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ABSTRACT
Research indicates that academic procrastination is a common attitude among learners, and that it generally 
has a negative correlation with academic performance. The present quantitative causal-comparative study 
aims to determine the cause of differences, in terms of procrastination tendency, in academic performance 
among online learners. The study further investigates whether academic procrastination tendency 
significantly predicts the academic performance of online learners. The sample included a total of 333 online 
distance learners, from whom data were obtained through an online survey. Results showed that there was 
no statistically significant difference between male and female learners in terms of academic procrastination. 
Moreover, low procrastinators had better academic performance than that of high procrastinators, and 
learners’ academic procrastination tendencies significantly predicted academic performance. These results 
demonstrate that academic procrastination tendency is an important indicator for predicting the academic 
achievements of online learners.

Keywords: Procrastination, academic performance, online learning, distance education, online learning 
environment. 

INTRODUCTION

Online distance learning (ODL) has been gaining popularity, functioning now as a mainstream 
mode of education in current education systems on account of the limitations it eliminates for 
learners, instructors, and learning resources. However, despite the flexible learning opportunities 
and other advantages offered by ODL to learners, high dropout rates, low retention, academic 
performance problems, and academic procrastination issues continue to be very common in ODL 
(Cerezo, Esteban, Sánchez-Santillán, & Nunez, 2017; Elvers, Polzella, & Graetz, 2003; Hooshyar, 
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Pedaste, & Yang, 2020; Michinov, Brunot, Le Bohec, Juhel, & Delaval, 2011; Wilkinson & 
Sherman, 1991), due primarily to the fact that the educational delivery mode places almost all 
the learning and performance responsibility on learners. In ODL systems, learners are assumed to 
be self-regulated and capable of organizing and controlling their learning process, meaning that 
online learners should be motivated and self-regulated to fully benefit from the advantages offered 
by ODL. Therefore, in the context of ODL environments, online students need to be supported in 
terms of the self-regulation and motivation practices necessary for becoming independent learners 
– the truly autonomous student does not exist per se. As indicated from the theory and practice of 
distance education, student support services and scaffolding have always played a central role in open 
and distance education systems: “Distance learning can be very isolating, and inadequate attention 
to course design, student counselling and support can yield poor completion rates and the worst 
aspects of one-way knowledge transmission” (Brindley & Paul, 1996, p. 43). The characteristics 
of distance learners are quite different from those seen on the traditional student profile (Stoter, 
Bullen, Zawacki-Richter, & von Prummer, 2014; Thompson, 1996). The majority of the student 
population in ODL are working adults, whose lives require them to balance professional, private 
and social demands. By its very nature, ODL requires students to have more self-regulation skills. 
In this context, it can be said that online distance learners in unstructured learning environments 
are more prone to procrastination behavior (Deimann, & Bastiaens, 2010; Klingsieck, Fries, Horz, 
& Hofer, 2012; Ucar & Bozkurt, 2018). For example, Tuckman (2005) found that lack of control 
and student self-control in distance learning environments led to excessive procrastination and 
poor performance, especially among procrastination prone learners. There are therefore many 
occasions that prevent students from learning or that cause them to postpone learning. Against 
this background, research on the topic of procrastination in distance learning is of particular 
importance. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to explore the procrastination behavior of non-
traditional distance learning students in order to provide important information on the design of 
academic student support services at distance teaching institutions.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Procrastination can be considered a failure of self-regulation (Grund & Fries, 2018; Grunschel, Patrzek, 
Klingsieck, & Fries, 2018; Steel & Klingsieck, 2016; Ucar & Bozkurt, 2019; Uzun, Ferrari, & LeBlanc, 
2018). Steel (2007) defines procrastination as a “voluntary delay on intended course of action despite 
expecting to be worse off for the delay.” (p. 66). Following Steel’s (2007) definition, Klingsieck (2013) 
expanded the idea of procrastination and redefined it as “the voluntary delay of an intended and necessary 
and/or personally important activity, despite expecting potential negative consequences that outweigh the 
positive consequences of the delay.” (p. 26). Steel and Klingsieck (2016) defined academic procrastination 
as “procrastination restricted to the tasks and activities related to and/or relevant for learning and studying.” 
(p. 37). 
A meta-analysis study conducted by Steel (2007) on procrastination revealed that 80% to 95% of the 
university students engaged in procrastination behavior. Moreover, 75% of these students viewed themselves 
as procrastinators, and most interesting of all, about 50% of these students said that they procrastinate all the 
time. From other studies conducted on this subject, including those by Fernie, Bharucha, Nikcevic, Marino, 
and Spada (2017), Sutcliffe, Sedley, Hunt, and Macaskill (2019), Ko and Chang (2019) and Steel (2007), it 
was recognized that academic procrastination is a common, albeit unfavorable behavior among learners, and 
that effort is needed to decrease the impact of this behavior.
Academic procrastination poses a major obstacle to the academic achievement of students (Asikhia, 2010; 
Steel & Klingsieck, 2016). It is reported that there is a negative correlation between procrastination tendency 
and academic performance (Grunschel, Schwinger, Steinmayr, & Fries, 2016; Hen & Goroshit, 2018; 
Kim & Seo, 2013, 2015). That is, high academic procrastination tendency is associated with low academic 
performance. According to Fernie et al. (2017), procrastination is a negative behavior, influencing students’ 
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academic performance negatively as well as lowering their effectiveness in their field of employment after 
the completion of their schooling.  However, it is important to note that although Fernie et al. (2017) view 
procrastination as a negative behavior, most of academic procrastination was shown to be intentional and 
learners were very aware of that they engaged in this type of behavior. Alp and Sungur (2017) report that 
procrastination is substantially connected to academic achievement and therefore is a hot topic for educators. 
In line with these notions, academic procrastination is also significantly linked to goal accomplishment, that 
is, academic performance (Cormack, Eagle, & Davies, 2020; Gustavson & Miyake, 2017).
A majority of the research conducted on general procrastination and academic procrastination has been 
performed in face to face learning environments. As such, most of the research findings are related strictly 
to the face-to-face mode of learning. Only a limited amount of the research on academic procrastination 
has been conducted in distance education environments, and so the related literature on ODL has provided 
but a weak bulk of studies. For example, in an experimental study conducted by Elvers, Polzella, and 
Graetz (2003) comparing face-to-face and online learners in terms of their procrastination tendencies, the 
findings showed that online learners had low procrastination tendencies and better academic success than 
that of face-to-face learners.  The researchers also highlighted that while procrastination tendency was an 
important indicator that could be used to predict online learners’ performance, it was not a good indicator 
of performance for face-to-face learners. Another research study conducted by Cerezo et al. (2017) with 140 
undergraduate students who were participating in an online course given through a learning management 
system (LMS) reported similar findings. In line with the above studies, Michinov et al. (2011) conducted 
research with 53 learners enrolled in an online learning program and reported that low procrastinators had 
better academic success than that of high procrastinators in online learning. However, the samples used 
in these three studies were relatively small. Thus, more research is needed to get a broader understanding 
of academic procrastination and its effects in online learning environments. Taking this into account, this 
study was conducted for the dual purpose of providing greater insight and expanding the body of research 
on procrastination in ODL.

The Current Study
As understood from the related literature, it is important to know the procrastination behaviors of the 
learners in ODL in order to take the necessary precautions in addressing academic procrastination tendency, 
as it is significantly related to course performance and accomplishment. Thus, this study aims to examine 
the possible differences in academic performance between online learners with high and low procrastination 
tendencies. In this context, the following research questions were developed:

1.	 Do male and female learners significantly differ in their level of procrastination tendencies?
Research hypothesis 1: Online male and female learners will score the same on academic procrastination.

2.	 Do procrastination tendency differences produce differences in the academic performance of online 
learners?

Research hypothesis 2: Online learners who scored lower on academic procrastination tendency will have 
better academic performance than that of those who scored higher on academic procrastination tendency.
3. Does academic procrastination tendency predict the academic performance of online learners?
Research hypothesis 3: The academic procrastination tendency of online learners will predict their academic 
performance.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design
This research aims to explore the effects of the academic procrastination tendencies of online learners in an 
online learning environment, and to determine the cause of the differences in academic performance that 
already exist among online learners. To these ends, the research applied a quantitative causal-comparative 
design (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2012; Schenker & Rumrill, 2004), in order to best determine “the cause and 
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consequences of differences that already exist between or among groups of individuals” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 
2012, p. 363).

Participants
A total of 333 online undergraduate learners taking an online English course at a state university in Turkey 
participated in the study. While they took this course fully online, they were also attending face to face 
courses and the programs they enrolled were offering face to face courses. The participants ranged in age 
between 18 and 23 (Mage=20.06 years), and 205 were female (61.6%) and 128 were male (38.4%). All 
participants voluntarily agreed to participate in the study via an informed consent form that was embedded 
in the online survey.

Procedure
The data were collected through an online survey administered in the 2018-2019 spring term. The researchers 
sent a message about the survey to nearly 1,200 learners through the learner information system (LIS) and 
LMS. Of these learners, 680 viewed the survey, 444 started the survey, and 350 completed the survey, 
which means, approximately 51.5% of the learners who viewed the survey completed it. Of these completed 
surveys, a total of 12 were omitted because of incomplete items and repeated answers. As a result, the final 
data was collected from 333 survey respondents. 

Measures
The online learners’ academic procrastination tendencies were measured using the Turkish version of the 
Tuckman Procrastination Scale. This scale was translated and developed by Uzun Ozer, Sackes, and Tuckman 
(2013) from The Tuckman Procrastination Scale (Tuckman, 1991), a widely used, 14-item scale to measure 
the academic procrastination tendency of learners. The instrument is arranged as a four-point Likert-type 
scale (1-strongly disagree, 4-strongly agree) and has a single factor structure (Uzun Ozer, Sackes, & Tuckman, 
2013). The following is a sample item on the scale: “I needlessly delay finishing jobs, even when they’re 
important.” For the original scale administered to two different samples of undergraduate students, the 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was reported as 0.90 and 0.85. In the current study, the Cronbach’s 
alpha reliability coefficient of the scale was calculated as 0.65, which is considered acceptable. Regarding 
the academic procrastination, a median split method was used to categorize the learners. With this method, 
the learners were labeled as low (22-34) and high (35-51) procrastinators, according to their total points on 
the procrastination scale. Grade point average was used to assess the academic performance of the learners. 
During the 14-week term, learners took three exams related to the course. The grade point average scores 
were calculated as follows: 10% of the score was based on the online quiz scores, 40% of the score was based 
on the mid-term exam, and 50% of the score was based on the final exam in the course.

Data Analysis
The data collected in this study were analyzed in terms of the procrastination tendency and academic 
performance. Independent samples t-test was employed to compare the means of the male and female learners’ 
level of procrastination tendencies (research question 1) and to compare low and high procrastinators, in 
order to designate whether there was a statistical difference in their academic performance scores (research 
question 2). Finally, a simple linear regression model was used to predict the relationship between academic 
procrastination tendency and academic performance (research question 3).

RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to explore whether male and female learners in ODL would have different 
academic procrastination tendencies. In addition, the study examined whether different procrastination 
scores produced differences in academic performance. In this regard, the study explored whether academic 
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procrastination tendency was able to predict the academic performance of online learners. The results related 
to the research questions are given below.
In order to answer research question 1, the independent samples t-test was used to compare the male and 
female learners’ means on the academic procrastination scale. The results of the test showed that although 
the female learners’ average mean score (M=34.8, SD=4.1) was slightly higher than the male learners’ average 
mean score (M=34.1, SD=5.2), the difference was not statistically significant (t(331) = 1.18, p = 0.23) in terms 
of academic procrastination. Thus, the result confirmed research hypothesis 1.
To answer research question 2, the independent samples t-test was used to compare low and high academic 
procrastinators’ means on academic performance scores. On average, low procrastinators had better academic 
performance (M = 54.76, SD = 10.6, SE = 0.83) than that of high procrastinators (M = 49.65, SD = 10.5, 
SE = 0.81). This difference was significant (t(331) = 4.38, p < 0.01), and it had close to a medium-sized effect 
(d = 0.48). Thus, the result confirmed research hypothesis 2. 
To answer research question 3, a simple linear regression model was used to predict the relationship between 
academic procrastination tendency and academic performance. Simple linear regression was used to assess 
whether learners’ academic procrastination tendencies significantly predicted academic performance. The result 
of the regression suggested that learners’ academic procrastination tendencies explained 0.2% of the variance, 
(R2 = 0.023; F(1,131) = 7.808, p < 0.05) (Table 1 and 2). In other words, the learners’ academic procrastination 
tendencies significantly predicted academic performance (B = -0.35, t = -2.79, p < 0.05) (Table 3), thus confirming 
hypothesis 3.

Table 1. Summary of the regression model

Model R R2 Adj. R2 SEM
Change Statistics

R2 F P

1 0.152a 0.023 0.020 10.78 0.023 7.80 0.006

a. Predictors: (Constant), academic procrastination tendency

Table 2. Summary of Analysis of Variance results

Model SS df MS F P

1 Regression
908.741 1 908.74 7.80 0.006b

Residual 38523.13 331 116.38

Total
39431.88 332

a. Dependent Variable: academic performance, b. Predictors: (Constant), academic procrastination tendency

Table 3. Coefficients

Model Unstandardized

β t PB SE

1 (Constant) 64.559 4.478 14.418 0.000

procrastination
-.359 0.128 -.152 -2.794 0.006

a. Dependent Variable: academic performance
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DISCUSSION
The present study aimed to examine possible differences related to academic performance and gender between 
online learners with high and low procrastination tendency. The research findings indicated that there was 
no significant difference between male and female online learners in terms of academic procrastination, 
which means that academic procrastination is a gender-free issue. This result is consistent with previous 
work conducted on this subject by Hess, Sherman, and Goodman (2000), Uzun Ozer and Ferrari (2011), 
and Watson (2001), all of whom investigated gender role differences in academic procrastination in face-
to-face educational settings. However, in a different study by Steel (2007), contradictory findings were 
reported. Accordingly, in his meta-analytic study on research investigating possible causes and effects of 
procrastination, it was reported that male learners procrastinate slightly more than female learners.  
Previous studies researching procrastination among face to face undergraduate students reached similar 
findings, showing that male learners’ procrastination tendency is significantly higher than that of females 
(Fernie et al., 2017; Uzun Ozer, Demir, & Ferrari, 2009; Uzun Ozer, 2014; Yockey, 2016). This finding is also 
supported by Steel and Ferrari’s (2013) study which surveyed 16413 adults and found that procrastination 
was strongly associated with gender. Another study conducted by Baltaci (2017) with primary school 
teachers also reported the same findings. The different research findings suggest that procrastination, in 
terms of gender, can be affected by a wide array of variables, including subject area, delivery modes of 
educational content, digital literacies of distance education learners, and socio-economic status of learners 
(e.g., employment status, social roles). In the context of distance education, most of the open universities 
deliver educational content to a massive number of students. For instance, at Anadolu University, a giga 
university with 3 million enrolled learners, the age range of students is 18 to 68 and they come from diverse 
socioeconomic backgrounds (Bozkurt, 2019). Considering that the age span and socio-economic status 
of the learners in the present study were narrower in range (e.g., from 18 to 23, undergraduate young 
learners), a different age span may lead to different research findings. This finding further implies that future 
research should consider different demographics to better examine and gain more insight into the academic 
procrastination phenomenon.
Another result from the present study, albeit it represented a medium-sized effect, was that low 
procrastinators had better academic performance. This finding is in line with previous studies conducted in 
online learning environments showing that low procrastinators have better academic success than that of 
high procrastinators (Cerezo et al., 2017; Michinov et al., 2011). Grunschel et al. (2016) conducted two 
studies with campus-based undergraduate students and reported a similar finding. Consistent with these 
findings, Kim and Seo (2015), carried out a meta-analysis study and found there to be a negative correlation 
between procrastination and academic performance. Thus, in general, learners with low achievement have 
high procrastination tendencies. The present research provides additional data on the relationship between 
academic performance and procrastination and contributes to the limited research corpus on this issue in 
online distance learning. However, it should be further taken into account that learners’ self-regulation skills 
matter in distance education; therefore, additional studies could examine the relationship between self-
regulation and academic procrastination.
Regarding the third research question, the present study found that online learners’ academic procrastination 
tendencies significantly predicted academic performance. This finding is consistent with the findings reported 
in the studies by Elvers, Polzella, and Graetz (2003) and Hooshyar, Pedaste, and Yang’s (2020), which revealed 
that learners’ performance can be predicted successfully through learners’ procrastination tendencies in online 
distance learning. In addition, Elvers, Polzella, and Graetz (2003) indicated that procrastination was a good 
predictor of performance “for the online students”, but not a good predictor of performance “for the lecture 
students” (p.162).  However, in the study by Cormack, Eagle, and Davies (2020),  although a significant 
negative relationship was found between these two variables, the researchers stated that procrastination was 
not a strong factor associated with academic performance within the context of the study. Many of the studies 
found in the related literature (e.g., Grund & Fries, 2018; Gustavson & Miyake, 2017; Kim & Seo, 2013, 2015; 
Wäschle, Allgaier, Lachner, Fink, & Nuckles, 2014) also confirm the finding of the current study. In contrast, 
Seo (2011) and Schraw, Wadkins, and Olafson (2007) report contradictory results, finding no significant 
relationship between learners’ procrastination tendencies and their course achievement. Although new studies 
have revealed there to be a significant negative relationship between procrastination tendency and academic 
achievement, further research is still needed in the field of online distance education.
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Limitations and Future Research
Although this study collected substantial findings on academic procrastination, there are some limitations 
that must be acknowledged. The participants of the study were undergraduates who were taking courses 
online as well as face-to-face courses. Therefore, these participants cannot be considered as fully online 
distance learners. To this end, future studies should be conducted with fully online distance learners to 
compare the findings presented in the current study. Another limitation was the research design of the study. 
Since independent variables are not manipulated in causal-comparative research designs, internal validity 
cannot be assured. On this account, the researchers are not sure whether changes in the dependent variables 
were caused by the independent variables. Future studies should be carried out using experimental research 
designs to eliminate this limitation. The sample size can also be partially counted as a limitation. Future 
studies should consider larger samples in the online distance education context to compare the findings 
presented in this study. In addition, qualitative studies that include physiological dimensions are needed 
to understand the root causes of academic procrastination in online learning environments. Additionally, 
future research examining variables like marital status, employment, age-range, or study conditions of online 
distance learners will further explain procrastination issue in ODL settings.

CONCLUSION
This study focused on the academic procrastination tendency and performance of online learners. The results 
of the study showed that low procrastinators had better academic performance than high procrastinators in the 
online learning environment. Moreover, it was found that online distance learners’ academic procrastination 
tendencies significantly predicted their academic performance. In addition, no significant difference was 
found between male and female online learners in terms of academic procrastination. In brief, similar to the 
results reported in previous studies, the findings from this study indicate that academic procrastination has 
a notable effect on academic performance. To better understand online learners’ academic procrastination 
tendencies, instructional designers or instructors would be able to design motivational strategies or activities 
that reduce academic procrastination for online distance learners. Early warning systems could be designed 
to detect at risk students based on their procrastination behavior patterns. Besides, future studies focusing 
on the internal motives (e.g., motivation, anxiety, etc.), skills and competencies (e.g., digital literacy) can 
contribute to the related literature to better understand the phenomenon.
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