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Students’ Academic Competitiveness
and Their Involvement in the
Learning Process
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The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between students’ academic
competitiveness and their involvement behaviors (i.e., student motives for communicating
with their instructors, out-of-class communication with their instructors, and classroom
participation). Considering the desire inherent among academically competitive students
to outperform other students, it was predicted that students’ academic competitiveness
would be related positively to their involvement behaviors. Participants (N=246) com-
pleted a series of self-report measures. The results of Pearson correlation analyses largely
provided support for the hypothesized association among students’ academic competitive-
ness and their involvement in the learning process.
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Traditionally, competitiveness has been described as a general personality disposition
in which individuals possess a maladaptive desire to win at any cost (Horney, 1937).
More recently, researchers (Ryckman, Libby, van den Borne, Gold, & Lindner, 1997)

A previous version of this article was presented at the 2010 National Communication Association’s annual
meeting in San Francisco, California.

Stephanie Shimotsu-Dariol (PhD, West Virginia University, 2012) is an Instructor in the School of Communi-
cation at Loyola University Chicago, Chicago, Illinois. Daniel H. Mansson (PhD, West Virginia University,
2011) is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Communication Arts & Sciences at Penn State—Hazleton,
Hazleton, Pennsylvania. Scott A. Myers (PhD, Kent State University, 1995) is a professor in the Department of
Communication Studies at West Virginia University, Morgantown, West Virginia. ~Correspondence: Stephanie
Shimotsu-Dariol, School of Communication at Loyola University Chicago, Chicago, IL 60611; E-mail:
stephks16@gmail.com

ISSN 0882-4096 (print)/ISSN 1746-4099 (online) © 2012 Eastern Communication Association
DOI: 10.1080/08824096.2012.723643



Downloaded by [University of Utah] at 08:12 08 February 2013

Communication Research Reports 311

have argued that competitiveness could also be viewed positively, including a desire
for personal growth. This desire for personal growth may be triggered by specific
situations (Kohn, 1992). The academic setting often serves as a competitive environ-
ment because it provides opportunities for students to compare their performance
and compete for rewards (Bing, 1999). Students who demonstrate academic competi-
tiveness desire positive outcomes such as high grades and praise from their instruc-
tors (Bing, 1999). Not surprisingly, then, competitive students often report high
levels of achievement motivation (Smither & Houston, 2002).

Students who possess high levels of academic competitiveness also strive to out-
perform themselves (i.e., personal improvement) or others. The ambition to succeed
may influence competitive students to take proactive measures toward achievement
(Ryckman et al., 1997), such as effective study habits and frequent contact with their
instructors. Bing (1999) studied competitiveness in the academic setting and found
that students’ academic competiveness was associated positively with achieving
valued scholastic goals, such as high GPA. Furthermore, he suggested that students
who possess high levels of academic competitiveness also are willing to perform
behaviors that contribute to their own success. Although a positive relationship
between academic competitiveness and student success is suggested, the specific
behaviors these students may enact to achieve their academic goals have not yet been
explored. One way that competitive students may attempt to maximize their chances
for academic success is to be communicatively involved in the learning process.

Three types of student involvement commonly studied by instructional communi-
cation scholars are students’ motives for communicating with their instructors,
out-of-class communication with instructors, and in-class participation, all of which
have been associated positively with students’ learning outcomes (Dobransky &
Frymier, 2004; Frisby & Myers, 2008; Martin, Mottet, & Myers, 2000). Students’
motives for communicating refer to reasons why students interact with their instruc-
tors, and include functional, relational, participatory, excuse-making, and sycophan-
tic motives. The functional motive refers to clarification of course materials or
assignments. The relational motive refers to a desire to get to know the instructor
on a personal level. The participatory motive refers to attempts to express interest
in the course and understanding of the course content. The excuse-making motive
refers to explanations of why assignments are late or incomplete. The sycophantic
motive refers to goal-driven communicative attempts to get on the instructor’s “good
side” (Martin, Myers, & Mottet, 1999).

Students who report high levels of assertiveness, argumentativeness, and self-
perceived communication competence tend to communicate with their instructors
for relational, functional, and participatory reasons, whereas students who are high
in Machiavellianism and verbal aggressiveness often communicate with their instruc-
tors for sycophantic and excuse-making reasons (Mansson, Myers, & Martin, 2011;
Martin, Byrnes, & Myers, 2009; Martin, Myers, & Mottet, 2006). Conversely, students
who are high in communication apprehension (CA) often are reluctant to engage in
relational, participatory, and functional communication with their instructors (Martin,
Valencic, & Heisel, 2002). Moreover, learning-oriented students communicate with
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their instructors to establish personal relationships (i.e., the relational motive) with
their instructors, but grade-oriented students communicate with their instructors to
justify their poor academic performance or to get on their instructors’ “good side”
(i.e., excuse-making and sycophantic motives; Williams & Frymier, 2007).

Student out-of-class communication (OCC) with instructors refers to both struc-
tured and unstructured student—instructor interactions that are not a part of the
course requirements (Terenzini, Pascarella, & Blimling, 1996). OCC typically is
initiated by students (Bippus, Kearney, Plax, & Brooks, 2003) and includes casual
conversations before or after class (Jaasma & Koper, 1999; Williams & Frymier,
2007) and office visits to discuss class-related issues, course performance, or to
request letters of recommendation (Cotton & Wilson, 2006). However, OCC does
not include informal greetings in passing (Nadler & Nadler, 2001). These student—
instructor out-of-class interactions, or lack thereof, have been found to be influenced
by students’ communication traits. For instance, students who are motivated and
high in trait-based argumentativeness, assertiveness, and cognitive flexibility have
been found to be more willing to engage in OCC with their instructors than students
low in these traits (Jaasma & Koper, 1999; Mansson, Myers, & Martin, 2012; Martin
& Myers, 2006). On the other hand, students who report high levels of trait-
based CA are more reluctant to engage in OCC with their instructors than students
who report low levels of CA (Martin & Myers, 2006).

Student participation refers to questions or comments that students provide
during class (Fassinger, 1995), including peer interactions (Bippus & Young,
2000). Students who participate in class tend to be interested in the course content,
confident in their ability to participate (Fassinger, 1996), motivated, satisfied (Frisby
& Myers, 2008), willing to communicate (Chan & McCroskey, 1987), and report high
self-esteem (Williams, 1971). However, students’ CA (Mansson & Myers, 2009), fear
of appearing unintelligent, inability to organize thoughts, tension (Fassinger, 1997),
and classroom communication apprehension (Neer & Kircher, 1989) often limit their
in-class participation.

Collectively, these studies bolster two fundamental arguments that have guided
much of the instructional communication research. First, student involvement
fosters learning (Frymier, 2005; Junn, 1994; Terenzini et al., 1996). Second, stu-
dents’ traits are associated closely with their involvement in the learning process
(McCroskey & Richmond, 2006). To extend this line of research and to corroborate
Bing’s (1999) claim that academically competitive students are likely to enact
behaviors that contribute to their academic success, the following hypotheses are
forwarded:

HI: Students’ self-reported academic competitiveness will be related positively to their
motives for communicating with their instructors.

H2: Students’ self-reported academic competitiveness will be related positively to their
OCC with their instructors.

H3: Students’ self-reported academic competitiveness will be related positively to their
classroom participation.
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Participants

Undergraduate students (N = 246; 136 males, 100 females, and 10 students who failed
to identify their sex) who were enrolled in communication courses at a large mid-
Atlantic university participated in this study. The participants were two first-year
students, 49 sophomores, 96 juniors, 93 seniors, and six students who did not report
their academic status. Their ages ranged from 18 to 31 years (M =20.75, SD=1.71).

Procedures and Instruments

Upon approval from the Institutional Review Board, students were asked to complete
a two-part survey. The first part included demographic items as detailed above, and
the second part included a series of four questionnaires. The questionnaires used
were as follows: The Hypercompetitiveness in Academia Scale (Bing, 1999), The
tudent Communication Motives Scale (Martin et al., 1999, 2000), The Out-of-Class
Interaction Scale (Knapp & Martin, 2002; Myers, Martin, & Knapp, 2005), and a
modified version of The Classroom Participation Scale (Fassinger, 1995).

The Hypercompetitiveness in Academia Scale consists of 18 items that measure the
extent to which the respondents strive to out-perform themselves and other students.
Sample items include the following: “Sometimes, I view a test as an opportunity to
prove that I am intellectually superior to others” and “Academic competition inspires
me to excel.” Responses were solicited on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Bing (1999) reported a coefficient reliability
of .86 for this scale.

The Student Communication Motives Scale consists of 30 items that measure the
respondents’ tendencies to communicate with their instructors for relational,
functional, excuse-making, participatory, and sycophancy reasons. Sample items
include the following: “to learn about him/her personally” and “to build a personal
friendship” (relational), “to clarify the material” and “to get academic advice” (func-
tional), “to explain absences” and “to explain why work is late” (excuse-making), “to
appear involved in class” and “to demonstrate I understand the material” (participa-
tory), “to pretend I am interested in the course” and “to give the impression that I
think the instructor is an effective teacher” (sycophancy). Responses were solicited on
a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all like me) to 5 (exactly like me).
Mansson and Myers (2009) reported reliability coefficients ranging from .87 to .93
for the five dimensions of this scale.

The Out-of-Class Interaction Scale consists of nine items that measure the respon-
dents’ tendencies to interact with their instructors outside of class. Sample items
include the following: “I frequently talk to my instructors outside of the classroom”
and “I often talk to my instructors during their office hours.” Responses were
solicited on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). Goodboy, Martin, and Bolkan (2009) reported a reliability coefficient of .84
for this scale.
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The Classroom Participation Scale consists of six items that measure the respon-
dents’ tendencies to participate in class. In this study, the last question was eliminated
due to the possibility that responses inflated or diluted responses (see Myers & Rocca,
2007). Sample items include the following: “I often contribute to class” and “I
contribute in class without hesitation” Responses were solicited on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Frisby and Myers (2008)
reported a reliability coefficient of .91 for this scale.

Results

Table 1 contains a correlation matrix and reports the means, standard deviations, and
reliability coefficients for all scales used in this investigation. The hypotheses
predicted that students’ self-reported academic competitiveness would be related
positively to their motives for communicating with their instructors (H1), their
OCC with their instructors (H2), and their in-class participation (H3). The results
of Pearson correlations indicated significant positive relationships between students’
academic competitiveness and the following motives: relational (r=.19, p<.01),
excuse-making (r=.21, p<.001), participatory (r=.33, p<.001), and sycophantic
(r=.35, p<.001). Students’ academic competitiveness and the functional motive
were not significantly correlated (r = —.12, p=.06). Additionally, students’ academic
competitiveness was related positively to their OCC with instructors (r=.18, p<.01)
and their in-class participation (r=.17, p<.01). Thus, H1 was partially supported,
and H2 and H3 were fully supported.

Discussion

This study establishes a positive association between students’ academic competitive-
ness and four motives for communicating with instructors (i.e., relational, participa-
tory, excuse-making, sycophancy), their OCC with instructors, and their in-class

Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliability Coefficients, and Correlation Matrix

Variable M SD o« 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Academic 68.81 13.28 .80 -
competitiveness

2. Relational 1451 5.03 .87 .19*** -

3. Functional 2239 492 86 -.12 .14* -

4. Excuse making 1441 5.58 .86 .21"** .32%** .18***

5. Participatory 14.64 5.35 .87 .33"** 56"** 21"** 46"** -

6. Sycophancy 14.01 520 .88 .35** .60*** .10 497 747

7. Out-of-class 2448 573 .75 .18%* 50%** 20% 237 440 3% —
communication

8. In-class participation 14.70 4.22 .87 .17 45" 24" 24" 51" A1MF 340 —

Note. *p <.05 **p <.01 ***p <.001.
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participation. Students who communicate for the relational motive do so to establish
personal relationships with their instructors (Martin et al., 1999). Highly competitive
individuals often seek out relationships with others who are viewed as beneficial
(Ryckman et al., 1997). In the classroom setting, students who are high in competi-
tiveness may desire to establish deeper personal relationships with their instructors
because it aids them in achieving their high goals for academic achievement. More-
over, highly competitive students will likely experience positive outcomes associated
with deeper student—instructor relationships, such as increased motivation and
learning (Frymier & Houser, 2000), to a greater extent than less competitive students.
Students who communicate for the participatory motive do so to express interest and
understanding of the course content (Martin et al., 2000). Thus, students who are
high in competitiveness may communicate with their instructors for participatory
reasons due to their desire to perform well and to express competence (Bing, 1999).

Students who communicate for the excuse-making motive explain why assign-
ments are not completed or submitted late (Martin et al., 1999). Competitive
students may engage in excuse-making in an attempt to ensure that their failure to
complete assigned tasks on time will not affect their grades negatively. In fact,
Fletcher, Major, and Davis (2008) argued that competitive individuals engage in
excuse-making to achieve their high task performance goals. Students who communi-
cate for sycophantic reasons do so to be perceived favorably by their instructors
(Martin et al., 1999). It is possible that academically competitive students communi-
cate with their instructors for sycophantic reasons because it is a way of acquiring
affirmation and praise from their instructors. Although academically competitive
students strive for high academic achievement, they also possess a desire to be
perceived as high achievers by their instructors (Bing, 1999).

Students’ excuse-making and sycophantic reasons for communicating with their
instructors may also be attempts to influence the student—instructor relationship in
favor of the students. In fact, Martin et al. (1999) found positive relationships
between students’ self-reported interpersonal control motive and their tendencies
to communicate with their instructors for excuse-making and sycophantic reasons.
Similarly, students who are high in Machiavellianism, which inherently involves
controlling and self-serving behaviors, often communicate with their instructors
for excuse-making and sycophantic reasons (Mansson et al., 2011; Martin et al.,
2006). Thus, it is not surprising that academically competitive students also engage
in excuse-making and sycophantic conversations with their instructors.

Although the results of this study provided support for the anticipated positive
associations between students’ academic competitiveness and four motives for com-
municating with their instructors, the results did not indicate a statistically significant
relationship between academic competitiveness and the functional motive. Thus,
it appears that academic competitiveness is not associated with the mechanism
that influences students to engage in communication with their instructors to ask
questions about the information in the class or clarify course material.

Moreover, the more academically competitive students are, the more likely they
are to participate in class and to engage in OCC with their instructors. Similar to
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students’ motives for communicating with their instructors, students’ in-class
participation and OCC with their instructors may, in part, be communicative
attempts to fulfill their needs for academic achievement. Hurt, Scott, and McCroskey
(1978) argued that students have both academic and interpersonal needs in the learn-
ing process. While the instructor relevance literature (e.g., Frymier & Shulman, 1995;
Frymier, Shulman, & Houser, 1996) suggests that instructors should communicate in
a manner that fulfills students’ needs, Richmond and Gorham (1992) proposed that
students also communicate with their instructors to fulfill their own needs. Because
competitive students inherently have a need to perform well, to improve (Ryckman
et al., 1997), and to receive positive feedback (Smither & Houston, 2002), it possible
that highly competitive students participate in class and engage in OCC with their
instructors to fulfill their academic and interpersonal needs. Moreover, prior research
(Frisby & Myers, 2008) indicates that student involvement is associated positively with
enhanced student learning outcomes. Thus, academically competitive students may
ask more questions and raise comments in class (i.e., in-class participation; Fassinger,
1995) as a means of improving their understanding of the course content and subse-
quently fulfilling their needs for personal growth and improvement.

Considering that instructional strategies are becoming more student-centered
(Huba & Freed, 2000), that student involvement is desirable (Goodboy & Myers,
2008), and that student academic competitiveness is associated positively with
student involvement, future research may include the exploration of instructor com-
municative behaviors that are associated with students’ academic competitiveness.
Prior studies (Christophel, 1990; Richmond, 1990) indicate that students become
more academically motivated when instructors are nonverbally immediate. Because
competitiveness can be triggered by specific situations (Kohn, 1992), it is possible
that instructor behaviors (e.g., affinity-seeking, clarity, nonverbal immediacy) that
are associated positively with student motivation may, in fact, also trigger students’
academic competitiveness. To explore this idea, additional research studies on students’
academic competitiveness is warranted.

Additionally, it should be noted that the data collection procedure (i.e., self-report)
is indicative of a series of interrelated limitations. While researchers examining the
relationship between personality traits and communicative behaviors rely primarily
on self-reports for data collection (Frey, Botan, & Kreps, 2000), self-reports are subject
to social desirability biases and self-deceptive personality responses (i.e., honest,
“but overly favorable self-presentations”; Fisher & Katz, 2000, p. 109). In terms of
the behavioral components (i.e., students’ communicative behaviors) of this study,
it should be noted that self-reports of previously enacted behaviors require parti-
cipants to both remember and scale those behaviors (Stayman & Aaker, 1999), which
may result in either inflated or diluted responses. For instance, Myers and Rocca
(2007) noted that students’ responses of their average number of in-class contribu-
tions ranged from zero to 32 times per class period. Thus, to corroborate the findings
obtained in this study, future research utilizing both self-reports and trained coders to
examine the relationship between students’ traits and their communicative behaviors
is warranted (McCroskey, 1997).
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In sum, the results of this study provide support for the notion that students’ traits
are associated with their communicative behaviors (Mansson et al., 2011; Mottet,
Martin, & Myers, 2004), in that students who possess trait competitiveness seem
to enact involvement behaviors that have been associated with desirable learning
outcomes. However, considering the relatively large sample size in conjunction with
the weak magnitude of the correlations, these findings should be interpreted with
reluctance (Martin et al., 2006), which warrants continued exploration of the rela-
tionships between students’ traits and their academic involvement.
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