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Abstract 

This study investigates how the achievement goal theory and its measures can be utilized to understand 
the school principals’ achievement goals for leading. The achievement goal theory is an analytical tool 
little used when studying educational management. This explorative study aims at developing a measure 
of principals’ achievement goals for leading, by using a factor analysis of the scores of 270 Norwegian 
principals. The analysis shows a clear distinction between principals’ mastery and performance goals for 
leading. Mastery goals for leading were positively correlated with constructs such as principals’ efficacy 
beliefs for leading, autonomy and teacher-principal trust, while performance goals were weaker or not 
significantly correlated with these constructs. The study suggests that the context and organizational 
factors are influencing principals’ purposes of achievement behaviour. Given the increasing emphasis on 
the accountability of school leaders, the current study suggests the achievement goal theory as a fruitful 
approach when studying educational leadership. 
Key words: accountability, achievement goals, educational leadership, school leaders’ motivation.  

Introduction

Over the past thirty years, achievement goals (or goal orientation) have been the sub�
ject of much research in the field of educational psychology. One focus of research has been 
the consequences of various types of achievement goals on students’ learning behaviour and 
academic achievement. Attention has also been paid to the personal and contextual factors that 
cause and influence different kinds of achievement goals. Given that many countries’ educa�
tional systems have seen the introduction of assessment-based accountability policies (de Wolf 
& Janssens, 2007) and that accountability of school leaders have increased, this study examines 
whether the construct of achievement goals is transferable to the context of educational leader�
ship. The study applies Ames and Archer’s integrative achievement goal theory (1988) that dif�
ferentiates mastery goals from performance goals, as well as Elliot’s (1999) distinction between 
approach and avoidance goals. The theoretical frame used in this study is the 2 x 2 achievement 
goal model (Elliot and MacGregor, 2001). With regard to the goals of school staff, there have 
been some studies of teachers’ achievement goals. For instance, Butler (2007) and Retelsdorf, 
Butler, Streblow and Schiefele (2010) found a four-factor model of teacher achievement goals 
for teaching, but included work avoidance instead of mastery avoidance goals, which is a con�
ceptually different construct. However, to our knowledge, none has tried to apply the 2 x 2 
achievement goal model to the school leadership context. Therefore, this is an explorative study 
to develop a measure of principals’ achievement goals for leading.
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The Achievement Goal Framework

Achievement goals concern an individual’s pursuit of competence and the assessment of 
one’s own skills (Elliot, 2005). Because different types of achievement goals involve various 
conceptualizations and standards of competence, individuals’ goal preferences may influence 
how individual approach tasks such as goal setting and choosing strategies (Brandmo, 2013). 
Traditionally, researchers mainly focused on two types of achievement goals: mastery goals and 
performance goals (Ames & Archer, 1988). Although various researchers have had diverse con�
ceptualizations of goals and have used different terms to describe them (Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 
1984), we will adopt the terms used by Ames and Archer. Originally, mastery goals were con�
ceptualized as the focus on learning and development and were considered the most adaptive 
goal type with regard to motivation and learning outcomes. Performance goals initially focused 
on the demonstration of ability relative to others and were associated with anxiety and self-
handicapping learning behaviour. However, in the late 1990s, both these goal types were further 
divided to incorporate approach goals and avoidance goals (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot 
& McGregor, 2001; Pintrich, 2000; Skaalvik, 1997).

Mastery approach goals are similar to the original mastery goals and focus on learning 
and development. On the other hand, mastery avoidance goals deal with situations where the 
individual acts due to the fear of losing mastery or the stagnation of development. Performance 
approach goals focus on performing better than others, whereas performance avoidance goals 
emphasize not demonstrating incompetence. Previous studies of students’ achievement goals 
show that mastery approach goals are usually positively associated with task interest, self-
efficacy, self-determination, engagement and deeper cognitive processing (Bandalos, Finney, 
& Geske, 2003; Cury, Elliot, Da Fonseca, & Moller, 2006; Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Perfor�
mance approach goals are positively associated with competitiveness, fear of failure, surface 
cognitive processing, self-efficacy and long- and short-term academic success, particularly in 
higher education (Elliot & Moller, 2003; Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, Linnenbrink-Garcia, 
& Tauer, 2008; Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010; Senko, Hulleman, & 
Harackiewicz, 2011). Both types of avoidance goals are positively associated with worry, emo�
tionality and disorganization, and negatively associated with performance (Cury et al., 2006; 
Elliot & McGregor, 2001). However, according to multiple goal theory (Harackiewicz, Barron, 
Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002) the various types of achievement goals are not assumed to 
be mutually exclusive. Individuals may hold more than one goal type simultaneously, but it is 
assumed that one goal type may be dominant and that preferences for each goal type may vary 
across contexts and tasks (Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005).

The Norwegian Context of Accountability

For several centuries, the progressive movements in education had a hegemony in Nor�
wegian education among bureaucratic officeholders (Skagen, 2004), educational researchers 
and several principals, especially in Norwegian primary schools. Before the millennium, the 
education policy in Norway was aligned with ideas linked to a progressive school philosophy 
that emphasized pupils’ intrinsic motivation. However, a turnaround of educational policy and 
management was instigated by a centre-conservative government in 2002. The first disappoint�
ing results from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA 2000) legitimized 
this turnaround. In subsequent years, the assessment system has moved towards increased ac�
countability based on performance measures. The advent of educational accountability after the 
millennium has created more external pressure for improved performance, and performance 
measures are used as indicators of goal attainment. 

Norwegian school principals are currently experiencing a national quality assessment 
system. The tools of this system involve performance controlled by the use of measurements 
such as grades, national tests, an audit explosion and value-added indicators. Pay-for-perfor�
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mance elements are used as building blocks of accountability systems in education. Account�
ability is rooted partly in the hierarchical construction of the educational sector. In addition, 
schools are held responsible by the press and the legal system (Elstad, 2009). This means that 
principals in Norwegian schools face external pressures that can influence their motivational 
orientation. The principals’ achievement orientation is their motivation to ensure that the school 
will perform well when measured in terms of a broad external understanding of the principal’s 
personal responsibility for school results. Similarly, principals can also be motivated to avoid 
embarrassment and criticism from other bodies. Such cases are referred to as performance 
avoidance tendency. The development tendencies of external factors might have influenced or 
reinforced the motivational outlook of principals. 

Given the increasing focus on the accountability of school leaders nationally and in�
ternationally (Elstad, 2009; O’Donnell & White, 2005; Tucker & Codding, 2002), and  stake-
holders’ tendency to evaluate principals’ proficiency in relation to student achievement scores 
on national tests and exams, the achievement goal theory considered to be a fruitful approach 
to study educational leadership. Therefore, this study explores the usefulness of principals’ 
achievement goals for leading. 

Correlates

In this study, the achievement goals with several measures have been correlated in or�
der to do a first check of predictive value. By doing so, the study identifies a battery of useful 
measures of principals’ motivational patterns and the organizational antecedents of principals’ 
motivation. First, principals’ background information, such as gender, age, education, and ex�
perience as teachers, have been tested in relation to principals’ goal preferences. Even though 
the literature is inconsistent regarding the relations to such factors (see, e.g. Butler, 2007; Grant 
& Dweck, 2003), women were expected to have slightly stronger preferences for mastery ap�
proach goals than men. 

Second, measures of school size and school level were included. Because active recruit�
ment of students mainly is relevant for secondary education in Norway, it is reasonable to be�
lieve that principals in higher school levels are more concerned about their school’s reputation 
in relation to other schools. In addition, upper secondary schools do often have a higher number 
of students than schools at lower grades. Therefore, positive relations between performance ap�
proach goals and school size and between performance approach goals and school level were 
expected to be found. 

Third, feedback from Chief Executive Officer (CEO) may be an important tool in an ac�
countability system, given that it is used to discuss leadership matters and includes focus on re�
sults. On one hand, such feedback may increase the pressure on the school principal and induce 
performance goals (both approach and avoidance). On the other hand, if the relation between 
the principals and their CEO is characterized by trust and agreement about the success criteria, 
feedback may not necessarily force performance goals. Therefore, no predictions were made 
about the relation between the goals and frequency of feedback from CEO. 

Fourth, principals’ may experience time pressure. An external accountability system may 
impose pressure on principals’ amount of individual time for reflective practice. Perceived time 
pressure may therefore influence achievement goals. Given that, the principals who hold per�
formance goals would be more vulnerable if they not succeed (Elliot & Church, 1997; Midgley, 
Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001), we expected to find a positive relation between time pressure and 
performance avoidance goals.  

Fifth, uncertainties about the principal’s role (Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970) can also 
influence the principal’s motivation. However, due to the complexity of Principals’ role and the 
possible variation in aspects of the role, we did not make any distinct prediction.  

Sixth, job autonomy (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006) is the extent to which principals 
have the freedom to plan and carry out their work on a day-to-day basis. In addition, job auton�
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omy contributes to principals’ sense of commitment and personal engagement to their school 
organization (Morgeson & Delaney-Klinger, 2005). Because a principal that holds mastery 
goals would be less affected by external pressure, for instance from CEO, a positive relation 
between mastery approach goals and job autonomy is predicted.

Seventh, trust is viewed as the basis of the relationship underlying social exchanges that 
entail unspecified obligations such as when an individual does another individual a favor, there 
is an expectation of some future accommodation (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Relational trust 
between the principal and teachers may influence principals’ job motivation and their affective 
commitment to work place. Because principals with high preferences for mastery goals will 
have a focus on improvement, according to internal standards of the school and this may both 
require and force trust in the relation to the teachers, a positive relation between the mastery 
approach goals and teacher-principal trust has been predicted. 

Eight, perceived self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) among principals is concerned with prin�
cipals’ “beliefs in their capabilities to organize the positive psychological capabilities, motiva�
tion, means, collective resources, and courses of action required to attain effective, sustainable 
performance across their various leadership roles, demands, and contexts” (Hannah, Avolio, 
Luthans, & Harms, 2008, p. 670). Here we discern three different aspects of principals’ ef�
ficacy beliefs: efficacy for instructional supervision, efficacy for personnel and administrative 
management, and efficacy for the relation to CEOs.  According to previous research (Elliot & 
Church, 1997; Elliot & Covington, 2001; Linnenbrink, Tyson, & Patall, 2008) that suggests 
a positive relation between approach goals and self-efficacy, a prediction is that the approach 
goals are to be positively related to all the efficacy aspects.

Finally, in-role behaviour refers to principal’s work motivation, in which is indicated by 
extra effort that extends the expectations of CEOs or what is prescribed in the formal job-role 
(Hui, Law, & Chen, 1999). The construct of principal’s in-role behaviour may be considered as 
consequences of principal’s achievement goals. Given the assumption that in-role behaviour is 
founded in internal forms of motivation, principals with high preferences for mastery approach 
goals are expected to report higher levels of in-role behaviour.

Methodology of Research

Participants

270 principals (57% female and 43% male) from Norwegian schools participated in this 
study. Data were collected as part of a countrywide digital survey asking school principals to 
report a number and contact information of newly qualified teachers in their schools. The whole 
population of Norwegian school principals received the survey, but the response-rate was quite 
low. However, given the multiple purposes of the data collection and the respondents’ workload 
required, the low response rate has been expected. Therefore, representativeness was estimated 
by comparing background variables to population statistics. Given the reported distribution of 
participants’ gender, educational level, work experience as a teacher, school type (e.g. number 
of primary school principals, secondary principals, etc.), school size (number of students), as 
well as geographical distribution (number of participants from each county relative to the size 
and number of participants from urban versus rural areas), it is assumed that the sample repre�
sents a proper estimate of the Norwegian school principals. 

Measures

The achievement goal measures were developed based on the structure of the Achieve�
ment Goal Questionnaire of Elliot and Murayama (2008), which includes four types of achieve�
ment goals: mastery approach goals, mastery avoidance goals, performance approach goals and 
performance avoidance goals. However, in order to capture the principals’ evaluations of com�
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petence, particularly related to the context of leadership (and not personal learning or academic 
performance), the items are used in relation to outcomes at the school level. Mastery goals were 
defined in relation to the school’s development or stagnation using important quality indicators. 
Performance goals were defined in relation to the school’s quality or reputation relative to other 
schools (see Table 1 for item-wording). The achievement goals were scored on a scale of 1 (not 
true) to 7 (extremely true). 

In addition to the achievement goal measures, we included personal background: gen�
der (high scores indicate male), age, length of education, and experience as teacher. Contex�
tual and organizational measures included school size (number of students), school level (see 
aforementioned information about sample), and several scales from organizational psychology: 
Frequency of feedback from CEOs (Patterson et al., 2005) (sample item: ‘The CEO gives the 
principal regular feedback on the quality of his/her work.’), time pressure (Tiplic, Brandmo, 
& Elstad, Submitted) (sample item: ‘Administrative work must often be done after working 
hours.’), role clarity (Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970) (sample item: I know what my respon�
sibilities are.), job autonomy (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006) (sample item: ‘The job allows 
me to make decisions about what methods I use to complete my work.’), and teacher-principal 
trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002) (sample item: ‘As principal, I do have a personal interest in 
the professional development of the teachers.’). The measures of self-efficacy included three 
dimensions of self-efficacy for educational leadership: 1) efficacy for instructional supervision 
(sample item: ‘How certain are you that you can give concrete advice to teachers struggling to 
maintain order in the classroom?’), 2) efficacy for personnel and administrative management 
(Federici & Skaalvik, 2011) (sample item: ‘How certain are you that you can put into effect 
necessary actions at individual and group level if teachers or other employees are struggling 
with collaboration?’), and 3) efficacy for the relation to CEOs (sample item: ‘How certain are 
you that you can influence the CEO’s decisions about your school?’). Finally, we included a 
measure of in-role behaviour (sample item: ‘Often, I put extra effort into my job.’). All the 
aforementioned scales, except teacher-principal trust, and self-efficacy were scored on a scale 
of 1 (not true) to 6 (true). All efficacy measures were scored on a scale of 1 (not true at all) to 
7 (absolutely true) and teacher-principal trust was scored on a scale of 1 (completely disagree) 
to 6 (completely agree).

Results of Research 

Initially, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sample adequacy, with a value of 0.83, 
indicated that factor analysis was appropriate for the data. An exploratory factor analysis of the 
achievement goal items revealed two factors that met the Kaiser-Guttman criterion of eigen�
value greater than unity (see Table 1 for loadings). The two factors had eigenvalues of 4.56 and 
2.52, respectively, and accounted for 59% of the variance. All the performance goal items (both 
approach and avoidance) were clearly extracted in the first factor, with loadings from 0.82 to 
0.62. Moreover, four of the mastery goal items had proper loadings on the second factor (0.83 
to 0.62), while the final two items (MAP1 and MAV1) had low loadings on both factors.

Based on the results of the factor analysis, composite scores for mastery goals and per�
formance goals were produced. The two items that did not fit well into the two-factor model 
were excluded. The correlation between the mastery goals and performance goals was 0.14 (p 
< 0.05), in which indicate that this constructs are distinct. Then the scores were correlated with 
the scores of background variables and the other constructs. Table 2 provides descriptive statis�
tics for all included composite scores used.
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Table 1. Results of factor analysis. 

Item Factor 1 Factor 2

PAV1 
My goal is to avoid that the school should achieve worse results (e.g. lower GPA, 
poorer results on students’ evaluation and national tests) than other schools, we 
use to compare us with.

0.82 0.10

PAP1
My goal is that the school should achieve better results (e.g. higher GPA, better 
results on students’ evaluation and national tests) than other schools, we use to 
compare us with.

0.79 0.06

PAV2 My goal is to avoid that the school should have a worse reputation than neighbour-
ing schools with regard to learning environment and academic quality. 0.79 0.02

PAP 3 My goal is that the school, compared to other schools, should appear as good and 
well managed in front of school authorities and parents. 0.70 0.11

PAP2 My goal is that the school should have a better reputation than neighbouring schools 
with regard to learning environment and academic quality. 0.69 -0.06

PAV3 My goal is to avoid that the school, compared to other schools, should appear as 
poorly managed in front of school authorities and parents. 0.62 0.24

MAP3 My goal is to increase students’ learning benefits and well-being. 0.02 0.83

MAP2 My goal is to improve the school’s academic and pedagogical quality. 0.06 0.80

MAV2 My goal is to avoid that school’s academic and pedagogical quality should stagnate 
or have a negative development. 0.07 0.62

MAV3 My goal is to avoid a decrease in students’ learning benefits and well-being. 0.09 0.62

MAP1 My goal is that the school should have a positive development with regard to the 
results (e.g. higher GPA, better results on students’ evaluation and national tests). 0.38 0.43

MAV1
My goal is to avoid that the school should stagnate or have a negative development 
with regard to the results (e.g. lower GPA, poorer results on students’ evaluation 
and national tests).

0.47 0.31

Notes:    MAP = mastery approach goals, MAV = mastery avoidance goals, PAP = performance approach goals, PAV= 
performance avoidance goals. Extraction method is maximum likelihood and the rotation is varimax with Kaiser nor-
malisation. 

As expected, no significant correlations between the goals and background variables 
such as age, work experience or level of education have been found (see Table 3). Neither have 
any significant relation between the goals and gender been found. With regard to respect to 
contextual and organizational variable, several significant relations revealed. First, school size 
was significantly related to the performance goals and not to master goals. This indicates that 
principals in large schools tend to have higher preferences for performance goals than princi�
pals in small schools. Second, role clarity, job autonomy, and teacher-principal trust all turned 
out to be significantly correlated with the mastery’s goals while only teacher teacher-principal 
trust was significantly correlated with performance goals. School level, frequency of feedback 
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from CEO, and perceived time pressure did not turn out to be significantly related to any goals. 
These results suggest that principals, who hold high preferences for mastery goals, also per�
ceive higher level of role clarity and more trust in the relations to their teachers.  

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of composite scales. 

Construct N Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis α

Mastery achievement goal 255 6.51 0.52 -0.99 0.81 0.80

Performance achievement goal 250 5.25 1.10 -0.91 1.51 0.88

Frequency of feedback from CEO 258 3.82 1.34 -0.28 -0.80 0.87

Perceived time pressure 268 4.05 1.01 -0.18 0.03 0.72

Perceived role clarity 267 4.81 0.57 -0.17 0.01 0.74

Perceived job autonomy 267 4.88 0.80 -0.56 0.04 0.87

Teacher-principal trust 256 5.14 0.53 -0.52 0.25 0.69

Efficacy for instructional supervision 267 5.45 0.83 -0.34 0.57 0.86

Efficacy for personnel and administrative man-
agement 258 5.14 0.72 0.15 -0.08 0.83

Efficacy for the relation to municipal/county au-
thority 266 5.47 0.94 -0.65 0.45 0.74

In-role behaviour 267 5.47 0.52 -0.70 -0.57 0.75

All included self-efficacy beliefs were significantly correlated with mastery goals (see 
Table 3) and were not significantly correlated with performance goals. In addition, both mastery 
and performance goals were significantly correlated with in-role behaviour, however the rela�
tion to mastery goals was slightly stronger than to performance goals.

Discussion

Factor Analysis

Although the factor analysis did not succeed in covering all the hypothesized dimen�
sions, a clear distinction between mastery goals and performance goals have been found. A 
possible reason for not finding the hypothesized distinction between approach and avoidance 
goals may be that success and failure are less clear concepts within the leadership than within 
students’ learning. Principals, as professional leaders, may have a clearer conception of the risk 
of failure. For instance, they may view it as intertwined with the chances of success. Furthermo�
re, principals often have the opportunity to attribute failure to organizational factors that they 
simply cannot influence; thus, they can deny responsibility if they fail.
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Table 3. Correlates. 

Construct Mastery goals Performance goals

Background    

Gender -0.05 0.06

Age  0.05 0.05

Education  0.04 0.04

Experience as teacher -0.01 0.04

Contextual /organizational characteristics    

School size 0.11 0.18**

School level -0.05 0.10

Frequency of feedback from CEO -0.01 0.02

Perceived time-pressure -0.06 0.07

Perceived role clarity 0.23*** 0.12

Perceived job autonomy 0.13* 0.12

Teacher-principal trust 0.30*** 0.14*

Competence motivation    

Efficacy for instructional supervision 0.27*** 0.00

Efficacy for personnel and administrative management 0.18** 0.12

Efficacy for the relation to school-owner 0.15** 0.07

Outcome    

In-role behaviour 0.22*** 0.13*

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

The fact that the two excluded items did not fit with the model may indicate that the prin�
cipals did not consider student test scores (on large-scale tests) an important tool for improving 
the students’ learning. Rather, they might view these student scores as indicators of success in 
relation to the authorities and the educational CEO (perhaps seeing them as a ‘necessary evil’). 
However, in our analysis, we found a tendency for differences in the factor structure betwe�
en primary and secondary school principals. An analysis of a subsample of secondary school 
principals showed a weak third factor where all items referred to student achievement (MAP1, 
MAV1, PAP1 and PAV1). This may indicate that student achievement is more important for 
principals in secondary schools than in primary schools. Due to the small sample size and cross-
loading with the first factor, we did not perform further analysis of this factor. 

Correlations

The findings regarding the relationship between achievement goals and other motiva�
tional constructs are in line with previous research on student learning (e.g. Cury et al., 2006). 
Mastery goals were more strongly correlated than performance goals to all included efficacy 
beliefs and to in-role behaviour and teacher-principal trust. This suggests that principals with 
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greater preferences for mastery goals feel more confident in supervising their teachers, handling 
administrative issues, and with being their school’s spokesperson in relation to their executives. 
These principals also make an extra effort and have better personal relationships with their 
teachers. 

Limitations of the Study

There are several limitations in this study. This type of analysis has limitations from a 
conceptual perspective (parsimonious modeling) and in terms of its methodological (cross-
sectional) approach. In addition, when associations between constructs are independent of as�
sociation in the real world, biases may emerge in the measurement (Podsakoff et al., 2003). We 
acknowledge these limitations and argue that they can serve as a point of departure for future 
research.

Also, multiple factors may influence human behaviour. Quasi-experimental studies are 
needed to determine causality. Cross-sectional studies, such as this study, only represent a mo�
mentary glimpse of school organizations; they do not test causal relationships. Longitudinal 
research is also needed to address the complexity of interactional dynamics between leaders, 
their executives and teachers and the associated impact on principals’ motivation. 

 Another limitation of this study is the use of self-reported questionnaire data. The subjec�
tive component of such data is undeniable. Independent judgments can provide interesting data 
about an employee’s performance, but it is difficult to carry out this process while honouring 
promises of anonymity. The heavy reliance on principals’ self-reports is questionable. Ano�
ther related limitation is a lack of opportunity to couple school principals’ self-reporting with 
objective goals in terms of their task performance, because it was not possible to examine the 
associations between principals’ achievement motivation and objective performance. 

Furthermore, other factors outside the school system could influence principals’ motiva�
tional orientations and should have been included in the study. Only a limited number of con�
cepts were examined. One challenge of measuring such factors is that measurement becomes 
increasingly difficult in proportion to the remoteness of the factor in the education sector’s hie�
rarchical organization. One solution could be to examine some cases in depth to attain a more 
comprehensive understanding of the principals thinking in relation to goals and what factors 
that force various types of goals.

A final limitation is a small sample of principals always leaves uncertainty about whe�
ther the samples are representative. In sum, these shortcomings provide direction for future 
research. 

Implications for Practice and Further Research

Despite its shortcomings, this study may contribute to better understanding of principals’ 
achievement motivation. If the associations represent causal relationships, our findings may 
have implications for practice. Moderate empirical associations between principals’ efficacy for 
instructional supervision and mastery goals have been found. With the current emphasis on the 
efficiency of instructional leadership (Robinson et al., 2008), this finding serves as empirical 
support for the importance of education systems that nurture principals’ mastery motivation. 
The statistical association between in-role behaviour and mastery goals could be interpreted in 
a similar way.

The moderate statistical association between teacher-principal trust and principals’ ma�
stery goals is consistent with studies that found that the human qualities of school staff influence 
principals’ and teachers’ motivation (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). The quality of human relation�
ships between educators and their principals is an important resource in school improvement. 
The significant relations between principals’ performance goals and in-role behaviour should 
also be noted. This statistical association must be interpreted in the context of educational ac�
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countability. Principals in Norwegian schools face external pressures that can influence their 
motivational approach. The principals’ achievement orientation is their motivation to ensure 
that the school will perform well when measured in terms of a broad external understanding of 
the principal’s personal responsibility for school results. Further research is needed to under�
stand how accountability devices may influence school-organisational factors and principals’ 
performance motivation. 

Antecedents of principals’ achievement motivation are complex, and it is difficult to 
develop concrete principles on the basis of this investigation. It will therefore be a central chal�
lenge in future research to investigate more systematically a greater number of organisational 
variables in the models. This will enhance the understanding of the relationships between the 
educational management system and principals’ motivational orientations. 

The relations between the goal constructs and other constructs (both psychological and 
organizational) are interesting. Given that the mastery and performance goal types appear to 
relate to diverse motivational and organizational constructs in various ways, we suggest that 
achievement goal theory combined with organizational theory can provide a fruitful avenue 
for further research on school leadership and leadership motivation. Finally, future research 
should explore the goal constructs and examine how these goals may be related to leadership 
performance (the formal success indicators). A relevant proposition is that a high preference for 
mastery goals combined with high preference for performance goals (Harackiewicz et al., 2002; 
Pintrich, 2000) among school principals is favourable with regard to achievement.

Conclusions

The primary purpose of this study was to test whether the achievement goal theory was 
transferable to the context of educational leadership. Furthermore, the aim was to develop 
measures of principals’ achievement goals for leading. Although the study did not succeed in 
confirming all the hypothesized dimensions of achievement goals, it found a clear distinction 
between principals’ mastery goals and performance goals. Given the clear factor extraction and 
the findings in sense of correlations with significant organizational constructs, a main conclu�
sion is that that the goal theory may be a useful framework for studying leadership motivation. 
More specifically, the study suggests that the achievement goal theory can be expanded to cap�
ture important aspects of educational management. With respect to measures, this study does 
not represent a complete validation of new applications of scales, but it gives directions for 
further development work. In that sense, this study represents a contribution to the field, both 
conceptually and methodologically. 

Finally, this investigation may be considered an interesting starting point for further 
analysis of antecedents and consequences of principals’ motivational orientation. This result 
opens up a promising avenue for the application of the achievement goal theory in the field of 
educational management.
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