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Perceived School Goal Structure, Achievement Goals, and Emotions in Teaching of 

Singapore Teachers 

 

 

Abstract 

This study investigated the mediational relationship between teachers’ perceived school 

goal structure, achievement goals, and emotions in teaching.  The participants were 495 

Singapore teachers who took an online survey on the measured variables. We conducted 

structural equation modelling to test the hypothesized mediation model and found that 

teachers’ achievement goals partially mediated the relationship between teachers’ perceived 

school goal structure and emotions in teaching. More specifically, teachers’ perceived school 

learning goal structure was associated positively with their mastery goals and performance 

approach goals. Via mastery goals, teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was 

associated positively with enjoyment, and negatively with anger and anxiety in teaching.  In 

addition, teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was also directly associated with 

teacher enjoyment positively and teacher anger negatively. Teachers’ perceived school 

performance goal structure was associated positively with their performance approach and 

avoidance goals, and it was associated positively with teacher anxiety via the mediation of 

performance avoidance goals. Theoretical and practical implications of the findings are 

discussed. 

Keywords: perceived school goal structure, teacher achievement goals, teacher enjoyment, 

teacher anger, teacher anxiety 
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Introduction 

School is not only a place for students to learn and achieve, but also a place where 

teachers strive to succeed. Therefore, researchers have argued that the achievement goals 

framework is not only critical to our understanding of students’ motivation, but also 

important for conceptualizing the qualitative differences in teachers’ achievement motivation 

(Butler, 2007; Butler & Shibaz, 2008). More specifically, like students, teachers also have 

different orientations in their goal pursuits in teaching, such as focusing on competence 

development (mastery goals) or competence evaluation (performance goals). With a growing 

performativity culture in global education, characterized by output measurement and 

competitive rankings (Gorur, 2016), it is important to study teachers’ goal orientation and its 

role in teacher and student outcomes. This is also true in Singapore, where research has 

reported substantial evidence of a performative orientation in instructional practice (e.g., 

Author, 2013). Unlike the voluminous publications on students’ achievement goals, however, 

it is only within the last decade that researchers have started to attend to teachers’ 

achievement goals in teaching. This line of research has found important roles of teachers’ 

achievement goals in their motivation and teaching practices (e.g., Butler, 2007; Butler & 

Shibaz, 2008; Han, Yin, & Wang, 2016; Retelsdorf, Butler, Streblow, & Schiefele, 2010; 

Retelsdorf & Gunther, 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013). 

Scholars have proposed that achievement goals can shape achievement emotions and 

found support of the theoretical link between achievement goals and discrete achievement 

emotions in students (Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier, 2006, 2009). Although teacher emotions have 

been argued to be both important factors of teaching quality and important teacher outcomes 

in and of themselves (Frenzel et al., 2016; Sutton & Wheatley, 2003), little research has been 

conducted to investigate the relationship between teachers’ achievement goals and emotions 

in teaching. In this study, we aimed to examine how teachers’ achievement goals relate to 
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their emotions in teaching and how teachers’ achievement goals mediate the relationship 

between their perceived school goal structure and emotions in teaching.  

Theoretical Framework and Research Review 

Teachers’ achievement goals and emotions 

Achievement goals refer to the purposes of achievement behaviours (Ames, 1992). The 

theory of achievement goals has evolved over last several decades. Early achievement goal 

theorists differentiated between mastery and performance goals, with the former focused on 

development of competence and the latter focused on demonstration of competence relative 

to others (Ames & Archer, 1988; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Subsequently, the distinction of 

approach and avoidance motivation was first made to performance goals (Elliot & Church, 

1997) and then to mastery goals too (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Overall, the trichotomous 

model comprising mastery goals, performance approach goals, and performance avoidance 

goals is the most commonly accepted and researched model (see also Cho & Shim, 2013; 

Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010; Pekrun et al., 2009). A performance 

approach goal focuses on demonstration of superior competence whereas a performance 

avoidance goal focuses on avoiding demonstration of incompetence. In this study, we 

adopted the trichotomous model as the theoretical framework to examine teachers’ 

achievement goals in relation to their emotions in teaching and their perceived school goal 

structure.  

Teacher emotions are integral to classroom teaching. In recent years, an increasing 

number of studies have examined the discrete emotions of students (e.g., Author, 2014; 

Author, 2016; Pekrun, 2006; Pekrun et al., 2009; Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002), but 

there is limited research on the discrete emotions of teachers (Frenzel et al., 2016; Sutton & 

Wheatley, 2003). In this study, we focus on three types of discrete teacher emotions due to 

their high relevance and frequency in the teaching context: enjoyment, anger, and anxiety 
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(Frenzel et al., 2016). These emotions have been found to be important to teachers’ 

instructional behaviours, well-being, and student emotions (Becker, Goetz, Morger, & 

Ranellucci, 2014; Frenzel, Goetz, Ludtke, Pekrun, & Sutton, 2009; Frenzel et al., 2016). For 

example, it was reported that teacher enjoyment showed adaptive relationships whereas the 

two negative emotions (anger and anxiety) showed maladaptive relationships with teacher 

burnout and teaching behaviours (e.g., clarity of instruction, variety of instruction, teacher 

caring, acceptance of errors, support after failure, fast paced instruction, and teacher 

disrespect) (Frenzel et al., 2016) . 

Based on achievement goals theory, Pekrun et al. (2006) proposed that achievement 

goals direct individuals’ attentional foci which affect their appraisals (control and value) of 

an event and thus facilitate different achievement emotions.  Mastery goals direct attention to 

ongoing mastery of the achievement activity, which gives rise to a sense of controllability 

and positive activity value, and thus foster positive activity emotions, such as enjoyment, and 

reduce negative activity emotions, such as anger. Performance approach goals focus attention 

on the possibility of attaining positive outcomes, and thus tend to foster positive outcome 

emotions, such as hope and pride. Performance avoidance goals focus attention on the 

possibility of failure, and thus tend to arouse negative outcome emotions, such as anxiety and 

shame. These theoretical links have been supported in research with college students, 

although empirical findings also suggest that mastery goals might also be associated with 

outcome emotions, such as hope and pride, and performance avoidance goals might also be 

associated with activity emotions, such as anger (Pekrun et al., 2006, 2009). Thus, it is 

necessary to further examine the relationships between achievement goals and discrete 

achievement emotions, especially with populations other than college students.  

Based on the theoretical propositions on the relationship between achievement goals 

and emotions (Pekrun et al., 2006), researchers have identified teachers’ achievement goals 



5 
 

5 
 

as important factors for their emotional experiences in teaching (Frenzel et al., 2016; Wang, 

Hall, Goetz, & Frenzel, 2017). For teachers with mastery goals, their goal pursuits in teaching 

will be centered around competence development, and thus they will tend to focus on student 

understanding and improvement and see challenges in teaching as opportunities for further 

enhancing their teaching skills. Therefore, they will develop a sense of control and positive 

value in teaching, and thus experience more positive emotions, such as enjoyment and less 

negative emotions, such as anger. For teachers with performance goals, their goal pursuits in 

teaching will be centered around competence evaluation, and thus they will tend to focus on 

student performance in examinations. Therefore, they will experience positive emotions (e.g., 

hope and pride) in teaching if they think that their students are likely to do well in 

examinations and negative emotions (e.g., anxiety and shame) if they think that their students 

are likely to fail or perform worse than other students.  

However, there is scarce empirical research on how teachers’ achievement goals relate 

to their discrete emotions in teaching. The only published research we located in our 

literature review reported that teachers’ mastery goals were related positively to their 

enjoyment, and teachers’ performance goals (approach and avoidance combined) were 

associated positively with anger and anxiety experienced in teaching (Wang et al., 2017).  

Instead, in the literature teachers’ achievement goals have been linked to general variables 

related to affect, such as job satisfaction and burnout. Research found that teachers’ mastery 

goals were related positively to job satisfaction and negatively to burnout, and the reverse for 

teachers’ performance avoidance goals (e.g., Papaioannou & Christodoulidis, 2007; Author, 

2012; Retelsdorf et al., 2010; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013). However, the findings with 

teachers’ performance approach goals were less consistent.  For example, Papaioannou and 

Christodoulidis (2007) found that teachers’ performance approach goals were unrelated to job 

satisfaction, while Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2013) reported that teachers’ performance 
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approach goals were associated positively with their work-related motivation (work 

engagement and job satisfaction).  

Perceived school goal structure and teachers’ achievement goals and emotions 

Both students and teachers receive signals about the goals emphasized in their school 

context. A learning environment with a mastery goal structure conveys that understanding 

and improvement of competence is important, while a learning environment with a 

performance goal structure emphasizes that doing better than others is more important. Like 

students in the same class might experience classroom context differently (Ames, 1992; 

Author, 2017), teachers in the same school may also have different perceptions of their 

school goal structure (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013). However, research on teachers’ perceived 

school goal structure has only started recently. For example, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017) 

found that teachers’ perceptions of school goal structure were associated with their work 

experiences. More specifically, teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was 

correlated positively with self-efficacy and job satisfaction, and negatively with perceived 

time pressure, emotional exhaustion, and motivation to leave, while the opposite pattern was 

found for teachers’ perceived school performance goal structure.   

Studies have shown that students tend to develop achievement goals that are concordant 

with the goals emphasized in their classrooms and schools (e.g., Anderman & Midgley, 1997; 

Kim, Schallert, & Kim, 2010; Author, 2011).  Likewise, the limited research on teachers’ 

perceived school goal structure has also demonstrated that teachers are likely to endorse 

achievement goals for teaching that are concordant with what is expected of them in their 

school context. For example, a study with American teachers found that teachers tended to 

pursue mastery goals when they perceived their school as being mastery-oriented and they 

tended to endorse performance approach goals when they perceived their schools as being 

performance-oriented (Cho & Shim, 2013). There is little research on the role of teachers’ 
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achievement goals as mediators between teachers’ perceived school goal structure and 

teacher emotional outcomes. One relevant exception in our literature review is a study with 

Norwegian school teachers (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013), which reported that teachers’ 

perceived school learning goal structure was associated positively with their mastery goals 

and negatively with their performance avoidance goals, and teachers’ perceived school 

performance goal structure was associated positively with both of their performance approach 

and avoidance goals in teaching. In turn, teachers’ mastery and performance approach goals 

were associated positively with job-related motivation (work engagement and job 

satisfaction), and teachers’ performance avoidance goals were associated negatively with 

their motivation. This study also found that teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure 

was directly and positively associated with teacher motivation, suggesting that teachers’ 

personal goal orientations may only partially mediate the relationship between their perceived 

school goal structure and motivational outcomes. 

The Present Study 

This study examined the mediational relationship between teachers’ perceived school 

goal structure, achievement goals and their discrete emotions in teaching, with achievement 

goals as potential mediators. This study contributes to the literature in two ways. First, it 

extends previous studies on student achievement goals and emotions to examine the link 

between teachers’ achievement goals and their discrete emotions in teaching. Second, it 

contributes to our knowledge on how teachers’ perceived school goal structure as a 

contextual antecedent is associated with both their achievement goals and discrete emotions 

in teaching and how teachers’ achievement goals mediate the relationship between their 

perceived school goal structure and discrete emotions in teaching. 

Based on the theory and research findings reviewed above (e.g., Cho & Shim, 2013; 

Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013), we hypothesized that teachers’ perceived school learning goal 
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structure would be associated positively with their mastery goals whereas teachers’ perceived 

school performance goal structure would be associated positively with their performance 

approach and avoidance goals. Following the theoretical link between achievement goals and 

achievement emotions (Pekrun et al., 2006), we hypothesized that teachers’ mastery goals 

would be associated positively with enjoyment and negatively with anger in teaching. Due to 

the socially interactive and complex nature of teaching activity, we argue that anxiety is not 

purely outcome-focused for teachers, but can be tied to teaching activity itself, such as 

interacting with challenging students. Thus, we also expected that teachers’ mastery goals 

would be associated negatively with anxiety experienced in teaching. In addition, based on 

the theoretical links and findings in the literature (Pekrun et al., 2006, 2009), we expected 

that performance approach goals would not be related to any of the three emotions, while 

performance avoidance goals would be related positively to anxiety and anger. Furthermore, 

we expected that personal achievement goals of teachers would be at least partially mediate 

the relationship between teachers’ perceived school goal structure and their discrete emotions 

in teaching. Through achievement goals as mediators, teachers’ perceived school learning 

goal structure would be associated positively with enjoyment, and negatively with anger and 

anxiety, while teachers’ perceived school performance goal structure would be associated 

positively with teacher anxiety and anger. Despite these hypotheses, we would keep the 

detailed paths in this mediation model to be informed by the data due to the limited empirical 

research on the studied variables. Previous studies reported some differences related to 

gender and seniority of teachers in their goal orientations and perceived school goal structure 

(e.g., Cho & Shim, 2013; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). In this study, we would control for 

gender and years of teaching experience when testing the hypothesized mediation model. 

Method 

Participants and procedure 
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A total of 16 secondary schools in Singapore were randomly selected to participate in 

our research project on teacher motivation.  Upon the permission from the principal, all the 

teachers in each school were invited to complete an online survey on a voluntary basis. After 

deleting 3 cases with response set and short response time, there were 495 teacher 

participants (320 females) in this study, who had teaching experience ranging from 1 to 53 

years (with a median of 10 years). As a token of appreciation, a voucher of 5 dollars was 

offered to each participant teacher at the end of data collection. 

Measures 

Perceived school goal structure 

 The items used to measure perceived school goal structure were adapted from the 

Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (Midgley et al., 2000). Two types of perceived school 

goal structure were measured in this study: school learning goal structure (3 items) and 

school performance goal structure (3 items). Sample items are: “In this school, students are 

told that making mistakes is OK as long as they are learning and improving” (school learning 

goal structure); and “In this school, students hear a lot about the importance of getting high 

test scores” (school performance goal structure). The items were rated on a five-point Likert 

scale (1 = strongly disagree, and 5 = strongly agree). The internal reliability (Cronbach’s α) 

was .71 for both school learning goal structure and school performance goal structure. 

Achievement goals in teaching 

We measured three types of teachers’ achievement goals in this study, mastery goals, 

performance approach goals, and performance avoidance goals. The items were developed 

based on the abbreviated descriptions given in Butler (2007) and the measure of student 

achievement goals in Midgley et al. (2000). Four items were used to measure each of the 

three types of achievement goals. Sample items are: “I always aim to learn new things from 

my teaching practice” (mastery goals); “One of my goals is to show that I have better ability 
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in teaching than others” (performance approach goals); and “I always aim to avoid making 

others think that I have poor ability in teaching” (performance avoidance goals). The items 

were rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, and 5 = strongly agree). The 

internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s α) was .88, .86, and .84, for mastery goals, 

performance approach goals, and performance avoidance goals, respectively. 

Emotions in teaching 

We measured 3 discrete teacher emotions: enjoyment (4 items), anger (3 items), and 

anxiety (3 items). The items were adopted from the Teacher Emotions Scales (Frenzel et al., 

2016) with minor revisions after our pilot study. Sample items are: “I enjoy teaching” 

(teacher enjoyment); “I often get angry while I teach” (teacher anger); and “I feel tense and 

nervous while teaching” (teacher anxiety). The items were rated on a five-point Likert scale 

(1 = strongly disagree, and 5 = strongly agree). The internal consistency reliability 

(Cronbach’s α) was .82, .80, and .72, for teacher enjoyment, anger, and anxiety, respectively. 

Statistical analysis 

We first conducted some preliminary analysis based on the raw composite scores to 

explore the data, including descriptive and correlational analysis. We then conducted 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine the measurement model with the continuous 

variables assessed by multiple indicators. Once the measurement model was supported, we 

proceeded with our main analysis using structural equation modelling (SEM) to test the 

hypothesized mediation model in this study. The CFA and SEM were run using Mplus 7.3. 

Results 

Descriptive and correlational analysis 

As shown in Table 1, teachers perceived that their schools emphasize more on learning 

than performance of students, they tended to have mastery goals in their teaching, and they 

also tended to have positive emotional experience of enjoyment in teaching. Because the 
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main focus of this study was not on the relationship between years of teaching experience and 

other teacher variables, for simplicity purpose, we categorized teachers into two groups based 

on their years of teaching experience. We did the grouping by making median split: one 

group with less than 10 years of teaching experience and the second group with 10 or more 

years of teaching experience. Based on the correlations in Table 1, it can be seen that teachers 

with 10 or more years of teaching experience tended to report more performance approach 

goals, higher enjoyment, and lower anger and anxiety. Perceived school learning goal 

structure was correlated negatively with perceived school performance goal structure, and it 

was correlated positively with teachers’ mastery goals and enjoyment, and negatively with 

teachers’ anger and anxiety. Perceived school performance goal structure was correlated 

positively with teachers’ performance approach and avoidance goals as well as teacher 

anxiety, and it was correlated negatively with teacher enjoyment. Teachers’ mastery goals 

were not correlated significantly with performance goals, but correlated positively with 

teacher enjoyment and negatively with teacher anger and anxiety. Teachers’ performance 

approach goals were correlated positively with teachers’ performance avoidance goals, but 

only teachers’ performance avoidance goals were correlated with their discrete emotions, 

negatively with enjoyment and positively with anger and anxiety. Teachers’ enjoyment was 

correlated negatively with anger and anxiety, and these two negative emotions were 

correlated positively with each other.  

Confirmatory factor analysis 

Before doing mediational analysis, we did CFA with the eight continuous variables that 

had multiple indicators. Based on the criteria given by Hu and Bentler (1999), the 

measurement model showed a good fit: χ2 (322) = 429.72, p < .001, Comparative Fit Index 

(CFI) = 0.981, Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.977, Root Mean Square Error of 
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Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.026, and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) = 

0.032. The standardized loadings ranged from .565 to .855. 

Mediational analysis 

We then examined the mediation model with gender and years of teaching experience 

controlled. First, we tested a more complex model with all the direct paths and remote direct 

paths from predictors to outcomes freely estimated. The full model showed a good fit: χ2 

(366) = 492.00, p < .001, CFI = 0.977, TLI = 0.973, RMSEA= 0.026, and SRMR = 0.033. As 

expected, some of the paths were not significant. We deleted these paths in two steps. First, 

we deleted seven direct paths: from perceived school learning goal structure to performance 

avoidance goals, from perceived school performance goal structure to mastery goals, from 

performance approach goals to enjoyment, anger, and anxiety, and from performance 

avoidance goals to enjoyment and anger. Then, we deleted four distant direct paths: from 

perceived school learning goal structure to anxiety, and from perceived school performance 

goal structure to enjoyment, anger, and anxiety.  Compared to the initial full model, this 

model was accepted as the final model: χ2 (377) = 508.01, p = <.001, CFI = 0.977, TLI = 

0.973, RMSEA= 0.026, and SRMR = 0.038.  

As presented in Figure 1, all the standardized path coefficients in the final model were 

statistically significant. Teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was associated 

positively with their mastery goals and performance approach goals. Teachers’ perceived 

school performance goal structure was associated positively with their performance approach 

and avoidance goals. Mastery goals were in turn associated positively with teacher enjoyment 

and negatively with teacher anger and anxiety. Performance avoidance goals were in turn 

associated positively with teacher anxiety. In addition, teachers’ perceived school learning 

goal structure was directly associated with enjoyment positively and anger negatively.  
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The total and indirect effects are shown in Table 2.  It can been seen that via mastery 

goals, teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was associated positively with 

teacher enjoyment and negatively with teacher anger and anxiety. In addition, via 

performance avoidance goals, teachers’ perceived school performance goal structure was 

associated positively with teacher anxiety. 

The curve lines with double arrows in Figure 1 indicate statistically significant 

correlations between the latent variables. There was a negative correlation between teachers’ 

perceived school learning and performance goal structure. Teachers’ performance approach 

and avoidance goals were correlated positively with each other. In addition, teacher 

enjoyment was correlated negatively with anger and anxiety, and the two negative emotions 

were correlated positively.  For graphical clarity purpose, the two control variables are not 

included in Figure 1. Gender was significantly associated with teachers’ performance 

avoidance goals (r = .10, p < .05) and enjoyment (r = -.10, p < .05), indicating that compared 

with male teachers, female teachers tended to report higher performance avoidance goals and 

lower enjoyment in teaching. Years of teaching experience were associated positively with 

performance approach goals (r = .12, p < .05) and enjoyment (r = .10, p < .05), and 

negatively with anger (r = -.10, p < .05) and anxiety (r = -.16, p < .01). Compared with more 

junior teachers, teachers with 10 or more years of teaching experience reported higher 

performance approach goals and enjoyment as well as lower anger and anxiety in teaching.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

This study investigated the relationship between teachers’ perceived school goal 

structure, achievement goals and their discrete emotions in teaching. Consistent with our 

hypotheses, we found that in general teachers’ achievement goals partially mediated the 

relationships between their perceptions of school goal structure and their discrete emotions in 
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teaching. We discuss theoretical and practical implications of the findings in the following 

sections. 

Teachers’ achievement goals and discrete emotions in teaching 

This study found that teachers’ personal achievement goals were associated with their 

emotional experience in teaching. The relationships between achievement goals and discrete 

emotions in teaching were generally consistent with the theoretical links proposed by Pekrun 

et al. (2006, 2009). Mastery goals focus teachers’ attention on the mastery of the teaching 

activity itself, which is regarded both controllable and valuable, and thus teachers with 

mastery goals were found to experience activity emotions of high enjoyment and lower anger 

in their teaching. It should be noted that mastery goals were also associated negatively with 

anxiety. Although anxiety was originally proposed as outcome (possibility of failure) emotion 

in Pekrun’s model (2006, 2009), we argued that teacher anxiety can be also activity-focused 

due to the socially interactive and unpredictable nature of teaching. Indeed, as observed by 

students at randomly sampled moments, teachers may demonstrate nervousness during 

teaching (Becker et al., 2014).  In addition, according to Pekrun et al. (2006, 2009), 

performance approach goals orient individuals’ attention to positive outcomes that can be 

controllable (e.g., students doing well in exams), and performance avoidance goals direct an 

individual’s attention to negative outcomes that can be not controllable (e.g., students failing 

exams). Consistently, we found that teachers’ performance approach goals were not 

associated significantly to any of the three emotions in this study, while teachers’ 

performance avoidance goals were associated positively with anxiety. In general, these 

findings suggest that teachers’ achievement goals are important antecedents of their 

emotional experiences in teaching.  

Perceived school goal structure and teachers’ emotions in teaching: achievement goals 

as mediators 
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The findings in this study also support the hypothesis that teachers’ perceived school 

goal structure was an important contextual antecedent for both teachers’ achievement goals 

and emotions. In general, as found in previous studies (e.g., Cho & Shim, 2013; Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2013), teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was associated positively 

with their personal mastery goal orientation, and teachers’ perceived school performance goal 

structure was associated positively with both of their personal performance approach and 

avoidance goal orientations.  These findings suggest that teachers tend to develop personal 

goals consistent with the goals emphasized in school, which can be conveyed via the signals 

embedded in the policies and practices on teaching and evaluation in school. When schools 

encourage a focus on students’ mastery and improvement in the learning process, teachers 

also tend to endorse a mastery goal orientation to improve their professional knowledge and 

skills in teaching. In contrast, when schools emphasize the relative performance and ability 

difference of students, teachers tend to develop a performance goal orientation to demonstrate 

superior competence or avoid demonstration of inferior competence relative to others. It 

should be noted that in this study we found that after controlling for perceived school 

performance goal structure, teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was also 

associated positively with their personal performance approach goal orientation. This finding 

suggests that even in schools that emphasize the importance of student understanding and 

improvement, teachers might also tend to compete with each other in their teaching ability 

and performance. This could be related to the ranking practice in performance evaluation of 

teachers in Singapore, which differentiates teachers’ competency and performance relative to 

their peers and rewards them according to the ranking results (Tan, 2018).  Furthermore, 

despite recent education initiatives in Singapore (e.g., Teach Less, Learn More) that urge 

teachers to teach less to the test and apply teaching practices to enhance student engagement 

in the learning process, national high-stakes examinations that dictate students’ progression 
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and future success still play an important role in shaping assessment practices in school 

(Deneen et al., 2019). Therefore, it is still an important achievement goal for teachers to help 

their students to do well in examinations. 

This study found that teachers’ personal goal orientations partially mediated the relation 

between their perceived school goal structure and discrete emotions in teaching. Through the 

mediation of mastery goals, teachers’ perceived school learning goal structure was associated 

positively with enjoyment, and negatively with anger and anxiety. Through the mediation of 

performance avoidance goals, teachers’ perceived school performance goal structure was 

associated positively with anxiety in teaching. In addition, teachers’ perceived school 

learning goal structure was also directly associated with enjoyment positively and anger 

negatively. This is consistent with a previous study that found teachers’ perceived school 

learning goal structure was directly associated with teachers’ job satisfaction and work 

engagement after controlling their personal goal orientations (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013). 

These findings suggest that although teachers’ perceived school goal structure may affect 

their motivational outcomes through personal goal orientations, teachers’ perceived school 

goal structure and personal goal orientations can have independent influences on their 

motivational outcomes (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013; Urdan, 2004). 

Practical implications for education policy and practice 

Integral to teaching, teachers’ emotions play an important role in their teaching quality 

and student learning. Compared with negative emotions, teachers’ positive emotions have 

been linked to desirable teaching behaviours such as giving comprehensible explanations, 

explaining practical relevance of the subject matter, acceptance of errors, and support after 

failure (e.g., Becker et al., 2014; Chen, 2019; Frenzel et al., 2016). In addition, partly through 

perceived teaching practices, research has found that students can perceive teachers’ 

emotions which can then affect their own motivation and emotion in learning (e.g., Becker et 
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al., 2014; Frenzel et al., 2009; Jiang, Vauras, Volet, & Wang, 2016; Sutton & Wheatley, 

2003). Therefore, it is important for teachers to have positive emotions during teaching. This 

is especially true for junior teachers who were found in this study to experience less 

enjoyment and more anger and anxiety in their teaching compared to their seniors. To 

achieve this, school leaders can encourage teachers to develop mastery goals—to focus on 

improving their teaching skills, rather than performance goals—to focus on ability 

comparison with peers. The findings in this study also suggest that schools should pay 

attention to the goal structure at school. More specifically, it is important to promote a 

learning goal structure, that is, to convey to students and teachers the importance of 

understanding and improvement, rather than relative performance and ability comparison. In 

schools that value understanding and improvement of students, teachers will tend to develop 

mastery goals in teaching themselves and experience positive emotions in teaching, and they 

will tend to apply more flexible and desirable teaching methods to promote students’ 

motivation and engagement in the learning process. Beyond school culture and practice, the 

findings in this study also support the recent effort in Singapore education system that aims to 

make the paradigm shift from a performative culture. This includes a series of recently 

proposed adjustments, such as employing wider scoring bands to replace T scores in primary 

school leaving examinations (Ministry of Education, 2016) and using subject-based banding 

to replace streaming in secondary schools (Teng, 2019). Hopefully these changes will further 

reduce competition in the education system and encourage the development of a learning goal 

orientation of both students and teachers. 

Limitations and future research 

Before we conclude, we discuss several limitations in this study and directions for 

future research. First, it was a cross-sectional design with all the variables measured at one 

time point. It is possible that there could be reciprocal causal relationship between teachers’ 
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perceptions of school goal structure and their achievement goals, and between teachers’ 

achievement goals and their emotions (Pekrun et al., 2009; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013). 

Therefore, future research with longitudinal design is necessary to investigate the causal 

relationship between these variables. Second, teachers’ perceptions of school goal structure 

are hierarchical in nature with variance at both school and teacher level. However, in this 

study, we only focused on teacher level due to relatively small sample size of schools. Future 

research can include more schools and examine how perceived school goal structure at both 

school and teacher level contributes to teacher motivation and emotion. Furthermore, recent 

research has started to examine the different ways that teachers regulate their emotions in 

teaching (Chang, 2013; Jiang et al., 2016). To better understand the role of teachers’ 

achievement goals in their emotional process, future studies can investigate how teachers’ 

achievement goals influence their emotion regulation strategies. 
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Table 1  

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

 M (SD) 2) 3) 4) 5) 6) 7) 8) 9) 10) 

  1) Gender  .65 (.48) -.02 .05 -.08 .04 .01 .08 -.06 .04 .05 

2) Years of teaching experience .51 (.50) 1 .07 -.02 -.00 .12* -.03 .10* -.09* -.15** 

3) School learning goal structure 3.72 (.60)  1 -.16** .33** .07 -.08 .33** -.21** -.20** 

4) School performance goal structure 2.99 (.74)   1 -.02 .19** .20** -.10* .03 .09* 

5) Teacher mastery goals 4.18 (.56)    1 .08 .01 .55** -.25** -.31** 

6) Teacher performance approach goals 2.50 (.84)     1 .55** .02 .03 .04 

7) Teacher performance avoidance goals 2.63 (.86)      1 -.09* .11* .18** 

8) Teacher enjoyment 3.97 (.57)       1 -.44** -.45** 

9) Teacher anger 2.00 (.63)        1 .48** 

10) Teacher anxiety 1.92 (.62)         1 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01.  

Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female. Years of teaching experience: 0 = less than 10 years, 1 = 10 or 

more years. 
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Table 2  

Standardized Indirect and Total Effects 

 

School learning goal 

structure 

School performance goal 

structure 

 Indirect effect Total effect Indirect effect Total effect 

On teacher enjoyment  0.42 (.05)**   

via mastery goals 0.24 (.03)**    

On teacher anger  -0.24 (.05)**   

via mastery goals -0.11 (.03)**    

On teacher anxiety  -0.18 (.03)**  .04 (.01)* 

via mastery goals -0.18 (.03)**    

via performance 

avoidance goals 
  .04 (.01)*  

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01. 
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School learning goal 
structure

School performance 
goal structure

Mastery goals
(17.5%)

Performance 
approach goals

(10.0%)

Performance 
avoidance goals

(7.6%)

Anxiety
(24.5%)

.42 (.05)

.17 (.05)

.28 (.06)

.26 (.05)

.58 (.04)

.18 (.05)

.14 (.05)

Anger
(11.9%)

Enjoyment
(47.2%)

-.25 (.06)

-.13 (.06)

-.44 (.05)

-.23 (.06)

.63 (.04)

-.45 (.05)

-.44 (.06)

.56 (.05)

 

 

Figure 1. The mediation model between school goal structure, goals, and emotions. 

Note. The numbers beside the coefficients are standard errors, and the numbers in the 

parentheses below the latent mediator and outcome variables are percentage variance 

explained.  
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