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Abstract. Previous research showed that failure primes in academic learning contexts can impair the performance of both older school
children and college students. The present research tested the effect of failure priming on cognitive and motor performance in elementary
school children. We hypothesized that children incidentally confronted with a cue previously learned to indicate failure would perform
worse on a cognitive task (Study 1, N = 54 second-graders) and a motor task (Study 2, N = 60 third-graders) than children confronted
with a cue indicating success or children in a control group. The results showed that the failure prime group performed worse than the
success prime group on an intelligence test (Study 1) and a ball-throwing exercise (Study 2). Neither experimental group differed from
the control group. Our studies confirmed previous findings, showing that failure primes can be learned early in life and quickly (e.g., 1
year of failure prime exposure, Study 1). Furthermore, even a one-trial learning process (Study 2) suffices to turn an inherently neutral
cue into a failure prime. This failure prime, in turn, can impair different types of performance such as cognitive and motor performance.
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I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.
Thomas Alva Edison

Although Edison’s reappraisal of failure is wise, there are
often good reasons to try to avoid failure: Failure is not only
associated with disadvantages in one’s professional and ac-
ademic career, but it also has motivational and behavioral
consequences (e.g., avoidance motivation and behavior)
and results in strong negative emotions (e.g., shame, guilt).
In school, failure in terms of bad grades can have several
unwanted effects such as feeling depressed, ashamed, and
that one’s self-worth is threatened (Butler & Nisan, 1986;
Covington, 1992).

Among the various reasons for failure, we are interested
in failure primes. Research on indirect priming processes
assumes that inherently neutral cues (e.g., colors, letters)
can become failure primes due to their long-standing use
in performance evaluation in school. Consistent with this
assumption, overly learned cues (e.g., the color red, letters
or numbers indicating success vs. failure) have been found
to work as failure primes impairing the motivation and per-
formance of undergraduate students (Ciani & Sheldon,
2010; Elliot & Maier, 2007; Elliot, Maier, Binser, Fried-
man, & Pekrun, 2009; Elliot, Maier, Moller, Friedman, &
Meinhardt, 2007; Maier, Elliot, & Lichtenfeld, 2008; Schü-

ler, Brandstätter, & Baumann, 2013). In the studies cited,
the failure primes worked unconsciously in the sense that
the undergraduate students were unaware of the priming
process, that is, unaware of the relationship between the
cue, its meaning, and the consequences.

In the present research, we assumed that avoiding failure
at school is so important to elementary school children per-
sonally that a long-standing learning history of performance
evaluation is not necessary to turn an inherently neutral cue
into a failure prime. We tested whether a year of learning
(Study 1) and even a single instance of learning to associate
neutral cues with successful or failed outcomes (Study 2) is
sufficient. We assumed that the failure primes learned in this
manner would work the same way the failure primes ana-
lyzed in previous research had, that is, by impairing elemen-
tary school children’s cognitive performance. Besides im-
proving cognitive performance, physical education is also an
important aim of elementary education. Because physical in-
activity levels during childhood are assumed to influence lev-
els of inactivity and sedentary behavior during adulthood
(Kuth & Cooper, 1992), which in turn is associated with im-
paired health (Knowler et al., 2002; Powell, Thompson, Cas-
persen, & Kenderick, 1987), it seems essential to analyze a
potential reason of negative childhood experiences (e.g., fear,
bad performance) with sports in school.
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Indirect Priming with Failure Cues in
the Academic Learning Context

The work by Elliot and colleagues (Elliot & Maier, 2007;
Elliot et al., 2007, 2009; Maier et al., 2008) takes into account
that subtle environmental cues may prime avoidance tenden-
cies based on the automatic classification of incoming stimuli
as unpleasant (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Cacioppo, Gardner,
& Berntson, 1999) and brings together this line of research
with the empirical finding that avoidance motivation decreas-
es cognitive performance (Elliot & Friedman, 2007; Elliot &
McGregor, 1999, 2001; Elliot & Thrash, 2001). In their stud-
ies, Elliot and colleagues (Elliot & Maier, 2007; Elliot et al.,
2007, 2009; Maier et al., 2008) focused on color and assumed
that red is associated with negative performance because mis-
takes are often marked in red ink in the education system, and
because individuals have an ingrained evolutionary predispo-
sition to perceiving red as a signal of threat and failure. Be-
cause of its association with failure, the color red thus oper-
ates as a nonconscious failure prime that automatically
evokes an avoidance tendency whenever it appears. The au-
thors hypothesized that this avoidance tendency would in turn
impair cognitive performance. To test this, they exposed their
participants to the color red versus green or gray (e.g., red,
green, or gray cover page of an intelligence test). In accor-
dance with their hypotheses, participants exposed to red sub-
sequently showed higher avoidance motivation (as measured
by self-report or by psychophysiological indicators of avoid-
ance motivation) than participants exposed to green or gray.
In addition, the evoked avoidance motivation impaired cog-
nitive performance in anagram tasks and a numeric subtest of
an intelligence test (e.g., Elliot et al., 2007).

Studies by Ciani and Sheldon (2010) and Schüler et al.
(2013) tested the effect of letters and numbers associated
with failure on cognitive performance. They found that the
letter F, which in the American grading system is associated
with failure and which was displayed as a test version sym-
bol on an intelligence test, resulted in decreased motivation
and impaired cognitive performance (Ciani & Sheldon,
2010). Similarly, the number 6, which in the German grad-
ing system is associated with failure, and the number 1,
which in the Swiss grading system is associated with fail-
ure, impairs performance in analogy tasks when they are
displayed as a test version number on the test material
(Schüler et al., 2013). In summary, there is strong empirical
evidence that widely-used, traditional evaluation symbols
(whether letters or numbers) can become failure primes that
in turn impair the performance of undergraduate students.

The Present Research

In the present research, we tested whether inherently neu-
tral cues can become failure cues and thereby even influ-
ence the performance of young school children who have

a much shorter learning history with failure symbols than
do undergraduate students. Study 1 aims to answer the
question whether a maximum of 2 years of experience with
the school system are enough to learn failure cues and be
affected by their consequences. Study 2 tested whether
even a unique association between a cue and failure is suf-
ficient to turn an inherently neutral cue into a failure prime
that impairs performance. We analyzed cognitive perfor-
mance (Study 1) and motor performance (Study 2) to dem-
onstrate the generalizability of the failure priming effect
across different facets of performance.

We examined the change of a neutral cue into a failure
prime in samples of elementary school children. As a result
of the critical discussion about whether grading in school
has beneficial or detrimental effects on students’ perfor-
mance, well-being, and motivation (Deutsch, 1979; Helm-
ke, 1988; Oosterhof, 1999; Stiggins, 1997; Wagner & Val-
tin, 2003), some schools, for example in Switzerland and
Germany, do not use grades to evaluate the performance of
first- to third-graders and do not introduce the traditional
numbered grading system (with grades ranging from 1 to
6) until the fourth grade. However, the evaluation of per-
formance is such an essential feature of academic school
life that elementary school teachers do not completely re-
frain from evaluating their pupils’ achievements in the ini-
tial years of schooling. In fact, they often use seemingly
neutral evaluation symbols to give success or failure feed-
back to elementary school children. Examples include pic-
tures, stickers, or hand-painted drawings of animals, geo-
metric symbols, colors, or other cues, which are arbitrarily
chosen by teachers and inherently unrelated to specific per-
formance evaluations. We assumed that these inherently
neutral cues can become failure primes that then impair the
elementary school children’s performance.

Study 1

In the first study, we tested second- and third-grade chil-
dren whose performance in class was evaluated using sym-
bols individually chosen by their teachers. Three classes
with different teachers participated. One teacher used pic-
tures of houses (e.g., blocks of flats, single-family homes,
and high-rise buildings) to indicate failure and pictures of
animals (e.g., stickers or stamps displaying animals such as
elephants, horses, cats, and zebras) to indicate success. An-
other teacher used the color brown for failure and yellow
for success. A third teacher symbolized failure with the col-
or green and success with the color red. Please note that the
meanings of the colors red and green are reversed here as
compared to the meaning theoretically proposed by Elliot
et al. (2007, 2009).

We hypothesized that children incidentally confronted
with a failure symbol would perform worse on an intelli-
gence test than children confronted with a success symbol.
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We further tested whether the failure symbol group differed
from the control group.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Thirty-six female and 18 male second- and third-graders
with a mean age of 8.4 years (SD = .79, range from 7 to 10
years) from three different classes participated in the ex-
periment. The children were tested in their classrooms dur-
ing a regular lesson. After being introduced by the class-
room teacher, the experimenter explained to the children
that they would be working on interesting tasks that were
similar to puzzles. The experimenter showed them a sam-
ple item from Raven’s Progressive Matrices and explained
that the task was to identify the missing item that completes
a pattern. Using two examples, he demonstrated in detail
how to perform the task and answered questions.

The children completed a first set of Raven’s Progres-
sive Matrices, which was announced as an exercise to pre-
pare for a subsequent test (assessment of T1 performance).
After 5 minutes, they were given another test booklet con-
taining a second set of Raven’s Progressive Matrices (as-
sessment of T2 performance). The first page of the second
test booklet differed depending on the group to which the
participants had been randomly assigned. The experiment-
er explained that different test versions were being used and
asked participants to check whether each of the following
pages displayed the correct test version symbol. In the fail-
ure prime groups, the failure symbols (Class 1: house, Class
2: green, Class 3: brown) were displayed in a black-framed
box in the middle of the cover page. In the success prime
groups, the success symbols (Class 1: animal; Class 2: red;
Class 3: yellow) were displayed in a similar fashion. In the
control groups, the color white was displayed in a black-
framed box on the cover page. After 5 minutes working on
the matrices, participants were asked to stop and answer
questions assessing their awareness of the symbol priming
and suspicions (“What do you think we were trying to test
in our study?” or “Please name the test version symbol.”)
(adapted from a procedure used by Elliot et al., 2007). Be-
cause age and sex had been found to influence performance
in previous studies (e.g., Elliot, Shell, Henry, & Maier,
2005), participant age and sex were recorded. The children
were then debriefed in detail, given a small reward, and any
remaining questions were answered1.

Materials

Performance was measured using Raven’s Progressive Ma-
trices (Raven, Raven, & Court, 2003). Two parallel 12-item
versions were used as practice and test matrices sets. Par-
ticipants indicated which of four alternative patterns com-
pleted a matrix of other patterns. The number of correctly
completed patterns served as the performance measure.

Results and Brief Discussion

Preliminary Analyses

All participants recalled the test version group correctly
and were unaware of the purpose of the study. We analyzed
whether experimental groups differed with respect to any
of the variables assessed prior to the experimental manip-
ulation. Experimental groups did not differ with respect to
cognitive performance at T1, F(2, 51) = .53, p = .59, η2 =
.02, but with respect to participant age, F(2, 51) = 7.14, p
= .002, η2 = .22. Participants in the failure prime condition
(M = 9.09, SD = .54) were older than participants in the
success prime condition (M = 8.36, SD = .73) and the con-
trol condition (M = 8.09, SD = .77). Thus, participant age
was used as a covariate in the analysis that tested for group
effects.

Further analyses tested whether boys and girls differed
with respect to cognitive performance and whether partic-
ipant age was associated with performance. Boys and girls
did not differ with respect to performance at T1, F(1, 52)
= .01, p = .99, η2 = .001, or at T2, F(1, 52) = .19, p = .66,
η2 = .004. Age was unrelated to performance at T1, r = .09,
p = .53, and at T2, r = –.02, p = .88.

Task Performance

On average, participants solved 10.0 (SD = 1.65, ranging
from 6 to 12) of the practice matrices at T1 and 9.93 (SD
= 1.53, ranging from 6 to 12) of the test matrices at T2. The
performance measures were significantly related, r = .68,
p = .001.

An ANCOVA revealed a significant effect of prime type
on performance at T2 after the effect of performance at T1
and participant age were controlled for, F(2, 49) = 4.56, p
= .015, η2 = .16, which is displayed in Figure 12. Posthoc
tests (LSD) showed that the failure prime group (M = 9.27,
SD = 1.95) performed significantly worse than the success
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1 The data were collected as part of a broader research project and further variables that do not influence the results reported in this paper
were also assessed.

2 In order to investigate whether the reported effect holds true for all of the failure cues, we repeated the ANCOVA separately for each class.
The hypothesis was confirmed on a descriptive level for all three classes (Class 1: house vs. animal: F(2, 18) = 1.76, p = .21, η2 = .23,
failure prime: M = 8.79, SD = 1.25, success prime: M = 10.18, SD = 1.25, control: M = 9.09, SD = 1.37; Class 2: green vs. red: F(2, 9) =
2.11, p = .18, η2 = .32, failure prime: M = 8.00, SD = 1.58, success prime: M = 10.25, SD = 1.71, control: M = 10.20, SD = 1.30; Class 3:
brown vs. yellow: F(2, 13) = 3.28, p = .07, η2 = .34, failure prime: M = 10.33, SD = 1.63, success prime: M = 11.00, SD = 1.26, control: M
= 10.67, SD = .82). However, due to small sample sizes, the effects did not reach significance.
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prime group (M = 10.41, SD = 1.26), p = .044, but it did
not differ significantly from the control group (M = 9.76,
SE = 1.44, p = .38). The success prime group and the con-
trol group did not differ significantly (p = .16).

Study 1 showed that young children with only a brief
learning history of failure cues in school are already affect-
ed by failure priming. In Study 2, in order to obtain more
information about how cues become failure primes, we
drew on the principle of one-trial learning. In order to test
the generalizability of the failure priming effect, we inves-
tigated motor rather than cognitive performance.

Study 2

The principle of one-trial learning (Guthrie, 1930; Selig-
man, 1971) has been widely used in anxiety research to
explain the development of phobias. According to this prin-
ciple, even a single association between a cue and an in-

tense threat can suffice to establish a stable association be-
tween the two. We assume that failure in achievement set-
tings represents an intense threat for elementary school
children that prompts them to learn the association between
a neutral cue and failure in a single trial. In order to rule
out the possibility that the children might have associated
the cue with failure in their past learning history, we chose
cues from a totally different domain and used pictures of a
spoon and a fork as failure primes.

As a further extension to previous studies that tested
cognitive performance as the outcome of failure priming
(Elliot et al., 2007, 2009), we assumed that failure primes
also affect motor performance. We therefore asked second-
and third-graders to throw balls at a target and used the
distance to the target center as an operationalization of mo-
tor performance.

We again hypothesized that children in the failure prime
condition would perform worse than children in the success
prime condition and tested whether both groups differed
from the control group.

Method

Participants and Procedure

A group of 60 second- and third-grade children (boys: n =
32) from four different classes participated in the study,
which was announced as a ball-throwing exercise. The par-
ticipants’ mean age was 8.03 years (SD = 1.0, ranging from
7 to 11 years).

During regular lessons, the children were individually
asked to leave class for about 7 min and were taken to a
separate room. Here the experimenter registered the chil-
dren’s age and sex and explained the ball-throwing task.
The children were to throw a ball at a target from a fixed
distance (250 cm, which had been revealed to be of medi-
um difficulty for this age group in pretests). They received
5 points if they hit the bullseye, 4 points if they hit the first
circle drawn around the bullseye, 3 if they hit the second
circle, 2 if they hit the third circle, and 1 point if they did
not hit any circles. Participants had 15 trials and the exper-
imenter continuously registered the participants’ perfor-
mance (baseline measure of motor performance) without
giving feedback about performance. The experimenter ex-
plained that the ball-throwing task was just an exercise to
prepare for a “real” test of ball-throwing competence which
would take place later.

Then the failure and success prime learning phase began
in which the children were to learn to associate neutral cues
(spoon, fork) with failure and success. The procedure was
as follows: The participants were told that the announced
test would be used to assign each child to either the “spoon
group” or the “fork group.”

If they performed poorly, they would be assigned to the
spoon group (i.e., the “loser group”); if they performed
well, they would be assigned to the fork group (i.e., the

Figure 1. Performance of elementary school children in the
failure prime group, success prime group, and in the control
group. In Study 1 (upper part) cognitive performance (par-
ticipants’ scores ranged from 6–12) and in Study 2 (lower
part) motor performance (participants’ scores ranged from
29–68) was assessed.
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“winner group”). Cues as well as success and failure asso-
ciations were counterbalanced. While explaining the group
assignment, the experimenter showed pictures of a fork and
a spoon. In addition, either a picture displaying a child
showing an unhappy facial expression (failure cue) or a
child showing a happy facial expression (success cue) was
presented along with the spoon and fork pictures. The ex-
perimenter explained that the children in the pictures had
been assigned to the fork or spoon group in a previous study
and felt correspondingly proud and happy or frustrated and
sad. In order to ensure that participants understood the
meaning of the cues (i.e., success, failure) correctly, they
were asked to repeat the meanings of the groups. Partici-
pants were then accompanied back to class.

The testing phase started about 50 minutes later. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to a failure prime group, a
success prime group, or a control group. Again, children left
class for 7 min and were accompanied to the experiment
room in which either a picture of a fork, a picture of a spoon,
or a blank sheet of paper appeared to be randomly positioned
at the edge of the table. Participants sat on a chair at a desk
with the cue in their field of view and were asked to wait for
a couple of minutes until the experimenter had prepared the
material. This lasted 2 min. Then participants performed the
ball-throwing task again. Afterwards, the experimenter pre-
tended to read through his notes and informed the participant
that his/her overall performance was good and that he/she
would be assigned to the winner group.

When all of the participants were back in the classroom,
the experimenter informed them that their class had per-
formed extraordinarily well, so all of them had been as-
signed to the winner group. In order to extinguish the as-
sociation between the cues and failure, the participants
were told that group size had to be limited for practical
reasons and that therefore two groups – a fork group and a
spoon group – had to be created. In the special case of this
class, both groups were winner groups. “Fork” and “spoon”
were each used twice to indicate that the participants had
performed well.

Motor Performance

The experimenter summed up the scores achieved in the 15
ball-throwing trials in the exercise phase and the test phase.
The possible range of scores was from 15 points (when
none of the circles around the bullseye were hit) to 60
points (when the bullseye was hit on every trial).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

An a priori test showed that the experimental groups did
not differ with respect to age, F(2, 57) = .45, p = .64, η2 =
.02, but differed significantly with respect to motor perfor-

mance at T1, F(2, 57) = 3.35, p = .042, η2 = .11. At T1,
participants in the failure prime condition (M = 48.80, SD
= 7.80) showed better performance than participants in the
success prime condition (M = 43.00, SD = 6.97) or the con-
trol condition (M = 47.25.10, SD = 7.21).

Further analyses tested whether motor performance was
associated with participant age or sex. Boys scored de-
scriptively higher than girls in the ball-throwing task at T1
(boys: M = 47.62, SD = 7.26, girls: M = 44.89, SD = 7.88),
F(1, 58) = 1.95, p = .17, η2 = .03, and marginally signifi-
cantly higher at T2 (boys: M = 49.88, SD = 9.30; girls: M
= 45.03, SD = 10.00), F(1, 58) = 3.77, p = .06, η2 = .06.
Participants’ age was related to performance at T1, r = .58,
p = .001, and at T2, r = .41, p = .001. In summary, our
preliminary analyses suggested that we should control for
participants’ performance at T1, sex, and age.

Task Performance

On average, participants scored 46.35 (SD = 7.62, range:
32 to 60) in the ball-throwing exercise phase and 47.62 (SD
= 9.86, range: 29 to 68) in the test phase. The T1 and T2
motor performance measures were significantly related, r
= .41 p = .001.

An ANCOVA revealed a significant effect of prime type
on motor performance after the effect of performance at T1,
participant age, and sex were controlled for, F(2, 54) =
24.20, p = .001, η2 = .47, which is displayed in the lower
part of Figure 1. Posthoc tests (LSD) showed that partici-
pants in the failure prime group (M = 42.55, SD = 8.09)
performed significantly worse than participants in the suc-
cess symbol group (M = 52.30, SD = 8.42, p = .001) and
marginally significantly worse than participants in the con-
trol group (M = 48.00, SD = 10.73, p = .06). The difference
between the success symbol group and the control group
was not significant, p = .14.

General Discussion

Two studies tested our hypothesis that inherently neutral
cues can easily become failure primes, which then impair
elementary school children’s performance. In a first study,
we tested whether second- and third-grade children who
were exposed to symbols which their teachers had used in
the past to indicate failure (pictures of houses and colors)
differed with respect to cognitive performance from chil-
dren who had been exposed to symbols indicating success
(pictures of animals and colors) and children in a control
group. As hypothesized, the failure prime group performed
significantly worse than the success prime group, but did
not differ significantly from the control group.

The first study also showed that the failure prime effect
even occurred for the class of school children in which the
color red was used to indicate success and the color green
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to indicate failure. This is noteworthy because it seems to
be incompatible with some authors’ assumption that we can
easily associate the color red with failure due to a biological
predisposition (Elliot et al., 2007, 2009). The authors stated
that, although learned processes (e.g., red ink to mark mis-
takes) may also contribute to the association between red
and failure, these processes are “embedded in a biological-
ly based predisposition across species to interpret red as a
danger signal in competitive situations” (Elliot et al., 2009,
p. 366). Our study suggests that, even if there is a biological
predisposition to link the color red to threat/failure in eval-
uation settings, it can easily be relearned and become a
success prime after a brief learning period in school.

In our second study, we predicted the level of elementary
school children’s motor performance (scores in a ball-throw-
ing task), which we assumed would depend on whether the
children had been briefly exposed to a failure symbol (picture
of a spoon) or a success symbol (picture of a fork). As expect-
ed, and fully in accordance with the results of Study 1, par-
ticipants in the failure prime group scored lower than partic-
ipants in the success symbol group and performed marginally
significantly worse than participants in the control group. The
study also shows that the process of learning failure and suc-
cess cues can be very fast. A single association between an
inherently neutral cue (e.g., fork, spoon) and failure or suc-
cess was sufficient to turn neutral cues into failure and suc-
cess primes. Future research should analyze the stability of a
failure prime learned in a single trial. It is plausible that an
association learned in a single trial between a cue and a novel
meaning is easier to extinguish (e.g., by repeated exposure to
a spoon or fork, which are not associated with failure in ev-
eryday life) than failure cues that have a longer learning his-
tory and are predominantly associated with the performance
context.

In summary, our studies confirm the principles of indi-
rect failure priming (Elliot et al., 2007, 2009) (Studies 1
and 2) and one-trial learning (e.g., Seligman, 1970) (Study
2), and show that arbitrary cues that are inherently unrelat-
ed to failure can become failure primes that, in turn, impair
the cognitive and motor performance of elementary school
children. However, some of our results warrant further dis-
cussion: Whereas in both studies the failure prime groups
differed significantly from the success prime groups with
respect to cognitive and motor performance, the failure
prime groups only differed from the control groups on a
descriptive level (exception: marginally significant effect
in Study 2 showing that participants in the failure prime
condition performed worse than those in the control group).
One reason for this might be that our analyses lacked sta-
tistical power due to relatively small sample sizes. It could
also be argued that we did not consider individual differ-
ences in dispositional fear of failure and hope of success,
which might have influenced the arousal of approach and
avoidance motivation more strongly in the control groups
which – in the absence of primes – had no external cues for
interpreting the situation. The achievement setting could
have elicited performance-impairing avoidance motivation

in individuals with a strong fear of failure, whereas in in-
dividuals with high hopes of success approach motivation
could have facilitated performance. By considering dispo-
sitional fear of failure and hope of success as moderators
in future research, other research questions could be an-
swered, in particular, whether school children with a high
dispositional fear of failure learn failure cues faster or are
affected more when confronted with learned failure cues
(for the role of fear of failure, see Schüler et al., 2013).

Our results have practical implications for educational
settings and for teacher behavior. Teachers may try to avoid
evaluating performance using grades and thereby the neg-
ative aspects of negative performance feedback in young
elementary school students by using feedback cues such as
animals, houses, geographic symbols, or colors that indeed
seem harmless at first glance. However, we have shown
that these may easily function as evaluation criteria that
influence the elementary school children’s performance
like grades do. Both studies confirm the principles of indi-
rect failure priming (Elliot et al., 2007, 2009) and one-trial
learning (e.g., Seligman, 1970), and show that arbitrary
cues that are inherently unrelated to failure can become
failure primes that, in turn, impair the cognitive as well as
the motor performance of elementary school children.
Learned failure cues constantly threaten the fundamental
need for competence, which is essential for children’s psy-
chological adjustment and healthy personality develop-
ment (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2002,
2008). This may not only affect short-term cognitive and
motor performance at school, but could also have a detri-
mental effect on the child’s development in a broader sense
and in the long run. They are likely to show similar unwant-
ed reactions to bad grades, such as threatened self-worth
and self-esteem (Butler & Nisan, 1986; Covington, 1992).

Being involved in young children’s education (e.g., as a
parent or teacher) is a challenging task that also seems to
require bearing in mind that less obvious or even uncon-
scious processes exist that affect children’s performance
and well-being. Because unconscious failure primes might
even be unknown to the educator, it is important to be high-
ly sensitive to signs of avoidance motivation (e.g., avoid-
ance behavior) and affect (e.g., fear) and to counter them
with means that are under one’s (conscious) control, such
as providing positive feedback and a benevolent learning
atmosphere in order to enhance the child’s feeling of com-
petence. Another strategy, which has been shown by self-
determination researchers to facilitate school children’s ac-
ademic motivation and well-being, is autonomy support
provided by teachers (e.g., Kaplan & Assor, 2012; Reeve,
2009; Vansteenkiste, Niemiec, & Soenens, 2010; Vansteen-
kiste et al., 2012). Autonomy-supportive teachers promote
their students’ will by providing choices, trying to take and
understand the students’ perspective, and by providing ra-
tionales when they have to constrain students’ choices.
They thereby create a learning atmosphere that is incom-
patible with fear of failure presumably aroused by failure
primes – or at least buffer the negative priming effects.
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Our research leaves an important research question un-
answered: What mechanism is responsible for the link be-
tween failure symbols and impaired performance? We ex-
pect that the same mediator comes into play that has al-
ready been found to be relevant for adult samples:
avoidance motivation (e.g., Elliot et al., 2007). As in adults,
failure primes should also trigger avoidance motivation in
elementary school children, which in turn is known to de-
crease performance (Elliot & McGregor, 1999, 2001; Elliot
& Friedman, 2007; Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Schüler et al.,
2013). Avoidance motivation gives rise to fear, which hin-
ders effective functioning and impairs well-being (Elliot,
2005, 2008) – which should be true for cognitive as well
as motor functioning.

In order to test the mediating role of avoidance motiva-
tion empirically, future studies should employ avoidance
motivation measures that are suitable for young children.
We recommend a mixture of self-reporting and rating by
individuals involved in education (teachers) and childrear-
ing (parents). Also, the use of psychophysiological indica-
tors of stress (e.g., heart rate variability), which are more
independent of conscious self-reflection, would shed fur-
ther light on the mechanism between failure cues and re-
duced motor and cognitive performance in elementary
school children.
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