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The present study examined the dispositions of female undergraduate law 

students one semester after their return to face-to-face classes. It aimed to 

determine the contribution of particular dispositions to academic performance. 

Dispositions selected were those that are known to promote adaptation, such 

as self-efficacy and emotional intelligence, as well as resistance-to-change 

attitudes, which are known to do the opposite. Freshmen (n = 261) and seniors 

(n = 236) were included to assess whether dispositions varied with the length 

of students’ academic experience. Participants were students from a society 

in which females’ academic success is seen as key to advancing a sustainable, 

competitive, and gender-equitable economy. Thus, at the time of the study, 

these students were expected to quickly readjust to the post-pandemic 

world of face-to-face instruction. Participants completed questionnaires on 

the selected dispositions. Academic performance was operationalized as 

the grade point average obtained in the semester following a return to face-

to-face classes. In the study, the length of academic experience mattered. 

Seniors exhibited greater self-efficacy and emotional intelligence. For both 

groups, performance increased with emotional reactions to forced change, 

thereby suggesting that noticing environmental changes that challenge one’s 

sense of agency is beneficial. However, in seniors, performance decreased 

with their short-term focus, whereas in freshmen, it increased with emotional 

intelligence, indicating that college experience shapes the utility of particular 

traits.
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1. Introduction

College life is defined by change. Schedules, courses, classmates, instructors, and 
instruction vary from one semester to the next. Furthermore, as one progresses through 
the curriculum of his/her degree program, academic success rests on different demands 
through assignments and tests that are diverse in content and often even in format from 
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one course to another. Thus, the ability to adapt to environmental 
changes has been seen as essential to the success of undergraduate 
students before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic (Xie 
et al., 2019). The pandemic has merely highlighted the value of 
being willing and able to respond to change effectively (Abdel 
Salam et al., 2021), a value whose recognition has persisted in the 
post-pandemic world. Biwer et al. (2021), for instance, found 
that students who had adapted to emergency remote learning 
(i.e., adapters) were able to find the silver lining in online 
learning (i.e., autonomy) that made them appreciate the 
experience. They also were competent self-regulators of their 
study activities (e.g., enhanced effort regulation and time 
management). Pilotti et al. (2022b) found that students who had 
high self-efficacy and an overall positive view of the post-
pandemic learning environment reported better management of 
motivation, effort, and time, better regulation of attention, and 
greater investment of time and effort. Lo and Ip (2022) reported 
such well-being states to be  positively related to 
academic performance.

Undoubtedly, the post-pandemic world has offered a new set 
of challenges defined by the demand to return to face-to-face 
classes. With this demand, students’ lives have required other 
re-adjustments, not only in a variety of activities (e.g., traveling, 
studying, engagement in extracurricular pursuits, etc.) but also in 
their interactions with others (e.g., students, instructors, 
counselors, etc.). When students are members of a society that 
since before the pandemic began restructuring its economic and 
social structure, post-pandemic demands for re-adjustments add 
to the demands for change already present in the society at large. 
Consider, for instance, the progressive top-down dismantling of 
gender segregation based on patriarchy initiated before the 
pandemic in Saudi Arabia (Bafarasat and Oliveira, 2021). For as 
long as people could remember, women had been forced into 
separate spaces in public (restaurants, banks, etc.) and at home. 
They had been prevented from accessing educational programs 
and professions that were deemed men-only domains. Decrees 
suddenly opened spaces and promoted gender equity, and in so 
doing, redefined gender roles and relations so drastically to 
demand a considerable readjustment of people’s identities and 
societal expectations (Pilotti et al., 2021). In this environment, 
female undergraduate students have been the primary 
beneficiaries of these top-down changes, whose goal is to create a 
knowledge economy that is sustainable and competitive in the 
global marketplace (Habibi, 2019). Benefits, however, have come 
with expectations of academic success so that young females along 
with males can contribute to developing the economy envisioned 
at the top. After approximately 2 years of online learning during 
the pandemic, demands to readjust to face-to-face classes add to 
the weighty demands of academic success in the underlying social 
fabric. Thus, in the immediate post-pandemic period, it is 
reasonable to ask whether particular dispositions, such as 
emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, and resistance to change, are 
related to the academic performance of female students a semester 
after returning to face-to-face classes. Evidence in the extant 

literature of the relationship between these dispositions and 
performance is described below.

1.1. Dispositions and academic success

Self-efficacy refers to confidence in one’s abilities (Usher et al., 
2019). This “can-do attitude” has been described as capable of 
shaping students’ exerted effort, and enabling them to adapt 
effectively to novel and challenging situations (Judge et al., 1998; 
Pulakos et  al., 2000). It has also been found to be  linked to 
persistence (Pajares, 1996), motivation and engagement (Bandura 
and Schunk, 1981). Low self-efficacy individuals have been 
reported to concentrate on their deficiencies and overestimate 
their difficulties (Bandura, 1986). Thus, it is not surprising that 
most evidence suggests that it is academically advantageous to 
possess this “can-do attitude” (Usher et al., 2019; Freire et al., 2020; 
Hamann et al., 2020), but mixed evidence also exists (Wilhite, 
1990; Pintrich et al., 1993; Zeegers, 2004; Choi, 2005).

Emotional intelligence is commonly defined as a set of 
emotion-related insights (including self-perceived abilities and 
behavioral predispositions) that become particularly useful in 
situations with emotional and social implications (Alegre et al., 
2019). Individuals with high emotional intelligence are 
characterized by the belief that they are “in touch” with their 
feelings and those of others and that they can regulate their 
emotions to foster well-being (Furnham and Petrides, 2003). 
Emotional regulation may entail understanding emotional states 
as well as the ability to use the information gathered from 
emotional states to function effectively in everyday life. Yet, 
evidence indicates that emotional intelligence’s contribution to 
academic performance is moderate (Perera and DiGiacomo, 2013) 
and well below that of traditional intelligence (MacCann et al., 
2020) or null (Tok and Morali, 2009; Ahammed et  al., 2011; 
Beauvais et al., 2014).

Resistance to change is a negative personal orientation toward 
the presence or mere idea of change (Oreg, 2003), which is 
generally viewed as an obstacle to effective adaptation to shifting 
circumstances. It comprises four dimensions, each illustrating a 
different source of one’s negative reactions to change: Routine 
seeking (i.e., comfort with routines and desire to maintain them), 
emotional reactions to imposed change (i.e., discomfort elicited 
by forced change), short-term focus (i.e., attention to the short-
term inconveniences of change instead of its long-term benefits), 
and cognitive rigidity (i.e., a form of stubbornness that reflects 
one’s unwillingness to change opinions or attitudes). According to 
Oreg (2018), resistance to change is linked to poor performance 
on non-routine tasks (i.e., those that are defined by high variability 
and low repetitiveness; Hon et al., 2014). Instead, it is linked to 
good performance on tasks that rely on routines (i.e., those that 
require a consistent and repetitive execution of patterns of thought 
and behavior). Academic performance can be assumed to depend 
on non-routine tasks, as the tests and assignments of different 
courses require flexibility in cognition and behavior. Yet, the 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1064392
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Pilotti et al. 10.3389/feduc.2022.1064392

Frontiers in Education 03 frontiersin.org

examination of the relationship between academic performance 
and resistance to change has been largely neglected in the 
extant literature.

1.2. Our study

College life is the embodiment of change. From one semester 
to another, students have to adapt to changes in schedules, courses, 
instructors, and instruction. With them, demands of effort and 
time also change. Thus, it is reasonable to assume that adaptation 
to environmental demands may be easier to effectuate as personal 
experience with change increases. Experience with change may 
be  equivalent to fine-tuning dispositions, such as emotional 
intelligence and self-efficacy, which are known to facilitate 
adaptation, as well as to weakening resistance-to-change dispositions, 
which are known to hinder adaptation. Thus, in the present study, 
we  compare the dispositions of undergraduate students with 
differing lengths of experience with college life (freshmen versus 
seniors). Then, we assess the extent to which such dispositions 
contribute to academic performance.

We hypothesize that if academic experience fosters 
dispositions that are known to facilitate adaptation, such as self-
efficacy and emotional intelligence, seniors will exhibit such 
dispositions to a greater extent than freshmen. Instead, dimensions 
that are known to hinder adaptation, such as those linked to 
resistance to change, will be exhibited to a lesser extent by seniors. 
Furthermore, if academic performance is an indicator of 
adaptation, performance in the semester after a full return to face-
to-face classes will be  positively linked to self-efficacy and 
emotional intelligence, and inversely linked to resistance-to-
change dimensions.

The study focuses on an understudied population of female 
undergraduate students who are majoring in law. They represent 
a critical cohort of students whose success is seen as key to 
improving the gender equity standards of a society slowly 
emerging from patriarchy. At the time of the study, these young 
women, who face pressure to succeed academically as a result of 
broad changes in their society, are expected to quickly readjust to 
face-to-face instruction to fulfill societal prospects.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Participants

Participants were 497 female, full-time students from a 
university located in the Eastern Region of Saudi Arabia. They 
were enrolled in an undergraduate law degree program. There 
were 261 freshmen with one semester of completed classes (first-
year students) and 236 seniors with 90 or more completed college 
credits (fourth-year students). Their mean age was 20.97 (range: 
18–30 years old). An online invitation was sent to a pool of 551 
students. Participants who provided their informed consent and 

completed all parts of the study constituted 90.20% of those 
initially recruited.

2.2. Materials

Three questionnaires were used with items to be rated on a 
5-point scale from strongly disagree (−2) to strongly agree (+2) 
with 0 serving as the neutral point.

Students’ overall confidence in their abilities to complete a 
variety of tasks was assessed through the General Self-Efficacy (SE) 
questionnaire of Chen et al. (2000) and Chen et al. (2001). The 
questionnaire consisted of 8 generic statements of confidence (e.g., 
“When facing difficult tasks, I am certain that I will accomplish 
them”). Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of internal consistency, 
was 0.93.

Emotional intelligence was assessed through the short form of 
the Trait Emotional Intelligence (EI) questionnaire (Petrides and 
Furnham, 2006; Cooper and Petrides, 2010). The questionnaire 
contained 30 statements (e.g., “I usually find it difficult to regulate 
my emotions”). The original 7-point scale was discarded in favor 
of a 5-point scale to eliminate the intermediate points, which were 
reported by pilot participants as unclear. The mean of each 
student’s responses served as her trait EI. Cronbach’s alpha 
was 0.88.

The Resistance to Change (RTC) questionnaire of Oreg (2003) 
measured a student’s dispositional inclination to resist changes. 
The questionnaire consisted of 16 statements organized into four 
subscales, each measuring a different disposition toward change. 
Routine seeking assessed students’ inclination to rely on routines 
(a behavioral dimension). Emotional reaction to imposed change 
reflected the discomfort students experienced when facing change, 
whereas short-term focus measured the extent to which students 
were distracted by the short-term inconveniences involved in 
change (both are affective dimensions). Cognitive rigidity 
illustrated the frequency and difficulty with which students 
changed their minds (cognitive dimension). Cronbach’s alpha 
was 0.76.

2.3. Procedure

The study relied on a cross-sectional design of law freshmen 
and seniors representing the endpoints of the continuum of 
undergraduate academic experience. To ensure the inclusion of 
both freshmen and seniors, students who were enrolled in 
general education or law courses were asked to participate. At 
the selected university, all general education courses and major-
specific courses are taught through a student-centered 
pedagogy and are expected to conform to international 
standards (as attested by international accreditation bodies, 
such as HCERES or TIEC). Content delivery is monitored by 
course coordinators (i.e., senior faculty) for quality assurance 
and consistency across sections. The law program entails 138 
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credit hours of which 39 are general education requirements 
and 99 cover the field of law.

The study was described as concerning individual 
differences. The questionnaires were administered after a 
semester of fully online classes. Students were given a window of 
2 weeks to participate. Participation complied with the guidelines 
of the Office for Human Research Protections of the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services for the 
treatment of human subjects in educational research. Students 
were informed that the study required them to (a) complete the 
EI, SE, and RTC questionnaires, and (b) report their age, 
educational level, and major. The grade point average (GPA) 
obtained in the semester following a full return to face-to-face 
classes was provided by the Office of the Registrar. Following 
informed consent and the collection of self-reported and 
performance data, all responses were anonymized in data files so 
that participants’ confidentiality could be  preserved. 
Questionnaire completion was followed by debriefing performed 
by instructors who were informed of group results after the 
completion of the study.

3. Results

The analyses described below are organized into two steps: (a) 
A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to 
determine whether freshmen and seniors differed in their 
dispositions, as well as academic performance (as indexed by prior 
semester GPA). (b) Then a regression analysis was carried out 
separately for freshmen and seniors to determine the extent to 
which dispositions could account for academic performance. The 
skewness of all variables (Cohen, 2008) was below 2 (Curran et al., 
1996), thereby justifying the use of parametric statistics. The 
results of inferential statistics are considered significant at the 
0.05 level.

3.1. Do the dispositions and performance 
of freshmen and seniors differ?

To assess whether the values of each dimension were indeed 
significantly different from 0 (i.e., absence), a one-sample t-test 
was conducted in each group. The Bonferroni correction was 
applied to reduce the inflation of alpha (p = 0.004). All values were 
significantly different from 0 (freshmen: ts  ≥  3.88; seniors: 
ts  ≥  4.31). Thus, in Table 1, a positive value indicated the 
expression of a given dimension, whereas a negative value 
indicated a deficiency expressing its counterpart.

One-way ANOVA was conducted on each dimension with 
college experience (freshman versus senior) as the independent 
variable. Seniors had greater SE [F(1, 495) = 34.54, MSE = 0.758, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.065], and EI [F(1, 495) = 6.45, MSE = 0.238, 
p = 0.011, ηp

2 = 0.013]. There were no significant group 
differences in the RTC dimensions (Fs ≤ 2.92, ns). In both 

groups, routine seeking and short-term focus were deficient, 
whereas emotional reactions to forced change and cognitive 
rigidity were present.

Freshmen exhibited higher performance [F(1, 495) = 8.16, 
MSE = 0.222, p = 0.004, ηp

2 = 0.016]. The latter simply reflected a 
common phenomenon among students at the selected university 
whereby performance declines as more challenging courses are 
taken at the end of a degree program. Overall, partial eta square 
values for significant differences, which illustrated the proportion 
of variance uniquely explained by students’ academic experience, 
were rather modest.

3.2. Do dispositions account for 
academic performance?

A regression analysis was conducted with academic 
performance (GPA from the prior semester) as the outcome 
variable, and SE, EI, and RTC dimensions as the predictors (see 
Table 2). Regression analyses did not produce evidence of multi-
collinearity (tolerance values greater than 0.51; mean VIF for 
freshmen = 1.31; mean VIF for seniors = 1.51). In freshmen, GPA 
increased with EI and emotional reactions to forced change. In 
seniors, GPA increased with emotional reactions to forced change 
and decreased with a short-term focus.

4. Discussion

Consider that college life means that every semester students 
are expected to adapt to a variety of changes, including schedules, 
courses, instructors, etc. In the immediate post-pandemic world, it 
also means re-adapting to face-to-face instruction. Theoretically, 
greater experience with college life may mean greater opportunities 
to fine-tune SE and EI, which would foster adaptation. Our results 
support this assumption by uncovering greater SE and EI in seniors. 
However, our results tell a different story when academic 
performance the semester after a full return to face-to-face 
instruction is conceptualized as a measure of successful adaptation. 
One would expect EI to contribute heavily to performance. In fact, 
emotional regulation, a critical aspect of EI, entails not only 
understanding emotional states but also the ability to use 
information about emotional states to function effectively in college 
(Furnham and Petrides, 2003). Instead, only freshmen’s 
performance benefited from EI, and its contribution was minor. 
These findings, coupled with the lack of a contribution by SE, which 
indexes motivation, indicate that at the start of students’ academic 
journey other factors, such as college preparation (Stevens et al., 
2019) and metacognitive awareness (Ward and Butler, 2019), are 
likely to be more impactful. The lack of a contribution of EI or SE 
to seniors’ performance suggests that a similar explanation may 
apply at the end of students’ academic journey.

The results of the present study add to those that have reported 
a moderate contribution of EI to academic performance 
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(MacCann et al., 2020). In agreement with the meta-analysis of 
Perera and DiGiacomo (2013), we  found that the length of a 
student’s college experience is a moderating factor in the 
relationship between the two variables. Perera and DiGiacomo 
argued that EI has a positive influence on academic performance 
because it promotes socially adaptive responses. That is, the 
positive contribution of EI to academic performance may 
be attributed to EI’s ability to regulate emotions experienced in 
academic settings and build social relationships in such settings 
(MacCann et al., 2020). However, its benefits tend to decrease as 
learning becomes more self-directed with increasing educational 
experience (as indexed by students’ educational levels; Perera and 
DiGiacomo, 2013).

The lack of a contribution of self-efficacy to academic 
performance is consistent with the findings of Choi (2005) but 

inconsistent with those of Naderi et al. (2018) and Lane and Lane 
(2001) who reported a moderate contribution. An earlier study by 
Pilotti et al. (2022a), which included a sample of Saudi college 
students, also failed to find a significant relationship between the 
two variables. One possible account for our finding comes from 
Fenning and May (2013) who found that students’ general self-
efficacy was positively related to their academic performance in 
high school but not in college. They argued that, at the 
undergraduate level, students’ specific beliefs in their abilities 
matter much more than general beliefs.

Our study’s results involving RTC offer some support for the 
findings of Oreg (2018) that RTC is negatively related to 
non-routine tasks. Assignments and tests, which contribute to a 
student’s academic performance, are diverse in nature, thereby 
qualifying for the label “non-routine tasks.” Yet, we found that 

TABLE 2 Regression analyses.

Variables B SE Beta t p

Freshmen

Constant 3.285 0.051

Self-efficacy −0.002 0.032 −0.005 −0.070 ns

Emotional intelligence* 0.181 0.071 0.186 2.570 0.011

Routine seeking 0.056 0.043 0.088 1.310 ns

Emotional reaction to forced change* 0.117 0.042 0.207 2.773 0.006

Short-term focus −0.050 0.047 −0.081 −1.067 ns

Cognitive rigidity −0.024 0.038 −0.042 −0.650 ns

Seniors

Constant 3.138 0.058

Self-efficacy 0.070 0.049 0.115 1.436 ns

Emotional intelligence −0.019 0.084 −0.019 −0.222 ns

Routine seeking 0.038 0.049 0.055 0.769 ns

Emotional reaction to forced change* 0.113 0.047 0.179 2.416 0.016

Short-term focus* −0.217 0.054 −0.323 −4.012 0.000

Cognitive rigidity 0.032 0.046 0.047 0.689 ns

*Significant values. Freshmen: R = 0.229. Seniors: R = 0.309.

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics including mean (M) and standard error of the mean (SEM).

Variable M freshmen SEM M seniors SEM

Self-efficacy (range: −2 – +2)* 0.60 0.054 1.06 0.057

Emotional intelligence (range: −2 – +2)* 0.54 0.030 0.65 0.032

Resistance to change (range: −2 – +2)

Routine seeking −0.55 0.044 −0.50 0.046

Emotional reaction to forced change 0.28 0.049 0.22 0.051

Short-term focus −0.18 0.045 −0.23 0.048

Cognitive rigidity 0.23 0.046 0.35 0.049

GPA (range: 0–4)* 3.39 0.029 3.27 0.031

Number of students 261 236

*Significant differences between freshmen and seniors.
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only short-term focus, a dimension of RTC, negatively 
contributed to the academic performance of seniors. According 
to Oreg, a focus on the short-term aspects of change may make 
it difficult to maintain attention and motivation. During a 
student’s senior year, a long-term focus is likely to be fostered by 
a deeper understanding of the overarching goal for which diverse 
assignments and tests are performed (i.e., professional 
competence in a future job). As such, a short-term focus may 
become particularly detrimental to academic performance as it 
makes it difficult to maintain attention and motivation. For a 
freshman, the novelty of the academic experience, including 
tasks and environment, may help maintain attention and 
motivation, thereby weakening the impact of a short-term focus 
on performance.

Surprisingly, in both freshmen and seniors, emotional 
reactions to forced change, one of the RTC dimensions, was 
beneficial to performance. Freshmen and seniors not only did not 
differ in their expression of RTC dimensions but also agreed 
during debriefings on the benefits of emotional reactions to forced 
change. Spontaneous comments suggested that such reactions 
were viewed as indices of students’ ability to detect environmental 
changes, as well as instances of agency (e.g., “I may feel 
uncomfortable, but I will voice my objection to a change in a 
deadline of an assignment”). As such, reactions to forced change 
were perceived as desirable features.

Our results imply that students’ college experience is a relevant 
variable in remedial actions related to poor performance. 
Freshmen may benefit from training in emotion regulation to 
enhance EI, whereas seniors may benefit from training in 
cognitive restructuring to reduce their short-term focus. Yet, the 
present study has limitations that need to be addressed in future 
research. First, participants were female law students from a 
society that is attempting to move away from patriarchy by placing 
females at the center of its re-engineering of the economy. Thus, 
their dispositions and related contributions to performance may 
differ from those of males who have been until recently the 
recipients of privilege. They may also differ from those of female 
students of other societies who are facing less pressure to succeed 
in the name of national welfare. Second, the study relied on a 
cross-sectional design of freshmen and seniors as the endpoints of 
the undergraduate continuum of academic experience. Such 
naturally occurring groups may differ in other ways besides 
experience that may then impact their performance.
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