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Abstract The present study investigated the mediating
role of motivational self-talk strategies (i.e., mastery self-
talk, extrinsic self-talk, and efficacy enhancement self-talk)
in the relationships between achievement goals and aca-
demic engagement (i.e., involvement, withdrawal in the
face of difficulties, avoidance of challenges, and disruptive
behaviors) among 1096 10th grade students (43% male) in
a selective Chinese high school. Structural equation models
showed that total and desirable effects of mastery goals
were partially mediated by motivational self-talk strategies.
Performance approach goals were maladaptive and only
weak partial mediation was found through motivational
self-talk strategies. A similar pattern was observed with
performance avoidance goals. Mastery self-talk and effi-
cacy enhancement self-talk were related to positive pat-
terns of engagement while extrinsic self-talk was related to
maladaptive patterns of engagement. Theoretical, cultural,
and practical implications are discussed.
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In most classrooms, large variability in motivation is
apparent. Some students are interested and persist despite
difficulties. Others, however, show maladaptive behaviors
such as avoiding challenging tasks, or simply giving up in
the face of setbacks. Chinese classrooms are no exception.
Compared to most of the Western high school education,
Chinese high school education is characterized by large
class size, rigorous academic standards, and intense com-
petition (Salili 1996). Thus, academic engagement in
Chinese education contexts is challenging yet crucial for
students’ immediate academic achievement and long-term
success. Accordingly, it is critical to investigate the factors
leading to optimal engagement.

In the present study, we focused on the nature and
function of motivational self-talk. When it gets difficult to
persist at a task at hand, instead of simply abandoning the
work, students may engage in purposeful self-talk to
encourage themselves to persist. Motivational self-talk
refers to strategic inner talk, aiming to enhance one’s own
effort and persistence toward goal completion in demoti-
vating situations (McCann and Garcia 1999; Wolters
1999, 2003). Although the role of self-talk has been
emphasized from the constructivist view of education
(Vygotsky 1987), the exact function of motivational self-
talk with respect to engagement has rarely been examined,
especially among secondary school students. While
investigating the association between various motivational
self-talk strategies, we also considered the antecedent of
self-talk. Prior research has emphasized achievement goals
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(i.e., different reasons and purposes for academic learning,
see Elliot 2005 for a review) as powerful predictors of
engagement as well as motivational self-talk (Wolters and
Benzon 2013; Wolters and Rosenthal 2000; Wolters et al.
1996). However, previous studies have examined the roles
of achievement goals and motivational self-talk rather
independently of each other. According to the social-cog-
nitive model of self-regulated learning, students’ use of
self-regulatory talks is likely to be affected by their over-
arching goals (Pintrich 2000, 2004). Thus, we have pro-
posed and tested the viability of a process model, in which
achievement goals affect students’ engagement through
triggering different types of motivational self-talk using
structural equation modeling.

Achievement goals and academic engagement

Three distinct achievement goals have been widely
examined in the literature: (a) a mastery goal refers to the
focus on learning, understanding, and developing compe-
tence, (b) a performance approach goal focuses on
demonstrating competence and being judged favorably,
and (c) a performance avoidance goal is concerned with
masking incompetence. When students approach academic
situations with different achievement goals, their cognitive,
affective, and behavioral processes and outcomes tend to
be qualitatively different (Meece et al. 2006).

Mastery goals have been in general consistently leading
to higher academic engagement such as adaptive help
seeking, persistence, and preference for challenging tasks.
In contrast, performance avoidance goals have led to self-
handicapping strategies, disruptive behaviors, and task
disengagement (see Elliot 2005 for a review). The role of
performance approach goals, however, has not yielded a
consistent pattern. Performance approach goals have been
related to avoidant help seeking, cheating, disruptive
behaviors, and self-handicapping as well as self-regulation
(Elliot and McGregor 2001; Shim and Ryan 2005; Zusho
et al. 2005).

Achievement motivation research among Chinese stu-
dents is less compared to the voluminous literature on the
same subject in the Western culture. Mastery goals have
been related to deep learning approach (the desire for a
deeper understanding of the material), deep strategy use,
surface learning approach (i.e., getting by with minimum
effort expenditure), and higher effort expenditure (Ho and
Hau 2008; Ng 2000; Shi et al. 2001). Performance goals
have been related to both deep and surface approaches,
achieving approach (the desire for high performance), and
higher effort expenditure (Ho and Hau 2008; Ng 2000). In
addition, mastery goals and performance avoidance goals
were positively and negatively related to achievement (Ho
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and Hau 2008). However, the relationship between per-
formance approach goals and achievement is not straight-
forward. Ho and Hau (2008) found performance approach
goals to be related to higher math achievement, whereas
Chan (2008) found that performance approach goals did
not predict achievement in any of the three areas: aca-
demic, non-academic, or social/leadership areas. In gen-
eral, the patterns of the relationships between achievement
goals and Chinese students’ educational outcomes are not
different from those conducted in the Western culture. That
is, mastery goals are adaptive, whereas performance
avoidance goals are maladaptive. Performance approach
goals, however, have mixed results and fail to yield a
consistent pattern of relations. Conceptually, mastery goals
and performance avoidance goals are expected to have
direct positive and negative effects, respectively, on aca-
demic engagement. However, due to the inconsistent
findings in the literature, we do not form a hypothesis for
performance approach goals.

Self-talk as motivational self-regulatory strategy

To date, only a few studies have examined how motiva-
tional self-regulation strategies might affect academic
engagement. These strategies can take various forms but all
are exercised to initiate and maintain motivation or to
control motivational processing for optimal performance
(Pintrich 2004; Wolters 2003). Among the many types of
motivational self-regulatory strategies, we focus on moti-
vational self-talk. Although motivational self-talk has
rarely been studied in educational settings, the function of
self-talk (private speech or inner speech in Vygotsky’s
terminology) more generally has been emphasized in
Vygotsky’s early work (1987). Meichenbaum (1977) also
has studied self-talk as a strategy for behavioral control in
young children. In the present study, we examined three
different types of motivational self-talk: mastery self-talk,
performance/extrinsic self-talk (referred to as extrinsic
self-talk hereafter for brevity), and efficacy enhancement
self-talk. These motivational self-talk strategies have a
clear focus on the regulation of motivational beliefs (e.g.,
achievement goals, self-efficacy) and involve students’
efforts to remind themselves of their reasons for complet-
ing a task or to reassure themselves of their ability to
complete a task successfully in order to achieve effort
enhancement and persistence in demotivating situations.
These strategies have been examined in a handful of pre-
vious studies (Hatzigeorgiadis 2006; Wolters 1998; Wol-
ters and Benzon 2013) but the effects of these various
strategies remained unclear.

Mastery self-talk refers to the type of self-talk in which
students remind themselves of the personal importance of
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maximum learning and mastery of the task/skills (Wolters
1998, 2003). Extrinsic self-talk refers to the type of self-
talk reminding oneself of the importance of getting good
grades or other extrinsic outcomes (Wolters 1998, 2003).
Both types of self-talk are goal oriented but emphasize
different desired end-results. Efficacy enhancement self-
talk aims to enhance individuals’ self-efficacy to success-
fully learn the material even if it is challenging (McCann
and Garcia 1999). For instance, students may tell them-
selves “You are doing a good job. You will be successful if
you just keep at it.” (Wolters 2003).

Research showed that using a variety of motivational
self-regulation strategies may enhance effort and perfor-
mance (Schwinger et al. 2009; Schwinger and Stiensmeier-
Pelster 2012). When high school and university students
were categorized into different groups depending on their
profiles of strategy use (Schwinger et al. 2012), the group
of students who scored low on all motivational self-regu-
lation strategies exerted the least effort compared to those
that scored high on all strategies, which showed the highest
effort expenditure. Similarly, in study 2, Schwinger et al.
(2012) reported that the group of university students who
were high on all motivation self-regulation strategies
showed the highest effort and performance followed by the
goal-focused group of students who scored high on mastery
self-talk, extrinsic self-talk, and performance avoidance
self-talk (i.e., reminding oneself of a potential failure).
However, the group of students who scored high on only
extrinsic self-talk and performance avoidance self-talk (i.e.,
a performance self-talk profile) showed the lowest effort
and performance level, together with the group low on all
motivational self-regulation strategies.

The fact that the performance self-talk group scored
lower than the goal-focused group on effort and perfor-
mance seemed to indicate the adaptive nature of mastery
self-talk which buffered the maladaptive effect of perfor-
mance self-talk. Supporting this argument were the repor-
ted positive links between mastery self-talk and planning,
monitoring, and effort in other studies (Schwinger and
Stiensmeier-Pelster 2012; Wolters 1999). However, the
role of extrinsic self-talk in motivation regulation processes
remains unclear. In fact, extrinsic self-talk has been not
only linked to higher effort (Schwinger and Stiensmeier-
Pelster 2012), higher metacognition, and better course
grades (Wolters 1999) but also showed null relationship
with effort (Wolters 1999) and grade (Schwinger and
Stiensmeier-Pelster 2012). In addition to such inconsistent
findings, no empirical studies have been conducted with
Chinese students.

Efficacy enhancement self-talk has been examined often
in the sport domain and has been consistently linked to
desirable outcomes such as enhanced performance, effort,
and higher self-efficacy beliefs (Hatzigeorgiadis 2006;

Latinjak et al. 2011; Zinsser et al. 2006). To date, no
research has examined how this type of self-talk influences
outcomes in the academic context. McCann and Garcia
(1999) developed a self-report measure for volitional
strategies among which is efficacy enhancement. However,
the effect of this construct (i.e., criterion validity) was not
fully investigated in this study. Wolters (1998) examined
the role of efficacy enhancement in motivational regulation
but considered efficacy enhancement through students’
effort to make the task easier so that they could feel more
competent. Thus, in Wolters (1998) study, the level of
efficacy was not controlled by self-talk, rather through
enhancing the possibility of successfully completing the
task. In sum, we do not know whether this strategy is more
or less effective as compared to other types.

Based on the limited evidence, we are not able to form
reliable hypotheses. However, conceptually, we speculate
that all three types of motivational self-talk strategies will
be related to a desirable pattern of academic engagement
(e.g., high involvement and/or low withdrawal in the face
of difficulties, avoidance of challenge, and disruptive
behaviors) because using some kind of strategy should be
better than not using at all. In addition, given the concep-
tually unclear nature of extrinsic goals (Sansone and
Harackiewicz 2000), we expect that the effect of extrinsic
self-talk might be weak or null.

The process model linking achievement goals,
motivational self-talk, and engagement

According to Pintrich (2000, 2004), self-regulated learning
is likely to serve as a mediator of the effects of overarching
goals on learning outcomes. Conceptually, achievement
goals are the overarching cognitive representation of
competence striving (Elliot 2005), whereas motivational
self-talk strategies are individuals’ inner control of their
thoughts and students’ engagement are externally mani-
fested behaviors. Social cognitive model of self-regulation
(Pintrich 2000) proposed four phases for motivational self-
regulation, namely, forethought, planning, and activation
phase; monitoring phase; control and regulation phase; and
reaction and reflection phase. Theoretically, students’
motivational beliefs activated in the activation phase are
likely to serve as the antecedents of students’ choice of
motivational self-regulation strategies in the control phase
as individuals explicitly and implicitly pursue congruence
between the motivational belief such as achievement goals
and the means chosen to attain the set goal (Wolters and
Benzon 2013; Wolters and Rosenthal 2000). This sequence
is also consistent with Zimmerman’s model of self-regu-
lation process (Zimmerman and Campillo 2003, p. 239), as
motivational self-regulation aims to regulate the elements
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during Forethought phase (e.g., goal orientations). In turn,
motivational self-regulation which deliberately targets
achieving optimal motivation for goal completion, serves
as a theoretical prerequisite for the explicit manifestations
of academic engagement (Zimmerman 1985).

To date, there are studies that examined the associations
between achievement goals and motivational self-talk or
the links between motivational self-talk and outcomes.
However, there has been no direct test of mediational
processes of motivational self-talk. For example, two
extant studies have examined the relationships between
achievement goals and motivational self-talk (Wolters and
Benzon 2013; Wolters and Rosenthal 2000). Both studies
have found that mastery goals positively predicted mastery
self-talk, whereas performance approach goals positively
predicted extrinsic self-talk. However, the link between
mastery goals and extrinsic self-talk was not entirely clear,
as it was found in one study (Wolters and Rosenthal 2000)
but not in another (Wolters and Benzon 2013). Thus, the-
oretically, the association between mastery goals and
mastery self-talk is expected but the scarce empirical
studies also reported the link between mastery goals and
extrinsic self-talk. To date, nothing is known about the link
between achievement goals and efficacy enhancement self-
talk.

Various cognitive (e.g., view of effort and failure) and
affective processes (e.g., affective attitude toward school
work) are likely to mediate the link between achievement
goals and engagement (Elliot 2005). Thus, we do not
believe that motivational self-talk is the only or the
strongest mediator of the effects of achievement goals on
learning outcomes. As we consider motivational self-talk
as one of the many mediators of the effects of achieve-
ment goals, we expect partial mediation models where
achievement goals will show direct effects on outcomes
even after accounting for self-talk. However, due to the
lack of empirical data and inconsistencies in the existing
data, we do not make specific hypotheses of the mediated
effects.

The significance of the present study

This study explores three research questions: (a) how do
achievement goals predict academic engagement? (b) how
does motivational self-talk relate to academic engagement?
and (c) how does motivational self-talk mediate the rela-
tions between achievement goals and academic engage-
ment? The present study makes three unique contributions
to the lean literature on motivational self-regulation. First,
we investigate the viability of the mediation model in
which motivational self-talk, as one type of self-regulated

@ Springer

learning strategies, mediates the relations between
achievement goals and academic engagement. With this
overall aim, the present study also adds evidence to the
links between achievement goals and three forms of self-
talk, and between these forms of self-talk and four indi-
cators of students’ academic engagement.

Secondly, given that motivational self-regulation is
defined as students’ active regulation of motivation for
enhanced effort and persistence to achieve goal completion
(Wolters 2003), investigation of indicators of lack of
quality engagement (i.e., avoidance of challenges; disrup-
tive behaviors) or the opposite of persistence (e.g., with-
drawal in the face of difficulties) will be useful to obtain a
fuller picture of the nature and effectiveness of motiva-
tional self-regulation strategies. Most studies on this topic
focused on the positive indicators of engagement (e.g.,
planning, monitoring, effort, performance). In addition, the
variables such as withdrawal in the face of difficulties and
avoidance of challenge are expected to be particularly
responsive to motivational self-regulation, as one may not
need to regulate motivation while working on easy tasks.

Thirdly, our sample of Chinese secondary students
provides an interesting and unique context to study moti-
vational self-talk. The few existing studies of motivational
self-talk have examined only Western samples. In China,
high school graduates are required to take the competitive
and high stake test of National College Entrance Exami-
nation. The students in our sample attend a selective high
school, and thus, they are even more pressured to do well
and get admitted into prestigious colleges. Although these
students are highly motivated to do well, there is likely to
be individual variability in students’ engagement at school.
It is imperative to engage in effective motivation regulation
to handle such high demands and pressure (Salili 1996).

Method
Participants and procedure

This research was conducted in a large high school (serving
10th—12th grade) in an industrial city in the Northeastern
part of China. The school is highly selective, admitting the
top 16% of the middle school graduates in the city. All 10th
grade students (N = 1182) received a package containing a
parent consent form and a self-report survey. They were
instructed to return the completed materials in a sealed
envelope to their teachers the following Monday. The
survey was completed anonymously. The response rate was
93% and a total of 1096 10th graders (43% male and 57%
female; mean age = 16.8 years; SD = .69) returned
completed surveys.
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Measures

For the 50-item self-report survey, students responded to
five-point Likert-type scales regarding their general
achievement goals, motivational self-talk, and academic
engagement. Response choices ranged from Not at all true of
me (1) to Very true of me (5). The original items were in
English and therefore needed to be translated into Chinese.
To ensure validity of the translated version of the measures,
we followed a standard translation and back-translation
procedure for this process (see Hambleton and Patsula 1998,
and van de Vijver and Tanzer 2004 for more information).

Achievement goals

Three types of achievement goals were measured using
items from the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey
(PALS; Midgley et al. 2000), capturing students’ purposes
in academic learning in school in general. The mastery
goals scale assessed students’ focus on learning, under-
standing, and developing competence (5 items; o = .81;
e.g., It is important to me that I thoroughly understand my
class work). The performance approach goals scale mea-
sured students’ focus on demonstrating and validating their
competence (5 items; o = .85; e.g., One of my goals is to
look smart in comparison to the other students in my class).
The performance avoidance goals scale assessed students’
focus on masking incompetence (4 items; o« = .77; e.g., It
is important to me that I do not look stupid in class).

Motivational self-talk

Three types of motivational self-talk were measured.
Mastery self-talk refers to students’ self-reported use of
self-talk that highlights the importance of learning and
mastery (Wolters et al. 2005; 6 items; o = .85; e.g., I tell
myself that I should keep working just to learn as much as I
can). Extrinsic self-talk refers to students’ reported use of
self-talk that highlights the importance of getting good
grades (Wolters et al. 2005; 5 items; o = .88; e.g.,  remind
myself about how important it is to get good grades). Ef-
ficacy enhancement self-talk refers to students’ reported
use of self-talk that reassures their level of perceived
competence (McCann and Garcia 1999; 5 items; o = .82;
e.g., I tell myself “I can do this™).

Academic engagement

Academic engagement included involvement (Eccles
1983), withdrawal in the face of difficulties (Midgley et al.

1993), avoidance of challenges (Midgley et al. 1993), and
disruptive behaviors (PALS; Midgley et al. 2000). In-
volvement measured students’ beliefs about how hard they
work for school (7 items; o = .84; e.g.,  am engaged when
doing homework). Withdrawal refers to students’ self-re-
ported behaviors of quitting when they are doing difficult
academic work (4 items; o = .81; e.g., When I do not
understand my work, I give up and do something else).
Avoidance of challenge refers to students’ self-reported
behaviors of skipping or avoiding challenging academic
work (4 items; o = .81; e.g., I would avoid difficult class
work whenever possible). Disruptive behaviors capture
students’ behaviors that annoy the teacher, break classroom
rules, and disturb the lesson (5 items; o = .86; e.g., |
sometimes disturb the lesson that is going on in class).

Results

Means, standard deviations, zero-order correlations, and
reliability coefficients (i.e., Cronbach’s o) among variables
are shown in Table 1. All our analyses were conducted
using Mplus version 7 (Muthén and Muthén 2012). To
determine model fit, we followed Hu and Bentler’s (1999)
recommendation: Comparative Fit Index (CFI) > .90, Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) <.08,
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) < .08,
and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) > .90 are considered to
have an adequate model fit.

Results from structural equation modeling

Before we ran our main analyses, we conducted confirmatory
factor analyses on our variables. The 3-factor structure of
motivational self-talk strategies was adequate fit to the data,
%*(86) = 387.51, y*/df = 4.51, RMSEA = .06; CFI = .94,
TLI = .92, SRMR = .04, with the standardized item factor
loadings ranging from .62 to .82. The 4-factor structure
model for academic engagement was good fit to the data,
2*(161) = 483.24, 4*/df = 3.00, RMSEA = .04; CFI =
.95, TLI = .95, SRMR = .05, with the standardized item
factor loadings ranging from .47 to .82. Unlike the CFA
models of motivational self-talk and academic engagement
(reported in the measurement section), CFA with all three
factors of achievement goals resulted in a non-positive def-
inite covariance matrix. An inspection of the correlations
between latent variables indicated that the correlation was
greater than 1 (1.004) between latent variables of perfor-
mance approach and avoidance goals, as suggested by high
correlation between these two observed variables (r = .83).
This suggests that the performance approach and avoidance

@ Springer



300

C. Wang et al.

| msT1 || MsT2

| mst3 || ste | wmsTs || wsTe |

V3

Mastery

-

R2=41

o

=}
o

=

d

Withdrawal

R2=17

a

Avoidance of
Challenge

aQ
b5

Q

w

2

Disruptive
Behaviors

=1} =] EI B EI B ES w HLEIRE 2 ] = =11 B=

DB5

Fig. 1 This is the mediation model between mastery goals and performance approach goals and outcomes. Only significant paths are shown and

all path coefficients are standardized. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

goals could not be distinguished which resulted in an inad-
missible model.

Thus, we compared the option of combining two per-
formance goals vs. running the model with each type of
performance goals at a time. When we ran the model with
mastery goals and combined performance goals (approach
goals and avoidance goals), the overall model was not good
fit to the data, y*/df = 7.40, RMSEA = .08, CFI = .92,
TLI = .89, SRMR = .07. This model also had higher AIC
and BIC values', compared to the 2-factor models with
mastery goals and one of the performance goals, which
yielded adequate fit to the data, ledfs < 5.56,
RMSEAs < .07, CFIs > .95, TLIs > .92, SRMRs < .06,
with the standardized item factor loadings ranging from .50
to .80. In addition to the poor fit to the data, it is not
recommended to combine performance approach and

! Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information
Criterion (BIC) are general fit statistics for both nested and non-
nested models. They measure unexplained variance between the
predicted and observed models. Both of them penalizes for the lack of
parsimony. Smaller AIC and BIC are considered to be desirable.
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avoidance goals considering the theoretical and empirical
support of the distinction between performance approach
and avoidance goals (see Linnenbrink-Garcia et al. 2012
for discussion on this matter). Thus, we decided to run our
analyses with each type of performance goals at a time.
The results of both models were mostly identical and thus,
we present the model with performance approach goals
(Fig. 1) and only provide the model with performance
avoidance goals in Fig. 2 for brevity. Our approach will
enable comparison to other studies, which utilized the tri-
chotomous framework of achievement goals (i.e., mastery
goals, performance approach goals, performance avoidance
goals) (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al. 2008).

Structural equation modeling was conducted using
bootstrapping with a resampling of 1000 to test the sig-
nificance of the indirect effects of achievement goals and
students’ academic engagement. Bootstrapping is one of
the most valid approaches with high power to detect
intervening variable effect (Preacher and Hayes 2008). The
error terms of the self-talk strategies, the error terms of
academic engagement, and the covariance between the two



Achievement goals, motivational self-talk, and academic engagement among Chinese students 301

| vstr || asT2 | [ MsTS ||jsu || msts || wst6 | .
Mastery Self.
Tk =
Withdrawal
R2=17
'I.st,;

Aé;iadua::geeof
v
R?=15
| DBt |

Disnuptiv , >
| DB4 |
R2=11

Fig. 2 This is the mediation model between mastery goals and performance avoidance goals and outcomes. Only significant paths are shown and
all path coefficients are standardized. *p<.06, *p < .03, *¥p < .01, ***p < 001

types of achievement goals were included in the model.
Overall, the structural equation model was adequate fit to
the data, %°(940) = 2525.98, z°/df = 2.69, RMSEA =
.04, CFI = .93, TLI = .93, SRMR = .05. As shown in
Fig. 1, a mastery goal was positively related to all three
forms of motivational self-talk (f; > .53, p < .001) and the
magnitudes of the standardized path coefficients were lar-
ger compared to those of a performance approach goal. A
performance approach goal was related to extrinsic self-
talk (f = .24, p <.001) and efficacy enhancement self-
talk (f = .18, p < .001) but unlike a mastery goal, was not
related to mastery self-talk.

We expected that using motivational self-talk would be
beneficial, at least to some extent, regardless of its type.
The prediction held true for mastery self-talk and efficacy
enhancement self-talk but not for extrinsic self-talk. Mas-
tery self-talk was related to high involvement (f = .24,
p = .02). Similarly, efficacy enhancement self-talk was
related to lower avoidance of challenges (f = —.22,
p = .04). The pattern associated with extrinsic self-talk

was unclear. It was associated with not only increased
withdrawal (f = .19, p < .01) and avoidance of challenges
(f = .22, p<.001) but also lower disruptive behaviors
B =-.12,p =.02).

Indirect effects between achievement goals
and academic engagement

As shown in Tables 2 and 3, a mastery goal was linked to a
desirable profile of students’ academic engagement.
Specifically, a mastery goal was related to higher
involvement (ff = .59, p < .001), but lower withdrawal
(fp = —.34, p < .001), avoidance of challenges (f = —.29,
p < .001) and disruptive behaviors (f = —.29, p < .001).
A performance approach goal, however, was linked to a
negative profile of students’ academic engagement, such as
lower involvement (f = —.13, p < .001), higher with-
drawal (f = .23, p <.001), avoidance of challenges
(f = .16, p <.001), and disruptive behaviors (f = .30,
p < .001).
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliability among variables (N = 1096)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1 Mastery goals
2 Performance approach goals J15%*®
3 Performance avoidance goals 21%* 83%*
4 Mastery self-talk 52%* 2% 2%
5 Performance/extrinsic self-talk 48%* 3% Kk 61%%*
6 Efficacy enhancement A7 23%% 22%% 0%* S58%*
7 Involvement 48*%%  — .01 —.01 A6%* 33%* A40%*
8 Withdrawal —27% J2%* A2%x 0 —20%F —07* —.19%*  — 30%*
9 Avoidance of challenges —.21%* .09%* A1 —18%%  —.03 —.18** 32wk 18
10 Disruptive behaviors —.22%* 20%* A4 11— 09%F Q7R —3]%* 38 31
Mean 391 2.75 2.97 3.10 3.35 3.16 3.46 227 2.58 1.68
Standard deviation 79 .98 .95 .84 .90 .84 71 .83 .86 73
Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) 81 .85 11 .85 .88 .82 .84 81 81 .85

#p < .05, #p < .01

With regard to indirect effects, mastery self-talk par-
tially mediated the effects of a mastery goal on involve-
ment (indirect effect f = .15, 95% CI [.02, .27],
accounting for 25% of the total effects) while efficacy
enhancement self-talk partially mediated its effect on
avoidance of challenges (indirect effect f = —.12,95% CI
[—.002, —.24], accounting for 41% of the total effects). A
mastery goal was also linked to the use of extrinsic self-
talk, which had mixed relations with academic
engagement.

Extrinsic self-talk partially mediated the effects of per-
formance approach goals on withdrawal and avoidance of
challenges: A performance approach goal was related to
extrinsic self-talk, which related to higher withdrawal
(indirect effect § = .05, 95% CI [.02, .08], accounting for
22% of the total effects) and avoidance of challenges
(indirect effect f = .05, 95% CI [.02, .09], accounting for
31% of the total effects).

Discussion

The guiding premise of the present investigation was that
different achievement goals may lead students to utilize
different forms of self-talk, which in turn affect their aca-
demic engagement. We aimed to investigate whether cer-
tain type of achievement goals predisposes students to
employ self-talk of a different nature. In addition, we were
particularly interested to find out whether all forms of
motivational self-talk were associated with enhanced aca-
demic engagement and if so, whether some types of self-
talk were more closely linked than others to students’
academic engagement. The present data generated several
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intriguing patterns that may bear important implications for
researchers and educators.

Research question 1: how do achievement goals
predict academic engagement?

A mastery goal was positively related to involvement, but
negatively related to withdrawal, avoidance of challenges,
and disruptive behaviors. This finding is similar to a
number of previous studies showing the adaptive function
of mastery goals. However, performance approach goals
were consistently linked to negative functioning such as
higher withdrawal, avoidance of challenges, disruptive
behaviors, and lower involvement. In prior studies, the
effects of performance approach goals have been less
consistent. Accordingly, there has been much debate
among researchers about the nature and the function of
performance approach goals (see Harackiewicz et al. 2002;
Midgley et al. 2001). This pattern of consistent negative
effect of performance approach goals can be related to the
fact that performance approach and avoidance goals fail to
form separate factors. A higher correlation between the two
types of performance goals has often been seen among
Asian samples (Murayama and Elliot 2009; Tao and Hong
2000; Zusho et al. 2005). This pattern might be related to
the Collectivistic feature of Chinese culture, which
emphasizes the importance of filial piety, obedience, and
respect for parents and other authority figures (Salili and
Lai 2003). For Asian students, academic success is an
important avenue for one to “fulfill their filial obligation”
(Fuligni and Zhang 2004). This high filial obligation may,
at the same time, trigger a fear of failure of losing face for
the families (Steinberg et al. 1992). Such a dynamic may
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Table 2 Total, direct, and indirect effects between mastery goals and outcomes with motivational self-talk as mediators
Paths Total effects Direct effects Indirect effects
95% CI
Mastery goals — involvement 59#** .39#k* 20%%* [14, .26]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf_ST Thru EFC
15% —.01(ns) .06 (ns)
[.02, .27] [—.07, .05] [—.06, .17]
Mastery goals — withdrawal —.34%%% — 29%%* —.05(ns) [—.13, .03]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf ST Thru EFC
—.06 (ns) 10%* —.09 (ns)
[—.20, .08] [.04, .17] [—.21, .03]
Mastery goals — avoidance of challenges — .29k — Q5% —.04(ns) [—.12, .05]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf_ST Thru EFC
—.03 (ns) 2 —.12%
[—.18, .12] [.05, .19] [—.24, —.002]
Mastery goals — disruptive behavior —.29%*% — .3k .02 (ns) [—.05, .08]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf ST Thru EFC
.09 (ns) —.07* —.01
[—.04, 23] [—.12, —.01] [—.12, .10]
Due to rounding, the total effects may not necessarily be the sum of indirect and direct effects
Mas_ST mastery self-talk, Perf ST performance/extrinsic self-talk, EFC efficacy enhancement
*p < .05, ¥¥p < .01, ¥**p < .001
Table 3 Total, direct, and indirect effects between performance approach goals and outcomes with motivational self-talk as mediators
Paths Total effects  Direct effects  Indirect effects
95% CI
Performance approach goals — involvement —.13%%* —.15%%* .02 (ns) [—.03, .07]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf_ST Thru EFC
.01 (ns) —.01 (ns) .02 (ns)
[—.02, .03] [—.03, .02] [—.02, .06]
Performance approach goals — withdrawal D3k 2]k .02(ns) [—.03, .06]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf_ST Thru EFC
.00 (ns) .05%* —.03 (ns)
[—.02, .01] [.02, .08] [—.07, .01]
Performance approach goals — avoidance of challenges  .16¥** A5%* .01(ns) [—.03, .05]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf_ST Thru EFC
—.00 (ns) 05%:* —.04 (ns)
[—.01, .01] [.02, .09] [—.08, .004]
Performance approach goals — disruptive behavior 30%** 33wk —.03*** [—.07, .01]
Thru mas_ST Thru perf_ST Thru EFC
.00 (ns) —.03%* —.00 (ns)
[—.01, .02] [—.06, —.002] [—.04, .03]

Due to rounding, the total effects may not necessarily be the sum of indirect and direct effects

Mas_ST mastery self-talk, Perf ST performance/extrinsic self-talk, EFC efficacy enhancement
*p < .05, ¥*p < .01, ***p < .001
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also explain high adoption of performance avoidance goals
(Chen and Stevenson 1995). Such a pattern is also often
observed within Asian samples (Murayama and Elliot
2009). Similar to a prior study that found the highest fear of
failure among many high achieving Asian American stu-
dents (Steinberg et al. 1992), high-ability students in our
sample are not an exception to the trend either. To date,
there is no clear and strong evidence for the commonly
observed moderate to high correlation between perfor-
mance approach and avoidance goals to be the function of
culture (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al. 2012). We speculate that
high correlation between the two performance goals in our
study may be related to the unique interaction between the
Collectivist culture and the competitive learning environ-
ment among high achieving peers.

Research question 2: how does motivational self-talk
relate to academic engagement?

Among three types of self-talk, performance/extreme self-
talk showed significant relations with three engagement
outcomes while mastery and efficacy enhancement self-
talk were related to one engagement outcome each. Mas-
tery self-talk and efficacy enhancement self-talk were
associated with heightened academic engagement. How-
ever, the present study showed a mixed picture of extrinsic
self-talk, which was linked to maladaptive outcomes, such
as higher withdrawal, and avoidance of challenges as well
as adaptive outcomes such as lower disruptive behaviors.
This is consistent with the previous research which repor-
ted positive functions of extrinsic self-talk in terms of
effort, metacognition, and grades (Schwinger and Stiens-
meier-Pelster 2012; Wolters 1999), but null relations with a
maladaptive outcome such as procrastination in a previous
study (Wolters and Benzon 2013). We speculated that in an
educational and cultural milieu that emphasizes perfor-
mance, reminding oneself of the importance of achieving
superior performance may be effective in orienting stu-
dents away from classroom rule breaking or disturbing the
lesson underway. However, ultimately, this strategy may
make the stakes of failure more salient and trigger the
tendency to withdraw and avoid challenges, as challenging
tasks often require students to embrace a higher risk of
failure.

Despite the association with withdrawal and avoidance
of challenges, extrinsic self-talk was reportedly used most
frequently among our participants. Such frequent use of
extrinsic self-talk may not be surprising given the com-
petitive educational context in China (Salili 1996) and
students’ filial piety to meet parents’ expectations for high
achievement. However, unfortunately, the phenomenon
does not seem to be unique to Chinese students; extrinsic

@ Springer

self-talk was also rated as the most identified strategy
among American and German students (Schwinger et al.
2012; Wolters and Benzon 2013). Taken together, while
extrinsic self-talk may yield immediate benefit (e.g.,
reducing disruptive behaviors, short-term grades), this
strategy may compromise students’ long-term academic
success by hampering the tendency to seek challenge and
persevere in the face of failure, which are critical for long-
term success. Future research with longitudinal design can
test the viability of such a possibility.

Research question 3: how does motivational self-talk
mediate the relations between achievement goals
and academic engagement?

Not all of the mediation links were found to be significant,
as expected. Students reported adoption of mastery goals
was related positively to all three types of self-talk, albeit
with different intensities. Mastery goal pursuit seems to
lead students to utilize all available motivational strategies
regardless of the type. This pattern was also found in
Wolters and Rosenthal (2000). It is encouraging to find that
mastery goals predicted mastery self-talk and efficacy
enhancement self-talk, which were linked to important yet
different engagement outcomes. However, special attention
should be given to the link between mastery goals and
extrinsic self-talk. Even though mastery goal-oriented
students may use all kinds of available strategies with good
intentions (i.e., the desire to learn and master), they should
be aware of the caveat that extrinsic self-talk is linked to
undesirable behaviors such as withdrawal and avoidance of
challenges.

Participants’ reported focus on performance approach
goals was related to extrinsic self-talk as well as efficacy
enhancement self-talk. The path coefficients were generally
much weaker when compared to those between mastery
goals and self-talk. It seems natural that performance goal-
oriented students reminded themselves of the very end-state
of their goal: doing better than others and achieving good
grades. The engagement outcomes, if this path is taken, will
be playing safe (i.e., higher withdrawal in the face of diffi-
culties and avoidance of challenge) and not causing trouble
in class (i.e., low disruptive behaviors), which is unlikely to
contribute to long-term academic growth.

The link between performance approach goals and
efficacy enhancement self-talk was also significant. To
accomplish their goal of outperforming others or getting
good grades, they may need to keep boosting their efficacy
to combat the anxiety or frustration. Important to note is
that efficacy enhancement self-talk is linked to lower
challenge avoidance but it does not lead to involvement.
While it is important to seek challenges, hard work is a
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necessary condition to master schoolwork. Performance
approach goals did not predict mastery self-talk, which was
the only significant predictor of involvement. More
importantly, this goal type had direct negative relations
with involvement. Taken together, performance approach
goals may promote the use of some types of motivational
strategies but the engagement outcomes driven by this goal
type are limited to say the least.

Under the current Chinese education system with such a
salient emphasis on performance approach goals (Tao and
Hong 2000), it might be challenging to dissuade teachers
and parents from emphasizing performance approach
goals. However, it is important to inform them the potential
cost associated with promoting such goals. Instead of try-
ing to eliminate performance approach goals, teachers and
parents can focus on promoting and modeling mastery
goals. Research on parental achievement goals (Friedel
et al. 2007) and parenting styles (Gonzalez et al. 2002)
provides practical tips for promoting desirable forms of
achievement goals among students. While doing so, as we
emphasized above, mastery goal-oriented students should
be coached and scaffolded to focus on desirable types of
self-talk. Mastery goal-oriented students are not com-
pletely immune to maladaptive motivational self-talk
strategies.

Limitations and future directions

The current study utilized self-report instruments to tap
into students’ achievement goals, use of motivational self-
talk, and their level of academic engagement. Our instru-
ments are vulnerable to some types of bias (e.g., response
bias such as social desirability, inaccurate memory, cog-
nitive distortions). Self-report provides insights into indi-
viduals’ perceptions of themselves and their behaviors and
such perceptions shape actual behaviors (Crick and Dodge
1994). However, for academic engagement behaviors,
other data collection methods such as teacher ratings and
observations can be used in the future studies.

Given that achievement goals and motivational self-
regulatory strategies exert influence on each other (Ning
and Downing 2010), future extension of the current study
can use longitudinal designs or developmental cascade
designs to address the issue of directionality as well as to
provide more rigorous test of mediation processes (Mas-
ten and Cicchetti 2010). Considering the link between
academic engagement and actual achievement has yet to
be established, the inclusion of school grade or other
objective indicators of academic achievement should be
considered in the future research. In our study, we could
not fit the performance approach and avoidance goals
within the same model due to their high correlation.

Additional research that replicates the current study is
needed before we draw further conclusions whether this
pattern is unique to our sample or common among all
Asian students.

Conclusion

The present findings are especially important for high-
performing Asian students who work under pressure in a
competitive environment. In such an environment, students
are likely to endorse performance approach goals and may
resort to extrinsic self-talk, which we found to be mostly
maladaptive. The present results also indicate that the
ability to monitor one’s motivational state and implement
appropriate motivational self-talk strategies has important
implications for academic engagement. However, not all
types of self-talk are equally beneficial. The present study
highlights the importance of approaching academic tasks
with a desirable goal focus. However, it is important to
note that having the right goal focus does not guarantee the
utilization of adaptive types of self-talk. Highly mastery
goal-focused students also need support and guidance to
utilize adaptive self-talk strategies.
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