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Abstract
Purpose:  The purpose of this study was to determine students’ academic study 
attitudes and behaviors and the extent to which student work employment impacts either 
attitudes or behaviors.  Research Questions:  The Expectancy Theory of Motivation was 
used to examine student perception of linkage between “effort and performance” (belief 
that hard work in school leads to better grades); between “performance and outcome” 
(better grades lead to future success); and the degree to which their study and work 
time, as well as study approaches and behaviors are consistent with expectancy theory 
prediction (their attitudinal beliefs).  Method:  A questionnaire was received from 211 
junior and senior university students, a majority (83%) of whom were business majors.  
Findings: Students perceived a connection between effort and good grades, believed a 
connection existed between grades and future success, but spent 10 hours per week or 
less studying. Conclusions:  The methods that students used to study command more 
concern because they lack sound, long-term retention of learning. Recommendations/
Implications:  Business educators need to continue to provide students with persuasive, 
impactful criteria about the importance and efforts of effective scholarship for creating a 
competitive advantage in their career for achieving long-term success. 
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Introduction
There is growing, national concern over the decline in the number of hours that 

university students study outside the classroom.  Many educators have noticed 
changes in students’ scholarly performance in recent years.  Conventional wisdom 
states that students should spend two to three hours outside of class per one hour 
of class time.  The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE, 2012) study 
found that 40% of seniors reported spending 10 hours or less per week studying, 
with a median of 11-15 hours, and only 23% stating that they studied 21 hours 
per week or more.

Several key questions need to be answered regarding students’ motivation and 
their choices.  Do today’s students believe that effort applied toward studying and 
learning translates into future success?  What factors are associated with many 
students today choosing not to study and apply themselves to the extent previous 
generations did?  What study tools and approaches are students using today?

The research indicates that more studying leads to better grades, but students do 
not always believe that extra effort in studying leads to higher grades (Carbonaro, 
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2005; Davies & Graff, 2005; Glenn, 2007; Gortner Lahmers & Zulauf, 2000; Rau 
& Durand, 2000).  Although, students tend to believe grades are important for their 
future success (Harackiewicz, Barron, Carter, Lehto, & Elliot, 1997). Students use 
a variety of approaches to studying (Elias, 2005; Foster & Lin, 2007; Zhu, Valcke, 
& Schellens, 2008), but many are not exerting the effort in the amount of time they 
spend studying (Church, Elliot, & Gable, 2001; Lieberman & Remedios, 2007). 

Does the amount and quality of a student’s study time, as measured by study 
habits, impact the relationship between the quantity of employee work hours and 
the amount and quality of study time as compared to academic performance; 
especially at a time when students spend equal or less time doing academic 
studies rather than working, socializing, or watching television (Nonis, Philhours, 
& Hudson, 2006)?  Student employment has been widely believed to be a strong 
contributing factor to the low number of hours today’s students are spending on 
their out-of-class studies (Barke et al., 2000; Callender, 2008; Curtis & Shani, 
2002; Manthei & Gilmore, 2005; Watts & Pickering, 2000).

Purpose of the Study
This study sought answers to five research questions aimed at better 

understanding students’ study attitudes and behaviors and the extent to which 
student employment impacts either attitudes or behaviors.  The Expectancy 
Theory of Motivation was used as a conceptual framework to examine the degree 
to which students perceived the key linkages between “effort and performance” 
and between “performance and outcome”, and the degree to which students’ study 
time and behavior are consistent with those predicted by expectancy theory. 

The Expectancy Theory of Motivation, originally published in 1964 (Vroom, 
1994) represents a widely respected explanation of the factors that influence 
individual behavior.  In this study, Expectancy Theory was applied to understand 
students’ attitudes toward hard work and study in school and whether those 
attitudes are consistent with students’ study behaviors.  Specifically, this study 
was done to determine the degree to which students (a) believed hard work in 
school leads to better grades, (b) believed better grades lead to future success, and 
(c) engaged in study time and behaviors that are consistent with their attitudinal 
beliefs. 

This study posed five research questions regarding the study skills of business 
college students:

Research Question 1:  What do students believe regarding diligence in studying 
for their classes leading to better grades (effort to performance linkage)?

Research Question 2:  What do students believe regarding the importance of 
grades for their future success (performance to outcome linkage)?
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Research Question 3:  How do students’ study behaviors match their beliefs about 
the importance of studying?

Research Question 4:  How does work (employment) explain how much time 
students spend studying?

Research Question 5:  What study approaches do students use most often?

Review of the Literature
Vroom (1994) described the Expectancy Theory of Motivation as containing 

three components:  (a) perceived linkage between one’s effort and performance, 
(b) perceived linkage between one’s performance and outcomes, and (c) the value 
of the outcomes. 

Business students prepare for class and study for tests in a variety of ways:  
reading textbook chapters, reviewing notes, and doing assigned homework.  Some 
of these studying practices may improve their test scores and/or course grades.  
Some research has shown that students performed better when they were given 
explicit study guides that were very similar to the test questions (Perrin, Miller, 
Haberlin, Ivy, Meindl, & Neef, 2011), which may have resulted in higher scores 
on exams, but does not necessarily facilitate learning or retention of knowledge.  
Business students study less than other seniors (Lipka & Berrett, 2011; Richard, 
2011), demonstrate less learning on assessment measures (Martell, 2007; 
Michlitsch & Sidle, 2002), and score the lowest on GMAT scores (Glenn, 2011).  
They are also more “anti-intellectual” than other majors; in other words, less 
interested in learning for learning’s sake (Pfeffer & Fong, 2004; Vasconcellos e 
Sa, 2006).  Additionally, senior students spend less time studying than freshmen 
(Young, 2002).

Findings from the NSSE Study (2012) indicated that 15% of students reported 
studying five hours or less per week, 40% of students reported spending 10 hours 
per week or less on their studies, and 60% studied 15 hours or less.  Only 23% 
devoted 21 hours or more per week to study.  Therefore, students with 15 semester 
hours were spending two hours or less per course per week in reading, studying, 
preparing assignments, etc.  Further, there is evidence that the low amount of 
study time begins before college.  An investigation of high school study habits 
revealed that 60% of college freshmen reported that they studied five hours or less 
per week when they were in high school (Pryor, et al., 2012).

Nonis and Hudson (2006; 2010) conducted research to determine the 
relationship between study time and performance and found that it is not only 
how much time a student spends studying, but also how effectively the time is 
spent that influences academic performance.  Research on student learning and 
retention has indicated that repeated reading alone can be an ineffective study 
method, whereas repeated memorization and retrieval can enhance learning and 
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retention of knowledge (Karpicke, Butler, & Roediger, 2009).  According to the 
research, students erroneously think that their practice of memorization and recall 
does not promote their knowledge retention, rather they assume that rereading of 
the text helps them to study. 

While most of the studies have investigated the relationship between study 
time and academic performance (Krohn & O’Conner, 2005; Lahmers & Zulauf, 
2000), the studies have not controlled for the effectiveness of how this time has 
been spent and if this variable could explain the difference in research results.  
Therefore, if students spend their time repeatedly reading material as opposed to 
actually studying the material, they may be deficient in their knowledge (Karpicke 
et al., 2009). 

Further, student procrastination is a concern among college students, with many 
cramming the night before an exam; and in turn, not doing as well as they might 
have if they studied at an even pace (Perrin et al., 2011).  One of the persisting 
challenges for professors is to encourage students to study with a theoretical 
foundation and to integrate those theories into the business strategies and why 
those strategies are effective, stressing the benefit of learning and knowledge 
retention with this method of study (Karpicke et al., 2009). 

Teaching students how to be more engaged in their learning and studying 
strategies improves their academic performance.  Student engagement includes 
active learning and student participation in the teaching and learning process.  This 
engagement process consists of student willingness and motivation to attend and 
participate in class; take effective notes; ask relevant questions; seek out and use 
available resources; develop a productive study schedule; complete assignments 
to the best of their ability; and persist in their learning, integration, and retention 
of knowledge.  Using all of these engagement elements will facilitate an effective 
learning strategy for students to develop habitual study skills leading to success 
in their academic studies and future careers (Rachal, Daigle, & Rachal, 2007).

Karpicke et al. (2009) conducted a study to examine the prevalence of retrieval 
practice, relative to other study strategies, in students’ real-world study behaviors 
and students’ metacognitive awareness of the benefits of self-testing.  Even 
though one might expect that students would report that they practice recall while 
studying, research has shown that students lack metacognitive awareness of the 
testing impact.  One of the purposes of the Karpicke et al. (2009) study was to 
determine if students’ self-reported study habits matched their research findings.  
The researchers collected data on college students’ study habits to assess how often 
students use retrieval tools relative to other strategies and whether students knew 
about other study tools, such as mnemonic devices.  They found that students did 
not utilize practice retrieval or memory retention while studying.  The majority of 
their students reported repeatedly reading their notes and textbooks for studying, 
but not self-assessing or reciting memorization or knowledge retrieval.  Their 
conclusions denoted that students do not view memory recall as a strategy that 
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promotes learning.  If students do practice recall during study time, they do so 
to generate knowledge about the status of their own learning, not because they 
believe that recall helps their learning of the material (Karpicke et al., 2009).

Because students have control over the majority of how their time is spent, and 
there is research that indicates today’s college students are giving less time for 
studies and more time for other activities, there is a need for further research on 
this issue (Nonis & Hudson, 2010; Nonis et al., 2006). 

The current study focuses on the methods that college students use to study 
for their classes.  Some of the strategies include rereading text materials and 
cramming the night before tests, although these may not always be the best 
strategies (Hartwig & Dunlosky, 2012; Karpicke, et al., 2009).  Other studying 
strategies, such as self-assessments, have been shown to be much more effective 
for immediate learning and long-range retention (Roediger & Butler, 2011), but 
those strategies are not shared by students as often (Karpicke et al., 2009). 

Methods and Procedures
A questionnaire was distributed in nine business classes of junior and senior-

level students at a southeastern, regional, comprehensive university.

Participants
Convenience sampling was used by distributing a questionnaire in classes of 

“Principles of Management,” “Management Reports,” and “Computer Information 
Systems.”  The majority of the 211 students (83%) were majoring in business; 
47% were juniors and 36% were seniors.  The remaining 17% of the students were 
non-business majors. 

Instrumentation
A 56-item questionnaire was developed and administered to students in nine 

classes. Participants were asked questions related to these topic areas:

• �Their attitudes/beliefs about studying and the outcomes of studying/
learning

• �Their study practices and behaviors
• �Demographic information potentially related to studying/learning

Students were asked how much time they spent on course-related activities 
such as highlighting their textbook, preparing chapter summaries, using online 
materials, organizing class notes, studying with a peer, and reviewing for exams.  
They were also asked about their approaches to studying and their perceptions 
regarding the importance of study skills.
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Limitations of the Study
The study included 211 students who were enrolled in three different courses 

(nine sections) at a southeastern, regional, comprehensive university during the 
fall and spring semesters.  The sample of students, therefore, is not representative 
and should not be generalized beyond this study.  Participation was voluntary; all 
students in the classes agreed to participate in the study. 

Findings and Analysis
The results to the survey questions and analysis of the data are reported in this 

section.  One hundred fifty (71%) of the participants reported that they worked 
a paying job, with a mean of 26.8 hours worked per week; whereas, 78 (37%) 
reported working 30 or more hours in a typical week.

Research Question 1:  What do students believe regarding diligence in studying 
for their classes leading to better grades (effort to performance linkage)?

In this study, most students indicated that hard work effort and studying for 
classes leads to better grades, as depicted in Table 1.  Ninety-three percent 
indicated there is “a good bit” or “a great deal” of connection between more 
studying and better grades, while only one percent of participants said that hard 
work was related to grades either “not at all” or “very little.”

Table 1
Student Perceptions Regarding More Studying Leads to Better Grades  
(N 5 207)

Mean Not at All Very Little Somewhat A Good Bit A Great Deal

4.6 0 (0%) 2 (1%) 12 (6%) 66 (32%) 127 (61%)

Total 2 (1%) 12 (6%) 193 (93%)

Research Question 2:  What do students believe regarding the importance of 
grades for their future success (performance to outcome linkage)?

A strong majority of students (67%) in this study believed that there is a 
strong connection between grades and success, as shown in Table 2.  Most of 
those students also indicated that hard work leads to better grades, with 67% of 
participants answering there was “a good bit” or “a great deal” of connection 
between grades and success.  At least 92% noted at least some connection between 
grades and future success.
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Table 2
Student Perceptions Regarding the Importance of Grades for Future 
Success (N 5 207)

Mean Not at all Very Little Somewhat A Good Bit A Great Deal

3.9 8 (4%) 8 (4%) 52 (25%) 69 (33%) 70 (34%)

Total 16 (8%) 52 (25%) 139 (67%)

Research Question 3:  How do students’ study behaviors match their beliefs about 
the importance of studying?

Students were asked to indicate the number of hours per week they studied 
outside of class, using the same eight categories as the NSSE study (0 hours, 1-5 
hours, 6-10 hours, 11-15 hours, 16-20 hours, 21-25 hours, 26-30 hours, more 
than 30 hours).  The median range was 6-10 hours, and 69% reported spending 
10 hours per week or less.  Only 7% said they spent 21 hours or more per week 
studying.  The breakdown of the data is shown in Table 3.

Table 3
Number of Hours Students Spend Studying  
(N 5 211)

Number of Hours 
Per Week # (%) of Students Cumulative # (%)

0 4 (2%) 4 (2%)

 1 – 5 69 (33%) 73 (35%)

  6 – 10 71 (34%) 144 (68%)

11 – 15 34 (16%) 178 (84%)

16 – 20 19 (9%) 197 (93%)

21 – 25 6 (3%) 203 (96%)

26 – 30 6 (3%) 209 (99%)

. 30 2 (1%) 211 (100%)

Median Response 6 – 10 hours per week

Table 4 shows the percentages of students who used different approaches 
to studying.  Only 26% indicated that they “usually” or “always” completed 
course readings by the assigned date and took good notes in class, while 31% 
said they “rarely” or “never” did the readings or took good notes.  A majority 
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(57%) of students admitted that they sometimes, rarely, or never prepared chapter 
summaries or outlines, and only 38% say that they “usually” or “always” used 
some means of checking their recall when studying. 

Table 4
Percentage of Students Who Use Different Approaches to Studying*

Mean Never Rarely Sometimes Usually Always

  Complete Assigned Readings on Time (N 5 210) 

2.9 17 (8%) 48 (23%) 91 (43%) 47 (22%) 7 (3%)

Total 65 (31%) 91 (43%) 54 (26%)

Take Good Notes in Class (N 5 210)

2.9 17 (8%) 48 (23%) 91 (43%) 47 (22%) 7 (3%)

Total 65 (31%)  91 (43%) 54 (26%)

 
Prepare Chapter Summaries (N 5 211)

3.3 21 (10%) 31 (15%) 67 (32%) 59 (28%) 33 (16%)

Total 52 (25%) 67 (32%) 92 (44%)

 
Check Their Recall (N 5 210) 

3.1 16 (8%) 38 (18%) 76 (36%) 63 (30%) 17 (8%)

Total 54 (26%) 76 (36%) 80 (38%)

*Does not total 100% due to rounding area

A strong majority (74%) of students also indicated that they did “a good bit,” 
“most,” or “all” of their studying for exams during the last two days or less before 
the exam, as shown in Table 5. 

Table 5
Percentage of Amount of Studying that Students Do within Two Days Prior 
to the Exam (N 5 198)

Category
All      

(100%)
Most       

(76-99%)
A Good Bit 
(51-75%)

Some      
(26-50%)

Very Little 
(1-25%)

None     
(0%)

Percentage 22 (11%) 69 (35%) 55 (28%) 38 (19%) 14 (7%) 0 (0%)

Total 91 (46%) 93 (47%) 14 (7%)
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Research Question 4:  How does work (employment) explain how much time 
students spend studying?

Even though student employment has been widely believed to be a strong, 
contributing factor to the low number of hours today’s students are spending on 
their out-of-class studies, results from this study failed to support a strong or even 
modest linkage to that indication. 

The cross-tabulation of study hours and work hours shown in Table 6 indicates 
similar percentages of students in the three levels of study hours across the three 
levels of time worked on a job. The results of the 2 test did not show a significant 
difference between the number of hours a student studied and the number of hours 
a student worked.

Table 6
Cross-tabulation of Hours of Study and Hours Worked on a Job

Hours Worked

Not 
Employed 1 – 20 21 or more Total 2

Hours

of Study

1 - 10 39

(67%)

39

(71%)

53

(65%)

131

11 - 20 14

(24%)

15

(27%)

21

(26%)

50 0.56* 

21 or more 5

(9%)

1

(2%)

7

(9%)

13

Total 58 55 81 194

*p>.05  Numbers shown in parentheses are column percentages.

Table 7 shows the correlation between the number of hours worked and time 
spent studying, completion of reading assignments, and student perceptions of 
grade importance for future success.  Comparing this data with the data collected 
for Table 3, there is no correlation between the number of hours students work 
and the number of hours they spend studying.  However, there is an inverse 
relationship (p , .002) between the number of hours worked and students who 
completed their reading assignments (data from Table 4).  There is also an inverse 
relationship (p , .01) between the number of hours students worked and their 
perceived importance of grades for future success (data from Table 2).
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Table 7
Correlations of Student Work Hours to …

Item n r p Relationship

…# hours spent studying 194 2.110 .134 None

…# who complete assigned readings 194 2.220 ,.002 Inverse

…perceived importance of grades for 
future success

192 2.190 ,.010 Inverse

Research Question 5:  What study approaches do students use most often?

In this study, students were asked to indicate the frequency with which they 
utilized various study tools and approaches.  One of the most prominent answers 
was “study PowerPoint slides posted by the professor,” which 59% of students 
indicated they did “usually” or “always.”  Fifty-three percent (53%) admitted to 
cramming the night before the exam “usually” or “always.  Responses for each of 
the study tools and approaches can be seen in Table 8.

Table 8
Student Ranking of Alternative Study Approaches Used Most Often  
(N 5 211)

Study Tools/Approaches Mean Rank
Always or 
Usually

Sometimes
Rarely or 
Never

Take careful notes in class 4.0 1.0 156 (74%) 32 (15%) 23 (11%)

Cram the night before the exam 3.5 2.5 112 (53%) 59 (28%) 40 (19%)

Study PowerPoint slides posted by the 
professor

3.5 2.5 124 (59%)
51 (24%)

36 (17%)

Organize/Combine class notes/chapter 
summaries

3.3 4.0 97 (46%)
53 (25%)

61(29%)

Prepare and study chapter summaries/
outlines

3.2 5.0 91 (43%)
67 (32%)

53 (25%)

Highlight important sections of your text 3.0 6.0 80 (38%) 66 (31%) 65 (31%)

Read the text multiple times 2.6 7.5 44 (21%) 70 (33%) 97 (46%)

Study with a friend 2.6 7.5 53 (25%) 63 (30%) 95 (45%)

Use flash cards 2.5 9.5 51 (24%) 50 (24%) 110 (52%)

Use online materials from the textbook 
website

2.5 9.5 49 (23%)
56 (27%)

106 (50%)

Review notes every night before/after 
class

2.3 11.0 32 (15%)
52 (25%)

127 (60%)
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Table 9 shows students’ study behaviors and perceptions related to the number 
of hours they spend studying.  Students perceived a connection (p , .05) between 
the amount of their study time and the importance of various study approaches.  
They also perceived grades to be indicative of future success (p , .005).

Table 9
Correlations: Hours Spent Studying with…

Item r p

…Importance of taking good class notes .15 , .050

…Importance of preparing chapter summaries .21 , .005

…Belief that grades are important to future success .20 , .005

…Completion of assigned readings .27 , .001

…Preparation of chapter summaries .33 , .001

Summary and Conclusions
Today’s students are studying fewer hours and employing fewer complete study 

approaches than previous generations of students.  The research indicates possible 
explanations for the declining time and attention devoted to studies, including 
belief that study effort does not lead to better grades, belief that good grades are 
not associated with future success, or lack of value of future success.  However, 
the results of the present study suggest the opposite:  students do perceive a 
connection between their efforts and good grades, and they also do believe a 
connection exists between grades and future success.  One would expect those 
students to work hard to achieve success.  To the contrary, large percentages of 
students reported that they were spending 10 hours per week or less studying—far 
below the 30 or more hours per week believed to be required by traditional axioms 
of academia.  Looking at how students are studying provides more concern, as 
many students are not reading assigned material on time, not preparing chapter 
summaries, and not studying early enough before exams to permit sound long-
term retention of learning.

Therefore, if students believe that hard work leads to better grades (E  P) 
and better grades will lead to future success (P  O), why don’t students’ study 
behaviors match their perceptions?  Success in the present situation was assumed 
to be valuable to students because it was self-defined by each individual.  However, 
this assumption may have been flawed, and future study will need to measure how 
individual students define success and the degree to which success is valued.
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Recommendations
Future research needs to focus on understanding the reasons for declining 

student effort and the effectiveness of various interventions aimed at motivating 
students to study harder and smarter.  A key factor to consider may be student 
perceptions.  Expectancy Theory is based on an individual’s perceptions of three 
factors:  an effort to performance linkage, a performance to outcome linkage, 
and the value of the outcome.  To the extent that a given student’s perceptions 
are inaccurate, that person’s behaviors and choices may not match those actually 
needed for success.  It is essential that business educators provide students with 
persuasive, impactful information about what effective scholarship involves, why 
it is important, and how much effort is required to create a personal competitive 
advantage in one’s career to achieve long-term career success.  

The present study did not investigate the personal value of “future success” based 
on the assumption that success is personally defined and therefore is inherently 
valuable.  That assumption requires, however, that the individual actively thinks 
about success and does so in a rational, informed manner; and it is possible that is 
not the case, such that investigation of the value of future success to students (i.e., 
valence) should be investigated.

Implications for Business Education
According to the literature and the results of this ongoing study, a wide variety 

of needs continue to exist on college campuses for enhanced study activities and 
strategies to encourage students to prioritize academics over other time demands.  
Ongoing assessment of student studying and success strategies is necessary to 
maintain a high quality program.  Creating conditions under which instructors 
can gain and sustain knowledge is as important as creating the conditions for an 
enriched learning environment.  Exposing faculty members to new pedagogical 
approaches and instructional innovations for classroom use should be a top 
priority in a quality business education program.
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