This essay will critically discuss one personality theory and consider how this theory impacts academic performance. Within educational psychology, predictors of academic performance and personality type is a heavily researched area (Andersen et al., 2020). Whilst there are several personality theories within the field of psychology, for the purpose of this assignment Costa and Mc Crae’s Big Five model of personality will be explored. This model offers a comprehensive framework when assessing the individual differences of personality and as a result is widely used in psychology today. Each domain of the Big Five will be discussed, along with the associated characteristics of that trait. From existing literature, it is known that certain aspects of the Big Five model are considered more responsible for academic performance than others and these will be explored in more detail along with the impact they have upon motivation and performance. In addition, Cattell’s theory will also be explored along with how it compares to Costa and Mc Crae’s Big Five model. 
Academic performance is typically assessed using Grade Point Average (GPA) and standard examinations and can be considered as a significantly important foundation for improving career prospects, occupational success and achievement as well as improving societal opportunities and overall life trajectory (Mammadov, 2021). Additionally, positive academic performance is highly correlated with better physical and mental health and well-being and such high achieving students are reported to have higher levels of overall happiness, compared to less successful students (Mac Cann et al., 2020). Naturally, there are obvious cognitive abilities and intelligence indicators responsible for academic ability and success, but also other individual differences have a part to play, one of which being personality type. 
Whilst there are numerous definitions of personality, seminal author Allport (1937, as cited in Barrick & Ryan, 2003) provides a definition taken as an amalgamation of several different constructs, encompassing social, biological, philosophical and psychosocial notions. Allport proposed that ‘’personality is the dynamic organisation within the individual of those psychophysical systems that determine his unique adjustments to his environment.’’ Allport believed that personality was made up of consistent traits that determined and caused certain behaviours, and direct observation and testing of these dimensions allows comparison of personalities among individuals as well as predicting how an individual would be expected to behave the majority of the time. In essence, an individual’s traits make up their personality more so than a given situation, personal experience or circumstance (Cooper, 2015). Although traits can change over time, they are generally stable and a reliable disposition of character, differing from one person to another. Trait theory allows psychologists to catalogue and describe behaviours and personality, but it cannot be used to explain the cause (Hogan & Sherman, 2020). 
As psychological research within the field of individual differences and personality progressed, Costa and Mc Crae identified reoccurrence of five common themes from factor analysis, forming the Big Five model as we know it today. It is considered a more modern and standardised framework for psychologists assessing personality factors as a measure of the NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI) (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The Big five model encompasses variances of the other models in a concise and simple to use manner, encompassing five factors, rather than the sixteen of Cattell’s theory. In his work, Cattell claimed adjectives were more effective at measuring personality than behaviours and so developed the Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF). Cattell took the 4,500 personality descriptors as proposed by Allport and Odbert, reducing it to 16 factors post factor analysis. Whilst it is commonly agreed that sixteen factors are easier to apply and utilise than 4,500, this theory is considered by many to be flawed due to its somewhat subjective nature with some cross-over between the sixteen elements, not to mention the time-consuming aspect of its application (Cooper, 2015). Despite its limitations, Cattell’s theory is considered best applied in occupational psychology (Haslam, 2012), so would not be a suitable framework to utilise when investigating the link between personality theories and academic success. 
Fundamentally, the Big Five model stems from Cattell’s theory as researchers discovered personalities could be successfully explained from emergence of the same five factors. Within the Big Five, personality factors are said to represent an individual’s personality as characterised in five domains: Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism and Openness where individuals are rated and given a high to low score on each domain (Haslam, 2012). Individuals high in extraversion tend to be energetic, highly sociable, enthusiastic, talkative around others and prefer to work in large groups. Whereas introverts, by contrast, exhibit such traits to a lesser extent, preferring to work alone, often do not volunteer themselves to initiate conversation or socialising and do not like to be centre of attention (Cooper, 2015). There is mixed opinion whether extroversion positively or negatively impacts academic performance but agreement that it affects it only moderately so. Petrides et al. (2005) makes the suggestion that from secondary education onwards extroversion is negatively correlated due to a shift from the informal classroom setting of primary school to structured classrooms and timetables where students are responsible for more self-directed, independent study. The influence of age on extraversion and scholastic success is further supported by Wolf and Ackerman (2005), implying extraverted tendencies are positively correlated in younger children up to thirteen years of age, after which it shifts to a negative effect, reflecting the influence of the more social element of life in secondary school. Somebody high in extraversion may struggle to revise and plan their work independently, preferring to be amongst peers and even if studying with peers, the need for social closeness would likely be more appealing. The desire to work alone and shy away from socialising thus minimising distractions appeals to introverted individuals more, leading to better outcomes (Bratko et al., 2006). However, by being shy and reserved some introverted pupils may not have the confidence to ask for help when needed and are less likely to contribute in class which can also have adverse effects. 
Agreeable traits highlight affectionate, warm and friendly interpersonal individuals leading to a trustworthy and kind character. Agreeableness differs from extraversion due to the added quality of being able to adapt socially, demonstrating cooperation and compliance when working with others. In contrast, those who tend to be more disagreeable are seen to be selfish, unfriendly and difficult to work with as they are less considerate of the needs of others (Tehrani & Yamini, 2020). Therefore, pupils high in agreeable tendencies are naturally better suited to good outcomes when they can apply themselves to working in group situations (Felder et al., 2002). A study by Schniederjans and Kim (2005) explored whether agreeableness was a significant predictor of academic achievement for pupils enrolled on an online degree course. As is popular in psychological research they utilised the Personality Characteristics Inventory (PCI) to assess personality types of the 260 participants, comprising of 150 questions addressing elements of the Big Five domains, resulting in a score from 0 – 100 (low to high trait tendency respectively). Schniederjans and Kim’s study adds to the ecological validity of existing literature, concluding that agreeableness is a statistically significant predictor of academic success when learning via virtual classrooms. The fact that the average age of the participants in this study was 22.1 years old is a consideration that could skew the data as young learners will already be more familiar with technology and certain online platforms. Therefore, we cannot draw from this study whether the same findings could be true of older learners who may be less familiar and confident with online approaches resulting in hampered learning due to technical difficulties, reduced enjoyment of the learning process, leading to potentially negative academic outcomes (Ke & Kwak, 2013). Nevertheless, these findings are significant to pupils, educators and policy makers who were required to make major adjustments during the COVID-19 pandemic initiating virtual classrooms and remote learning as the new standard moving away from the traditional classroom environment (Hoofman & Secord, 2021). 
Someone scoring high on conscientiousness is seen as self-disciplined and motivated, who carefully considers all their options before proceeding with a task, all the while exercising self-awareness and control (Obrenovic et al., 2022). Alternatively, unconscientious individuals will have little regard or foresight for the planning of future gains and investments and will most likely appear unorganised, showing little awareness for their roles, responsibilities and long-term goals (Haslam, 2012). Wang et al (2019) identified conscientiousness as being consistently positively related to academic performance as it draws upon traits and behaviours which is expressed by an individual’s tendency to be goal directed, focused, organised and disciplined when applying themselves to their work. According to De Feyter et al. (2012), to be conscientious is to demonstrate the ability to be organised and self-disciplined in order to carry out work effectively and consistently, therefore application of these skills allow motivated individuals to apply them to successful academic outcomes due to their underlaying drive to do well and succeed. In line with the general consensus of much of the research in this field, conscientiousness is consistently positively correlated with academic performance across all levels of education. By definition, being dutiful, diligent in your work and wanting to succeed are all traits which are advantageous to students giving them the ability to complete work and see through tasks to completion (Bratko et al., 2006). 
However, looking at personality and academic achievement relationship further, Poropat (2009) concluded from a meta-analysis comprised of 138 samples of 70,926 participants that conscientiousness is only moderately associated with students’ academic performance and that this association is largely independent of general intelligence. Important to note that even though the majority of data was obtained via studies representative of tertiary education, the similar results were obtained from participants in secondary education albeit represented in a considerably smaller proportion of the data. Nevertheless, participants who scored low on conscientiousness where also twice as likely to fail examinations and this was true across all ages and level of education.
Traits illustrating neuroticism largely demonstrate emotional and psychological stress and instability, namely expressed by being anxious, on edge, irritable and paranoid and it is said that such individuals have lower self-esteem due to their constant need to seek validation and reassurance from others. Conversely, those low in neuroticism demonstrate measured emotional stability, have a calm and grounded nature and are less prone to experiencing negative psychological outbursts (Yang et al., 2020). Given these traits, Bratko et al. (2006) argues that high neurotic states could have a detrimental effect on academic performance due to the increased pressure and worry students may place upon themselves, therefore negatively affecting their ability to perform under stressful exam conditions. Conversely, McKenzie et al. (2000) suggests that for neurotic individuals with an increased level of worry, the need for perfectionism and the fear of failure may actually operate as advantageous to academic performance. Although they do recognise this is more likely to be the case in non-exam assessments. 
Finally, individuals scoring high on openness tend to be more open to new experiences, showing curiosity, originality and intellect in their ideas. Individuals scoring high on this personality type are often prone to generating and seeking interest in new ideas and hobbies and it can be argued that this diversity and exposure to new experiences can consequentially lead to greater levels of intelligence and life satisfaction (Haslam, 2012). Those who score low in this domain are often seen to have limited and fixed interests and hold a conservative approach when faced with new opportunities, preferring to stick to what they know rather than learn something new. Gatzka (2021) studied the association between academic performance and openness, as measured by Grade Point Average of 424 Undergraduate students. Analysis of the data highlighted intellectual openness gave way to greater cognitive wealth which in turn lead to increased levels of enjoyment in the learning process and productivity of learners, thus demonstrating a significant positive effect between openness and academic achievement. Not only did pupils demonstrate greater academic effort in their studies, they were also highly motivated to learn. This relationship being stronger in students who displayed both openness and conscientiousness resulted in higher GPA for those individuals when compared to openness alone. Therefore, this study suggests the interaction between openness and conscientiousness is significant to academic success, even suggesting that openness more so due to the cognitive interest and motivation demonstrated to learn for the sake of it and the satisfaction gained. Whilst conscientious individuals generally achieve better academic outcomes it can be argued that conscientiousness alone can impede the learning process. Although individuals will work diligently to achieve good grades, they can be somewhat fixed in their ideals and so focused on their end goal that they may get little or no enjoyment from the learning process, whereas those who demonstrate consciousness and openness have the ability to do well, enjoy the learning process all whilst adding to their long-term intellectual richness (Kruegar et al., 2007).
Although a vastly popular means of assessing personality and seemingly fundamental to data collection in this area, McDonald (2008) criticises self-reporting questionnaires, questioning their accuracy when compared to observed behavioural measures and peer-reporting. Paulhus and Vazire (2007, as cited in McDonald, 2008) advocate self-reporting measures arguing who better to give a true representation of one’s personality than the person themselves and accompanied by the fact individuals take enjoyment in describing and analysing themselves can only lead to accurate and trustworthy information. They are also generally easy to use, providing practical results quickly and efficiently. There are of course limitations, with some researchers identifying ‘user bias’ whereby participants will exaggerate certain tendencies and downplay others to appear more desirable to researchers. There is of course the matter of individuals purposely skewing their responses in attempts to come across in a certain way which is not a true representation of themselves, perhaps making them more socially attractive that what they really are (Kagan, 2005). 
In researching this topic, the question must be asked why we should expect academic achievement to be correlated with personality traits when indeed most models of personality, including the Big Five model were not initially designed to predict such a thing. Another limitation of the Big Five model emerges from the descriptive inadequacy of its broad factors. The idea that five factors are sufficient to describe the entirety and diversity of an individual’s personality seems obviously flawed and restrictive, particularly if you consider day-to-day language would tend to lend itself to describe someone as loud, confident, outgoing, brash, rather than extroverted. Also, Paunonen and Ashton (2001) commented that broad personality factors are affiliated less with specific behaviours. For example, that someone is conscientious was only moderately correlated with undergraduate performance, whereas more specific traits such as willingness to achieve and commitment to their work correlated stronger with academic achievement. Nevertheless, the Big Five model acknowledges it does not account for every characteristic but that they should be considered as part of the underlaying make-up of the individual differences present within the five main domains (Haslam, 2012). Further critique of the Big Five model comes from Eysenck (2004) who criticises broad factor personality models as they do not take into consideration transient and situational moods and do not account for trait specific characteristics in non-neuro typical individuals or abnormal personality disorders. 
Mc Crae and Costa (1997) suggests personality traits exist as a common factor across cultures. Whilst challenges arise making it problematic to determine whether individuals from one culture are more academically motivated or hardworking than another, it does offer a generalised consensus supporting cross-cultural personality research. However, the Big Five does not account for alternative or supporting explanations for personality type and academic performance, for example the impact of heredity versus environment or the ever popular ‘nature-nurture’ debate. Essentially more empirical research is needed here to consider these effects. 
Considering the notion that different aspects of an individual’s personality can differ and adapt in response to certain situations, application of different learning styles may be more beneficial for different subject types. Wolf and Ackerman (2005) highlight the importance of considering application of a blended mixture of traits and characteristics contributing to better academic outcomes.
Echoing the work of many others, Mammadov (2021) studied the association between self-reported personality traits and academic performance using the Big Five framework. Analysis of the data found conscientiousness, agreeableness and openness were all linked with higher levels of academic performance, with conscientiousness being a statistically more significant predictor of success across all levels of education. Therefore, the relationship between personality and academic achievement cannot be ignored and as a result it continues to be widely studied area of psychology today. Given that the typical UK student spends on average fourteen years in education, positive academic performance outcomes are seen as a highly valuable (Rosenthal, 2004). We know from investigation into the existing literature that conscientiousness, openness and agreeableness occur as personality traits that are more highly correlated with academic diligence and success although the majority of the research is related to students in primary, secondary and tertiary education. Psychological research surrounding personality types and academic success of older adult learners is not accessible to the same extent. Nevertheless, it should be a consideration for educators working in conjunction with policy holders, steak holders and psychological researchers to consider the importance of such personality traits in the educational setting across all age groups in order to contribute further to this ever-growing area of research (Poropat, 2009).
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