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Abstract

Although approach forms of achievement goals (mastery and performance goals) have been shown to
predict academic achievement in college, recent research underscores that these associations are
rather weak and not consistently observed. The present study tests students’ social class (in the
present research, generational status) as a moderator of the relationships between both mastery-
approach goals and performance-approach goals and final grade. One hundred students (45 first-
generation students and 55 continuing-generation students, Mage = 18.9, SD = 1.52) answered an

achievement goal scale related to one of their classes at the beginning of the year. Their final grade
for this class was obtained three months later. As expected, performance-approach goals positively
predicted final grade only for upper- class students, while mastery-approach goals tend to do so for
lower-class students, supporting the idea that different kinds of motivation could predict students’
achievement depending on their social class.
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In achievement goal literature, approach forms of motivation are usually seen as relevant and positive
motivations for achieving performance, especially in the college context (Darnon et al. 2009; Van
Yperen et al. 2014). Indeed, trying to understand and learn (i.e., mastery-approach goals) and trying
to outperform others (i.e., performance-approach goals) have both been documented as positive
predictors of academic success (Harackiewicz et al. 1997; Senko et al. 2011). However, as evidenced in
this debate, empirical data do not always support this claim. Meanwhile, several authors in the area
have called for more research considering demographic variables, including social class?, in order to
understand better which goals predict academic success, when, and why (Darnon et al. 2012; Huang
2012; Darnon et al. 2008). The present paper examines social class as a moderator of the link between
both mastery-approach and performance- approach goals and academic performance in the college
context.

Achievement goals and academic grades

Since its origin in the 1980s (Dweck 1986; Elliott and Dweck 1988; Nicholls 1984), achievement goal
theory has been the subject of abundant research to examine the consequences of goal pursuit in the
classroom. According to this research, in an achievement task, students can pursue either mastery
goals (i.e., desire to learn, to improve one’s knowledge and ability) or performance goals (i.e., drive to
demonstrate superior performance relative to others). In the 1990s, research further documented that
mastery and performance goals could be either approach or avoidance oriented (Elliot and Church
1997; Elliot and McGregor 2001; Elliot et al. 1999). In particular, performance-approach goal
individuals are oriented toward the demonstration of superior ability, whereas performance-
avoidance-oriented individuals want to avoid performing more poorly than others. Moreover,
mastery-approach goals are oriented toward the search for self-improvement and learning, whereas
mastery-avoidance goals are associated with the fear of not performing as well as one did in the past.
Research has shown that avoidant forms of goals are generally related to poor achievement outcomes
(Elliot and Church 1997; Elliot and McGregor 2001; Linnenbrink-Garcia et al. 2008). On the contrary,
both approach forms of goals have been shown to be positively associated with academic
performance, particularly for college students. Indeed, although mastery-approach goals and
performance-approach goals are related to different patterns of outcomes (e.g., cooperative
behaviors, deep studying, and high efforts for mastery goals; competitive behaviors, surface
processing, and cheating for performance goals; Anderman and Danner 2008; Elliot and McGregor
1999; see Senko et al. 2011, for a review), recent meta-analyses found that both were positively related
to academic grades (Huang 2012; Hulleman et al. 2010; Van Yperen et al. 2014). Interestingly, these
meta-analyses also highlighted that these links exist but were quite small, suggesting the existence of
potential moderators. In the present paper, we argue that, in a higher education context, social class
may moderate the effect of both types of goals on academic grades.

Lower-class and upper-class students in college

Social class influences many life outcomes (for reviews, see Fiske and Markus 2012; Goudeau et al.
2017; Kraus et al. 2011, 2012). In particular, an important line of research has documented that, in the
context of higher education, lower-class students experience many more difficulties than their upper-
class counterparts (for reviews, see Jury et al. 2017; Stephens et al. 2014). More specifically, behaviors,
vocabulary, and habits that are valued in the higher education context are more in line with those
developed in families that belong to dominant classes than with values developed in unprivileged
classes (Bourdieu et al. 1990). Consequently, lower-class students develop a sense of “incompatibility”

1 A student’s social class refers to his or her family’s rank in the society. In the social class literature, various measures such
as income, parental level of education, or occupation have been used to identify one’s social class. In the present paper, we
will specifically focus on students’ parental level of education.



within the college context (Jetten et al. 2008; Johnson et al. 2011; Ostrove and Long 2007). When
attending college, lower-class students feel less socially integrated (Rubin 2012), have a lower sense
of belonging (Ostrove and Long 2007), are less engaged (Stebleton and Soria 2012), face more
obstacles (Stebleton et al. 2014), and have more intentions to quit (Johnson et al. 2011; Langhout et
al. 2009) as well as lower academic performances (OECD 2014; Sirin 2005) than their upper-class
counterparts. More recently, Stephens and colleagues (Stephens et al. 2012a, b) demonstrated that
lower-class students experience a mismatch between the values they have developed as members of
low-status groups and those promoted in college culture. This mismatch further impairs their academic
grades. In addition, lower-class students are the targets of a negative stereotype concerning their
abilities (Croizet and Claire 1998; Régner et al. 2002; Spencer and Castano 2007). Thus, in academic
contexts, lower-class students are likely to experience a stereotype threat (Croizet and Claire 1998;
Croizet et al. 2001; Harrison et al. 2006; Spencer and Castano 2007). For all these reasons, lower-class
students also have a lower self-esteem (Twenge and Campbell 2002), lower self- efficacy (Gecas 1989;
Ramos-Sanchez and Nichols 2007), lower self-assessed intelligence (lvcevic and Kaufman 2013; Kudrna
et al. 2010), and lower expectancies of success (Johnson et al. 2011; Langhout et al. 2009) than upper-
class students.

Social class as a moderator of the goals—performance links

Interestingly, in the achievement goal field, the uncertainty regarding one’s success has often been
argued to moderate both the performance-approach goals—grade link and the mastery- approach
goals—grade link. In particular, it has been shown that mastery goals favor performance when
participants were exposed to failures (Covington and Omelich 1984), on de- manding tasks (Graham
and Golan 1991) and on difficult exams (e.g., Elliot and McGregor 1999; Grant and Dweck 2003).
Mastery goal benefits are also more often documented when the assigned goal is difficult (Jagacinski
et al. 2001) rather than easy to reach (see also Utman’s meta-analysis, 1997). Likewise, it seems that
performance goals positively impact achievement on simple or well-learnt tasks (Steele-Johnson et al.
2000), but no longer do so when the task is more difficult (Grant and Dweck 2003) or—although still
subject to controversy (e.g., Harackiewicz et al. 1997)—when students perceive their ability as low
(Elliott and Dweck 1988; Jagacinski et al. 2001; Nicholls 1984; Smiley and Dweck 1994). In the same
vein, some authors (Darnon et al. 2007) have shown that the advantage of mastery goals over
performance-approach goals on learning only appeared when a co-actor made participants doubt the
validity of their own answers. Thus, the extent to which a person doubts his or her ability to succeed
seems to moderate both the performance-approach goals—grade link and the mastery-approach
goals—grade link, but in the opposite direction.

It has sometimes been argued in the field (e.g., Nicholls 1989) that an education centered on mastery
goals should favor all students rather than just privileged groups. In line with this idea, some sparse
research suggests that low-status individuals benefit from mastery-approach goals whereas high-
status individuals benefit from performance-approach goals. For example, women, more than men,
suffer from the effects of performance-approach goals (Jagacinski et al. 2008; see also Midgley et al.
2001, for a discussion of this point) and benefit from mastery goal inductions (Patrick et al. 1999).
Mastery-approach goals, but not performance- approach goals, have also been shown to reduce
women’s social identity threat (Stout and Dasgupta 2013). More recently, in the college context,
Smeding et al. (2013) tested social class as a moderator of the effect of different goal-based forms of
assessment. Assessment was either presented as a tool for education (mastery oriented) or as a tool
for selection (performance oriented). This research indicated that lower-class students are those who
perform better after mastery-based forms of assessments than after performance-based goals
assessments (see Souchal et al. 2014, for a similar pattern on girls’ performance on a scientific task)
and those whose self-set mastery goals were the most strongly related to exam grade.



Overview and hypotheses

The present study measures mastery-approach and performance-approach goals at the beginning of
the semester and tests them as predictors of the final grade obtained at the end of the class (three
months later). As in most research in the area, students’ social class is measured by generational status
(Harackiewicz et al. 2014; Jury et al. 2015; Stephens et al. 2012a). Generational status should moderate
both the effect of mastery-approach goals and the effect of performance-approach goals on final grade
but in the reverse direction: The positive link between performance-approach goals and exam grade
should be stronger for continuing- generation students (i.e., upper-class students) than for first-
generation students (i.e., lower- class students), whereas the positive link between mastery-approach
goals and academic performance should be stronger for first-generation students than for continuing-
generation students.

Method
Participants and procedure

Participants were 103 undergraduate psychology students who volunteered to participate in the
context of their methodology class. Because of two missing data on the covariate and one missing data
on the social class measure, our final sample was composed of 100 participants, 90 women and 10
men, with a mean age of 18.9 years (SD = 1.52). Participants responded to the achievement goal scale
and the demographic questions during one of their introductory level methodology lectures that took
place at the beginning of the fall semester. At the end of the semester, three months later, the grade
obtained for this methodology class was recorded?.

Measures

Achievement goals. The performance and mastery goal items were extracted from Elliot and
McGregor’s (2001) Achievement Goal Questionnaire (see Darnon & Butera 2005 for the French
version). Participants were asked to report the extent to which they endorsed mastery-approach goals
(a0 = .86, M =5.62, SD = 1.17) and performance-approach goals (a = .86, M = 3.68, SD = 1.59) in the
methodology class. Both measures contained three items, and participants’ answers ranged from 1
“not at all true of me” to 7 “very true of me” (e.g., “It is important for me to do better than other
students” for performance-approach goals; “l want to learn as much as possible from this class” for
mastery-approach goals).

Social class. Participants reported their mothers’ and fathers’ highest degrees. If the highest degree
reached by a participant’s parents was lower than the baccalauréat (i.e., the French high-school exit
exam), the participant was coded as first-generation students. If at least one of the student’s parents
had earned the baccalauréat or a higher degree, the student was categorized as a continuing-
generation student (see Jury et al. 2015, for a similar classification). Based on this classification, 45
students were coded as first-generation students and 55 as continuing-generation students.

Final grade. The final grade was the grade obtained in this specific introductory level method- ology
class and corresponded to the mean of two exams students took at the end of the semester, three
months later. First, they had to work on a methodological project (7 pages maximum) and present this
project orally. This part counted for 20% of the final grade. Second, they had to take a test containing

2This research was part of a large study. Only the measures that are relevant for the present hypothesis are discussed here



15 open-ended questions on the content of the entire class. The final grade could range from 0
(minimum) to 20 (maximum; current range 4.18 to 18.75, M = 12.17, SD = 3.38).

Initial academic abilities. As participants were at the beginning of their studies, we asked them to
report the grade they obtained on the high-school exit exam (baccalauréat), which could range from
10 (passing level) to 20 (M = 11.69, SD = 1.41; current range from 10 to 16). Intercorrelations among
variables are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 Intercorrelations among variables

1 2 3 4 M and SD (in brackets) M and SD (in brackets)
Lower-class Upper-class
1. Baccalauréat grade 11.46 (1.31) 11.91 (1.46)
2. Performance-approach goals .13 3.74 (1.62) 3.63 (1.61)
3. Mastery-approach goals 16 3R 5.53(1.04) 5.67 (1.27)
4. Exam grade 32%= 17 18 12.41 (3.27) 11.99 (3.51)
5. Social class A6 -4 06 —.06

#p < 05; *¥p < 01

Results

Regression analyses were conducted to test whether mastery- and performance-approach goals
interacted with generational status to predict final grade. These regression analyses included three
predictors—generational status (coded - 0.5, first-generation students; + 0.5, continuing- generation
students), performance-approach goals (mean centered), and mastery-approach goals (mean
centered)—as well as all possible interactions among these three terms. To control for initial abilities,
the baccalaureate grade (mean centered) was entered as a covariate. As the covariate was not
correlated to any of the predictors, the interaction between the covariate and the predictors was not
entered in the analyses (Yzerbyt et al. 2004).

None of the main effects was significant: B = .11, F(1, 91) < 1 for performance-approach goals; B = .14,
F(1, 91) = 1.46, p = .23 for mastery-approach goals; and B = - .05, F(1, 91) < 1 for social class, except
for the main effect of the covariate, B = .31, F(1, 91) = 10.23, p < .003, r]p2 =.10, 95% CI [.28, 1.21].
More importantly, as expected, performance-approach goals interacted with social class: B = .23, F(1,
91) = 4.47, p < .04, npz = .05, 95% ClI [.06, 1.93]. This interaction is depicted in Fig. 1. Simple slope
analyses revealed that performance- approach goals positively predicted academic grade for
continuing-generation students, B = .34, F(1, 91) = 4.75, p < .04, np2 =.08, 95% CI [.06, 1.38], but not
for first-generation students, p = - .13, F(1, 91) < 1. The interaction between mastery-approach goals
and social class was marginal and in the reverse direction,  =-.22, F(1,91) =3.71, p < .06, npz =.04,

95% CI [- 2.59, .04]. This interaction is depicted in Fig. 2. Simple slope analyses revealed that mastery-
approach goals positively predicted academic grade for first-generation students, § = .36, F(1, 91) =
4.01, p < .05, 95% CI [.01, 2.07], but not for continuing-generation students, B = - .08, F(1, 91) < 1. No
other interaction was significant, all (1, 91) < 1.
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The purpose of the present paper was to test social class as a moderator of the link between both
mastery-approach goals and grade and performance-approach goals and grade. As developed above,
in the higher education context, notably because of an experienced mismatch and of a negative
stereotype, lower-class students are led to doubt their ability to succeed more than upper-class
students (Croizet and Claire 1998; Gecas 1989; Ivcevic and Kaufman 2013; Stephens et al. 2012a). As
mastery goals have been shown to positively predict achievement on difficult and challenging tasks or
when students experience threat, failures, and conflicts, we argued that lower-class (i.e., first
generation) students, but not upper-class (i.e., continuing generation) students, should benefit from a
high endorsement of mastery goals. Moreover, as performance-approach goals have been shown to
predict grade mostly in low-uncertainty situations, we predicted that performance-approach goals
would be more positively related to grade for upper-class students than for lower-class students.

Results obtained in the present study bring initial support to these hypotheses. Indeed, the effect of
performance-approach goals on final grade was moderated by social class. The positive link between
performance-approach goals and final grade is only observed for continuing-generation students. The
effect of mastery-approach goals on final grade was also (although marginally) moderated by social
class. Mastery-approach goals were indeed positively associated to final grade for first-generation but
not for continuing-generation students. In line with recent research in the area, the present results
support the idea that not all approach goals are beneficial for all students. In particular, as observed
several times in the literature, if performance-approach goals are positively related to grade
(Harackiewicz et al. 2002; Hulleman et al. 2010; Senko et al. 2011; Van Yperen et al. 2014), it seems to
be the case only for upper-class students—namely, the population that is the most often examined in
the literature. Indeed, upper-class students usually largely outnumber lower-class students in the
college context (Hearn and Rosinger 2014; OECD 2014). This positive association no longer exists for
lower-class students. In the same vein, the general low association observed between mastery-
approach goals and grade in the literature may be due to the fact that the sample examined in the
previous research was mainly composed of upper-class students enrolled in universities. The present
results suggest that mastery goals could be much more useful for lower- class students.

Interestingly, authors in the area have recently started to argue that goals should not be examined in
a social vacuum and that more attention should be devoted to the social belonging of students (Berger
and Archer 2016; Darnon et al. 2012; Huang 2012; Jury et al. 2015). The present study confirms that
taking into account students’ social class can help understand important inconsistencies or weak effect
sizes observed in previous research (Hulleman et al. 2010; Van Yperen et al. 2014). The present results



are consistent with recent research showing that the effects of performance goal- or mastery goal-
oriented contexts depend on social class (Smeding et al. 2013) by showing that similar moderation can
also be observed with self-set goals and while controlling for initial academic ability. Thus, taken
together, these studies suggest that a strong focus on mastery versus performance goals, regardless
of the origin of this focus (contextual incentive in previous studies, personal self-set goals in the
present study), can affect the experience of lower- and upper-class students differently in the context
of higher education.

Some limitations should be noted. In particular, in the present data, both goals and social class are
invoked variables. Therefore, causality cannot be established. Although situationally induced goals
usually raise similar results as self-set goals (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al. 2008; Van Yperen et al. 2014,
2015), replicating the present results with manipulated goals would nicely complement the present
findings. The low sample size is another important limitation of the present research. In addition, social
class was measured through generational status. Although this is very common in the literature, such
a measure prevents from examining middle social class students, who may be particularly concerned
with upward mobility. Future research should examine this issue and should also measure avoidance
goals in addition to approach goals. Indeed, lower-class students are likely to endorse performance-
avoidance goals (Jury et al. 2015; Jury et al. 2015). Performance-avoidance goals have been shown to
negatively predict academic performance (e.g., Elliot and Church 1997). Thus, it seems reasonable to
assume that they may mediate the relationship between social class and poor academic performance.
Moreover, in the present paper, it is argued that the reason why social class moderates the effects of
goals is that social class affected the perception students have of their own chances to succeed within
the university system. However, this perception was not measured in the present study, keeping open
the question of what psychological processes mediate the findings. A concurrent explanation of the
moderation of the mastery-approach goals—performance link could be the social value attached to
mastery-approach goals among lower- and upper-class students. Indeed, recent research has
documented that the more the goals are perceived as socially useful to succeed within the college
context, the more they predict academic achievement (Dompnier et al. 2009, 2013; Dompnier et al.
2015). The same line of research has also shown that the higher the goals are perceived as socially
desirable, the lower these goals predict academic performances. One could argue that mastery goals
are more socially useful for lower-class students than for upper-class students and more socially
desirable for upper-class students than for lower-class students. Indeed, because of poorer initial
acquaintance with the system, succeeding in college is more challenging for lower-class than for upper-
class students. Thus, as they cannot rely upon other resources (e.g., parental support), learning (i.e.,
mastery goals) may be perceived as the only useful way to reach academic success. This would imply
that lower-class students endorse mastery goals for “true” reasons—namely, because they think these
goals are required to succeed within the college context. Upper-class students may have other reasons
to endorse mastery-approach goals. Indeed, mastery goals are particularly high in social desirability
(Darnon et al. 2009). As upper-class students are usually more aware of college expectations (Collier
and Morgan 2008), they may report goals for social desirability purposes. This could explain the low
association between mastery-approach goals and performance for upper-class students. In other
words, mastery-approach goals may be strongly associated with the performance of lower-class
students because lower-class students endorse these goals for “true” reasons (i.e., because they
believe in their social utility), more so than upper- class students who might endorse these goals for
self-presentation purposes (i.e., because they know these goals are high in social desirability). Future
research should test this possibility.

Interestingly, some authors have noted that, because of the selection function fulfilled by the
university system in Western countries, performance-approach goals are particularly strongly
promoted in higher education contexts (Alon 2009; Dompnier et al. 2008; Dornbusch et al. 1996; Jury
et al. 2017). Besides, in the competitive context of higher education, performance-approach goals are
often positively related to academic achievement (e.g., Harackiewicz et al. 2002). However, the



present findings suggest that they are not beneficial for all students. Based on the present results and
in line with previous research (Smeding et al. 2013), we believe that the strong promotion of
performance-approach goals in higher education could probably explain why higher education fails to
reduce the social class achievement gap. Indeed, by promoting goals that mostly serve upper-class
students, the higher education environment contributes to acting in favor of upper-class students,
leaving behind students who precisely deserve more attention—namely, students who would benefit
the most from more mastery-oriented practices.
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