
296 Unit 5: Motivation

Mastery-approach and performance-approach goal orientations 
result in positive outcomes such as persistence and effort (Hulleman, 
Schrager, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010; Hulleman & Senko, 
2010). Performance-approach goals are often linked to students’ 
use of superficial learning strategies, such as memorizing, although 
this behavior nonetheless results in achievement most of the time. 
However, mastery-approach goals are not always linked to high 
achievement despite the use of deep-level learning strategies, such as 
planning and organizing material, relating information to prior knowl-
edge, and monitoring comprehension while learning (Diseth, 2011; 
Hulleman et al., 2010). Particularly in elementary school, where there 
is an emphasis on learning factual knowledge, deeper processing may 
not be the most adaptive approach for mastery-oriented students who 
are high achieving (Ronćević & Kolić-Vehovec, 2014).

While some individuals may be motivated to approach achievement 
situations, others may be motivated to avoid situations that may lead 
to failure. Students with mastery-avoidance goals want to avoid sit-
uations in which they might fail to achieve mastery. They judge their 
competence by personally created, absolute standards, such as avoid-
ing a strikeout when coming up to bat or avoiding the possibility of 
answering a question incorrectly. Perfectionists are considered mastery 
avoidant because they set high personal standards and never want to 
be wrong or incorrect (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Fletcher, Shim, & 
Wang, 2012). In contrast, students with performance-avoidance goals 
are concerned with judging their competence relative to others, such 
as failing a test they believe others will succeed on (Elliot & Church, 
1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001). To avoid failure, these students use 

several self-handicapping strategies listed in Table 15.1, which are a useful way to attribute 
failure to causes other than low ability, leading to less shame (Stipek, 2002).

Attribution Theory
Think about a time when you studied for a test and were surprised to find out that you received 
a lower grade than expected. What caused this outcome? According to attribution theory, we 
all try to explain our performance through causal attributions, interpretations of events based 
on past performance and social norms (Weiner, 2010). To better understand how attributions 
influence students’ motivation, consider the three dimensions of attributions.

1.	 Locus: where we place the cause of the outcome. Do we believe our success or failure 
results from internal causes, such as ability and effort, or due to external causes, such 
as asking the teacher for help? Compared to external attributions, ability and effort 
attributions for success lead to higher levels of pride, confidence, satisfaction, and 
self-esteem (Graham & Weiner, 1996).

2.	 Stability: whether we perceive the cause as being stable or unstable over time. We 
expect future success when we attribute success to a stable cause (the typical effort you 
make every time you study). However, our expectation decreases when we attribute 
failure to a stable cause, such as our belief that a teacher’s tests are too difficult (Weiner, 
1982). Our expectations for future success are not hampered when we attribute failure 
to an unstable cause—say, missing several classes because of illness.

3.	 Controllability: our personal responsibility for the cause of the success or failure. Was 
success or failure controllable (the amount you studied) or uncontrollable (unfairness of 
the test)? Attributing success or failure to amount of effort generally leads to positive 

Performance-Approach Goals. Some students are 
motivated to show others their ability, like the boy 
showing off his soccer trophy.

Self-Handicapping 
strategies: See Module 16
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