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Abstract. Through the use of longitudinal survey data the change of achievement goal orienta-
tions was tested in a sample of middle school students in mathematics as they moved from sixth
to seventh grade. Achievement goals include task goals and performance goals, with the parti-
tioning of performance goals into approach and avoidance components. Results indicate that all
goal orientations were moderately stable over time. Task goals in sixth grade positively predicted
academic efficacy in seventh grade. Performance-approach goals in sixth grade positively predicted
performance-avoid goals in seventh grade. Multiple regression and multi-sample analyses revealed
that the path from performance-approach goals to performance-avoid goals was significant only
among students reporting high academic efficacy before the transition. The results suggest that
individuals who feel efficacious in math while endorsing a performance-approach goal orientation
may be particularly vulnerable to adopting maladaptive performance-avoid goals over time and with
change in circumstances.

1. Introduction

Achievement goal theory has emerged as one of the preeminent approaches to
achievement motivation (Pintrich, 1994; Elliot, 1997; Covington, 2000). This the-
ory is concerned with the purposes a learner adopts for achievement behavior. Two
types of goals have received the most attention: a task goal orientation, which
involves engagement for the purpose of improvement or mastery; and a perfor-
mance goal orientation, which involves engagement for the purpose of demonstrat-
ing ability or avoiding the demonstration of lack of ability (Dweck, 1986). Research
has provided a rich picture of how achievement goals relate to academic beliefs and
behaviors (Ames & Archer, 1988; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Ames, 1992; Urdan,
1997; Kaplan, Middleton, Urdan, & Midgley, 2002). Little is known, however,
about the relations among achievement goals over time. For example, how might
certain achievement goals provide a basis for the adoption of future achievement
goals? This question is especially important with the recent controversy concerning
the facilitative nature of performance goals (Pintrich 2000; Midgley, Kaplan, &
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Middleton, 2001; Harckiewicz et al., 2002). With longitudinal data and the in-
clusion of recent advances in achievement goal theory, this paper addresses goal
stability and change with particular attention to performance goals, including the
key aspect of the moderating effect of student academic self-efficacy.

1.1. ACHIEVEMENT GOAL THEORY

Achievement goal theory has developed within a social-cognitive framework that
focuses on the aims or purposes that are perceived or pursued in an achievement
setting. Across a large number of studies, a task goal orientation has been as-
sociated consistently with an adaptive pattern of achievement-related cognition,
affect, and behaviors (e.g., Nicholls, Patashnick, & Nolen, 1985; Ames & Archer,
1988; Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988; Urdan, 1997). A performance goal ori-
entation has been associated with less adaptive patterns (Nicholls, Patashnick, &
Nolen, 1985; Ames & Archer, 1988; Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988), though
the findings have been somewhat inconsistent. For example, a performance goal
orientation has been associated with the use of superficial learning strategies and
avoiding challenging work (Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988; Pintrich, 1989)
but also with higher performance (Harackiewicz, Barron, & Elliot, 1998), academic
efficacy (Midgley & Urdan, 1995) and academic self-regulation (Wolters, Yu, &
Pintrich, 1996). In these studies, performance goals focused in particular on the
demonstration of high ability, an ‘approach’ goal orientation.

Recently, researchers (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Middleton & Midgley,
1997; Skaalvik, 1997) have demonstrated a theoretical and empirical distinction
between the approach and avoidance components of performance goals. These
researchers suggest that prior inconsistencies in findings concerning performance
goals may be the result of neglecting to make this distinction. According to this
conceptualization, the avoidance component of performance goals (an orientation
to avoiding the demonstration of lack of ability) relates to less adaptive outcomes
than does the approach component (an orientation to demonstrating ability). Find-
ings regarding performance-avoid goals have been consistent and have shown an
association with maladaptive beliefs and behaviors (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996;
Middleton & Midgley, 1997; Elliot, McGregor, & Gable, 1999).1

However, the nature of performance-approach goals and their relation to educa-
tional outcomes remains an important question for motivation research and the-
ory (Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001; Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Kaplan,
Middleton, Urdan, & Midgley, 2002). Performance-approach seems to be a more
complex orientation than either task or performance-avoid goals. It has been sug-
gested that performance-approach goals are under-girded by both achievement
motivation and a fear of failure (Elliot & Church, 1997). Perhaps the relative
strength of these underlying dispositions in the orientation that students adopt
relates both to individual differences, such as academic efficacy for a task (Elliot
& Church, 1997), and to the learning environment, which may possess more or
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less opportunity for success (Church, Elliot, & Gable, 2001). For example, a stu-
dent who feels more efficacious about a particular subject area or perceives more
opportunity for success in a classroom may endorse performance-approach goals
based on an achievement motivation. However, lower efficacy or greater chance for
failure may trigger a fear of failure underlying their goals.

Exploring the nature of performance-approach goals is also important for edu-
cational practice (Elliot, 1997; Pintrich, 2000; Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton,
2001). Environments such as classrooms and schools can be structured so that
performance goals are more or less salient (e.g., Maehr & Midgley, 1996). Until
the recent theoretical distinction in performance goals, the recommendation has
been to downplay an emphasis on performance goals as much as possible while
emphasizing task goals (e.g., Ames, 1992; Maehr & Midgley, 1996). The possible
positive nature of performance-approach goals when combined with task goals may
challenge such recommendations (Harackiewicz, Barron, & Elliot, 1998; Pintrich,
2000; Harackiewicz et al., 2002).

Some researchers have examined the facilitative nature of performance-ap-
proach goals by relating them to various outcomes. Yet, the studies conducted so
far have either looked at these goals as a transitory state (i.e., in experiments, Elliot
& Harackiewicz, 1996) or in short spans of time (i.e., in survey studies, Middleton
& Midgley, 1997). Another way to understand the nature of performance-approach
goals would be to examine the relation of these goals with the more adaptive task
goals and the less adaptive performance-avoid goals over time. Perhaps
performance-approach goals relate to the development of other goals in the future
when academic efficacy or the learning environment change. Nicholls (1984) and
Dweck (1986) suggested that people may start out working on an achievement
task with an approach orientation but slip into an avoidance orientation when they
encounter difficulties that threaten their demonstration of high ability, especially in
a performance-focused context. In conversations with teachers, we have heard them
describe students who were eager to demonstrate their ability in class but when they
experienced some difficulty or challenge, they began to engage in behaviors that
would hide any lack of ability. It would be particularly problematic if an orientation
to demonstrating ability at one point in time were predictive of an orientation to
avoiding the demonstration of lack of ability at another point in time.

A change in school environment may contribute to a change in students’ achieve-
ment goal orientation (Anderman & Midgley, 1997). After the transition to middle
school, students may experience an increase in the emphasis on relative ability and
competition with peers (Midgley, 1993). This may be particularly true in mathema-
tics, a discipline oriented toward ability and achievement levels (Stodolsky, Salk,
& Glaessner, 1991). Many middle school reformers have suggested that relative
ability be de-emphasized (e.g., Carnegie, 1989), but conversations with the middle
school principals in our study suggest that most of those reform efforts have been
focused on the sixth grade level, the first year of middle school. Less attention
has been paid to the upper grade levels in middle school. The move from sixth to
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seventh grade may be accompanied by an increase in the saliency of performance
differences. Therefore, to examine relations among achievement goals over time,
we focus our work in middle school mathematics classes, in particular as students
move from sixth to seventh grade within the middle school environment.

1.2. THE CHANGE OF ACHIEVEMENT GOALS OVER TIME

Although the relation between achievement goals and outcomes has been the sub-
ject of many studies, less attention has been given to the relations among goal
orientations over time. In other words, how past reports of pursuing each goal may
be associated with future reports of pursuing other goals has rarely been exam-
ined. Moreover, since the distinction between performance-approach and avoid
goals has been reintroduced only recently, little longitudinal research has been
conducted that includes both of these components. Is the endorsement of one type
of performance goal associated with adopting a different performance goal in the
future?

Some studies have looked at stability in goal orientations at two points in time.
Nolen and Haladyna (1990) examined the relation between task goals (but not per-
formance goals) at two time points within the same academic year, in high school
science classes. They found that task orientation in the fall was moderately re-
lated to task orientation in the spring both directly and through perceived teachers’
goals. They concluded that “(A)lthough the motivational orientation that a student
brings to school in the fall seems to be a powerful predictor of later orientation
and strategy beliefs, teachers may also be able to influence these outcomes... (pp.
127–128).”

As we have stated, however, it is important that goals be examined across school
years, not simply within one academic year. Kaplan and Midgley (1999) found that
the stability of students’ perceptions of the emphasis in the classroom on task and
performance goals was stronger within an academic year than across the transition
from elementary to middle school. It makes sense that the changing context from
year to year may be related to fluctuation and perhaps change in achievement goals.
Anderman and Midgley (1997) studied achievement goals across the transition
from elementary to middle school and found that both task and performance goals
had moderate stability over time. However, neither of these studies included the
avoidance component of performance goals, or looked at the relation across time of
different goal orientations (task to performance or performance to task). Skaalvik
(1998) incorporated performance-avoidance goals into his study and found sta-
bility in all three achievement goals across academic years. But, as with Kaplan
and Midgley (1999) and Anderman and Midgley (1997), Skaalvik focused on the
stability of each goal, not relations among the different goals.

As part of their study of goals and self-regulation over time, Wolters, Yu, and
Pintrich (1996) included information regarding the association of goals at different
time points. They examined middle school students’ goals at the beginning and
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end of the academic year and found moderate to high stability for both task and
performance-approach goals across three disciplines – English, math, and social
studies. They also examined the correlation of different goals at the two time points.
The correlations between task goals at the beginning of the year and performance-
approach goals at the end of the year were positive but modest (range of r = 0.10 to
0.13). Similarly, performance-approach goals at the beginning of the year had a low
positive relation with task goals at the end of the year (range of r = 0.10 to 0.13).
It should be pointed out that this study examined goals in the context of the same
classroom and school year and did not include a measure of performance-avoidance
goals.

These studies suggest that although achievement goals are somewhat stable,
there is less stability when students move from one learning environment (i.e.,
classroom, grade, or school) to another. This is compatible with a social-cognitive
perspective that proposes that as contexts change, individuals reevaluate and recon-
struct their goals and actions. Some have suggested that the distinction between en-
dorsing approach and avoid forms of performance goals is largely due to individual
differences such as fear of failure (Elliot, 1997), but there is also evidence that
students perceive classroom goal structures that emphasize either performance-
approach or performance-avoid goals (Middleton et al., 2000). Although distinct,
classroom performance-approach and avoid goals are closely related (Middleton
et al., 2000) Moreover, it is likely, unless the contexts are different in ways that
are expected to impact goals, that the reconstruction of goals when moving to a
new environment will be heavily influenced by the previous goals the individual
had for achievement situations. Thus, as performance-approach and performance-
avoidance goals are distinct but close in meaning, we would expect that a positive
predictive relation between these two goals over time would be more likely to occur
than between either type of performance-goal and task goals. Moreover, in moving
to a new classroom environment with new rules and expectations for success, stu-
dents with a performance orientation may have their fear of failure activated and
be concerned with avoiding the appearance of being unable. Therefore, the direc-
tion of change might be from a performance-approach goal in a familiar setting
to a performance-avoid goal in a new setting. Acquiring an understanding of the
relation between performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals takes
on particular significance as we seek to understand the adaptive or maladaptive
patterns associated with performance goals.

1.3. THE ROLE OF SELF-EFFICACY

Simply examining how achievement goals relate to achievement goals over time
ignores the role of an important factor in the development of goals: academic
self-efficacy. Many of the studies examining goals have included measures of per-
ceived academic competence or efficacy. Some researchers have suggested that
self-efficacy is an important determinant of goals (Schunk, 1991). In contrast,
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Anderman and Maehr (1994) suggested that goals contribute to perceived efficacy,
and that these perceptions mediate outcomes such as performance.

More often, however, achievement goal theorists have treated self-efficacy as a
moderator between goals and outcomes rather than an antecedent, consequence, or
mediator of goals. For example, research by Dweck and by Elliot and Harackiewicz
in the laboratory showed that perceived ability moderated the relations between
performance goals and outcomes, whereas this was not found for the relations
between task goals and outcomes (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988;
Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996). In these studies, individuals with perceptions of high
ability who adopted performance goals displayed an adaptive pattern of outcomes.
In contrast, individuals with perceptions of low ability who adopted performance
goals displayed a helpless pattern. Some research has failed to replicate these
findings (Miller, Behrens, Greene, & Newman, 1993; Kaplan & Midgley, 1997).2

Studies of the relations among goals over time need to examine the moderating
role of efficacy. If self-efficacy plays a role in moderating goals and outcomes,
what happens when future goal orientation is the outcome in question?

Rarely has efficacy been considered as a factor in the relation of achievement
goals over time although researchers have suggested it may play a crucial role.
Skaalvik (1997) suggested that perceived ability might influence whether individu-
als adopt performance-approach or performance-avoid goals. Similarly, Elliot and
Harackiewicz (1996) elicited performance-approach goals and performance-avoid
goals by manipulating the salience of positive and negative outcomes and thus, the
participants’ outcome expectancies. It is likely that self-efficacy is related to any
shift between performance goal orientations over time.

1.4. SUMMARY: INVESTIGATING THE ROLE OF PRIOR GOALS

AND EFFICACY IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF PERFORMANCE GOALS

Some prior research has looked at the stability of goals, but virtually no studies
have examined how achievement goals relate to each other over time. This ques-
tion takes on particular significance with the recent inclusion of performance-avoid
goals in achievement goal theory, and the current controversy over the facilitative
nature of performance-approach goals. To fully understand these relations over
time, it is important to include an examination of how they may be related to and
moderated by self-efficacy.

Task goals seem to be the most stable goal orientation over time for individuals
of all levels of efficacy. Because there are two components to performance goals
and they are closely related in underlying meaning, we expect less stability for
the performance goal orientations and stronger relations between the two types of
performance goals over time. In addition, we expect to find that level of academic
efficacy will play a role in relations between performance goals over time. Low
efficacy may contribute to a vulnerability to performance-avoid goals. It may be
that a performance-approach orientation paired with low efficacy will be associ-
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ated with performance-avoid goals in the future. On the other hand, high efficacy
and a performance-approach orientation may combine to predict a particular vul-
nerability to less adaptive goals when the learning environment becomes more
focused on relative performance, and changing circumstances may pose a threat
to expectations for demonstrating high ability.

2. Method

2.1. SAMPLE

Data for this study were collected as part of a longitudinal study examining student
motivation and well being as they made the transitions from elementary to middle
school and middle to high school. The study was conducted in three ethnically
and economically diverse school districts in southeastern Michigan. All students
in the districts were invited to participate during the fifth grade. Informed consent
was received from the parents of participating students in the fifth grade, with a
return rate of over 83%. Those who participated at the fifth grade were invited to
continue as part of the study. The participants in our study were 475 students who
completed surveys in both sixth and seventh grade years; they were 51% female,
49% male; 51% African-American, 37% European-American, 9% Hispanic, and
3% other races.

The data used in this study were collected during the spring of the students’
sixth and seventh grade years in the 10 participating middle schools, across the
mathematics classrooms at each grade level. Principals in all the schools report-
ed that a number of middle school reforms had been implemented at the sixth
grade level, but that fewer reforms were in place at the seventh and eighth grade
level. For example, homogenous grouping in math was prevalent at the seventh and
eighth grade levels but not at the sixth grade level. Principals also described math
instruction as following a traditional middle school pre-algebra math curriculum
with no specific reforms in math instruction.

2.2. PROCEDURES

Students completed surveys in their school during two 40-min sessions. Trained
survey administrators explained the procedure, informed students that their an-
swers were confidential, and read each item on the surveys aloud. The use of
a Likert-type response scale was described and students were encouraged to ask
questions.

2.3. SURVEY MEASURES

The surveys included scales from the Pattern of Adaptive Learning Survey (PALS)
developed by Midgley and her colleagues to assess task goals, performance-
approach goals, performance-avoid goals, and academic efficacy (Midgley et al.,
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1998). A list of items contained in the scales and results of reliability analysis
(Cronbach alpha) for both waves of data collection are presented in Appendix A.
The decision was made to focus the items on one academic domain – mathematics –
since students in middle school take classes in several different subject areas and
might have different beliefs and behaviors in those different areas (Stodolsky, Salk,
& Glaessner, 1991).

3. Results

We used LISREL8 to test a model in which perceived efficacy and achievement
goals in sixth grade predicted perceived efficacy and achievement goals in seventh
grade. In evaluating the fit of the models we follow recommendations by Hoyle
and Panter (1995), as well as others (Hu & Bentler, 1995; Jaccard & Wan, 1996),
and use multiple indices of fit. Specifically, in addition to reporting the chi-square
test statistic, we report the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), the comparative fit index
(CFI), and the root mean square of error approximation (RMSEA). Each of these
indices evaluates the fit of the model slightly differently (see Hu & Bentler, 1995)
and therefore an indication of good fit from these various indices increases the
confidence in the model. The critical value, under which a model is considered to
have a questionable fit, which is recommended for the first three indices is 0.90.
A value lower than 0.08 of the RMSEA is considered to indicate an adequate fit
whereas values lower than 0.05 indicate a good fit (Browne & Cudek, 1993). The
RMSEA index involves testing for the approximation of the fit of the model to
the population. This index is therefore accompanied by a p value for a signifi-
cance test with a critical value of 0.05. A non-significant p value indicates a close
fit.

3.1. TESTING OF MODEL FOR WHOLE SAMPLE

The initial model tested included measures of achievement goals and efficacy in
the sixth grade as predictors of achievement goals and efficacy in the seventh grade
for the whole sample.3 All items are presented in Appendix A.

Following Jöreskog and Sörbom (1993) we first tested the measurement model.
Goodness of fit indices provided support for this model: χ2(852) = 1251.06,
p < 0.00; TLI = 0.94; CFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.034 with p = 1.0. After running
the measurement model, the model was run allowing LISREL to estimate path
coefficients between constructs. The goodness of fit indices indicated a reasonable
fit: χ2(858) = 1419.55, p < 0.00; TLI = 0.92; CFI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.04 with
p = 1.0. The results are presented in Figure 1.

3.1.1. Stability Coefficients
The stability paths are partial correlation coefficients of each construct at time 1
with the same construct at time 2, having controlled for the shared variance with the
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Figure 1. The relations between achievement goals and self-efficacy for mathematics in sixth
and seventh grades.

other variables in the model that predict the construct at time 2. The stability paths
from sixth grade to seventh grade for each achievement goal and for self-efficacy
were all significant, as expected. None of the paths from self-efficacy measured in
the sixth grade to goals measured in the seventh grade were significant. The path
from task goals in the sixth grade to self-efficacy in the seventh grade was positive
and significant. In addition, the path from performance-approach goals measured
in the sixth grade to performance-avoid goals measured in the seventh grade was
positive and significant. The path from performance-avoid goals in sixth grade to
performance-approach goals in seventh grade was not significant.

To test the significance of the differences between the stability coefficients
of the achievement goals, we ran three additional LISREL models. In each of
these models, one stability path (e.g., from task goals in sixth grade to task goals
in seventh grade) was set to be equal to another path (e.g., from performance-
approach goals in sixth grade to performance-approach goals in seventh grade).
The significance of the difference between the stability coefficients in the original
model was tested by calculating the significance of the difference in χ2 between
each of the three models and the original model, which indicates the information
‘lost’ by setting the paths to be equal (cf., Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993). This pro-
cedure indicated that the task goal stability path was significantly different from
the performance-avoid goal stability path (�χ2 = 4.48, �df = 1, p <0.025). The
stability paths for task goals and for performance-approach goals and the stability
paths for performance-approach goals and performance-avoid goals were not sig-
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nificantly different from each other (�χ2 =0.87, �df = 1, p >0.05; �χ2 = 1.31,
�df = 1, p >0.05, respectively).

3.2. INVESTIGATING THE ROLES OF GENDER, ETHNICITY,
AND THE MODERATING ROLE OF SELF-EFFICACY

3.2.1. Multiple Regression

The most important finding in our initial analyses was the significant path between
sixth grade performance-approach and seventh grade performance-avoid goals.
Our next step was to run analyses to help us understand this link. To examine
the possibility that students’ gender, ethnicity, and self-efficacy were factors in
the relation between sixth grade performance-approach goals and seventh grade
performance-avoid goals, we used two procedures. First, we ran hierarchical mul-
tiple regression analyses with gender, ethnicity, and interaction terms for each of
the sixth grade achievement goals and self-efficacy predicting each of the seventh-
grade achievement goals, while controlling for academic achievement. Variables
were centered prior to forming the interaction terms to avoid multicollinearity
(Aiken & West, 1991). In each analysis, gender, ethnicity4, and sixth grade math
grades were entered first. Second, the sixth-grade construct that was similar to
the dependent variable was entered. In the third step, the three other constructs
were block-entered. Lastly, the three interaction terms were block-entered. Table I
presents the correlations among the scales as well as the mean and standard de-
viation for each scale. Tables II–V present the results of these analyses for per-
formance-approach goals, performance-avoid goals, task goals, and self-efficacy,
respectively.

The results of the multiple regression analyses confirmed the significant re-
lations indicated by the LISREL model. All stability coefficients were signifi-
cant, performance-approach goals in sixth grade were a significant predictor of
performance-avoid goals in seventh grade, and task goals in sixth grade were a
significant predictor of self-efficacy in seventh grade. In addition, however, the
multiple regressions suggested some significant relations that were not indicated
in the LISREL analysis. First, ethnicity was a significant predictor of task goals
and self-efficacy in seventh grade. Being African American was related to higher
task goals and higher self-efficacy. This finding was not unexpected since other
researchers have found that African-American students are likely to report more
positive attitudes toward school and higher academic self-perceptions than other
racial groups (Mickelson, 1990; Graham, 1994).

Second, task goals in sixth grade were a significant positive predictor and per-
formance-avoid goals in sixth grade were a significant negative predictor of
self-efficacy in seventh grade. These results confirm early studies indicating the
adaptive nature of task goals and maladaptive nature of performance-avoid
goals.
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Table I. Correlations among achievement goals and self-efficacy in sixth and seventh grade

Scale M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Task sixth grade 3.26 1.06 – 0.47∗∗∗ 0.06 −0.03 0.02 −0.01 0.46∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗
2. Task seventh grade 3.19 1.09 – −0.04 0.06 −0.10∗ −0.03 0.25∗∗∗ 0.39∗∗∗
3. Performance-approach sixth grade 2.77 1.13 – 0.51∗∗∗ 0.58∗∗∗ 0.36∗∗∗ 0.01 −0.08

4. Performance-approach seventh grade 2.55 1.06 – 0.33∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗ −0.07 −0.04

5. Performance-avoid sixth grade 2.41 1.02 – 0.44∗∗∗ −0.07 −0.16∗∗
6. Performance-avoid seventh grade 2.06 0.90 – −0.07 −0.16∗∗
7. Self-efficacy sixth grade 4.10 0.86 – 0.42∗∗∗
8. Self-efficacy seventh grade 3.97 0.87 –

∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.
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Table II. Results of multiple regression of achievement goals and self-efficacy in sixth grade
predicting performance-approach goals in seventh grade

Independent variables Beta Beta Beta Beta

Gender (male = 0; female = 1) −0.13 −0.07 −0.06 −0.07

Ethnicity (African Am = 0, White = 1) −0.13 −0.05 −0.04 −0.05

Math grades sixth grade −0.04 −0.02 −0.03 −0.03

Math performance-approach sixth grade 0.47∗∗∗ 0.41∗∗∗ 0.36∗∗∗
Math task goals sixth grade 0.08 0.05

Math performance-avoid sixth grade 0.12 0.13

Math self-efficacy sixth grade 0.01 0.00

Task × self- efficacy 0.05

Performance-approach × self-efficacy 0.13

Performance-avoid × self-efficacy 0.03

Adj. R2 0.02 0.23 0.23 0.23

∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

Table III. Results of multiple regression of achievement goals and self-efficacy in sixth grade
predicting performance-avoid goals in seventh grade

Independent variables Beta Beta Beta Beta

Gender (male = 0; female = 1) −0.20∗∗ −0.15∗ −0.14 −0.15∗
Ethnicity (African Am = 0, White = 1) −0.05 −0.05 −0.03 −0.05

Math grades sixth grade −0.11 −0.11 −0.10 −0.10

Math performance-avoid sixth grade 0.37∗∗∗ 0.28∗∗ 0.27∗∗∗
Math task goals sixth grade −0.01 −0.10

Math performance-approach sixth grade 0.17∗ 0.06

Math self-efficacy sixth grade 0.00 0.03

Task × self-efficacy 0.17

Performance-approach × self-efficacy 0.22∗
Performance-avoid × self-efficacy 0.14

Adj. R2 0.05 0.17 0.18 0.25

∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

Finally, two interaction terms were significant. The interaction term of per-
formance-approach and self-efficacy was significant in predicting performance-
avoid goals in seventh grade, and the interaction of performance-avoid goals and
self-efficacy was significant in predicting task goals in seventh grade. Follow-
ing Aiken and West (1991), Figures 2 and 3 present plots of these interactions.
As Figure 2 shows, higher performance-approach goals combined with higher
self-efficacy were a strong predictor of performance-avoid goals in seventh grade.
Figure 3 also reveals the interesting finding that the relations between self-efficacy
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Table IV. Results of multiple regression of achievement goals and self-efficacy in sixth grade
predicting task goals in seventh grade

Independent variables Beta Beta Beta Beta

Gender (male = 0; female = 1) −0.02 −0.03 −0.04 −0.04

Ethnicity (African Am = 0, White = 1) −0.13 −0.14∗∗∗ −0.17∗∗∗ −0.17∗∗∗
Math grades sixth grade 0.19∗ 0.16∗ 0.12 0.13

Math task goals sixth grade 0.27∗∗∗ 0.17∗ 0.19∗
Math performance-approach sixth grade −0.05 −0.08

Math performance-avoid sixth grade −0.09 −0.09

Math self-efficacy sixth grade 0.26∗∗ 0.24∗∗
Task × self-efficacy −0.04

Performance-approach × self-efficacy 0.07

Performance-avoid × self-efficacy −0.02

Adj. R2 0.03 0.10 0.17 0.16

∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

Table V. Results of multiple regression of achievement goals and self-efficacy in sixth grade
predicting self-efficacy in seventh grade

Independent variables Beta Beta Beta Beta

Gender (male = 0; female = 1) −0.07 −0.06 −0.08 −0.09

Ethnicity (African Am = 0, White = 1) −0.14 −0.15∗ −0.17∗ −0.17∗
Math grades sixth grade 0.25∗∗ 0.18∗ 0.17∗ 0.18∗
Math self-efficacy sixth grade 0.40∗∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗
Math Task goals sixth grade 0.08 0.09

Math Performance-approach sixth grade −0.03 −0.03

Math Performance-avoid sixth grade −0.11 −0.12

Task × self-efficacy −0.02

Performance-approach × self-efficacy −0.01

Performance-avoid × self-efficacy 0.03

Adj. R2 0.05 0.20 0.21 0.20

∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

and task goals across the grades was lower for students with higher performance-
avoid goals.

3.3. MULTI-SAMPLE ANALYSIS

As the results of the multiple regression were slightly different from those in the
LISREL model, we used a second method to test the possible moderating effect
of self-efficacy in predicting performance-avoid goals in seventh grade: a multi-
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Figure 2. Performance-approach and self-efficacy in sixth grade predicting performance-
avoidance in seventh grade.

Figure 3. Performance-avoid and self-efficacy in sixth grade predicting task goals in seventh
grade.

sample LISREL analysis testing the relations among the constructs with three
different levels of self-efficacy. Based on the frequency counts on the self-efficacy
scale, which ranged from 1 to 5, we divided the sample into three groups fairly
similar in size. One group included all students with scores lower than 3.6 on the
scale. A second group included students with scores that were equal to or higher
than 3.6 and lower than 4.6. A third group included students who had scores equal
to or higher than 4.6. After a listwise deletion of missing data, the three groups
had the following sizes: low efficacy: N = 131; medium efficacy: N = 129; high
efficacy: N = 170. As gender and ethnicity did not emerge as significant predictors
of performance goals in seventh grade, they were not included in this analysis.

3.3.1. Testing the Structural Model Using Multi-Sample Analysis
We tested a model leading from performance-approach and avoid goals in sixth
grade to performance-approach and avoid goals in seventh grade. We first tested
the model with the assumption that these paths were equal among the three groups.
The fit for this model was: χ2(619) = 908.86, p < 0.001, TLI = 0.91, CFI =0.91,
RMSEA = 0.033 with P (0.05) = 1.00. The results of this analysis replicated the
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Figure 4. The relations between performance-approach and performance-avoid achievement
goals for mathematics in sixth and seventh grades among groups low, medium, and high in
self-efficacy for mathematics in sixth grade.

findings of the model tested for the whole sample. Next we tested the model with
the structural paths freed to be estimated for the three groups. The fit for this model
was: χ2(611) = 892.16, p <0.001, TLI = 0.91, CFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.033 with
P (0.05) = 1.00. The difference in chi-square (�χ2 = 16.7, �df = 8, p < 0.05) in-
dicated that the structural paths were significantly different among the groups. The
different paths are presented in Figure 4.
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As can be seen in Figure 4, the significant path leading from performance-
approach goals in sixth grade to performance-avoid in seventh grade was signifi-
cant only among the high efficacy group, confirming the results of the multiple
regression analysis. In addition, the structural path from performance-avoid in sixth
grade to performance-avoid in seventh grade was not significant in this group.

3.3.2. Link to the Environment
Underlying the differences among efficacy groups is the assumption that the chan-
ges observed in achievement goal orientations are linked to changes in the en-
vironment. For example, do students with high efficacy seem more susceptible to
changes in the environment across time that might elicit performance-avoid goals?

We were limited in our ability to test this with the data that were available to us.
However, we were able to consider the effect of changes in math grades across the
two years. We created continuous variables for change in grades (the subtraction
of sixth grade math grades from seventh grade math grades) and change in efficacy
(the subtraction of sixth grade efficacy from seventh grade efficacy). Both variables
were normally distributed with means close to zero. The correlation of change in
efficacy with change in grades was 0.11 (p <0.05) for the whole sample. However,
when this correlation was examined among the three groups with different levels of
efficacy in sixth grade (low, medium and high), the correlation was only significant
among high efficacy students. This finding suggests that the way students with
high efficacy respond to change is different from the way lower efficacy students
respond. For example, students with higher efficacy may perceive a drop in grades
when faced with a new environment as an indication of lower efficacy and therefore
possibly more of a threat.

4. Discussion

This study investigated how performance goals change across schools years, with
particular attention to the role of academic self-efficacy. Unlike previous research
which considered prior goals as a control for future goals, and efficacy as an out-
come related to goals or as a moderator between goals and outcomes, we examined
the stability for achievement goal orientations, with goals at sixth grade predict-
ing the same goal orientation at seventh grade; the relations among performance-
approach and avoid goals over time; and the role of self-efficacy as a moderator in
those relations.

We found that task goals were stable over time and that sixth grade task goals
predicted seventh grade efficacy. It makes sense that engaging in achievement be-
havior for the purpose of mastery and improvement would relate to espousing these
reasons for doing work even in new contexts. Prior research has shown that students
who espouse task goals are effortful and are likely to engage in self-regulating
behavior. They are focused on the task rather than the self (Dweck, 1986) and thus
may be less likely to be affected by changes in context.
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Generally, efficacy in sixth grade did not predict task goals in seventh grade.
Theoreticians have questioned whether efficacy influences task goals, or task goals
influence a sense of efficacy. Although these are correlational data, the finding does
lend some support for the belief that task goals influence efficacy. Whereas high
quality engagement may contribute to higher academic efficacy, mere perceptions
of high ability do not necessarily lead to engagement out of the desire to learn and
improve (i.e., Dweck, 1986).

As researchers continue to examine the nature of performance goals, such as the
recent attention to performance-avoid goals and the facilitative nature of perfor-
mance-approach goals, this study contributes to our knowledge. Each component
of performance goal orientation was found to be stable over time. In addition, a
performance-approach goal orientation was related to performance-avoid orienta-
tion at a later time. Moreover, academic self-efficacy interacted with prior goals in
predicting future performance goal orientation. The findings suggest that feeling
academically efficacious and endorsing performance-approach goals is predic-
tive of developing the less adaptive performance-avoid goals when moving to a
new learning environment. The findings suggest that in some cases performance-
approach and performance-avoidance orientations may be two sides of the same
achievement goal – a general concern with demonstration of ability – and that the
adoption of approach and avoidance orientations may be a matter of circumstances.
Individuals who are oriented to demonstrating their ability, and who perceive that
they have high ability, may find themselves in a situation where they begin to
take steps to avoid the demonstration of lack of ability in order to protect their
image. Ames and Ames (1984) suggest: “Even children with generally positive
self-views have been found to become self-punitive when they experience failure
in competitive settings (C. Ames, 1978), suggesting that students with high self-
concepts can react negatively to a competitive loss” (p. 45). Perhaps students who
move toward endorsing performance-avoid goals are reacting negatively to the pos-
sibility of a competitive loss. We consider this to be an interesting and important
finding.

Research on the approach and avoidance components of performance goals
indicated that approach goals were the more adaptive orientation (Middleton &
Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik, 1997). Indeed, several theorists have suggested that per-
formance-approach goals have benefits for students (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996;
Harackiewicz, Barron, & Elliot, 1998; Pintrich, 2000; Harackiewicz et al., 2002).
Similarly, research indicates that performance goals combined with high perceived
efficacy are associated with positive outcomes, at least when the outcomes are
measured concurrently (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988). This
does not appear to be true for performance-avoid goals. Indeed, in our study, per-
formance-avoid goals even lowered any slight relations between academic efficacy
and engagement that focuses on learning and understanding.

Also in contrast to the assertions that performance goals combined with efficacy
are associated with positive outcomes, this study suggests that being performance-
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approach oriented, while perhaps adaptive under some circumstances (Midgley,
Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001), may place students with high perceived efficacy in
a vulnerable situation as they move to a new learning environment. Self-efficacy
seems to be stable from sixth to seventh grade but not for all students. Being confi-
dent of one’s ability in one learning environment for performance-oriented students
may be related to being confident of performance expectations and measures which
may change in different learning environments. This would be particularly true
if individuals moved to an environment with an increased emphasis on relative
ability, as may be the case when students move from sixth to seventh grade in
middle school. As students with performance goals are oriented towards social
comparison, moving to a new environment with new material – particularly in
math – and new students to whom one’s ability can be compared may serve as
a threat or may activate a fear of failure (Elliot, 1997). This fear of failure may
lead these students to self-protection or to adopt learning goals focused around not
wanting to appear unable. Unlike students with high-perceived efficacy, students
with performance-approach goals and lower academic efficacy are familiar with
this threat and thus may not manifest a change in their goals. Indeed, in comparison
to low efficacy students, high-efficacy students may rely more on sense of relative
ability in their orientation to demonstrate superior ability. They are therefore more
likely to be sensitive to changes in the environment that suggest that their relative
ability is not as high.

The higher sensitivity of high-efficacy students to the environment may explain
also the finding that among high-efficacy students, performance-avoid goals were
not stable across grades (see Figure 4). Students who felt they could master the
work for their math course were not consistent over time in their report of whether
they do their work to avoid appearing unable. Perhaps the nature of the classroom
environment is very salient for these students and their perceptions of personal
goals are more closely tied to their classroom context rather than with individual
characteristics with which they enter a class. More research with students with
high academic efficacy might help us understand their orientation toward avoiding
the demonstration of lack of ability lacks stability over time. They may be par-
ticularly sensitive to the goals that are emphasized in their classrooms. In future
research greater attention should be paid to the ways in which the classroom envi-
ronment changes from year to year, as well as changes in students’ experiences of
success.

Achievement goal theory is a central theoretical framework for research and
practice in educational motivation (e.g., Ames, 1990; Maehr & Midgley, 1996;
Covington, 2000; Pintrich, 2000). It is important, therefore, that in addressing
the concerns of educators about improving students’ achievement and well-being
through their patterns of beliefs and behaviors, the consequences of adopting dif-
ferent achievement goals be investigated thoroughly.

While performance-approach goals and feeling efficacious have been suggested
as desired motivational orientations (Harackiewicz et al., 1998), we have shown
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that these recommendations should be taken with caution. Simply feeling effica-
cious may not be associated with positive patterns, and being oriented to demon-
strating ability may be problematic over time for some students. Speculation about
the benefits of such an orientation may be premature until we examine the effects
over time, and as we continue to examine separately the avoidance and approach
components of performance goals. Future research should pay attention to the de-
velopment of goals within and across learning environments, to their interaction
with other motivational processes, and to their longitudinal relations with a variety
of outcomes.
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Appendix A. List of items appearing in Figure 1 and reliabilities for scales

Math task goal orientation (alpha level sixth grade = 0.84; seventh grade = 0.80)
X1; Y1 I like math work that I will learn from, even if I make a lot

of mistakes.
X2; Y2 An important reason I do my math work is because I like to learn

new things.
X3; Y3 I like math work best when it really makes me think.
X4; Y4 An important reason why I do my work in math is because

I want to get better at it.
X5; Y5 I do my math work because I am interested in it.

Performance-approach goal orientation (alpha level sixth grade = 0.84; seventh grade = 0.84)
X6; Y6 I would feel really good if I were the only one who could

answer the teachers’ questions in math.
X7; Y7 I want to do better than other students in my math class.
X8; Y8 I would feel successful in math if I did better than most of the

other students in the class.
X9; Y9 I would like to show my teacher that I am smarter than the other

students in my math class.
X10; Y10 Doing better than other students in math is important to me.

Performance-avoid goal orientation (alpha level sixth grade = 0.84; seventh grade = 0.78)
X11; Y11 It is very important to me that I do not look stupid

in my math class.
X12; Y12 An important reason I do my math work is so that I would not

embarrass myself.
X13; Y13 The reason I do my math work is so the teacher does not think

I know less than others.
X14; Y14 The reason I do my math work in this class is so others would

not think I am dumb.∗
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X15; Y15 One reason I might not participate in math class is to avoid
looking stupid.

X16; Y16 One of my main goals in math is to avoid looking like I can not
do my work.

Self-efficacy in mathematics (alpha level sixth grade = 0.85; seventh grade = 0.84)
X17; Y17 I am certain I can master the skills taught in math this year.
X18; Y18 I can do even the hardest work in my math class if I try.
X19; Y19 I can do almost all the work in math if I do not give up.
X20; Y20 Even if the work in math is hard, I can learn it.
X21; Y21 I am certain I can figure out how to do even the most difficult

math work.
X22; Y22 No matter how hard I try, there is some math work I will never

understand. (Reverse item)

∗ Slight change in wording from sixth to seventh grade survey.

Endnotes

1More recently, a distinction has also been made between approach and avoidance
components of mastery goals (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2000; Elliot & McGregor,
2001). Relatively little research has been conducted with the avoid aspect of mas-
tery goals to date. This study did not assess mastery-avoid goals.
2See Kaplan and Midgley (1997) for a discussion of these findings.
3Covariance matrices and standard deviations for items in the measurement models
are available by contacting the second author.
4The ethnicity variable was constructed with the two ethnic groups – African-
American and European-American. Our sample size of other ethnic groups was
too small to include as separate groups in analyses and those cases were dropped
from the analysis.
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