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Abstract Participation in professional development activities is important for teachers
to continuously improve their knowledge and skills. However, teachers differ in their
attitude towards learning activities. This paper examined how different goal orientation
profiles are related to participation in professional development activities (acquiring
information and asking feedback). To this end, we conducted latent profile analysis
based on a sample of 984 teachers in vocational education. Five profiles were identi-
fied: diffuse (50.1%), moderate learning (12.3%), high avoidance (10.9%), perfor-
mance oriented (15.9%) and success oriented (10.7%). Furthermore, means of acquir-
ing information and asking feedback from teachers were compared across the profiles.
Teachers with a success-oriented profile (high learning and performance approach
goals) scored significantly higher while teachers with a high-avoidance profile scored
significantly lower on asking for feedback and acquiring information. Exploration of
background characteristics indicated that age, gender and work experience outside
education were related to the goal orientation profiles. Our findings show that goal
orientation profiles can be used to explain individual differences in teachers’ propensity
to engage in professional development activities.
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Participation in professional development activities is important for teachers to contin-
uously improve their knowledge and skills. However, research shows that teachers
differ strongly in how actively they engage in formal and informal learning activities
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such as seeking information, participation in workshops in- or outside the school, and
asking for feedback (Kwakman, 2003; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Runhaar, Sanders, &
Yang, 2010; Lohman, 2005). It is likely that teachers’ motivation to participate in
professional development activities is related to their goal orientation (Nitsche,
Dickhäuser, Fasching, & Dresel, 2013; Van Eekelen, Vermunt, & Boshuizen, 2006).

Achievement goal theory (Ames & Ames, 1984; Dweck, 1986, 1990; Nicholls,
1984) posits that individuals can strive for learning goals, performance approach goals
and performance avoidance goals (VandeWalle, 1997). Learning goals refer to the
individual’s intention to develop competencies, knowledge or skills. Individuals with
a learning goal orientation view challenging tasks as an opportunity for learning, and
interpret failures as a starting point for learning (Dweck, 1990). Performance approach
and avoidance goals refer to the tendency to be concerned with positive confirmation of
demonstrated behavior from others. The relative standard that performance oriented
individuals are comparing themselves with can include both external factors (such as
colleagues, performance norms) and internalized standards (for example, individual
expectations, or previous performance levels) (Van Yperen, 2006). Performance ap-
proach goals are associated with demonstrating high performance to others, whereas
performance avoidance goals are characterized by avoiding the demonstration of
incompetence (VandeWalle, 1997).

Although many authors assume that individuals have a single dominant goal
orientation, the multiple goal orientation perspective is more and more accepted in
research (Payne, Youngcourt, & Beaubien, 2007) and several qualitative studies give
vivid descriptions of students pursuing multiple goals (Lee & Anderson, 1993; Levy,
Kaplan, & Patrick, 2004). Coexistence of multiple goal orientations builds on the
interactive goal hypothesis proposed by Barron and Harackiewicz (2001) which is
based on the idea that all three goal orientations are represented within a person, but
that the level of goal orientations can vary between persons depending on personality
and situational cues (Luo, Paris, Hogan, & Luo, 2011). Barron and Harackiewicz
(2001) posit that the interactive effect of different goal orientations will potentially
explain more variance in performance and learning compared to the additive effects.
Different combinations of goal orientations may boost each other or work as a buffer to
diminish negative effects of specific goal orientations. For example, a teacher that
scores high on both the learning and performance-avoidance goal orientation is eager to
try out new tasks at work and at the same time concerned with the negative judgement
of others if these innovations would fail. In this case the learning goal orientation may
function as a buffer and reduce the negative impact of the performance-avoidance goal
orientation, possibly resulting in a tendency to start experimenting with small educa-
tional innovations with a high chance of success. Studies investigating the additive
effects of goal orientations often take a variable-centered approach (Pastor, Barron,
Miller, & Davis, 2007), using multiple regression analysis or correlational analysis to
study the associations between single goal orientations and various outcomes (i.e.
learning attitude or task performance) (Pastor et al., 2007). However, the variable-
centered approach does not take into account mutually occurring goal orientations
within one person. A person-centered approach facilitates the study of multiple goal
orientations that coexist within a person. Latent profile analysis is a person-centered
type of analysis, which identifies subgroups of individuals with similar characteristics
on multiple predictors (Pastor et al., 2007). This data-driven clustering technique can be
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used by researchers who are interested in multiplicative effects instead of only additive,
direct effects (Merz & Roesch, 2011).

The purpose of the current study is to explore goal orientation profiles of teachers in
Vocational and Educational Training (VET) colleges and to advance our understanding
of the relationship between goal orientation profiles and professional development
activities. Teachers in Dutch VET colleges have been confronted with a major educa-
tional reform in the recent years: the implementation of Competence Based Education
(CBE). The central aims of CBE are teaching students in an authentic context similar to
their future workplace and preparing students for life-long learning and independent
craftsmanship (Biemans et al., 2009). To foster this innovation and strengthen the link
with practice, the teaching staff of VET colleges is composed of teachers from different
subjects (vocational or general subjects such as languages and mathematics) that work
together in multidisciplinary teams to successfully organize vocational education
programs (Oude Groote Beverborg, 2015). Ongoing involvement in professional
development activities, such as acquiring information, asking colleagues for feedback,
or experimenting with new teaching practices contributes to the successful implemen-
tation of CBE and other educational innovations (Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, &
Thomas, 2006).

This study provides a contribution to the literature on goal orientations by exploring
goal orientation profiles in the work domain, specifically for teachers. This is important
because current studies in the work context mainly focus on linear relationships
between single goal orientations, thereby neglecting the possibility of coexistence of
different goal orientations. Until now, no studies have investigated goal orientation
profiles of employees in the context of work and most studies focus on students’ goal
orientation (Luo et al., 2011; Pastor et al., 2007; Schwinger, Steinmayr, & Spinath,
2012; Schwinger & Wild, 2012; Tuominen-Soini, Salmela-Aro, & Niemivirta, 2008,
2011, 2012; Jansen in de Wal, Hornstra, Prins, Peetsma, & van der Veen, 2016; Pulkka
& Niemivirta, 2013; Kolić-Vehovec, Rončević, & Bajšanski, 2008; Shim & Finch,
2014). Because the educational context differs from the work context in the explicit
attention to learning and the assessment of performance, the outcomes of these studies
cannot be translated one-on-one to a work context. Because the educational context
differs from the work context in the explicit attention to learning and the assessment of
performance, the outcomes of these studies cannot be translated one-on-one to the work
context. Workplace learning of teachers is different compared to students learning at
school; whereas the school context has a dominant and explicit focus on learning and
development (Tynjälä, 2008) learning in the context of work is mostly informal,
unintentional and unplanned (Eraut, 2004; Tynjälä, 2008). Therefore, our study aims
to investigate goal orientation profiles that may explain to what extent teachers engage
in professional development activities and how background characteristics (age, gen-
der, previous work experience) are associated with goal orientation profiles. Further-
more, this study contributes to the literature on professional development of teachers by
connecting goal orientation profiles to information acquisition and asking for feedback.
Previous studies reported a positive relationship between a learning goal orientation
and a performance-approach goal orientation on the one hand and asking for feedback
on the other hand (Janssen & Prins, 2007; Poortvliet, Janssen, Van Yperen, & Van de
Vliert, 2007). However, these previous studies did not take into account the fact that
different goal orientations coexist within individuals and that a specific combination of
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goal orientation can strengthen or buffer the effect of single goal orientations on
professional development. Therefore, by addressing the role of goal orientation profiles
in professional development, we extend the current knowledge on teachers’ motivation
for professional development (Butler, 2007). School leaders may use this knowledge to
develop professional development policies that aim to encourage the participation of
specific groups of teachers in professional development activities.

Theoretical Framework

Goal Orientation in the Work Domain

In the majority of studies including learning goal orientation, positive associations
with learning attitude and task performance were found (for a detailed meta-
analysis on samples of adults in work and occupational settings see Payne et al.
(2007)). Studies that are based on samples of teachers (Chughtai & Buckley, 2010;
Runhaar et al., 2010) found positive associations between a learning goal orien-
tation and feedback seeking behavior of teachers. When a learning goal orientation
is adopted, environmental cues such as positive and negative feedback and
experimenting with new ways of working are considered relevant to improve
skills and not as a judgement of performance (VandeWalle, 2004). Teachers with
a high learning goal orientation invest more in their professional development
(Runhaar et al., 2010) and have higher levels of self-efficacy (Butler, 2007;
Runhaar et al., 2010; Schiefele & Schaffner, 2015) and pro-active behavior
(Zhang, Law, & Lin, 2016). Moreover, various studies have found that teachers
with a learning goal orientation are more supportive towards their students, using
learning goal-oriented instructional practices (Butler & Shibaz, 2008; Retelsdorf,
Butler, Streblow, & Schiefele, 2010). Studies including performance approach
goals reported ambivalent results as becomes evident from the meta-analysis of
Payne et al. (2007). Believe in stable and fixed traits (entity theory) were posi-
tively related to the performance approach goal orientation, whereas self-esteem
and self-efficacy were negatively related to the performance approach goal orien-
tation. Moreover, the outcomes learning, task performance, and job performance
were unrelated to the performance-approach goal orientation. More recent studies
in the teacher domain found that a performance-approach goal orientation was
positively associated with work engagement (Han, Yin, & Wang, 2016; Kunsting,
Neuber, & Lipowsky, 2016; Parker, Martin, Colmar, & Liem, 2012; Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2013) but that teachers with higher levels of performance approach
goals also perceived more occupational strain (Nitsche et al., 2013) and demon-
strate lower-levels of pro-active work behavior (Zhang et al., 2016). Performance
avoidance goals were mostly found to be associated with more negative outcomes
(Payne et al., 2007). Individuals with a high level of performance avoidance goals
perceive their skill set as finite and regard environmental cues as threats rather
than opportunities for development (VandeWalle, 2004). This is detrimental for
learning since opportunities, like asking support from colleagues and searching for
new information, are not fully used. This was supported by the meta-analysis of
Payne et al. (2007). The performance-avoidance goal orientation was negatively
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associated with self-esteem, feedback seeking behavior, and task performance, and
positively associated with anxiety. This is in line with Parker et al. (2012) who
found that teachers with high levels of performance avoidance demonstrate self-
handicapping behavior such as procrastination and unrealistic goal setting.

Research applying goal orientation profiles has until now been limited to the
context of education and is exclusively based on samples of students. A literature
search on studies of goal orientation profiles resulted in eleven studies all based on
student samples. The number of goal orientation profiles found ranged between
three and six. Two studies found three goal orientation profiles in samples of
primary school students (Jansen in de Wal et al., 2016; Schwinger & Wild, 2012).
Jansen in de Wal et al. (2016) distinguished a high multiple goal orientation profile
(high scores on all goal orientations), a diffuse goal orientation profile (average
scores on all goal orientations) and a performance oriented profile (with high scores
on both performance goals). Schwinger and Wild (2012) also identified the multiple
goals and diffuse profile but identified a high learning goal orientation profile
instead of the approach oriented profile. A four-profile solution was found in six
studies (Luo et al., 2011; Schwinger, Steinmayr, & Spinath, 2016; Tapola &
Niemivirta, 2008; Tuominen-Soini et al., 2011, 2012; Wang, Morin, Liu, & Chian,
2016), including a high performance, high-avoidance and a success-oriented profile
(combining high performance goals and high learning goals) (Tuominen-Soini et al.,
2011, 2012). Other combinations found in four profile solutions were diffuse,
multiple goals, all high goals and disengaged (all low goals) (Wang et al., 2016);
diffuse, approach oriented, moderate learning and success-oriented (Luo et al.,
2011); and high-avoidance, success-oriented, approach oriented and high learning
oriented (Tapola & Niemivirta, 2008). Pastor et al. (2007) identified five goal
orientation profiles among college students in the United States and found a diffuse,
approach-oriented, success-oriented, learning oriented and high performance ap-
proach profile. For the six profile solutions found, the four profile solution of the
(Tuominen-Soini et al., 2011, 2012) was complemented with a disengaged goal
orientation profile and a success-oriented goal orientation profile (Tuominen-Soini
et al., 2008). Results from aforementioned studies based on student samples provide
a feasible ground for the existence of goal orientation profiles among teachers.
However, because the number and type of goal orientation profiles differ per sample
no conclusion can be drawn regarding the goal orientation profiles that exist in
general. Moreover, all previous studies were performed on samples of students or
children, with a wide variety in age (8 to 19 years old) and educational level
(primary school to college students). Because goal orientations change with age
(de Lange, Van Yperen, Van der Heijden, & Bal, 2010) and the educational context
has a strong emphasis on learning while the work context has a predominant focus
on performance, goal orientation profiles need to be explored among working
professionals to fill this gap in the literature. Because our study is the first to estimate
goal orientation profiles in the work domain it is largely explorative and we cannot
formulate hypotheses about the exact number and types of profiles that we expect.
However, based on studies of students’ goal orientation profiles, three up to six goal
orientation profiles can be expected. Because of the variety in types of goal
orientation profiles that were found in previous studies, we do not have specific
expectations for the types of goal orientation profiles in the work domain.
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Goal Orientation and Background Characteristics

In this study multiple background characteristics were included to explain goal orien-
tation profiles. First, based on the socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 2006)
it can be argued that older workers perceive their time as more limited, leading to less
future-focused goals. Therefore, we expect that the level of learning goals will be lower
for older teachers compared to younger teachers and that older workers will have a
lower motivation to participate in opportunities for learning. Hence, we decided to
include age as a background characteristic in our study to explain why individuals are
assigned to a specific goal orientation profile.

Second, teachers in vocational education and training have various backgrounds
(teaching or work practice) and work together in multidisciplinary teams to provide
students with competence-based education (Biemans et al., 2009). Many teachers
previously worked in a practical-oriented occupation (i.e. hair dresser or nurse) and
were retrained to be a teacher and to strengthen the link between learning and the
future workplace of students. This lateral entry in the educational sector can be an
explanatory factor when assigning teachers to goal orientation profiles, because
teachers that start teaching later in their career might be more insecure and therefore
more cautious in taking on tasks that could show their incompetence (Kunter,
Frenzel, Nagy, Baumert, & Pekrun, 2011). This might result in more frequent
assignment of these teachers to profiles with high levels of performance avoidance.
Another possibility is that to hide their insecurity about their teaching quality,
teachers with a previous career in practice are more eager to show their results to
others, which will result in an assignment to high performance approach-oriented
profiles. Therefore this variable, a previous career outside education, was included as
explanatory background characteristic.

The last background characteristic included in this study was gender. We do not
expect differences between goal orientation profiles and gender, because previous
studies which related single goal orientations to gender did not find significant differ-
ences between men and women regarding their goal orientations (Button, Mathieu, &
Zajac, 1996; Hirst, Van Knippenberg, & Zhou, 2009; Van Yperen, 2006).

Professional Development and Goal Orientation Profiles

Teachers professional learning activities may take place in formal and informal contexts
(Richter, Kunter, Klusmann, Lüdtke, & Baumert, 2011). Learning activities in formal
contexts refer to the participation in planned and structured learning opportunities such
as training and education. Learning activities in informal settings are initiated by
teachers themselves, are often unplanned and embedded within the school or near-
school environment (Richter et al., 2011; Tynjälä, 2008). This study will specifically
focus on two types of teachers’ learning activities namely information acquisition and
asking for feedback. Teachers can acquire information in both formal settings (e.g. by
participation in courses), and informal settings (e.g. by reading about their subject in
course manuals, books or on the internet) (Van Offenbeek, 2001). Asking for feedback
refers to teachers’ initiative to acquire feedback, help or advice from direct colleagues,
outsiders or family and friends (Wong, 2004). Both activities refer to self-initiated
learning behavior that contribute to improved knowledge and skills (Lohman, 2006).
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We expect that these self-initiated professional learning activities will be related to
teachers’ goal orientation profile.

Teachers with a high learning goal orientation are likely to be more active in
information acquisition as this increases the possibility to improve their knowledge,
skills, and abilities (Janssen & Prins, 2007; Tuckey, Brewer, & Williamson, 2002;
Weiss, Lurie, & MacInnis, 2008). In contrast, teachers with performance approach
goals may acquire information only when they expect this to have a direct impact on
their performance or the meeting of expectations (Weiss et al., 2008), whereas teachers
who score high on performance avoidance will only acquire information to prevent
looking incompetent to others. What we do not know, however, is how information
acquisition is affected by a combination of these goal orientations.

Teachers with a strong learning goal orientation perceive feedback as an opportunity
to learn and improve (Janssen & Prins, 2007) and see negative feedback as diagnostic
information instead of performance evaluation (Morrison & Bies, 1991; VandeWalle,
2004). Teachers with a strong performance approach goal orientation view performance
feedback as a possibility to justify their competence; on the other hand, positive
feedback might give them an ego boost (Tuckey et al., 2002) and a possible negative
evaluation of their performance will be avoided to prevent loss of image (Kluger & Nir,
2010; Morrison & Bies, 1991). Therefore, we expect that teachers with a profile
including a high learning goal orientation participate more frequently in feedback
seeking behavior than teachers with a profile with a high score on performance-
approach or avoidance goal orientation.

Although we did not formulate specific hypotheses regarding different goal
orientation profiles and their relations to professional development activities, we
do have some more generic expectations. First, we expect to find differences in
participation in professional development for the different goal orientation profiles.
Second, we predict that participation in professional development activities will be
higher for teachers assigned to a profile with a moderate-high learning goal orien-
tation score, and lower for teachers with a moderate-high performance avoidance
score within a profile. Third, teachers with a combination of moderate-high learning
goals and moderate/high performance approach goals are expected to participate
more in professional development activities compared to teachers with only
moderate/high performance approach goals. This is because teachers with dominant
performance approach goals might be more focused on meeting the norms for
professional development (i.e. number of hours spent or number of training sessions
taken) to avoid negative evaluations and outperform their colleagues. Fourth, when
besides a high performance approach goal orientation, a moderate to high learning
goal orientation is present, teachers might have more concern for the needs of the
others within the school. This is because the performance approach goal orientation
makes teachers aware of the others and their expectations and judgements. There-
fore, when teachers have a combined profile including moderate to high levels of
performance approach goals and moderate to high level of learning goals, the
intrinsic motivation to learn and willingness to seek for challenging opportunities
can counter the possible negative impact of performance approach goals and
stimulate teachers to use knowledge of others. The active acquisition of information
and asking for feedback might, therefore, be stimulated when teachers have a
combined performance-approach and learning goal orientation profile.

Teachers’ Goal Orientation Profiles and Professional Development



Method

Design & Procedure

In 2014, we distributed an online questionnaire among 1650 teachers in vocational
education and training (VET) in the Netherlands as part of a large national study on
team learning in teacher teams in VET. Using telephone and invitation e-mails team
leaders and educational managers were invited to participate in this study. All partic-
ipating teachers received an invitation for the online questionnaire via e-mail. Teams
that participated received a report including an overview of their average team scores as
a reward for their participation.

Participants

A total number of 1147 teachers of 104 teacher teams from 23 vocational education and
training institutions participated (response rate = 69.51%). From the 503 non-respon-
dents, 30 teachers started the questionnaire but did not answer any question, and 473
respondents did not click on the link in the respondents’ e-mail at all. From all
respondents, 984 were full respondents to every scale (full response rate = 59.63%)
and 163 were partial respondents who stopped after completion of the questions about
demographics (age, gender, years of experience and work experience) (partial response
rate = 9.88%). For these 163 respondents, all items measuring goal orientation,
information acquisition and asking for feedback were missing. After deleting cases
with missing values on the main variables in this study, 984 teachers were retained. The
average age of the teachers in our sample was 47.42 (range between 21 and 68 years).
In our sample 507 (51.5%) women and 466 men participated (comparable to 48%
females in the overall population; Central Bureau for Statistics, 2016). At least 80% of
the teachers had a higher vocational education or university background (comparable to
76.7% in the overall population; Central Bureau for Statistics, 2016).

Measures

Goal Orientation All three scales from the work domain goal orientation instrument
developed by VandeWalle (1997) were used. Learning goal orientation was measured
with five items (e.g., “I am willing to select a challenging work assignment that I can
learn a lot from”), Cronbach’s α = .82. Performance approach goal orientation was
measured with four items (e.g., “I enjoy it when others at work are aware of how well I
am doing”), Cronbach’s α = .81. The performance avoidance goal orientation was also
measured with four items (e.g., “I’m concerned about taking on a task at work if my
performance would reveal that I had low ability.”), Cronbach’s α = .81. A 5-point
Likert scale was used (1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree). The confirmatory
factor analysis suggested that the three factor structure fit the data appropriately,
χ2(62) = 300.996, p < .001, RMSEA = .059, TLI = .937, CFI = .950, SRMR = .054
and significantly better in comparison to a one-factor model χ2(65) = 2348.047
p < .001, RMSEA = .200, CFI = .521, TLI = .425, SRMR = .172, and a two-factor
model (learning goal orientation versus performance goals); χ2(64) = 642.753 p < .001,
RMSEA = .166, TLI = .606, CFI = .677, SRMR = .181.
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Information Acquisition Information acquisition was measured with three items from
the team learning scale developed by Van Offenbeek (2001) and two items that
measured participation in training (see Appendix). An example item is: “I participate
in meetings outside the school (e.g., courses, conferences, or workshops)”. A 5-point
Likert scale (1 = never and 5 = always) was used. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was
.63. The confirmatory factor analysis suggested acceptable data fit, χ2(5) = 45.747,
p < .001, RMSEA = .091, TLI = .866, CFI = .933, SRMR = .034.

Feedback Asking Behavior To measure feedback asking behavior, the four item distal
learning scale of Wong (2004) was used. The referent was shifted from “we” to “I” to
be able to measure this construct for individual analysis (see Appendix). A 5-point
Likert scale was used (1 = never and 5 = always). An example item is: “I obtain help
and advice from people external to the team”. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .78.
The confirmatory factor analysis suggested good data fit, χ2(2) =20.149, p < .001,
RMSEA = .096, TLI = .95, CFI = .99, SRMR = .022.

Statistical Analyses

The statistical analyses in this study were carried out in multiple steps. First, prelim-
inary analyses were conducted to evaluate if it was necessary to perform multilevel
analyses because teachers were nested in teams. Therefore, we calculated the ICC(1)
and ICC(2) for all variables. The ICC(1)-scores, indicating the proportion of variance
between the teams, ranged between −.007 (learning goal orientation) and .022 (asking
for feedback and information acquisition). Furthermore, the ICC(2)-scores, correspond-
ing with the reliability of the group mean, varied between −.106 (learning goal
orientation) and .234 (information acquisition). These results indicate that controlling
for the nested data-structure was not needed and individual level variables could be
used in the analyses (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). Although negative intra class corre-
lations are quite rare, these may occur when the within-group variance is smaller
compared to the between-group variance (Woehr, Loignon, Schmidt, Loughry, &
Ohland, 2015; Bliese, 2000). Second, a latent profile analysis was performed to identify
goal orientation profiles of teachers in the sample. Based on the number of profiles
found in previous research, k = 1 to k = 10 profiles were evaluated using Mplus 7.3
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2015) in order to identify distinct profiles. Multiple criteria
were used to evaluate the model fit. The statistical analyses in this study were carried
out in multiple steps. First, a latent profile analysis was performed to identify goal
orientation profiles of teachers in the sample. Based on the number of profiles found in
previous research, k = 1 to k = 10 profiles were evaluated using Mplus 7.3 (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998–2015) in order to identify distinct profiles. In line with Nylund,
Asparouhov, and Muthén (2007) multiple criteria were used to evaluate the model fit.
First, the Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test (BLRT) (Nylund et al., 2007) was used to test
whether a k-profile model had a significantly better absolute fit compared to a k-1
model. The null hypothesis for the BLRT is that no increase in model fit is obtained by
adding an extra profile. When BLRT is not significant the number of profiles should not
be increased any further. Second, the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) was used to
compare the relative fit of multiple models to the data, while penalizing each model for
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its complexity (i.e. the number of parameters) and the sample size. That is, a lower BIC
indicates a better fit/complexity trade-off. In a last step, the entropy and smallest profile
size were used to verify the model fit. The value of the entropy shows the ability of the
profile solution to assign individuals to the correct profile. A value above .70 is used as
a rule-of-thumb for appropriate model fit. To have an acceptable minimum number of
individuals in each profile we required the smallest profile to include at least 5% of the
individuals of the sample (Nylund et al., 2007). A good statistical and theoretical fit of
the final profile solution was of overriding importance in selecting the number or
profiles.

Having identified the appropriate number of goal orientation profiles, using the 3-
Step approach in Mplus (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014) mean score differences tests
were used to compare the latent profiles on teacher characteristics (gender, age, work
experience, work experience outside education) and the professional development
activities information acquisition and asking feedback. This approach is comparable
to the often applied multinomial logistic regression analysis approach to compare mean
scores. In the 3-step approach first, the latent profile model was estimated. Second, the
most likely latent profile probability was computed for each teacher in the sample.
Based on these probabilities a classification of uncertainty was computed taking into
account the possibility of misclassification. In the third step, the distal outcomes
(information acquisition and asking for feedback) were included and compared based
on the mean scores. In this step, the most likely latent class membership (step 1) was
used as an indicator while the uncertainty rate (step 2) was used as a covariate to control
for classification errors (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations between the three goal
orientations, professional development activities and teacher characteristics. Based on
the correlations presented in Table 1 one can derive that the three goal orientations
correlate weakly to moderately with each other.

Information acquisition was positively correlated with a learning goal orientation,
r = .38, p < .001. In line with our expectations, learning goal orientation (r = .28,
p < .001) and performance approach goal orientation (r = .14, p < .001) were positively
related to asking feedback and performance avoidance was negatively associated with
asking feedback (r = −.14, p < .001). Work experience outside education showed a
positive correlation with the learning goal orientation (r = .20, p < .001) and a negative
correlation with the performance avoidance goal orientation (r = −.11, p < .001).

Identification of Teacher’s Goal Orientation Profiles

Prior to the latent profile analysis, a confirmatory factor analysis was performed to
verify whether the trichothomous goal orientation structure was well identified.
The factor scores were saved and used as indicators for the latent profiles. A latent
profile analysis was conducted to identify the number of goal orientation profiles
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of the respondents. Table 2 presents the profile solutions for k = 1 to k = 10 latent
profiles. As can be seen in this table, the BIC declined when adding extra profiles
and the BLRT stayed non-significant indicating that a higher number of profiles
could be preferred above a lower number of profiles. The entropy was not high (>
.80) but from the 5-profile and 6-profile model onwards, it exceeded the .70
minimum value. Based on the smallest number of teachers assigned to the profiles
the 5-profiles model was used for interpretation and further analyses. To interpret
and label the different goal orientation profiles the guidelines of Luo et al. (2011),
using the standardized mean score were adopted. A standardized mean score
below −1 indicated a low score on a specific goal orientation, a standardized
mean score below 1 was interpreted as a high score on specific goal orientation,
and a score between −1 and 1 was labelled as ‘moderate’.

Figure 1 illustrates the standardized mean scores on the goal orientation pro-
files. Half of the teachers (50.1%) were assigned to the largest profile (the diffuse
profile) and demonstrated scores close to the means of all scales. These teachers
did not show a preference for one of the three goal orientations. The other half of
the teachers were almost equally divided among the four other profiles. Moderate-
learning (12.3%) teachers scored average on learning goal orientation but low on
performance approach and performance avoidance goals. High-avoidance teachers
(10.9%) scored high on the performance avoidance orientation and low on the
learning goal orientation. Performance-oriented teachers (15.9%) scored high on
performance avoidance and relatively high on performance approach orientation
and around average for the learning goal orientation. The last category includes
success-oriented teachers (10.7%) with a high level of learning goal orientation
and a moderate high performance approach goal orientation.

Table 1 Univariate descriptive statistics and correlations

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Learning GO -

2. P-Approach GO .21** -

3. P-Avoidance GO −.36** .19** -

4. Asking Feedback .28** .14** −.14** -

5. Information Acquisition .38** .09** .09** .48** -

6. Age −.15** −.14** .06 −.13** −.03 -

7. Gender (1 = Male) .05 .07** .04 .03 .06 .13** -

8. Work Experience Outside
Education a

.20** .06 −.11** .09** 09** .09** .10** -

9. Working Hours .05 .05 .02 .03 .06 .13** .29** −.09* -

10. Years in Education −.19** −.11** .11** −.11** −.01 .68** .09** −.30** .14** -

M 0 0 0 2.52 3.31 47.42 48% .73 36.4 14.76

SD 1 1 1 .64 .63 11.15 .445 .18 10.73

N= 882. aDid you had a previous career outside education? (1 = Yes, 0 = No). * p < .05, ** p < .01. GO = Goal
Orientation
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Goal Orientation Profiles and Background Characteristics

To gain more insight into the individual characteristics that were related to each profile,
we calculated a mean score on demographic (gender, age), and career characteristics
(work experience outside education, work experience in education and number of
working hours per week; see Table 3). Although there was a roughly equal number
of men and women in the overall sample, respondents in the success-oriented and
performance-oriented profile were significantly more often male whereas respondents
with a high avoidance profile were more often female. The average age differences
between the profiles were small, although the high avoidance profile was the oldest.
Work-related background characteristics such as work experience outside education,

Table 2 Description of model fit statistics for k = 1 to k = 10 goal orientation profiles

Smallest profile size

k BLRT BIC Entropy N %

1 - 8416 1.00 984 100

2 < .001 8307 .506 426 43.2

3 < .001 8235 .562 168 17.1

4 < .001 8192 .655 78 7.9

5 < .001 8159 .709 92 11.9

6 < .001 8149 .727 22 2.2

7 < .001 8086 .777 35 3.5

8 < .001 8090 .786 6 0.6

9 .1538 8106 .793 5 0.5

10 .1053 8120 .804 7 0.7

BLRT = Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test. BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion
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years of work experience in education, and number of working hours showed that
success-oriented and performance-oriented teachers had more often work experience
outside education compared to teachers with a high-avoidance profile. Teachers with a
high avoidance profile had the highest work experience within education and had least
frequently worked outside education. The number of working hours per week did not
differ significantly across the goal orientation profiles.

Goal Orientation Profiles and Professional Development

To examine mean score differences between the profiles on information acquisition and
asking for feedback, the 3-step procedure for distal outcomes was used (Asparouhov &
Muthén, 2014). The results in Table 4 show three patterns of comparison that are
similar for both information acquisition and asking feedback. First, the success-oriented
profile (high learning combined with high performance approach goals) exceeded all
other profiles in terms of the mean scores on information acquisition and asking for
feedback. When the other profiles were compared to the success-oriented profile, all
other profiles score significantly lower. Second, in contrast, the high avoidance profile
has the lowest scores on information acquisition and asking for feedback compared to
the four other profiles. And third, the moderate-learning, diffuse and performance-
oriented profile do not show significant mean differences between the profiles, on
information acquisition and asking feedback.

Discussion

The current study investigated the existence of goal orientation profiles among
teachers. Five different goal orientation profiles were found within a sample of 984
teachers from vocational education and training institutions. Most teachers in our study
were assigned to the diffuse profile, with a moderate representation of all goal
orientations. This finding is similar to previous studies on students’ samples that all
identified a diffuse goal orientation profile. The four other profiles that we found were
also in line with previous studies. The performance oriented profile (scoring high on

Table 3 Mean score comparison on background characteristics

Moderate-
Learning

Diffuse Performance-
Oriented

High-
Avoidance

Success-
Oriented

M M M M M

Gender (1 = Male) .51 .431 .651,2 .372,3 .573

Work Experience Outside
Educationa (1 = Yes)

.764,5 .736,7 .808 .424,6,7,9 .885,7,8,9

Age (years) 48.610 46.411 46.312 53.310,11,12,13 46.6 -13

Years in Education 15.414,15 13.316,17 13.618 23.814,16,18,19 13.215,17,19

Working hours 35.6 36.020 36.4 37.820 37.8

Equal subscripts indicate significant mean differences between the profiles. aDid you have a previous career
outside education?
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both performance approach and performance avoidance goals) was reported by Luo
et al. (2011) and by Tuominen-Soini et al. (2008, 2001, 2012).The success-oriented
profile (scoring high on both learning and performance approach goals) was identified
in the study of Luo et al. (2011) and Pastor et al. (2007). The moderate learning profile
was also found by Luo et al. (2011) and the high avoidance profile was identified in the
studies of Tuominen-Soini et al. (2008, 2011, 2012). So although goal orientations
change with age (de Lange et al., 2010) and the educational context has a strong
emphasis on learning whereas the work context has a predominant focus on perfor-
mance, goal orientation profiles of working professionals appear to be quite similar to
those of students. By demonstrating the existence of goal orientation profiles for
teachers, our study contributes to the research on teachers’ goal orientations (Butler,
2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013) which until now has primarily focused on single
goal orientations instead of combinations of goal orientations (Pastor et al., 2007).
Studying goal orientation profiles improves the insight into the buffer and/or boosting
function of having multiple goal orientations at the same time (Barron & Harackiewicz,
2001).

Relating the goal orientation profiles to professional development activities showed
that a combination of high learning goals, high performance approach goals, and low
performance avoidance goals (success-oriented profile) resulted in the highest mean
score on both professional development activities. This illustrates that not only a high
learning goal orientation but the specific combination with high performance approach
goals is associated with more participation in professional development activities.
Teachers with a success-oriented profile are focused on the understanding of tasks
and like to enter challenging environments where they can learn and simultaneously
enjoy opportunities to show successful performances to others. This is in line with
previous research indicating that individuals with a high learning or performance goal
orientation have a higher ability to cope with complex situations because they work
with persistence towards successful task completion (Elliot & McGregor, 2001;
Kaplan, Middleton, Urdan, & Midgley, 2002).

Unfortunately, we cannot draw conclusions about whether a learning goal orienta-
tion can function as a buffer for a high performance avoidance orientation, and thereby
result in less detrimental outcomes in terms of participation in learning activities, as
suggested by Barron and Harackiewicz (2001). Although we identified three profiles
with a moderate learning goal orientation (performance oriented, moderate learning,
and performance avoidance) in combination with various levels of performance ap-
proach and performance avoidance orientation, the levels of learning goal orientation in

Table 4 Mean scores on asking feedback and information acquisition for all goal orientation profiles

Moderate
Learning

Diffuse Performance
oriented

High
Avoidance

Success-
oriented

M M M M M

Information
Acquisition

3.431,2 3.26 3,4 3.365,6 2.891,3,6,7 3.742,4,5,7

Asking Feedback 2.481,2 2.51 3,4 2.535,6 2.161,3,6,7 2.96-2,4,5,7

Equal symbols indicate significant mean differences between the profiles
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these profiles are close to each other, leading to difficulties in identifying the impact of
performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals in coexistence with learning
goals.

Although the success-oriented profile was the most favorable profile in terms of
professional development activities, only a minority of teachers were assigned to this
profile. The majority of teachers turned out to have a diffuse goal orientation profile,
scoring averagely on the three goal orientations. For teachers in this diffuse profile, the
positive impact of the combination of moderate levels of performance approach and
learning goals might be limited because the average levels of performance avoidance
goals will have a restraining impact on participation in learning activities (Jansen in de
Wal et al., 2016). This lowering impact of performance avoidance goals can be
explained by the fear to fail when colleagues are nearby and in the position to judge
a teacher’s performance. When there is a chance that other teachers can express
negative judgements, for example via feedback, those teachers might evade colleagues
to prevent themselves from negative judgements on performance.

Our results show that teachers with a diffuse profile participate less in professional
development activities compared to teachers in profiles with higher levels of learning
and performance approach goals. Although these teachers do feel the need to keep up
with the new developments and literature in their field and are willing to ask feedback
they might be distant to participation when there is a chance of task failure or negative
judgement of colleagues. Task withdrawal in the form of low participation in informa-
tion acquisition activities and not asking feedback is an approach to prevent negative
judgements, instead of learning from negative feedback (Button et al., 1996).

Post-hoc comparisons on background characteristics showed interesting differences
among the goal orientation profiles. These comparisons pointed out that on average,
older teachers were more often assigned to the performance avoidance profile. This is
in line with the socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 2006). This theory poses
that older workers put less energy in the development and enrichment of knowledge
because they focus more on short-term goals (social interaction, good work atmo-
sphere, and current work performance). The preference of older workers to focus on not
performing worse than before and the shift over time from a learning goal orientation
towards performance avoidance or performance approach oriented goal orientations
have been confirmed in previous research (de Lange et al., 2010). When workers age,
the self-perception of one’s performance might become negative due to psychological
constraints (being less able to process information or to deal with high work pressure)
and physiological constraints (less energy, limited mobility). Moreover, the fear of
performing worse than before in new achievement situations is strengthened (Elliot &
Dweck, 2005).

Other relevant background characteristics that resulted in significant mean differ-
ences between the profiles are work experience (years) and work experience outside
education. Specifically, we found that teachers with experience outside education were
more often assigned to the performance-oriented or success-oriented profile. These two
profiles have a high performance approach goal in common, indicating that teachers
with previous work experience outside education have a focus on showing their
competence in task performance, and are eager to seek for feedback from colleagues.
This finding may be explained by the individual orientation of the teaching profession.
In general, teachers are strongly focused on individual task performance and are not
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used to collaboration within a team (Helstad & Lund, 2012; Vangrieken, Dochy, &
Raes, 2016). However, teachers with much work experience outside education might
be more used to collaboration and working towards common team goals and might
therefore also be more used to receiving and asking feedback.

Limitations and Future Research

A first limitation of this study is its cross-sectional nature, implying that we cannot
make claims regarding causality and that we do not know how stable goal orientation
profiles are over time and across different situations. Within the literature, a long
standing debate exists about whether goals orientation should be seen as states, traits
or quasi-traits. A majority of studies treat goal orientation as a quasi-trait that might
slightly change depending on the situation (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005). Future studies
with a longitudinal design would provide the opportunity to verify the stability of goal
orientation profiles and to identify predictors of changes across profiles. For instance, it
could be examined to what extent coaching leadership may stimulate teachers to move
from a more diffuse or performance-avoidance profile towards a learning dominated
goal orientation profile.

This study was the first to investigate goal orientation profiles of teachers. Although
the number of respondents within this study provided enough power to estimate latent
profiles (Gudicha, Tekle, & Vermunt, 2016) our results cannot be generalized to the
complete population of teachers, which might have different background characteristics
compared to the VET-college teachers used in this sample. Replication of our study in
other educational sectors (primary education, secondary education, higher education) is
needed to validate the number and content of goal orientation profiles. Moreover, future
research should point out to what extent goal orientation profiles predict teacher
cognitions and behaviors such as self-efficacy (Runhaar et al., 2010; Schiefele &
Schaffner, 2015; Throndsen & Turmo, 2013; Butler, 2007; Cho & Shim, 2013;
Deemer, 2004; Inbar-Furst & Gumpel, 2015; Kilday, Lenser, & Miller, 2016; Künsting,
Neuber, & Lipowsky, 2016; Kucsera, Roberts, Walls, Walker, & Svinicki, 2011;
Hoffmann, Huff, Patterson, & Nietfeld, 2009); proactive behavior (Zhang et al.,
2016); instructional practices (Nitsche et al., 2013; Retelsdorf et al., 2010), and
engagement (Han et al., 2016; Kunsting et al., 2016; Parker et al., 2012; Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2013).

In this study, we included information acquisition and asking for feedback only as
indicators of teachers’ professional development. Future research on teachers’ goal
orientation profiles and professional development might therefore include other pro-
fessional development activities such as collaborative learning (Levine & Marcus,
2010), team learning (Ohlsson, 2013; Vangrieken et al., 2016) or critically reflective
work behavior (Van Woerkom & Croon, 2008).

More research focusing on the individual needs of teachers based on their career
phase, personal characteristics and goal orientation profiles could contribute to the
development of tailor-made professional development practices. Also, future research
including context variables such as a school climate, leadership styles of managers and
job demands such as work pressure could provide more concrete directions for
interventions that may stimulate teachers to change towards learning-oriented or
success-oriented profiles. A last limitation of our study is that we used Vandewalle’s
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(1997) instrument which only includes learning, performance approach and perfor-
mance avoidance goal orientations. We decided to use Vandewalle’s instrument be-
cause it is validated in a wide range of sectors (education, sports, health care, finance),
thereby strengthening the generalizability of our results. Nevertheless, future research
might also include mastery avoidance goals, which refer to the prevention of the loss of
knowledge (Baranik, Stanley, Bynum, & Lance, 2010). Teachers who score high on
this construct strive for maintaining their levels of performance, avoiding to perform
worse compared to previous performance (Van Yperen & Orehek, 2013). Including
mastery avoidance goals might give a more refined perspective on the high avoidance
goal orientation profile. Including work avoidance goals (referring to a preference for
tasks that do not involve significant effort) might also contribute to more detailed
knowledge about the high-avoidance goal orientation profile.

Practical Implications

The results of the current study suggest that schools with a majority of older women,
who are more likely to adopt a performance-avoidance goal orientation profile, could
experiment with approaches to enhance their learning goal orientation and thereby
stimulate their participation in professional development activities. Teachers with an
avoidance-oriented profile are known to be more anxious to show failure to their
environment. This fear prevents these teachers to participate in professional learning
tasks. Possibly, a safe environment, supporting different perspectives and opinions will
support them in taking on new and challenging tasks even if there is a chance of failing
(Edmondson, 1999). A team leader demonstrating transformational leadership is likely
to contribute to this safe environment by stimulating teachers to take risks and by
emphasizing the importance of learning instead of only performance (Runhaar et al.,
2010).

Conclusion

This study was the first to study the coexistence of different goal orientations in
the context of work. Five goal orientation profiles were identified that are distinc-
tive in content, with half of the teachers being assigned to a diffuse profile with an
equal orientation on learning goals, performance approach goals, and performance
avoidance goals. Teachers with a success-oriented profile (a combination of high
values of learning and performance approach goals and low scores on performance
avoidance goals) demonstrated the highest level of participation in professional
development activities. Our results showed that high learning goal orientation
profiles are associated with the most participation in learning activities and that
high avoidance profiles are associated with the least participation in professional
development activities. The individual characteristics of age, work experience and
gender showed to be distinctive factors between the goal orientation profiles.
Specifically, the high avoidance profile (low learning and performance approach
goals and high performance avoidance goals) included more females and more
older workers, and the success-oriented profile contains more teachers with pre-
vious work experience outside education.
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Appendix. Questionnaires

Information acquisition (based on Van Offenbeek, 2001)

1. I collect professional information from books, journals, television, or internet
2. I try out new work methods or procedures
3. I participate in meetings outside the school (e.g., courses, conferences, or workshops)
4. I ask my team members for help or advice on my work
5. I participate in meetings inside the school (e.g., workshops)

Feedback asking behavior (based on Wong, 2004)

1. I review the team’s work with people external to the team
2. I obtain help or advice from people external to the team
3. I seek ideas and/or expertise from people external to the team
4. I seek feedback about the team’s work from people external to the team

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and repro-
duction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a
link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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