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ABSTRACT
ARTICLE HISTORY Motivational goal orientations play a critical role in shaping learners’ engagement in the classroom.
This study was to investigate how performance-avoid, performance-approach, mastery-avoid, and
Received: 26 February 2025 mastery-approach goals determine agentic and social engagement of Iranian intermediate EFL learners.
] For this purpose, 200 Iranian intermediate EFL learners of language institutes in Isfahan and Gachsaran,
Revised: 04 June 2025 Iran, were selected by convenience sampling. The OQPT was administered to ensure the homogeneity
Accepted: 14 July 2025 of the participants. The data were collected by Goal Orientation Survey and Student Engagement

Questionnaire, which were distributed online and analyzed using standard multiple regression. The
Published: 30 September 2025 findings demonstrated that the mastery approach and performance approach significantly determined
agentic engagement, and the performance approach significantly determined social engagement. These
findings provide valuable insights into the motivational dynamics within Iranian intermediate EFL
classrooms. Educators can enhance student engagement by focusing on fostering mastery and
CORRESPONDING AUTHOR  performance goal orientations and creating a supportive learning environment, ultimately improving

. . . . the language learning outcomes of Iranian intermediate EFL learners.
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1. Introduction

Skinner and Pitzer (2012) delineated the construct of student classroom engagement as the degree to which learners exhibit
enthusiastic commitment to and active participation in the educational process. Empirical inquiries within the domain of student
engagement elucidate three interrelated strengths. Firstly, engagement serves as a robust predictor of critical academic outcomes,
encompassing student learning, achievement, and performance, alongside retention and graduation rates (e.g., Lei et al., 2018;
Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013). Moreover, engagement provides a protective mechanism, shielding students from various
conventional adolescent risks, such as delinquency and dropout rates (e.g., Virtanen et al., 2021; Wang & Fredricks, 2014).

Secondly, in contrast to the majority of status indicators related to academic outcomes (such as gender, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status), engagement has demonstrated its nature as a malleable state susceptible to modification by numerous
factors within the purview of educational institutions and parental influence. This characteristic renders it a prime candidate for
targeted intervention strategies (Fredricks, 2014; Fredricks, 2019). Thirdly, certain manifestations of engagement are observable
within the classroom environment. In reality, its opposite, disengagement or disaffection of students, represents a significant
source of stress for educators (e.g., Fredricks, 2014). Consequently, educational practitioners and institutional leaders readily
recognize its significance (Finn & Zimmer, 2012).

Furthermore, there exists a widespread agreement concerning the significant influence that motivation exerts on the
process of acquiring a non-native language, as well as on its associated outcomes, the learner’s emerging second language (L2)
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competence. As Cohen and Ddrnyei (2002) point out, “[m]otivation is often seen as the key learner variable, because without it
nothing much happens” (p. 172). Investigating the motivation of learners not only facilitates the identification of the determinants
of learners’ endeavors to acquire L2 proficiency but also provides significant insights into the manner in which L2 learners
interact with their immediate sociocultural context and, by extension, the broader global environment (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Loan,
2023).

Motivation also holds considerable significance in influencing the rate and efficacy of second and foreign language
acquisition, specifically within classroom settings (Al Kaboody, 2013; Esra & Sevilen, 2021). Beyond the contributions of
cognitive ability and language aptitude in the EFL/ESL domain, motivation emerges as a pivotal determinant of successful
language acquisition endeavors. It is conceptualized as goal-directed behavior and characterized as the amalgamation of effort,
a desire to attain language learning objectives, and positive attitudes toward the language learning process (Anjomshoa &
Sadighi, 2015).

Motivational Goal Orientations, a motivation-related theory also called goal orientation, represent “the purposes that
individuals have for engaging in specific behaviors” (Anderman & Wolters, 2006, p. 371). Theoretical frameworks have initially
proposed a dichotomy in personal goal orientations, specifically mastery (i.e., an emphasis on comprehension and personal
advancement) and performance (i.e., a concentration on surpassing peers) (Ames, 1987).

Regarding motivational goal orientations, both empirical studies have elucidated the link between mastery goal
orientation and an array of favorable outcomes. For instance, research indicates that students who endorse mastery goal
orientation exhibit a higher likelihood of being significantly engaged in the task at hand (De La Fuente, 2004), employing
effective problem-solving tactics (Matos, 2007), and demonstrating self-regulation in their learning processes (Elliot & Dweck,
1988). Furthermore, it has been established that mastery goals are associated with enhanced effort and persistence, bolstered self-
efficacy beliefs (Sakiz, 2011), heightened interest and intrinsic motivation (Elliot & Church, 1997), positive emotional states
(Roeser, 1996), and a reduction in anxiety levels (Wolters, 1996), all of which contribute to an increased probability of success.

Goal orientations play a pivotal role in students’ learning trajectories. Empirical evidence suggests that individuals
engaged in learning-oriented curricula tend to achieve higher evaluative metrics, whereas those with a predominant performance
goal orientation exhibit lower evaluative metrics (Barron & Harackiewicz, 2003). In a similar vein, Ames and Archer (1988)
posited that students who acknowledge the significance of goal orientation within educational settings are more likely to
implement effective strategies, favor more challenging tasks, exhibit a more favorable disposition toward the class, and harbor a
stronger conviction that success is a product of individual effort.

Nonetheless, the insufficient motivation exhibited by EFL learners constitutes a considerable challenge for language
educators within the state-operated educational framework of Iran. It is frequently observed that students participate in EFL
classes lacking the requisite enthusiasm necessary to engage meaningfully and achieve success in the inherently demanding
endeavor of acquiring a foreign language. In an effort to counteract this deficit in student motivation, some instructors may resort
to behavioral techniques acquired through experiential learning, which they believe will enhance student interest in language
acquisition, while others may experience frustration in response to their unmotivated students, consequently leading to a decline
in the quality of their instructional delivery (Papi & Abdollahzadeh, 2012). Therefore, the present study aimed to find the way
motivational goal orientations of Iranian intermediate EFL learners determine their agentic and social engagement in the
classroom.

2. Literature Review

Classroom engagement refers to a student’s active involvement in a learning activity in the classroom (Christenson, 2012). As
posited by Reeve and Tseng (2011), engagement constitutes a multifaceted construct that comprises four interrelated components:
behavior, emotion, cognition, and agency.

Reeve and his associates suggested that agentic engagement constitutes a significant aspect of student engagement,
characterizing it as the endeavor of individuals to actively enhance their educational experiences while assuming accountabil ity
for those experiences (Reeve, 2012; Reeve & Tseng, 2011). Hlustrative activities encompass students articulating their viewpoints
in the classroom and informing the instructor when a particular topic captivates their interest. Reeve (2012) advocated for the
integration of agentic engagement as a fundamental dimension of student engagement, asserting that engaged students do not
merely respond to educational activities but instead adopt a proactive stance towards those activities, thereby exercising agency
over their own learning.

Agentic engagement embodies the pre-emptive, mutual, and pedagogically constructive actions that students undertake
to stimulate their own learning and personal advancement (Bandura, 2006; Reeve, 2013). It is characterized by the pre-emptive
measures the student employs prior to and during the initiation of a learning experience (e.g., proposing an idea, contributing
input, articulating a preference) with the expectation that the educational facilitator (the teacher) will modify the instructional
approach to better align with the student’s interests and objectives. Learners who are actively engaged participate to “make a
difference” in the instructional process they encounter, often through making choices (such as choosing a book or a YouTube
video) or voicing their preferences.

Agentically engaged learners pursue a dynamic of teacher-student interaction that encompasses mutual connection,
implying that the teacher’s verbal and non-verbal behaviors during instruction influence the student’s responses and actions, and
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conversely, the student’s contributions during instruction reciprocally shape (e.g., alter, enhance, enrich) the teacher’s actions
and discourse (Sameroff, 2009). Within the framework of agentic engagement, the student attempts to collaborate with the teacher
to cultivate a more motivationally supportive educational milieu and a teacher-student rapport that is more adept at generating
rewarding, motivating, and personally meaningful learning experiences for the student. In summary, agentic engagement serves
as a learner-initiated avenue to (a) enhance one’s learning, development, and performance and (b) make pedagogical activities
(and the broader learning environment) more conducive in terms of motivation (Reeve & Shin, 2020).

The concept of social engagement represents an additional dimension of engagement; however, the scholarly
investigation of this dimension remains comparatively limited, rendering it less firmly established in relation to the other three
engagement dimensions. Finn and Zimmer (2012) were the first scholars to define social engagement as the degree to which
students adhere to classroom regulations or the prevailing social norms within the educational environment. Pekrun and
Linnenbrink-Garcia (2012) conceptualize social engagement as socio-behavioral engagement. Their characterization of socio-
behavioral engagement encompasses the notion that students cultivate top-grade social relationships with their peers, which can
yield positive ramifications for students’ learning experiences. Such relationships entail students collaborating effectively and
providing mutual support.

In their examination of engagement within the language learning environment, which transcends mere interactive tasks,
Oga-Baldwin et al. (2021, p. 225) also deliberated the incorporation of social engagement as an additional dimension within the
engagement framework, asserting that it represents “a special case of the more basic cognitive, behavioral, and emotional aspects
of interaction.” Indeed, the social dimension is evident in learners’ behaviors (e.g., how students begin and sustain turns during
interactions in paired or group settings), affective responses (e.g., the eagerness and enjoyment exhibited by students during
collaborative interactions), and cognitive engagement (e.g., the attentiveness of students to the construction and application of
either content or language to facilitate effective communication). A pertinent example by Philp and Duchesne (2016) aptly
illustrates this assertion. When students actively listen to each other, draw upon one another’s knowledge and opinions, and offer
constructive feedback, they exemplify social engagement.

The cultivation of social engagement may foster positive connections between agemates and teachers (Pekrun &
Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012), thereby mitigating the likelihood of social isolation, detachment, and student attrition (Hoi & Hang,
2021). The elements constituting social engagement within the classroom environment include collaboration, attentive listening,
punctuality, and the maintenance of equitable relationships with both instructors and peers (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012).
In contexts beyond the classroom, social engagement is predicated upon shared values and objectives that facilitate participation
in community clubs and student groups (Wentzel, 2012).

2.1. Motivational Orientation

A goal is outlined as “the object or aim of an action, for example, to attain a specific standard of proficiency, usually within a
specified time limit” (Locke & Latham, 2002, p. 705). Goals delineate the learners’ objectives and the underlying motivations
for executing educational tasks. Varied categories of goals are linked with distinct cognitive, affective, or behavioral reactions.
Furthermore, students’ motivational goals and their cognitive performance are highly related (Barker, 2002). Proponents of the
cognitive perspective on motivation assert that goals can provide learners with guidance and impetus for the completion of tasks
(Pintrich & Schunk, 2002).

Goal orientations pertain to the rationales or intentions that learners possess for engaging in educational tasks,
characterized by goal-directed and cognition-based behaviors (Midgley, 2000). This orientation embodies a cohesive framework
of beliefs that culminates in “different ways of approaching, engaging in, and responding to achievement situations” (Ames,
1992, p. 261). Behaviors that are goal directed hold significant relevance for language learners, as their mental frameworks will
profoundly influence their approach to and engagement in the educational tasks. Distinct goals engender varying patterns of
response (Midgley, 2000). Besides, goal orientation “can reflect a type of standard by which individuals will judge their
performance or success, which then has consequences for other motivational beliefs such as attributions and affect as well as
actual performance and behavior” (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996, p. 234).

The capacity to discern various categories of goal orientations among learners enables stakeholders to comprehend a
student’s motivational drivers, thereby facilitating their educational success (Harnar, 2021). Furthermore, individuals who align
themselves with mastery goals exhibit enhanced perseverance when confronted with challenges, in contrast to those who adopt
performance goals, who are prone to evading difficult tasks (Ford, 1998). The distinct categories of achievement goals that a
student pursues are correlated with varying patterns of affective, cognitive, and behavioral responses (Elliot & Hulleman, 2017).
Scholars of motivational goal theory typically categorize achievement goals based on competence, specifically in terms of either
advancing competence through mastery of tasks or exhibiting competence in comparison to peers (Guo, 2022). Moreover,
motivational goal orientation is posited to have a significant relationship with students’ engagement (Miller, 2021), which
subsequently influences a student’s readiness and motivation to acquire knowledge. This concept is intrinsically linked to a
student’s perceived competence and their motivation to engage in behaviors aimed at enhancing competence (Urhahne & Wijnia,
2023).

Goal orientations are categorized into four primary types: mastery, performance, approach, and avoidance, along with
four subdivisions— mastery approach, mastery avoidance, performance approach, and performance avoidance. Mastery-
approach goals are directed toward achieving the optimal outcome from a given situation, wherein students possess confidence
in their capabilities, thus perceiving their errors, mistakes, or failures as fundamental components of their educational journey
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(Stoeber, 2008). The mastery approach emphasizes engagement in the learning process and skill development; consequently,
students identified with this orientation prioritize their focus on their own abilities and skills. Mastery-avoidance goals represent
one of the most common forms of achievement goals, reflecting an individual’s aspiration to evade performance that falls short
of their personal desires or expectations (Poortvliet, 2015). Individuals oriented toward mastery-avoidance are apprehensive
about their potential inability to master a task and may not consistently strive to leverage the situation to its fullest advantage
(Stoeber, 2008).

Individuals possessing a performance-approach orientation primarily concern themselves with the impressions they
convey; they aspire to demonstrate superior abilities relative to their peers (Stoeber, 2008). Performance-approach goals revolve
around the notion of showcasing competence and capabilities. An individual with a performance-approach orientation evaluates
their personal values based on their abilities in relation to others and seeks to publicly validate their capabilities, as such validation
constitutes their definition of success. Conversely, an individual with a performance-avoidance orientation aims to evade
unfavorable impressions, which translates into a desire not to perform inferiorly compared to others (Stoeber, 2008). The
underlying premise is that performance-avoidant individuals attempt to prevent or circumvent negative evaluations of their
abilities while striving to conceal their failures or perceived incompetence. Such students are motivated to avoid appearing
incompetent, lacking in capability, or being less skilled than their classmates (Wolters, 2004). In other words, the emphasis lies
in the avoidance of failure and the perception of incompetence in relation to one’s peers (Schunk, 2008).

2.2. Motivation Goals and Engagement

To elucidate the manner in which perceived goal structures may either facilitate or obstruct student engagement, we need to
acknowledge that motivation and engagement represent closely related meta-constructs characterized by considerable
commonality. Eccles and Wang (2012) denoted that definitions of both motivation and engagement that are excessively broad
or overly specific can present significant challenges, albeit for distinct reasons. Vague, excessively generalized definitions
provide minimal guidance to educators to enhance their student’s learning experiences, whereas definitions that are overly precise
are of limited utility to both policymakers and theorists.

Student agentic engagement emphasizes the importance of the student as an invaluable agent in the learning
environment. The agentically engaged student contributes independent thoughts, asks constructive questions, and expands on
discussions between and among classmates and the instructor in a social environment where dialogue encourages further learning
through discussion (Reeve, 2013; Reeve & Tseng, 2011).

Agentically engaged students socialize with instructors and peers to provide constructive input that increases personal
and peer learning (Reeve, 2013). In addition, Reeve (2013) asserted that an instructor who creates a welcoming and accepting
environment promotes socialization and encourages student agentic engagement. Klassen (2013) and Cadime (2016) argued that
instructor social engagement with students is an essential element in building a classroom climate conducive to learning; Kelly
and Zhang’s (2016) research confirmed previous findings that the student-instructor relationship positively correlated to student
agentic engagement.

Given that research on agentic engagement is comparatively recent, few empirical studies investigated the link between
agentic engagement and goal orientations. Nevertheless, Reeve and Lee (2014) posited that when educators foster a mastery-
oriented classroom environment, their students are likely to demonstrate heightened attention and effort, enjoy diligent work,
employ more profound cognitive strategies, and perceive peers as valuable sources of knowledge, assistance, and support. In
essence, such students focus comprehensively on all facets of engagement (i.e., behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic).
The underlying rationale for the emergence of agentic engagement in such educational settings is that students are afforded the
opportunity to articulate their opinions or feelings during activities as active participants (Ainley, 1993). Furthermore, agentic
engagement necessitates that students possess the capacity to navigate novel and challenging circumstances (Peach & Matthews,
2011), and it is believed that students’ mastery goal orientations are instrumental in fulfilling these prerequisites.

Despite the growing body of research on motivational goal orientations in educational settings, there is a notable scarcity
of studies specifically examining how these orientations influence both agentic and social engagement among EFL learners,
particularly in the Iranian context. While existing literature has explored the impact of motivational goals on various aspects of
student behavior and achievement, the interplay between these orientations and distinct types of engagement remains
underexplored, especially within the Iranian educational landscape. Furthermore, much of the current research either focuses
exclusively on academic outcomes or only on one type of engagement without considering the multifaceted nature of student
involvement in the classroom. This study sought to fill this gap by investigating how performance-avoid, performance-approach,
mastery-avoid, and mastery-approach goals determine agentic and social engagement among intermediate EFL learners in Iran,
thereby responding to the following questions contribute to a deeper understanding of the motivational processes that influence
language learning and classroom dynamics.

1. Do motivational goal orientations (performance-avoid, performance-approach, mastery-avoid, and mastery-
approach) of Iranian intermediate EFL learners determine their agentic engagement in the classroom?

2. Do motivational goal orientations (performance-avoid, performance-approach, mastery-avoid, and mastery-
approach) of Iranian intermediate EFL learners determine their social engagement in the classroom?

3. Methodology
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3.1. Research Design

This study employed a descriptive correlational design to explore the relationships between motivational goal orientations
(performance-avoid, performance-approach, mastery-avoid, and mastery-approach) and agentic and social engagement of Iranian
EFL learners. This design was chosen because it allowed us to identify patterns and associations between these variables as they
naturally occurred without manipulating them. Specifically, this approach was suitable as our research aims to investigate if
agentic and social engagement were predicted by motivational goal orientations. While this design inherently does not establish
causation (Salkind, 2010), its utility in examining how variables are related and providing insights into their co-occurrences is
paramount for our objectives. Furthermore, the inclusion of predictive elements enabled us to assess how well the independent
variables (motivational goal orientations) could predict the dependent variables (agentic and social engagement) (Field, 2013).
This predictive capability is crucial as it offers valuable insights into the dynamics between these variables.

3.2. Participants

The participants in this study were selected from intermediate male and female Iranian EFL learners, whose ages ranged between
18 and 35, studying English at the intermediate level classes of language institutes in Isfahan and Gachsaran, Iran. The learners
were initially classified at the intermediate level according to the language school’s placement criteria; however, to ensure a more
objective assessment of the homogeneity of the learners with respect to their English proficiency levels, an Oxford Quick
Placement Test (OQPT; Allan, 1992) was administered. Based on the band score criteria established by the OQPT, a sample of
200 learners who satisfied the criteria for placement in an intermediate group was identified as the target participants for the
study. The demographic information of the participants is presented in table 1.

Table 1.

Demographic Information of Participants

Demographics Frequency Percent (%)
18-23 114 57
Age 24-29 59 295
30-35 27 13.5
Gender Male 83 415
Female 117 58.5
Proficiency Intermediate 200 100

3.3. Instruments
3.3.1.0xford Quick Placement Test (QQPT; Allan, 1992)

The OQPT serves as an instrument for assessing English language proficiency, comprising 60 multiple-choice items that evaluate
vocabulary (30 items) and grammar (30 items), and is aligned with the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR). Learners who achieve scores ranging from 0 to 10 are classified as beginners; those obtaining scores between
11 and 17 are categorized as breakthrough learners; learners scoring between 18 and 29 are identified as elementary; pre-
intermediate students score between 30 and 39; intermediate learners attain scores between 40 and 47; advanced students score
between 48 and 54; and proficient students achieve scores ranging from 55 to 60. The reliability of the test, estimated by
Cronbach’s alpha, was .82.

3.3.2.Goal Orientation Survey (Miller, 2019)

It consists of 20 statements that are aligned to specific goal orientations of performance-avoid, performance-approach, mastery-
avoid, and mastery-approach, each comprising five items. Participants responded to each statement using a five-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The reliability coefficients of the four sub-scales were above 0.87 (Miller, 2019).
The reliability of the survey, estimated by Cronbach’s alpha, was .89.

3.3.3.Students’ Engagement Questionnaire (Reeve & Tseng, 2011)

This questionnaire includes 27 statements that measure the five engagement components, namely emotional engagement (four
items), social engagement (five items), cognitive engagement (eight items), behavioral engagement (five items), and agentic
engagement (five items). The responses are rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). It is
noteworthy that the social and agentic sub-scales of this questionnaire were used in the present study, which comprised ten items.
The reliability coefficients of the social and agentic sub-scales were 0.82 and 0.75, respectively (Reeve & Tseng, 2011). The
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reliability coefficients of the social and agentic sub-scales estimated by Cronbach’s alpha in the present study were .86 and .84,
respectively.

3.4. Procedure

The data collection took four months, and the instruments were distributed online using Google Docs
(https://docs.google.com/forms) among 200 intermediate [ranian female and male EFL learners. The first researcher’s email was
provided so that the participants could contact her if they had any questions regarding the questionnaires. It is noteworthy that
all the participants signed the online consent form, and the aims and objectives of the study were briefly explained in the online
form of research instruments. Finally, the obtained data were analyzed by standard multiple regression.

4. Results
The First research question of the study sought to uncover whether motivational goal orientations (performance-avoid,

performance-approach, mastery-avoid, and mastery-approach) of Iranian intermediate EFL learners determined their agentic
engagement in the classroom. Multiple regression was run to answer this question.

Table 2.

Model Summary of Agentic Engagement

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate
1 .38 14 12 .64

According to the adjusted coefficient of 0.12, it can be stated that the independent variables of the model explained 12%
of agentic engagement variances.

Table 3.
ANOVA Test of Multiple Regressions Agentic Engagement

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F  Sig.

Regression 9.79 4 244 587 .00
1 Residual 56.7 136 41

Total 66.5 140

The model as a whole was statistically significant (F (4, 136) = 5.87, p< .05) (Table 3). In other words, the motivational
goal orientation components (i.e., mastery approach, performance approach, performance avoid, and mastery avoid) could
significantly predict agentic engagement. Standardized and unstandardized coefficients of the components of motivational goal
orientation are presented in Table 4.

Table 4.

Coefficients of Agentic Engagement

Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients

Model B Std. Error Beta T  Sig.
(Constant) 1.44 48 3 .00
performance-avoid 1 1 1 1 31

1 performance approach .16 .07 21 229 .02
mastery avoid -12 12 -1 -1.02 3
mastery approach .34 12 27 2.71 .00

Based on the above table, the mastery approach and performance approach significantly predicted agentic engagement. In other
words, 21% and 27% of the variances in agentic engagement were predicted by mastery and performance approach, respectively.

The second research question of the study sought to uncover whether motivational goal orientations (performance-avoid,
performance-approach, mastery-avoid, and mastery-approach) of Iranian intermediate EFL learners determined their social
engagement in the classroom. Multiple regression was run to answer this question.
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Table 5.

Model Summary of Social Engagement

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate
1 46 21 19 .8

According to the adjusted determination coefficient of 0.19, it can be said that the independent variables of the model
explain 19% of social engagement changes.

Table 6.
ANOVA Test of Multiple Regression of Social Engagement

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square  F  Sig.

Regression 24.63 4 6.15 942 .00
1  Residual 88.86 136 .65

Total 113.5 140

The model as a whole was statistically significant (F (4, 136) = 9.42, p<.05) (Table 6). In other words, the motivational
goal orientation components (i.e., mastery approach, performance approach, performance avoid, and mastery avoid) could
significantly predict social engagement. Standardized and unstandardized coefficients of the components of motivational goal
orientation are presented in Table 7.

Table 7.

Coefficients of Social Engagement

Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients

Model B Std. Error Beta T  Sig.
(Constant) .78 .6 1.29 .19
performance-avoid .08 A3 .06 67 5

1 performance approach .37 .09 .36 4.05 .00
mastery avoid .02 15 .01 15 .88
mastery approach 22 .16 13 142 .15

As the above table shows, the performance approach significantly predicted social engagement. In other words, 36% of
the variances in social engagement are explained by performance-approach orientation.

5. Discussion

The first research question was to find the motivational goal orientations (performance-avoid, performance-approach, mastery-
avoid, and mastery-approach) of Iranian intermediate EFL learners, which determined their agentic engagement in the classroom.
In so doing, a multiple regression was run, and the findings demonstrated that the mastery approach and performance approach
significantly predicted agentic engagement.

Consistent with the finding of this question, Shih (2021) established that a performance-approach goal orientation serves
as a positive predictor of agentic engagement. Students who strive to exhibit their abilities or skills through performance-approach
goals are inclined to seek enrichment and personalization in the instructional experiences they encounter (Reeve, 2012).

To further substantiate the findings, agentic engagement encapsulates students’ endeavors to initiate processes that
enhance the likelihood of experiencing both heightened motivation and substantive learning. Consequently, it is not unexpected
that both mastery-oriented and performance-oriented goals, whether oriented toward individual improvement or exceeding the
performance of peers, exhibit associations with this facet of academic engagement (Shih, 2018).

Moreover, agentic engagement entails students’ affirmative and proactive exercises of their autonomy within the
instructional context (Sinatra, 2015). For instance, within the classroom environment, students may advocate for diverse inputs
to the instructional process, articulate their preferences, suggest alternative instructional methodologies to their educators, convey
their needs and ideas, pose inquiries, seek clarification regarding concepts they find perplexing, and request assistance in
modeling, tutoring, and receiving feedback throughout the instructional process (Reeve & Tseng, 2011). These characteristics of
engagement align with both mastery and performance approaches, as performance-approach goals are inherently concerned with
the demonstration of abilities within the classroom context, while individuals who resonate with a mastery goal orientation
possess an intrinsic motivation to enhance their competencies and a desire to acquire new skills while refining existing ones.
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Therefore, these two categories of learners are likely to advocate for various inputs to the instructional discourse, articulate their
preferences, and propose alternative instructional methodologies to their educators (specifications of agentic engagement).

In other words, agentic engagement encompasses the articulation of ideas that have the potential to influence the course
flow in line with the preferences and needs of students. Indeed, it is anticipated that students who perceive a mastery-oriented
focus within the educational environment will engage actively in the course dynamics with the objectives of learning and personal
development (Datu et al., 2022).

Consistent with the findings of the present study, Hidiroglu and Sungur (2015) found that mastery approach goals made
a significant contribution to the prediction of students’ agentic engagement in science. This means that students who are willing
to learn and master the material express their preferences and manipulate the flow of the course according to their learning style.
Students’ mastery avoidance goals and performance approach goals also correlated positively with students’ agentic engagement.

Kiran (2019) further demonstrated that students’ agentic engagement within science classes was significantly predicted
by their mastery approach goals, self-efficacy beliefs, performance-approach goals, and mastery avoidance goals. Reeve and
Tseng (2011) established that student achievement could be anticipated by the degree of agentic engagement exhibited. Reeve
(2013) also found that the framework encompassing behavioral, emotional, agentic, and cognitive engagement accounted for
25% of the variance observed in academic achievement. Nonetheless, the associations between cognitive and emotional
engagement and achievement were not substantiated, while the connections between behavioral and agentic engagement and
academic success were affirmed. Collectively, researchers have concluded that agentic engagement functions as a pre-emptive,
deliberate, cooperative, and beneficial pathway initiated by students, leading to enhanced academic performance and
motivational support.

The second research question aimed to uncover whether motivational goal orientations (performance-avoid,
performance-approach, mastery-avoid, and mastery-approach) of Iranian intermediate EFL learners determined their social
engagement in the classroom. For this purpose, a multiple regression was run, and the findings indicated that the performance
approach significantly predicted social engagement.

Performance-approach orientation is characterized by a focus on demonstrating ability and outperforming others (Silver,
2006). EFL learners with this orientation may be more motivated to engage socially in language learning environments to prove
their competence. They might seek opportunities to showcase their skills, which can lead to increased participation in group
activities or discussions, thereby enhancing their social engagement (Bryson & Hand, 2007).

Learners who are driven by a performance-approach orientation often engage more with peers to compare their
performance and receive feedback. This interaction can create a dynamic social environment where learners collaborate, share
knowledge, and support each other, nurturing the appreciation of social engagement and community (Rogat & Linnenbrink-
Garcia, 2019). Besides, a performance-approach orientation thrives in competitive contexts. In EFL settings where assessments,
rankings, or comparison of performance are prevalent, learners might engage more socially to form study groups, participate in
competitions, or engage in peer-led activities (Lack, 2010), all of which can enhance their social ties and engagement.

To further justify the findings, it can be stated that engagement with others can enhance a learner’s social identity. For
EFL learners with a performance-approach orientation, building a positive reputation among peers through social collaboration
(Levy, 2004) can reinforce their self-concept as competent language users, further promoting social engagement.

Also, in many cultures, such as the Iranian culture, language learning is often viewed as a collective endeavor. EFL
learners might feel a greater sense of obligation or desire to engage socially (Erez, 2013) to adhere to cultural expectations of
teamwork and sharing knowledge.

In general, a performance-approach orientation can positively influence the social engagement of EFL learners by
driving motivation, facilitating peer interactions, creating competitive dynamics, encouraging feedback seeking, reinforcing
social identity, and aligning with cultural expectations of collaboration. These factors collectively enhance their engagement with
both the language and their peers, contributing to a more interactive and supportive learning environment (Smith, 2005).

6. Conclusion

The findings of this study emphasized the critical role that motivational goal orientations play in determining both agentic and
social engagement among lranian intermediate EFL learners. By exploring how performance-avoid, performance-approach,
mastery-avoid, and mastery-approach goals influence various engagement styles, the research sheds light on the complex
motivational dynamics that underpin effective language learning. The findings underscore the importance of understanding these
motivational factors in order to create a more engaging and supportive educational environment. As students navigate their
learning experiences, the interplay between their motivational orientations and their engagement behaviors can significantly
impact their overall language proficiency and classroom satisfaction.

Regarding the implications of this study, teachers should be encouraged to integrate principles of goal orientation theory
into their teaching practices. By fostering a mastery-oriented classroom culture that emphasizes intrinsic motivation, educators
can encourage learners to focus on personal improvement and the joy of learning English rather than merely striving for external
rewards or grades.

Furthermore, the study highlights variations in motivational goal orientations among learners in terms of their
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engagement. Educators should adopt differentiated instructional strategies that cater to diverse motivational needs and
preferences. For instance, providing options for collaborative projects may benefit those with a strong social goal orientation,
while individualized assignments could support mastery-oriented students seeking to challenge themselves. Professional
development workshops can also equip educators with the necessary skills to identify and respond to students’ motivational
goals, ultimately improving instructional effectiveness and student outcomes.

The study was not without limitations. The study sample was limited to specific language schools in Iran, which may
not represent the broader population of EFL learners nationwide. Variations in educational practices, cultural contexts, and
learner demographics in different regions may influence motivational orientations and engagement levels. Consequently, caution
should be exercised when generalizing these findings to other contexts within Iran or to EFL learners in different countries.

The reliance on self-reported measures to assess goal orientations and engagement can also be a source of bias.
Participants may have provided socially desirable responses or may not have fully understood the scales used for measurement,
which could lead to inaccuracies in data. Future research could benefit from incorporating multiple data sources, such as
observations or interviews, to obtain a more nuanced understanding of learners’ motivations and engagement behaviors.

Finally, this study adopted a cross-sectional design, capturing data at a single point in time. This design limits the ability
to infer causal relationships between motivational goal orientations and classroom engagement. Longitudinal studies could offer
deeper insights into how these dynamics evolve over time and under varying educational circumstances.
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