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Abstract

The Big Five has been used as a theoretical framework for the evaluation of the 21%century skills and is associated with desirable out-
comes. This study evaluates the extent to which the Big Five relates to students’ adaptation to the academic environment. Participants
were 845 undergraduate students (60.7% female), aged from 17 to 31 years who answered the Factorial Personality Battery and the
Academic Experience Questionnaire. Data reduction analysis at the facet level recovered the Big Five structure and indicated that
Extraversion, Neuroticism, and Conscientiousness are, respectively, associated with higher personal, interpersonal, and study related
academic adaptation dimensions. Agreeableness and Openness did not cluster with academic dimensions, suggesting lower relevance
for academic adaptation in higher education.

Key-words: university students; academic experiences; 21%'century skills.

A Relevancia do Modelo dos Cinco Grandes

Para a Adaptacio dos Estudantes ao Ambiente Académico

Resumo

O Big Five tem sido usado como referencial tedrico para a avaliagdo das habilidades do século 21 e estd associado a resultados desejdveis.
Este estudo avalia o quanto os Cinco Grandes Fatores se relacionam com a adaptagdo dos alunos ao ambiente académico. Participaram
845 estudantes de graduacio (60,7% do sexo feminino), com idades entre 17 e 31 anos, que responderam a Bateria de Personalidade
Fatorial e o Questiondrio de Experiéncia Académica. A andlise de redu¢@o de dados no nivel de faceta recuperou a estrutura dos cinco
grandes fatores e indicou que Extroversao, Neuroticismo e Conscienciosidade estdo, respectivamente, associados a dimensdes de adap-
tacdo académica pessoais, interpessoais e relacionadas ao estudo. A Amabilidade e a Abertura ndo se agruparam com as dimensdes

académicas, sugerindo menor relevincia para a adaptacdo académica no ensino superior.

Palavras-chave: estudantes universitarios; experiéncias académicas; Habilidades do século XXI.
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La Relevancia del Modelo de los Cinco Grandes

Para la Adaptacion de los Estudiantes al Entorno Académico

Resumen

The Big Five se ha utilizado como un marco tedrico para la evaluacion de las habilidades del siglo 21 y se asocia con los resultados de-

seables. Este estudio evalda el grado en que los Cinco grandes se relacionan con la adaptacion de los estudiantes al entorno académico.

Los participantes fueron 845 estudiantes de pregrado (60,7% mujeres), con edades comprendidas entre 17 y 31 afios que respondieron

la Bateria de Personalidad Factorial y el Cuestionario de Experiencia Académica. El andlisis de reduccién de datos a nivel de faceta

recuperd la estructura de los cinco grandes e indicé que Extraversion, Neuroticismo y Conciencia estdn, respectivamente, asociados

con dimensiones de adaptacién académica mds personal, interpersonal y relacionada con el estudio. La amabilidad y la apertura no se

combinaron con las dimensiones académicas, lo que sugiere una menor adaptacién académica de relevancia en la educacién superior.

Palabras clave: estudiantes universitdrios; experiencias académicas; Habilidades del siglo 21

The Big Five Model (McCrae & John, 1992) has
served as a theoretical framework for the evaluation
of the 21* Century Skills of children and adolescents
(Kyllonen, Lipnevich, Burrus, & Roberts, 2008; Primi,
Santos, John, & de Fruyt, 2016; Primi, Zanon, Santos, de
Fruyt, & John, 2016). These skills are positively related
to a series of desirable outcomes in school, including
school engagement (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005;
Fredricks & McColskey, 2012; Zanon, Bastianello,
Pacico, & Hutz, 2014) and healthy and well-succe-
eded development (Kautz, Heckman, Diris, Weel,
&Borghans, 2014; Saklofske et al., 2012). Thus, perso-
nality may play a relevant role in many ways during un-
dergraduate’s adaptation to the university environment.
This study aims to map the way academic experiences

relate to the Big Five Model.

The Big Five, Academic Adaptation and
21** Century Skills

Becoming an undergraduate student constitutes a
challengeable and exciting experience, which thousands
of adolescents and young adults start every year. The
way people experience the transition to higher education
varies considerably and might produce a significant
impact in their day-to-day activities and in significant
aspects of life related to achievement, mental health,
and happiness. Some findings, in the Brazilian context,

highlight that some variables might explain individual

differences related to how well undergraduate students
adapt to the academic environment. For example, social
abilities favor student’s interaction (Soares, Poube, &
Mello, 2009), high expectations regarding classmate’s
interaction, career project development and curricular
activities engagement are positively related to academic
adaptation (Soares, 2014). While, coping strategies
focused on problem-solving and social practices deve-
lopment are associated with satisfactory processes of
adaptation, strategies focused on emotion and religious
thinking were negatively associated with adaptation
(Carlotto, Teixeira, & Dias, 2015). Recent evidence
suggests that the beliefs (e.g., self-efficacy) students
present about their capacities to deal with college issues
contribute to their life satisfaction (Santos, Zanon, &
Ilha, 2019), and that their adaptation to higher educa-
tion’s challenges is related to the overall satisfaction
with their experience in university (Santos, Polydoro,
Scortegagna, & Linden, 2013).

Students poorly adapted and engaged in the acade-
mic context are more likely to dropout. In fact, Castro
and Teixeira, (2013) verified that the main reasons for
undergraduates’ dropout in Brazil are related to lack of
motivation to study topics focused on specific areas and
difficulty in relationships with classmates and faculty.
Other findings also point out the relevance of social
engagement and skills are key components of academic
adaptation (Bardagi & Hutz, 2012; Schleich, Polydoro
,& Santos, 2006; Soares & Del Prette, 2015; Teixeira,
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Castro, & Zoltowski, 2012). Therefore, characteristics
related to personal and interpersonal dispositions, as well
as dedication, persistence, and openness seem to be cri-
tical for the experience of Brazilian students’ adaptation.

Research suggests that personality is, in fact, sig-
nificantly related to academic performance (Poropat,
2009; Kappe & van der Flier, 2012) and adaptation in
higher education (Credé & Niehorster, 2012), which are
central indicators of students’ success and promotors
of persistence. Academic adaptation constitutes an
important process for undergraduates’ engagement,
motivation, emotional well-being, and performan-
ce (Beyers & Goossens, 2002; Lounsbury, Tatum,
Chambers, Owens, & Gibson, 1999; Wintre et al.,
2011). In addition, twenty-first century skills, such as
self-confidence, friendship development, cooperation,
efficient study habits, self-identification with institutio-
nal values and facilities, and satisfaction related to a
future career, which may be promoted by the undergra-
duate course, are critical for undergraduate adaptation
(see Credé & Niehorster, 2012, for a through discussion
about the topic). While these personal and interpersonal
characteristics may be developed before enrolling in
university, institutional and career self-identification
may constitute more situational processes related to
specific lived events during the academic period. If
so, part of the academic adaptation process may be
previously predicted by personality traits, while other
components of adaptation are more contextually-driven.

Regarding the Big Five model (McCrae & John,
1992), Credé and Niehorster (2012) showed that more
extraverted, agreeable, open, conscientious, and emo-
tional stable students present better adaptation to the
academic environment, because they are better in
making friends, exploring the environment, are more
confident, hardworking, and present less anxiety and
stress. Despite these very plausible hypotheses, we
have found few studies providing support for them
(see, Rosin, Zanon, & Teixeira, 2014), indicating there
is a need to further research regarding the associations

between personality and adaptation.

Applied psychologists have been using multidi-
mensional instruments to assess undergraduate aca-
demic experiences at university in specific areas (e.g.,
personal, interpersonal, study, career, and institutional)
to investigate students’ adaptation (Araujo et al., 2014;
Aragjo et al., 2016). The Student Adaptation to College
Questionnaire (SACQ: Baker &Siryk 1984), for example,
is the most internationally used test. In addition, the
Academic Experience Questionnaire (QVA: Almeida,
Soares, & Ferreira, 2002; Granado, 2004; Granado,
Santos, Almeida, Soares, & Guisande, 2005) has been
used in Portugal and Brazil as an alternative and cul-
turally-appropriate measure of students’ experiences
in college. Both questionnaires present similar content,
but different structures (e.g., the SACQ does not inclu-
de a dimension of career adaptation). In the Academic
Experience Questionnaire, the personal dimension re-
presents emotional maladjustment to the demands of the
university environment in terms of feeling anxiety, stress,
and confidence. The interpersonal dimension evaluates
social adjustment to campus activities, and meeting and
making friends. The study factor evaluates the adequacy
of study habits, engagement, and academic efforts. The
career dimension evaluates attachment and attitudes
towards disciplines, the chosen course, and future job
demands. Finally, the institutional area evaluates self-
-identification with values, staff, and facilities found in
campus (Almeida et al., 2002). Thus, research relating
the QVA with a Big Five instrument in Brazil might pro-
duce interesting findings for a national and international
audience of personality and counseling psychologists.

This study aims to map the common academic adap-
tation dimensions into the Big Five structure without
imposing any previously expected relations among the
variables (e.g., through a principal component analysis).
A common practice to study relations among academic
adaptation dimensions (in university students) and other
variables is through ¢ tests, ANOVAs, correlations, and mul-
tiple regression analysis (Carlotto, Teixeira, & Dias, 2015;
Rosin, Teixeira, & Zanon, 2013; Santos et al., 2019; Soares

etal., 2019). The current study is innovative in this field as
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it uses a different data analysis methodology — principal
components analysis — to explore the relations between

students’ personality and adaptation to higher education.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants included 845 Brazilian undergraduate stu-
dents (60.7% women), aged from 17 to 31 years (M =21.3,SD
=3.1) from five universities in Southern Brazil (two public
universities and three private universities). The courses of
the participants were Administration (4.3%), Journalism
(3.6%), Veterinary Medicine (16.5%), Psychology (8.4%),
Marketing (3.2%), Food Technology (8.5%), Zootechny
(5.5%), Statistics (1.5%), Agronomy (11%), Accounting
Sciences (5%), Geography (2,7%), Economics (3%), Special
Education (4.4%), Physical Education (3%) and others (2%).
Approximately 30% of students were in the first year, 38%
in the second year, 18% in the third year, and 14% in the
fourth year.

All participants were invited to participate in the current
study in their classrooms, after the teacher in charge assigned
part of the class for this activity. Participants were selected
according to the convenience criterion and agreed to res-
pond to the questionnaire after being explained the research
objectives. Data collection typically required 25-35 min.

Ethical considerations. Approval for this research was
obtained from Comité de Etica da Universidade Federal do
Rio Grande do Sul under the CAAE: 2010001. Participation
was voluntary and confidentiality and anonymity were

guaranteed.

Measures
Big Five

The Factorial Personality Battery (FPB; Nunes,
Hutz, & Nunes, 2008) is a self-reported measure with
126 items modeled on the Five Factor Model (McCrae
& John, 1992). Items in the FPB were constructed in

the form of sentences that describe the participants’
attitudes, beliefs, and feelings. Answers are provided
on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 =does not descri-
be me at all; 7 = describes me very well). The FPB
showed adequate alpha coefficients for the five factors:
Neuroticism = .89, Extraversion = .84, Agreeableness =
.85, Conscientiousness = .83, and Openness =.74. Each

factor includes the specific facets presented in table 2.

Academic experience

The Academic Experience Questionnaire — Reduced
version (AEQ-R: Almeida et al., 2002) is a self-reported
measure with 55 items that assesses five dimensions of
adaptation to university: personal, interpersonal, study,
career, and institutional adaptation. Items in the AEQ-R
were constructed in the form of sentences that describe
the participant’s feelings, adequacy, and adaptation to
the academic environment. The items are answered
on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = does not describe me at
all; 5 = describes me very well). The AEQ-R showed
adequate alpha coefficients for the five factors: personal
= .83, interpersonal = .81, study =78, career = .73, and

institutional adaptation = .71.

Data Analysis and Results

Pearson Correlations

Results in table 1 show that: a) more conscientious
students present more favorable experiences in the study
and career adaptation dimensions; b) more extraverted
students present higher scores in interpersonal, study,
and career adaptation dimensions; ¢) more emotionally
stable students present higher scores in the personal,
interpersonal, career, and institutional adaptation di-
mensions (because the scores in this dimension indicate
emotional maladaptation, we inverted the scores), d)
more agreeable students also present more favorable
interpersonal adaptation experiences, and e) Openness
only presents a small correlation with study adapta-

tion, which was contrary to our expectations. The Big
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Five inter-factor mean correlation is .18 and the mean  dimensions is .22, which indicates relative factor inde-

correlation among the academic adaptation experience  pendence between both sets of constructs.

Table 1. Correlations among Personality and Academic Experiences

Variables 1. 2o 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.
1.O -
2.C .04 -
3.E 30" A7 -
4. A -.02 337 15" -
5.N -.01 -29" =227 -38" -
6. Personal -.09" .08" -.02 07 -41" -
7. Interpersonal .08" 07 39" 25 -17 A1 -
.8. Study .04 34" 23" 14 -.01 357 14 -
9. Career 147 .16™ 20" 07" -23" 23" 307 .29 -
10. Institutional -.01 127 147 A7 -13" .06 36" .09* 28"

Note. O = Openness, C = Conscientiousness, E = Extraversion, A = Agreeableness, N = Neuroticism, * p< .05, **p< .01

Principal Component Analysis parcels). The items of each academic experiences (AE)

Despite the many relations indicating the extent dimension were parceled in groups of 3 or 4 items

to which the Big Five permeates academic adaptation following their order in the questionnaire. Next, prin-

areas, we identified clusters that present a more parsi- cipal component analysis (PCA, with Varimax rotation)

monious understanding of the set of variables on a lower with the Big Five facets and AE indicators were run to

level (e.g., personality facets and academic adaptation identify possible clusters of items (Table 2).
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Table 2. Data Reduction of the Big Five Facets and Academic Experiences Indicators through Principal

Component Analysis (Varimax Rotated)

Variables Comp. 1 Comp. 2 Comp. 3 Comp. 4 Comp. 5 Comp. 6
E4-Gregariousness -86 -.04 -01 .05 .01 .04
E3-Assertiveness 1 =27 .33 17 -.03 .04
El-Communication .68 -39 -.01 -.01 -.09 .02
E2-Excitement Seeking .61 21 .02 -.02 -.50 -.03
Qinter3 54 .06 .06 .01 .16 .08
Qinterl .50 -.10 .01 .04 -11 13
A3-Tender-Mindedness/Altruism .50 .30 .26 .09 48 .05
Qinter2 .50 -12 -.04 .36 15 .01
N1-Vulnerability -.18 79 .01 -.05 -.04 -17
Qpessl .02 .67 .05 -.09 -.06 A1
N3-Lack of Energy .03 .64 -.47 -.03 -.10 -.03
N2-Volitility .02 .62 -.04 -.09 -.51 -.01
N4-Depression -.29 .62 -.10 =21 -.30 .08
Qpess2 .07 .59 14 .29 .10 -.16
Qpess3 -.02 .50 -12 -.06 .20 -.03
C3-Self-Discipline .10 13 78 .04 .07 .01
C1-Competence 41 =27 .64 23 .01 12
Qestud3 -13 -.04 .58 .06 12 -.05
Qestudl .00 .30 .55 -17 .03 .04
Qestud2 21 -.08 51 11 .07 -11
Qcursol .05 =21 .05 72 -.07 -.05
Qcurso3 .07 -.07 17 72 -.01 .08
Qinstit] .05 -.03 .08 .65 .08 =21
Qcurso2 .06 -.09 .10 .60 .01 32
Qinstit2 .01 -.04 .10 32 .15 -15
A2-Compliance/Straightforwardness -13 -.07 .34 .02 .65 -24
A3-Trust .27 -39 -15 .02 .60 -.08
C2-Deliberation/Dutifulness -14 .06 .37 12 S1 27
02-Values A1 .19 .01 .04 -.08 .67
Ol-Ideas .14 -28 -.03 -.14 .09 .62
03-Actions 41 14 -.10 -.10 -.08 40
Eigenvalue 6.0 35 2.5 1.8 1.5 1.3
Variance explained (%) 194 11.2 8.0 5.8 4.8 4.2
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The best statistical and theoretical solution found
(KMO = 0.85; and significant Bartlett’s test — p< .001)
indicated six factors with an eigenvalue above 1, that
explained 53.3% of the total variance (table 2). PCA suc-
cessfully identified the Big Five structure of personality.
Only two facets did not present the expected highest
loadings on the correspondent factor (e.g., A3-Tender-
Mindedness/Altruism loaded higher on Extraversion
and C2-Deliberation/Dutifulness loaded higher on
Agreeableness). The first identified component clus-
tered Extraversion facets and interpersonal indicators
of adaptation - this component also had loadings from
other factors (e.g., A3-Tender-Mindedness/Altruism, Cl1-
Competence, and O3-Actions). The second component
clustered Neuroticism facets and personal indicators
of adaptation. The third component was composed by
Conscientiousness facets and indicators of study adap-
tation — this component also had an inverse loading
on Neuroticism (e.g., N3-Lack of Energy). The fourth
component clustered indicators of institution and career
adaptation (only one indicator of institution adaptation
presented a loading lower than .40). The fifth component
clustered the Agreeableness facets, but also had indicators
from other factors (e.g., R2-Deliberation/Dutifulness, N2-
Volitility (inverse), and E2-Excitement Seeking). The sixth

component was composed solely by the Openness facets.

Discussion

In the current study, we evaluated the extent to which
the Big Five model relates to undergraduates’ adaptation
to the academic environment. Our findings support the-
oretical expectations about the importance of personality
for academic adaptation (Credé & Niehorster, 2012),
except for Openness, which only presented a small cor-
relation with the study adaptation dimension. Although
previous studies have already asserted the importance of
personality for academic success and emotional adjust-
ment in college (Kappe &van der Flier, 2012; Poropat,
2009; Saklofske et al., 2009), our study is innovative in

observing the relationship between personality structure
and specific aspects of students’ academic experiences
that are relevant for academic adaptation.

Data reduction analysis indicated a solution that
recovers the Big Five model clustering the expected
personality factors with academic adaptation dimen-
sions: a) Extraversion and interpersonal experien-
ces, b) Neuroticism and personal experiences, and
¢) Conscientiousness and study experiences. These
associations are in accordance with previous findings
(Bardagi & Hutz, 2012; Soares, Poube, & Mello, 2009;
Soares, 2014). The three remaining components did not
group personality and academic experiences, although
two of them recovered independently the Agreeableness
and Openness personality factors, providing evidence
of Big Five replicability in Brazil. The last extracted
component was composed by the experiences related
to career and institution adaptation.

Career and institutional experiences seem to cons-
titute a more situational personality-independent com-
ponent. Their inter-relations suggest that students more
satisfied with the university values, staff, and facilities
are more likely to develop a more favorable career
perspective and attitude, which might reduce dropping
out (Castro and Teixeira, (2013). Nevertheless, the
negative correlations found between Neuroticism and
career and institutional adaptation dimensions indicate
that less emotional stable students may experience less
satisfactory experiences in these areas. This might occur
because students with higher neuroticism are more likely
to use coping strategies focused on emotions to deal
with day-to-day situations, instead of strategies focused
on problem-solving, and this approach can enhance
negative affects, rumination, suffering, and, ultimately,
impair academic adaptation (Carlotto, Teixeira, & Dias,
2015; Rosin, Zanon, & Teixeira, 2014).

Agreeableness and Openness did not integrate acade-
mic dimensions in the six-component model, suggesting
a certain academic independency. However, these fac-

tors may contribute to academic adaptation through the
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improvement of social support and curiosity (Credé &
Niehorster (2012; Rosin, Zanon, & Teixeira, 2014; Soares
& Del Prette, 2015) — aspects not contemplated in our
evaluation. Future studies may address these possibilities.

This paper is not free from limitations. Our con-
venience sample restricts the generalizability of our
results and limits our understanding about the academic
adaptation for specific courses and periods in college.
For example, because we have students from more than
20 courses spread from the first to the fourth year, ours
results do not allow us to understand which group may
struggle more in adapting to the university environment.
Future investigations comparing students’ courses and
academic years might contribute with relevant informa-
tion to the understanding of the process and to interven-
tions aiming to increase academic adaptation (Porto &
Soares, 2017). On the other hand, we believe, the diversity
our sample presents contributions with high variability
in the variables of interest — a desirable condition to
run reduction procedures such as principal component
analysis, in order to obtain more stable estimates.

In sum, this set of results suggests the Big Five
Model may constitute, in part, a theoretical framework
to identify some predictors of academic experiences.
Future studies relating the Student Adaptation to College
Questionnaire (or other multidimensional instruments)
and Big Five measures may provide further support for
our findings in a broader international context. Self-
discipline, communication, enthusiasm, and emotional
stability, for example, constitute part of the 21* century
skills — a set of competences that predicts desirable
outcomes through life (Kautz et al., 2014). Our findings
constitute further evidence they are also associated with

some areas of the academic adaptation.

Conclusion

The way university students experience their life in
the academic environment might contribute (or not) for

their adaptation — which might enhance engagement,

grades, and overall well-being. Our research is the first
to investigate how academic adaptation dimensions are
mapped onto the Big Five framework without imposing
any expected relationships among the variables, as other
investigations have been doing through correlational
designs and multiple regressions. Our main results
indicate that adaptation to the academic context might
be highly favored (or unfavored) by personality factors
(e.g., extraversion, neuroticism, and conscientiousness).
These findings suggest intrinsic variables of personality
play a relevant role in the way students deal with the
many challenges associated to their transition to higher
education, and therefore may be used in psychoeduca-
tional assessments and interventions as predictors of

students transition and adaptation to higher education.
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