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ABSTRACT

Introduction. Guided by the work of Bandura on sdf-efficacy, this sudy seeks to determine
the extent to which differences in sudents expectations of higher education could be ex-
planed by differing levels of confidence.

Method. An Academic Confidence Scae (ACS) was congructed and used for a survey of
level one students, to explore differences in confidence between two very different student
groups. One group was further tested for their confidence later in the year and a the same
time; they completed a Ladder of Aspiration (LofAsp), to vdidate the Academic Corfidence
Scale. With these data, the ACS could be explored further for underlying factors

Results. Factor andyss of the ACS yidded sx factors (Studying, Understanding, Verbdis-
ing, Clarifying, Attendance and Grades). The LofAsp provided vadidation of the ACS. From
the LofAsp, a smdl group that rated themselves lower than the nationd average was identi-
fied. This group was interesting both in terms of ACS scores and academic performance.
ACS scores showed a significant reduction over time.

Discussion. A comparison of the ACS scores between the two student groups suggests that
confidence could only be responsible to a smdl extent for differences in students expecta-
tions of higher education. The reduction in ACS scores indicates that ACS is dffected by stu-
dent performance, rather than affects student performance. It dso asks questions about stu-
dents ability to reason with datistica data as well as their views on ther likey performance

on their course.

Keywords. Sdf-efficacy, confidence, universty, sudents
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INTRODUCTION

Confident, according to the Oxford English Dictionary (1989) is ‘having strong belief,
firm trust, or sure expectaion; feding certain, fully assured, ‘sdf-rdiant, bold; sure of one-
«f, on€s cause, ec.; having no fear of falure. Experience tells us that confidence differs
between people in the same dtuation and that people have differing levels of confidence in
different Stuations. Thus someone who is highly confident in a familiar setting, for example,
may lose confidence in an unfamiliar and chdlenging environment. The sudy reported here
originates firgly from the work by Bandura (eg. 1977, 1993) on concept of sdf-efficacy, and
secondly from a study on students perceptions of univergty teaching (Sander et a, 2000).
This research details the development of a scde to measure one specific form of confidence,

namey academic confidence.

Self-efficacy has been defined (Bandura, 1986, page 391), as “people’s judgements of
their capabilities to organise and execute courses of action required to attain designated types
of peformance’ and sems from four sources mastery experience, vicarious experience, ver-
ba persuason and physiologica sates (Bandura, 1977). Sdf-efficacy can dso be seen as the
confidence that people have in their ability to do the things that they try to do (Pgares, 2000).
Thus sdf-efficacy can be seen as a product of a reflexive loop between the individud and
their environment: successful experience resulting in higher levels of sdf-efficacy.

Sdf-efficacy scaes have been applied to educationd research, primarily in dudies of
academic motivation and sdf-regulation (Pgares, 1997, 2002). Sdf-efficacy influences the
choices people make in specific Stuations, such as whether to dart a task. It influences the
effort people put into tasks and their persasence, egpecidly when the “going gets tough”.
Furthermore, sdf-efficacy has not only a psychologicd effect, but aso a physologica effect,
affecting, for ingance, anxiety levels (Pgares, 2002). In summary, sdf-efficacy research has
helped to tease out the contributions that ability and sdlf-confidence in on€'s ability makes to

academic success and in careers beyond education (Crozier, 1997).

Why develop a measur e of academic confidence?

There is, therefore, a wedth of empiricd evidence showing that sdf-efficacy affects
academic performance, as part of its genera effect on behaviour. However this blanket effect
may obscure some more specific differences that could be applicable to educational settings,
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in particular in higher education, where the autonomy and independence of the student are
essentia to success (witness the key components of the contemporary interest in the concept
of 'graduateness.) In this context, a new condruct diginct from its parent concept, sdf-
efficacy, was suggested, a construct that we termed “ academic confidence’.

Origindly, academic confidence was hypothessed as explaning some interesting
group differences in an earlier study (Sander et a, 2000). This study examined the expecta-
tions of two groups of UK universty students, one group comprised medica sudents in a
traditiond univerdty and the other psychology students in a new universty. One aspect of
the results was the driking differences in reasons given by students for not liking role-play
and student presentations as methods of teaching. Essentidly, the medica students were wor-
ried that these were not effective methods, whereas the psychology students were worried
about their own competence to do them (see aso Sander and Stevenson 2002, Stevenson and
Sander, 2002). The posshility of academic confidence as an explanation for this difference
aoxe from an examination of the differing entry profiles of the two groups. The medicd s
dents had an average Aleve point score of 27.8, in contrast to 15.0 for the psychology stu-
dents, (using the standard pre 2002 UCAS formula for assigning A level points, where A =10,
B=8, C=6, D=4, E=2 and AS grades assigned haf vaue pointse.g. an A grade ASlevd =5).

Academic confidence is conceptudised as being how dudents differ in the extent to
which they have a ‘srong bdief, firm trust, or sure expectation’ of what university has to d-
fer. As part of its parent concept, sdf-efficacy, academic confidence may stem from the same
four sources. madery experience, vicarious experience, verba persuason and physologica
states. It is likey to be subject to change as experience impinges upon expectation. The
guestion becomes to what extent may it predict the nature of that experience? McLean (2001),
in a dudy of medicd sudents found that learning style was clearly associated with academic
performance.  How might academic confidence interact with learning styles? Could it have a
role to play in predicting academic performance?

Academic confidence, therefore, is proposed as a mediaing variable between the indi-
vidud’s inherent &bilities, ther learning syles and the opportunities afforded by the academic
environment of higher education.

In order to explore this further it was necessary to develop an indrument to measure

this specific condruct. As the notion of academic confidence has its theoreticad foundations
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in Bandura's work on sdf-efficacy, the guiddines for messuring sdf-efficacy are taken to be
equaly gpplicable in measuring academic confidence.

METHOD

Leved 1 students were surveyed at two points in the academic year. In induction week
(time 1), psychology students and medica sudents, at two different universties, completed
an Academic Confidence Scale (ACS, see appendix 1) that had aready been tested for a&-
ceptable interna reliability. At the end of the Eagter term (time 2), the same group of psy-
chology students were invited to complete the ACS fr a second time, dong with a vaidation
task, the Ladder of Aspiration (LofAsp, see appendix 2), based on the work of Cantrill (1965)
and Sanders (1987).

Results

At time 1, 102 psychology students and 182 medica students completed the ACS.
The average A level points for the medicd students were 32.04 (sd=3.88) in comparison with
the psychology students, whose average A level points were 17.41 (sd=3.78). At time 2, a
the end of the Easter term, 88, psychology students responded to the ACS and LofAsp, 81 of
whom had completed the ACS in the first phase.

From the first phase of the study, the responses from both sets of students to the ACS
were factor anaysed which yidded factors of: Studying, Undersanding, Verbaising, Clarify-
ing, Attendance and Grades (Table 1). As shown, in table 1, the statements that comprised
the ACS did not, generaly load onto just one factor, suggesting that it would not be accept-
able to look at differences between the two groups of students for each of these factors. How-
ever, there was a dgnificant difference between the medicd students and the psychology stu-
dents for mean ACS score (t=1.784, df=262, p<0.05, one tailed). A one-tailed test was fdt to
be acceptable, as the Sander et a (2000) study had predicted that there would be greater aca-
demic confidence in the medica dudents. To further explore the differences in academic
confidence between the medicd students and the psychology students, differences for each of
the 24 satements in the ACS were examined usng ttests. This showed that the medicd st
dents had significantly higher scores for statements 2, 5, 6, 18, 21, 22 (table 2). In contrast,
the psychology students had sgnificantly higher scores for statements 10 and 17 (table 3),
which explains the small difference between the two student groups for overal ACS score.
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Table 1. Statement loadings on each of the six factors
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Factors

Studying

Under-
sanding

Attendance

Grades

Verbalizing

Clarifying

Study effectively on your own in independent / private study

.548

.308

Produce your best work under examination conditions

5]

W™

Respond to questions asked by alecturer in front of afull lec-
ture theatre

.780

Manage your work load to meet coursework deadlines

542

301

Give a presentation to a small group of fellow students

.700

Attend most taught sessions

.833

337

Attain good gradesin your work

546

Engage in profitable academic debate with your peers

.681

837

©f ©of N[ of o &

Ask lecturers questions about the material they are teaching, in
aone-to-one setting

487

Ask lecturers questions about the material they are teaching,
during alecture

.565

11.

Understand the material outlined and discussed with you by
lecturers.

.610

350

12.

Follow the themes and debates in lectures.

736

13.

Prepare thoroughly for tutorials.

.351

677

14.

Read the recommended background material.

314

.664

15.

Produce coursework at the required standard.

373

4006

431

16.

Write in an appropriate academic style.

464

A57

617

17.

Ask for help if you don't understand.

18.

Be on time for lectures.

.709

19.

Make the most of the opportunity of studying for a degree at
university

400

420

301

20.

Pass assessments at the first attempt.

.382

NEY

21.

Plan appropriate revision schedules.

769

22.

Remain adequately motivated throughout.

743

23.

Produce your best work in coursework assignments

.614

24.

Attend tutorials

.800
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Table2: Statementsfor which the medica students score significant more confident than
psychology students
ACS State- Mean [SD] ACS score Tests of difference
ment Psychology Medical
2 3.02[1.099] |3.50[0.917] | t=3.958, df=281, p<0.001
5 3.29[1.068] | 3.95[0.887] | t=5.551, df=282, p<0.001
6 456 [0.555] | 4.78[0.438] | t=3.769, df=281, p<0.001
18 4.27[0.799] | 4.51[0.726] | t=2.550, df=281, p<0.025
21 3.37[1.052] | 3.68[0.952] | t=2.480, df=282, p<0.025
22 3.68[0.747] | 3.98[0.897] | t=2.929, df=281, p<0.005

Table3: Statementsfor which the psychology students score significant more confident than

medica students
ACS State- Mean [SD] ACS score Tests of difference
ment Psychology Medical
10 3.12[1.131] |269[1.053] | t=3.178, df=280, p<0.0025
17 4.26[0.716] | 4.04[0.837] | t=2.217, df=281, p<0.05

The LofAsp scores provided three groups of students when students predicted per-
formance in level 3 was compared to the hypothessed and given nationd average of 57%.
These groups were “Better than the Nationd Average’ (N=69), “Equa to the Nationd Aver-
age’ (N=10) and “Worse than the National Average’ (N=9). With these three LofAsp groups,
it was possble to look a the differences in their ACS scores a time 2 (end of Easter term).
Andyss of variance across the three groups, for ACS scores was sgnificant, F(2, 85) = 5.404,
p<0.01). Post hoc tests (Tukey’s) showed that the smal group of nine students who perceived
themsdves as likey to score lower than the nationad average in the find year of ther degree
(Worse than the Nationd Average group) had sgnificantly lower ACS scores than the other
two groups. These were the only dgnificant differences. The ACS scores a induction (time
1) for these three LofAgp groups did not differ sgnificantly.

This non-ggnificant difference in ACS scores for the three LofAsp groups a time 1 is
important as it easily alows differentia changes in ASC scores over time to be explored. This
could be done for th threee LofAsp groups, as well as combined ACS scores. Across al stu
dents, 83% showed a decrease in ACS score. Initialy, the overall mean ACS score was 3.79,
which dropped to 35 a time 2. This drop is sgnificant (t=7.238, df=80, p<0.001). For the
“Worse than the National Average’ group there was a dgnificant drop (t=4.099, df=8, p<0.05)
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as well as for the “Greater than the National Average’ group (t=6.161, df=62, p<0.001). There
was no Sgnificant change for the “Equd to the National Average group”.

The “Worse than the National Average’ group was interesting in other ways, too. Four
had left the course by the end of level 1; al but one had resit assessments from semester 1,
four had “mitigating crcumstances’ presented to the semester 1 exam board and; one had to
be counsdlled on the request of the exam board. These nine students scored around 7% less in
their overal semester 1 assessments, but they were not sgnificantly lower in A leved poaints,
nor was there a dgnificant difference in age in this group of students, compared to the other
two groups.

Seventy-eight percent of students who completed the ACS a time 2 thought that they
would perform better than the Nationa Average, of whom, 3 thought that they would get a
mark in excess of 87%!

Interestingly, correlations between the average grade for semester 1 and each of the 24
ACS daements from both time 1 and time 2, for the psychology students, yielded just three
satements, 2, 20 and 21 that were dgnificant (table 4), dl from the ACS scores a time 2.
Correlaions between pre-university performance (GCSE scores and A leve points) and ACS
scores at time 1 and time 2 and average semester grade were computed. There was no sgnifi-
cant correlation between ACS scores and pre-university performance measures.  However, A
level points did correlate with average semester 1 grades (r=0.344, n=68, p<0.005).

Table4: Satements for which there was a dgnificant correlation, for the psychology stu-
dents, between time 2 ACS score and average semester 1 grades

ACS Statement Corrdation

2 r=0.243, n=88, p<0.025
20 r=0.307, n=88, p<0.005
21 r=0.230, n=88, p<0.05
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DISCUSSION

The differences in ACS scores for the LofAsp groups is taken as good evidence of the
vdidity of the ACS. In contrast to research on sdf-efficacy and academic performance, it
would seem that the ACS scores from the students used in these studies were affected by aca
demic performance, rather than predicting academic performance. This is evidenced by the
sgnificant correations between the average grade for semester 1 and statements 2, 20 and 21
from the ACS, each of which directly relates to examination performance. There was no cor-
relation between any of the ACS datements a time 1 and semester 1 performance, which
would seem to rule out the use of the ACS as a diagnogtic tool at the start of a course, or as a

measure for admisson’ s purposes.

One of the key features of sdf-efficacy theory is that sdf-efficacy is specific to particu-
lar Stuations (Pgares, 1996). There can be no meaningful measure of globa sEf-efficacy.
That the ACS scores from time 1 do not corrdate with later performance indicators, whether
average semester grades or LofAsp predictions, suggests that the academic environment in
university is, for the sudent, quite different than the school or college environment that they
have just left. The drop in ACS during the fird year of sudy dso points to the universty ey
vironment as a new environment in which the sudent has to develop a levd of confidence.
The fact that there was a dgnificant correation between A leve points and semester 1 grades
(for the psychology students — the only group for which the level 1 grades was available), but
not between A level points and ACS scores at time 1 or time 2, or between ACS scores a &-
ther time and average semester 1 grades, suggests that students, in rating their academic confi-
dence, are judging something broader than academic performance as measured by marks
awarded for assessed work.

The decrement in ACS score between time 1 and time 2, though, leads to the interest-
ing Gung-Ho! hypothesis.  This hypothess predicts that students enter university, or a least
the universty that these psychology students came to, with unredigtic expectations that get
lowered through adverse experiences on the course. When the differentid affect of LofAsp
group and ACS score changes over time is consdered, it may well be that the Gung Ho! Hy-
pothesis only relates to the “Better than the Nationd Average’ group and not the “Worse that
the National Average’ group. That there was no significant drop for the “Same as the N
tiond Average’ group, is quite reassuring as estimating likely level 3 performance as equd to
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the Nationa Average is probably the safest thing to do in the LofAsp test Stuation. There is
no reason to bedieve that Gung-Ho! would be more gpplicable to psychology students than
medica students, but there was no ACS data from time 2 for the medica students to explore
this further. The Gung-Ho! hypothess is paticularly interesting and could be explored in a
longitudina study that monitored changesin ACS scores over the duration of a degree course.

The ACS would appear to be sufficiently senstive to be used to monitor the impact of
teaching / learning innovations on a course, or to idertify students in a large cohort, who could
benefit from advise, guidance or encouragement, with the am of boosting their academic con
fidence. It could adso be useful for the teaching team to be aware of students who would seem

to be highly, and perhaps overly, confident in their academic studies.

The prediction that the differences between medicd and psychology student groups on
perceptions of university teaching could be atributable to different confidence levels (Sander
et a, 2000) is only weakly supported. The medica students were more confident for overdl
ACS scores, dthough, given that the average A level points for the medicd students is getting
on for twice that of the psychology students, it is surprising that there was not a greater differ-
ence. In dl, there were no sgnificant differences between these two student groups for 16
datements in the ACS. The dx dtaements that the medica students scored significantly more
confident on, suggest, perhaps, a generd attribute of diligence (see Bernard and Schuttenberg,
1985; Covington, Spratt and Omelich, 1980) in these sudents. The two Statements for which
the psychology students scored higher, suggests a gregter confidence in asking for hdp in
these students who have the subgantidly lower entry qudifications. If so, the place of these
two statementsin the ACS should be considered.

The andl difference between the medicd and psychology groups could aso be be-
cause the ACS statements were worded in a way that did not measure confidence in perform:
ance a an absolute level, which the LofAsp did. Rather, the ACS could have been measuring
confidence more in relation to students aspirations. Also, the ACS covers a much broader
spectrum of issues reating to academic performance. Had the medicd students completed the
Lofsp, asubgtantid difference in predicted level 3 performance might have been observed.
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Another issue relating to the vaidation of the ACS by the LofAsp concerns the genera
tion of the ACS satements. These were generated by teachers with many years of teaching
experience, which arguably, presents a view of academic confidence as seen by an out group
of teachers, than by the in-group of students themsdves. It might be profitable to try and un
derstand academic confidence from the students perspective as it is possble that academic
confidence, as seen by students, might wel be different. Scenarios could be compiled, depict-
ing a confident student, or a student lacking in confidence.  Students could then be asked to
identify aspects of the behaviour of students in the scenarios, which could reved sudents
thinking about academic confidence. The out-group, teacher’s perspective and the in-group,
student’s perspective could be compared and its impact on the structure and content of ACS

considered.

Further research is aimed a underganding the relaionship between the ACS factors
and academic confidence. To pursue this, the wording of statements would have to be refined
to develop a psychometric tool that had statements loading onto just one factor of the sSx fac-
tors of the ACS. It would be interesting to see how the different LofAsp groups and students
from different academic subjects, like medicine and psychology, perform on any resultant sub-
scales.

Findly, the responses to the LofAsp gave indght into the way in which sudents, who
had at least one semedter’s training in research methods and datigics, use datisticd data.  In
this study, students were asked to edtimate ther likdy performance aganst an average per-
centage score, described as the Nationa Average. Experience would suggest that 78% of the
participants on the psychology course used in this sudy would not redly get a find grade
higher than a nationd average. There is, though, a large research literature from diverse areas
of psychology, which shows that people are not good a using datigtica data, even when they
have been trained to think datigtically. For example, in the area of hedth psychology, unred-
igic optimism has been offered as an explanation for various types of behaviour, including
poor hedth (Sissons and Carter 1996). Linked to this may well be people's desire not to see
themselves as average.
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CONCLUSION:

There is good datistica evidence for the vdidity of the ACS and good datistical evi-
dence to believe that there are sx factors, dthough intuitively and datisticdly, some of the
factors seem to more directly linked to academic confidence than others. Further work could
congder the place of statements 10 and 17 in the ACS and the refinement of the ACS to pro-
duce sub-scales.

Overdl, there is good reason to believe that the ACS could be used to identify students
who are coping less well with a course. It is could dso be that the ACS is sufficiently vaid
and sensitive to be used to explore the impact of different or innovative teaching and learning
methods, like assessed and nonassessed student presentations.

Whilst there is a sgnificant difference in ACS scores between the medicd students and

psychology students for Studying, Attendance and Claifying, it is fdt tha the quditative dif-
ferences between these two groups require further investigation and explanation.
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Appendix 1

How confident areyou that you will be ableto:

Faul odi iugl d iU Lddye Sda uets

1. Sudy effective inindependent / privat Very Not at all
S“ljg))l/ ively on your own in independent / private 8on%:dent . 80nf|dent
2. Produce your best work under examination conditions Ver%{ Not at all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
3. Regpond to questions asked by alecturer in front of a Very Not at all
full lecture thegtre 8on%:dent 0 80nf|dent
i Ver Not at all
4. Manage your work load to meet coursework deadlines 80n%: dent . 80n et
5. Giveapresentation to asmall group of fellow students Ver%{ Not at all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
6. Attend most taught sessions Ver?( Not at all
80n ident 0 80nf|dent
i i Ver Not at all
7. Attain good gradesin your work 80n%: dent ; 80n et
i i i i Ver Not at all
8. Engagein profitable academic debate with your peers 80n%: dent ; 8°nﬁ Hont
9. Ask lecturers questions about the material they are Ver%{ dent NOtf%t aJ{
teaching, in aone-to-one setting 80n aen 0 80n aen
10. Ask lecturers questions about the material they are Ver%{ dent NOtf%t aJ{
teaching, during alecture 80n aen 0 80n aen
11. Understand the meterial outlined and discussed with Ver%{ dent Notf%t aJ{
you by lecturers. 80n aen 0 80n aen
12. Follow the themes and debatesin lectures. Ver%{ Not af all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
i Ver Not at all
13. Preparethoroughly for tutorids. 80n%: dent ; 80n et
14. Read the recommended background materidl. Ver%{ Not at all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
15. Produce coursework at the required standard. Ver%{ Not at all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
itei i i Ver Not at all
16. Writein an appropriate academic style. 80n%: dent ; 80n et
i ' Ver Not at all
17. Askfor hepif you don't understand. 80n%: dent ; 8°nﬁ Hont
18. Beontimefor lectures. Ver%{ Not af all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
19. Makethe most of the opportunity of studying for a Very Not at all
degree a university 8on%:dent 0 80nf|dent
20. Pass assessments at the first attempt. Ver%{ Not at all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
i i Ver Not at all
21. Plan appropriate revision schedules. 80n%: dent ; 8°nﬁ dent
i i Ver Not at all
22. Remain adequately motivated throughout. 80n%: dent ; 8°nﬁ Hont
23. Produce your best work in coursework assgnments Ver%{ Not at all
8on ident 0 80nf|dent
24. Attend tutorials Very Not af all
confident confident

0 0 0
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Appendix 2
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Now we are asking you to look ahead to think about what will be likely outcomesfor you and your group for the next
threeyearsof thecourse. That is, at theend of leve 1 thissummer, at theend of level 2in 2003, and at the point of
graduation in 2004. To help you makethisdecison we have highlighted an average mark for psychology acrossall UK

Universities.

So using the table below, for_each year please indicate:

1. What you think will bethe average mark for your year group by writing 'YG'

2. What you think will beyour own average mark by writing 'ME'

Summer 2002 Summer 2003 Summer 2004
Grade Mak[%] | Engof Level 1 End of Level 2 Graduation
95-100
A+ 9094
85-89
A 80-84
7579
A- 70-75
69
B+ 68
67
66
B 65
64
63
62
B- 61
60
59
C+ 58
57
56
C 55
54
53
52
C- 51
50
49
47
46
D 45
a4
43
42
D- a1
40
39
Fe 38
37
36
Fg %5
Ry
33
2
Fa 31
30
F 2529
3 20-24
16-20
F2 11-15
510
F1 0-4
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