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Abstract

The objective of this study was to examine the structural relationship between self-theory
and academic well-being through the mediating role of goal orientation in lower
secondary school female students. This descriptive—correlational study employed
structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of lower secondary
school girls in Sari during the 2024-2025 school year. A total of 350 students were
selected through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Self-Theory Scale,
the Academic Well-Being Questionnaire, and the Revised Achievement Goal Orientation
Questionnaire. Data analysis was performed using SPSS.v26 and AMOS.v23.
Confirmatory factor analysis, multivariate assumption testing, and SEM path analysis
were conducted to assess model fit and significance of pathways based on maximum
likelihood estimation. Self-theory and goal orientation jointly explained 45% of the
variance in academic well-being. Incremental beliefs significantly predicted learning-
oriented goals (B=0.29, p=0.009) and showed a significant positive indirect effect on
academic well-being (B=0.248, p=0.001). Entity beliefs negatively predicted learning-
oriented goals (B=-0.366,p=0.001) and demonstrated a significant negative indirect effect
on academic well-being (B=-0.210, p=0.001). Learning-oriented goal orientation
positively predicted academic well-being ($=0.480, p=0.001), whereas avoidance-
oriented goals negatively predicted it (B=-0.276, p=0.001). Mediation analysis using the
Baron and Kenny approach confirmed significant indirect pathways. The findings indicate
that incremental self-theory enhances academic well-being primarily through promoting
learning-oriented goal orientations, whereas entity beliefs contribute to reduced academic
well-being through avoidance-driven motivational patterns. These results underscore the
importance of fostering growth-oriented beliefs to support students” academic well-being.
Keywords: Self-theory, academic well-being, goal orientation, structural equation
modeling, lower secondary school girls
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Academic well-being has emerged as a key construct in educational psychology, reflecting students’
emotional, cognitive, and motivational adjustment within the learning environment. Growing evidence
indicates that students’ beliefs about their abilities, their motivational orientations, and the goals they pursue
significantly influence their academic functioning, learning engagement, and long-term developmental
outcomes. One of the most influential frameworks explaining these processes is self-theory, originally
conceptualized by Dweck, which differentiates between incremental (growth) beliefs and entity (fixed) beliefs
regarding the malleability of intelligence (Dweck, 2000). According to this framework, students who endorse
incremental beliefs are more likely to perceive challenges as opportunities for growth, adopt mastery-oriented
learning strategies, and demonstrate higher levels of persistence, motivation, and well-being. In contrast,
individuals with entity beliefs tend to avoid effortful tasks, perceive failure as a sign of inability, and experience
greater academic stress, frustration, and disengagement (Taylor, 2016).

Recent empirical studies have supported the predictive value of self-theory for a wide array of educational
outcomes. De Castella and Byrne found that the revised Self-Theory Scale is a strong predictor of student
motivation, disengagement, and academic performance, emphasizing the central role of mindset in shaping
students’ approach to learning (De Castella & Byrne, 2015). Other scholars have highlighted the contextual
sensitivity of self-theory. For example, Orhan and Aydin demonstrated that incremental beliefs significantly
improve motivation and academic confidence across face-to-face and online learning contexts (Orhan &
Aydin, 2025), while Theus showed that classroom versus online environments may moderate the influence of
motivational constructs on achievement outcomes (Theus, 2018).

Another major construct influencing academic well-being is achievement goal orientation, which is widely
studied in motivation research. According to the classic model developed by Pintrich and De Groot, students’
goals—particularly mastery-oriented goals—serve as powerful predictors of self-regulation, motivation, and
academic achievement (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). Research consistently demonstrates that mastery goal
orientation enhances resilience, learning engagement, and positive emotional experiences, whereas
performance-avoidance goals are associated with anxiety, avoidance behaviors, and reduced well-being
(Suwarti et al., 2024). Contemporary evidence reinforces these findings: Han and colleagues reported that
mastery goals significantly promote learning engagement in distance education through the mediating effect
of self-efficacy (Han et al., 2025), while Zhao and colleagues showed that mastery goals and cognitive
flexibility jointly contribute to sustained learning engagement among university students (Zhao et al., 2024).
Scholars have suggested that self-theory may exert its influence on academic outcomes through the mediating
role of goal orientation. Students with incremental beliefs tend to adopt mastery-oriented goals, whereas those
with entity beliefs adopt avoidance or performance goals, ultimately influencing their emotional and
motivational experiences in the classroom (Rebane & van Doorslaer, 2025). This mediational framework has
been supported in various contexts. Yazdani and colleagues demonstrated that goal orientation mediates the
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relationship between central self-evaluations and academic performance in physics classes (Yazdani et al.,
2024). Similarly, Khosravi Pour and colleagues emphasized the role of cognitive flexibility as an important
psychological mechanism linking school orientation to academic well-being, showing that motivational
variables shape students’ well-being trajectories (Khosravi Pour et al., 2024).

The theoretical foundations of'this research are also grounded in Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory,
which posits that students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness underlie intrinsic motivation and
well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2018). Incremental beliefs, by strengthening feelings of competence and control,
appear to facilitate the satisfaction of these needs, whereas entity beliefs may undermine them, leading to
unfavorable emotional outcomes. Additional evidence from Rahmanian shows that metacognition and positive
meta-emotion contribute to autonomy and goal orientation, highlighting the cognitive—emotional pathways
through which motivation develops (Rahmanian, 2025). Khodashahi further confirmed that basic
psychological needs and goal orientation jointly predict academic buoyancy, a construct closely linked to
academic well-being (Khodashahi, 2025). Together, this body of research suggests that the interaction
between self-theory and goal orientation plays a crucial role in shaping students’ academic well-being.
Despite extensive work in this area, limited studies have examined these relationships in lower secondary
school female students within the Iranian context—a population highly influenced by academic pressures,
cultural expectations, and transitional developmental challenges. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop
and test a structural model explaining the relationship between self-theory and academic well-being mediated
by achievement goal orientation among female students in lower secondary education.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling. The population
consisted of female lower secondary school students enrolled in public schools during the academic year. A
total of 350 participants were selected through convenience sampling. Data were collected using three
standardized instruments: the Self-Theory Scale, the Academic Well-Being Questionnaire, and the
Achievement Goal Orientation Scale. The data were analyzed using SPSS v26 and AMOS v23. Analyses
included confirmatory factor analysis, assessment of model fit indices, multivariate assumption testing, and
structural path analysis to examine direct and indirect effects within the conceptual model.

Findings

Results of the structural equation modeling indicated that the overall model demonstrated adequate fit to the
data. Self-theory and achievement goal orientation collectively explained 45% of the variance in academic
well-being. Incremental beliefs significantly predicted mastery goal orientation (= 0.29, p=0.009), whereas
entity beliefs negatively predicted mastery goals (B = —0.366, p = 0.001). Both types of beliefs exhibited
significant indirect effects on academic well-being through goal orientation: incremental beliefs positively (B
=(.248, p =0.001) and entity beliefs negatively (p =-0.210, p = 0.001).

Regarding the effects of goal orientation on academic well-being, mastery goal orientation significantly and
positively predicted academic well-being (B = 0.480, p = 0.001). In contrast, avoidance-oriented goals
significantly and negatively predicted academic well-being (f = —0.276, p = 0.001). The mediating role of
achievement goal orientation was confirmed through the Baron and Kenny method, demonstrating that
achievement goals partially mediated the relationship between self-theory and academic well-being.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that self-theory plays a significant role in shaping students’ academic well-being,
both directly and indirectly. Incremental beliefs were associated with higher academic well-being, whereas
entity Dbeliefs were linked to lower well-being. The mediational role of achievement goal orientation
underscores the importance of motivational processes in the pathway between cognitive beliefs and emotional
adjustment. Students who believe their abilities can improve are more likely to adopt mastery goals, which
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promote intrinsic motivation, persistence, and positive emotional experiences in the classroom. Conversely,
students with fixed beliefs are more vulnerable to avoidance-oriented goals, which undermine confidence and
increase academic stress.

These findings align with theoretical models emphasizing the interaction between cognitive beliefs,
motivation, and well-being, including Mindset Theory and Self-Determination Theory. The results further
highlight the significance of fostering mastery-oriented learning environments and growth-oriented beliefs
among adolescents. Enhancing students’ adaptive beliefs and motivational orientations may contribute to better
emotional health, resilience, and sustained engagement in academic settings.

The study’s structural model offers valuable insights into how cognitive—motivational variables influence
academic well-being among adolescent girls and suggests pathways for designing effective psychological,
educational, and motivational interventions in schools.
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