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Abstract 

We report a series of three studies investigating the consistency of 8- to 10-year-olds’ 
achievement goal orientation across different learning contexts. Our main aim was to examine 
whether goal orientations represent stable individual differences towards learning or vary 
according to context. To achieve this we examined the influence of two variables on the 
consistency of children’s achievement goal adoption: (a) learning activities which varied in 
levels of peer interaction (individual, collaborative, and whole-class) and (b) children’s 
perceptions of their ability in these contexts (high or low). We developed a method of 
measuring achievement goals in each of these contexts by presenting children with situation-
specific scenarios in which they selected a response from a choice of either mastery- or 
performance-oriented behaviour. We then examined achievement goal preferences within each 
context and the consistency of goal responses across contexts. Results suggest that for some 
children achievement goal orientation is consistent across contexts and appears to be 
dispositional. However, most children adopted different goals according to context. Also, 
specific interactive contexts exerted particularly strong influences on achievement goal 
preferences both within and between the three samples. Implications for a theoretical 
understanding of achievement goals as both situationally specific and dispositional are 
discussed.  
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1. Introduction 

Achievement goal theory maintains that the goals children pursue when learning create a 
meaning system, or orientation, which determines how tasks are approached and interpreted 
(Urdan, Kneisel, & Mason, 1999). In this paper we focus on the two types of goal orientations 
that have received most attention in the literature. A mastery orientation conce



 

 

We examine an aspect of classroom context which has not been addressed in relation to 
achievement goals; the degree to which classroom work differs in the type of social interaction 
children experience. We distinguish between (a) individual work where there is little or no 
direct social contact with others, (b) collaborative work where the child experiences direct peer 
interaction and (c) whole-class work where both peers and teachers contribute to the social 
organisation of the learning activity. Several authors have suggested that collaborative contexts 
should promote a mastery approach while whole-class contexts are likely to be more 
competitive and therefore performance-oriented (Ames, 1984, 1992; Blumenfeld, 1992). 
However, the influence of these environments on children’s achievement goals has not been 
directly compared in a single sample. Before presenting our studies we first discuss existing 
models of goal orientation in more detail and highlight current methodological limitation















 

 





 

 

 
                   Table 1. Consistency rate (%) between 

                      self-report and teacher-rated scenarios 
 

 High PA Low PA 
Individual 54 50 



 

 

However, this study had several limitations which need considering before any conclusions are 
reached. 

Firstly, as variables are categorical and the sample size relatively small, the data lacks statistical 
power. Secondly, the lack of consistency in children’s responses to the scenarios may indicate 
random responding. Comparisons between teacher-rated scenarios, the behavioural task choice 
measure and the self-report scenarios suggest that an accurate measure of goal orientation was 
obtained for at least two contexts (individual: high perceived-ability and collaborative: low 
perceived ability) as responses were consistent across measures. However, further studies are 
needed to assess how co























 

 

4. Collaborative: Low-perceived ability 

Now I want you to imagine that you are in ______ class. Your teacher gives you and a partner some work 
to do together. You have to make a poster with drawings and writing which will be put up on the wall 
outside your classroom. You teacher says that you and your partner can choose what to do your poster on. 
So the first thing you and your partner have to do is decide what to do the poster on. You could either do 
the poster on a topic that you’ve only just started learning about and so you would learn something new 
from it or you could do it on a topic you’ve already finished learning about which would be good 
practice.  
 
Response choice: 
A topic we already know lots about (performance) 
A new topic that we could learn about (mastery) 
  

5. Whole class: High-perceived ability 

Imagine you’re in class during _______. Your teacher tells the whole class that you are going to start a 
new topic. Before she begins she is going to ask the class a few questions to see how much you already 
know. Imagine that you put up your hand up but you give the wrong answer. The teacher tells the class 
the right answer and then carries on. What do you think you would do if this happened to you? 
 
Response choice: 
I would try and answer more questions (mastery) 
I wouldn’t answer any more questions (performance) 
 

6. Whole Class: Low-perceived ability 

 
During your _______ lesson the teacher tells the class that she wants you to be the teacher for a while. 
She says that at the end of the week each of you is going to have a chance to come up to the front of the 
class and talk about a topic that you can choose. She gives you a list of topics to choose from at the 
beginning of the week so you have time to find out about it. What sort of topic do you think you would 
like to choose? 

 
Response choice: 

 
I would choose a topic which I already know lots about (performance) 
I would choose a new topic so I could learn something new (mastery) 
 

 



 

 

Appendix B 

Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales  
(Midgley et al., 2000) 

 
 

Mastery items: 
 
1. It’s important to me that I learn a lot of new things this year. 
2. One of my goals in class is to learn as much as I can. 
3. One of my goals is to master a lot of 
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