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Seeking help when confronted with academic difficulties is an adaptive self-regulated learning strategy that facilitates positive academic outcomes. However, many students are reluctant to seek help with academic difficulties. The current study used the Reasoned Action Model to investigate the determinants of students' intentions to utilize university-based sources of academic support. Participants (N = 125) in Study 1 responded to open-ended questions designed to identify salient behavioral, normative, and control beliefs contributing to the use of university-based academic support services. Participants (N = 176) in Study 2 completed measures to assess attitudes, perceived normative pressure, perceived behavioral control, and behavioral intentions. Normative pressure was the strongest predictor of intentions to use university-based academic support, followed by attitudes. These results suggest that interventions targeting normative and behavioral beliefs may be effective in increasing academic help-seeking.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a general consensus among experts in education-related disciplines that variation in students' academic performance cannot be solely attributed to differences in cognitive skills and content knowledge (Farrington et al., 2012). Instead, student success is the result of the complex interplay among cognitive (e.g., intelligence, aptitude; Snow et al., 1996) and non-cognitive factors (e.g., grit, academic self-efficacy, emotional intelligence; Duckworth et al., 2007; Han et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2017) that exert facilitative and debilitative influence on academic performance. One non-cognitive factor of interest is the contribution of effective self-regulated learning practices to academic surviving and thriving. Since the formulation of the concept of self-regulated learning in the fields of education and educational psychology (Corno, 1986; Shunk, 1986; Zimmerman, 1986), a substantial body of empirical evidence has demonstrated a strong positive association between the implementation of self-regulated learning practices and academic success. For instance, seeking help from more knowledgeable others is one of the most efficacious self-regulated learning practices learners can employ when confronted with academic difficulties (Nelson-Le Gall, 1981; Newman, 1994, 2002; Karabenick and Newman, 2006; Karabenick and Berger, 2013; Karabenick and Gonida, 2018). As such, U.S. universities collectively devote in excess of 19 million dollars a year toward the establishment of academic support services (e.g., advising resources, tutoring services, study skills workshops, summer bridge programs) to facilitate the success of their students (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2015, 2018; McFarland et al., 2018). Unfortunately, available evidence suggests many university students are reluctant to seek assistance with academic challenges (Karabenick, 1998, 2003). The failure of students to seek out university-based sources of support is problematic for both students and university officials. More specifically, many students neglect beneficial programs while university officials are often forced to decide what proportion of their funding—if any—should be devoted to underutilized support programs. Therefore, this study was designed to identify important determinants of university students' academic help-seeking behavior using the Reason Action Model (RAM; Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010), with an eye toward developing interventions to increase the use of university-based sources of academic support.

Academic Help-Seeking

During their academic tenure, learners encounter situations where they fail to meet academic demands because of deficits in key academic skills and content knowledge (Newman, 1990; Butler and Neuman, 1995). When confronted with challenges, it is vital that learners consider the nature of the learning event as well as their personal characteristics in order to identify strategies that will support academic growth and success (i.e., self-regulated learning; Zimmerman, 2002). Over the past 30 years, considerable attention has focused on determining the effectiveness of self-regulated learning practices. One popular avenue of research has focused on the impact of seeking help from informal (e.g., peers), formal (e.g., professors) and institutionally-based sources of academic support (e.g., writing centers, tutoring center; Knapp and Karabenick, 1988; Makara and Karabenick, 2013). These efforts have resulted in a sizable body of empirical evidence demonstrating that help-seeking behaviors are associated with: (1) increased performance on class exams (Karabenick, 2003, 2004), (2) higher course grades and grade point averages (Kulik et al., 1983; Ryan et al., 2005), and (3) the internalization of adaptive self-regulated learning strategies that allow learners to utilize them independently when confronted with future academic challenge (Gall, 1985).

While engaging in academic help-seeking behaviors has been shown to support academic success, learners at all educational levels often fail to implement this particular self-regulatory strategy when confronted with academic difficulty (Ames and Lau, 1982; Dillon, 1982; Good et al., 1987; Karabenick, 2003). Because of students' reluctance to seek help, researchers have devoted considerable time and effort on the identification of key determinants of academic help-seeking behavior. These efforts indicate that a multitude of student-level factors (e.g., goal orientation, attributional style; Ames and Lau, 1982; Karabenick and Knapp, 1991; Magnusson and Perry, 1992; Karabenick, 2004) and contextual factors (e.g., classroom goal structure, classroom peer climate; Newman, 1998; Karabenick, 2004; Shim et al., 2013) interact to influence learners' decision to engage in help-seeking behaviors. While prior investigations have identified a multitude of such factors, it is our contention that most of the existing work has focused on relatively distant, “background” factors that typically yield small to modest predictive power. The lack of predictive power is apparent upon consideration of the amount variance explained in academic help-seeking intentions and behaviors by these factors in past investigations (R2.06–0.22; Karabenick, 1998, 2003; Karabenick and Knapp, 1998). In contrast, there exist theoretically more direct, proximal factors that are likely to better predict academic help-seeking. Namely, the predictor variables identified in the Reasoned Action Model (RAM; Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010).

The Reasoned Action Model

The RAM is the most recent version of the reasoned action approach to understanding and predicting volitional behavior. Specifically, the RAM represents a significant advancement in the field by expanding upon key propositions detailed within the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA; Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980), Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1985), the Integrative Model (Fishbein, 2008). In the RAM framework, the most direct antecedent of behavior is the formation of a behavioral intention. Logically, the formation of stronger behavioral intentions increases the likelihood that a behavior or set of behaviors will be carried out in the future. This conceptual framework further hypothesizes that the strength of behavioral intentions is influenced by individuals' overall attitude toward the behavior, the magnitude of perceived normative pressure to engage in the behavior, and perceived behavioral control (PBC) over the behavior (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). In general, holding more favorable attitudes, perceiving greater normative pressure, and greater PBC results in the formation of stronger behavioral intentions.

Following in the tradition of other reasoned action approaches, the RAM acknowledges that attitudes, perceived normative pressure, and PBC follow from specific beliefs individuals possess regarding a behavior. Specifically, three sets of beliefs have been identified as contributing to the formation of higher order RAM constructs: (1) behavioral beliefs, (2) normative beliefs, and (3) control beliefs (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). Behavioral beliefs are conceptualized as the perceived outcomes and experiential consequences associated with the performance—or non-performance—of a behavior. When aggregated behavioral beliefs underlie ones' overall evaluation of that behavior (i.e., attitude toward the behavior, Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). Normative beliefs include both the perceived expectations and actions of important others. That is, normative beliefs include both injunctive (beliefs of whether others approve—or disapprove—of engaging in the behavior), and descriptive (beliefs regarding whether important others engage in the behavior themselves) components of normative influence. When aggregated, injunctive and descriptive normative beliefs determine the degree of perceived normative pressure to engage in a behavior. Finally, control beliefs refer to individuals' perceptions of factors—both personal and environmental—with the potential to facilitate or hinder the performance of the behavior. Within the RAM framework, the aggregation of control beliefs determines the overall level of perceived behavioral control (PBC) to carry out the behavior. It is assumed that behavioral, normative, and control beliefs established and altered through interactions with the larger environment (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). Since the advancement of the RAM, a substantial body of empirical evidence collected over the last half-century has demonstrated the utility of the reasoned action approach in predicting both intentions and behavior in a multitude of domains (for reviews see Godin and Kok, 1996; Albarracín et al., 2001; Armitage and Conner, 2001). An overview of the RAM is presented in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. A visual depiction of the Reasoned Action Model (Adapted From Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010).



Reasoned Action Studies of Academic Help-Seeking

The existing empirical investigations that have attempted to utilize the reasoned action approach to predict academic help-seeking report promising results, but have focused on very specific help-seeking behaviors. White et al. (2008) measured attitudes, subjective norms, PBC, and intentions to attend supplemental instruction tutoring sessions among a group of 1st-year undergraduate psychology students. In support of the reasoned action approach, attitudes and PBC were predictors of behavioral intention and behavioral intention predicted students' supplemental instruction attendance. In another examination, White et al. (2011) examined student intentions and attendance at statistics focused peer-tutoring sessions. In support of the reasoned action approach, attitudes and PBC measured early in the semester predicted learners' intentions to participate in peer-led study sessions. Furthermore, intentions significantly predicted actual later attendance. Finally, Allen et al. (2017) measured attitudes, subjective norms, PBC, and intentions to attend peer-assisted study sessions. Again, in support of the reasoned action approach, attitudes, subjective norms, and PBC predicted peer-assisted study session attendance. Notably, the influence of RAM components on study session attendance was mediated by behavioral intentions.

We believe there is great value in expanding these initial investigations beyond specific help-seeking behaviors. The narrow definition of help-seeking behavior used in past research (i.e., attendance at supplemental and peer tutoring sessions; White et al., 2008, 2011; Allen et al., 2017) may have little practical utility for university officials concerned with factors contributing to students' decision to engage in academic help-seeking behaviors more broadly and their likelihood of utilizing institutionally-based sources of academic support. Further, prior investigations have contained methodological issues that limit their practical utility to educators and administrators—namely the failure to identify the specific beliefs which contribute to higher-order RAM constructs (White et al., 2008, 2011; Allen et al., 2017). While the RAM is a theoretical framework the is commonly used to predict volitional behaviors, results gained from empirical investigations can have important implications for behavior change interventions. That is, once the most important predictors of intentions have been identified (i.e., attitude, perceived normative pressure, and/or PBC), it becomes possible to design interventions targeting key beliefs underlying the important predictors in an attempt to alter intentions and future behavior. Thus, the identification of the most salient behavioral, normative, and control beliefs is needed to design interventions—an aspect of RAM investigation that is unfortunately often neglected in the existing literature (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010).

Given the limitations present in the prior literature, the current examination was undertaken to fulfill the following goals. First, we conducted a belief-elicitation study to identify the most salient behavioral, normative, and control beliefs held by university students for the behavior of seeking out assistance from university-based sources of academic support, broadly defined. Furthermore, we set out to determine the general utility of the RAM in this domain by examining the degree to which direct measures of attitudes, perceived normative pressure, and PBC predict student intentions to. In addition, we sought to inform the development of future interventions by examining the importance of individual behavioral, normative, and control beliefs.

METHOD (STUDY 1)

Participants

Data were collected from undergraduate students (N = 125, 91% Female, 85% Caucasian) attending a Midsized public university in the Midwestern United States. The mean age of participants was 20.59 (SD = 3.76).

Materials

Belief Elicitation Questionnaire

Participants responded to a series of open-ended items exploring their perceptions of: (1) the perceived advantages and disadvantages of academic help-seeking (behavioral beliefs), (2) individuals who are/are not likely to engage in and approve/disapprove of academic help-seeking behaviors (normative beliefs), and (3) factors that would make it easier or more difficult to engage in academic help-seeking behaviors (control beliefs). The construction of these items was guided by best practices for identifying salient behavioral beliefs, normative beliefs, and control beliefs within a target population as described by developers of the RAM (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). Past research in related domains has established the viability of this method for determining readily accessible beliefs (De Leeuw et al., 2015).

Procedure

Participants were recruited from an undergraduate research pool. All participants were current university students and received partial course credit in exchange for their involvement in the current study. In accordance with Institutional Review Board policy, all participants provided informed consent prior to their involvement in the study by indicating their willingness to participate in the current study using an online informed consent document. However, the requirement for written informed consent was waived by the Institutional Review Board given the anonymous nature of the online measures. All participants completed the belief elicitation questionnaire at their convenience using the Qualtrics survey management system. The items included in the belief elicitation questionnaire can be found Appendix A in Supplementary Material.

Content Analysis

To identify the most salient behavioral, normative, and control beliefs, two individuals independently reviewed responses and generated independent coding schemes. Subsequently, the two individuals created a master set of codes identifying dominant themes appearing in the data. Finally, a single rater revisited participant response to independently code the data using the master codes. Consistent with recommendations of Fishbein and Ajzen (2010), beliefs were chosen by frequency until the selected response categories accounted for 75% of all responses provided during the elicitation study. The resulting set of salient beliefs was used to generate a targeted questionnaire assessing endorsement of particular behavioral, normative, and control beliefs.

METHOD (STUDY 2)

Participants

Data were collected from undergraduate students (N = 176, 81% female; 84% Caucasian) attending a mid-sized public university in the Midwestern United States. The mean age of participants was 20.95 (SD = 4.93).

Materials

Behavior of Interest

The behavioral category of interest in the current study was defined as “My using academic services offered by the university during the current semester.” Participants were also provided with specific examples of university-based sources of academic support (i.e., campus writing center, tutoring services, study skills training, etc.) to solidify participants' understanding of the target behavior(s). It is important to note that our description of the behavioral category of interest was framed in the context of “academic services” and does not explicitly mention the term academic help-seeking. Prior research in the domain of academic help-seeking has demonstrated that certain subsets of learners equate help-seeking with personal incompetence (i.e., students demonstrating help avoidance; Butler, 1998; Karabenick, 2003). Therefore, we were concerned that participants may alter their responses in an effort to avoid the consideration of beliefs and opinions that could be threatening to the self-concept if the behavior of interest was explicitly framed in terms of “academic help-seeking.” However, we provided an in-depth definition of “academic services” that directed participants to only consider services that provide support with coursework (i.e., tutoring, supplemental instruction, etc.).

Attitudes

Participants' attitudes toward using academic services offered by the university were assessed using the following 7-point semantic differential scales: good-bad, unpleasant-pleasant, harmful-beneficial, interesting-boring, foolish-wise, worthless-valuable. The items were designed to include both the experiential and instrumental components of attitudes (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). Responses provided to the 6 items were averaged to produce a reliable attitude measure (Cronbach's α = 0.89; McDonald's ω = 0.90), with higher scores indicating more positive attitudes toward using university-based academic services.

Perceived Normative Pressure

Participants responded to 5 items designed to measure the injunctive and descriptive components of normative influence using 7-point bipolar scales. Example items included: “Most people who are important to me think that I should use academic services offered by the university during the current semester” (1 = True, 7 = False); “Most people I respect and admire will use academic services offered by the university during the current semester” (1 = Unlikely, 7 = Likely). Participant responses were averaged to create a reliable index of normative pressure (Cronbach's α = 0.71; McDonald's ω = 0.72), with higher values indicating increased perceived pressure to use university-based sources of academic support.

Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC)

Participants responded to 5 items designed to measure the capacity and autonomy components of PBC using 7-point bipolar scales. Example items included: “For me, to use academic services offered by the university during the current semester is under my control” (1 = not at all, 7 = completely), “If I really wanted to I could use academic services offered by the university during the current semester” (1 = likely, 7 = unlikely). Participant responses were averaged to create a reliable index of PBC (Cronbach's α = 0.82; McDonald's ω = 0.82), with greater values indicating higher perceptions of control over their ability to use university-based sources of academic support.

Behavioral Intention

Participants' intentions to use university-based sources of academic support were assessed using five items measured on 7-point bipolar scales. Example items included: “I expect to use academic services offered by the university during the current semester” (1 = true, 7 = false); I plan to use academic services offered by the university during the current semester” (1 = agree, 7 = disagree). Participant responses were averaged to create a reliable measure (Cronbach's α = 0.91; McDonald's ω = 0.92), with greater scores indicating stronger intentions to use university-based sources of academic support.

Behavioral Beliefs

Participants were presented with a list of 12 potential outcomes associated with the use of university-based academic services that were identified during the elicitation study (e.g., increased academic performance, development of important academic skills). Participants rated the likelihood that using university-based academic services would result in each of the presented outcomes, and the perceived desirability of each outcome using 7-point bi-polar scales (−3 = extremely unlikely, +3 = extremely likely; 1 = Bad, 7 = Good, respectively).

Injunctive Normative Beliefs

Participants were presented with a list of 6 social referents who may have opinions regarding whether they should or should not use university-based sources of academic support (e.g., professors, close friends, family members). Participants reported whether each of the identified referents would approve of their utilizing academic services offered by the university, as well their motivation to comply with each of the presented referents using 7-point bipolar adjective scales (–3 = strongly disagree, +3 = strongly agree; 1 = strongly disagree, +3 = strongly agree, respectively).

Descriptive Normative Beliefs

Participants were presented with a list of 15 important social referents who they look to in order to determine if a particular behavior—or set of behaviors—should or should not be done (e.g., high-performing students, students concerned with their academic performance). Participants reported their perceptions regarding the probability that the listed social referents would use university-based academic services and reported their desire to be like each of the presented referents using 7-point bipolar adjective scales (−3 = False, +3 = True; 1 = False, 7 = True, respectively).

Control Beliefs

Participants were presented with a list of 12 factors with potential to influence their ability to use university-based sources of academic support (e.g., possessing extra time, cost of academic services). Participants reported the likelihood of occurrence for each factor and rated if the listed factors would make it easier or more difficult to utilize university-based sources of academic support using (−3 = Extremely Likely, +3 = Extremely Unlikely; 1 = Easier, 7 = More Difficult, respectively).

Procedure

Participants were recruited using a standard undergraduate research pool. More specifically, all participants were current university students and received partial course credit in exchange for their involvement in the current study. All participants provided informed consent prior to their involvement in the study by indicating their willingness to participate in the current study using an online informed consent document. However, the requirement for written informed consent was waived by the Institutional Review Board given the anonymous nature of the online measures. All measures were presented and completed using the Qualtrics survey management system. The presentation of the instruments was counterbalanced to prevent order effects. The instruments used in study two can be found Appendix B in Supplementary Material.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Examination of descriptive statistics for RAM components (i.e., Attitudes, Perceived Normative Pressure, PBC, and Behavioral Intentions) indicated participants held moderately favorable attitudes toward university-based academic supports, perceived moderate social pressure to utilize university-based academic supports, believed they had high control over using university-based academic services, and reported strong intentions to use university-based academic supports (see Table 1).


Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients for the theory of planned behavior components (N = 138).
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A series of correlational analyses were conducted to explore the relationship among RAM components. Consistent with predictions of the RAM, Attitudes (r = 0.55, p < 0.001), Perceived normative pressure (r = 0.72, p < 0.001), and PBC (r = 0.41, p < 0.001) shared statistically significant, positive associations with behavioral intentions. Further, our results revealed statistically significant, positive relationships among Attitudes, Perceived Normative Pressure, PBC (see Table 1).

Multiple Regression Analysis

Multiple regression analysis was used to investigate the relative contribution of attitudes, perceived normative pressure, and PBC to behavioral intentions. Given the relatively high correlations among the predictor variables, it was decided to explore for evidence of multicollinearity in the current examination. VIF and tolerance values were shown to fall within accepted ranges suggesting there were no issues with multicollinearity in the current examination.

As shown in Table 2, results revealed RAM components accounted for a significant amount of variability in participant's behavioral intentions to engage in academic help-seeking, F(3, 175) = 77.69, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.56. Further, examination of the standardized regression coefficients revealed perceived normative pressure was the most important predictor (β = 0.58, p < 0.001), followed by attitudes (β = 0.19, p < 0.01). These results suggest that holding more favorable attitudes and experiencing increased normative pressure is associated with stronger intentions to seek help with academic difficulties from academic supports offered by the university. Interestingly, PBC was not a significant predictor of behavioral intentions (β = 0.10, p > 0.05).


Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients for the reasoned action model components (N = 138).
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Behavioral, Normative, and Control Beliefs

One of the most powerful aspects of the RAM is the proposition that individual beliefs contribute to the formation of constructs (i.e., Attitudes, Perceived Normative Pressure, PBC) that guide future behavior through their impact on behavioral intentions. To identify and examine the contribution of specific beliefs to these higher-order constructs we examined the relationships among individual belief-based items and direct measures of attitudes, perceived normative pressure, and PBC. In accordance with the expectancy-value model of attitude (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Feather, 1982), we utilized the multiplicative combination rule to create product terms that were then correlated with direct measures for each of the higher-order RAM constructs: belief strength (behavioral) x outcome evaluation, and belief strength (normative) x motivation to comply (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). It is important to note that the post hoc analyses focused on behavioral beliefs and normative beliefs, given that attitudes and perceived normative pressure were found to be the primary predictors of behavioral intentions. Thus, we did not examine control beliefs in detail given that PBC was not a significant predictor of intentions.

Contribution of Behavioral Beliefs to Attitude

Our results indicated that the belief that using university-based academic services would provide students with “access to extra help with coursework” shared the strongest relationship with attitudes. Other positive beliefs included that seeking help would lead to “increased knowledge,” “increased academic performance,” and the “development of important academic skills.” In contrast, our results revealed that the belief that using university-based academic supports would “increase confusion” and the belief that the use of university-based academic supports would “lead to students becoming dependent on academic services offered by the university” were not related to participants' attitudes. The remaining behavioral beliefs items were shown to share statistically significant, but weaker relationship with attitude (see Table 3).


Table 3. Behavioral beliefs and correlations with attitudes.
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Contribution of Injunctive Normative Beliefs to Perceived Normative Pressure

Examination of correlational coefficients indicated all injunctive normative beliefs shared moderately strong positive associations with perceived normative pressure to utilize university-based sources of academic support. Specifically, participants' perceptions that the following referents believe they should or should not seek university academic support were predictive of increased perceived normative pressure: family members, students who excel academically, close friends, academic advisors, peers and professors (see Table 4). Of these referents, family members appeared to be most strongly influential.


Table 4. Injunctive normative beliefs and correlations with normative pressure.
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Contribution of Descriptive Normative Beliefs to Perceived Normative Pressure

Our results indicated that the majority of normative beliefs significantly contributed to perceived normative pressure to seek university academic support. Specifically, the belief that students who are driven to succeed use university-based academic supports was most strongly related to perceived normative pressure, followed by beliefs focused on students who are “required” to use academic services, students who excel academically, close friends, students who enjoy receiving extra help, peers, students who are members of Greek organizations, students who live on campus, and students who experience anxiety when receiving academic help. Interestingly, participants' perceptions regarding whether students with busy schedules, students who live off-campus, students who believe they do not need extra help with course work, students who are concerned with their academic performance, students who are struggling academically, and students who are not aware of university-based academic services use/do not use university-based academic supports did not contribute to subjective norms (see Table 5).


Table 5. Descriptive normative beliefs and correlations with normative pressure.
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DISCUSSION

Seeking help with academic difficulties has been repeatedly linked to positive academic outcomes among learners within K-16 settings (Kulik et al., 1983; Gall, 1985; Newman, 1990, 2000; Karabenick, 2004; Ryan et al., 2005). Given the documented benefits, universities devote considerable resources to the establishment and maintenance of academic support services designed to support academics (McFarland et al., 2018). However, despite the demonstrated benefits, learners often fail to seek help when confronted with academic challenges that exceed their capabilities (Karabenick, 1998, 2003). In an effort to better understand the factors underlying students' decisions to engage in or not to engage in academic help-seeking, we investigated the determinants of students' intentions to seek help from university-based sources of academic support using the RAM. Our results indicated that perceived normative pressure and attitudes accounted for a considerable amount of the variability in intentions to seek help. Further, our examination identified a set of behavioral and normative beliefs that contributed significantly to overall attitudes and perceived pressure to utilize academic support services.

One particularly noteworthy finding is the strong impact of normative pressure on behavioral intentions. This result is contrary to some past reasoned action research. In a recent meta-analysis investigating the efficacy of the Theory of Planned Behavior, Armitage and Conner (2001) found subjective norms to be only weakly related to behavioral intentions. They reasoned the poor predictive power of subjective norms was the function of: (1) measurement related issues (i.e., use of poorly constructed survey instruments) and (2) the failure to isolate the influence of different types of normative pressure on behavioral intentions. Given these issues, our normative measure was designed in accordance with the best practices described by developers of the RAM (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010), including items assessing the unique contribution of both injunctive and descriptive normative pressure. In fact, older reasoned action approaches (i.e., the Theory of Planned Behavior, and the Theory of Reasoned Action) did not include the concept of descriptive normative pressure. As such, we believe our findings better highlight the utility of normative pressure in the prediction of behavioral intentions.

The RAM is most often presented as a conceptual framework for explaining how beliefs impact behavioral intentions and subsequent behavior through their influence on attitudes, perceived normative pressure, and PBC (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). However, and most importantly, the RAM also is a framework for the design of interventions to elicit behavior change. Specifically, the RAM posits behavioral changes can be achieved by altering the individual beliefs that contribute to the formation of higher-order RAM constructs (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). As such, the development of an effective intervention program begins with the identification of salient beliefs that are the primary determinants of attitude, perceived normative pressure, and PBC toward the behavior of interest. To our knowledge, the present study is the first of its kind to identify the specific, salient beliefs related to seeking help from university-based sources of academic support and determining their relationship to RAM components. We believe our identification of salient beliefs related to university-based sources of academic support may prove useful for university educators and administrators interested in the development of empirically-based intervention efforts to increase academic help-seeking. Specifically, our results suggest that students' intentions to use university-based academic services may be increased by developing information campaigns emphasizing social norms, particularly the important social referents that approve of the behavior (e.g., family, professors, friends) and also those that are likely to engage in the behavior themselves (e.g., successful and motivated students, friends and peers). Perhaps less important, but still worthy of inclusion, are messages emphasizing the benefits (e.g., having access to extra help, skill development) associated with the use of academic support services offered by the university appear important to emphasize.

Of course, the current study has limitations that should be noted. First, our participants were largely White, young adults from a single Midwestern (U.S.) university. As a result, it will be important for future work to replicate the current study across different university and college student samples that vary in sociodemographic variables. Secondly, we did not collect data related to participants' actual use of university-based sources of academic support. Although it is well established that changes in behavioral intentions lead to changes in actual behavior, (Webb and Sheeran, 2006), we were unable to document the intention-behavior relationship in this domain. Future work can address this limitation through the adoption of research methods that allow the recording of either self-reported or objective measures of actual help-seeking behavior across time. Examples include the use of diaries and attendance records (e.g., White et al., 2008, 2011).

CONCLUSION

Seeking academic help from university support services is an effective, but unfortunately under-utilized, behavior. The failure to seek out help is problematic not only for students, but also for university officials who must justify the expenses of academic support programs. The results of the present research provide support for the use of the RAM in predicting student intentions to use university academic support, with perceived normative pressure and attitudes emerging as significant predictors. Furthermore, specific normative and behavioral beliefs were identified that may be important for the design of empirically-based interventions to increase student academic help-seeking. Subsequent studies are needed to replicate the present findings, document that intentions predict actual behavior, and to design and test behavioral interventions to increase the usage of university-based academic support.
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