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Intraduction 7- in the past decade, much atter;tion has been given to the appar-
ent alienation of some college age youth. Studies have focused both on college
activists, who usually stay within college, and on dropouts, whose solution is
to leave (Friadenburg, 1969; Gould, 1969; Whitiker and Vatts, 1969; Samenow, 1967,
1968). However, little attention has been paid to the alienation of another group
of students, neither activists nor formal dropouts, but who share much in common
with them. These studentw generally are described as academic underachievers.
Many of them are in fact functioning as "dropouts within college", comprising a
very alienated, fx;ustrated and unhappy group within the majority student culture,

Samenow (1968), in a longitudinal study of college dropouts, described some
of nhis subjects in terms that would fit meny underachievers: Passive a.gg.'ressive,
digliking responsibility, avoiding tension, lacking commitmgnt, narcissistic and
impulsive. (Sé.menow, 1968). The present investigation focused on some of the
same psSychological issues in underachievers with a particular interest in the
question of impulse control and the related issues of commitment and responsibility
It has been a consistent finding that underachievement is related to impulse
control (Iavin, 1965; Kipnis, Lene, and Berger, 1969), and that such problems ir
:meulse control lower the likelihood of undere;chievers even coming to treatment
or for their making use of uounseling relationships if they do come (Kipnis and
Resnick, 1971). . '

There is another fascinating comnection between underachievers add dropouls.
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Both groups ratse difficult value questions concerning achievement and the nean-

ing of work.
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Subjects
Out of a population of riale sophomores in the Univers:‘.ty'of Michigan's College

ef Litziature, Science and the Aris, three groups were choren by means of a bmce-

* dure developed by Edgington (1965) and employed by Kisch {1968) on a similar
Michigan sample: (a) Unde:r:acﬁievers - su‘djects whose grade point averages were at
least 1.29 standard deviztions below the grade point average one would predict
knoving their Scholastic Aptitude Test-Verbal (SAT-V) scores alone; (b) over-
achievers - subjects having grade point averages a._t least 1.29 standard deviations
above their predicted ones; and (¢) normal achievers - subjects whose grade point
avez;ages were within .13 standard deviations of their predicted ones.

Subjects were chosen solely from lists provided by the Office of Evaluation
and Examinations and students meeting grade point averages and SAT-V requirements
were solicited to take part as paid subjects. The final groups contained 23
underachievers, 22 overachievers, and 10 normal achievers, all of whose SAT-V _
Scores were matched and ranged from 530-750. The underachievers had a mean SAT-V
of 626 and a mean grade point average of 1.70 (grade point average ranging fronm -
L.0, a perfect "A," to 1.0, a perfect "D" average); the overachievers had a mean
SAT-V of 627 but a mean grade point avefage of 3.89; and the normal achievérs
had a mean of 6i41 and a grade point average of 2.80, respectively. The sample was
kept small to make feasible the -‘a.cquisition of extensive and intensive longitudi- _,
nal data. |

| Procedures

| After selection, all sﬁb;jects were given a face-to~face interview that includ-
ed a discussion of the purpose of the study and the ground rules. Four more inter-
views were held over the rest of the trimester, spaced about two weeks apart for

- each eubject. ﬁowe#er, the later interviews were done largely: by telephone to

make possible the relatively large amount of contact hovrs while retaining the
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the essentafls'of ihtjmacy. All interviews cqntarhed a core of Open-ended
‘questions about'ohgoing-college_1ife;hacademics, and social activftjea, as'wel1
as aome rating scales. In;genera], the intervfewer'was interested in.(a).how the
student coped with academic tasks and atress, (c)fdhere{his major commitments
were ~ home, school, extracurrfchar activitfes, and;(c) hdw he evaluated his.

. college experiences. _

All interViews were performad b? the ekperimenter'andfderebtaped and trans- ;
cribed Qerbatim; In accordance.with'the expectatidn:tdat’the underachLeVers.“
'-wdﬁTd-disp]ay in the intervfew the kind of impulsive behayicr that made them
infrequent counselee's {of Kipnis & Reshick,'137i), a record waa kept of their;
Interview'atteddahceﬂ Toward the end of the term; all subjects Were'given'ﬁorm
F of the Omnibus Personality Idrentqr9 (6Pl) (Hesit gtange,;1968), as well as a
questjdnnaire that'asked for demographfc and other iafqrmation}- In addition, the
uﬁfveraity made available Scoreslon'the'Ocinion: Attitude, aad ]nterest SUrveY‘-
(oals), set of’ tests glven to all Unlver5|ty of Michigan undergraduates at the
beglnnlng of thelr fresnman year (Fricke, 1963)

The ana1ysns proceeded in steps. “The flrst lnvolved comparlng ‘the maJor
achiever grouos on the test and questronnalre data for mean differences. In the
i_ second step,‘cnly the underachlevers and the‘overachievers were used.d A.ciuSter.
ana]ysis usfhg.a nonmetric prograrr;"of.Li'ngoes.I (1966) was performed-on drer-:
actievers and underachievers separate]y_andveMpioyed ail.varfabjea of tHe OAtS
and_OPI.plus high echod] rank , SAT—V'add sAT" Mathematica]'and scdreston teats :
ffdr readihg apeed and reading accuracy F&nal]y, the |nterv1ewa ‘were exam:ned

for dlfferences wuth:n underachtevers as well ‘as for dlfference< between under-
_:achlevers and oyerachlevers;‘ (FQr a more'detalled‘drscu5510n oprrqcedure55 see;jtd

Lacher,.1§73){"
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RESULTS

Conparisons between Overachievers and Underachievers

The first part of the analysis consisted of compafing overachievers and
underachievers on their test scores and on certain aspects of their interviews.
There were relative]y few differences on the OPl and OAIS scales, for out of some
34 variables, overachievers had significantly higher high school rank, higher scores
on the achiever personality scale of the 0AlS, and lower scores on the impulse
expression and complex ty scales of the OPl. The absence of significant differences
on scales related to amount of psychopathology'was noteworthy - i.e., social and
emotional adjustment on.the OAlS and personal integration and anxiety level on the
OPl. (Fore a more detailed discussion and presentatior of the quantitative data,
see Lacher, (1973).

From the interviews, three measures were pertinent to hypothesized tendencies
of the underachievers to display the ipulsive behaviors that would make them
difficult to deal with in any kind of work situation: 1. Attendance at the
‘interviews, themselves. <. How they dealt with conflicts over academics, and
3. The amount of studying reported. The record of attendance revealed that
signi ficantly more underachievers failed to appear at inferviews ( or appeared so
late that the interview had to be rescheduled) - 61% of the underachievers failed
to come while only 27% of the overachievers behaved ip tHis manner (X2 = 4.3,
corrected for discontinuity, significant of .01, 1 df).

In each interview, subjects were asked, 'Right now, what is the most important
thing on youf mind? Place your concern using 1 = slightly important and 7 =
extremely importanf. What are you doing to do about it? Many of the subjécts
reported twc or more cdncerns; bqt since the ranking procedure forced them to
assign priorities ‘it prdvided'insighté into the{hand]ing oflconflicfs over academ-
ics verses other concerns and the abili ties of the different groups to sustain or

“initiate work they knew to be pressing. Approximately half of all subjects report-
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ed some conflict between academic work and some other concern one or more times
during the term. A comparison of the underachievers and overachievers révea]ed
that when faced with such conflicts, only about 1/3 of the underachievers put
academics first, while approximately 2/3 of the overachievers saw academics
conmanding prime attention, a significant difference., (Significant at .02, two-
tailed by the Fisher exact test).

In the initial interview,‘each sub ject was asked to ''estimate the amount of
time you put into school related activities yesterday.'' A simpie median test on.
the gross estimate of work revealed that significantly mcre overachievers (13
overachievers verses 8 underachievers) reported hours greater than the overall
medi an derived'by combining the times of both overachievers and underachievers
(x2 = 2,67, significant at .05, one tailed, 1 df.).

The overall differences between underachiévers and overachievers in regards
to appointment keeping, impulsivity (from the OPl} work output and handling
cdnflicts over.academics supported the hypothesis that all underachievers would
ménifest general traits, related to impulse control that made them difficult
clients and students (cf. Kipnis and Resnick, 1971). These characteristic behav-
iors comprise what ﬁight be termed an ”irresponsibflity syndrome''. The interview
data suggested it extended to all aspects of the students lives; many of the under-
achievers complained of chronically poor memories, reported frequent broken app-
ointments, cut classes, and handed papers‘in ] ate. |

The interviews themselves give numerous examples of how the various meaéures
of-impu]sivity or irresponsibility might translate themselves into the kind of
behayior that could lead to distance from teachers and alienation from the achieve-
ment aspects of thé university culture. Underachievers were 6ften dispoﬁed to let
things slide and to become passive or negativistic. Their repressive, escapist
style appeared to be the product of a consistent way of dealing with anxiety,
especially anxiety arising from academic stress. Here is an example:

ERIC

IToxt Provided by ERI
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S: "ell, my Econ, I have been putting exactly zero time in on it, we had an -

exam on it Ilonday; . . . a multiple choice test, . - . He lets you protest

- two questions, that you got wrong, and if you prove your point, I mean if
you show how you conclude thisg answer, he gives you that point plus one
more point foxr proving yoursell right. Well, the way he vorked it this
time, wve had the exam on Monday, Tuesday he hands back the exam, and you
had tlie remainder of the hour to worlk on your protest. /And vell, Vednesday
at 2:00 my one voommate and I and another guy signed the lease, and it
wag longer than I expected; and I didn't get back ©ill aboub 3:30 and T
didn't see much use in rumming back to the apartment. . . so I went back

- %o the Tcon building, and it was 15 minutes less hhan the hour and I
tried to wvrite a protest. So I didn't go, and I didn't go today, I guess
Econ just isn't my bag. The exam wasn't that harxd. I don't think I got
that bad a grade on it. Bubt I don't know, you might call it guilt feelings,
but before I don't have that much initiative to go out and o go to a
stupid class like that. I just don't see that I'm learning that much in
it. But it isn't that difficult. It isn't that difficu.l"u at all."

It seemed as if the underachievers had paruc ular d_lfflbthleS in 1anguage _
classes, vhich is interesting in light of - the movement of recent years on many
canpuses to eliminate the language reqﬁirement. Languages seemed --to be particul-
arly difficult for the underachievers perhaps hecause a 1'mg'uage course {particul-
arly at the beginning level ) requires all those things with wh:.ch guch students

, have diffiéﬁl'ty, It requires regxilar worlc, is difficult to deal with by éraniming,

is a requirement not an elective and is not "relevant”. Here is an example:

=

"hy don't you like Soanish and have trouble with it?

Tivgt of all, my memory is vexry, really super bad, lilke I can't remember
my courses or what hours they are at; part of this is selective, like I
don't woxrkk at it. ILike if I really wanted to, I could. I don't remember

- my student I.D. nmmber, gnd I'm a sophomore and I just don't remember things
o « o But with Spanish I just sort of resent the faot that a . . . it's '
not, it's not relaxed and like, . . . idealistically I would just like to
acquire, speaking and all of- that stuff; but vhen it comes to a question of
grammer, memorizing vocabulary, vork translations, I don't like it.at all.

T2
oo

I: And vhat happens vhen you den't like it?

St T have a real hard time. I have a hard time in remembering it and I don't .
malce very much effort because I am very ungrade conscious, like I'm grade
conscious just to a point vhere -~ to suxvive, you know in the systems .
requirements to get a C. Like I don't work to get B's. Au a matter of
fact, it so happened that last semester I had almost close %0 B's on the
first two Spanish tests and towards the end I got a D, and it's just simply

- that I had a period vhere I just got tired of things in ggene.ca,1 and every-
thing just fell apart.”
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" Another undexachieving student talling a different languvage:
"I'm the kind of person vhec ean sit dowm on Friday nignt and go through
Sunday and do mountains and meuntains of work. And that is fine except
when you come to a course like Gexman vhere you have to slug it out
every night. I just can't work like that. - You know; maybe T just don'?®
feel like working on a Vednesday night or something, so I will go to a
movie or somebthing. « « o
Pinally,the style of the underachievers, if it did not simply resulh in
avoiding teachers in classes, could lead to  very unproductive confrontationg,

Here is one example of a brief history of a continuing academic dispute. "B

At a month ihto the semester:

S3Mlell, there is a bad lecturer in that course, wvhich is really a problem

. because there is no recitation. In most courses there is a recitation,
and you can keep out of the lecture and do the readings and go to the re-
citations gince I knov vhat is important. It's a totally useless lecture;
the lectuver is vorthless. His idea of the JCourse content) the first
hour was to ask us to draw pictures, asked us to draw four outlines of
the way a theater looked in different periods, and while I really don't
vant to tell him his business, but if he thinkk it is his business to
learn it, I doh't really think, well I don't really think it is my
husiness to learn it and studf. T mean he can teach 1t but I don't
“want to learn that kind of studf.”

A month la .ers

S3"T got an E on a midterm, « « . It uasﬁft really a fair grade I mean
usually I knov about vhat I am going to get, and T didn't expect that.
And it just vasn't really fair.

I:thy, what happened?

S:I got 35 on the objective part vhich wasn't too good, and it wasn't tod
bad. - On the other part he said I just dillied and dallied around and I
didn't anse=r the question and I had a pot pourri of blahk blahs and 211
that histronic language. And it was, I don't knovw. . .like I did ansver
the question as well as I could, and for one thing, I don't see how any-
‘body can tell me what a question says. ILike he told me that I misunder-
stood the question. He can't tell me how to understand the question, he
should have tried %o understand how I understood it and them Sraded me
‘o hotr well I understo»d it in ny ovm way".

Two weeks latexr, the course 1nvolved . arguments with the Dean:

S:"Things are geilting a little bit worsd in this class, people will absol-
© utely refuse to let me drop it, . . I don't know vhether I talked to you
before about trying to.drop it, but I tried to drop it, and there is all
sorts of hassles. I went in and t31ked to llr. who is assistant

Dean, I thinlk, and 1t just appeared to me that he was trying to teach me
“espon51b111ty by forcing me to go through that class. Vhat he did, was
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he looked through all the things on my rec.rd saying Yeh, I'm in
honor's college I got 2 4.9 you know vhether he would say I could
understand vhy you dropped this. This is irrelevant to vhat you

are doing. Of course, it just seeaed to me a kind of funny vay

that he did things. He says, this class is only an indicator of a
problem on a grander scale. That is, that you were trying to settle
down, and have you thought about my financial situation in the future,
have I thought about graduate school, and a job, and all kinds of
stuff 1iké that, and a well it was nice of him to remind me, but vhat
I thought was that it really wasn't any of his business vhat I take
classes for. Like a, I don't like that class; I don't think I should
be penalized for it. But it appears that I am going to be penalized
for not wanting to learn all the aspects of {vhat he wants me to learn)
It is just scrt of an unhappy situation, especially, well, today I
got, today I studied for the test, and the only parts that I do any
good on are the parts about the plays because I read the plays and

I actually tried to learn the other stuff. It is just; I mean, this
moxning; I read the book, for the second time, over the part that is
being tested. Usuzlly that is enough for me. And like vhen I got to
the class, it was really strange. . . . He gave us the thing and I
just looked at it. I just couldn't answer the questions. Like, I
could have ansvered the questions, you know? I just couldn't wxite
anything dovm becduse it was repulsive to me. Like I could have
gotten 50 or 55 points, I figured out at the end. - I spent the whole
time trying to figuve, I spent the whole time while I was there
figuring the median for my grade point. But I am going to try to
talk to some kind of counselor. A student counselor. See somebody
who can get me out of it. If they can't, I'm just stuck with it.

I: Vhen did you try to drop the course?
S: I tried to drop it before midterms. But the reason I really didn't

understand vhat it wvas like, was that I added it late. Because I

found out real late that there wasn't,that this class that I was

supposed to be in, I wasn't in. They had to switch things around

or something so I said well we will see. It was just a poot choice

of class." ‘

The student quoted above really presents a rather comple:'c'problem to any-
one trying to intervene. One aspect of the stbry is enough to demonstrate the
complexzity of the problem. It has to do with the mention of the fact that the
student got into the course in the first place because of the canceilation ‘of

 another course. Because he got in late, he had little opportunity to know the
course would not be to his liking. However, knowing something about the behav-
ior of this particular student and about undevachievers in general, their tendency
to be late, tc? be forgetful and generally irresponsible, we might wonder about

‘& “ther this vasn't simply an excuse. If the student had been somevhat more alert,
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kept up with notices of course changes, etc., he might have been able to choose
a class he '1ilcedo The interview data gave the impression that the overachievers
would never lét themselves get caught that wvay. They were more apt to plan fotv
all contingencies. They were alsn quite consciousvof what effects cexrtain
. behaviors migk ve on their grades. IFoxr instance, one overachiever reported
that it was his policy to make sure he tHalked to a_teacher at least once in the
course just to let him know vho he was because he vas sure it might have some kind
of an effect in determining’ his gra.cies particularly if things were close. In a
study of graduate students taking preliminary examinations at the University of
Chi cag‘o, David Mechanic (1962) pointed to the problems in acadaomic achievement
that could result from a student's alienation from the social network (inciuding
faculty and other students). It is interesting to note that in the interview re-
ports, it looked as if the overachievers behavior that I am calling "responsible”
included a tendency to maintain contact vith academic authorities. They usually
seemed to lmow what sas going on and they kmev vhom to listen to.. Underachievers
seem to be more out of toush. Unfortunately, there is no quantitative data for
this in this investigation; and it would be worth exploring more extensively
in another study.

A1l parties concerned mist find it diffisult to handle such a situation. A
party not familiar to the specifics, such as a counselor or a dean, would find
it difficult to kmow vhat was going on. Too often they might react with an
immf;dia:te assumption that the teacher vas right and the student wrong. TUnfortun-
ately, this would allov the student, vhatever ¢ " Ly heppened,to play martyr or
to react to the authority of the c':utsider as opposed to dealing with the real
issue. TFurthermore, the student could use real instances of bad teaching’for
Justifying the behavior that ends up eoeting him & bad grade. This dtudent
could have used someone vha asked; "Given vhat you say about 'the‘ course ig true,

o ' '
Emc‘.d you refuse to give ansvers you knew to be correct?"

IToxt Provided by ERI
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It seemed as if the motvive for this kind of game arose out of concerns about
ideﬁtiﬁy and au'é:onomy° The last student quoted sefiously considered an academic
career, but he could not commit himself to accept working for grades in order -
to get into graduaie school. Such students react negatively to vhat they feel is
trivial or irrelevant and protect the concept of themselves as the honest intell-
ectual. The problem is that 2 bad grade keeps you "pure" althbugh that doesn't
help future plans.

Subgroup differences

The results of the cluster analyées suggested that even though ali under-
achievers shareed some common traits; pariticularly those having to do wvith impulse
control; it vas ﬁevértheless the.Case that some different sorts of persons shared
the same underachiever designation. Thble :1 presents the results of}the cluster
analyses perférmed<on the overachievers and on the underachievers separately;

TABLE 1

Summary of (lustew Differences on OAIS, OPT, and Aptitude Variables

Underachievers Overachievers
Variables L .
; = Ut 722 01 02 03P
| - (n=12) (n=11)  (n=10) (n=7) (n=T7)
High school rank 387.2 8h.2 - 98.2 97.1 98.0
SAT-Y 595 560 615 512 655
SAT-M : 655 65l 709 704 655
Reading speed ‘ Lol 70.5 62.2 76.0 -  62.0
Reading accuracy hé.6 70.8 61.0 59.8 Th. 1
CAIS
Set True 36.5 1,8.8 5h.8 9.8  35.1
Infrequent Response 51.3 60.9 6l. 8 71.2 6.5
Social Undesirability 50.3 67.T L7.0 66.0 59.7
Achiever Personality 50.6 ' L43.0 . 76.9 76.8 66.7T
Intellectual Cuality 68.9 81.5 h5.9 68.2 86.8
LCreative Personality ' 16.5 36.6 31.2 51.2 - 69.1
Social Adjustment L.5 33.5 32.7 18.6 37.6
Bmotional Ldjustment Lt.h 32,5 38.14 2h.y  L5.2
Masculine (Ovientation 38.4 39.2 32.7 39.6 L8.7T
Business Interest _ 2li.9 1.1 12.3 26.0 12.5
Hummanities Interest C 32,6 72.L 35.5°  35.8 63.7
Social Science Interest . 33.3 50.5 1.6 22.2 67.2



TABLE 1 (continued)

Underaohievers| Overachievers
Variables ; )
' Ut ;22 _} 01 i 02 | 03~
(n=12) | (n=11) : (n=1C); (u=7) | (n=T)
} ! : .
Physical Science Interest 56.5 ! L1.5 ! 62.5 73.2 ¢ 13.0
Biological Science Interest 38.5 | 8.1 55.5 2h.2 ; 15.4
0PI : T -

" Thinking Introversion 50.8 i 57.0 L7.8 55.2 1 61.hL
Theoretical Orientation 53.6 . 54.8 i 55,1 51.2 } 53.5
Aestheticism LWh.8 1 1.9 '2.8 | 5h.6 | 59.8
Complexity I 55.0 65.5 3.8 | 47.8 ; 62.0
Autonomy ! 61.5 66.5 i 55.9 62,56 i 66.5L
Religious Orientation - 61.Lh ¢ 61.0 1 63.7 | 61.6 6h.5
Social Extroversion ' ; L47.0 L47.0 39.7 ; L3.2 | L9.1
Impulse Txpression i £9.2 67.2 4s5.9 8. b 59.1
“Personal Integration v - 51.7 | 50.0 53.7 56.L, ' 54.8
Anxiety Level ; 50.9 L7.5 51.2 53.8 53.4
Altruism i h6.9 53.0 L5.1 L8.0 55.2
Practical Orientation i 5.6 1 38.1 L6.5 | W1.2 36.5
Masculinity-Femininity E_ » 550 L5.0 57.9 1§ 53.2 L9.2
Response Bias L9 ¢ 068 BT 1518 | 50.2

H

& MAC II cluster computes significance tests based on the mean intercluster
diffexences between each pair of clusters. Comparison of the overall value of U1
versus U2 produced a t of §.86 signiticant at the .002 level, two-tailed for 19
daf. . ’

t-tests were computed for the distance betwe~n the three overachieving clus-
ters (see a): 01, 02: t = 5.67, 13df, p= .002, two-tailed; 01, 03: t = 12.73,
15 af, » = 002, two tailed; and 02, 03z t = 7.93, 10 4f p = .002, tww tailed.

The first underachieving cluster (hereafter, U1) contained 12 subjects who
could be characterized as relatively practical, achievement-oriented, conservative,
controlled, physical science—oriented, adjusted, non—inteilectual, and traditional.
The second containiné 11 subjects, (U2) was relatively theoretical, liberal,
impulsive, artistic, humanities-oriented, non-traditional, dsviamt, and verbal.

The overachievers paralleled the underachieveré, although there were-three
grouns of them. The firét'ciuster (ot1), ﬁith 10'subjects, vas relatively achieve-
ment»ériented, controlled, conservative, and theoretical. The second (62), with
five subjects, in between the other two on moét‘variableé'though closer to 03 than
01, was characterizéd by higher scores on physical sciencs and business interests.

The third clustex, 03, with seveh subjects, had scores indicating they were




-12-
relati'vely more verbal, theoretical, liberal, expressive, and impulsive than most
other overachievers.

I one collapses the three overachieving groups into two (01's vs. 02's and
03's), then the scores or the cluster analyses suggest a relatively conservative,
conforming high achievement-oriented, practical, science-oriented, aand controlled
group and a more liberal, deviani, theoretical, humanities-oriented, less achieve-
nment-oiented, and more impulsive group. This gives two groups to compa.;e vith
the tvo groups of the underachievers. Absolubte differences did appear betweeﬁ
all underachievers and overachievers, b\tﬂ;"}";}ha.t is interesting is that knowledge of
the absolute level of a trait such as impulsivity or'extfoversion is more meaning-
.ful vhen one Imows the conlext of other personality variables. For instance, ‘the
U1's, the more conservative and less verbal group, who looked most lilke the O1's
in their pattern of scores, had higher mean scores on the key traits of impulsiv-
ity and e:ctroversion. Such scores vere simj.lar to those of the high achieving
but more liberal, theoretical, and unorthodox 03's. Hovever, vhat vould be an ‘
aceeptabl2 amount of impulsivity in an a,spiring‘a.rl;ist could be indicative of
serious control piroblems in a would-be scientist. or engineer. If this analysis is
apt, it suggests that some underachievement may arise from a mismatch of c'er‘ba.in
personality traits, using the average level of traits of succesaful students in a
particulai intewrest or vocational area as a frame of reference. Pobl and Pervin
(1968) feund .tha:i: hiéh grades for engineering students were associated with a more
concrete style; but humenities and social science majors weré better off i.e., had
nighex grades-with a more abstract style. In the present study the mismatch
seemed to be betveen impulsivity, achigvement motﬁ%ra.tion, and academic interests.
TFurther research that explored the development of these conflicts would help in
understanding these underachievers. One might also wonder about whether a mis-
| match of 'braits might not result in a sense of séparafion from other stuaents in

the same curriculum.
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There is a quertion about the meaning of these subgroups: Axve fhey psycholo-
gically valid and stable entities? The small sample size permitited no cross vali-
dation; but other date :st that the clusters vere more than artifacts. Tor
instance, Kisch (1968), employed the same wariables at the same wniversity in
a larger study which inaluded a cluster analysis. Although comparisons are immre-
cise,the tvo underachieving clustere in the present investigation appear to be
similar to two of Kisch's larper subgroups. Hovever, replication and collecticn
of other liinds of data are necessary‘to asses the stability of these subgroups.

The intervieu‘data, though not yuaavitatively anaiyzed in regard to subgrouwns,
did give the impression of U''s and T2's living different lives at the university,
with the most salient impression being that the T2's looked the more intellectual
and involved in the University of the two groups. The U2's contained those
students vho talked e:mplicity about "idegtity crises", displayed humanities inter-
ests, (painting, drama, etc.) and experimented with new experiencés, including
drugs. Indeed; some of these students looked as if they might be more comfortable
in the Collepe of Architecture and Design as opposed to a traditional liberal arts
curricului. |

It seemed as if the students in this group vere somevhat more conscious of
themselves as being "underachievers” than the Ul's. They knev they had high
aptitudes (from their aptitude test scores) which they also knew were discrepant
with their low grades. Tor some of the U2's, the idea that they were bright, and
therefore special, seecmed to be crucial to their self-concepts. They presented
thempelves as intelligent but only working at things that interested them. For
ingtance, I asked one such student how he was able to turn out such a huge amount
of worl: on certain ocnasions:

S: Mell . . . I usually dodt want to, but I have to be stimulated to do any
vozk. .

O
: - imn ?
IERJ}:HE% makes you stimulated?

IToxt Provided by ERI
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S: Interesting discussions usuwally in class relating to the subject, to
the things that are meaningful to me,; or at least allowing me to
relgte it."
One wonders with such students if they aﬁe protecting themselves with a
.'ﬁyﬁh of "if only I tried, I could succeed.” This student, and some other U2's,
give indications that being uninterested or wmmotivated vas = way of preventing the
comnitment to achievement that would be necessary for higher performance. Here
the danger might be that they might commit themselves and nevertheless fail.
Thz U2's seem to be the most overtly hostile gwoup and the one most likely
to offer an ideological criticism of the University. However, none of these
students ever attacked the sysltem in an organized vay or attempted to join a
veform movement. Instead, many engaged in a great deal of verbal sniping at
courses and teachers and the University in general. Some students vere able to
make their peace with the school by deciding that it vas bad, but that it vas
poSsible for individuvals to get some good things out of it, on their own.
One such student, after making this choice, vas able tc significantly improve
his gradesn:
S: "™ou know, like_I had pretty good thoughts about whai college would be
like fvom vhat I was actually experiencing. I thought it was going to
be a2 real learning process, mot nexre crap.

I: So vhat has honpened now, have you decided that it really is crap and
are resigned to it, oxr . . .7

S: T had decided that it really is crap bul you can find out - you can find
good things in it and you can get by if you want to and get something out

of it, even in spite of the system." ‘

Others continued to rail against the system;, often in self-defeating wvays.
Trequently cited vas the conceyn forr relevence vhich may have been pari of this
group's quest for identity. These students tended to like courses that fomused
on existential issues, religious philosophy, growth sxperiences such as T groups,
and, in general; intellectual content that wourld be relevant to identity formation

and their personal concerns. They reported seeking out and enjoying books, movies

Q
IERJf:d plays that talked to their identity conceims:

IToxt Provided by ERI
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S: "lell, one thing I really enjoyed was this book by Gore Vidal. It vas
called the Judgement of Paris, and il was about this young man vho went
to Burope, and he had just finished graduating from college and he
really didn't krow vhat he vas going to do. I felt a certain amount of.
empathy for him because he really didn't, he had just graduated from
lawv school; so he was a lawyer, bui he didn't really know what he was
going to do, and he described it as seaxrching for the beast in the
jungle, his search for what he is going to do, searching for the beast
in the jungle that he could hear, but he hadn't found yet. And he
talked about the time when he had been so lost that he didn't even
know that the beast in the jungle existed which I thought was kind of
interesting; or it lkind of even gave me a feeling of hope because I am
at the point vhere I don't knov that the beast in the Junple exists.
And here is someone else talking about the way I feel, io be at a point
in fromt of me, and to be talking about the fact vhat they are almost at
the point vhere they can heaxr,but they haven't found it yet makes me
think that maybe there will be & pcint vhere I will find it someday.

I rotate. I go back and forth be’  <=ea thinking that I will never
find a purpose and that actually wcs5 adults are married and leading
happy lives so maybe. . - "

'.L‘his kind of intellectuzl concern among the U2 studentq probabiy had contra-
dictory effects on their teachers. Unlike the U1's, they seemed infellectually
acfive - they read, they sought out new erperience, etc. - but these students
vere probably quite frustrating, for they vere mainly intevested in personal
relevance and uswally refused to discipline themselves for subjects that had
no immediate payoffs. It is interesting that vhile none of the TUl's reported
any closaness uvith the teaching faculty, several ol the U2-'“s 'did, In these
cases, t.e teacher turncd out to be a teaching fellow, who.probably because of :
age and interest, had much in common with'these students. This kind of irstruc-
tor waé also less likely to raise authority issues, an area in vhich these students
vere paxriticularly sensitive. In one sense, this group was an éliene,ted and angry
one being disappointed with themselves and vexry annoyed. at much of vhat they saw
goling on at the university. Tovever, one also suspects that they received a lot
of social support from like minded students and perhaps some ‘teachers as well.
They cexrtainly were articulate and could find support firom some of their criticisms
of grades, requirements, e‘tc.. in"the rhetoric of many of the student activists.

The U1's were in some ways the more alienated subgroup. These students gave

o ~ff relatively little sense of intellectual femment, of the evperiencing of nevw
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ideas, of irying out new roles am.1 ecpperiences. - They often seened to be in school

for more pracltical reasons such as getting a job requiring a college degrcw..

Turthermore, many of -them seemed more »nsychologically attached to home than to

school. TFoxr instance, one student spent all his veekends at home, 17ith his girl-

'f:ciend,,' 1.3aren-ts, and relatives. Another vas actively involved in one of his

parent's businesses wh:%.le a$ scheol. Another coming from 2 rural area and Teeling

gsocially isolated, lived at the university with an older brother and had as his
fondest wish the desire to be out hunting and fishing. -’I'he combination ci this
style and the conservative attitudes of the Ul's, together with théir pooxr

academic perfomance-s, made them both an unhappy and a}pparently isolated group.

They identified vith many of their own parents attitudes ’r,dward education, they

expected their teachers to be authorities ahd seemed more comfortable in highly

structured classes, but these very values and interesis ofien placed them out

of step with meny peers and teachers. Their poor gré,des did not allow them to

build identities or anchor self-esteen around high achievement. Foxr these students

- school vas good vhen it was either practically oriented or not too hard:

I: "Hou have your classes been going?

S: Classes are 0.K. | . . . one or two of them I kind of enjoy. ‘I\Tone of them are
really bad yet or anything so it is not too much of a drag going to classes
or anything. DIven studying is not too bad.

I: Vhat has been good about that?

S: Vell, like Licon. is somevhat interesting. You learn what makes the world
the vay it is. It is practical stuff; it is not like if I were taking
chemistry. I don't care about it, I have no interest in it; so account-
ing is not as interesting but it is somevhat practical and I go into
business . . . and anthropology is O.K., it's like biology I had in
high school so I am kind of interested in that. . .I"

’I‘he"'concern‘ vith the practival-a.nd lover theoxetical interests makes one

vonder if several of these students might not have been happier in a more structub-

ed and applied curriculum such as engineering or business.
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Implications and sonclusions

Tha date presented above sugrest the folloving conclusions: 1. TUndevachiev-
ers differ from overachievers in the area of impulse control and resgponsibility.
2. The:e appear to be differences betueen uvnderachievers. 3. In some vays,
all underachievers appear to be like certain dvonmouis. ‘'hey too act aé if they
have given up on trying in the education=l foot races However; they manage to
hang in., The U2's seemed similar to the description of the dropouts described
in Samenow's (1958) study. TFurthermore, both dropouis and underachievers seem
to raise quesitions about values, principles, responsibility, and authority.

Given the wnderachiever's style, vhat suggestions could be given vo poten-
tial helpers? There are some possibilities for intervention, bui whoever is
intervening needs to be clear aboul his ovm values in ordet o be comfortable in
dealing ith such students. Such persons also need o have enough of a rclation-
ship with vhe student over time so that they can get 2 sense of the pattern of
his behavior. It is difficult to decide about what is going oan vhen only privy
o one incident. Thewe is also the possibllity that certain oi the wnderachievers
night have been helped by vocational counseling, especially if it turned out to
be the case that their paviticular interests of style would be bettdr off at a
diffexvent kind of institution oxr in a different curriculunm.

| There were some instances in which teachers had great effects fox both kinds
of undexachievers. One Ul seemed to have socme very good e.periences with an
Mnzlish eachexr vho allowed a lot of freedom and relevance but pushed for per-
formance, rcminiscent of Steim's (1962) reporting of ihe special class of author-
itarian siudents. Some U2's seemed to experience growth from certain teachers

vho were villing to confront them vhile talking about personally relevant iscues.

O
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