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ENHANCING LAW SCHOOL SUCCESS: A STUDY OF GOAL
ORIENTATIONS, ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AND THE
DECLINING SELF-EFFICACY OF OUR LAW STUDENTS

Leah M. Christensen”

I. INTRODUCTION

I have long been interested in how the most successful law students
learn. For the top law students, do they innately possess superior skills or
can we teach law students the skills and strategies that will contribute to
their success? What motivates law students to learn? During the last two
decades, psychologists have been using achievement goal theory as a
framework with which to examine the relationship between achievement
goals and student success.' Achievement goal theory examines the goals
that students pursue in an academic setting.”> The current psychological
research suggests that there is a correlation between achievement goal mo-
tivation (i.e., why a student wants to learn) and a student’s overall suc-
cess.’ Dr. Carol Dweck, an expert in achievement goal theory, describes
the differences in goal orientations as follows:

[Ilndividuals may strive for high grades for quite different rea-
sons. They may seek high grades in order to prove that they are
intelligent or as an index of learning or mastery of the material.
In this approach, these two aims - seeking to prove one’s compe-
tence versus seeking to improve one’s competence — represent two
qualitatively different classes of goals (performance goals vs.
learning goals, respectively) and, as such, would be expected to
have different patterns of behavior-cognition-affect attending their
pursuit.*

*  Associate Professor of Law, Thomas Jefferson School of Law; J.D., University of Iowa;
B.A., University of Chicago. 1 would like to thank my dedicated research assistant, Darryn Beck-
strom, for her work in capturing and analyzing the data; this study would not have been possible
without her skillful assistance.

i. See Carol Midgley, Preface to GOALS, GOAL STRUCTURES, AND PATTERNS OF ADAPTIVE
LEARNING xi (Carol Midgley ed., 2002).

2. See, e.g., id.

3.  See generally CAROL S. DWECK, SELF-THEORIES: THEIR ROLE IN MOTIVATION,
PERSONALITY, AND DEVELOPMENT 1-9 (1999). Although this theory has been tested in elementary
and secondary schools across the country, it has not been tested in law schools.

4. Carol S. Dweck, The Study of Goals in Psychology, 3 PSYCHOL. SCI. 165, 165 (1992).

HeinOnline -- 33 Law & Psychol. Rev. 57 2009



58 Law & Psychology Review [Vol. 33

Dweck’s research suggests that the most successful individuals “love
learning;” successful individuals look for challenges, use effort, and
“persist in the face of obstacles.” Dweck believes that the key to success
is not ability so much as it is whether one looks at ability as something
inherent that needs to be demonstrated or as something that can be devel-
oped.® Much of Dweck’s research has explored “why some students dis-
play these ‘mastery-oriented’ qualities and others do not.”” Mastery-
oriented learners are focused on learning as something valuable and mea-
ningful in itself.® They view learning tasks as ongoing processes and are
more concerned with charting their own progress than comparing their
progress to that of others.” In contrast, students with performance-
oriented goals “want to look smart even if it means not learning [as much]
in the process.”'® For performance-oriented learners, “each task is a chal-
lenge to their self-image, and each setback becomes a personal threat.”"!
So students motivated by performance goals “pursue only activities at
which they’re sure to shine - and avoid the sorts of experiences necessary
to grow and flourish in any endeavor.”'?

I have noticed these different goal orientations in my own law stu-
dents. While some law students seem driven to learn almost exclusively
because of grades and exam scores, others appear more interested in de-
veloping their overall competence to practice law. The present study
seeks to apply Dweck’s achievement goal theory to legal education.

Law school is perhaps the most performance-based academic curricu-
lum of all graduate schools. Critics of the traditional law school curricu-
lum argue “that law schools rely too much on grading systems (as opposed
to evaluation systems)[,] that requiring norm-referenced grading under-
mines an effective learning environment[,] and that ranking is wholly
counterproductive in a program designed to prepare individuals to serve
justice.”” What does our choice to rate and rank students within a per-
formance-based goal structure reveal about the values legal education pre-
fers and the values that it discounts in our students? And what types of
students succeed in a performance-oriented curriculum?

DWECK, supra note 3, at 1.
See id. at 2-3.
Id atl.
See Carol S. Dweck & Ellen L. Leggett, A Social-Cognitive Approach to Motivation and
Personaltry 95 PSYCHOL. REV. 256, 259 (1988); Marina Krakovsky, The Effort Effect, STAN. MAG.,
Mar.-Apr. 2007, available ar
http://www stanfordalumni.org/news/magazine/2007/marapr/features/dweck.html.

9. Dweck & Leggett, supra note 8, at 259.

10. Krakovsky, supra note 8.

11. W

12. I

13. Barbara Glesner Fines, Competition and the Curve, 65 UMKC L. Rev. 879, 879 (1997).
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The current study seeks to explore these questions. This study asked
157 law students to respond to a survey about their goals and motivations
for learning in law school. The student responses were correlated to dif-
ferent academic variables, including class rank, LSAT scores, and under-
graduate GPA. Further, the study explored whether any relationships
existed between goal orientations (mastery or performance) and law school
success (class rank). The results were illuminating; despite the perfor-
mance-based curriculum of law school, the most successful students were
mastery-oriented learners.'* In contrast, there was no statistical correla-
tion between performance-oriented learning and law school success.'
Furthermore, the LSAT score was the weakest predictor of law school
success.'®

The results also illustrated something else about successful law stu-
dents - there was a cost to their success. Despite high achievement and
mastery-oriented learning styles, the more successful law students were
also more likely to doubt their individual abilities to understand and apply
the law."” In this study, highly ranked law students rated themselves low
on academic self-efficacy measures. Low self-efficacy is a trait more typ-
ically associated with performance orientation.'® What accounts for this
result? The answer may lie within legal education’s goal structure - a
structure completely oriented towards performance.

This article explores the results of the present study. Part II describes
the theoretical framework of goal orientation theory. Part III describes the
present study, including the survey design and the methods used to collect
and analyze the data. Part IV discusses the results of the current study.
Part V explores the conclusions we might draw from the data, including
suggestions for legal education reform.

II. ACHIEVEMENT GOAL THEORY: DO I LOOK SMART OR AM I
LEARNING?"

[Tlhe focus [of achievement goal theory] is on how individuals
think about themselves, their academic tasks, and their perfor-
mance. Goals provide a framework within which individuals in-
terpret and react to events, and result in different patterns of cog-
nition, affect and behavior. Theorists have described two

14.  See infra Part IV.A.

15.  See infra Part IV.B.

16. See infra Part IV.D. In this study, LSAT scores were the weakest predictors of law school
success, lawyering skills course grades were the strongest predictor of success, and undergraduate
GPA was a fair predictor of success. These specific results will be discussed in more detail below.

17.  Seeinfra Part IV.C.

18.  Dweck & Leggett, supra note 8, at 262.

19.  See generally DWECK, supra note 3, at 15.
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achievement goals in particular: the goal to develop ability [(a
mastery or learning goal)], and the goal to demonstrate ability or
to avoid the demonstration of lack of ability [(a performance

goal)].%

Dweck’s research on achievement goals has centered on the question
“[wlhy do some students react to an obstacle as though it’s a painful con-
demnation, when others see the same obstacle as a welcome challenge?”?'
Dweck hypothesized that achievement situations were about “different
things for different students.”* “For some students, [challenges] are tests
of their intelligence,” and when these students encounter problems, they
feel as though they are failing an intelligence test.>> For other students,
the same obstacles are viewed by the students as “opportunities to learn
new things.”** Dweck proposed that those students who crumpled at chal-
lenges (i.e., performance-oriented students) and those students that em-
braced challenges (i.e., mastery-oriented students) actually had different
goals in mind, and that these goals shaped the way they responded to chal-
lenging tasks.” Students who were performance-oriented tried to “look
smart” by taking on easy tasks and avoiding mistakes or by taking on
harder tasks, but only those tasks at which they will do well.” In con-
trast, those students with learning or mastery”’ goals wanted to “learn new
skillsz,8 master new tasks, or understand new things - a desire to get smar-
ter.”

Dweck believes both goals are acceptable and that students can ideally
achieve both goals at the same time.”> However, “in the real world, learn-
ing and performance goals are often in conflict.”* The dilemma can be
summarized as follows: “The tasks that are best for learning are often
challenging ones that involve displaying ignorance and risking periods of
confusion and errors. The tasks that are best for looking smart are often

20. Midgley, supra note 1, at xi.
21. DWECK, supra note 3, at 15.

22, M.
23. M.
24, Id.

25. Id.; see also Carol S. Dweck & Elaine S. Elliott, Achievemen: Motivation, in 4 HANDBOOK
OF CHILD PSYCHOLOGY 643 (Paul H. Mussen ed., 4th ed. 1983); Elaine S. Elliott & Carol S. Dweck,
Goals: An Approach to Motivation and Achievement, 54 J. PERSONALITY & SOC. PSYCHOL. 5 (1988)
[hereinafter Elliott & Dweck, Goals].

26. DWECK, supra note 3, at 15.

27. These terms are often used interchangeably by researchers. Performance goals are sometimes
called ability goals, ego-involved goals, or mormative goals (because the student wants to compare
favorably to others). Learning goals can be called mastery goals or task goals. Id. at 15 n.1.

28. Id. atl5.

29.  Id. at 15-16.

30. M. atlé6.
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ones that students are already good at and won’t really learn much from
doing.”*

An overemphasis on performance goals can be dangerous - it can
“drive out learning goals, leading students to pass up valuable learning
opportunities if they involve any risk of errors.”** In addition, “an over-
emphasis on performance goals can foster a helpless response.” Because
a performance goal measures ability, students adopting this achievement
goal measure themselves by their performance, and so when they do poor-
ly on an assignment or test, they may blame their intelligence and “fall
into a helpless response.”**

“Elliot and Dweck hypothesized that helpless and mastery-oriented in-
dividuals might [actually pursue] very different goals. That is, their dif-
ferent perceptions and reactions might be a result of their different aims or
purposes in the situation.”” The researchers “experimentally induced
performance or learning goals and examined . . . [the students’] behavior
that followed from each goal.”*® They framed their research question as
“whether the performance goal, with its emphasis on measuring ability,
would create a greater vulnerability to the helpless pattern, whereas the
learning goal, with its emphasis on acquiring ability, would create a great-
er tendency to display the mastery-oriented pattern.

The results showed that:

When children were oriented toward skill acquisition . . . [tlhey
chose the challenging learning task and displayed a mastery-
oriented pattern. In contrast, when children were oriented toward
[performance] . . . the achievement pattern they displayed . . .
[was] highly dependent on their perceived ability. Children who
perceived their ability to be high selected the challenging perfor-
mance tasks that would allow them to obtain judgments of compe-
tence, whereas children who perceived their ability to be low se-

3. W

32. WM

33. Id. The “helpless response” is when students doubt themselves, question their ability, lose
heart, and give up trying when they meet obstacles. See GEN. TEACHING COUNCIL OF ENG.,
PROMOTING  STUDENTS’  PERSISTENCE IN  MEETING  CHALLENGES 2 (2007),
http://www.gtce.org.uk/?view =pdf&itemId =223299&fileName =014-Promoting-students’-
persistence-in-meeting-learning-challenges.pdf (summarizing Dweck’s study published in DWECK,
supra note 3). “The helpless response as a characteristic style can be considered maladaptive because
challenge and obstacles are inherent in most important pursuits.” Dweck & Leggeit, supra note 8, at
257. “A response pattern that deters individuals from confronting obstacles or that prevents them
from functioning effectively in the face of difficulty must ultimately limit their attainments.” Id.

34. DWECK, supra note 3, at 16.

35. Dweck & Leggett, supra note 8, at 259; see also Elliott & Dweck, Goals, supra note 25, at
5.

36. Dweck & Leggett, supra note 8, at 259.

37. W

HeinOnline -- 33 Law & Psychol. Rev. 61 2009



62 Law & Psychology Review [Vol. 33

lected easier tasks that would permit them to avoid judgments of
incompetence.®

Elliot and Dweck also found that a great majority of the children in the
performance-oriented condition “sacrificed altogether the opportunity for
new learning that involved a display of errors or confusion. ”*

What is the relevance of studying students’ achievement goals? Dif-
ferent student goals produce different patterns of cognition and behavior.*
“Evidence increasingly suggests that the goal an individual is pursuing
creates a framework for interpreting and responding to events that occur.
Thus the same event may have an entirely different meaning and impact if
it occurs within the context of a learning goal versus a performance
goal.”*! For example, a different goal framework may set up different
reactions “in the face of failure.”” Students with different goals approach
each situation differently by:

asking different questions[] and seeking out different information.
For each [student], the data in [a] situation [will be] interpreted in
light of their focal concern and provide information relevant to
their question.

[For] a performance goal, individuals are concerned with measur-
ing their ability and with answering the question, Is my ability
adequate or inadequate? Within such a framework, outcomes will
be a chief source of information relevant to this concern and thus
failure outcomes may readily elicit the helpless attribution that
ability is inadequate.

In contrast, learning goals create a concern with increasing one’s
ability and extending one’s mastery and would lead individuals to
pose the question, What is the best way to increase my ability or
achieve mastery? Here, then, outcomes would provide informa-
tion about whether one is pursuing an optimal course and, if not,
what else might be necessary. Failure would simply mean that the
current strategy may be insufficient to the task and may require
upgrading or revision. The self-instructions and self-monitoring
of the mastery-oriented [students] can therefore be seen as a direct
implementation of this information in pursuit of future goal suc-
cess. Thus, the attributions of the [performance-oriented students]

38. W

39. Id.

40. Id. at 259-60.
41.  Id. at 260.
42, Id.
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and the self-instructions of the mastery-oriented [students] in re-

sponse to failure may be viewed as natural outgrowths of their
43

goals.

How is this theoretical framework of goal orientation relevant to legal
education? Law school is a system that thrives on competition and exter-
nal assessment - a performance-oriented goal structure. In his description
of the “dark side” of legal education, Professor Larry Krieger describes
the traditional law school paradigm as follows:

The top-ten-percent tenet- the belief that success in law school is
exclusively demonstrated by high grades, appointment to a law re-
view, and similar academic honors. This belief is entirely obvious
at most law schools, whether elite or more typical.

The contingent-worth paradigm- the corollary sense that personal
worth, the opinions of one’s teachers and potential employers, and
therefore one’s happiness and security in life depend on one’s
place in the hierarchy of academic success. While there are, of
course, comparative evaluations and rankings in other educational
settings and in our broader society, in many law schools these
considerations virtually dominate the collective thinking and be-
come identified with personal worth.*

Krieger’s description of the “contingent-worth paradigm” is particu-
larly relevant to a discussion of performance-goals. The fact that success
in law school is determined almost exclusively by high grades and that a
student’s sense of personal worth can be related to grades and teachers’
opinions* fits squarely within the framework of performance- or ego-
based learning. Professor Krieger conducted an empirical study with Dr.
Ken Sheldon that examined how the traditional law school paradigm af-
fected law students’ mental health and life satisfaction.* Their study
found that law students’ mental health and life satisfaction “shifted from
strong mental health and life satisfaction . . . during initial orientation to
[increased] distress and depression . . . later in the first year and into the
second year” of law school.”’” The Sheldon/Krieger study revealed addi-
tional problematic changes in law students: “[There was] an overall dul-
ling of student motivation and goal-directed striving, and shifts away from

43. M.

4. Lawrence S. Krieger, Institutional Denial About the Dark Side of Law School, and Fresh
Empirical Guidance for Constructively Breaking the Silence, 52 J. LEGAL EDUC. 112, 117 (2002).

45. See, e.g., id.

46. See id. at 122-24.

47. Id. at 114.
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initially positive motivation and altruistic values toward external, imposed
values and motives. All of these changes predict further decreases in fu-
ture well-being and life satisfaction. ”*®

The present study seeks to explore a different but related research
question. How does law school, with its performance-based goal struc-
ture, affect law students’ motivation to learn? Are the most successful law
students those who are oriented toward performance? Or do mastery-
oriented learners excel in law school, despite the performance-based para-
digm of legal education?

The answers to these questions have particular relevance for those of
us who teach in legal education. Research has shown that teachers can
influence their students’ goal orientations in the classroom and that the
structure within which we teach can affect our students’ success.” If the
most successful students are mastery-oriented learners, it would make
sense for law school professors to create mastery-oriented classrooms to
enhance student success. Further, if there are negative ramifications to the
performance-based goal structure and curriculum of legal education (i.e.,
a loss of student self-efficacy and self-confidence), the results of this study
can provide additional support for reform within legal education.

III. STUDY METHODOLOGY

This section will describe the study methodology, including the survey
design, participants, and data analysis. The survey was adapted from the
Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (PALS) - a questionnaire developed
by researchers at the University of Michigan in order to conduct large-
scale research on goal achievement theory as applied to elementary school
and secondary schools.”® The main purpose of the PALS research was to
determine how goal orientation theory could promote reform within grade
schools.” As a result of their research, the PALS team developed and
published scales (comprehensive survey questions) to assess various con-
structs associated with achievement goals.>> For consistency and reliabili-
ty, I adopted the PALS survey with slight revisions to make the questions
appropriate to the law school context. The survey questions were de-
signed to examine the relationship between students’ personal achievement
goals in law school (mastery- or performance-based achievement goals)

48. Id.

49. See id. at 127-28.

50. See Midgley, supra note 1, at xii.
S1. See id.

52. See id.
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