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Abstract

Introduction. Previous studies indicated that more than 70% university students committed academic
procrastination, and one of the most prominent factors is learned helplessness, the perception that one
is incapable of finishing tasks well. It was also hypothesized that when students believe that they are in
control of their own events, their learned helplessness will not significantly predict their academic
procrastination. This current study aims to test the hypothesis whether internal locus of control medi-
ates the relationship between learned helplessness and academic procrastination among university

students.

Method. A total of 240 university students were randomly recruited to participate in this current
study. Duttweiller’s Internal Control Scale was utilized to measure the internal locus of control, Pure
Procrastination Scale (adapted for academic setting) was employed to measure the academic procrasti-
nation level and Learned Helplessness Scale was used to measure the level of learned helplessness

among the participants. Multiple regression with PROCESS macros was employed to analyze the data.

Results. Results indicated that learned helplessness signifcantly predicted internal locus of control,
and that internal locus of control was a significant predictor of academic procrastination. These results
support the mediational hypothesis. Learned helplessness was no longer a significant predictor of aca-
demic procrastination after controlling for the internal locus of control, consistent with full mediation.
Approximately 21% of the variance in academic procrastination can be explained by the predictors.
Indirect coefficient was significant. Learned helplessness was associated with approximately .15

points higher academic procrastination scores as mediated by internal locus of control

Discussion and Conclusion. Internal locus of control fully mediates the influence of learned helpless-
ness on academic procrastination. In other words, when students believe that they are in control of
their events, the less likely they will procrastinate doing their tasks due to helplessness they have lear-
ned. Findings of this study suggested that procrastination in academic setting occurred due to the per-
ception of helplessness that have been learned over time; nevertheless, the influence will not be that
deteriorating towards the students when the they believe that they are responsible and in control of

their events.

Keywords: academic procrastination, learned helplessness, locus of control, mediation.
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Resumen

Introduccion. Estudios previos indicaron que mas del 70% de los estudiantes universitarios comet-
ieron demoras académicas, y uno de los factores mas destacados es la indepension aprendida, la per-
cepcion de que uno es incapaz de terminar bien las tareas. También se planted la hipotesis de que cu-
ando los estudiantes creen que tienen el control de sus propios eventos, su indefension aprendida no
predecira de manera significativa su dilacion académica. Este estudio tuvo como objetivo probar la
hipotesis de si el “lugar interno de control” media la relacion entre la indefension aprendida y la di-

lacion académica entre los estudiantes universitarios.

Método. Un total de 240 estudiantes universitarios fueron reclutados al azar para participar en este
estudio actual. Se utifiizo la Escala de Control Interno de Duttweiller para medir el locus de control
interno; la Escala de Procrastinacion Pura (adaptada para el entorno académico) se us6 para medir el
nivel de dilacion académico; y la Escala de Indefension Aprendida se us6 para medir el nivel de
desamparo aprendido entre los participantes. Se utilizé regresion multiple con macros de PROCESO

para analizar los datos.

Resultados Los resultados indicaron que la indefension aprendida predijo significativamente el locus
interno de control, y que el locus interno de control fue un predictor significativo de la dilacion
académica. Estos resultados apoyan la hipotesis mediacional. La indefension aprendida ya no era un
predictor significativo de la dilacion académica después de controlar el locus de control interno, con-
sistente con la mediacion completa. Aproximadamente el 21% de la variacion en la dilacion académi-
ca puede explicarse por los predictores. El coeficiente indirecto fue significativo. La indefension
aprendida se asocié con aproximadamente .15 puntos mas altos de puntuacion de procrastinacion

académica mediada por el locus de control interno

Discusion y conclusion. El locus de control interno media completamente la influencia de la indefen-
sion aprendida en la dilacion académica. En otras palabras, cuando los estudiantes creen que tienen el
control de sus eventos, es menos probable que pospongan sus tareas debido a la impotencia que han
aprendido. Los hallazgos de este estudio sugirieron que la postergacion en el entorno académico se
produjo debido a la percepcion de indefension que se ha aprendido a lo largo del tiempo; sin embargo,
la influencia no sera tan deteriorada hacia los estudiantes cuando crean que son responsables y tienen

el control de sus eventos.

Palabras clave: dilacion académica, desamparo aprendido, locus de control, mediacién.
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Introduction

Procrastination of academic tasks have been a serious problem among university stu-
dents at any levels, because academic procrastination is reported to be a significant factor of
low academic achievements (Klassen, Krawchuk, & Rajani, 2008). However, it was reported
that 70-95 % of undergraduate students who experienced academic delays had procrastinate
on their academic tasks (Steel, 2010). It can be stated that, academic procrastination requires
more attention from education stakeholders due to its negative significance on academic
achievements. Studies in more than two decades had been investigating the factors of acade-
mic procrastination (Fritzsche, Young, & Hickson, 2003; Johnson & Bloom, 1995; Klassen,
Krawchuk, & Rajani, 2008; Solomon & Rothblum, 1984) and they have reported that indivi-
dual factors, such as self-regulation and motivation predicted academic procrastination. Other
variables that were reported to be dominant in those previous Works are belief that one is in-
capable of finishing task on time due to negative self-evaluation, which led to learned hel-
plessness (learned helplessness), as well as the belief that one is in control of their own

events, or internal locus of control (ILC).

Symbolic interaction theory (Blumer, 1962; Stryker, 1968) explains that individuals
value themselves based on their perception on others’ expectation; in other words, the way an
individual perceives the expectation of others contributes to how the individual evaluates one-
self (Rock, 2016). Contextually, academic procrastination can be seen as an outcome of the
students perception of their lecturers’ expectation towards them. A study by Prihadi, Hairul
and Hazri (2010) suggested that when students perceived that they are not expected to per-
form academically well, they will perceive themselves as academically helpless and will
postpone doing their tasks until the last minute. Further study from Prihadi, Hairul and Hazri
(2012) suggested that despite the students perceive that they are not expected to perform well,
they will not perceive themselves to be helpless as long as they believe that they are in control
of their own events (possessing ILC). These aforementioned studies led to a hypothesis that

ILC alters how learned helplessness predicts academic procrastination.

Factors of Academic Procrastination
Studies over decades indicated that academic procrastination can be triggerred interna-
lly (by the procrastinators themselves) or externally (by the social environment of the procrs-

tinators). Variables such as laziness, stress and motivation (He, 2017), as well as self-
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regulation failure (Klassen, Krawchuk, & Rajani, 2008; Rakes & Dunn, 2010), self-esteem
(Duru & Balkis, 2017), self-determined motivation (Rakes & Dunn, 2010), and self-efficacy
(Klassen et al., 2008; Steel, 2010) have been reported to be the internal factors of procrastina-
tion. Factors such as negative evaluation from others (Saddler & Buley, 1999), and peer in-
fluence (Chen, Shi, & Wang, 2016) are the examples of external factors of academic

procrastination.

However, based on the symbolic interaction theory (Blumer, 1962; Stryker, 1968),
these external factors need to be perceived in certain ways before eventually lead to
procrastination behavior (Rock, 2016). In other words, despite the educators and peers keep
telling the procrastinators that they are capable of finishing the task on time, their own percep-
tion towards what educators and peers’ expectation will contribute to their actual behavior
(Wiéschle, Allgaier, Lachner, Fink, & Niickles, 2014); procrastination might still occur, as
long as the procrastinators believe that they are incapable of doing the tasks and nobody is
there to help them. In line with that, a study by Chen et al (2016) reported that when students
developed a belief that their peers expect them to procrastinate and did not offer any help to
avoid it, they would likely to procrastinate on their tasks. Chan and his colleagues also men-
tioned that students who resist to develop such a belief will not procrastinate, despite their

peers might expect them to do so.

Learned Helplessness as Predictor

Theory of symbolic interaction (Blumer, 1962; Stryker, 1968) explained
that individuals evaluate themselves based on their perception on others’ expectation towards
them. In the context of the study, learned helplessness is seen as an outcome of the students’
perception of the expectation of their social environment; in other words, when the students
perceived that their lecturers and peers do not expect them to perform academically well, they
will think that they are incapable of performing well, and eventually they ‘learned’ that they

are academically hopeless and helpless.

In line with the the symbolic interaction theory, when negative feedback is frequently
given to less efficacious individuals, they develop negative evaluation on their capabilities
and fall into irrational cognition (Steel, 2010) that eventually brings them to the perception of

being helpless (Johnson, Rosen, & Levy, 2008). In turn, the feeling of being helpless brought
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them to academic procrastination; because they believe that they are not capable in finishing

the tasks successfully without external support.

In the context of university students, it was reported that young adults with negative
evaluation towards self and life tend to develop procrastination behavior (Steel, 2010; Steel &
Ferrari, 2013). In the same context, belief of being helpless is related to ones’ perception that
academic tasks are beyond their control, aversive, and inescapable that led to further negative
perception that it is pointless to finish the task on time (Carden, Bryant, & Moss,
2004). Another way to explain learned helplessness in academic setting is by seeing it as a
product of negative expectancy of academic results, which is predicted by past experience of
low academic performance, as well as perception of the absence of social support (Klassen, et
al., 2008). It can be assumed that individuals with negative self-perception unconsciously de-
lay their academic works in order to justify their being helpless and the tasks being unbeara-

ble.

The way learned helplessness predicts academic procrastination was reported in some
studies in different dynamics. One of them suggested that procrastination acts as a self-
handicapping strategies (Park & Sperling, 2012) or incubator for learned helplessness in some
way (Duru & Balkis, 2017); they procrastinate to confirm that they cannot finish their tasks
without any help. In this case, procrastinators have learned that they do not have enough
competence to finish the task on time, and keep delaying the work in order to be self-assured
that they are incompetent, hence it is acceptable to feel helpless. Other studies reported that
procrastinators who learned that they are helpless tend to reflect their task-competency to self-
worth (Burka & Yuen, 2008), which means that making errors in task completion will hurt
their pride. Therefore, they avoid doing the task because they perceive that their self-worth or
pride will be at stake when they make any error (Duru & Balkis, 2017). In other words, they
keep delaying the work due to the fear of making errors; procrastination serves as a defense

mechanism to protect their self-worth.

Contribution of learned helplessness on academic procrastination was also reported in
a study where problems with resilience, coping strategies, and psychological well-being occu-
red in the life of university students (Sagone & De Caroli, 2014). The aforementioned factors
tend to put individuals into an alienated stage, where emotional and social supports, such as

spiritual activities or counseling are highly required. In such cases, the belief of being helpless
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dragged the individuals to the level where they believe that they are incapable of doing the
task properly, yet they still try to cope with it; hence the procrastination (Abbasi & Alghamdi,
2015). At the same tone, another study reported that individuals who conceal their true per-
formance abilities to secure their sense of self-worth are more likely to postpone to start or
delays the completion of tasks (Sirois, 2004). In other words, academic procrastination might
also serve as a strategy to cope with the learned helplessness, as a better alternative than total-

ly abandoning the academic tasks.

Symbolic interaction theory and the aforementioned studies suggested that learned
helplessness predicts academic procrastination in several ways. The first one is that the
learned helplessness made the students felt incompetent, and keep delaying their work to jus-
tify their being helpless. The second one is that academic procrastination serves as a defense
mechanism to protect the self-worth from being hurt by the perceived-incompetence due to
learned helplessness, and another one is being as a coping strategy; learned helplessness made
individuals feel incompetent in doing the task, but they try to cope with it by procrastinating
the task, rather than not doing it at all. Either way, it was suggested that the learned helpless-

ness predicts academic procrastination.

Mediation of locus of control

Locus of control theory (Rotter, 1954) stated that individuals with internal locus of
control (ILC) tend to credit or blame themselves for their events. Consistently, despite indi-
viduals with ILC also rely on their perception of others’ expectancy in evaluating themselves,
they still believe that their events are in their own control (Prihadi, Hairul, & Hazri, 2012).
Individuals with ILC might still develop learned helplessness because it is significantly pre-
dicted by the negative experience (in the form of failure) regarding a certain task (Park &
Sperling, 2012); nevertheless, they believe that they are responsible for their own failures in

the past.

Association between locus of control and academic procrastination had been reported
in some studies with mixed directions. Individuals with ILC tend to relate their successes and
achievements to themselves, thus granting them a sense of responsibility for their actions,
which in turn lessen their procrastination behavior (Prochéazka, et al., 2014); nevertheless, no
significant difference of academic procrastination between individuals with internal and ex-

ternal locus of control have been reported (Mishra & Munjal, 2015; Philips, 2012). In the con-
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text of university students, ILC was reported to predict lower academic procrastination and
higher academic achievements (Carden, Bryant, & Moss, 2004). At the same tone, it was also
reported that the higher the ILC levels, the more the students perceived themselves as aca-
demically efficient (low level of academic procrastination); in turn, it leads them to positive
self-evaluation, which helps them to avoid academic procrastination in the future (Sagone &

De Caroli, 2014).

Relationship between ILC and learned helplessness was also reported in psychological
fields other than educational, and various directions were reported. For instance, a study of
Grekhov, Suleymanova and Adamovich (2016) suggested that ILC negatively predicted
learned helplessness among patients with chronic disease; the belief of being helpless were
reported to be lower among patients who believed that their attitude of life might affect the
severity of their illness. On the other hand, April, Dharani and Peters (2012) reported that the
balance between internal and external locus of control predicts lower level of learned help-
lessness, instead of ILC alone. Another direction of relationship was advocated by Lemoine
(2016), who reported that learned helplessness negatively affects ILC; once the helplessness
is learned, individuals will develop external locus of control by showing low effort and put

blame on anything but themselves.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

Despite the inconsistent directions have been reported regarding the association be-
tween ILC and procrastination as the predictor as well as learned helplessness as the criterion
variable, mediation role of ILC can still be hypothesized based on symbolic interaction theory
and the study of Lemoine (2016) who stated that ILC is predicted by the learned helplessness,
and other studies (Carden et al., 2004; Sagone & De Caroli, 2014), which stated that ILC pre-
dicts academic procrastination. Furthermore, other studies (Abbasi & Alghamdi, 2015; Steel,
2010; Steel & Ferrari, 2013) suggested that learned helplessness positively contributes to aca-
demic procrastination. The direction of the association among the three variables suggested
that the connection between learned helplessness and academic procrastination might be me-

diated by ILC. The mediation model of the three variables are illustrated in Figure 1.
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Internal Locus of
Control

Path a Path b
Path ab .
learned help- . ILC significantly affect
L ndirect effect of learned helplessness o > L
lessness signifi- academic procrastination

cantly affect academic p rqcra'stlr.latlon through when controlling for learned
ILC is significant

ILC helplessness
Learned Path c: learned helplessness significantly affect academic procrastination Academic
Helplessness Procrastination
P Path ¢’: learned helplessness becomes not significant when control-

ling for ILC (Full Mediation)

Figure 1. Hypothetical mediation of ILC on the relationship between learned helplessness and academic procras-

tination

Figure 1 illustrated the hypothetical relationship among the three variables that fits the
conditions of mediation by Baron and Kenny (1986), who stated that the predictor variable
should contribute to both criterion variable and mediator variable, and that the significance of

the predictor on criterion will be altered when controlling for the mediator.

Objetives and hypothesis
The overarching objective of this current study is to investigate the mediating role of

ILC on the relationship between learned helplessness and academic procrastination among
university students. Therefore, the following hypotheses are to be tested:

1. learned helplessness positively predicts academic procrastination

2. learned helplessness negatively predicts ILC

3. ILC negatively predicts academic procrastination

4

ILC mediates the influence of learned helplessness on academic procrastination
Method

Participants

The participants was composed of 240 university students from several higher educa-
tion institutions in Malaysia. The mean age of participants was 20.85 (SD = 9.2), consisted of
116 males and 124 females. All of them are undergraduate students with the composition of

94 juniors, 84 sophmores, 62 seniors.
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Instruments

ILC was measured by employing Duttweiller’s Internal Control Scale (ICI)
(Duttweiler, 1984). The ICI consists of 28 items with response alternatives that fall along 5-
point scale from (A) ‘rarely’ to (E) ‘usually’. academic procrastination was measured by em-
ploying Pure Procrastination Scale (PPS) (Steel, 2010). The PPS consists of 9 items with
response alternatives that fall along 5 likert scale. learned helplessness was measured by em-
ploying Learned Helplessness Scale (LHS) (Quinless & Nelson, 1988). The scale was
consisted of 50 Likert scale items. Demographic data, such as gender, age, nationality, major,
and place of study were included in the questionnaire. A pilot study on 60 participants have
been conducted, and Cronbach Alpha reliability scores of .93, .84 and .72 were obtained for
ICI, PPS, and LHS respectively.

Procedure

Participants participated voluntarily by completing a multi-section, online questionnai-
re, approved in advance by the Ethic Review Board of DISTED College, and ELM Graduate
School of HELP University, Malaysia. The completion of the scales required approximately
30 minutes, consent form was included for the participants to read and approve before res-
ponding to the scales. Participants were also given choice to cancel their participation in the
midst of responding to the scales in case they would rather not to continue. More than 240
participants responded to the online questionnaire; nevertheless, some of them were not in-
cluded in the demography of undergratue students, age between 18 to 25, and registeresd to

higher education institution in te state where the study was conducted.

Data Analysis

The mediation role of ILC was analyzed by following four steps of from Baron and
Kenny (1986) on the aforemetioned conceptual framework in Figure 1, which can be defined
as follows: 1. Finding the effect of the learned helplessness on the academic procrastination
(path ¢). 2. Finding the effect of the learned helplessness on the ILC (path a). 3. Finding the
effect of the learned helplessness and ILC on the academic procrastination (path c'). 4. Com-
paring the standardized regression coefficient (beta value) and significance (p value) of lear-
ned helplessness on academic procrastination between path ¢ and path ¢' (where ILC is con-
trolled). Partial mediation occurrs when there is a difference between beta values of path ¢
and c', yet the significance remains; full mediation occurrs when the influence of predictor

(learned helplessness) becomes not significant when mediator variable (ILC) is controlled.
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Results

SPSS software with PROCESS macros was utilized in order to analyze all the path ad

the results are compiled in the following Table 1.

Table 1. Results of the mediation analyses of each path

path a path b path c path ab pathc’
F(1,58)=28.63 F(2,57)=7.67 F(1,58)=10.38 (b=.79) F(2,57)=7.67
p<.001, p=011, p=.002,R>=1.52  BCaCI[.143, 315] p=.011,
R2=33 R2=21 Does not contain zero R2=21
b=.27,
b=-.76, Controlled for t(58)=3.98, Controlled for inter-
t(58)=-.5.35, learned helplessness p=.02 nal locus of control
<.001 b=-.16, b=.15,

p

t(57)= -2.09, t(57)=1.51,

p=.041 p=.14

Results in Table 1 can be translated into the conceptual framework as illustrated in

Figure 2 below:
Internal Locus of
Control
Path ab
Path a b=.79; BCaCl=.143, .315 tl)’fthllg
bz ;)'Z)? p=.041 (Controlled for
p=- ed helplessness)
Learned Path c: b=.27, p=.02 Academic Pro-
crastination
Helplessness Path ¢’: b=.15, p=.14
(Controlled for ILC)

Figure 2. Full Mediation of ILC on the Relationship between learned helplessness and academic procrastination

Table 1 and Figure 2 depict the interrelationship among variables. Path a shows that
learned helplessness negatively predicts the ILC, and the prediction is significant,
[F(1,58)=28.63, b= -.76, p<.001]. It means that one point increment of the learned helpless-

ness of an individual, the ILC will experience about 7.6% decrease. In path b, it was shown
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that ILC negatively contributes to academic procrastination, and the contribution is signifi-
cant, [F(2,57)=7.67, p=.002] when controlled for learned helplessness [t(57)= -2.09, p=.041]
in other words, the more internal the ILC, the less likely one would show academic procrasti-
nation behavior. Path ¢ shows that learned helplessness significantly predicts academic pro-
crastination [F(1,58)=10.38, p=.002, R>=1.52]; which means that higher level of the helpless-

ness learned by individuals predicts higher likelihood of academic procrastination.

Significance of the indirect effect between learned helplessness and academic procras-
tination through ILC was shown as path ab, as the bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence
interval does not contain zero BCaCIl =.143, .315. Furthermore, total mediation can be seen in
path c’, that shows insignificant contribution of learned helplessness on academic procrastina-
tion when controlled for ILC [t(57)=1.51, p=.14 (ns)]. Full mediation indicated that when the
students develop the belief that they are in control of their own event, they would not likely be
affected by the learned helplessness. The results also indicated that students with procrastina-
tion tendency are also students who tend to believe that their success and failure are out of

their control.

Discussion

Findings of this current study are in line with the findings of the previous studies,
which reported that students who believe that they were helpless tend to develop academic
procrastination behavior (Duru & Balkis, 2017; Johnson & Bloom, 1995; Park & Sperling,
2012). Among this type of procrastinators, academic tasks are perceived to be overwhelming-
ly uncontrollable and threatening, up to the point where they believe paying adequate effort to
finish them on time is pointless (Carden, Bryant, & Moss, 2004). This finding is also con-
sistent with the study of Steel and Ferrari (2013), who reported that the perception of help-
lessness led students to academic procrastination. In other words, because they believe that
they are not capable to do what it takes to perform well, they would feel that even if they
submit their work on time, nothing good will happen. This phenomenon is captured perfectly
by the statistical finding that learned helplessness significantly predicts academic procrastina-
tion (b= .27, p=.02). Furthermore, negative prediction on learned helplessness on ILC was
also statistically reported significant, [b= -.76, p<.001]. This finding is consistent to the argu-
ment that when the belief of helplessness increased, individuals would likely to develop an-

other belief that they are not in control of their own events (Lemoine, 2016). On top of that,
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the full mediation of ILC indicated that learned helplessness will not significantly contribute
to academic procrastination when the students have developed adequate belief that their suc-

cess is within their own control.

Practical Implication

Findings of this study suggested that academic procrastination will not take place
when the social environment of the students do not make them learn and believe that they are
helpless or lack of ability to perform acacemically well. Additionally, when they are treated in
such a way they do not feel helpless, they will also be empowered to develop a belief that
their academic succsess is within their control. It is also suggested by the findings of this cur-
rent study that this sequence will reduce the academic procrastination behavior among univer-
sity students, because the decrease of learned helplessness, as well as the increase of ILC lead

to the decrease of academic procrastination.

Thereby, it is suggested that lecturers should deliver their lessons in such a way where
the students will not feel that the subject is unmanageable; instead, the students should feel
that the subject might be hard, but they can get it done after some learning process. Students
should also learn that they are not helpless, despite they find that some subjects are hard; they
should learn that the biggest academic support they can find is from their own self, that are
committed to submit the task on time. In line with that, lecturers might also need to explore
any methods to improve the students ILC; they have to make sure that the students are aware
that they can always try their best and get support from the lecturers when their efforts are not

enough.

Suggestions

Studies with larger number of participants with larger range of demography is sug-
gested to be done in the near future. It is strongly suggested to involve the usage of big data
from crowdsourcing in order to maximize the randomization and the scope of demography.
Despite cultural diversity might play some roles in determining the levels of learned helpless-
ness or locus of control, it is natural that most culture despise academic procrastination; re-
sults of such studies will serve as a benchmark for academicians and education stakeholders

to study further on how to eliminate academic procrastination.
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It is worthwhile to include other variables, whether internal, such as personality, up-
bringing, perceived parenting styles, or external, such as classroom size, classroom engage-
ment and peer pressure. Further studies on reducing academic procrastination based on this
current study is highly encouraged, because it is believed that when the academic procrastina-

tion is reduced, general academic achievements of the students will increase significantly.
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