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ABSTRACT - The present study examined the relationship between volitional strategies aimed
at maintaining effort and persistence in academic tasks, help-seeking, and the achievement goals
that students adopt. Specifically, we explored potential differences in volitional strategy use and
help-seeking strategy use among mastery/performance achievement goal configurations for a
university student sample (N = 141). Results indicated greater volitional regulation among a high
mastery/high performance configuration (M = 5.08) relative to the high mastery/low performance
(M =4.59) and low mastery/low performance goal (M = 4.34) groups. The difference between the
high mastery/high performance and low mastery/high performance group (M = 4.60) approached
significance (p = .11). With respect to help-seeking, however, no significant differences emerged
among the groups. The present results are interpreted in terms of a multiple goal perspective and
the disparate hypothesis of normative and revised goal theory with respect to goal configurations.

Achievement goals, according to Pintrich (2000a), represent an ‘“organized
system...for approaching, engaging, and evaluating one’s performance in an achievement
context” (p. 94). A student (student A), for example, may construe an upcoming exam as
an opportunity to demonstrate her ability, may utilize learning strategies deemed
appropriate to accomplish this goal (e.g., rehearsing the definition of key terms), and
evaluate her performance in terms of the grade earned (i.e., a high grade reflecting
positively on her ability). Conversely, another student (student B) may view an upcoming
exam as an opportunity to evaluate his understanding of to-be-learned material, employ
strategies aimed at improving his understanding of the material (e.g., creating an outline
or diagram to organize the material), and evaluate his performance as reflective of his
understanding and effort put into the task (i.e., success is not framed in normative terms
and failure is not a reflection of low ability).

Seminal work on achievement goals elucidated the crucial distinction between goals
in which favorable normative feedback and the demonstration of competence are the
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focus of achievement behavior (performance goals; student A) and goals in which
mastery of academic tasks and competence building are the focus of achievement striving
(mastery goals; student B) (Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1984; for a review see Elliot 1997;
Elliot, 2005). However, as the achievement goal literature has evolved two primary issues
have emerged, both pertaining to the adaptive/maladaptive nature of performance goals.
The first involves the importance of the valence of performance goals, or distinguishing
between performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals (see Harackiewicz,
Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, and Thrash, 2002; Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001). The
second issue, germane to the present study, is whether multiple goals (the adoption of
mastery and performance goals) or goal configurations are more/less adaptive than
mastery or performance goals per se. This debate centers on the opposing views of
performance goals as either adaptive and complementary to mastery goals (revised goal
theory; Harackiewicz, 2002) or maladaptive regardless of valence and as having the
potential to interfere with mastery goals (normative goal theory; Midgley et al., 2001).

A number of studies have examined achievement goal configurations or interactions
between mastery and performance goals among junior high students (Pintrich, 2000b;
Wolters, Yu, and Pintrich, 1996), high school students (Wolters, 2004), and college
students (Baron & Harackiewicz, 2001; Bouffard, Boisvert, Vezeau, & Larouche, 1995;
Elliot & Church, 1997; Schraw, Horn, Thorndike-Christ, & Bruning, 1995). Results have
failed to conclusively and consistently support either normative goal theory or revised
goal theory.

Support for revised goal theory was demonstrated by Pintrich (2000b) in that he
found a high mastery/high performance configuration to be associated with higher self-
efficacy, interest, task value, positive affect, and lower self-handicapping than other goal
configurations including low performance/high mastery. Strong support for revised goal
theory or multiple goal theory was also provided by Bouffard et al. (1995). Based on a
median split of mastery and performance goals (i.e., producing four goal configurations;
high/low mastery and high/low performance), these researchers found greater cognitive
strategy use and academic performance among high mastery/high performance goal
groups relative to the other combinations (i.e., high mastery/low performance, low
mastery/high performance, and low mastery/low performance). Furthermore, Elliot and
Church (1997) found that individuals in a low mastery/high performance configuration
significantly outperformed those in other goal configurations. In support of normative
goal theory, however, these researchers also found a high mastery and low performance
configuration to report the greatest intrinsic motivation. Further support for normative
theory was provided by Wolters et al. (1996) who found a mastery goal orientation to be
more positively associated with task value, self-efficacy, and cognitive strategy use when
performance goal levels were correspondingly low.

Bouffard et al. (1995) also examined motivational regulation among goal
configuration finding no advantage for a high mastery/ high performance group
orientation relative to a high mastery and low performance configuration. However, the
high mastery/low performance configurations reported significantly greater motivational
regulation than the low mastery/high performance group. Clearly more research is needed
before definitive conclusions are drawn as to the advantages/disadvantages of multiple
goals. The purpose of the present study is to expand the extant literature by examining
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potential differences in goal configurations with respect to self-regulated learning,
specifically volitional regulation and help-seeking. Volitional self-regulation involves the
use of strategies for regulating one’s emotions, task engagement and persistence, and
cognition in the process of striving to achieve academic goals (Corno, 1993; Corno &
Kanfer, 1993) and in support of an intention in general (Kuhl, 1987; Kuhl, 2000; Kuhl &
Kraska, 1989). Volition is functionally distinguished from motivation in that the latter is
active in the process of establishing goals and the former in protecting them (Corno &
Kanfer, 1993). That is, the role of volition is guarding against the abandonment of goals
and maintaining effort and persistence when competing intentions surface or motivation
wanes (Corno, 1993; Corno & Kanfer, 1993; Wolters, 2003). Recently, McCann and
Turner (2004) have identified three volitional strategies frequently employed by college
students. These strategies, assessed by the Academic Volitional Strategies Inventory
(AVSI; McCann & Turner, 2004), include self-efficacy enhancement or strategies aimed
at boosting course-related competence, negative-based incentives or strategies that focus
on the potential cost of failure, and stress-reducing actions or strategies that
control/regulate anxiety. Though often used as a composite measure of volition,
correlational results reported by Bembenutty (1999) suggest mastery goals to be
associated with the use of self-efficacy enhancement strategies and stress-reducing
actions and performance (approach) goals to be associated with negative-based incentive
use. However, no studies to date have examined volitional strategies in relation to
multiple goals.

Another key aspect of self-regulated learning involves identifying and using sources
of assistance (e.g., teachers and more skilled peers) in the face of academic challenges
(Pintrich, 1999; Pintrich, Smith, Garcia, & McKeachie, 1991; Zimmerman & Martinez-
Pons, 1990). Help-seeking is the social component of self-regulated learning in a
students’ repertoire; and its use is influenced by the goals students adopt (Newman,
2002). Previous research suggests that mastery goals and performance goals are
respectively associated with adaptive help-seeking and the avoidance of help-seeking at
the personal goal level (Ryan, Hicks, & Midgley, 1997). This is, in part, explained by the
interpretation of help-seeking, with the benefits of this strategy salient among those
adopting mastery goals and the threat of asking for help foremost in the minds of those
performance oriented (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). Unfortunately, the students who need help
the most are the most reluctant to ask (Ryan, Pintrich, Midgley, 2001). Research,
however, has yet to examine help-seeking and goal configurations.

The purpose of the present study is to further examine the impact of goal
configurations on the volitional regulation and help-seeking of college students.
Specifically, we will address the following questions: (1) Are there differences in the
volitional regulation of students as a function of mastery and performance goal
configurations? (2) Are there differences in the help-seeking of students as a function of
mastery and performance goal configurations? Normative theory (Midgley et al., 2001)
cautions against the simultaneous adoption of both mastery and performance (approach)
goals suggesting instead that a low performance/high mastery profile is most optimal in
that it averts potential avoidance behaviors associated with performance goals (i.e.,
performance-approach goals may interfere with mastery goals). Revised goal theorists, on
the other hand, acknowledge the benefits of both mastery and performance goals and
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suggest the concurrent adoption of both as advantageous due to their specialized effects
(i.e., mastery goals are positively associated with intrinsic motivation and performance
goals with performance; Harackiewicz et al., 2002). As noted, Bouffard et al. (1995) did
examine motivational regulation (measure is conceptually similar to volition) finding
only greater regulation among a high mastery/low performance group relative to low
mastery/ high performance and low mastery/ low performance groups. However, based
on the aforementioned inconsistent findings with respect to multiple goals, we make no
specific hypotheses as to their relation to volition or helps-seeking.

Method

Participants

Participants were 141 undergraduate students from a large Mid-Southern University
in the United States. Demographic information for the present sample was as follows: age
(M =22.32, SD = 4.96), gender (Ngemate = 126; Niate = 15), and race (Nafrican-American = 0;
Ncaucasian = 87; Niispanic = 15 NAsian-American = 15 Nower = 2). Participants were volunteers from
courses within the College of Education at the University. Listwise deletion was the
missing data technique utilized in the present study (Stevens, 1992).

Procedure

Instructors of the selected courses within the College were contacted to obtain
permission for participation in the study and participation was solicited from those
courses in which permission was granted. Participants were volunteers and were not
offered course credit/extra credit for participation. After completing an informed consent,
participants completed the initial measures assessing demographic information and
achievement goals near the beginning of the semester. The remaining measure assessing
self-regulated learning strategy use was completed in class approximately one week later.
Results of the present study were part of a larger study on self-regulated learning.

Materials

Achievement Goals. Achievement goals were assessed using the Academic Goal
Questionnaire (AGQ; Elliot & McGregor, 2001). The AGQ assesses ones’ preference for
mastery-approach and performance-approach achievement goals (as well as mastery-
avoidance and performance-avoidance goals). Only mastery-approach and performance-
approach goals were utilized in the present study. The 12 item measure (3 items for each
of the four goals) asks participants to indicate, on a 7-point Likert scale, their level of
mastery-approach goals (e.g., I want to learn as much as possible from this class) and
performance-approach goals (e.g., It is important for me to do better than other students)
adoption. Reliability for the mastery-approach subscale was (Cronbach a = .69) and was
(o =.90) for the performance-approach subscale among the present sample.

Volitional Strategies. Volitional strategy use was assessed with the 20-item Academic
Volitional Strategies Inventory (AVSI; McCann & Turner, 2004). On a 7-point Likert-
type scale (1 = not true of me, 7 = very true of me), participants indicate their use of self-
efficacy enhancement strategies (e.g., I tell myself, “you can do this!”) negative-based
incentives (e.g., I think about the mistakes that I have made on past assignments and
exams when I’ve procrastinated in my studying), and stress reducing actions (e.g., I think
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about things that make me feel good whenever I am feeling frustrated about what I need
to get done for this class). Cronbach’s alpha among the present sample was .81.

Help-Seeking. Help-seeking strategies were assessed using the 4-item subscale of the
Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MLSQ); Pintrich et al., 1991). Students
responded on a Likert-type scale to items assessing their utilization of peer and teacher
assistance (e.g., I try to identify students in this class whom I can ask for help if
necessary). An item was removed from the scale in order to improve reliability. Cronbach
alpha reliability for three item help-seeking subscale was .63.

Ability. Self-reported Grade Point Average (GPA) served as a proxy for academic
ability. While institutional rather than self-report GPA may improve reliability, college
GPA has been found to be preferable to both SAT and ACT scores as well as high school
GPA and high school rank (Grove, Wasserman, & Grodner, 2006).

Analyses. In order to ensure the appropriateness of parametric statistical analyses, the
skewness of each variable distribution was assessed by calculating a z score (Field 2005).
In light of the large sample size a significance cutoff of 3.29 (p <.001) was utilized. Such
analyses revealed the mastery-approach distribution to be significantly and negatively
skewed. The distribution was adjusted via square root transformation (Field, 2005) and
the subsequent z for skew was not significant.

Scores on the mastery-approach and performance-approach subscales of the
Academic Goal Questionnaire (AGQ); Elliot & McGregor, 2001) were used to produce
the multiple goal categories. Participants were grouped into one of four goal categories
based on the median of mastery-approach (Mdn = 6.00) and performance-approach (Mdn
= 4.33) goals (see e.g., Bouffard et al., 1995). Those above the median on both mastery-
approach and performance-approach goals were categorized as high mastery/high
performance (n = 52), while those below the median on both mastery-approach and
performance-approach goals were categorized as low mastery/low performance (n = 31).
Individuals above the median on mastery-approach goals but below the median on
performance-approach goals were classified as high mastery/low performance (n = 36).
Lastly, those low on mastery-approach goals and high on performance-approach goals
were categorized as low mastery/high performance (n = 22).

A Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) was selected to address the
aforementioned questions. Ability (GPA) was selected as a covariate, goal configurations
served as the independent variable and volition and help-seeking served as criterion
variables. One of the crucial assumptions of ANCOVA is homogeneity of regression or
the assumption that there is no significant interaction between the independent variable
and covariate in terms of the dependant variable (Hamilton, 1977; Rogosa, 1981). This
assumption was tested and results indicated that while not violated for help-seeking, it
was violated for volition, F(4, 136) = 4.84, p = .001. The Johnson-Neyman technique is
an alternative to ANCOVA when this assumption is violated (Rogosa, 1981); another is
to categorize the covariate and include it as an independent variable in the analysis. Thus,
GPA was categorized based on a median split (Mdn = 3.00) to form a categorical variable
(high GPA > 3.00, n = 58; low GPA < 3.00, n = 83). Grade point average was then
included as an independent variable (along with goal configurations) in a two-way
MANOVA.
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Results
Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for all the measures appear in
Table 1. A Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted in order to
examine potential mean differences in volitional and help-seeking strategies among the
goal configurations and ability groups. While the cells of achievement goal and ability
groups were unequal, results indicated that the homogeneity of variance assumption was
not violated, Box’s M, F(21, 24724) = 1.07, p = .38.

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlational Matrix of Measures
Measure M(SD) 1 2 3 4 5
1. Mastery goals 6.13(0.59) - 31 37 26%* 01
2. Performance goals 4.19(1.74) - - .39%* .10 -.01
3. Volition 4.74(0.83) - - - 22%% _07
4. Help-seeking 4.29(1.48) - - - - -.02

5. Grade Point Average  2.98(0.52) - - - - -
Note. *p <.05 **p<.01

The MANOVA results revealed neither a significant main effect for the GPA nor a
significant interaction between the GPA categories and goal categories, Pillai’s Trace
F(2, 132) = 1.20, ns, Pillai’s Trace F(6, 266) = .18, ns, respectively. Results, however,
did reveal a significant main effect for the goal categories, Pillai’s Trace F(6, 266) =
3.40, p < .01, np2 = .07. Univariate analyses revealed a significant main effect of goal
configurations for volition, F(3, 133) = 6.42, p < .001, np2 = .13, but not help-seeking,
F(3, 133) = 1.34, ns. The mean of each goal group as well as Bonferroni post-hoc results
for volition are reported in Table 2. While not significantly different, means for help-
seeking among the goal groups were as follows: high mastery/high performance = 4.53,
high mastery/low performance = 4.44, low mastery/high performance = 3.91, and low
mastery/low performance = 4.03.

Bonferroni post-hoc analyses (refer to Table 2) were used to further examine
differences among the goal groups; this method adjusts the critical value based on the
multiple comparisons (Green & Salkind, 2005).

Table 2
Bonferroni Post Hoc Results of MANOVA for Volitional Strategies

Mean Differences for Volitional Strategies

Group M 1 2 3 4
1. highMA/highPF 5.08 - 0.49* 0.48 0.74%*
2. highMA/lowPF 4.59 - - -0.01 0.25
3. lowMA/highPF 4.60 - - - 0.26
4. lowMA/lowPF 4.34 - - -

Note. MA =mastery PF = performance *p<.05 **p<.01

With respect to volition, the high mastery/high performance group (M = 5.08)
reported significantly greater use than the low mastery/low performance goal group (M =
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4.34) and the high mastery/low performance group (M = 4.59), while the difference for
the low mastery/high performance group (M = 4.60) approached significance (p = .11).
The respective effect sizes were large/moderate, Cohen’s d = .95, and d = .63 (Cohen,
1988). No other comparisons were significant.

Discussion

In the present study differences in volitional and help-seeking strategy use among
multiple goal configurations (mastery and performance) were examined in light of
normative and revised goal theory. If revised theory (Harackiewicz et al., 2002) holds,
the high mastery/high performance goal group should evince equivocal if not superior
results with respect to strategy use relative to the other goal groups. Conversely, greater
strategy use among the high mastery/low performance goal group would be consistent
with normative goal theory (Midgley et al., 2001). As results indicated, significance
differences in volition did emerge among the goal configurations.

Greater volitional strategy use was found among the high mastery/high performance
group relative to the other goal configurations with the exception of the low mastery/high
performance group. Greater volitional regulation relative to the low mastery/low
performance group appears intuitive insofar as a failure to strongly identify with either
mastery or performance goals is indicative of a lack of motivation or amotivation.
Strategies to maintain or enhance effort and persistence at tasks would not be necessary
for the academically unengaged student. Bembenutty (1999), examining the components
of wvolition, found mastery goals to be positively associated with self-efficacy
enhancement and stress-reducing actions. From a multiple goal perspective, research
suggests an advantage to a mastery/performance configuration with respect to self-
efficacy (Pintrich, 2000b), performance (Elliot & Church, 1997), and metacognitive
regulation (Bouffard et al., 1995). Additionally, Bouffard et al. (1995) found greater
motivational regulation among goal configurations high in mastery relative to those low
in mastery but no significant differences emerged between the high mastery/high
performance group and the high mastery/low performance group. The present results,
compared to those of Bouffard et al., suggest greater volitional regulation among those
with a high level of mastery and performance goal endorsement. Such results are not only
consistent with the revised goal perspective that performance goals do not interfere with
mastery goals (if this were the case, the high mastery/low performance goal group should
have reported greater strategy use than the high mastery/high performance group;
Midgley et al., 2001), but provide support for the notion that the most adaptive pattern
may be one in which both mastery and performance goals are adopted (Elliot & Church,
1997; Harackiewicz et al., 2002).

With respect to help-seeking, no significant differences emerged among the goal
groups. Such results fail to support the advantage of mastery and performance (approach)
goal adoption, yet do not suggest the interference of performance goals (i.e., help-seeking
was not compromised among the high mastery/ high performance). The decided
advantage of mastery goals relative to performance goals per se with respect to help-
seeking has been well-documented by Ryan and colleagues (e.g., Ryan et al., 1997; Ryan
& Pintrich, 1997). The present findings suggest no particular advantage to mastery goal
adoption relative to the simultaneous adoption of a performance (approach goal). It may
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be that the simultaneous adoption of a mastery goal among performance-oriented
individuals attenuates the threat to self-worth inherent in performance goal adoption
(Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). Thus, while help-seeking may be perceived as threatening
among students adopting performance-goals exclusively, the inclusion of a focus on task
mastery and learning may allow students to view help-seeking in a less threatening light
(Elliot & Church, 1997).

The reliable finding to emerge from the present study, inconsistent with normative
goal theory (Midgley et al., 2001), is that performance goals do not appear to interfere
with the volitional regulation or help-seeking of mastery oriented individuals. Results
indicating greater volitional regulation among those endorsing both mastery and
performance goals relative to mastery goal endorsement alone is consistent with revised
goal theory (Harackiewicz et al., 2002).

The diverse yet adaptive effects on learning outcomes associated with mastery-
approach and performance-approach goals led Elliot & McGregor (1999) to suggest that
the “simultaneous adoption” of mastery and performance (approach) goals may be most
advantageous (relative to either goal alone). While more research utilizing a multiple goal
approach is needed before definitive conclusion can be drawn, the present results do
suggest such an advantage with respect to volitional strategies. Though strong support for
a high mastery and performance goal configuration appears premature, the present results
appear supportive of a more conservative stipulation that performance (approach) goal
adoption “should not be directly discouraged by educators” (Elliot & Moller, 2003, p.
351). The present results, rather than suggesting the interference of performance goals,
point to the potential for such goals to enhance volitional regulation among mastery
oriented individuals, or enhance their efforts to maintain effort and persistence. That is, it
may not be student A or B, but student C, the one who strives to learn as much as
possible and build competence but also appreciates opportunities to demonstrate her
competence relative to others, who may be optimally engaged.

It should be noted that research has consistently found a positive association between
volitional strategies and cognitive self-regulated learning (Garcia, McCann, Turner, &
Roska, 1998; Husman, McCann, & Crowson, 2000; McCann & Turner, 2004) leading
McCann and Turner (2004) to posit volitional regulation as a “mediator in the
motivation-cognitive engagement-performance outcome equation of student learning
experiences” (p. 1710). However, other researchers have questioned the depiction of
volitional self-regulation as unequivocally adaptive. Dewitte and Lens (1999), for
example, suggest that for high ability students volitional strategies may not be necessary
and may only serve to distract the student. The present results though do not suggest
significant differences among goal configurations and volition in terms of high and low
ability.

Several notable limitations of the present study merit consideration. The present
sample was predominantly female, precluding an examination of gender differences and
limiting the generalizability of the present results. Future research with larger, more
diverse samples is needed to further explore mastery and performance goal patterns. Such
research should draw on the limitations of the present study by (a) examining the
relationship between goal configurations and other self-regulatory strategies (e.g., interest
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enhancement) and (b) examining exam/course performance in relation to the present
constructs.
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