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This study is concerned with the role that achievement goals may play in facilitat-
ing the psychological well-being of students. Specifically, we build on ‘‘goal the-
ory’’ analysis of adaptive behavior in examining the relationship between task and
ego goals, perceptions of school emphases on task and ego goals, and indices of
well-being and disruptive behavior. Generally, task goals and perception of the
school as emphasizing task goals were related to positive psychological well-being,
and ego goals and perceiving the school as emphasizing ego goals were related to
negative psychological well-being. This pattern was found for both African Ameri-
can and Euro-American students. However, path analyses pointed to possible differ-
ent processes as operating for the African Americans and the Euro-Americans in
the sample.  1999 Academic Press

Over the past decade or so, motivational research has focused extensively
on the role that purpose plays in shaping attitude and the intensity and quality
of behavior (cf. Ames, 1992; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Urdan & Maehr,
1995 for recent reviews). Primary attention has been given to two goals,
Task and Ego,1 and a large body of information has evolved that is related
to the effects of these goals on learning and achievement in particular. When,
for example, individuals engage in an activity with the purpose of developing
skills, gaining competence, and promoting understanding—task goal—they
are more likely to invest in the task. More importantly, when they invest
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1 Other theorists have used different names for these goals. ‘‘Task focused goals’’ are some-
times referred to as ‘‘mastery goals’’ or ‘‘learning goals’’ and ‘‘ego focused goals’’ are some-
times referred to as ‘‘ability goals’’ or ‘‘performance goals’’ (Ames, 1992; Anderman &
Maehr, 1994; Dweck, 1986; Meece & Holt, 1993).
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they are likely to invest in a qualitatively different fashion. Briefly, they use
more adaptive learning strategies and go about the task while self-regulating
their behavior. There is also evidence that when engaged under a task goal,
students will more likely exhibit thoughtful and creative engagement.

In contrast, engagement in an activity while pursuing self-enhancing social
comparison—ego goals—has been associated with maladaptive learning
strategies, lack of venturesomeness in learning, a focus on quick solutions
rather than reflective reasoning, as well as a more negative view of the task
to be done. These associations, however, were found mostly for students
with low perceived ability. For students with high perceived ability, ego
goals seem to be associated with some negative (e.g., passing opportunities)
but some positive outcomes (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). The breadth and
depth of this literature is impressive as also is the degree of convergence
around the fundamental learning patterns associated with these two basically
different purposes in approaching learning tasks (cf. Ames, 1992; Dweck &
Leggett, 1988; Pintrich, Marx & Boyle, 1993; Urdan, 1997 for recent reviews
on goals and adaptive learning).

GOALS AND WELL-BEING

While the role of goals has been primarily demonstrated in the realm of
learning and achievement, there is a preliminary basis for suggesting that
task and ego goals influence a wide range of action, thought and affect, in-
cluding those associated with general well-being—general self-evaluations
and patterns of behavior, coping, and emotion. First, as goals affect learning
and achievement they are likely also to contribute to adolescents’ well-being.
Schools and school achievement are obviously important, at least in a general
way, to adolescents’ self-evaluations and well-being. Less immediately obvi-
ous is that holding task and ego goals is likely to trigger different behavioral,
coping and emotive processes. Specifically, ego goals (as the label implies)
differ from task goals in the degree to which students appraise events in
relation to the self—in particular, to one’s perceived competence. In achieve-
ment situations this may result in cases where students construct an objective
of outperforming or besting others. Success, therefore, is evaluated in social
comparison terms. In terms of developing self-esteem, this is a decidedly
hazardous situation. By definition, success is a limited commodity. Only a
few, at best, can win a competitive game. Most end up ‘‘losers,’’ a factor
that not only influences their attitude toward school but probably also their
sense of self-esteem. Even ‘‘winners,’’ to remain winners, may engage in
cognitive and behavioral strategies that are counter to long-term growth and
wellness (cf. Covington, 1992). The risk of making mistakes publicly deters
those individuals from taking advantage of opportunities to increase compe-
tence (Elliott & Dweck, 1988).

The emotive aspect triggered by goals is most apparent when confronting
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a stressful event. Dweck (1986; Dweck & Leggett, 1988), for example, found
that students who adopted ego goals, and especially those with low perceived
ability, tended to manifest a ‘‘helpless’’ pattern when they encountered fail-
ure. These students reported negative self-evaluations, displayed negative
affect, and disengaged from the task. In contrast, students who pursued task
goals manifested a ‘‘mastery’’ pattern. These students viewed the situation
as a challenge, maintained an optimistic orientation and positive affect, and
attempted to change their problem solving strategies. Importantly, as the fo-
cus in task goals is not on the self, task-oriented students manifested the
mastery pattern regardless of their level of perceived ability. It is reasonable
to assume that, in the long term, such differing experiences of failure would
influence students’ well-being more generally, beyond the situational affect
in a particular classroom. The focus on social comparison for self-enhance-
ment has in fact been found to be associated with a number of coping strate-
gies that may be maladaptive not only for achievement but general well-
being (cf. Covington, 1992).

GOALS AMONG AFRICAN AMERICAN ADOLESCENTS2

The heightened concern with self-evaluation and social comparison that
accompanies a pursuit of ego goals may be especially damaging to the aca-
demic attitudes and well-being of African American students. Graham
(1994) has made the suggestion that views of self are likely to play a different
role for African American than Euro-American groups. She, as well as oth-
ers, contends that the sources for judgments about one’s self may be different
within the two groups. African American students, for example, maintain
high self-concept in situations (e.g., failure) where Euro-American students’
evaluations of self decrease. Similarly, Ogbu (1981, 1992) has presented a
strong case for the argument that schools, in particular, may not hold the
same power over African American and Euro-American students. And,
Steele and his colleagues (Steele, 1992; Steele & Aronson, 1995) hypothe-
size that, in the long run, being aware of the existence of a negative stereo-
type about one’s group might lead to diminished interest in academics and
to protective disidentification with school achievement. This argument has
been echoed to varying degree and in different form by others (see, e.g.,
Covington, 1992).

However, Steele and Aronson (1995) also contend that African American
students are sensitive to social comparison in a manner that is different from

2 Gender is not a focus in this paper. However, we acknowledge the different experiences
of various groups within the African American student and Euro-American student population.
Thus, while not providing a substantive discussion and analysis of gender differences, analyses
pertaining to the different experiences of African American and Euro-American students in
the present paper involve statistical control of gender variance.
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Euro-American students. In addition to the concern with the individual self,
minority students are also concerned with a collective self. Social compari-
son poses a risk not only to evaluations of the individual’s abilities but has the
potential of confirming a negative ethnic stereotype—a ‘‘stereotype threat.’’
Such a concern, they find, interferes with performance.

Academic situations can elicit this concern among African American stu-
dents. Steele and Aronson believe, for example, that the act of taking an
academic test is enough to induce such a concern. They assert that ‘‘for
Black students who care about the skills being tested—that is, those who
are identified with these skills in the sense of their self-regard being some-
what tied to having them—the stereotype loads the testing situation with an
extra degree of self-threat, a degree not borne by people not stereotyped in
this way’’ (pp. 798–799). It is reasonable to assume that African American
students who pursue ego goals, and who are therefore concerned with dem-
onstrating competence, might experience stronger anxiety that will contrib-
ute to lowered performance, negative affect, and disruptive behavior.

While it seems logical that goals may differentially influence not only
further adaptive learning but also adaptive patterns and behavior more gener-
ally, this possibility has to date been given only scant attention. Considering
the influence of goal emphases and orientations on well-being may not only
serve to expand the applicability of goal theory but provide a productive
perspective on the sources of students’ well-being and behavior.

THE EXPERIENCED ENVIRONMENT AND GOAL ORIENTATION

The present study focuses on students’ perceptions of the goal emphases
in the school—their interpretation of the practices and events in terms of
success as personal improvement or as a competitive social comparison—
and how these influence students’ goal pursuit, self-perceptions, and general
well-being. This perspective contends that in perceiving goal emphases, stu-
dents are appraising situations in school as posing risk to self (in the case
of ego goals combined with low perceived ability) or as not relevant to self
(in the case of task goals) (cf. Lazarus, 1993). What may be particularly
attractive about this perspective on well-being is the emphasis placed on
context and the potential that this holds for intervention and prevention.
Whereas personal goals can influence appraisal of situations as emphasizing
one goal over another, a significant and growing portion of the goal theory
literature has attended to the possibility that goal adoption is in part a social
constructive process (Maehr, Midgley, & colleagues, 1996; Nichols, 1989,
1992). First, it has been found that contexts, school contexts in particular,
vary in ways that seem to lead individuals to construe the purpose, meaning,
and the goals of the situation differently. Multiple laboratory studies have
established the relation of certain manipulations of the context and adoption
of different goals (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). And a naturalistic intervention
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in classrooms indicated the relation between changes in educational practices
and goal adoption (Ames, 1990). In various other studies, students were
found to adopt different goals in different classrooms, and this adoption has
been shown to be related to their perceptions of goals emphasized as well
as to specific instructional and management practices employed by teachers,
such as how they group, evaluate, and recognize children, and how they
organize the learning task (Ames & Archer, 1988; Meece, Blumenfeld, &
Hoyle, 1988; Meece, 1991; Midgley et al., 1995; Nolen, 1988; Nolen &
Haladyna, 1990).

Parallel to research at the classroom level, research on school climate and
culture indicates that schools as a whole reflect different goal emphases
(Kaplan & Maehr, 1997; Krug, 1989; Maehr, 1991; Maehr & Fyans, 1989;
Maehr & Midgley, 1991, 1996). Just as the smaller unit of the classroom
has been found to define learning, it now appears that the larger unit of the
school may likewise define purposes and therewith have a pervasive influ-
ence on student beliefs and behaviors. Moreover, intervention research has
shown that emphases of task and ego goals are closely tied to specific school
policies and practices (Maehr et al., 1996) and that students’ perceptions of
goal emphases as well as their goal adoption are related to changes in these
practices (Anderman, Maehr, & Midgley, in press). In a recent study, Roeser,
Midgley, and Urdan (1996) supported the relations between students’ percep-
tions of the goals that are emphasized in school; students’ goal pursuit; and
academic, cognitive, and affective outcomes. In particular, students’ percep-
tions of the school as emphasizing task goals were mediated by students’
pursuit of task goals and were positively associated with higher academic
self-efficacy and positive school affect. Students’ perceptions of the school
as emphasizing ego goals were mediated by their pursuit of ego goals and
were associated with academic self-consciousness.

In sum, the general emphases on task and ego goals that students perceive
in schools and the goals they adopt appear to be important factors in students’
school behavior and may have broader implications for adaptive develop-
ment. Given current concerns with the schools, particularly those attended
by young adolescents (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989;
Eccles et al., 1993), the time seems especially ripe to examine this relation-
ship.

SPECIFIC PURPOSES OF THE STUDY

This study is the heir to extensive theoretical and practical work devoted
to the understanding of the sources and effects of goals. In the first instance,
our objective was to extend the applicability of goal orientation theory to
adaptive patterns of behavior and orientations more generally. We tested the
general hypothesis that perceptions of school emphasis on task and ego goals
and the goals adopted by students are associated with different expressions
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FIG 1. Schematic representation of the goal theory model. Adapted from Anderman and
Maehr (1994). Copyright [1994] by the American Educational Research Association; repro-
duced with permission from the publisher.

of well-being. Specifically, we hypothesized that perceived school emphasis
on task goals and personal task goals will be related to a positive pattern of
student well-being, whereas perceived emphasis on ego goals and personal
ego goals will be related to a negative pattern of student well-being. Another
feature of the study, however, was a focus on the possible differences in
patterns that exist in the case of African and Euro-American students. We
expected to find African American students who pursue ego goals as likely
to report negative affective and behavioral experiences as Euro-American
students. In addition, however, we also expected to find African American
students’ self-processes as playing a more central and stable role in determin-
ing their academic experience and as less influenced by their behavior and
orientations.

The study was framed by a theoretical model suggested by Anderman &
Maehr (1994) and outlined in Fig. 1. The model argues for the mediating
role of goals and self-processes between perceptions of the school environ-
ment and affective and behavioral outcomes. This model was supported by
Roeser et al. (1996). However, attention will be given to limitations of this
model and to necessary revisions needed, especially in exploring the patterns
exhibited in the case of self processes among African American and Euro-
American groups.

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 168 students of which 91 were girls (54.2%) and 77 were boys
(45.8%). All participants were in the sixth grade and in their first year after a transition to
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TABLE 1
Measures and Descriptive Statistics

Variable Mean SD α

Personal task goals 3.41 .92 .80
Personal ego goals 3.20 1.24 .84
Perception of school emphasis on task goals 3.92 .80 .83
Perception of school emphasis on ego goals 2.64 .92 .75
Perceived academic efficacy 3.79 .88 .84
Emotional tone 3.73 .71 .78
Peer relationships 3.89 .75 .79
Impulse control 3.33 .85 .79
Affect at school 2.96 .92 .82
Perceived disruptive behavior 1.99 .99 .83

middle school. Of the total, 91 of the students (54.2%) were Euro-Americans, 66 (39.3%)
were African Americans, and 11 (6.5%) were of other ethnic backgrounds.3 This composition
reflects a similar distribution of race in the community. The school is the sole middle school
in a small southeastern Michigan urban district. The community is of a working class, mostly
employed by the automobile industry. The median income for household in the community
is approximately $30,000. Among the 3900 students in the district, close to 24% live in pov-
erty. The middle school enrolls around 700 students each year of which approximately 50%
are eligible for free or reduced fee lunch. Eligibility for lunch privileges is decided based on
a review of the family’s financial resources which follows the federal guidelines. The students
surveyed in the present study achieved an average of 37.5% on the math part and 34.7% on
the reading part of the Michigan Standardized Test Panel (MEAP) the year after the study.

All the sixth grade students in the school received permission slips to be filled out by their
parents/guardians. Nine students were denied permission by their guardians and did not partici-
pate in the study. Twenty-two students who were assigned to special education classes did
not participate as well. Of the rest, 37 students were missing the day of the survey, refused
(for unknown reasons) to fill out the survey, or filled out only parts of the survey. The final
number of participants, 168 students, on whose responses the analysis was conducted is 72%
of the total number of sixth grade students in this school.

Procedure

The subjects responded to a 90-item survey which was administered by research assistants
in the students’ classes. The teacher was present in the room but was not involved with admin-
istering the survey. Students were assured that their answers would be kept confidential. The
items were read aloud and time was given for the students to respond. The students were
encouraged to ask for clarification regarding unclear items. The time it took to fill the survey
was approximately 45 min.

Measures

A summary of the measures employed and their descriptive statistics is presented in Table
1. All items used appear in the Appendix. The final analyses were conducted on 10 scales

3 The other ethnic backgrounds included Arab Americans, Asian Amerians, and Hispanics.
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comprised of 71 items. The remaining items belong to 4 scales that were not used in the
present analysis. The response scale for all the items in the survey was a 5-point Likert scale
with anchors of 1—‘‘not at all true of me’’ to 5—‘‘very true of me.’’

Psychological well-being was treated in this study as a phenomenological organization of
students’ emotional, cognitive, and behavioral experiences. This construct is known to be
composed of various dimensions (cf., Kazdin, 1993; Veit & Ware, 1983) and was therefore
assessed with a variety of measures. The measures included students’ report on their general
emotional tone as well as more specific affect they experience in school, general behavioral
control as well as disruptive behavior in the class, students’ perceptions of their social relation-
ship with peers, and perceptions of academic efficacy.

General well-being. General emotional tone, perceptions of relationship with peers, and
general behavioral control were assessed with scales adopted from the Self-Image Question-
naire for Young Adolescents (SIQYA), developed by Petersen et al. (1984). The SIQYA was
found to be highly correlated with the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI) which is a well
validated measure of self-esteem. It was also found to distinguish between groups who reported
four kinds of mental health problems from subjects who did not report these problems, and
was found to distinguish between adolescents with a poor family relationship and adolescents
whose parents were married and did not report discord (Petersen et al., 1984). Three out of
9 scales in the SIQYA were used in the present study. The scales are labeled Emotional Tone,
Peer Relationship, and Impulse Control. All the items in these three scales—11, 9, and 7,
respectively—were used in the present study. The other scales were not used as some (Family
Relationships; Body Image) seemed unrelated to the purpose of the study, others (Psycho-
pathology) included items asking for information evaluated to be sensitive and unnecessary
for the present study, and yet others (Mastery and Coping; Superior Adjustment; Vocational-
Educational Goals) included items that conflicted with the goal and academic efficacy con-
structs (e.g., ‘‘If I put my mind to it, I can learn almost anything’’; ‘‘I am a superior student
in school’’; ‘‘I enjoy learning new things’’). Therefore, with the realization that use of only
part of the measure might compromise validity, we nevertheless chose to use only the three
scales mentioned above. The validity of the particular scales was examined in the present
study by their correlations with scales from other measures that tap on school related affect
and behavior as reported below. Petersen et al. report that the three scales chosen manifested
satisfactory internal consistency (Emotional Tone: boys α 5 .81, girls α 5 .85; Peer Relation-
ship: boys α 5 .85, girls α 5 .81; Impulse Control: boys α 5 .72, girls α 5 .76). In the
present sample the three scales manifested internal consistency of .78, .79, and .79, respec-
tively.

School-Based Measures

Six of the scales used in the present study were adopted from the Patterns of Adaptive
Learning Survey (PALS) by Midgley, Maehr, and Urdan (1993). Scales in PALS were devel-
oped during a 5-year period and tested with various samples of young and middle adolescents
from various ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds (Midgley et al., 1998). PALS includes
multiple scales which were developed by several researchers. The validity of each scale was
established separately (see Midgley et al., 1998). As the outcome variables of the study concern
general well-being, and as the focus of the paper is on the effect of the school as a whole,
measures of school-related variables were general rather than domain-specific.

School-related affect. Affective experiences in school were measured using the Positive
Affect at School and Negative Affect at School scales constructed by Wolters, Garcia, and
Pintrich (1992) and listed in PALS. Items in the two scales factor analyzed together and there-
fore were combined to create a 7-item Affect at School scale which combined the two aspects
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of the affective experience. Items measuring the positive affect were used by Roeser et al.
(1996) and manifested substantial internal consistency (α 5 .81). These items in combination
with the negative affect items manifested in the present study in internal consistency of α 5
.82.

Perceived academic efficacy. A 6-item scale measuring students’ perceived academic effi-
cacy to master the material taught in school was also adopted from PALS. This scale was
used by Roeser et al. (1996) as well as by Midgley et al. (1998) and manifested internal
consistency of α 5 .86 and α 5 .81, respectively. In the present study the scale manifested
internal consistency of α 5 .84.

Personal and perceived emphasis of achievement goals. The scales measuring personal and
perceived achievement goals were adopted from PALS (Midgley et al., 1993). The scales were
used by Roeser et al. (1996) and were found to have internal consistency ranging from α 5
.62 to .81. Midgley et al. (1998) tested the reliability and validity of the personal goals and
found them to be valid and reliable. In the present study all the scales manifsted satisfactory
internal consistency (perceived task emphasis: α 5 .83; perceived ego emphasis: α 5 .75;
personal task goals: α 5 .80; personal ego goals: α 5 .84).

Self-report of disruptive behavior. A 5-item scale measuring self report of disruptive behav-
ior was constructed for this study. The scale attempts to operationalize students’ perceptions
of themselves as disruptive and therefore taps on self-perceptions in relation to classroom
norms and regulations. Students that perceive themselves as disruptive are likely to feel inade-
quate in the classroom—a feeling that might result in or be the consequence of alienation.
Such students may indeed be a source of disruption to the class. The internal consistency of
this scale in the present study was α 5 .83. These perceptions were positively correlated
(r 5 .44, p , .01) with the number of discipline slips students had in their records. Since
students do not receive discipline referrals on each disruptive event, many students did not
have referrals, and the measure of discipline referrals was highly skewed (Skewness 5 3.89).
The self-report scale seemed to be a fairly accurate indicator of disruptive behavior and did
not exhibit some of the negative properties of discipline referrals. Furthermore, the focus of
the present paper on self-image as an indicator of well-being merits the emphasis on students’
self-perceptions of their disruptive behavior. We therefore decided to use this measure in all
further analyses.

Information on achievement, socioeconomic status (SES), and ethnicity was collected from
school records. Achievement was measured by the students’ GPA and was obtained from
students’ report cards. It was scored on a continuous scale (0.0–4.0) as it appeared in the
report cards. Administrative restrictions prevented access to families as a source of SES and
ethnicity information. A separate study conducted in the district indicated that students’ self-
report of parents’ education was not a valid estimate of SES. SES was, therefore, coded based
on students’ eligibility for free or reduced fee lunch. Ethnicity was coded based on the coding
system of the school.

The self-image, perceived academic efficacy, and affect at school scales were coded so that
a high score means a positive outcome on the measure. The disruptive behavior scale was
coded so that a high score means perceptions of high disruptive behavior. The achievement
goals variables were coded so that a high score means having high goals as implied by the
construct name.

RESULTS

The results are presented in five parts. First, we present descriptive data,
including intercorrelations of all scales and constructs and summarize the
results of a series of analyses focused on the possible role of SES as a moder-
ator of psychological well-being and achievement. A second series of analy-
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ses examined the relationship of personal goals to well-being taking into
account possible SES, ethnicity and gender differences. A third series consid-
ered the source of students’ well-being in the ‘‘psychological culture’’ of
school; that is, in the kind of climate or psychological environment that ex-
isted for students; again while considering possible demographic differences.
A fourth series of analyses examined the relationships between personal
goals and well-being and between perceptions of school emphasis on goals
and well-being separately for African American and Euro-American stu-
dents. Finally, using path analysis we explore the conceptual model proposed
by Anderman and Maehr (Fig. 1) of school effects on Well-Being and seek
differences in the case of African American and Euro-American students.

Part 1: Interrelationships among Variables

Table 2 reports zero order correlations among the variables. The general
well-being and the Affect at School variables were positively correlated
among themselves. The disruptive behavior variable was negatively corre-
lated with the general well-being and affect variables. The two exceptions
to this pattern were ‘‘peer relationship’’ and ‘‘impulse control,’’ and Peer
Relationship and Disruptive Behavior which were not significantly corre-
lated. Perceptions of academic efficacy were positively correlated with all
the general well-being and affect variables, and negatively correlated with
the perceptions of disruptive behavior. GPA was positively correlated with
impulse control, affect at school, and perceptions of academic efficacy, and
negatively correlated with perceptions of disruptive behavior. These correla-
tions provide indication of concurrent and convergent validity for the general
well-being scales.

Personal task and ego goals were not correlated, incidentally contributing
further evidence in support of the theoretical assumption that these two goals
are not merely polar opposites but rather orthogonal constructs (Meece &
Holt, 1993). Perceptions of the school as emphasizing task goals were posi-
tively and highly correlated with holding task goals. Perceptions of the
school as emphasizing ego goals were positively correlated with holding ego
goals. The perceptions were negatively correlated with each other.

In part as a prelude to the more focused consideration of ethnicity and
adaptive school behavior, we systematically examined the relationship of
socioeconomic status (SES) of all subjects in reference to all variables and
their interrelationships. A one way analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed
a significant difference (F 5 3.19, p , .04, R2 5 .04) among the three groups
(free lunch, reduced lunch, no privileges) on GPA. The Bartlett-Box test
supported the existence of homogeneity of variance (F 5 .29, p 5 .75).
Table 3 presents the GPA means for the three groups. The Scheffe range
test indicated that the free lunch group had a significantly lower GPA than
the group with no lunch privileges. ANOVAs testing for differences among
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TABLE 3
GPA Means of SES Groups

N Mean GPA

Whole sample 162* 2.64
Free lunch 47 2.37
Reduced lunch 18 2.70
No privileges 97 2.76

* Six cases had missing data.

the SES groups on other measures, including achievement goals, perceptions
of academic efficacy, affect at school, and perceptions of the goals empha-
sized in the school, were not significant. SES was not found to interact with
ethnicity in affecting GPA. A chi-square test indicated that SES differences
among the ethnic groups was not significant. For the following analyses, a
dummy variable was created for SES. Since the significant difference was
apparent between the free lunch group and the no-privileges group, the
dummy variable included only these two groups with free lunch as 0 and
no-privileges as 1.

Part 2: Goals and Well-Being

In order to begin to determine, based on the theoretical explications of
the Anderman and Maehr (Fig. 1) model, whether or how personal goals
might impact well-being, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple re-
gressions employing the psychological measures of well-being as well as
GPA as dependent variables. Dummy variables representing SES (free lunch
5 0, no-privileges 5 1), ethnicity (African Americans 5 0, Euro-Americans
5 1), and gender (Girls 5 0, Boys 5 1), were first entered. In a second step,
personal task goals and personal ego goals were entered as a block into the
equation. In a third step, the interaction terms of personal goals and GPA
and personal goals and perceived academic efficacy were entered in analyses
testing effects on general well-being, affect at school, and disruptive behav-
ior. This last step follows the findings of experimental studies (e.g., Dweck &
Leggett, 1988) which would predict different patterns of outcomes for stu-
dents with ego goals and different levels of perceived academic efficacy and
achievement. Variables were centered prior to the formation of the interac-
tion terms to avoid possible multicolinearity (Aiken & West, 1991). Table
4 presents Beta values of personal goals as predictors of the well-being mea-
sures and of GPA after controlling for SES, ethnicity, and gender. Beta val-
ues of the demographic variables are reported only when significant.

A finding of major interest was that holding task goals was found to be
a significant positive predictor for all measures of well-being and GPA and
a significant negative predictor for perceptions of disruptive behavior. Hold-
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TABLE 4
Personal Goals as Predictors of Well-Being

Task goals Ego goals Demographics R2

Emotional tone 0.26*** 20.30*** 0.15
Peer relationships 0.17* 20.13 0.08
Impulse control 0.42*** 20.22** 0.27
Affect at school 0.53*** 20.18** Gender 20.15* 0.39
Perceived academic efficacy 0.69*** 0.09 0.49
Disruptive behavior 20.49*** 0.02 Gender 0.22** 0.34
GPA 0.28** 20.12 Gender 20.21** 0.20

Ethnicity 0.22**

Note. N 5 168.
*p , .05, **p , .01, ***p , .001.

ing ego goals was found to be a significant negative predictor for some mea-
sures of well-being. In almost every case, the explained variance by both
goals was equal to the sum of variance explained by each construct sepa-
rately. And incidentally, this provides additional evidence for the orthogonal-
ity of the task and ego goal constructs noted earlier. None of the interaction
terms of personal goals and GPA, and personal goals and perceptions of
academic efficacy were significant.

Part 3: Perceptions of the School Goal Emphasis and Student Well-Being

A major objective of the study was to determine, at least in a preliminary
way, whether the perceptions of the school environment could be considered
as a factor in general well-being of students. Perceptions of the environment
were conceptualized and indexed as perceptions of the degree of emphasis
that the school placed on task and ego goals following a rationale presented
by several researchers (e.g., Ames, 1992; Maehr, 1991; Maehr & Midgley,
1991). In this regard a series of hierarchical multiple regression equations
were computed in which, again, the psychological measures of well-being
as well as GPA served as dependent variables. Dummy variables represent-
ing SES (free lunch 5 0, no-privileges 5 1), ethnicity (African Americans
5 0, Euro-Americans 5 1), and gender (Girls 5 0, Boys 5 1), were first
entered. In a second step, perceived school emphasis on task and on ego
goals were entered as a block into the equation.

Table 5 presents Beta values of perception of goals emphasized by the
school as predictors of the well-being measures and of GPA after controlling
for SES, ethnicity, and gender. Perceptions of the school as emphasizing
task goals were a significant positive predictor for the academic related vari-
ables, and a significant negative predictor for perceptions of disruptive be-
havior. Perceptions of the school as emphasizing ego goals were a significant
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TABLE 5
Goals Perceived as Emphasized by School as Predictors of Well-Being

Task goals Ego goals Demographics R2

Emotional tone 20.01 20.28** 0.07
Peer relationships 0.14 20.01 Ethnicity 20.19* 0.07
Impulse control 0.05 20.23** Gender 20.20** 0.13
Affect at school 0.18* 20.23** Gender 20.23** 0.22
Perceived academic efficacy 0.46*** 0.01 0.24
Disruptive behavior 20.23** 0.31*** Gender 0.25*** 0.33
GPA 0.17* 0.02 Gender 20.29*** 0.15

Ethnicity 0.19*

Note. N 5 168.
*p , .05, **p , .01, ***p , .001.

negative predictor for emotional tone, impulse control, and affect at school,
and a significant positive predictor for perceptions of disruptive behavior.

Part 4: Ethnicity, Goals, and Well-Being

A series of multiple regressions predicting well-being measures from per-
sonal and perceived achievement goals was run separately for the two main
ethnic groups in the sample. Dummy variables of gender and SES were intro-
duced in a first step. In a second step, the goal variables were entered as a
block. The results in the case of both African American and Euro-American
samples are presented separately for personal goals and perceived school
goals emphases.

Personal goals. Results of the regressions of personal goals on well-being
for both the African American and Euro American samples are presented in
Table 6. Betas for SES and gender are reported when significant.

Holding personal task goals was a positive predictor of all the well-being
measures except for ‘‘emotional tone’’ for the African American students,
and ‘‘peer relationship’’ for the Euro-American students. Holding task goals
was also a strong negative predictor for disruptive behavior for both groups.
Holding ego goals was a negative predictor for some of the well-being mea-
sures for the African American students, specifically, for impulse control
and affect at school, and a positive predictor for self-report of disruptive
behavior. Personal goals were also significant predictors for GPA for the
African American students and followed the same direction of prediction as
above.

Perceived school emphases. Table 7 presents results of a comparable se-
ries of multiple regressions with perceived school emphases on goals as pre-
dictors of well-being and GPA for both the African American and the Euro-
American samples. The pattern of results found in the case of perceived goal
emphases was somewhat similar to that found in the case of personal goals
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and well-being—though perhaps somewhat weaker. The perception that the
school emphasized task goals was a positive predictor only for perceptions
of academic efficacy and a negative predictor for perceptions of disruptive
behavior. Perception of the school as emphasizing ego goals was a negative
predictor for the three general well-being constructs for the African Ameri-
can students in the sample.

In summary, an overall pattern was observed in which holding personal
task goals and perceiving the school as emphasizing task goals was related
to positive academic behavior as well as to general indices of well-being.
Holding personal ego goals and perceiving the school as emphasizing ego
goals was related to negative academic and general indices of well-being.
These relationships were weaker for the perceptions of goals emphasized in
the school than for personal goals. This overall pattern was observed among
the African American as well as among the Euro-American students in the
sample. Differences were found between the two ethnic groups on particular
indices of well-being that were related to the goal measures. While not a
focus of the present analysis, a note can be made concerning the finding that
gender seems to be more strongly associated with differentiating experiences
among Euro-American than among African American boys and girls.

Part 5: Modeling African American and Euro American Students’
Well-Being

The results reported thus far suggest a general pattern in which the per-
ceived school environment and personal goals figure strongly in adolescent
well-being in school settings. Possibly the perceptions of the school is a
major factor in the goals students adopt and with that also in the adaptive
behavior and sense of well-being they exhibit. That general pattern of events
was outlined earlier in Fig. 1 and was supported by Roeser et al. (1996).
Implied there is that school goal emphases not only encourage the adoption
of particular personal goals but by doing so influence self-efficacy. Further,
the ‘‘effects’’ on self-efficacy are hypothesized to mediate goal effects on
action, thought and affect more generally—and presumably well-being more
specifically. There is basis for making such an argument—at least in the
case of Euro-American samples. However, in light of the discussion concern-
ing the possible different role of self-processes among African American
students, one cannot be sure that the same model applies equally to both
samples, especially in regard to the role that sense of self might play.

This is a self-evidently important issue, one that must be considered in
interpreting the present results. Of course, the correlational nature of the data
makes it impossible to provide any definitive test of the role of perceived
academic efficacy in mediating goal effects in the present instance. However,
a second best alternative is available: path analysis. Accordingly, we pro-
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ceeded to test the degree to which the Anderman–Maehr model would fit
the results obtained with the Euro-American and African American samples.

A series of path analyses using LISREL 8 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1994)
was conducted. The relatively small number of subjects, especially when
divided to the two ethnic groups, prevented us from testing the measurement
part of the model. Nevertheless, a test of the structural model can provide
some insights into possible differences in the conceptualization of the pro-
cesses occurring within the two groups.

As a first step, the goodness-of-fit of the Anderman and Maehr model
(Fig. 1) was examined in the case of the combined samples (N 5 168). The
model was tested separately for each of the dependent variables. Overall,
the analysis indicated that perception of goals emphasized in the school have
indirect effects on the dependent variables through perceived academic effi-
cacy and through personal goals and perceived academic efficacy—a finding
also supported by Roeser et al. (1996) for school-related outcomes. The anal-
yses also supported, however, direct effects of students’ perceptions of
school goal emphases on perceived academic efficacy and on the outcome
variables. This indicates that experiences in the environment might have an
independent influence on students’ affect and behavior in addition to the
indirect effect through goals and perceived efficacy.

More importantly, however, in comparing African American and Euro-
American samples on this model it was found that the model was not an
equally good fit for both samples. While the suggested model was a very
good fit for the Euro-American students, it was quite a bad fit for the African
American students. Figure 2 presents the modified Anderman and Maehr
model, with perceptions of disruptive behavior as the dependent variable4

that seems to fit the Euro American sample better than the African American
sample.

We hypothesized that the findings reviewed by Graham (1994) and others
(e.g., Covington, 1992) point to African American students’ perceived aca-
demic efficacy as having a more stable nature than that of Euro-American
students. Furthermore, we hypothesized that while Euro-American as well
as African American students’ perceptions of the school goal emphases will
have an influence on their perceived academic efficacy—albeit to different
degrees—African American students will be less attentive to these percep-
tions and that their perceived academic efficacy will tend to be more influen-
tial in the personal goals they adopt. Figure 3 presents a model that depicts
such a process and which seems to fit the African American sample better

4 Fit indices of the path models involving other well-being variables for the Euro-American
and African American students were similar to those reported in Figs. 2 and 3. For reasons
of brevity and because the path analyses were not the central feature of the paper, we present
only one model with one variable.
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than the first model. Caution should be taken in interpreting these findings
due to the small N; however, the second model (process model 2; Fig. 3)
exhibits several points of difference from Process Model 1 (Fig. 2) that merit
attention. Clearly, self-efficacy is more salient and an independently de-
termining factor in Process Model 2. That is, while clearly important in both
models, in Process Model 2 academic self-efficacy does not appear to be a
function of personal goals held, though it is apparently evoked by school
emphasis on task goals. While influenced by school goal emphasis, it is por-
trayed as determinative of personal goals adopted.

DISCUSSION

Goal Orientations and Well-Being

Heretofore, the study of goal orientations has been largely confined to a
focus on motivation and achievement. The present results open up a new
possibility: Goal orientations likely affect emotional well-being as well. Pur-
suing task goals was found to have a significant positive relationship with
all indices of well-being, as well as with perceptions of academic efficacy
and GPA. Pursuing ego goals was found to have a significant negative rela-
tionship with two of the general indices of well-being, and with affect at
school. Findings suggest that goal orientation is related to emotions and cog-
nitions that not only contribute to effective learning but which also relate to
psychological well-being more generally. Task goals are more likely to facil-
itate learning and school achievement. For this, and perhaps other reasons
as well, task goals also contribute to psychological well-being. While these
findings could be and in fact were anticipated on the basis of generalizations
and extrapolations from previous research (cf. Covington, 1992), firm and
replicable support specific to goal theory per se has not been widely re-
ported—if indeed it has been directly sought.

Perhaps of greater interest is the initial, but not unimportant, suggestion
that well-being might stem from perceptions of task and ego goal emphases
reflected in school policies and practices. In general, the effects of perceived
emphasis on task goals seemed to be weaker or more limited in nature than
those associated with a perceived emphasis on ego goals. Of particular inter-
est, is that both task (negatively) and ego (positively) goal emphases were
associated with report of disruptive behavior. There are vagaries in the find-
ings, of course. The relations of perceptions of ego goal emphasis and adop-
tion of ego goals with well-being were not as ubiquitous as those of task
goals. Furthermore, some differences were found in these relations between
the two ethnic groups. However, in the main, the results of the analyses,
including the path models, support the notion that the school environment
as perceived by students, figures significantly and importantly in the sense of
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well-being and can contribute to behavior and affect that facilitates a positive
orientation toward life generally.

In sum, there appears to be a double reason for pursuing task, and avoiding
ego goals. Equally, if not even more interesting, there seems to be a double
advantage when schools avoid being seen as emphasizing ego goals—and
are viewed as emphasizing task goals. Task goals are associated with positive
learning and positive feelings about oneself and one’s world. Emphasis on
ego goals seems likely to create problems in learning as well as in the life
of the person more generally. This may be a particularly interesting and
important issue in the life of the young adolescent who is characteristically
conscious of self, often worried about ability, and perhaps especially inclined
toward social comparison. Schools that emphasize and exacerbate the focus
given to the ego are likely to create not only problems in learning, but also
‘‘behavioral problems.’’ And more generally, they are likely to undermine
emotional well-being. Of course, one study does not a principle make, in
particular when one deals only with students’ perceptions. But as the results
confirm what might have been anticipated from previous work on goal orien-
tations, they should be taken seriously in considering the effects of school
practices on the life of young adolescents.

Goals, Well-Being, and Ethnicity

Little if any research on goals has considered possible differences in pro-
cesses in the case of African Americans and Euro-Americans (cf. Graham,
1994; Pintrich & Schunk, 1996). For both practical and theoretical reasons,
this is surprising. It also represents a limitation of the current literature that
this study was designed in part to address.

Generally, the regression analyses results indicated similar patterns of rela-
tionships for Euro- and African Americans. Personal task goals were posi-
tively associated with almost all of the well-being measures. Similarly, per-
sonal ego goals were negatively associated with many of the measures of
well-being. And, for both groups, the school emphases were not so consis-
tently related to well-being as were the personal goals. For both groups,
then, the presence of task goals tends to be positive, generally supportive of
psychological well-being. In contrast, ego goals tend to be associated with
a negative pattern of psychological well-being. What is particularly interest-
ing, however, is the possibility emerging in the path models that different
processes might be involved.

Initially, we set out to test a preliminary model (Fig. 1) in which any
relations with well-being are mediated by perceived academic efficacy. Im-
plied in this model are several, inter-related hypotheses. Specifically, per-
ceived goal emphases in the school influence students to adopt comparable
personal goals. The adoption of personal task goals likely leads to enhanced
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perceived efficacy; the adoption of ego goals likely leads to diminished per-
ceived efficacy. Perceived academic efficacy in turn should be related to a
wide range of indices of well-being. And in any event, a critical factor is
how perceptions of school emphases figure into the conception of self. In
the case of Euro-Americans, this general model works fairly well, except
that perceptions of school and personal goals apparently have separate ef-
fects. This model, however, fails badly in the case of African Americans. It
fails largely because of the projected place of perceived efficacy in the model.

An alternative model (Fig. 3) was found to account better for the African
American students in this sample. As the sample is small, not much can be
assumed from the present results about the role of perceived efficacy for
African American students. Overall the path analyses have implied a com-
plex picture that only future research can resolve. However, some directional
clarity might be found in the finding that, as others have suggested (e.g.,
Graham, 1994), self-hood, plays a different role among African American
adolescents than among Euro-American samples. Regardless, the school
seems to be a persistent factor of influence and the supported model allows
some speculations. First, both school goal emphases and self-efficacy appear
to combine in leading to the adoption of personal goals. Further, it seems
that school task goal emphasis and self-efficacy combined are likely to lead
to the adoption of personal task goals—for both African American and Euro-
American groups. At distinct variance from this pattern are the findings in
the case of ego goals. School ego goal emphasis is related to personal goals
held or adopted—but is unrelated to self-efficacy. And, while self-efficacy
is strongly and positively related to adopting or holding personal task goals,
the results are mixed in the case of ego goals: Related in the case of African
Americans and unrelated with Euro-Americans.

Generally, then, the results present a picture in which task goal emphasis
in the school is associated with self-efficacy, the adoption of personal task
goals and ultimately a general sense of well-being—for both African Ameri-
can and Euro-American students. School ego goal emphasis is associated
with the adoption of personal ego goals in the case of both ethnic groups—
and, of course, in turn related to a lowered sense of well-being. The thrust
of these results is that a school that is perceived to emphasize task goals is
definitely to be preferred for both groups.

Limitations and Future Research

While we deem the findings of the present study telling, obviously caution
in adopting them is warranted due to several limitations. First, the relatively
small size of the sample prevents us from making stronger claims about the
generalizability of these findings. Second, the correlational nature of the data,
which were collected at one time point, limits the interpretation with regard
to the processes involved. Nevertheless, extrapolations from the data, when
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supported by theory, can provide suggestions for directions in future investi-
gations. Third, the lack of more adequate socio-economic information pre-
vented us from examining more thoroughly the possible influence of this
factor on the relations examined. Finally, the small sample as well as the
focus of the paper did not allow a thorough examination of gender effects
on the processes examined. Interestingly, the regression results suggested
that gender seemed to play a more significant differentiating role for relations
among the Euro-American than among the African American students. Nev-
ertheless, African American adolescents are not a homogeneous group. Gen-
der is, unquestionably, an important factor in determining different experi-
ences in school as well as out of school and should be paid due attention.

With these in mind, however, we see promise in the directions that these
findings suggest. Conceptualizing the appraisals of school environment in
goal emphasis terms could be, we believe, a useful way of examining the
role that such environments play in adolescents’ lives. That is not new of
course. Considerable work has already suggested that task and ego goal em-
phases in school affect motivation and achievement. What we have in the
present results is a basis for suggesting that school goal emphases that posi-
tively affect motivation and achievement also affect adolescent well-being
more generally. The patterns of the findings in this regard move us further
along the path of proposing how school contexts not only are structured
but how they should be constructed, at least for young adolescents, perhaps
younger and older persons more generally. It is particularly significant, we
feel, that very similar results in this regard were found for two different
ethnic groups. Of course, these findings should be replicated and certain of
the interrelationships explored further. But a beginning of importance in this
regard, we feel, has been made.

APPENDIX

Perceptions of School Goal Emphases Scales

Perceptions of Emphasis on Ego Goals

In this school, teachers are always talking about the honor roll and the
honor society.
In this school, teachers treat kids who get good grades better than other
kids.
In this school, only a few kids get praised for their school work.
In this school, teachers only care about the smart kids.
In this school, we are encouraged to compete against each other for
grades.
This school has given up on some of its students.
In this school, special privileges are given to students who get the high-
est grades.
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Perceptions of School Emphasis on Task Goals

In this school, teachers believe all students can learn.
In this school, every student can be successful.
In this school, understanding the work is more important than getting
the right answers.
In this school, mistakes are okay as long as we are learning.
In this school, teachers think how much you learn is more important
than tests scores or grades.
Teachers in this school want students to really understand their work,
not just memorize it.
Trying hard counts a lot in this school.
In this school, we are given a chance to do interesting and creative
work.

Personal Achievement Goals Scales

Personal Ego Goals

I would feel good if I was the only one who could answer the teacher’s
questions in class.
I would like to show my teachers that I’m smarter than the other kids.
I would feel successful in school if I did better than the other students
in my classes.
I’d like to show my parents that I’m smarter than the other kids in my
classes.
I wish we had school work that would let me show I’m smart.

Personal Task Goals

Understanding the work in school is more important to me than the
grade I get.
I like school work that I’ll learn from even if I make a lot of mistakes.
The main reason I do my work in school is because I like to learn.
I like school work the best when it really makes me think.
I feel most successful in school when I learn something I didn’t know
before.
It doesn’t matter to me if other students do better than I do, as long as
I am learning.

General Well-Being Scales

Emotional Tone

I feel nervous most of the time. (reversed)
I feel that I am not as good as most people I know. (reversed)
Most of the time I am happy.
My feelings are easily hurt. (reversed)
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I feel relaxed under normal circumstances.
I feel empty emotionally most of the time. (reversed)
I am so very nervous. (reversed)
I feel so very lonely. (reversed)
I enjoy life.
Very often I think that I am not at all the person I would like to be.
(reversed)
I frequently feel sad. (reversed)

Peer Relationships

Other kids find me a bore. (reversed)
I usually feel out of place at picnics and parties. (reversed)
I think that other people just do not like me. (reversed)
I find it very difficult to establish new friendships. (reversed)
I find it extremely hard to make friends. (reversed)
I would rather be alone than with kids my age. (reversed)
I think that other kids find me attractive.
Being together with other people gives me a good feeling.
I do not have a particularly difficult time making friends.
I enjoy most parties I go to.

Impulse Control

I ‘‘lose my head’’ easily. (reversed)
I become violent if I don’t get my way. (reversed)
Even under pressure I manage to remain calm.
I keep an even temper most of the time.
I am a calm person.
Usually I control myself.
There are people that I will never forgive for things they have done.
(reversed)
Sometimes I do things that I know I shouldn’t but I can’t stop myself.
(reversed)

School-Related Well-Being Scales

Affect at School

Most of the time, being in school puts me in a good mood.
I like being in school.
I am happier when I am at school than when I am not at school.
I am often angry when I’m at school. (reversed)
I often feel frustrated when I am doing school work. (reversed)
School often makes me feel bad. (reversed)
I often feel bored in school. (reversed)
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Perceived Academic Efficacy

I’m certain I can master the skills taught in school this year.
I can do even the hardest school work if I try.
If I have enough time, I can do a good job on all my school work.
I can do almost all the work in school if I don’t give up.
Even if the work in school is hard, I can learn it.
I’m certain I can figure out how to do the most difficult school work.

Self-Report of Disruptive Behavior

Teachers often get upset with me.
I don’t make friends with people that always behave nice in class.
I think that people who annoy the teachers are cool.
I get into trouble at school more than most kids.
I sometimes make fun of students who do very well.
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