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What Is It That I’m Trying to Achieve? Classroom Goals
from a Content Perspective
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In this article, goals are discussed with respect to content, that is, as cognitive
representations of what it is that an individual is trying to achieve in a given situa-
tion. In support of this perspective, I argue that a focus on the content of students’
goals can provide unique and valuable insights into ways in which students’ mul-
tiple social and academic goals might influence their academic accomplishments.
Several models of relations between multiple goals are described. First, from a de-
velopmental perspective, relations among social and academic goals might be one-
directional, with fundamental orientations toward the self and the social environ-
ment guiding efforts to be academically competent. Second, relations between goals
also can be complementary, with social and task-related goal pursuit independently
contributing to academic achievement. Finally, relations between social and aca-
demic goal pursuit can be reciprocal and hierarchical in nature, reflecting students’
beliefs about how to achieve academic success. The significance of a goal content
perspective in relation to other goal-related constructs also is discussed.  2000

Academic Press

Personal goals have been of central importance in models of motivation
and explanations of behavior (see Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Pervin, 1983).
In the domain of academic achievement, goals have been described with
respect to their content (Ford, 1992; Wentzel, 1991a, 1991b, 1992); levels
of challenge, proximity, and specificity (Bandura, 1986); and orientations
toward achievement (Dweck, 1991; Nicholls, 1989). Common to these de-
scriptions is the notion that people do set goals for themselves and that they
can be powerful motivators of behavior. However, these descriptions also
represent fundamentally different components of motivated behavior. Goals
as defined by content serve to direct behavior toward a specific outcome;
levels of challenge, proximity, and specificity direct behavior toward certain
standards or definitions of performance; and goal orientations define specific
ways to regulate efforts to achieve.

In my own work, I define goals with respect to content, that is, as a cogni-
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tive representation of what it is that an individual is trying to achieve in a
given situation (see Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Ford, 1992). Examples of
school-related goals that reflect this definition are social relationship goals
such as to gain approval from others, to establish personal relationships with
teachers or peers, or to cooperate with classmates; task-related goals such
as to master subject matter or to meet a specific standard of achievement;
or more cognitive goals such as to engage in creative thinking or to satisfy
intellectual curiosity or challenge (see Ford, 1992 for a comprehensive list
of personal goals). This specific aspect of goal setting represents the basic
decision-making process concerning what to do and as such, defines the con-
text for examining other motivational processes that regulate goal pursuit
(e.g., goal-specific efficacy, values, etc.).

A goal content perspective is essential for understanding motivation within
context. First, it allows for the possibility that goals can emanate either from
the individual or from the context (cf. Dweck, 1991; Nicholls, 1989). For
instance, a goal to cooperate can be a personal goal or one promoted by
teachers or peers. Therefore, a focus on goal content allows for the possibility
that although individuals might pursue a core set of personal goals across a
variety of situations (such as to get along with others), goals also are socially
derived constructs that cannot be studied in isolation of the rules and conven-
tions of culture and context (e.g., Eccles, 1993). Indeed, academic institu-
tions also have multiple goals and objectives for students to achieve (Went-
zel, 1991c). Schools require students to pursue goals that extend beyond
idiosyncratic intellectual, task-related, or social interests to include those that
reflect the interests and concerns of other individuals (e.g., teachers) or
groups (e.g., a class or cooperative learning group).

A goal content perspective also allows for the fact that individuals are
likely to pursue more than one goal in a particular situation. Indeed, that
students pursue multiple goals at school, both social and academic, has been
demonstrated empirically (Allen, 1986; Wentzel, 1989, 1991b, 1992, 1993).
The importance of identifying students’ multiple goals is underscored by the
social realities of institutionalized education—being a successful student is
dependent on more than just an intrinsic, intellectually oriented approach to
learning (see also Ryan & Stiller, 1991). Children are required to conform
to rules for social conduct such as to pay attention, cooperate with others,
and to restrain from aggressive or disruptive behavior. Students also must
conform to rules and conventions for completing learning activities; teachers
provide students with procedures for accomplishing academic tasks and dic-
tate specific criteria and standards for performance. In fact, a student’s goals
will most likely contribute to their academic competence to the extent that
they match the motivational and behavioral objectives of the classroom
(Wentzel, 1989).
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Finally, the likelihood that individuals pursue multiple goals implies that
the ability to coordinate the pursuit of these goals effectively is a critical
self-regulatory skill that links motivation to competent behavior. A focus on
the content of goals can provide a rich description of the multiple goals
that students try to achieve at school as well as a motivational basis for
understanding person–environment fit as it relates to classrooms and schools
(Eccles, 1993). The significance of a goal content perspective, however, goes
beyond the perhaps obvious notion that students pursue social as well as
academically related goals at school and that how they do so has implica-
tions for school success. In particular, it raises new and interesting questions
for the field to consider: how do students coordinate social and academic
goals and what is the motivational significance of social goal pursuit for
understanding academic performance and intellectual outcomes? These is-
sues of multiple goals and goal coordination are discussed in the following
sections.

SOCIAL GOALS AND ACADEMIC ACCOMPLISHMENTS: MODELS
OF INFLUENCE

Correlational and descriptive studies provide fairly consistent evidence
that variations in academic performance can be explained, in part, by the
sets of social- and task-related goals that students pursue (e.g., Wentzel,
1989, 1993, 1996). Although these correlational findings are suggestive, the
challenge remains to identify precise ways in which motivation to achieve
multiple (i.e., social and academic) goals might influence academic accom-
plishments. In the following sections, several theoretical perspectives are
presented that provide the basis for models that link motivational functioning
in multiple domains (see Wentzel, 1999, for a more detailed discussion of
these models). At the most general level, relations among goals are presented
as one-directional, with fundamental orientations toward the self and the
social environment guiding efforts to be academically competent. Next, with
specific reference to within-classroom functioning, relations between social
and academic motivation are described as being complementary. Finally,
relations between social and academic goal pursuit are described as being
reciprocal and hierarchical in nature. These perspectives are not meant to
provide a comprehensive explanatory model of academic achievement.
Rather, the purpose is to illustrate how researchers might think about interac-
tions among specific social and academic processes. Moreover, it should be
clear that these various models are not mutually exclusive. The models pres-
ent various levels of complexity at which social and task-related goals might
be related to each other (e.g., developmentally vs. hierarchically) as well as
specific processes that might link social and task-related goals to each other
(e.g., beliefs about causality).
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A Developmental Perspective on Social and Task-Related Goals

Rooted in developmental theory, this most general perspective assumes
that adoption and pursuit of socially appropriate goals in a given situation
or context emanates from a more generalized need to form interpersonal
attachments and to experience a sense of social belongingness and relat-
edness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Connell & Wellborn, 1991). When these
needs are met, individuals experience a positive sense of self, emotional well-
being, and beliefs that the social environment is a benevolent and suppor-
tive place (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Ford, 1992). Moreover, individuals
are likely to adopt the goals and values of those who help them meet these
needs.

According to this model, students’ desires to achieve socially valued out-
comes in the classroom, including academic success, might be part of an
overarching or more global motivational system derived from early socializa-
tion experiences. Students who perceive their classrooms as socially support-
ive environments are likely to pursue these goals that are valued in that con-
text. If students develop a sense of relatedness to their teachers, this should
translate into pursuing social goals to behave appropriately but also task-
related goals to learn and achieve. This developmental perspective reflects
an underlying assumption that achieving at socially valued academic tasks
is an aspect of social competence. Therefore, interventions to change mal-
adaptive motivational orientations toward learning must begin with attention
to students’ social and emotional needs.

Only recently have theorists begun to assign social and emotional well-
being a central role in motivating academic achievements (e.g., Connell &
Wellborn, 1991; Ryan, 1993). This model, however, has gained some empiri-
cal support. For instance, young children’s initial orientations toward
achievement at academic tasks appears to be grounded in a child’s fundamen-
tal view of him-or herself as a morally and socially acceptable human being
(e.g., Dweck, 1991; Heyman, Dweck & Cain, 1992). Others have docu-
mented that during the elementary school years, many children equate many
aspects of being a good student with being a good citizen of the classroom
(Blumenfeld, Pintrich, & Hamilton, 1986; Hamilton, Blumenfeld, Akoh, &
Miura, 1989). Evidence that emotional well-being is related to positive as-
pects of task-related motivation and that it likely precedes academic compe-
tence also provides support for a social developmental perspective (e.g.,
Kohn & Rosman, 1974; Thompson, Davidson, & Barber, 1995). Finally,
interventions designed to create classrooms that address the social and emo-
tional needs of elementary school-aged children also have increased levels
of academic as well as social competence in students (Watson, Solomon,
Battistich, Schaps, & Solomon, 1989).
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Complementary Relations among Social and Task-Related Goals

A second model depicts the pursuit of task-related and social goals at
school as operating in complementary albeit independent fashion to influence
academic outcomes. Few would argue that task-related goals lead to task
engagement and subsequent skill development. It is reasonable, however,
to expect that pursuit of social goals also can result in intellectual gains
independently of task and intellectual goal pursuit. For instance, goals to be
socially competent should lead to displays of cooperative and helpful behav-
ior (Wentzel, 1992, 1994). In turn, constructivist theories of development
(Piaget, 1965; Youniss & Smollar, 1989) propose that positive social interac-
tions (e.g., cooperative and collaborative problem solving) can create cogni-
tive conflict that hastens the development of higher-order thinking skills and
cognitive structures (e.g., DeBaryshe, Patterson, & Capabaldi, 1993; Slavin,
1987; Wentzel, 1991a).

Hierarchical Relations among Classroom Goals

A third model depicts social and task-related classroom goals as being
causally and hierarchically related, although in this case, ‘‘causality’’ is in
the mind of the student, represented by beliefs about why things happen at
school. Based on the notion that context-specific goals develop in an interde-
pendent fashion, this perspective assumes that students will develop their
own causal models of influence (see Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Pervin,
1983; Skinner, Chapman, & Baltes, 1988) and organize their goal pursuits
accordingly (Pervin, 1983). According to Pervin, goal hierarchies develop
over time as individuals are taught to prioritize goals and to associate goals
with each other in causal fashion. With respect to school, therefore, children
learn which goals are most important to achieve and how the attainment of
one set of goals can lead to the attainment of others. For instance, children
might come to school with a basic goal to establish positive relationships
with others. Over time, this goal might become linked in causal fashion to
more specific goals such as to establish a positive relationship with teachers.
This relationship goal might be accomplished by pursuing even more specific
goals such as to behave appropriately, to pay attention, or to complete assign-
ments. Similarly, children might learn that in order to achieve a rather global
goal of demonstrating competence, they first must achieve subordiante goals
such as learning subject matter, outperforming others, or supporting group
efforts (see Ames, 1992).

The concept of goal hierarchies is helpful for understanding ways in which
beliefs about relations among social and task-related goals might have an im-
pact on efforts to achieve academically. To illustrate, an example of a Task →
Social goal hierarchy would be pursuit of goals to do well at academic tasks
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in order to achieve a social goal to please one’s parents or teachers. Or students
might try to engage in academic tasks because they see this as a way to achieve
goals to cooperate or to comply with classroom rules. Examples of Social →
Task goal hierarchies are less obvious. However, students might believe that
pleasing a teacher by behaving in socially appropriate ways will ultimately
result in accomplishing task-related goals. For the most part, students who
believe that achieving at learning tasks can be accomplished solely by social
means (e.g., pleasing a teacher) are setting themselves up for failure. However,
cooperative learning activities provide contexts wherein students who pursue
this kind of goal hierarchy might experience positive academic gains (e.g.,
Damon & Phelps, 1989). Similarly, students who believe that adhering to so-
cially derived rules and conventions will lead to task-related accomplishments
also are more likely to be successful than those who do not. Most academic
activities aregoverned by proceduresand behavioralconventions that facilitate
successful completion of tasks.

Empirical findings are intriguing in their suggestion that in contrast to goal
pursuit in and of itself, hierarchical belief systems that link academic success
to other nonintellectual goals might play an important role in sustaining (or
undermining) levels of student performance over time. For instance, students
who pursue multiple classroom goals that are social as well as task related
also tend to be high achievers (Wentzel, 1989). When these goals are linked
hierarchically, however, students might experience less-than-adaptive out-
comes (Wentzel, 1993a). Work on academic goal orientations illustrates how
other motivational processes might undermine the effectiveness of Task →
Social hierarchies for achieving academic success. Learning goal orienta-
tions have been conceptualized as reasons why students try to achieve aca-
demically, with performance goal orientations representing desires to
achieve outcomes derived from expectations or values associated with the
consequences of task engagement (see Pintrich, this issue). These outcomes
can take the form of gaining positive social judgments or avoiding negative
social judgments of the self.

Of relevance for the present discussion is that performance goal orienta-
tions, a type of Task → Social goal hierarchy, have been associated with a
lack of persistence, helplessness, and withdrawal from tasks in reaction to
failure (see e.g., Dweck, 1991). The negative outcomes associated with per-
formance goal orientations, however, appear to be the result of motivational
factors other than the goals themselves: When expectations for success are
high, these Task → Social goal hierarchies are linked to positive aspects of
performance (e.g., Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & Dweck, 1988). Therefore,
perceptions of ability in conjunction with one’s choice of goals, appears to
account for the negative consequences of trying to achieve in order to gain
positive appraisals of the self.
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Finally, just as students pursue multiple goals (e.g., to learn, to have fun,
to make friends), they also are likely to pursue multiple goal hierarchies. To
illustrate, students might have multiple reasons for trying to achieve academ-
ically, some of which are social. Therefore, in situations when a learning
activity is less than stimulating or interesting to students, reasons other than
an intrinsic interest in the task might be needed to motivate performance. In
such cases, multiple social as well as task-related reasons for engaging in
the task, such as ‘‘I’ll probably learn something,’’ ‘‘It’s what I’m supposed
to do,’’ ‘‘It will get me a job some day,’’ ‘‘It will please mom and dad,’’
or ‘‘It will impress my friends,’’ can provide a powerful motivational foun-
dation for promoting continued engagement.

Some students who try to pursue multiple goals, however, might be unable
to coordinate the pursuit of their goals into an organized system of behavior
and, as a consequence, become distracted or overwhelmed when facing par-
ticularly demanding aspects of tasks that require focused concentration and
attention. An example of this problem is when students want to achieve social
goals and task-related goals. Students who are unable to coordinate these
goals in hierarchical fashion might opt to pursue social relationship goals
with peers (e.g., to have fun) in lieu of task-related goals such as to complete
class assignments. Students with effective goal coordination skills would
likely find a way to achieve both goals, for instance, by doing homework
with friends. An identification of specific self-regulatory strategies that en-
able students to accomplish multiple goals simultaneously seems essential
for helping students coordinate demands to achieve multiple and often con-
flicting goals at school.

CONCLUSION

With respect to other goal-related constructs discussed in this issue, a goal
content perspective complements the existing work on achievement values
(Wigfield & Eccles, this issue). As defined by Eccles (Eccles, Adler, Futter-
man, Goff, Kaczala, Meece, & Midgley, 1983), values are beliefs about the
desirability of certain outcomes or goals. ‘‘Desirability’’ can reflect the im-
portance of achieving a goal to the individual, enjoyment derived from
achieving a goal, the usefulness of goal attainment for achieving other out-
comes, and costs associated with goal attainment. Values, therefore, provide
individuals with specific reasons for goal pursuit and have the potential to
explain why students pursue some goals with greater persistence than others.
Goals, however, should not be confused with values or how important it is
to achieve something, as individuals can believe that many outcomes are
important, useful, or enjoyable but not necessarily pursue them.

In addition, unique to the field of achievement motivation is the construct
of goal orientations toward learning, beliefs reflecting the reasons why stu-
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dents try to achieve academically (see Pintrich, this issue). Mastery goal
orientations represent desires to achieve outcomes derived from the actual
process of learning, such as feelings of satisfaction and competence or actual
intellectual development. Performance goal orientations represent desires to
achieve outcomes derived from expectations or values associated with the
consequences of engaging in academic tasks. From a goal content perspec-
tive, these orientations represent only two of the multiple goals that students
might pursue at school. A mastery orientation would be conceptualized as
a cognitive goal to learn or master intellectual challenges associated with
academic tasks. As discussed, a performance goal orientation would repre-
sent a unique hierarchical system of multiple goals wherein task-related or
cognitive goals are pursued to achieve social goals.

In support of a goal content perspective on motivation, I have argued that
a focus on the content of students’ goals can provide unique and valuable
insights into ways in which students’ multiple social and academic goals
might influence their academic accomplishments. Several models of relations
between social and academic goals were discussed. From a developmental
perspective, relations among goals might be one-directional, with fundamen-
tal orientations toward the self and the social environment guiding efforts
to be academically competent. Relations between social and academic moti-
vation also can be complementary, with social and task-related goal pursuit
independently contributing to academic achievement. Finally, relations be-
tween social and academic goal pursuit can be reciprocal and hierarchical
in nature, reflecting students’ beliefs about how to achieve academic success.

It is clear that these various models are not mutually exclusive. In fact,
they reflect various levels of generality at which goals might be studied. At
the most general level, a student might have a proclivity toward perceiving
classrooms as caring and benevolent places and therefore choose to pursue
those social and academic goals that are valued by his or her teachers. How-
ever, teachers are likely to differ in their promotion of specific classroom
goals as well as beliefs concerning how to achieve academic success. For
example, a student who chooses to pursue goals valued by his or her teacher
might learn that being better than others defines success, whereas this same
student might learn from another teacher that progressively mastering a sub-
ject defines success (see Ames, 1992). Therefore, it is difficult to predict
which goal hierarchies (if any) students will adopt without knowing the con-
tent of goals and belief systems being communicated by individual teachers.
Moreover, ways in which these students coordinate their personal goals with
those being espoused by teachers are likely to vary dramatically as a function
of other factors, such as their social skills (Dodge, Asher, & Parkhurst, 1989),
self-regulatory strategies (e.g., Zimmerman, this issue), or social support sys-
tems (Phelan, Davidson, & Cao, 1991). The important point is that if we are
to understand the relevance of multiple goal pursuit for academic outcomes,



GOAL CONTENT 113

issues raised by each perspective will have to be explored: which goals does
the student bring to the classroom; which goals do teachers expect students
to achieve and how; and does the student have effective strategies for coordi-
nating these multiple goals.
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