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Titulo: Orientaciones motivacionales de los estudiantes de alto rendimien-
to como mediadoras de una percepcién positiva por parte de sus compa-
fieros: resultados de un estudio transnacional.

Resumen: El propésito de este estudio es explorar si las motivaciones de
alto logro influencian las percepciones de los alumnos sobre un futuro
compafiero de clase ficticio que se caracteriza por tener un alto rendimien-
to; y si es asi de qué modo ocurre. La muestra final consistié en 396 alum-
nos de alto rendimiento que fueron seleccionados de un total de 1794
alumnos de séptimo y decimo grado de cinco paises: Australia, Perd, Corea
del sur, Espafia y Vietnam. Se llevaron a cabo una serie de modelos de re-
gresion por pasos sucesivos para probar la hipétesis de que las percepcio-
nes positivas sobre un compafiero de alto rendimiento podtian estar me-
diadas por el enfoque motivacional, pero no por la orientacién a la evita-
cién del trabajo. La hipétesis fue confirmada en su generalidad. Las metas
orientadas al manejo del aprendizaje y las orientadas al alto rendimiento
predijeron percepciones positivas de la habilidad intelectual, cualidades so-
ciales y popularidad entre los compafieros del alumno de alto rendimiento,
mientras que las metas de evitacién del trabajo no obtuvieron correlaciones
significativas. Sin embargo, se dieron algunas excepciones esporadicas entre
los participantes de Vietnam, Corea del sur y Pert.

Palabras clave: Orientacion motivacional, alto rendimiento, diferencias
entre pafses.

Abstract: The purpose of this study was to explore whether and in what
ways high-achieving school students’ motivational orientations influence
their perceptions of a fictitious future high-achieving classmate. The final
sample consisted of the 396 highest achieving students out of a sample
from 1794 seventh and tenth graders from five countries: Australia, Peru,
South Korea, Spain, and Vietnam. A series of stepwise regression models
were used to test the hypothesis that positive perceptions of a high-
achieving classmate might be mediated by an approach motivation, but not
by an avoidance motivational orientation. The hypothesis was generally
confirmed. Learning goal orientation and performance approach motiva-
tion predicted positive perceptions of a high-achieving classmate’s intellec-
tual ability, social qualities and popularity among peers, whereas a perfor-
mance avoidance orientation was usually uncorrelated. However, sporadic
exceptions have been found among the participants from Vietnam, South
Korea, and Peru.

Key words: Motivational orientation, high-achievers, country differences.

Introduction

There is ample evidence in the literature that gifted and
high-achieving students are at a higher risk of facing various
social problems like social isolation, social rejection, being
stereotyped or negatively labelled, for example, as a nerd or
a geek (e.g., Fiedler, Lange, & Winebrenner, 1993; Hindel,
Duan, Sutherland, & Ziegler, 2014; Peterson, 2009;
Piechowski, 1997). Person (2010) showed with both quanti-
tative and qualitative data that for many high ability students
schools are “hostile environments”. By way of illustration,
some of the quotes provided in Person’s study from high
ability students include “I usually knew more than most oth-
ers and was bullied for it”; “being a deviant, it was easy to
become an outcast”; and “I was harassed and bullied for the
most part during the entire duration of school” (p. 551).
This research suggests that it may not be desirable for a
highly able student to live up to his or her potential and be-
come a high achieving student. However, a crucial role
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might be played by peers. They serve various functions in
the development of the gifted, in particular regarding com-
petition, support, motivation, and role modeling (Lee,
2002).Given the fact that peer models can be extremely im-
portant at all stages of academia to high ability students and
as choosing the wrong role models can be a contributing
factor to underachievement (Baker; Bridger, & Evans,
1998/2011; Hindel, Vialle, & Ziegler, 2013; Shin, Levy, &
London, 2016; Stopper, 2000) this raises the question of
how high achieving students perceive other high-achieving
students. Indeed, it can be argued that high-achieving stu-
dents benefit most from classroom interactions with stu-
dents of similar achievement levels (Fiedler, et al., 1993; Pe-
terson, 2009). However, various factors might moderate the
willingness of high-achieving students to adopt other high-
achieving students as role models. We will investigate one
such factor in this deliberation: motivational orientations.

In achievement contexts motivational orientations can
direct personal behaviors toward the attainment of achieve-
ment goals (Brendl, Markman, & Messner, 2003; Dweck &
Leggett, 1988; Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993; Markman &
Brendl, 2000). When pursuing mastery goals individuals
adopt a learning goal orientation, and thus a student’s pur-
pose is to approach the goal of learning through mastering
challenges. When pursuing performance approach goals, a
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student strives to demonstrate task competence and reveal
high performance. The learning goal orientation and the per-
formance approach orientation are usually considered as dif-
ferent types of an approach orientation (but see Elliot, 1999,
for an alternative point of view). Performance avoidance
orientations are characterized as avoidance goals, because
the student focuses on avoiding situations that reveal in-
competence. Thus, individuals who subscribe to such an ori-
entation are thought to be driven by the prevention of pos-
sible failure.

Some evidence already exists that an approach orienta-
tion might be an especially important factor in the percep-
tion of high-achieving students. For example, Lockwood &
Kunda (1997) found that high-achieving role models can on-
ly be effective when the observer believes they can also at-
tain comparable performance levels. Similatly, research evi-
dence suggests that role models have more positive effects
when they have acquired their skills through learning and
not just because they are considered as gifted (Bages, &
Martinot, 2011).

These findings seem to be consistent with other studies.
Goal-related environments and activities are generally pre-
ferred to those that are irrelevant to a goal (Brendl et al.,
2003; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Read & van Lecuwen, 1998).
It therefore seems reasonable to suggest that people’s atti-
tudes toward their environment (people, objects) rely on the
degree to which the environment can be useful for attaining
a goal. Based on this functional perspective, the individual
pursuit of a goal causes people to perceive useful stimuli as
more positive or less negative. Those who are pursuing a
goal automatically evaluate relevant stimuli as more positive
in comparison with those are not striving to attain a goal.
For example, studies revealed that students whose perfor-
mance goal orientation has been stimulated exhibited a pref-
erence for information related to their performance goals
(Ferguson & Bargh, 2004). However, there is also evidence
for a devaluation effect. For example, in some studies (e.g.,
Brendl et al.,, 2003) it has been reliably demonstrated that
goal-unrelated stimuli in one’s environment are devalued
when the person was pursuing a goal.

Aim of the present study

The present study is an explorative study in which we inves-
tigate how favorably high-achieving students perceive a (fic-
titious) high-achieving future classmate. Our sample consists
of adolescent students in the top 20% of school records. In-
deed, excellence in schools is typically defined in terms of
grades and performance because academic outcome is easily
measured.

In the competition context of schools, high-achievers
have already experienced academic success on prior exams.
Their past achievement histories engender them to set high-
performance expectations for an upcoming exam. The expe-
rience of academic successes usually leads high-achievers to
reflect on, and endorse, approach goals, whereas low pet-
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forming students” achievement orientations are not charac-
teristically oriented towards competence (Brophy, 2005;
Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993). Taking into account that ap-
proach goals lead to positive evaluations of goal-related
stimuli (Brendl et al., 2003; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Mark-
man & Brendl, 2000; Read & van Leeuwen, 1998) in this
study we propose that approach goals will lead to more posi-
tive evaluations of high-achievers attributes. Thus, the first
hypothesis of this study is: When high-achieving students
endorse an approach motivation (either a learning goal ori-
entation or a performance approach orientation) they will
evaluate characteristics of a high-achieving student more
positively.

In contrast, we assume that students with a performance
avoidance orientation devalue information related to a high-
achieving peer (cf. Brendl et al., 2003). Indeed, students with
high-achievements particularly avoid revealing their under-
performance relative to their higher performing classmates
(e.g., Neumeister & Finch, 20006). Thus, students with avoid-
ance motivational orientation may not be interested in the
characteristics of the successful student. The second hy-
pothesis in this study therefore is: A performance avoidance
orientation of high-achieving students will not be related to
evaluations of attributes of high-achieving peers in school.

Our hypotheses are not related to a specific culture.
However, there is evidence that motivational otientations
can have different effects among students of different cul-
tures (Salili, Chiu, & Lai, 2001; Tao & Hong, 2000). Thus, as
an exploratory study the current research also focuses on
differences in country cultures ranging from those tradition-
ally perceived as highly individualistic to highly collective
cultures (Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 1995): Australia, Spain,
Peru, South Korea, and Vietnam.

Method

Participants

The sample consists of 1794 seventh and tenth graders.
In particular, 479 Vietnamese (51.4% female), 359 South
Kotean (47.6% female), 168 Australian (53.0% female), 399
Peruvian (48.6% female), and 389 Spanish (45.0% female)
were asked for their latest school grades in three major
compulsory subjects — mathematics, science and language.
The final sample of 396 students were among the 20% high-
est achieving students according to their GPA in their na-
tional sample. The average age of the participants was 13.42
years (§D = 1.52) with a range from 11 to 16 years. There is
no significant difference in age between country groups (p =
.548). The numbers of the participants and gender ratios of
the final sample in each country are presented in Table 1.

Measurement

Questionnaires in paper-and pencil format were adminis-
tered to the students during their regularly scheduled classes.



Motivational Ori

Trained local research assistants administered the question-
naires. The English questionnaire was translated into each
local language according to usual conventions (Behling &
Law, 2000; Smith, 2004) including back translations. All re-
sponses were given on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (szrongly
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

Perceptions of high-achiever attributes

Students were asked to imagine two fictitious new class-
mates were joining their class. The order of the question-
naire was gender balanced. Half of the participants started
with a fictitious male classmate, the other half with a ficti-
tious female classmate. The following instructions were pro-
vided to participants:

For the following statements, we want to know what ex-
pectations you have, when a new gitl (boy) comes into your
class. The only thing you know about her (him) is that she
(he) was the best student in her (his) previous school. Read
each statement and colour the circle that best describes your
feelings about the statement.

Similar formats have been widely used in studies of im-
pression formation (Heise, 2010; Rossi & Nock, 1982). For
the male and female fictitious high-achieving student partici-
pants were asked to indicate their expectations of the new
classmate in relation to a list of fourteen pre-defined charac-
teristics (see Hindel et al., 2013). The items were to be an-
swered on a 6-point Likert scale. Similarly to Hindel et al.
(2014) the items were categorized into three areas: intellectu-
al abilities (e.g. “...is very intelligent”, “... has many good
ideas”), popularity (e.g. ““...will be popular in the class”, “...
is carefree and cool”) and social qualities (e.g. “... has a
sense of humor”, “...communicates well”). Cronbach’s «
for the six scales were .77 (intellectual abilities male student),
.75 (intellectual abilities female student), .59 (popularity male
student), .57 (popularity female student), .83 (social qualities
male student), and .81 (social qualities female student).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (IN = 396).
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Motivational orientations

Participants' achievement motivations were measured us-
ing a scale from Ziegler, Dresel, and Stoeger, (2008). The
items capture three motivational orientations: learning goal
orientation, performance approach orientation, and perfor-
mance avoidance orientation. Learning goal orientation was
measured with six items (e.g., In school 1 want to improve
my skills; & = .80). The scale for performance avoidance goal
comprises nine items (e.g. I do not want my parents to re-
proach me because I am bad in school; a = .59). Perfor-
mance approach goal was assessed with nine items (e.g., 1
want my classmates to notice how good I am; « = .78).

Results
Descriptive Analysis

In a first step we conducted a series of three planned T-
tests between the corresponding scales of attributes of a fic-
titious male and female student in each country. Error level
was set at p = .05 and no a-adjustment was made. However,
no significant gender differences were found. Thus, in order
to minimize Type 1 error we combined the corresponding
male and female target scales of intellectual abilities, social
qualities and popularity to three new scales termed as fol-
lows INT, SOC, and POP.

Means (M) and standard deviations (§D) for each scale
are shown in Table 1. The results indicate that overall high
achieving participants hold positive expectations about the
new high-achieving classmate regarding INT, SOC, and
POP. All ratings were above the scale mean of 3.5 and most
above 4 (agreement). Exceptions were only found for the
performance avoidance orientations in Vietnam (M = 3.77,
SD = 0.67), South Korea (M = 3.94, D = 0.65), and Spain
(M= 3.74, 5D = 0.95).

Vietnam South Korea Australia Peru Spain
M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)
Age (years) 13.27(1.49) 13.53(1.54) 13.73 (1.54) 13.73 (1.54) 13.43(1.52)
N 111 76 37 83 89
Female (%0) 59% 41% 43% 49% 51%
Perception of High-Achievers Attributes
Intellectual ability 4.52 (.81) 4.57 (75) 4.94 (72) 4.62 (.09) 5.08 (.84)
Social qualities 4.15 (.81) 3.93 (.78) 4.34 (78) 4.60 (.65) 5.38 (.69)
Popularity 3.85 (.48) 3.97 (.60) 4.18 (45) 4.44(.57) 4.15(.57)
Motivational Orientation
Learning goal 4.84(.76) 4.97(.74) 5.64 (.46) 4.84 (.62 5.61 (.52)
Performance approach 4.44(.75) 4.61 (.81) 4.39 (.80) 4.63 (.59) 4.83 (71)
Performance avoidance 3.77 (.67) 3.94 (.65) 4.01 (.56) 4.33 (.50) 3.74 (95

Correlational Analyses

In the first hypothesis we stated that high-achieving stu-
dents who endorse an approach motivation (either a learning

goal orientation or a performance approach orientation)
would evaluate characteristics of a high-achieving student
more positively. To examine this hypothesis correlation
analyses were conducted (see Table 2). For the participants
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across the country groups the Pearson correlations were
positive except for a non-significant negative correlation be-
tween popularity and learning goal orientation in Peru. All in
all, 19 of the predicted 30 correlations proved to be signifi-
cant (p < 0.05) and thus mainly confirmed the anticipated re-
lationships. However, substantial country differences were
found. In the two Asian countries, Korea and Vietnam, the
expected correlations turned out, with the exception of a
learning goal orientation with populatity, to be significant. In
neither sample in Australia nor in Peru did a learning goal
orientation correlate with any of the measured attributes of

Table 2. Correlations among all variables.
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the fictitious high-achieving student (i.c., intellectual abilities,
expected social attributes, and popularity). In contrast, if we
include marginally significant correlations (p < .10) a learning
goal orientation correlated in Spain with all the measured at-
tributes. However, in Spain a performance approach orienta-
tion correlated only with expected intellectual abilities and
was marginally significant with the expected social qualities
of the fictitious high-achieving student. A performance ap-
proach orientation correlated in Australia as well as in Peru
with all the three measured attributes.

Vietnam INT SOC POP Mastery PAP-goals
SOC .52

POP B0k APrx

Learning Goal 72 A4 56%*

Performance approach 57 34 A6%* .56

Performance avoidance 24 22+ 28 14 32
Korea INT SOC POP Mastery PAP-goals
SOC 42+

POP B2k 28*

Learning Goal 23" 25° .05

Performance approach A6 .20% 36%* 36

Performance avoidance 23 -.10 29% .05 36
Australia INT SOC POP Mastery PAP-goals
SOC 57

POP G4 29%

Learning Goal A1 21 .05

Performance approach 33" 27 .28* 36"

Performance avoidance .26 38" 12 .28 .66
Peru INT SOC POP Mastery PAP-goals
SOC .63

POP TPk AO*

Learning Goal 10 16 -.08

Performance approach 27 26" 26%* .65

Performance avoidance .08 .07 13 367 49
Spain INT SOC POP Mastery PAP-goals
SOC 51

POP T2k 298k

Learning Goal 31 32" 18

Performance approach 24" 15 12 24"

Performance avoidance .02 -.05 -.01 .03 31

Note. (*p < .05. #*p < .01; significance levels are given one-tailed for the approach motivations and two-tailed for the avoidance motivations).

In our second hypothesis we predicted that a perfor-
mance avoidance orientation is not associated with the per-
ception of intellectual abilities, social qualities and popularity
of a new high-achieving classmate. However, our predica-
tion was only confirmed in 9 out of 15 cases. Unexpectedly,
six correlations were, although weak, nevertheless significant
and all had a positive sign. A closer examination of the asso-
ciations between performance avoidance goals and the per-
ceptions of high-achiever attributes revealed again substan-
tial cross-national differences. All of the correlations were
significant in Vietnam and, with the exception of the correla-
tion between performance avoidance goals and social quali-
ties, the correlations among the Korean students were also
significant. In contrast, in line with our prediction none of
the correlations in the Spanish-speaking countries of Peru
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and Spain were significant. A mixed result was found among
the Australian students for whom the correlation with social
qualities reached the set significance level (p < 0.05).

Regression analyses

To test if the motivational orientations predict percep-
tions of a new high-achieving student we conducted a series
of multiple regression analyses within each participating
country. Dependent variables were intellectual abilities, so-
cial qualities, and popularity of the new high-achieving stu-
dent. Predictors in the stepwise multiple regression models
wete the three motivational orientations. Table 3 provides a
summary of the results.
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Table 3. Results of the regression analyses.
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Vietnam South Korea Australia Peru Spain
Intellectual ability of high performer

B sip  f iy p thsiy P i) p (sig)
Learning Goal .58 7.49Hk* 31 2.99%*
Performance approach 24 3.13%* 46 4.45%0k% 33 2.05% 27 2.48*
Performance avoidance
F 66.94+%* 19.840¢k 4.20* 6.14% 8.96%*
Adjusted R2 .545 201 .082 .059 .083

Social ability of high performer

R A A i) f (i)
Learning Goal 44 5.08¥k* 25 2.19* .32 3.19%*
Performance approach .26 2.46*
Performance avoidance .38 2.41*
F 25.83%%* 4.79% 5.82*% 6.06* 10.19%*
Adjusted R2 184 048 118 .058 095

Popularity of high performer

Learning Goal .53 6.80%F*
Performance approach .36 3.33%* .53 3,97k
Performance avoidance 21 2.68%*
F 29.86%** 11.10%* 8.20%*
Adjusted R2 344 119 149

Note: Only the predictors with p < .05.were included in the regression models (¥p < .05. *%p < .01. **¥» < .001)

Intellectual abilities as an independent variable were pre-
dicted by a learning goal orientation in Vietnam and in
Spain, while a performance approach orientation was a posi-
tive predictor in Vietnam, South Korea, Australia, and Peru.
Thus, with regard to intellectual abilities Hypotheses 1 and 2
could, by and large, be confirmed.

The multiple regressions with social qualities of the high-
achieving student as a dependent variable revealed a signifi-
cant effect of a learning goal orientation in Vietnam, South
Korea, and Spain, while a performance approach orientation
was a positive predictor in Peru. Unexpectedly in light of
Hypothesis 2 the Australian students’ performance avoid-
ance orientation was also a predictor. However, in four of
the five countries only, approach motivations predicted posi-
tive social attributes and only in one country the perfor-
mance avoidance orientation, thus we regard Hypotheses 1
and 2 as, by and large, confirmed with the notable exception
of the Australian sample.

It was only in Vietnam that the popularity of a high-
achieving student was predicted by a learning goal orienta-
tion. Though this result is in line with Hypothesis 1, unex-
pectedly in light of Hypothesis 2, a performance avoidance
orientation was also a predictor. As predicted by Hypothesis
1 a performance approach motivation was a significant pre-
dictor in South Kotea and in Peru. None of the motivational
orientations predicted popularity of the new high-achieving
student in either Australia or Spain. In summing up the re-
sults of these regression analyses with the popularity of the
fictitious high-achieving student as the dependent variable,
we found consistency with Hypothesis 1 in only three of the
five countries relating to significant predictions through ap-
proach motivation, whereas there was consistency with Hy-
pothesis 2 in four countries where performance avoidance
motivation was not a predictor.

Discussion

The current study examined high-achieving students” per-
ceptions of fictitious new classmates who had been the best
student in his/her former school. Given the various social
risks for high-achieving students and in particular that they
might be stereotyped or labelled as nerds, geeks, etc. (e.g.,
Hindel et al., 2013; Person, 2010: Peterson, 2009) one might
wonder if they perceive a student of similar achievement
with skepticism or if this student is rather seen as a potential
model that confirms the adequacy of their own achievement
behavior (Lee, 2002; Shin et al., 2016; Stopper, 2000). In re-
sponse to this question, as a first result we can report: High
achieving students in all countries participating in the study
ascribe positive attributes to a new high-achieving student
such as high intellectual abilities and social qualities. They al-
so expect them to be popular among classmates. Thus, we
can conclude that it is not perceived as a threat per se to be
a high-achieving student as predominantly positive attributes
are associated with high-achieving students.

We hypothesized that the perception of a high-achieving
student might be mediated by the motivational orientations
of the high-achieving students. However, we confined that
assumption to the two approach goals - learning goal orien-
tation and performance approach orientation (cf. Brendl et
al., 2003; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004). We expected no associa-
tion between performance avoidance orientation and the
perception of the new high-achieving classmate. By and
large, the data were consistent with our first hypothesis
across the countries. Most of the correlations indicated a
positive relation between approach motivations and favora-
ble perception of a high-achieving student. From an educa-
tional perspective these results suggest the possibility that
the activation of approach goals in the classroom might fos-
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ter a positive perception of high-achieving classmates. Fur-
ther studies should investigate if this applies also to average
and low-achieving students. If this would be the case, in-
creased positive attitudes towards high-achieving peers
might also help average and low-achieving students to de-
velop more positive attitudes towards learning and achieve-
ments.

Although the results showed, in accordance with our se-
cond hypothesis, that there was generally no statistically sig-
nificant association between a performance avoidance orien-
tation and the perception of a high-achieving student, there
were some exceptions. Therefore, the second hypothesis had
only limited support and a more cautious formulation of a
hypothesis would seem to be in order. A more adequate
formulation of the second hypothesis might be that a per-
formance avoidance orientation has less influence on the
perception of a high-achieving student than an approach
orientation. This reformulation has two aspects: First, why
does a performance avoidance motivation influence the per-
ception of a high-achieving student at all and secondly, why
is the influence less than the influence of the approach ori-
entations? According to several authors avoidance oriented
students’ behaviors are presumed to be directed by an orien-
tation toward negative achievement outcomes and are usual-
ly accompanied by negative affective states like fear of test
failure and anticipating shame of an undesirable academic
outcome (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Markman & Brendl,
2000; Smith, 2004). Thus, according to these authors avoid-
ance oriented students are indeed still oriented to achieve-
ment outcomes. This might explain the sporadic positive
correlations with their perception of high-achieving stu-
dents. However, for an avoidance oriented student, a high-
achieving student might be a less suitable role model than
for an approach oriented student. At least this would be
suggested by the devaluation assumption.

In conclusion we want to mention several limitations of
our study. Although we found substantial between country
differences, it should be pointed out that the samples were
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not intended to be representative of the country, but rather
convenience samples. Thus, future studies need to investi-
gate random country samples in order to make more sub-
stantiated claims about cross-national influences.

A second limitation of this study is that the internal con-
sistency of the popularity scale, though still within the ac-
ceptable range, was rather low. The reason we were unable
to find predictors of popularity in two countries might be in
part due to the low reliability of this scale. Possibly these
measurement problems of popularity may depend on the
specific school environments. It is well-established that the
attributes which constitute popularity in a school environ-
ment can vary greatly (Schwartz, Gorman, Nakamoto, &
McKay, 20006). Thus, in future research special care should
be given to the development of a more reliable measurement
of popularity and consideration of the potential differences
in school contexts.

A third limitation is that the hypotheses we postulated
assumed a direct impact of motivational orientations on the
perception of a future high-achieving classmate. Therefore
we did not specify any cultural related variable that might
moderate the relationship. However, the results clearly falsi-
fied our culture-insensitive perspective. For example, the R?
for motivational orientations ranged from .55 for intellectual
abilities as a dependent variable in Vietnam to insignificant
predictions in Australia and in Spain for popularity as a de-
pendent variable. Similarly the disparities within a country in
terms of explained variances of the measured attributes of
the fictitious new high-achieving classmate were also huge.
These results lead us to the assumption that the effects were
moderated by further factors that we failed to address in our
study. However, this leads to the forth limitation we want to
mention. Our data ate cross-sectional and therefore no con-
clusions can be drawn about causality. In future, longitudinal
and in particular experimental studies are needed in order to
draw causal inferences and in particular to investigate possi-
ble moderators.
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