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construct to evaluate their performance (Ames, 1992; Pintrich, 2000). For example, an ado-
lescent may decide to earn better grades to get into college and may decide that this means 
earning Bs in all classes. Our goal orientation, or what drives our behaviors and choices, can 
be described by two types of mastery goals and two types of performance goals, as shown in 
Table 15.1.

Mastery-approach goals and performance-approach goals are grounded in a need for 
achievement. Students with these goals are motivated to approach situations in which they 
have an opportunity to achieve. Students with mastery-approach goals focus on improv-
ing intellectually, acquiring new skills and knowledge, and developing competence (Elliot & 
Murayama, 2008; Hulleman & Senko, 2010). Students who hold performance-approach goals 
are motivated simultaneously by a need to achieve and a fear of failure (Elliot & Church, 1997; 
Vansteenkiste, Lens, Elliot, Soenens, & Mouratidis, 2014). Because these students fear failure 
and have perceptions of low ability, their goal is to demonstrate their ability to others and out-
perform others (Hulleman et al., 2010; Urdan & Mestas, 2006).

TABLE 15.1	 Comparing Mastery and Performance Orientations

MASTERY PERFORMANCE
Approach 
State

Focus: mastering task, learning, understanding

Standards: self-improvement, progress, deep 
understanding of task

Outcomes:

•• intrinsic motivation, interest, enjoyment

•• deep-level learning strategies to enhance 
understanding and recall

•• preference for challenging tasks and moderate 
risk taking

•• adaptive help seeking

•• effort and persistence

•• positive self-efficacy and self-regulation

Focus: being superior, being the smartest, besting 
others

Standards: getting best or highest grades, being best 
performer in class (comparing to the norm)

Outcomes:

•• intrinsic motivation

•• effective, but often superficial, learning strategies (e.g., 
rote memorization)

•• effort and persistence

•• low anxiety and positive self-efficacy

•• acceptance of cheating

Avoidance 
State

Focus: avoiding misunderstanding, avoiding 
not learning or not mastering task

Standards: not being wrong, not performing 
incorrectly relative to task

Outcomes:

•• disorganized studying

•• increased test anxiety

•• negative feelings about failure

•• avoidance of help seeking

•• less intrinsic motivation

Focus: avoiding inferiority, not looking stupid or dumb 
in comparison to others

Standards: not getting the worst grades, not being 
lowest performer in class (comparing to the norm)

Outcomes:

•• surface-level learning strategies (e.g., memorizing, 
studying only what is likely to be on the test)

•• disorganized study habits

•• self-handicapping strategies (e.g., not trying, 
procrastinating, minimizing participation, making 
excuses for incomplete work, possibly cheating)

•• anxiety and negative feelings about failure

•• avoidance of help seeking

•• disengagement

•• lower performance
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