coded observations of the researchers. This first

meant assessing the �plain meaning� of students� statements (with reference

to related observations) and then involved an examination of the contexts
in which these statements were made.

The contexts of the interview statements included both their vertical and

horizontal contexts. The vertical context of an interview statement referred

to the location of the interview statement within a particular interview, i.e.,

where the interview statement �fell� in relation to other statements made in a

given interview. The horizontal context of an interview statement referred to

the statement�s relationship to, particularly, similar statements made by par-

ticipants in other interviews. Where appropriate, the horizontal context of
an interview statement included statements made by the same participant

across the different types of interviews used in the research.

2.4.1. Category formation

Once the meaning of a statement had been assessed, it was assigned to

a homogeneous operational category i.e., a category containing all re-

sponses and observations related in meaning to the present statement.

Eight major operational categories emerged from this process. Specifically,
these operational categories represented the grouped data, corresponding

to the eight distinct motivational goal orientations identified in the study

(see Section 3). Each category contained statements from at least 20 sep-

arate participants, with most categories containing statements from 40 or

more participants.

2.4.2. Sub-categorisation and meta-categorisation

As a result of the categorisation process, it became clear that students� re-
sponses and their supporting observations could be sub-categorised within

each of the operational categories. These sub-categories comprised com-

ments, which referred to the behavioural, affective, and cognitive compo-

nents of students� goals. It also became clear during the categorisation

process that the conceptual categories could be hierarchically arranged to

form meta-categories. Two meta-categories were formed from the eight ini-

tial categories. These meta-categories corresponded to students� social and
academic goals.

2.5. Relationship of the present study to previous research

A small amount of data in the present study has been previously used in a

related research report (see Dowson & McInerney, 2001). However, the

present research substantially builds upon and extends this previous re-

search. Specifically, the present research:
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(a) Incorporates new data relating to students� mastery and performance

goals. These data and goals were not reported or discussed in the previ-

ous study.

(b) Incorporates additional data relating to students� social goals not re-
ported in the previous study.
(c) Uses the additional data in (a) and (b) to develop more refined de-

scriptions of students� motivational orientations. This particularly ap-

plies to the componential structure of students� goals and how the

content of this structure varies across the extended range of goals iden-

tified in the study.

(d) Demonstrates how students� goals may be hierarchically organ-

ised (into social and academic goals) and how this organisation is

not just a theoretical distinction but a genuine artefact of the re-
search data.

(e) Describes, analyses, and categorises the different ways in which stu-

dents� multiple motivational goals interact to influence both the quality

and the quantity of students� motivation. The previous study suggested

that multiple goals interact to influence students� motivation, but did

not describe in detail the different processes implicated in this interac-

tion.

(f) Includes additional details on the methodology used in the research,
particularly with respect to the questions used in the various types of in-

terviews in the research.

3. Results

3.1. Individual and class goal descriptions

Table 1 provides brief descriptions of each individual goal, and class of

goal, identified in the study. These descriptions are designed to encapsulate

the essence of each individual goal and class of goal.

3.2. The structure of students’ goals

One of the key findings of the present research is that students� goals
were not inferred to be uni-dimensional cognitive constructs but were,
rather, inferred as being multi-dimensional constructs, which included af-

fective and behavioural components alongside the cognitive components

of goals. This means that students� statements on their purposes for

achievement moved freely between descriptions of various behaviours, af-

fects, and cognitions. Moreover, it was not clear from students� statements

that any one of these components took precedence over the others. Thus,

either behaviour, or affect, or cognition, may be given precedence in any
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given description. Finally, each of the goals identified by students in the

study exhibited this multi-dimensional structure of behaviour, affect, and

cognition.

3.2.1. Behavioural components of goals

The behavioural components of students� goals referred to a range of

concrete actions associated with each goal. The behavioural components

of students� goals, with specific examples and indicative quotes for each,
are summarised in Table 2. (In each of the Tables 2–4, the �specific examples�
were drawn either from the observations, or the field notes, or students� in-
terview statements, or a combination of two, or all three, of these. The �in-
dicative quotes� were obtained from the students� interview statements.)

3.2.2. Affective components of goals

The affective components of students� goals referred to a range of feelings

and emotions associated with each goal. The affective components of stu-
dents� goals, with specific examples and indicative quotes for each, are sum-

marised in Table 3.

Table 1

Brief definitions of individual goals and goal categories

Category/goal Definition

Academic goals The academic reasons students espouse for wanting to

achieve in academic situations

Mastery Wanting to achieve academically to demonstrate

understanding, academic competence, or improved

performance relative to self-established standards

Performance Wanting to achieve academically to demonstrate

ability, outperform other students, attain certain

grades/marks, or to obtain tangible rewards associated

with academic performance

Work avoidance Wanting to achieve academically with as little effort as

possible. Conversely, avoiding demanding

achievement situations to minimise expended effort

Social goals The social reasons students espouse for wanting to

achieve in academic situations

Social affiliation Wanting to achieve academically to enhance a sense of

belonging to a group, or groups, and/or to build or

maintain inter-personal relationships

Social approval Wanting to achieve academically to gain the approval

of peers, teachers, and/or parents

Social responsibility Wanting to achieve academically out of sense of

responsibility to others, or to meet social role

obligations, or to follow social and moral �rules�
Social status Wanting to achieve academically to maintain/attain

social position in school and/or later life

Social concern Wanting to achieve academically to be able to assist

others in their academic or personal development
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Table 2

Behavioural components of students� motivational goals

Goal General description Specific example Indicative quote

Mastery A variety of

behaviours

implicating

initiative,

challenge-seeking,

self-regulation, and

effective effort

management

Deliberately

investing additional

effort in the

completion of school

assignments, even

when there was little,

or no, expectation of

additional marks

being awarded for

this effort

‘‘I do the best work

that I can. It makes me

feel good when I do

something really well

even if I don�t get any
marks for it’’ (Girl, 13)

Performance A variety of

behaviours,

particularly relating

to the measurement

of academic

performance

relative to others or

attempts to maximise

academic grades and

marks relative to

others

Attempting work of

a quality that was

beyond usual (or

even reasonable)

expectations, in

order to achieve

comparatively high

marks

‘‘I really want to get

high marks and beat

other people so I work

really hard even if I

sometimes get sick

because of it’’

(Boy, 13)

Work avoidance A variety of

behaviours designed

to minimise

engagement, or

effort, in, particularly,

demanding academic

work

Asking the teacher to

‘‘help’’ with (read

�complete�) a problem

for a student,

especially as work

became more difficult

‘‘If I can, I try to get

the teacher to do some

of my work for me, so

that I don�t have to do

it all myself’’ (Boy, 12)

Social affiliation A variety of affiliative

academic behaviours;

particularly working

together with

other students in

productive or

cooperative ways

Assisting other

students when

working together so

that students may be

allowed to continue

working together

‘‘Me and my friends

help each other so that

the teacher will let us

stay together’’

(Girl, 12)

Social approval A variety of

academic

behaviours designed to

please, or at least

attract the attention

of, significant others

(particularly parents

or teachers)

Enquiring about a

teacher�s prospective
comments on a

student�s academic

performance to the

student�s parents

For example, by ask-

ing ‘‘what are you

going to say to my

parents?’’ (Girl, 11),

or ‘‘how honest are

you going to be with

my parents?’’ (Boy, 14)
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3.2.3. Cognitive components of goals

The cognitive components of students� goals referred to a range of thinking
processes associated with each goal. The cognitive components of students�
goals, with specific examples and indicative quotes for each, are summarised

in Table 4.

3.3. Multiple social and academic goals

Recent research has emphasised that students can and do hold multiple

social and academic goals in school settings (e.g., Ainley, 1993; Urdan &

Maehr, 1995; Wentzel, 1994). The present study confirmed that students

held multiple social and academic goals. For example, a multiple goal orien-

tation was inferred from students� statements such as: ‘‘I want to show my

teachers that I�m a good student, so I try hard in class and want to do better

(than others) in my exams’’ (Girl, 14: Social responsibility, mastery, and per-

formance orientations); and ‘‘I want to get good marks so that I can become
popular and not have to be at the bottom of my class’’ (Boy, 13: Social ap-

proval, social status, and performance orientations). Moreover, although

not every possible combination of goals was inferred from the study, the ex-

Table 2 (continued)

Goal General description Specific example Indicative quote

Social

responsibility

A variety of

behaviours involved

with participation in

supportive classroom/

school roles, or

increased academic

effort due to perceived

role expectations

Volunteering for

classroom jobs/roles

(e.g., board

monitoring) because

they assisted the class

to learn work more

effectively

‘‘I like to do things to

help in my class

because then we

learn things

better’’ (Girl, 14)

Social status A variety of

academic behaviours

(particularly effort

management), which

are designed to

promote students�
present, or future,

status

Working hard at

school to get sufficient

results to enter a high

status course at

university

‘‘If I go well at school

then I might get to

go to university and

become a doctor or

something’’ (Boy, 14)

Social concern A variety of

behaviours designed

so that students may

be, at least potentially,

involved in �helping�
situations or

appointed to �helping�
roles

Seeking to understand

schoolwork to have

the ability to help

others

‘‘If I know my work

well then I can help my

friends if they need it. I

like to help when I

can’’ (Girl, 13)
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Table 3

Affective components of students� motivational goals

Goal General description Specific example Indicative quote

Mastery Affective responses,

which promote

adaptive approaches

to academic work,

sustained

involvement in that

work, and which

result in a sense of

satisfaction from the

completion of even

(sometimes

especially) difficult

work

Enjoying challenging

academic work, even

though it was more

difficult than easier

school work

‘‘I like learning new

things, even if they�re
hard, because its

more interesting than

just doing the same

things over and over’’

(Boy, 13)

Performance A variety of affective

responses which were,

typically,

maladaptive for

both present and

future engagement

in academic

work

Feeling anxious

about schoolwork to

the point where

engagement in

schoolwork is

difficult

‘‘I get so stressed

about how I�ll go that

I don�t even want to

think about what

I have to do’’

(Girl, 14)

Work avoidance A variety of negative

affects including

feelings of laziness,

boredom, inertia, and

even anger

(at being assigned

difficult school

work)

Disliking teachers

who assign difficult

work

‘‘I don�t like teachers

who give you too

much work to do’’

(Boy, 12)

Social affiliation A variety of affects

relating to a sense

of belonging,

or solidarity,

within academic

groups

Feeling a strong

sense of academic

efficacy with a

particular academic

group of friends in

class

‘‘I feel smarter when

I�m working with

other

people’’ (Boy, 13)

Social approval A variety of affects

associated with the

desire to receive

praise, recognition,

and approval-based

(as opposed to

performance-based)

rewards associated

with the progress,

or completion,

of academic

work

Feeling ‘‘let down’’

at having not

received a teachers�
praise (or as much

praise as desired)

‘‘If I miss out on

getting something

from the teacher

I don�t feel very
good: I�m not sure

the teacher likes me

any more’’ (Girl, 13)

M. Dowson, D.M. McInerney / Contemporary Educational Psychology 28 (2003) 91–113 103



tensive range of multiple goal combinations reported by students� appeared
to indicate that there was no particular limitation to the ways in which stu-

dents� multiple social and academic goals might be combined.

3.4. The interactivity of students’ multiple goals

In addition to the finding that students held multiple motivational goals,

the study was also able to define ways in which students� multiple goals in-
teracted to differentially influence students� academic motivation perfor-

mance. Specifically, the study found that students� multiple goals may

either conflict with, converge upon, or compensate for, each other with re-

spect to students� engagement in learning.

3.4.1. Conflicting goals

With respect to conflicting goals one student, for example, reported

that: ‘‘I really like to do well at school, but when I do my friends some-
times call me a ‘‘brain’’ (derogative term), even though we all work to-

gether. So, I don�t know whether to work hard or not sometimes’’ (Boy,

13: Mastery goal conflicting with social affiliation goal with respect to ac-

ademic effort investment). Another student said: ‘‘I know my teacher

Table 3 (continued)

Goal General description Specific example Indicative quote

Social

responsibility

A variety of affects

which are

engendered when

the progress or

completion of

academic work was

associated with the

fulfilment personal or

communal role

expectations

Feeling an enhanced

sense of worth

having participated in

an

academically

supportive activity/

role

‘‘It�s a good feeling

when you help

someone in

peer-tutoring. You

feel like you�ve
done the right thing’’

(Girl, 14)

Social status A variety of negative

or positive affects

depending upon the

degree to which

status desires were

met in, or as a result

of, given academic

situations

Feeling exited about

the possibility of

getting a �good job� as
a result of doing well

at school

‘‘I hope I will go well

at school so that,

when I leave, I can

get a good job and

buy lots of things’’

(Boy, 13)

Social concern A variety of positive

affects, directed

towards self or

others, when helping

roles or situations

were salient

Enjoying assisting

other students with

their school work in

formal and informal

situations

‘‘If I know my work

well then I like to

explain it to my

friends so that they

will know it as well’’

(Boy, 13)
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Table 4

The cognitive components of students� motivational goals

Goal General description Specific example Indicative quote

Mastery A variety of �deeper�
thinking processes

such as elaboration,

monitoring,

planning, and

regulating

Planning the

structure of essays

before beginning

writing, to achieve

the best possible

result

‘‘When I�m
interested in what

the teacher sets us

to write about then

I think about how

I�m going to write

it before I start’’

(Girl, 13)

Performance A variety of �shallow�
cognitive processes,

which did not

involve substantial

�strategic
commitments� by
students

�Thoughtlessly�
copying notes

directly from the

blackboard

‘‘I don�t care
whether I understand

it or not. I just

know that I�ll get a
good book mark if

I copy everything

she (the teacher)

writes up’’

(Boy, 14)

Work avoidance Cognitive processes

associated with

limited engagement

in learning or

minimising the effort

required for learning

when participation

in learning

activities was

�compulsory�

Failure to monitor

or clarify

misunderstandings

or difficulties with

school work

‘‘If I really have to

ask a question then I

will, but most of the

time I just try to do

as little as possible’’

(Boy, 13)

Social affiliation A variety of adaptive

approaches to

learning which,

particularly,

manifested

themselves in

academic group

situations

Planning ahead when

working with other

people but not

necessarily when

working individually

‘‘I think about

what I�m going to

do next if I�m with

my friends, but

when I�m by myself

my brain doesn�t
work as well’’

(Girl, 13)

Social approval Cognitive processes

designed to maximise

academic

understanding

based upon the

expectations

of significant others

Managing effort

expenditure on

assignments

according to the

expectations of

teachers and/or

parents

‘‘My teacher likes it

when we do well on

our spelling lists so I

try really hard on

those’’ (Girl, 12)

Social responsibility A variety of effective

approaches to

learning, which were

perceived to be

�socially responsible�
as well

Increasing cognitive

effort when holding

responsible roles

within the class or

school

‘‘I really want to

understand my work

because it�s what my

teachers expect of me

now that I�m a

tutor’’ (Girl, 15)
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wants me to do well, and I don�t want to disappoint her, and I like maths

anyway; but sometimes she puts to much pressure on me and I can�t think
straight’’ (Girl, 12: Social approval goal conflicting with mastery goal with

respect to cognition).

3.4.2. Converging goals

Conversely, students� multiple motivational goals may converge to assist

students� academic motivation or performance. For example, one student
said: ‘‘I work best when I try to come near the top (of the class) in maths

and understand the teacher’’. (Boy, 15: Performance and mastery goals

working together to enhance academic effort). Another student said (en-

thusiastically): ‘‘I want to go well in all my subjects and have lots of

fun trying to learn things with my friends’’ (Girl, 14: Performance, mas-

tery, and social affiliation goals enhancing (or at least associated with) po-

sitive academic affect). When asked about their future in school another

student said: ‘‘I hope I can understand all my work and can help my
friends if they need it. . . that�s when school is the best’’ (Girl, 13: Fulfil-

ment of mastery and social concern goals enhancing positive hopes for

the future).

3.4.3. Compensating goals

Some students also reported that one goal may compensate for an-

other with respect to academic motivation and performance. One student

said, for example: ‘‘I study hard even when I don�t like it because I want

Table 4 (continued)

Goal General description Specific example Indicative quote

Social status Variable cognitive

engagement in

learning depending

upon the degree

of association

between academic

tasks and

status

considerations

Planning to do

well in subjects

where parents,

friends, or teachers

consider high

academic

performance most

�impressive�

‘‘My friends think

you�re really smart

if you do well in

science and maths

so I try really hard

to get good marks

in those subjects’’

(Boy, 13)

Social concern A variety of adaptive

approaches to

learning, which

enhanced both

academic

understanding and

the ability to transfer

that understanding

to others

Mentally rehearsing

ways in which

academic material

could be explained to

others

‘‘I try to think how

I�d explain things if

people ask me,

especially if the

teacher isn�t doing it

very well’’ (Boy, 14)
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a good paying job when I finish’’ (Boy, 14: Social status orientation com-

pensating for the decrement in a mastery goal orientation). I want to get

top in the HSC (Higher School Certificate) and have lots of friends to

work with as well. But even if my friends don�t go on, I still will because

I want good marks. (Boy, 13: Performance goal compensating for a
potential lack of fulfilment of a social affiliation goal). These quotes in-

dicate that students� multiple goals may act bi-directionally with respect

to their academic motivation and performance.

4. Discussion

4.1. Authenticity of goals

The present study identifies a range of salient goals that middle-school

students espoused for their academic achievement. These goals were not

specified prior to the research but, rather, were inductively generated from

students� interview statements and from students� observed behaviour in

classroom contexts. This means that the goals identified in the study may

be authentically labelled students� goals.

4.2. Social and academic goals

An important feature of the present study was the delineation of students�
individual goals into their respective meta-categories, corresponding to their

social and academic goals. This distinction between students� social and ac-

ademic goals has been drawn previously in the literature. Despite this, clear

conceptual and research bases for this distinction have, apparently, been dif-

ficult to obtain. This study may contribute to a resolution of this problem,
as it affirms the appropriateness of the theoretical distinction made by

Urdan and Maehr (1995) i.e., that students� academic goals may be defined

as their academic purposes for wanting to achieve in academic situations

while their social goals may be defined as their social purposes for wanting

to achieve in academic situations.

As indicated earlier, however, the later definition of social goals is dis-

tinct from definitions of social goals, which focus on the social reasons

that students espouse for achievement in social situations (e.g., Dodge,
Asher, & Parkhurst, 1989; Eder, 1985). Despite this, there is an apparent

�grey area� with respect to this distinction which occurs in both this study

and the literature. It becomes apparent when the social situation in which

students want to achieve is also the academic situation in which they want

to achieve. Thus, when students treat the classroom, school, or other aca-

demic setting as both an academic and a social situation the two defini-

tions of social goals converge. This highlights the difficulty in obtaining
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a clear definition of social goals. It also suggests that studies using different

definitions of social goals may not necessarily be incompatible if the class-

room (or other social–academic setting) is the context of the research.

Whatever the case, the pursuit of social goals in both the present study

and in the literature (e.g., Wentzel, 1991b; Feshbach & Feshbach, 1987)
appears to be strongly related to students� motivation and academic per-

formance.

4.3. Structure of goals

In addition to the above, the study identifies specific components of stu-

dents� motivational goals (namely, their behavioural, affective, and cognitive

components). The componential structure of students� goals has only very
recently been proposed in the literature (see our related study—Dowson

& McInerney, 2001). As such, little has been said on, particularly, the affec-

tive and behavioural components of students� goals.
We suggest here further, however, that students� motivational behaviour

and affect are so closely linked to their motivational cognition that they are

not causally separable from their cognition in any meaningful sense. More-

over, whilst the Tables are primarily designed to separate out the behavio-

ural, affective, and cognitive components of students� motivational goals,
they do so for analytical purposes only. In reality, in the flow of the inter-

views, students constantly referred to all three components of their goals

without such separation. So, for example, the quote (from Table 4) ‘‘I don�t
care (affect) whether I understand or not. I just know (cognition) that I�ll get
a good mark if I copy everything (behaviour) the teacher writes up’’

indicates a �package� of interlinked behaviour, affect, and cognition rather

than a causal chain within which any particular component takes prece-

dence over the others. In this context, the present research provides, at least,
a starting point from which the relationship of various cognitive and non-

cognitive components of students� goals may be explored further.

4.4. Managing multiple goals

Students in this study reported that they can and do hold multiple goals

in academic achievement situations. Dodge et al. (1989) describe social life

as a goal coordination activity. The students in this study, however, affirm
that academic life is a goal coordination activity as well. Thus, students� goal
orientations in academic situations could not be reduced, for example, to a

dichotomous assessment of whether a student held a mastery or a perfor-

mance goal. This study determined that students may hold both and/or

other goal orientations as well. Thus, students� motivation should be con-

ceptualised as a process of managing multiple goals, which may interact

in conflicting, converging, or compensating ways. For this reason, students�
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motivational orientations in the classroom settings may comprise a much

more complex and dynamic system of goals than has been acknowledge in

the literature.

4.5. Key implications

One key implication of the present study is that students� motivational

goal orientations may comprise a much more diverse, and differentiated,

framework for their ongoing academic motivation and performance than

has been previously recognised in the literature. As such, students� motiva-

tional orientations may be expected to impact upon their academic behav-

iours, affect, and cognition in a wide variety of ways. As a result, it is

reasonable to assert that previous research may have oversimplified con-
ceptualisations of students� motivation and underestimated the complexity

of relations between students� motivational orientations and their achieve-

ment strivings.

This comment may particularly apply to students� mastery and perfor-

mance goals which have been shown, in the present study, to operate in

the context of a variety of other academic and social goals. Moreover, these

multiple other goals may interact with students� mastery and performance

goals in compensating, conflicting, or converging ways with respect to their
motivation and performance in classroom contexts. So students� mastery

and performance goals do not necessarily only act in conflicting ways with

respect to students� motivation and performance. All this indicates the inter-

action between students� various academic and social goals warrants much

more intensive and deliberate research than has been the case to date.

Finally, interventions based on a more complex understanding of stu-

dents� motivational goals may be maximally useful to practitioners, as they

seek to positively influence students� achievement strivings. In contrast,
mono-dimensional interventions, which only focus on promoting students�
mastery orientations towards learning and achievement, may miss the op-

portunity to access a variety of other motivational orientations to learning

identified by the participants in the present study. In other words, maximally

effective interventions impacting on students� motivation will recognise that

the mastery orientation is not the only adaptive approach to learning stu-

dents� may adopt in achievement situations. Hence, multiple-goal interven-

tions (which involve, for example, a variety of social goals) may lead to
stronger and longer lasting impacts on students� motivation and perfor-

mance in classroom settings.

4.6. Limitations

One key limitation of the present study is that it does not explicitly in-

vestigate students� possible motivations not to achieve. This is, in part, a
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response to the theoretical framework used in the present research, which

explicitly sought to examine the cognition, affect, and behaviours associ-

ated with students� reasons to achieve (rather than not to achieve).

However, it may be that in doing so, the study did not allow for the rec-

ognition of certain psychological or sociological factors (such as negative
peer pressure), which may influence students� not to achieve in given aca-

demic settings.

5. Conclusion

The present study extends the literature on students� motivational

goals in several ways. First, it inductively identifies an authentic and sa-
lient range of social and academic goals important to middle-school stu-

dents� and to these students� academic motivation and performance.

Second, it describes in some detail the behavioural, affective, and cogni-

tive components of students� goals. These components have yet to be as

extensively explored in the literature as in the present study. Third, the

study affirms that students can, and do, hold multiple, hierarchically ar-

ranged, social and academic goals in academic achievement settings.

Hence, the study not only affirms the theoretical validity of a multiple
goal approach to motivation studies, but also the phenomenological va-

lidity of this approach as well. In this way, the study provides further

evidence against uni- or bi-dimensional approaches to students� motiva-

tional goal orientations.

For these reasons, the study provides evidence for a more complex and

dynamic understanding of student motivation and suggests that future re-

search and teaching practice should more carefully assess both the complex-

ity and the interactivity of students� motivational goals.
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