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CONATION, GOAL A<XXItfPLISHMENT STYLE, AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT
AT THE MIDDLE SCHOOL LEVEL
Kathryn S. Atmsn and James W. Hanna
Abstract
The Conative Domain, a domain of behaviors associated with
striving, provides a framework for exandning goal-oriented
behaviors of academic achieving (GPA of 3.25 and above) and
non-achieving (GPA of 1.99 and below) students at the middle
school level. All sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students at
the Washington Park Middle School, Washington, PA, set
school-related goals during the 1986-87 school year within the
context of a structured study skills/guidance program. At the
close of the year, students were administered the Goal Orientation
Index. Significant goal-oriented behaviors were identified across
the three grades that distinguish academic achieving students from
non-achieving students. Case study data provide additional
support for the premise that students who set academic goals for
themselves achieve them.
Introduction
Goal setting and related skills can be taught to middle school
students. When goal setting is taught (deCharme, 1976; Atman,
1986), academic achievement and attendance patterns improve.
These findings have important implications for middle school
educators whose primary goal is academic achievement for all
students.
The statement, "Goals are important," is almost innocuous.
Yet, in spite of deChanns' documentation more than ten years ago,
little concrete action has been taken in middle school programming
to ensure that all students are able to set - and achieve academic goals. The dual objectives of this study were: 1) an
examination of goal accomplishment style patterns of academic
achieving (GPA of 3.25 and above) and non-achieving (GPA of 1.99
and below) students at the middle school level and 2) a
consideration of the academic counseling dimension of the conative
(striving) domain for middle school programming.
Review of Related Literature
The role of goal setting in human behavior has been examined
by individuals interested in volition and self-determination.
Assagiloi (1973), in delineating six functional stages of the will
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in action, pointed out that "the chief characteristic of the
volitional act is the existence of a purpose to be achieved, the
clear vision of an aim or goal to be reached." In describing
phases of an "Organismic Theory of Self-Determined Behavior," Deci
(1980) explained that goals, whether they are extrinsic or
intrinsic, are selected with the expectation that they will lead
to potential satisfaction. Hutschnecker (1951) wrote:
From birth and through the years of struggle
toward maturity, each human being aspires toward
some achievement, clear or clouded, conscious or
unconscious. Toward this he strives, through
the entanglements of life, its success and
defeats, until he reaches his mark • • • For
it is within ourselves that we set these goals.
We weigh ourselves in scales of our own devising.
More recently, Locke and Latham (1984) have provided cogent
examples from industrial research indicating that setting the goal
is a prerequisite for productive behavior, i.e., the goal must be
brought to a conscious level of awareness for productive behavior
to occur.
Goals, Striving, and the Conative Domain
The process of setting and achieving goals involves striving.
McDougall (1932) observed, while discussing the mind in action,
Although our modes of striving are so various,
ranging from intense bodily activity to
intellectual activity that involves a minimum
of bodily expression, we find the same words
suitable for describing this striving aspect
common to all such activities. We say we are
trying, striving, endeavouring, paying keen
attention, making an effort, working hard,
doing our utmost, exerting ourselves, concentrating all our energies; in technical tenms,
we are manifesting conation.
Conation is a term unfamiliar to many educators. First used
by Genman and Scottish faculty psychologists in the late 1700's to
describe the tripartite faculties of the mind: cognition,
knowing; affection, valuing; and conation, striving, the term fell
into disuse in the United States during the twentieth century
(Hilgard, 1980). Behavioral psychologists were more interested in
behaviors that could be observed, charted - and therefore
measured. And who can see the will?
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With growing interest in cognitive psychology,
questions
have been raised concerning various aspects of mental functioning.
In speculating about the limitations of current infonmation
processing research on the nature of intelligence, Snow (1980)
identified the problem of conation as an area where investigation
was needed and might prove fruitful.
What is conation?

Dictionary definitions include:

1. Aspects of mental processes or behavior directed toward action
or change and including impulse, desire, volition, and striving.
-American Heritage Dictionary of the English
Language, 1971.
2. That aspect of man's psychic life having to do with striving
and will, traditionally distinguished from cognition and
affection.
-C. V. Good. Dictionary of Education, 1973.
Human striving does not happen in the abstract; humans
strive toward goals. Thus, if we are to address potential
problems associated with the educational goal of academic
achievement for all students, it is reasonable to examine the
utility of specific striving and goal accomplishment behaviors.
If goal-oriented behaviors can be identified, steps can be taken
to encourage the development of those behaviors in students who
are acadendcally unsuccessful.
The Conation Cycle
The striving behaviors selected for examination in this study
are found in the Conation Cycle (Atman, 1984), a problem
solving/decision making model. The model has been derived from
the achievement motivation literature (e.g.: Alschuler, 1973;
McClelland, 1976; and deChanns, 1976) and incorporates three
essential skills used in the process of goal attainment: 1)
infonmation management, 2) energy mobilization, and 3) time use
control. (See Figure 1)
The Conation Cycle has been depicted as a mnemonic visual.
In the process of goal achievement, individuals utilize
reflecting, planning, and acting behaviors, moving from one type
of behavior to another as appropriate. Specific steps in the
Conation Cycle are generally self-explanatory. A definition of
Step 6 may be helpful, however, in understanding the role of
reflecting, specifically visualizing, in the goal accomplishment
process.
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Figure 1.

THE OONATION CYCLE

GET YOUR Ac:r IN GEAR: An individual who scores high in
this category is one who visualizes how things are going
to be when the goal is accomplished, mentally rehearses
the planned activity, and imagines how successful and
proud he/she will feel when the goal is achieved.
(Atman, 1987b, p. 5)
Training in goal-directed striving procedures brings to a
conscious level of awareness steps needed for goal accomplishment
and enables the individual to became more aware of the
consequences o! his/her actions. For example, a goal must be
something that is reasonable, feasible, and can be completed

22

within a specific time-frame. Writing a list of "things to do
tomorrow" (Step 7 of the Conation Cycle) makes concrete the
prioritization of tasks to be completed and enables the individual
to hold himJherself accountable for time use. At the end of the
day, reviewing/critiquing "how things went" (Step 11, Ooo & Ah!)
helps the individual put the day's events in perspective and
enables himJher to assess risks (Step 4) more comprehensively in
the future.
The conscious management of info~tion as an external
resource and one's own energy as an internal resource can result
in feelings of satisfaction, competence, and a growing sense of
self (Atman, 1987a).
Assagioli (1973), who regarded the will as
the director of the personality, described this emerging
condition.
Since the outcome of successful willing is the
satisfaction of one's own needs, we can see that
the act of will is essentially joyous. And the
realization of the self, or more exactly of
being a self (whose most intrinsic function,
as we have seen, is that of willing), gives a
sense of freedom, of power, of mastery which is
profoundly joyous (p. 201).
It is this "joyous sense of mastery" - the autotelic,
self-satisfying sense of competence - that is particularly
important for middle school students as they learn to cope not
only with the academic challenges found at school but also with
the intellectual, physical, social, and emotional changes that are
going on within themselves concurrently.
Context for the Study
As part of an on-going professional development program
during the 1983-84 school year, the staff of the Washington Park
Middle School, Washington, PA, received training in the principles
of conation (Atman, 1984). School-related data collected at that
time to identify "needs, problems, challenges, and opportunities"
at the WPMS indicated 1) that students identified "listening" as
the most important school-related study skill and 2) time
management, a study skill with implications for student
self-direction, was used by few students. Because staff members
believed that improved study skills and higher achievement
required increased student self-direction and self4mBnagement,
principles of conation, particularly those associated with goal
setting/accomplishment were incorporated into a planned study
skills program. The program was piloted during the 1984-85 school
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year on a limited basis, revisions were made during the summer,
and the program, "Getting Your Act Together at Washington Park
Middle School," was implemented with all seventh and eighth grade
students during the 1985-86 school year.

On the first day of the academic year, all students met with
the principal and teachers for an assembly program designed to
introduce them to the conation process and to the related study
skills program. The steps of the Conation Cycle were introduced
and explained. The infonmation was continuously reiterated during
the year in large group, small group, and classroom settings.
Each student was assigned to a small (n = 10) study skills
group which met every 10 - 14 days throughout the year. Teachers,
administrators, and other school personnel acted as mentors for
the groups. Structured activities included a goal setting process
with parallel steps to the Conation Cycle. This mentoring process
taught skills and fostered attitudes which students applied in
becoming more responsible for their own learning. Small group
sessions were used for 1) teaching tradition skills, 2) guiding
students through the goal-orientation process, 3) providing
on-going feedback to students, and 4) providing a source of
encouragement and support for all students.
A staff-designed study skills handbook was distributed to all
students on the first day of school. The handbook contained 1) a
complete list of study skills; 2) the Conation Cycle; 3) a section
to help discover individual needs; 4) a section in which each
student individually recorded his/her goals with a "sign-off"
portion for goal supporters (the study skills group mentor,
another teacher, an adult at home, a friend); 5) a large section
where daily assignments were kept; 6) sections to help students
organize school information (schedules, grade records, etc.) and
7) progress charts.
During the first week of school all teachers were involved in
initiating the process. All teachers and students participated in
the first day orientation assembly. More definitive infonmation
was provided in the study skills meetings. Classroom teachers
systematically taught assigned sections of the study skills
component, and all staff members required use of the assignment
calendar. It was intended that all students "get the message"
that the entire faculty and admdnistration had high expectations
for student success. Students set self-identified goals during
each 9-week grading period.
Sta!! met several days during the summer o! 1985 to assess
program effectiveness. Three strong recommendations resulted:
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1) the program should be expanded to include sixth grade students,
2) additional trust-building activities should be incorporated in
the small group meetings, and 3) the goal for the first 9~eek
period should be imposed: all students should use the student
handbook on a daily basis. The decision to include sixth grade
students was made after considering recommendations from WPMS
teachers and middle school educators who had visited the site and
who had heard presentations on the program at the 1985 National
Middle School Association Conference.
The Study
With 1) the study skills program firmly integrated into the
academic curriculum of the Washington Park Middle School and 2)
the staff strongly committed to the goal of student academic
success through self-direction processes, the present study was
undertaken. Student orientation for all students at the beginning
of the 1986-87 school year followed the same fonmat as the
previous year. The imposed goal for all students the first
quarter was to make daily use of the assignment calendar. Study
skills mentors and classroom teachers monitored this activity as
other components of the program were taught.
Throughout the remainder of the year each student was
expected to set one school-related goal per quarter. Each goal
was negotiated with the study skills advisor using all available
information related to the student and his/her needs. Sample
goals are as follow: "I will be on time every day." "I will
complete all homework assignments." "I will raise~ science
grade from aD to a C." Strategies for goal accomplishment were
established and monitored. As students pursued their goals, the
study skills mentors served as clarifying agents and sources of
support. Much feedback was provided during the process and
progress was carefully assessed and analyzed at the end of each
quarter. Celebration activities were held quarterly to
acknowledge successes.
As the 1986-87 school year progressed, study skills groups
met every eight days. Specific advisory lessons and activities
were written by participating teachers and implemented by the
staff. Examples of topics were: Note Taking, Studying for Tests,
How to Persevere, How to Beat Discouragement, and How~ I Doing.
One "sharing meeting" was held each quarter so that mentors could
respond to one another's successes and questions.

At the end of the school year, the Goal Orientation Index was
administered to students.
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Instrumentation
The Goal Orientation Index (001) (Atman, 1987b), is a 96
item, self-report inventory that provides the user with a profile
of his/her goal accomplishment style. Items are clustered in
twelve categories that parallel the twelve steps in the Conation
Cycle. Sample items include: 1. I finish jobs on time; 16. I
write down the list of things I need to do; 56. I complete what
I start.
Construct validity for the twelve categories of the 001 has
been established through correlations with subscales of s~other
instruments. Reliability coefficient data is available at both
the middle school and adult levels. Both individual and/or group
profiles can be developed from 001 data.
Data Analysis
Data from the sixth, seventh, and eighth grade levels at the
Washington Park Middle School were exmnined to determine 1) grade
level goal accomplishment style profiles differences, 2)
significant differences between the goal accomplishment style
group profiles of students in grades six and eight, 3)
significant differences between profile categories of academic
achieving (GPA of 3.25 or above) and non-achieving (GPA of 1.99
and below) students at each grade level, and 4) significant
differences between the goal accomplishment style group profiles
of male and female students at each grade level.
1.

Grade level profiles

Goal accomplishment style group profiles for each grade level
were developed and are displayed in Figure 2. Significant
differences (as determined by a t-test) were found between sixth
and eighth grade student scores in eight of the twelve categories
on the Goal Orientation Index.
Data indicate that eighth grade students at WPMS are more
likely to "make it happen" and finish what they start (Categories
8 and 10 of the Conation Cycle) than are the sixth grade students.
They are more adept at planning, i.e., able to recognize the need
for change and to set short or long range goals to accomplish it
(Categories 1, 2, and 12). In addition, they are more reflective
-more ready to consider alternative courses of action, assess
risks, and visualize how things might be (Categories 3, 4, and 6)before they start something.
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Washington Park Middle School:

• p = ( • 05;
Figure 1.

•• p =

<. 01;

Grade 8 (n
Grade 7 (n
Grade 6 (n

= 124)
= 153)
= 84)

....

•••p = ( • 001

GOAL AC{X)MPLISHMENT STYLE PROFILES: GRADES 6, 7, AND 8

Significant differences were found between the sixth and
eighth grade goal accomplishment style profiles in Acting
categories 8 and 10; in Planning categories 2, 1, and 12; and in
Reflecting categories 6, 3, and 4.
2.

Academic Achieving and Non-Achieving Student Profiles

Grade level group means in each of the twelve categories of
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the Conation Cycle were detennined for students who were
designated as academic achievers (GPA of 3.25 and above) and
non-academic achievers (GPA of 1.99 and below). Date were
analyzed using the t-test to determdne whether significant
diferences existed between these two groups of students.
Statistically significant differences were found in eight
categories in grade six, in nine categories in grade seven, and in
twelve categories in grade eight. (See Table 1)
Across grades six, seven, and eight, statistically
significant differences between group profile scores of academic
achieving and non-achieving students were found in eight of the
twelve categories of the Goal Orientation Index. Listed
chronologically in terms of the Conation Cycle, data from this
study indicate that academically successful students manifest the
following goal-oriented behaviors: They
1.
2.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
12.
3.

recognize needs, problems, challenges and
opportunities.
set goals.
visualize how to achieve their goals.
organize.
"make it happen."
push on -don't procrastinate.
"wrap it up" - finish what they start.
have a long range sense of purpose.

Differences between male and female group profiles

Data from this study of middle school male and female student
goal accomplishment style profiles yield the following results.
Sixth grade:
No significant differences were found between
male and female goal accomplishment style group profiles in any of
the twelve categories.
Seventh grade: A significant difference was found in favor
of female students in one category: Category 9, Push on (don't
procrastinate): p = < .01.
Eighth grade:
A significant difference was found in favor
of female students in three categories: Category 4, Assess risks:
p = <.05; Category 5, Select strategy (be decisive): p = < .01;
and Category 9, Push on: p = < .01.
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TABLE I

Three Case Studies
To illustrate the "fit" between goal accomplishment style
profiles and student behaviors, three eighth grade student
profiles are presented as case studies.
Case Study #1.
The goal accomplishment style profile of an eighth grade female
student, RM, is found in Figure 3. This student, described by
administrators and teachers as "having it all together" won two
awards at the end of the 1987 school year: Citizenship and Public
Speaking. RM was in the top 5% of the eighth grade class of 155
students ••
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PROFILE OF RM
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Case Study #2.
The second case study is a male eighth grade student, MJ. (See
Figure 4.) MJ was in the bottom 10% of the eighth grade class of
155 students. Considered to be "low functioning" in the academic
program by staff, MJ missed only nine days of school during the
1986-87 school year but had little support from home for his
academic work. He is described as immature socially with little
capacity for self-direction - even in the interaction with peers •
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Case Study #3.
Eighth grade male student, GS, (see Figure 5.) exemplifies the
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potential of student goal-oriented self~nagement. At the end of
the seventh grade, GS had a GPA of 1.96 and a class rank of 128
out of 165 students. By the end of the eighth grade, having
implemented a comprehensive goal setting/accomplishment plan for
himself, GS was 22nd in a class of 155 students. His GPA was
3.38.
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PROFILE OF GS

GS wrote the following responses to a questionnaire administered
to students at the end of the 1986-87 school year.
1.
it

Did you understand the goal setting process and did you feel
helped you to improve?
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"Yes I did understand the goal setting process. I knew that I had
to use ~ nrlnd in the process to do ~ homework, study, and
achieve high grades on tests. Finally, I disregarded all of the
opposing opinions. Yes it did. The process helped me to do
everything that was listed on the upper portion."
2. Did you use the assignment calendar?
it help you? How?

If so, how often?

Did

"Yes I used the assignment calendar. I used it every day (except
maybe 1 - 5 days.) Yes the assignment calendar helped me. It
helped me keep track of all assignments which is very important.
I couldn't do as well without it."
7. What do you think this statement means:
dremn until you make it a goal."

"A dremn is only a

"I think it means that a dremn will remain a dremn until you put
forth an effort/efforts to make it reality or a goal."
The goal accomplishment style profiles of these three
students illustrate the range of student responses on the Goal
Orientation Index and demonstrate the statistical findings of this
study regarding differences between the goal-oriented behaviors of
acadenrlc achieving and non-achieving students at the middle school
level.
Conclusions and Significance of this Study
Students at the Washington Park Middle School are setting and
achieving goals. Average students are perforndng at above average
levels. Individual students have made impressive gains in both
academic achievement and class rank. Data from this study
demonstrate that students who are academic achievers do manifest a
set of goal-oriented behaviors that can be identified and
measured.
Although the progrmnwas initially conceived mainly as a
study skills program, the staff agree that it has become a highly
sophisticated, teacher-directed guidance programwith each study
skills group leader acting as a mentor. One unanticipated outcome
of the project involves communication patterns. Teachers cite
many examples of higher levels of communication with students,
more productive relationships with students, and greater
understanding of student needs. For example, when a student's
goal was "to raise a grade from a D to a C," the first strategy

33

undertaken was to contact the teacher of the course identified and
to work out specific tasks that would lead to the accomplishment
of the goal. Feedback to students about their progress during the
school year was handled through classroom teachers as well as
through study skill group mentors.
GOT SPIRIT? LET'S HEAR _IT! is more than a cheer at a
football rally. The spirit of middle school students who are
setting and achieving goals is contageous. As teachers have
witnessed students' abilities to articulate and demonstrate goal
setting capabilities, they have become more eager to expand their
own knowledge base and to refine the process with students. In
this manner, the project has become an ongoing, professional
development process for the entire staff.
In this study, goal-oriented behaviors have been identified
that distinguish between academic achieving and non-academic
achieving middle school students. If one were to apply the first
step in the Conation Cycle to middle school program development, a
"need, problem, challenge, or opportunity" has been identUied.
The growing number of "at risk" students is a concern for all
educators - but particularly middle school educators whose goal is
academic achievement for all students.
Encouraging students to set academic goals consciously and to
pursue concrete steps that lead to goal accomplishment may be one
reasonable and feasible solution to that pressing problem. In
addition, training in goal-oriented behaviors may help students
bridge the gap between a supportive middle school environment and
the more austere environment of the secondary school. When
students begin to "own" their own learning processes, they are
able to utilize information, to mobilize their own energy to set
and achieve goals, and to use time efficiently, effectively, and
creatively - three skills useful for success at the high school
and beyond.
GOT SPIRIT? Conation, a powerful idea with a 200 year old
history, may be an idea whose time has come in middle school
education. Data fran this study indicate that students can set
goals. And when they do, they become the change agents in their
own achievement processes.
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