Trait theory and the Big Five model explaining personality and its effects on academic performance.
The majority of psychology subfields focus on how individuals behave in various contexts or during various types of experiments. (Cooper, 2021) But they usually do not explain why some people get anxious for example in a situation where others remain calm. Personality psychology tries to understand how these individual differences affect our everyday life, decision-making, thoughts, etc. (Maltby, 2022) This essay will discuss the trait theory focusing on the Big Five model and how the five personality traits affect academic performance.
The origin of the word personality is the Latin persona which means mask (Cervone, 2022). The meaning of the word has changed over the years and even today it is hard to define it precisely. The term "personality" describes the psychological distinctions that exist between individuals, including variations in motivation, emotion, thought, and behaviour. (Haslam, 2017). A person's personality is defined by the persistent features they display; these traits and styles reflect their preferences and the ways in which they vary from the norm in their culture. (Bergner, 2020)
There are many approaches that explain personality, one of them is the trait theory. The two assumptions of trait theory are that personality traits are generally stable over time, and these qualities remain stable in a variety of contexts (Maltby, 2022). The Big Five model and other trait theories seek to map out various aspects of human personality (Haslam, 2017). Cattel defined traits as the units of personality and separated unique and common traits. Common traits are that everyone has on some level like extraversion and intelligence. Unique traits are the ones that a few people possess and often appear in our interests and attitudes. This means for example we are all on the scale of extraversion somewhere but not all of us are interested in football. According to Schultz (2017), unique traits (later relabelled as personal dispositions) fall into three categories. These three categories differ in their intensity and significance. Cardinal traits affect practically every area of a person's life and are prevalent and powerful. It is a dominant desire, a strong force dictating behaviour. Not everyone possesses this trait, and it will not appear in every life situation. Everyone has central traits, and these best characterize our actions. These are the things we might bring up while describing the personality of an individual. Compared to the other two, secondary traits are less frequent. They are very subtle, only really noticed by those closest to us, such as a taste for particular foods (Schultz, 2017). The way these characteristics are arranged makes up the structure of personality. (Haslam, 2017) A trait is what sets individuals apart from one another. The best way to describe it is as a probability tendency. The feature will appear at varying degrees in various people (Novikova, 2013). Behaviour is determined or caused by traits. They don't just appear in reaction to specific stimuli. They influence our behaviour by encouraging us to look for suitable stimuli and by interacting with our surroundings (Schultz, 2017)
 Allport and Odbert were the first to attempt to draw boundaries between qualities by compiling a list of personality descriptors using dictionary searches. Initially, they found nearly 18000 words, but they managed to reduce it to a controllable amount (Diener, 2019). After them, Raymond Cattel attempted to reduce the number of fundamental personality traits. After a laborious effort, he narrowed down 4500 features to just 16 (Haslam, 2017). However, because of his subjective methods, meaning often he used only his own judgment in the process, he was criticized. Not all part of his process was scientific but relied on his own opinion and perception of word meanings. Through statistical methods, the remaining traits were further reduced, and the five-factor model arose (Diener, 2019).
One of the most commonly used models is Costa and McCrae’s Five Factor Model or as it often called the OCEAN (Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism) model. This model loads onto opposing factors by combining a large number of qualities into five broad trait categories (Parks-Leduc, 2015). When someone scores high in openness means that they are imaginative and creative, appreciate art, and are sensitive. Someone scoring high on conscientiousness means they are likely organized, follow rules, are self-disciplined, and think before their actions. Someone scoring high on extraversion means an outgoing and active person who likes attention, has a dominant style and is confident and forward. Someone with a high agreeableness score is straightforward, altruistic, tends to go along with others, and reasonable and someone with a high score on neuroticism is anxious, driven by emotions, often experiences negative emotions, is self-conscious, and impulsive (Cooper, 2021) According to this model our place on these five dimensions can be utilized to portray the essence of our personality (Haslam, 2017) However, Lee and Ashton (2018) argued that a sixth trait might be missing from the earlier model. They labelled it as honesty – humility. Their study supported their idea as only a very low intercorrelation was found with one of the other traits, agreeableness.
If this model truly represents general human behaviour they should appear in every culture but not all five factors are found that often. Extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness often come up in other languages but as not all languages in the world were included in studies, we simply can be sure that this is a general model for all cultures (DeRaad, 2014). Some languages have only been able to adapt this model partially for example the Hungarian version of the big five is not exactly the same as sometimes words just cannot be translated to carry the exact same meaning (Malovics, 2020) Also Gurven et al. (2013) found that the big five model has been used in numerous societies but these were educated and modern populations and do not represent the whole of human society. For example, they failed to replicate and support it in a group of Bolivian farmers, even with some of them being educated individuals (Gurven et al., 2013)
Also, it is important to note that the Five Factor model does not account for biological aspects that influence personality and behaviour. According to the idea known as the biological basis of personality, personality traits are influenced by certain physical structures in the brain. For example, the processing of visual information is handled by the occipital lobes, while planning and anticipation are handled by the frontal lobes. Hormones also have an effect on personality. Testosterone, for example, influences openness, affectivity, sexuality and aggressiveness. (Khatibi, 2016). Evidence also suggests that low serotonin levels can be associated with depression and aggression, and openness might be influenced by dopamine (DeYoung, 2010). The Big Five model also suggests that a person will act similarly in similar situations, but this is not the case. Whitin–person differences do exist and a lot depends on the actual situation (Fleeson, 2004). The model does not account for these differences. Personality psychologists argue that the personality of the individual is vital regardless of the situation (Maltby, 2022). This implies that traits are less powerful than they described. Mischel launched this debate called situationism. He found that behaviour is not consistent between situations (Haslam,2017). In their study, Eisenberg (2004) also found that children behave differently according to the situation. 196 children participated in his study and found that the importance of the exam or the level of supervision had a significant effect on their behaviour (cheating and copying) meaning that the same child acted differently in very similar situations.
When it comes to education, interesting how and on what level can personality affect academic performance. Someone scoring high on conscientiousness, for example, has self-discipline, an organized and hard-working individual so it is not surprising that this trait gets the most attention in the field of educational psychology. The other four still have some effect but maybe not as great as conscientiousness. (Diseth, 2003)
 Mitrofana (2013) also stated that conscientious individuals are hard workers and achievement-oriented therefore conscientiousness is most likely to predict academic performance. They also suggested that openness has a significant relation with performance because of curiosity and deep interest in art while neuroticism has a negative effect because of factors like test anxiety. They conducted a study involving psychology students as participants. Their findings were consistent with earlier studies suggesting that conscientiousness has a significant effect on academic performance, however, their study had limitations regarding their sample. The participants were psychology students who most likely had prior knowledge about the topic that could influence their answers and the distribution of male and female participants was uneven.
Komarraju et al. (2011) investigated how personality traits and learning styles together affect academic achievements. They stated being orderly, focused on goals, and disciplined are characteristics of conscientiousness. Anxiety, impulse control, and emotional stability are all considered aspects of neuroticism. Higher levels of talkativeness, assertiveness, and sociability are characteristics of extraversion. A strong sense of intellectual curiosity and a propensity for creativity and variety are indicators of openness. Lastly, being cooperative, kind, and helpful to others is referred to as agreeableness. The four learning styles that they investigated are synthesis-analysis, the process of analysing data, classifying it, and arranging it in hierarchical order. Connecting and integrating new concepts with preexisting knowledge and the learner's individual experiences is known as elaborate processing. The components of methodical study are those that are typically stressed in most academic settings, such as being cautious and systematic when turning in all of the assignments on time. Instead of comprehending the significance of what is being learned, fact retention entails processing information so that the key concepts are retained in memory with the intention of performing well on exams. A couple of years before them Poropat (2009) also argued that openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness positively correlate with academic performance; conscientiousness has an effect at all ages, low neuroticism, agreeableness, and extraversion does have an effect but only in primary students and not on older individuals just like openness that has a much stronger effect in young children than older ones, but it is declining with age. Komarraju et al. (2011) hypotheses included that openness would be positively correlated with synthesis analysis and elaborative processing and also with GPA.  Conscientiousness would be positively correlated with methodical study and fact retention and with GPA. Agreeableness would be positively correlated with all four learning styles and the GPA and neuroticism would be negatively correlated with all four learning styles just as well as GPA. They asked 308 undergraduate students to complete a demographic form, the five-factor inventory, and the inventory of learning processes, and state their current GPA. The correlation analysis supported their hypothesis about openness, it did in fact positively correlate to synthesis analysis and elaborative processing. It also supported that conscientiousness and agreeableness positively correlated with all four learning styles and that neuroticism negatively correlated with all four learning styles. However, McKenzie (2000) found that while neuroticism negatively correlated with academic performance in students who have a low superego, in the group where the superego was high, the correlation was positive (McKenzie, 2000). They also found that extraversion positively correlated with two of the learning styles, elaborative processing and fact retention. GPA was positively related to three of the traits, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness. The findings demonstrated the importance of conscientiousness for learning and performance since it had the strongest correlation with GPA and was positively and significantly correlated with all four learning styles. Given that openness and agreement are favourably correlated with GPA, it stands to reason that students can gain from having these qualities as well. When creating assignments and assessment procedures, educators may find this material to be quite helpful. (Komarraju et al., 2011). And while their results are important, their study had its limitations. For example, the GPA scores they used were self-reported. Schwartz (2015) argued that self-reported grades and scores differ from the actual as students may report higher marks. When it comes to self-report mistaken recall or estimates can also influence the reported scores. 
There are other variables that can affect academic performance in a way how they correlate with personality traits, academic self-concept for example. According to Hausen et al., (2022), a positive academic self-concept (the person’s own perception of their own abilities in an educational setting) is desirable for good academic outcomes. It is both a cause and a consequence of achievement, according to longitudinal data (Marsh, 2005). Academic self-concept is thought to be a constant characteristic over the course of months or even years, but when a student transfers from primary to secondary school, it decreases. It may also change depending on the subject (Cole, 2003). It is important to investigate how different personality traits affect academic self-concept. A study was carried out by Hausen et al. (2022) that investigated the connection between the Big Five model (they labelled neuroticism as negative emotionality) and academic self-concept. They used a convenience sample of 382 students from German secondary schools. Participants were from six different schools and 18 different classes, from year 9 and year 10. The data collection took five weeks, with three phases that included background inventory, an e-diary on a smartphone, and a post-questionnaire. Their findings showed that conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness, and extraversion have a positive correlation with academic self-concept however negative emotionality is negatively correlated. Additionally, Jonkmann (2012) had some deeper results regarding academic self concept. Their study had 4973 participants with a mean age of 19.57. They measured academic self concept using the Self Description Questionnaire III. They also measured mathematics achievement and the Big Five personality dimensions by NEO-FFI. The results of their multivariate model indicated that openness predicted a lower mathematics self-concept and conscientiousness was linked to a higher mathematics self-concept. It is important to note that their study concentrated on one single subject it might not bring the same result if tested in different subjects. Moreover, the participants were all in their last year in high school therefore the result cannot be generalized. (Jonkmann, 2012)
Another study involving undergraduate marketing students was investigating the relations between the five-factor model and their performance. Similarly, to the others, they also found a significant correlation between academic performance and all personality traits except extroversion. However, extroversion did have a positive correlation with grades but this was not statistically significant (Chowdhury, 2006)
An other variable that might be worth to investigate in relation to personality and academic performance is gender. It is said that girls usually do better in school than boys. Freudenthaler's (2008) findings support this as girls scored higher on academic achievement and school interest than boys, however, boys scored higher in intelligence. Regarding the big five model girls scored higher in all traits except agreeableness. Lippa (2010) also found small and moderate differences between genders women scoring higher on all five traits and the biggest difference was for agreeableness and neuroticism. Although these findings were controversial it is important to note that the participants differed in age.
If educators would have the resources and the knowledge to distinguish personality types, they would be able to support their students even better. For example, when explaining a topic, it is useful to know as Brian Little (2016) explained, while introverts like contextually sophisticated, contingent, weasel-word formulations, extroverts prefer clear, black-and-white language. But exploring every single student’s personality in every single school and course would be extremely time consuming and probably expensive so it is unlikely to happen right now. 
In conclusion, the Big Five personality model still the most used one and it can help us understand more about academic achievement, although, the model itself received some criticism and it might be missing a personality trait. As the evidence shows, personality and personality traits do have a significant influence on academic performance. Conscientiousness has the most attention in this field and has a positive correlation with academic performance just as openness, agreeableness, and extraversion. However, neuroticism shows a negative correlation with academic performance. Nowadays, personality is often a question at job interviews, and just as they are useful at the workplace, knowing a student's personality traits could help to choose the best fitting learning styles and furthermore could help to tailor assessment techniques so everyone could achieve their potential. 
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