
321Module 16: Self Theories

effort to ensure they perform better than others (De Castella, Byrne, & Covington, 2013).  
To do this, they use several strategies to ensure their success (Covington, 1984; Stipek, 2002):

1.	 Attempting only very easy tasks. This guarantees success with little learning.

2.	 Having low aspirations. A student might announce that he is not prepared for a test 
and hopes simply to pass. Doing better than passing (success) with minimal effort 
implies that the student has high ability.

3.	 Rehearsing responses. An elementary school student might rehearse a section of text that 
she expects to read aloud to minimize any reading errors. Likewise, a student in a high 
school foreign language or math class might practice the answer to a question before 
being called on.

4.	 Paying excessive attention to detail. Overstrivers doubt their actual abilities and attribute 
success to extreme effort, such as being overprepared or showing excessive attention to 
detail (Covington, 1984; Covington & Beery, 1976). An elementary school student 
might ask the teacher if she is on the right track with a math worksheet after every few 
problems, or a middle or high school student might ask the teacher for clarification or 
feedback several times while working on an individual project.

5.	 Cheating. Students might cheat as an extreme measure to ensure success because they 
believe that asking for help indicates low ability (Butler, 1998).

Overstrivers are motivated by a sense of pride stemming from their success and by the 
temporary relief of not failing (of avoiding negative consequences), creating a continual cycle 
of having to prove themselves (Covington & Müeller, 2001). This continual cycle may lead 
overstrivers to feel anxiety and a lack of control (Martin, Marsh, & Debus, 2001a, 2001b). 
When overstrivers experience failure, they consider this proof that they lack competence and 
may adopt strategies to avoid failure (Covington, 1992; Martin & Marsh, 2003).

FIGURE 16.1      Four Types of Students. Students have different types of 

motivation, according to self-worth theory.

SOURCE: From M. V. Covington and K. J. Müeller (2001), “Intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation: An approach/
avoidance reformulation.” Education Psychology Review, 13(2), 157–176. Copyright © 2001. Reprinted by 
permission of Springer.
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