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have a very powerful impact on behaviour. These implicit
theories of intelligence create a meaning system or conceptual
framework that influences the individual interpretation of
school situations. Thus, an entity theory of intelligence is the
belief that intelligence is a fixed trait, a personal quality that
cannot be changed. Students who subscribe to this theory
believe that although people can learn new things, their
underlying intelligence remains the same. In contrast, an
incremental theory of intelligence is the belief that intelligence
is a malleable quality that can increase through efforts. The
identification of these two theories allows us to understand the
cognition and behaviour of individuals in achievement
situations. Many studies carried out in the academic area show
that students who hold an entity theory of intelligence (i.e.
they consider intelligence like a stable quality) have a strong
tendency to attribute their failures to a fixed trait. They are
more likely to blame their intelligence for negative outcomes
and to attribute failures to their bad intellectual ability. In
contrast, students who hold an incremental theory of
intelligence (i.e. they consider intelligence as a malleable
quality) is more likely to understand the same negative
outcomes in terms of specific factors: they attribute them to a
lack of effort. This differential emphasis on traits versus
specific mediators in turn fosters different reactions to
negative events. Several studies have shown that entity
theorists of intelligence are more likely than incremental
theorists to react helplessly in the face of failure. They are not
only more likely to make negative judgments about their
intelligence from the failures, but also more likely to show
negative affect and behaviours.
Achievement goals are defined as the goals or purposes that
motivate students within the academic setting ( Wolters,
2004). Mastery goals are usually found to be related to greater
eVort exertion and persistence (e.g., Miller, Beherns, &
Greene, 1993; Miller, Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran, &
Nichols, 1996), as well as to reported use of deep-processing
learning strategies such as elaboration or organization
strategies (e.g., Ames & Archer, 1988; BouVard,
Boisvert,Vezeau, & Larouche, 1995; Greene & Miller, 1996;
Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle,1988; Nolen & Haladyna,
1990). The relationship between mastery goals and
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I. INTRODUCTION

T

HIS social-cognitive theory of motivation(Dweck &
Leggett, 1988) has attracted a great deal of attention since
the past two decades. The key concepts of this model are
beliefs (implicit theories) that learners hold on the nature of
intelligence and learners’ goal orientation. Dweck contrasts
two types of implicit theories of intelligence: the belief that
intelligence is a malleable and controllable quality, an
incremental theory, and the belief that intelligence is a fixed
and uncontrollable trait, an entity theory. The main postulate
of this model is that implicit theories of intelligence determine
the way students approach learning and achievement
situations, the kinds of goals they adopt, and through the
mediation of effort expenditure and persistence, their
achievement (Dupeyrat and Mariné ,2005). According to
Dweck, it seems that beliefs about the nature of intelligence
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achievement seems less clear: this relationship has been
found to be positive in some studies (e.g., Miller et al., 1993),
but a number of other studies failed to observe any signiWcant
relation between these two variables (e.g., Harackiewicz,
Barron, Carter,Letho, & Elliot, 1997; Meece et al., 1988).
Much of the literature on achievement goals focuses on the
distinction between mastery goals and performance goals.
Specifically, students who adopt mastery goals (i.e., learning
goals) are motivated to understand the material and develop
their skills. On the other hand, students who adopt
performance goals are concerned with comparing themselves
with others. These students evaluate their ability in relation to
others in order to determine their self-worth; that is, they are
concerned about being judged based on their performance
(Ames, 1992 ; Ames & Archer,1998).
In addition to this distinction, mastery and performance
goals are related to different patterns of learning. Mastery
goals are associated with a number of positive learning
strategies and attributes; for example, the belief that effort
leads to success, a preference for challenging work, interest
and positive attitudes toward learning, increased time on tasks,
persistence, liking the class, and effective learning and
problem-solving strategies (Ames, 1992 ; Ames &
Archer,1998). Conversely, performance goals are associated
with avoidance of challenging tasks, the belief that one lacks
ability in the face of failure, and the use of superficial learning
strategies (Ames,1992 ; Ames & Archer,1998).
Building on the dichotomy of mastery and performance
goals, Elliot and McGregor proposed a more complex
conceptualization of achievement goals to incorporate
approach and avoidance orientations into a 2X2 framework
[Elliot & McGregor, 5]. That is, they described achievement
goals in terms of competence, and the outcome can either be a
desirable possibility (i.e., success) or an undesirable
possibility (i.e., failure) [Elliot & McGregor, 5]. Thus, when a
student adopts an approach orientation, they are expecting
success, whereas a student who expects failure adopts an
avoidance orientation. Following this 2X2 framework, a
mastery-approach (MAP) goal orientation is manifested in a
student’s desire to learn as much as possible, to be persistent,
and develop their skills. A student who fears losing skills and
the inability to master all the material defines a masteryavoidance (MAV) goal orientation. Students who exhibit a
performance-approach (PAP) goal orientation compare
themselves with others and are motivated by their desire to
demonstrate their ability and achievements publically. Finally,
a performance-avoidance (PAV) goal orientation describes a
student who does not want to appear incompetent or lacking in
ability relative to others ( Wolters, 2004). The results for
performance goals are not as straightforward as for mastery
goals. Though performance goals are usually found to be
related to reported use of shallow-processing strategies such
as rote learning or memorization (e.g., Meece et al.,1988;
Miller et al., 1996; Nolen, 1988), unrelated to effort and
persistence (e.g., Miller et al., 1993), and negatively related to
achievement (e.g., Miller et al., 1996), this is not always the

case. For instance, Meece et al. (1988) found that performance
goals were related to both shallow and deep learning
strategies, and Harackiewicz et al. (1997) found that,
compared to students adopting mastery goals, those who
adopted performance goals achieved higher levels of
performance as measured by final course grades. These
researchers extended Dweck’s two-goal orientation
framework to include a goal of work avoidance. Students
endorsing this goal seek to complete their work with a
minimum of effort. Results pertaining to this goal clearly
show its negative effects: in Meece et al.’s (1988) study, work
avoidance was strongly related to reported use of shallowprocessing strategies and negatively to the use of deepprocessing strategies. In Harackiewicz et al.’s (1997) study,
students who adopted work avoidance goals achieved poor
performance. These detrimental effects of work avoidance has
also been documented in a number of other studies (e.g.,
Archer, 1994; Nicholls, Pastashnick, & Nolen, 1985; Nolen,
1988).
In addition to these four goal orientations, a fifth
orientation has been suggested and is included in our study. A
work-avoidance (WAV) orientation describes a student that
tries to do as little work as is necessary to get by
(Pieper,2009).
Fewer studies have tested the relationships between implicit
theories of intelligence and goal orientation in an academic
context. The few studies that did so could only partially
support Dweck’s postulates. Roedel and Schraw (1995), for
example, found that the endorsement of an entity theory of
intelligence was related to the pursuit of performance goals,
but that it was unrelated to the pursuit of mastery goals (i.e.,
students whose dominant goal was one of progressing and
acquiring new knowledge did not reject the belief that
intelligence is a fixed entity). To the contrary, in two other
studies (Dupeyrat & Escribe, 2000; Dupeyrat & Mariné,
2001) the belief in a fixed entity was not associated with
performance goals but was negatively correlated with mastery
goals.
The main purpose of the present study is to test a model
derived both from Dweck’s theoretical postulates and the
empirical findings reported above using path analysis.
The theoretical model tested in this study, as illustrated in
Fig. 1, examines the relationships between implicit theories of
intelligence and goal orientation, and the influence of the
First-year psychology students (N=952; 652 female and 300
male) cooperated in this study,
Participating in a number of collective test sessions within
the framework of study obligations’ two sets of variables on
measures of students’ learning strategies in learning and
achievement.
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correlated with the incremental theory and positively
correlated with the entity theory of intelligence and positively
correlated with shallow strategies and negatively with deep
strategies and academic achievement.

Masteryavoidance

Shallow
strategies

performanc
e-avoidace

Performance-approach goals were positively correlated
with the incremental theory and negatively correlated with the
entity theory of intelligence and negatively correlated with
shallow strategies and positively with deep strategies and
academic achievement. performance-avoidance goals were
negatively correlated with the incremental theory and
positively correlated with the entity theory of intelligence and
positively correlated with shallow strategies and negatively
with deep strategies and academic achievement.
The results of path analysis revealed that the proposed
model is relatively well-fitted with the present study’s data
and can explain 36% of academic achievement variance. RMR
was 2.13 ,GFI was .92 ,CFI .97 and NFI was .98.
Concerning the relations between implicit theories of
intelligence, goal orientation, and learning, our results only
partially validated Dweck’s model. Contrary to Stipek and
Gralinski (1996) who found that performance goals were
positively related to an entity theory of intelligence, in our
study neither an entity nor an incremental theory were
significantly related to performance goals. Though
correlations between both implicit theories and mastery goals
were significant and in the expected direction, the results from
the path model indicated that an entity theory, but not an
incremental theory, was a significant, negative, predictor of
mastery goals. That is, in our sample, students tended to
pursue mastery goals when they rejected the belief that
intelligence is fixed, but not necessarily when they believed
their intelligence is malleable and controllable. In conclusion,
results from our study revealed that Dweck’s theory is
effectively very appropriate for examining achievement
motivation and academic performance in adult returning
students. Indeed, for this population, our study provided
support for Dweck’s theory in all areas but one: the role of
implicit theories of intelligence. If our results demonstrate the
power of path modeling techniques to document mediation, an
even more powerful statistical method, enabling to control for
measurement error, would be to use structural equation
modeling with a larger sample size. The fact that the only
mediating variable validated in the present study was effort, as
measured by the amount of completed homework, but none of
the self-reported learning strategies, highlights the importance
of including observational measures of learning
engagement. Future research may further extend Dweck’s
model by also considering the role of other motivational
mediators or covariates such as for example interest,
achievement motivation, or self-concept revealed as important
determinants of learning behavior and outcome in other
studies (e.g., Elliot, 1999; Harackiewicz, Barron, Pintrich,
Elliot, & Thrash, 2002).

Academic
achievement
Masteryapproach
Deep
strategies

Performanceapproach

Fig. 1. Proposed causal model for explaining achievement. Solid
lines depict positive relations; and dotted lines depict negative
relations

II. . METHOD
First-year psychology students (N=260) cooperated in this
study, they were assessed on the implicit theories of
intelligence subscale (Sabry M. Abd-El-Fattah Greg ,Yates.
2010) ,achievement goal orientations questionnaire (Elliot &
Mcgregor, 1994) and Motivational Strategies for Learning
Questionnaire (MLSQ; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990; Pintrich,
Smith,Garcia, & McKeachie, 1993 ).
III. RESULTS
Relations between variables were examined with Pearson
product–moment correlations between variables (Table 1).
TABLE I
RELATIONS BETWEEN VARIABLES WERE EXAMINED WITH PEARSON PRODUCT–
MOMENT CORRELATIONS BETWEEN VARIABLES

variables

1

2

3

4

5

6

1.Mastery-avoidance

1

2.Performanceavoidance
3. Mastery-approach

.03

1

.21

.05

1

4.Performanceapproach
5. Shallow strategies

.12

.18

.21

1

.32

.33

-.18

-.15

1

6. Deep strategies

-.24

-.21

.24

.25

-.33

1

7.Academic
achievement

-.18

-.27

.17

.31

.24

.45

7

1

Mastery-approach goals were positively correlated with the
incremental theory and negatively correlated with the entity
theory of intelligence and negatively correlated with shallow
strategies and positively with deep strategies and academic
achievement. Mastery-avoidance goals were negatively
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