
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/355477610

Academic Help-Seeking and Achievement of Postsecondary Students: A Meta-

Analytic Investigation

Article  in  Journal of Educational Psychology · November 2021

DOI: 10.1037/edu0000725

CITATIONS

15
READS

2,804

4 authors, including:

Carlton J. Fong

Texas State University

66 PUBLICATIONS   1,998 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Cassandra Gonzales

Texas State University

7 PUBLICATIONS   26 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Christie Hill-Troglin Cox

Texas State University

2 PUBLICATIONS   51 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Carlton J. Fong on 27 November 2021.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/355477610_Academic_Help-Seeking_and_Achievement_of_Postsecondary_Students_A_Meta-Analytic_Investigation?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/355477610_Academic_Help-Seeking_and_Achievement_of_Postsecondary_Students_A_Meta-Analytic_Investigation?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Carlton-Fong?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Carlton-Fong?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Texas-State-University2?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Carlton-Fong?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Cassandra-Gonzales-4?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Cassandra-Gonzales-4?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Texas-State-University2?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Cassandra-Gonzales-4?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christie-Hill-Troglin-Cox?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christie-Hill-Troglin-Cox?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Texas-State-University2?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christie-Hill-Troglin-Cox?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Carlton-Fong?enrichId=rgreq-69720834b4133314693329332964d3c6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM1NTQ3NzYxMDtBUzoxMDk0ODU5NzE2ODU3ODU2QDE2MzgwNDYzMDYzMzM%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


  Journal of Educational Psychology 
 

 

© 2021 American Psychological Association  POSTPRINT Not the version of record. Final article available at DOI. 
ISSN: 0022-0063  https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000725 
 
 

1 

 

Academic Help-Seeking and Achievement of Postsecondary Students:  
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Nearly all college students require some academic assistance throughout their learning experiences. Ra-
ther than a dependent act, help-seeking is a self-regulated and motivated strategy; however, there are 
mixed findings regarding the relationship between academic help-seeking and academic achievement. 
Thus, the current study used meta-analytic techniques to assess the relationship between academic help-
seeking variables and achievement (GPA, grades, test scores) among postsecondary students in 108 stud-
ies (119 samples, N = 37,941). Findings revealed a positive association between self-reported, need-con-
tingent help-seeking behaviors and student achievement; the average weighted correlation was very small 
but potentially meaningful in the long run. Furthermore, the quality of help-seeking mattered, revealing 
small to moderate associations of greater consequence. Specifically, avoidant help-seeking and executive 
help-seeking were negatively correlated to achievement; instrumental help-seeking along with formal 
help-seeking was positively correlated with academic performance. Moreover, a few factors significantly 
moderated the relationship between help-seeking and achievement. Implications for research and practice 
will be discussed. 

Educational Impact and Implications Statement 
This meta-analysis highlights small but meaningful (in the long run) associations between types of 
academic help-seeking and achievement within postsecondary student populations. Although avoidant 
help-seeking was negatively linked with academic performance, instrumental help-seeking, or seeking 
help for mastery-oriented learning, was positively related with achievement outcomes. Therefore, ed-
ucators and administrators interested in college student achievement should explore ways of cultivating 
systems of adaptive help-seeking. To facilitate this work, our study suggests key areas to focus on such 
as considering the sociocultural context and the types of help-seeking and academic outcome. 
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 Learning is hardly ever accomplished alone. Experiencing diffi-

culty throughout the learning process is virtually inevitable for nearly 
all students, and seeking out help is often required. For decades, educa-
tional and psychological researchers have examined this instrumental 
behavior of help-seeking in a variety of contexts. Although help-seek-
ing has been studied in multiple domains such as counseling, physical 
health, and mental health, for the purposes of our study, we focus on 
academic help-seeking, that is seeking assistance in areas focused on 
academic learning. More specifically, we situate our investigation in 
postsecondary learning contexts, where adjusting to one’s educational 
environment and the need for self-regulated learning resources are per-
haps more salient compared to learning in primary and secondary 
school settings (Ames & Lau, 1982; Knapp & Karabenick, 1988). Col-
lege can be fraught with academic challenges particularly as students 
transition into a new learning context where they are required to navi-
gate their academic journeys in a relatively independent manner (Mar-
tin, 2009). Although postsecondary institutions are continuously refin-
ing the ways in which they support students’ academic development 
and educational transitions (e.g., orientations, tutoring, learning cen-
ters), such resources still require students to seek them out. Addition-
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ally, college students tend not to seek assistance from these support ser-
vices (e.g., Alexitch, 2006; Zusho et al., 2007). Thus, there is a clear 
need for continued research into the help-seeking process so that college 
students’ academic attainment is maximally supported by educators and 
their institutions.  

The volume of empirical and theoretical studies on academic help-
seeking has grown substantially over the last four decades. In addition 
to many studies focusing on antecedents of help-seeking such as stu-
dents’ achievement goals or other self-regulated learning constructs, a 
large body of research has examined the relationship between help-
seeking and academic achievement. Research in this area has been con-
ducted in various geographic locations (e.g., North America, Europe, 
Asia, Africa) and postsecondary learning contexts (e.g., four-year uni-
versities, two-year community colleges, distance education, first-year 
seminars, developmental education) and learning domains (e.g., chem-
istry, business, psychology, education, economics, nursing, history, bi-
ology, criminology, mathematics, English, engineering, and health sci-
ences). Furthermore, a diverse set of student populations are repre-
sented in this literature, including but not limited to students with disa-
bilities, students with reading difficulties, first-generation students, pre-
service teachers, medical students, and students who are veterans.  

Despite much value placed on help-seeking behaviors and attitudes 
by researchers and practitioners alike, there have been mixed results re-
garding the relationship between help-seeking and academic achieve-
ment. While most motivated strategies for learning tend to be positively 
associated with student performance, help-seeking has been found to be 
weakly correlated with student outcomes such as grades or GPA (Credé 
& Phillips, 2011). Some have suggested that help-seeking is curviline-
arly related to academic achievement, so that high achievers do not ac-
tively seek help nor do those with lower achievement who might simply 
give up or lack well-developed help-seeking skills; instead, those with 
moderate levels of achievement seek out the most help (Karabenick & 
Knapp, 1988). Moreover, the quality and characteristics of help-seeking 
behaviors, goals, and attitudes are often overlooked; however, these as-
pects may illuminate under what circumstances help-seeking can be 
maximally productive for students’ academic performance (Nelson-Le 
Gall, 1981). To examine the extant literature on this topic and explore 
discrepancies in the literature, we aimed to synthesize meta-analytically 
correlations among help-seeking and college student academic achieve-
ment. Over 100 studies have examined this relationship, yet a research 
synthesis of this nature has yet to be conducted. Given the number of 
studies that have accumulated on this topic, there is still a lack of clarity 
regarding the associations of help-seeking variables and academic per-
formance. In addition, considering the diversity of studies conducted on 
this topic, we sought to investigate if and how these associations may 
vary by context, student, and outcome characteristics. Systematically 
examining variability among effect sizes can identify the circumstances 
under which help-seeking can be most beneficial for students’ achieve-
ment. Therefore, a meta-analytic synthesis is needed to guide future re-
search on this important topic. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Our synthesis on academic help-seeking was grounded in the liter-
ature on self-regulated learning (SRL). Broadly construed, self-regu-
lated learning encompasses the behavioral, cognitive, metacognitive, 
affective, and motivational aspects of learning. Numerous models of 
self-regulated learning have been proposed (see Panadero, 2017 for a 
review), but we situated our study using Zimmerman’s (1989) and Pin-
trich’s (2000; 2004) conceptualizations. One aspect of Zimmerman’s 
model of SRL is the triadic analysis, which includes interactions be-
tween a student’s personal, behavioral, and environmental attributes. 

Mapping onto Bandura’s (1986) triadic reciprocity of social cognitive 
theory, this model of SRL emphasized how students perceive their en-
vironment and initiate and sustain behaviors in relation to their goals, 
which are both critical aspects of help-seeking. Most SRL scholars 
agree that help-seeking is a learning strategy that students employ to 
manage their resources and regulate their time and study environment. 
This conception is well-aligned with Pintrich’s approach to the regula-
tion of the learning context. One distinct feature of Pintrich’s model of 
self-regulated learning is its relationships to student motivation. De-
rived from Pintrich’s model, the Motivated Strategies Learning Ques-
tionnaire (MSLQ, Pintrich et al., 1993) has been one of the most prev-
alent measures of self-regulated learning, including a help-seeking sub-
scale as part of the resource management measures (Duncan & 
McKeachie, 2005). 

Both conceptualizations of self-regulated learning include various 
phases that can be applied to the help-seeking process: preparatory, per-
formance, and appraisal (Karabenick & Berger, 2013; Karabenick & 
Gonida, 2018; Panadero, 2017). Both models specify preparatory 
phases that involve forethought that encompass planning, task analysis, 
activation, and self-motivation. With regards to help-seeking, metacog-
nitive forethought is necessary for students to recognize a potential lack 
of understanding and that assistance might be needed (e.g., Rosen, 
1983). In performance phases, both Zimmerman (1989) and Pintrich 
(2004) emphasized the role of monitoring and control, which may also 
elicit needs for help-seeking when the process of the learning activity is 
unclear. Lastly, there is the appraisal phase when students reflect on 
their performance, an opportunity for them to evaluate if they success-
fully reached their goal. If their goal is not reached, additional help-
seeking may be deemed necessary. In sum, viewed as an intentional 
action, help-seeking plays an important, self-regulatory function of re-
ducing the discrepancy between current and desired levels of academic 
performance or student learning (Magnusson & Perry, 1992). On a final 
theoretical note, given the social nature of help-seeking and its involve-
ment of external agents, conceptual models that forefront the social dy-
namics of self-regulated learning were important to the study as well 
(e.g., Social Shared Regulated Learning model; Järvelä & Hadwin, 
2013; see Panadero, 2017 for a comparison of self-regulated learning 
models). 

 

Literature Review 
 

In the following sections of our literature review, we describe the 
research on academic help-seeking and make distinctions among vari-
ous help-seeking sources, tendencies, and attitudes. We then highlight 
measurement issues surrounding academic help-seeking. Next, we fo-
cus on the central issue of the present study, which is the association 
between academic help-seeking, and potential moderators of this asso-
ciation, including study, sample, and outcome characteristics. Finally, 
we discuss prior reviews related to help-seeking and college academic 
achievement, identify a gap in the literature, and articulate the need for 
the current synthesis. 

 

Academic Help-Seeking 
 

Grounded in the literature on self-regulated learning and strategic 
learning, academic help-seeking refers to the motivated process of rec-
ognizing a need for assistance and seeking assistance (Karabenick & 
Newman, 2006). A traditional view in the achievement motivation lit-
erature stressed independence and undervalued the reliance of others 
(Karabenick, 1998). More contemporary views on help-seeking are dra-
matically different, affirming its role as a motivated activity students 
engage in to manage their educational resources pursuant to their goals. 
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Underscoring the social nature of strategic learning, resource manage-
ment strategies, including peer learning and help-seeking, are essential, 
particularly for college students as they navigate a new academic envi-
ronment (e.g., Weinstein & Acee, 2013). We should note once more 
that our study’s focus was on students’ seeking academic assistance ra-
ther than help-seeking in psychological or medical matters (e.g., mental 
health, counseling). While these issues are certainly relevant for stu-
dents’ holistic educational experiences, we limited our scope to aca-
demic-related help-seeking. 

There are several models that describe the help-seeking process for 
students (Karabenick & Dembo, 2011; Nelson-Le Gall, 1981). One use-
ful model was presented by Karabenick and Dembo (2011), which in-
cluded the following steps (not necessarily in the following sequence): 
(1) determine whether there is a problem; (2) determine whether help is 
needed/wanted; (3) decide whether to seek help; (4) decide on the type 
of help (goal); (5) decide on whom to ask; (6) solicit help; (7) obtain 
help; and (8) process the help received. This model relies on cognitive 
components of self-regulation to identify both the problem and the type 
of help needed. Then, students engage in a social learning process by 
obtaining necessary assistance when experiencing academic difficul-
ties. The social dynamics involved are a key distinguishing feature of 
help-seeking in relation to other self-regulated learning strategies 
(Karabenick & Gonida, 2018). After receiving such help, according to 
Vygotsky (1980) and Piaget (1968), students process the help they re-
ceive into their existing framework of knowledge to resolve any disso-
nance and achieve their learning goals. 
 

Help-Seeking Tendencies and Goals 
 

Third, Students’ tendencies and goals toward help-seeking can be 
operationalized along a continuum from nonadaptive to adaptive (Alex-
itch, 1997, 2002, 2006; Karabenick & Knapp, 1991; Newman, 1991, 
1994). Distinguishing forms of help-seeking as more or less strategic, 
Nelson-LeGall (1981) shifted the discourse around help-seeking. Since 
then, in the literature on help-seeking, one specific form of adaptive 
help-seeking frequently studied is instrumental help-seeking (instru-
mental goal), in which mastery-oriented students request help that pro-
vides support, such as clues or hints, so that a specific problem can be 
solved independently (Karabenick & Newman, 2009). Instrumental 
help-seeking prioritizes having the source of help teach the learner how 
to solve the academic problem instead of being told the answer (Kara-
benick, 2003; Nelson-Le Gall, 1985). This may involve working 
through similar problems as a guide or seeking clarification of the prob-
lem so one can solve it independently. Numerous research studies have 
found that instrumental help seeking is an active strategy linked with 
academic success when faced with challenging tasks (Karabenick, 
1998; Karabenick & Newman, 2006; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001). 
For instance, U.S. undergraduate students enrolled in chemistry courses 
with higher levels of adaptive help-seeking, which consisted of instru-
mental goals for help-seeking with formal sources (e.g., instructor), had 
higher exam performance (Karabenick, 2003). One plausible explana-
tion for instrumental help-seeking’s positive influence on academic per-
formance might be the positive association between strategic help-seek-
ing behaviors and efficacious learning strategies, which in turn, posi-
tively influence academic achievement. 

Nonadaptive help-seeking, on the other hand, primarily involves a 
student who avoids help-seeking even when they need assistance (New-
man, 2008). This avoidance of help-seeking despite students’ need for 
academic assistance is also known as avoidant help-seeking (Ryan et 
al., 2001). Perhaps a slight misnomer, avoidant help-seeking refers to a 
lack of help-seeking and has been linked with other maladaptive out-
comes such as decreased self-efficacy and lower academic achievement 

(Ryan et al., 2005; Ryan & Shin, 2011). Moreover, help avoiders en-
dorsed a reduced amount of emotional support and social efficacy with 
their instructors, perceiving their teachers to not care about their learn-
ing nor provide useful information. Among postsecondary students, 
Karbenick (2003) found that compared with students with more instru-
mental help-seeking tendencies mid-semester, college students with 
avoidant tendencies had lower subsequent exam performance at the end 
of the term. Because help-seeking avoidance robs students of the social 
interactions that lead to important learning resources (McCaslin & 
Good, 1996; Ryan et al., 2001), for low-achieving students, a vicious 
cycle often ensues: low-achieving students might require greater aca-
demic assistance, but a higher tendency to avoid help-seeking places 
them at a further disadvantage for subsequent academic achievement 
(Ryan & Shin, 2011). 

In addition to avoidant help-seeking, when students request help 
but intend for someone else to solve the problem, scholars have identi-
fied their behavior as executive help-seeking or expedient goal help-
seeking (Nelson-Le Gall, 1985). An executive help source will often 
disclose the solutions to students, which in turn relinquishes the help-
seeker’s responsibility to independently solve their problem. This mal-
adaptive form of help-seeking may evolve from students’ ego-involve-
ment and a focus on the outcome rather than the process, or in other 
words, gaining a successful outcome at the expense of the learning pro-
cess (Magnusson & Perry, 1992). Although executive help-seeking can 
still be positively linked with students’ academic performance (Chun-
lin, 2017), other studies have indicated that executive help-seeking may 
be detrimental to student performance (Bembenutty & White, 2013; 
Finney et al., 2018). 

 

Help-Seeking Sources 
 

In addition to these three help-seeking approaches, students can 
seek academic help from a variety of sources. One distinction in the 
literature focuses on formal and informal sources. Formal sources in-
clude instructors or institutional support services, whereas informal 
sources refer to peers or internet searches (Karabenick, 2004; Makara 
& Karabenick, 2013). Although college students tend to prefer seeking 
out informal sources of help (e.g., friends) compared to more formal 
counterparts such as peer tutors (Knapp & Karabenick, 1988), some 
studies have shown that formal help-seeking is more positively associ-
ated with students’ grades (e.g., Kitsantas & Chow, 2007). Because in-
structors are assumed to have more expertise (Newman & Schwager, 
1993), one would presume that preferring formal sources of help would 
be more adaptive. That being said, seeking aid from informal sources 
might be perceived to be less threatening or undesirable. 

Some studies show mixed evidence regarding preferred sources of 
help and how they might impact academic performance. For instance, 
using cluster analysis to create help-seeking profiles in a college student 
sample, Karabenick (2003) identified two adaptive help-seeking groups 
(in addition to two maladaptive profiles) of students that differed by 
help-seeking source (formal versus informal). Although formal help-
seeking was not significantly correlated with exam test score, preferred 
help-seeking source was still a salient indicator in the profile analysis, 
distinguishing the two adaptive profiles. Namely, the profile with a 
stronger preference for informal help-seeking also reported slightly 
more executive or expedient help-seeking than the profile preferring 
more formal help-seeking. That being said, it remains unclear whether 
informal help-seeking can be beneficial for academic achievement es-
pecially when it may be more convenient for some students. Informal 
sources such as peers may also have a relatively high level of expertise 
(Zusho et al., 2007). Thus, it was pertinent for us to evaluate the pre-
ferred source of help in the current meta-analysis. 
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Help-Seeking Attitudes 
 

Various factors can influence students’ decisions to seek or avoid 
help (Clevering et al., 2011). According to Ryan et al. (2001), under-
prepared students who may require additional academic support tend 
not to seek help when they need it, which can create significant learning 
disadvantages. Barriers to help-seeking may include the inability to ac-
cept the need for help or the propensity to shy away from the process of 
help-seeking (e.g., introversion). Another determinant of help-seeking 
is a student’s attitude toward help-seeking (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). 
Based on tenets from the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), at-
titudes are important antecedents to behavioral intentions which in turn 
can lead to behaviors. 

One of the most studied attitudes toward help-seeking is help-seek-
ing threat--how students perceive their self-esteem to be diminished 
when seeking help (Newman, 2010). For those who endorse high levels 
of help-seeking threat, the act of seeking help may signal a lack of abil-
ity and acknowledge prior academic failures before others (Ames & 
Lau, 1982). Such a display or admission of low ability is feared to result 
in negative reactions of judgments. Research has indicated that help-
seeking threat and the perceived endangerment of their self-worth can 
be derived from either peers or teachers (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). A few 
studies suggest that possible threats of negative reactions from class-
mates are more salient than judgments from instructors (Newman & 
Goldin, 1990). For adolescents, the degree of perceived threat felt to-
wards help-seeking is directly related to help-seeking avoidance (Kara-
benick, 1998). In contrast, students can also endorse help-seeking ben-
efit, or a positive attitude towards help-seeking. This attitude reflects a 
recognition that seeking help is a useful strategy to promote learning 
(Newman, 1990). Among elementary-school children, Newman & 
Goldin (1990) found when students believed that asking questions will 
help them in their schoolwork, they were more likely to enjoy asking 
questions. Perceived benefits of help-seeking negatively predicted help-
seeking avoidance and positively predicted adaptive help-seeking 
among older middle school students (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). 

Both negative (threat) and positive (benefit) attitudes towards help-
seeking are often theorized as early antecedents to behaviors and more 
distal outcomes such as GPA; moreover, our study sought to examine 
all behaviors, goals, and attitudes associated with academic help-seek-
ing. Therefore, we included these constructs in our synthesis as poten-
tial correlates to students’ academic achievement. 

 

Measures of Help-Seeking 
 

Finally, Students’ academic help-seeking behaviors and attitudes 
have been measured by various instruments and scales. Ryan and Shin 
(2011) highlighted the challenges associated with students’ self-reports 
of help-seeking such as compromised accuracy due to social desirabil-
ity. It is important to acknowledge the use of teacher reports of help-
seeking as alternative measures of the social interaction shared by the 
student and instructor (Ryan et al., 2005). While these reports of ob-
servable behavior provide an additional vantage point in the measure-
ment of help-seeking behaviors, they have been primarily used in ele-
mentary or middle school contexts where the predominant source of 
help-seeking is the teacher. In postsecondary settings, the incidence of 
formal help-seeking is much lower compared to informal help-seeking 
(Knapp & Karabenick, 1988). Therefore, to capture the most common 
measures of collegiate help-seeking, we focused on self-reported survey 
measures completed by student respondents.  

Given our interest in assessing associations between academic 
achievement and help-seeking, it was important to control for students’ 
need for assistance (Karabenick & Knapp, 1991; Newman, 1990). As 

need for assistance can be confounded with students’ view of help-seek-
ing, indicators of help-seeking require operational and conceptual inde-
pendence from need for assistance (Karabenick, 2003). This can be ac-
complished by asking students what they do contingent on their need 
for help--a focus on whether or how they obtain help if they were to 
seek it out. The importance of controlling for need-contingency also 
limits the use of behavioral measures of help-seeking, which most prev-
alently captures students’ use of a resource such as office hours, contact 
with an instructor, or a learning support center (i.e., tutoring). Thus, all 
measures of help-seeking in the current synthesis capture students’ self-
reported seeking of need-contingent help. Moreover, focusing on per-
ceptions of help-seeking alleviates the need for the current synthesis to 
capture all studies assessing the use of a potentially large universe of 
learning resources (e.g., all studies capturing the frequency of tutoring 
sessions as a behavioral proxy for help-seeking). 

One of the most common survey measures originates from the 
MSLQ (see Credé & Phillips, 2011; Roth et al., 2016), which has a spe-
cific help-seeking scale. The help-seeking scale is categorized as one of 
the resource management strategies which is housed within the larger 
category of learning strategies. Consisting of four items, this scale 
measures the degree to which students manage support from the instruc-
tor or other students. Sample items include “I ask the instructor to clar-
ify concepts I don’t understand well” and “When I can’t understand the 
material in this course, I ask another student in this class for help.” Be-
cause these items tap students’ overall tendency to seek need-contingent 
help without specifying an instrumental or executive approach or goal, 
we term this as general help-seeking. The MSLQ help-seeking also 
merges together both formal (instructor) and informal (another student) 
help sources. In addition to MSLQ and its variants, the majority of help-
seeking measures came from work based on Karabenick (2003), which 
assesses various goals for and attitudes toward help-seeking. 

Another important facet of help-seeking scales to note is its rela-
tively low internal consistency. The MSLQ’s initial validation reported 
a Cronbach’s alpha of a = .52 (Pintrich et al., 1993); this low level of 
reliability has been corroborated by subsequent studies using MSLQ 
measures (e.g., Klassen et al., 2008; Komarraju & Nadler, 2013; Lynch, 
2006). Comparing across studies, we observed that measures capturing 
students’ goals for seeking help (instrumental or executive) tend to have 
higher reliability than general help-seeking measures (see Karabenick, 
2003; Wolters et al., 2005). Measures of avoidant help-seeking and 
help-seeking attitudes also seem to be more reliable overall compared 
to general help-seeking. Variations in internal consistencies will be im-
portant to consider for the central objective of the present study, which 
is to assess the associations between help-seeking measures and college 
students’ academic performance. 

 

Help-Seeking and Academic Achievement   
 

There are mixed results regarding the associations between help-
seeking and academic performance. The general assumption is that 
help-seeking is positively linked with academic achievement 
(Karabenick, 1998; Kitsantas & Chow, 2007). Experimental studies 
indicated that help-seeking during problem-solving tasks enhanced 
performance (Butler, 1998; Newman & Schwager, 1995). Furthermore, 
correlational studies have also found positive associations between 
students’ help-seeking and academic performance (e.g., Lynch & 
Dembo, 2004; Micari & Calkins, 2019). However, other studies have 
shown that college students’ course grades were negatively correlated 
with help-seeking, especially when measured by the MSLQ (e.g., 
Karabenick & Knapp, 1991). Alternatively, a meta-analysis of a limited 
number of MSLQ studies indicated that the help-seeking and 
achievement association was small and nonsignificant (Credé & 
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Philipps, 2011). In fact, Pintrich et al.’s (1993) initial validation study 
of the MSLQ with college students found that the correlation between 
the MSLQ help-seeking subscale and course grades was r = .02.  

There are a few proposed explanations for the complex relationship 
between help-seeking and academic achievement. First, research has 
supported a curvilinear relationship between help-seeking and need for 
help-seeking, so that those with a moderate level of need seek the most 
help (Karabenick & Knapp, 1988). It follows that achievement may not 
be linearly associated with help-seeking, as students at the lowest end 
of the achievement spectrum (who presumably require the most aca-
demic help) tend to be the least likely to seek out assistance (Newman 
& Goldin, 1990). That being said, there has been limited evidence of 
nonlinear trends for academic achievement and contingent help-seeking 
(Karabenick & Knapp, 1991), despite some evidence suggesting a 
quadratic trend between help-seeking and need for assistance. 

Testing correlations meta-analytically may elucidate if a linear re-
lationship exists across multiple studies. Second, because the MSLQ 
has been a prominently used help-seeking measure in the literature, 
other help-seeking measures that focus on help-seeking goals (instru-
mental, executive, avoidant), specify the help-seeking source, or in-
clude attitudes of threat or benefit of help-seeking may provide the 
needed nuance to understand the associations between help-seeking and 
performance. In other words, the way one seeks help, from whom help 
is being sought, and one’s attitude toward help-seeking cannot be over-
looked. Third, the relationship between help-seeking and academic 
achievement may be moderated by several factors, including character-
istics of the study, the sample, the setting, and the outcome. 

 

Moderators of the Help-Seeking and Academic Achievement 
Relationship 
 

A number of factors might influence the magnitude and direction 
of the relationship between help-seeking and academic achievement. In 
the subsequent sections, we review theoretically and empirically de-
rived factors as potential moderators, including sample, settings, and 
outcome characteristics. In the current synthesis, note that we also eval-
uate publication status and year of publication as possible moderators 
from a priori hypotheses drawing from publication or selection bias and 
the assumption that over time the help-seeking and achievement asso-
ciation may shift. Regarding sample, setting, or outcome moderators, 
we highlight next how the literature informed our inclusion of these 
factors as exploratory moderators. 

Sample Characteristics 
Gender. Gender differences in help-seeking have been well-docu-

mented, often highlighting how men tend to be more avoidant of help-
seeking. Masculinity is often associated with independence and thereby 
avoidant help-seeking (e.g., Ryan et al., 2009; Wimer & Levant, 2011). 
However, even if men and women may differ on how often they seek 
help and their attitudes towards help-seeking (Kessels & Steinmayr, 
2013), gender as a moderator has not been extensively examined. A 
study by Spitzer (2000) found a significant interaction effect between 
gender and self-regulated learning when predicting academic perfor-
mance, indicating that highly regulated women had higher college 
GPA. This suggests that for college women, regulating their time and 
study environment (e.g., help-seeking) might be more predictive of their 
academic achievement compared to that for their male counterparts. 

Age. Students’ age may also moderate how help-seeking is 
associated with academic achievement. Although our study restricted 
the age range to students enrolled in postsecondary education, research 
on developmental differences in help-seeking can provide direction for 
understanding the possible moderating role of age among 
postsecondary students. In general, as students grow older, two 
conflicting patterns of help-seeking have been documented. It has been 
observed that older students become more passive in their learning and 
do not seek out assistance as much (Newman, 2000). Moreover, 

Karabenick (1998) pointed out that as students grow older, they 
integrate perceived costs associated with help-seeking, which might 
reduce help-seeking tendencies. However, over time, there is also the 
potential for students to learn self-regulated and metacognitive 
strategies and in turn become more adept at seeking help (Newman & 
Goldin, 1990). For instance, Schenke et al. (2015) found that high 
school students were more likely to engage in instrumental help-seeking 
compared to middle school students. Among older adolescents, help 
sources often shift from formal sources to informal sources such as 
peers (Newman & Schwager, 1993). Although these developmental 
trends have been observed in mostly secondary students during 
adolescent transitions (see Paris & Newman, 1990), similar effects and 
possibly moderating effects might be extended to postsecondary 
contexts as students progress from their first year in college through 
graduation and possibly through graduate school. 

Race/Ethnicity and Country of Origin. Notwithstanding few stud-
ies on help-seeking in multiculturally diverse settings (Zusho & Barnett, 
2011) and on cultural differences in self-regulation in general (Fong et 
al., 2017; Pintrich & Zusho, 2002), we hypothesized that students’ ra-
cial/ethnic backgrounds may moderate how help-seeking relates to 
achievement. A study by Rueda et al. (2010) found that the relation be-
tween maladaptive help-seeking and achievement was stronger among 
White students than for Latino students. Explaining sociocultural dif-
ferences, Zusho and Barnett posited that students from more collec-
tivistic cultures that emphasize interdependence might approach help-
seeking in varied ways compared to those from individualistic cultures. 
Help-seeking may be less stigmatized in cultures that value interde-
pendence, whereas help-seeking avoidance can be construed as a more 
independent way for students to navigate their academic environment. 
Although some studies indicate few cultural differences with regards to 
desire for academic help (e.g., Stanton-Salazar et al., 2001), other schol-
ars have pointed to structural barriers that prevent racially minoritized 
students to engage in help-seeking particularly when help sources are 
of different racial/ethnic groups and perceived to not be trustworthy 
(e.g., Sáenz & Ponjuan, 2012). The role of race/ethnicity as a moderator 
may also overlap with the sample’s country or countries of origin as 
well. As an exploratory analysis, we will assess if cultural differences 
may manifest themselves as moderators of how help-seeking relates 
with academic achievement. 

Setting Characteristics 
Type of College. Given our study’s focus on postsecondary student 

help-seeking, we were interested in whether the type of college might 
serve as a moderator for the relationship between help-seeking and ac-
ademic achievement. While we acknowledge the variety of institutions 
of higher education that exist throughout the world, we made the broad 
distinction between four-year and two-year colleges. In general, in the 
U.S., two-year or community colleges tend to offer certification for 
technical and vocational education, associate’s degrees, and transfer op-
portunities to baccalaureate degree institutions. Community college stu-
dents may have greater out-of-school obligations such as working full- 
or part-time and caring for dependents (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Moreo-
ver, with higher rates of enrollment in developmental education 
courses, community college students tend to be placed at higher rates 
into non-credit bearing courses designed to prepare them academically 
for credit bearing coursework (Fong et al., 2015). These additional char-
acteristics could either hinder students’ level of help-seeking or inten-
sify help-seeking’s role in improving their academic performance, 
given the importance of self-regulated strategies for community college 
students’ academic performance (Fong et al., 2017, 2018). Therefore, 
we used these previous findings to guide our decision to explore the 
type of postsecondary institution as a potential moderator. 
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Learning Modality. Another broad distinction regarding the post-
secondary learning context within the help-seeking literature is in-per-
son or online teaching modalities. In fact, Kitsantas and Chow (2007) 
found that college students preferred seeking help using electronic 
means over in-person meetings. Comparing face-to-face, online, and 
hybrid courses, Kitsantas and Chow (2007) found that college students 
sought more help and reported less help-seeking threat in courses with 
an electronic/online component. Given the rise of technology over the 
last two decades, it is presumed that this trend is expected to continue. 
In terms of moderating the help-seeking and academic achievement re-
lationship, instructional modality may affect how higher and lower per-
forming students prefer help-seeking sources. For instance, Reeves and 
Sperling (2015) observed how higher performing students preferred 
face-to-face help sources compared to lower performing students, who 
intended to use online means to seek help such as discussion boards and 
online office hours. They suggested that higher performing students 
might be more strategic when determining the best ways to seek help 
and interact with their instructors. In light of this interplay among the 
learning environment, academic achievement levels, and help-seeking 
tendencies, we explored the contrast of face-to-face and online contexts 
as a possible moderator. 

Outcome Characteristics. As academic achievement can be con-
ceptualized in various ways, we thought it was important to distinguish 
among overall GPA, course grades, and test scores as a potential mod-
erator when associated with help-seeking. A meta-analysis by Credé 
and Kuncel (2008) identified that study habits and strategies in general 
had higher correlations with GPA compared to grades in individual 
courses. Because individual course grades might be subject to a single 
instructor’s potentially biased grading practices, grade point averages 
are arguably more representative of a college students’ holistic aca-
demic performance. Moreover, compared to GPA and course grades, 
associations with study strategies were the smallest for cognitive admis-
sions test outcomes. Among first-year university students, Brouwer et 
al. (2016) found that students’ informal help-seeking was negatively as-
sociated with proficiency exam scores but positively associated with 
grade point average. Given these divergent results and the differing na-
tures of academic tasks, the type of achievement outcome was a relevant 
moderator to examine in our meta-analytic study. In addition, whether 
the outcome was domain-specific (i.e., math, science) versus domain-
general (unspecified or a composite of various domains) could also 
moderate the relationship. Without much empirical or theoretical back-
ing, we treated domain specificity as an exploratory moderator as well. 

 

Prior Reviews 
 

There have been several meta-analytic reviews related to the pre-
sent study but none that explicitly focus on help-seeking and college 
student academic achievement. For instance, Dent and Koenka (2016) 
conducted a meta-analysis on self-regulated learning and achievement 
but only focused on K-12 student populations and did not separate help-
seeking from general self-regulation strategies. Focusing on college stu-
dents, Robbins et al.’s (2004) review similarly collapsed help-seeking 
and other study skills and habits into a category called academic-related 
skills, preventing help-seeking approaches from being teased in isola-
tion. Credé and Philipps (2011) reported on a meta-analysis that focused 
on the MSLQ and its subscales including the help-seeking scale with 
college student GPA and grades. However, they only used a single 
measure of help-seeking and found a subset of the available studies (k 
= 27). The meta-analysis by Richardson et al. (2012) included help-
seeking as a distinct non-intellectual antecedent to college academic 
performance, but only identified eight studies.  

In sum, prior meta-analyses present a part of the picture we were 
interested in. Some examined a vast underrepresentation of the number 
of known studies on the current topic. Others fail to isolate the associa-
tions between help-seeking tendencies and college academic perfor-
mance or do not account for additional help-seeking measures and types 
of help-seeking. Addressing these issues, the present synthesis focuses 
on multiple help-seeking variables and uncovers under what circum-
stances help-seeking is most influential by exploring the role of moder-
ating variables of the help-seeking and achievement relationships such 
as study, setting, sample, or outcome characteristics. 
 

The Present Study 
 

Help-seeking is generally accepted to be an adaptive self-regulated 
and motivated strategy for students to use and for faculty and institu-
tions to foster so academic resources can be leveraged for enhanced ac-
ademic performance. However, despite the proliferation of studies on 
academic help-seeking, there is mixed evidence surrounding the rela-
tionship between help-seeking constructs and academic performance. 
Therefore, we set out to synthesize quantitatively help-seeking studies 
together to bring about clarity on this topic. In the present study, we 
conducted a meta-analytic investigation to answer the following re-
search questions: (1) What are the relationships between help-seeking 
tendencies, goals, and attitudes and academic achievement among post-
secondary student populations? (2) If heterogeneity exists, what study, 
setting, sample, and outcome characteristics influence the magnitude or 
direction of these relationships? Although we acknowledge the substan-
tial amount of research focused on the motivational antecedents to help-
seeking, we limited the scope of our synthesis to focus on relationships 
between help-seeking and academic achievement. 

Method 

We used meta-analysis to statistically aggregate findings from stud-
ies that address the same research question. Meta-analysis provides new 
insights by not only considering study quality and the magnitude of the 
effect when statistically combining results, but also evaluating the role 
of moderating variables (variables that affect the magnitude or direction 
of a relationship between two other variables) to explain heterogeneity 
among effects. To conduct the present study, we followed best practices 
and recommendations for state-of-the-art methods (Pigott & Polanin, 
2020). 

 

Literature Search and Inclusion Criteria 
 

Studies were collected from multiple sources using search strategies 
designed to uncover exhaustively both published and unpublished re-
search. First, ERIC, PsycINFO, and Proquest Dissertation and Theses 
databases were searched using keywords “help seeking” OR “help-
seeking” in conjunction with an academic achievement keyword: “aca-
demic achievement” OR “academic performance” OR grade* OR scho-
lastic OR grade point average OR GPA OR mark OR attainment (quo-
tation marks used for keyword phrases and asterisks used for trunca-
tion). We also retrieved studies included in the Credé and Phillips 
(2011) meta-analysis and updated their search to retrieve additional 
studies using the Motivated Strategies Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ; 
Pintrich et al., 1993). 

Second, we conducted backward citation searching through refer-
ence lists of all included studies. We also performed forward citation 
searching using Social Science Citation Index and Google Scholar to 
locate studies that cited foundational articles related to this topic 
(Alexitch, 2002; Karabenick, 2003, 2004; Karabenick & Knapp, 1988, 
1991). Lastly, to solicit further any unpublished data, we contacted the 
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following professional research organizations: American Educational 
Research Association (Division C: Learning and Instruction, Motiva-
tion in Education SIG, Studying and Self-Regulated Learning SIG) 
and the American Psychological Association Division 15: Educational 
Psychology. These organizations distributed our request for studies via 
listservs, websites, and/or Twitter. Employing these search strategies 
resulted in a pool of 2,272 potentially relevant studies (see Figure 1 
for PRISMA information retrieval flow diagram).  

Once potentially relevant studies were identified, titles and ab-
stracts were evaluated using the following inclusion criteria: (1) sam-
ple of postsecondary students, (2) a measure of academic help-seek-
ing, (3) academic achievement outcome, (4) data to derive a correla-
tional effect size, and (5), written in English or had an English transla-
tion of the report. First, for our sample criterion, we included samples 
of students enrolled in any educational program beyond secondary ed-
ucation, e.g., vocational education, community college, four-year col-
lege, and graduate or professional school. Studies with samples of stu-
dents enrolled in P-12 contexts were excluded. No geographic re-
striction was applied. Second, we retained studies using a self-reported 
frequency or perception of academic help-seeking. We excluded be-
havioral indicators of help-seeking such as the frequency of attending 
tutoring sessions or requesting online assistance. Although behavioral 
indicators of help-seeking are important to utilize and useful to con-
sider, these measures were more aligned with the efficacy of the 
source of help than help-seeking tendencies. Moreover, we did not im-
plement an exhaustive search of studies examining every potential 
source of help available in postsecondary learning contexts necessary 
for a systematic and comprehensive understanding of behavioral help-
seeking measures. Third, studies must have included an academic 
achievement measure operationalized as either students’ GPA, grades, 
or test scores. Fourth, studies needed to include sample sizes and rele-
vant data to derive a correlational effect size, most often provided as a 
Pearson’s r or means and standard deviations of help-seeking from 
high and low performance groups. When data necessary to derive an 
effect size were missing, we sent queries to study authors who pub-
lished their work in 2010 or later due to the limited accessibility of 
their data over time. We contacted 21 authors for effect size infor-
mation, and nine authors responded with their data. After a series of 
three contact attempts through email and/or social media, five authors 
responded that they could not access the data, and seven did not re-
spond at all.  

 

Study Screening and Data Extraction 
 

For both study screening and data extraction procedures, screeners 
and coders were established or emerging scholar-practitioners in the 
fields of motivation, self-regulation, and postsecondary student success 
with both scholarly and working knowledge of the academic help-seek-
ing literature. Following study screening procedures from Polanin et al. 
(2019) to help reduce bias and ensure that screening processes were re-
liable, the first author developed a screening manual collaboratively 
with the second reviewer. It consisted of clear and consistent instruc-
tions based on the aforementioned inclusion criteria. The screening 
manual was reviewed and discussed among the two screening reviewers 
(i.e., lead author and second reviewer), emphasizing operational defini-
tions of the population, setting, constructs, and outcomes. After a first 
round of training with the screening manual, the pair of reviewers 
screened a sample of 100 titles/abstracts to determine any inconsisten-
cies between their screening decisions; none were found. Reviewers 
met on a weekly basis to reinforce shared understanding of the screen-
ing process. We screened the titles and abstracts of the 2,272 studies 
and determined that 470 studies were potentially eligible and thus 

downloaded for further review. Next, after a second round of training 
re-emphasizing the inclusion criteria, we further screened the down-
loaded full-text documents for eligibility. With the full-text documents, 
reviewers were able to apply the inclusion criteria more thoroughly to 
make final inclusion decisions. 

Once the final pool of included studies was determined, the first 
author led the development of the codebook. The codebook contained 
information pertaining various characteristics about the study, the set-
ting, the population, the help-seeking constructs and measurement, and 
the outcome measures. Three coders piloted the instrument by first in-
dependently coding the same three reports. After each report was coded, 
the coders and first author met to discuss and reconcile any discrepan-
cies between coders. From these discussions, modifications were made 
to the coding instrument in an iterative process to form the final coding 
guide. With the final coding guide, additional reports were coded inde-
pendently by coding team members until 95% coder reliability was 
achieved among all coders. In total, six reports were coded during the 
training process. After this training, pairs of coders independently dou-
ble-coded the remaining set of included studies, and the first author con-
tinued to run quality checks with coders throughout the coding process. 
To avoid coder drift, meetings were scheduled weekly with the coding 
team to address coder reliability. In the event of a coder discrepancy for 
a report independently double-coded, the first author served as a tie-
breaker. Coder disagreements were documented to calculate coder reli-
ability and discussed by the coders to reach consensus. The agreement 
rate between coders was 93.87% for all the articles coded across all 
items of our coding protocol before discrepancies were resolved.  

The final coding guide is included in the supplementary material. 
However, we briefly provide details for how we extracted and coded 
study characteristics from the following domains: study, setting, sam-
ple, help-seeking variable, and academic achievement variable. First, 
for study characteristics, we documented the first author’s surname for 
identification purposes, year of publication, and type of publication 
(published vs. unpublished). Year of publication was left coded as a 
continuous variable for analyses, but for descriptive purposes, grouped 
in decades when presenting a broad overview of the studies. For type of 
publication, we dichotomously categorized articles, books, and book 
chapters as published and all other documents (e.g., dissertations/theses 
and conference papers) as unpublished. Second, for setting characteris-
tics, we captured aspects of the institutional setting, geographic loca-
tion, and learning modality. For institutional setting, we were interested 
in the difference between four-year institutions (baccalaureate-granting 
institutions or graduate/professional schools) and community colleges 
(two-year institutions granting associate’s degrees and certificates) and 
coded them dichotomously. Geographic characteristics such as urbanic-
ity and region were either rarely reported or difficult to synthesize to-
gether, leading to a broad dichotomous comparison between U.S. and 
countries outside the U.S. Learning modality was coded as online when 
there was an indicator of a substantive online component such as an 
online, blended, or hybrid course. We inferred that studies that did not 
mention an online component to be in-person; thus, we used a dichoto-
mous variable of online versus in-person. 
Third, for student characteristics, we coded age, gender, race/ethnicity, 
socioeconomic status, and major and academic status. Students’ socio-
economic status and major/academic status were hardly provided in the 
primary studies, but age (sample mean age) and percentages of gender 
(sample percentage of female students) and race/ethnicity (sample per-
centage of Students of Color, e.g., Asian, Asian-American, African-
American/Black, Hispanic, Latina/o/x, Native American/Indigenous) 
were captured in our study as continuous variables.  
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Figure 1 
PRISMA Diagram of Information Retrieval Flow 

 

 
 
 

Fourth, for help-seeking variables, we noted the type of help-seek-
ing, both the source (formal, informal) and the help-seeking goal (in-
strumental, expedient, avoidant) and help-seeking attitudes. While cod-
ing help-seeking variables, we recognized that many studies used gen-
eral help-seeking measures that simply captured students’ need-contin-
gent help but did not specify a goal/approach. Some of these general 
help-seeking measures specified the source of help-seeking as formal 
or informal. Formal help-seeking included help from instructors and/or 
academic support centers, and informal help-seeking included help 
from peers, family, and/or the internet. In contrast to general help-seek-
ing measures, help-seeking goals were often distinguished by the type 
of help-seeking measure, which included subscales tapping instrumen-
tal, expedient, or avoidant help-seeking based on definitions in the lit-
erature. Some studies measured adaptive or maladaptive types of help-
seeking which were re-coded as either instrumental or avoidant depend-
ing on construct operationalization and item content. Fifth, for the aca-
demic achievement variable, we distinguished outcomes as either grade 
point average (GPA: cumulative or semester/year), course grades (end 
of course grades), and test scores (standardized and unstandardized). 
These outcomes were dummy-coded so that GPA served as the refer-
ence group. 

There were three instances when we uncovered three studies with 
both unpublished dissertation versions and published articles versions 
(Kumrow, 2007; Lynch & Dembo, 2004; Sun et al., 2018). In these 
cases, we coded the published article version but consulted the disser-
tation version if there was any missing information from the article. 

 

Data Analysis: Effect Size Calculation, Power Analysis, 
and Data Integration 
 

To combine findings from a varied set of studies, effect sizes were 
computed for each study as a Pearson’s r correlation. If a correlation 
was unavailable, but means and standard deviations were provided, we 

derived a correlational effect size using appropriate effect size conver-
sion formulae (Cooper et al., 2019). For instance, a study may have pro-
vided means and standard deviations of help-seeking for a low achiev-
ing group and a high achieving group; in this case, a standardized mean 
difference can be easily converted to a correlation. This technique was 
used for five effect sizes (2.1% of the 238 total effect sizes). Next, all 
effect sizes were corrected by applying a Fisher’s z transformation (to 
account for sample size bias), and then converted back to Pearson’s r 
after analyses were conducted. All analyses were conducted using the 
R packages metafor (Viechtbauer, 2010) and clubSandwich 
(Pustejovsky, 2020). 

 

Calculating Average Effect Sizes 
 

After deriving effect size estimates, average effect sizes were ag-
gregated together using an intercept-only, random-effects meta-regres-
sion model (Borenstein et al., 2021). A weighting procedure was used 
to calculate average effect sizes across independent samples. Each ef-
fect size was multiplied by the inverse of its variance; then, the sum of 
these products was divided by the sum of their inverses. This procedure 
gives more weight to samples of larger size, as larger samples give more 
precise population estimates. In addition, we present 95% confidence 
intervals for weighted average effect sizes; if the interval did not contain 
zero, the null hypothesis was rejected. We also included 95% prediction 
intervals (see Borenstein et al., 2017), or the range the effect size will 
fall in for a given population, drawing from the universe of studies. 

 

Identifying Independent Hypothesis Tests 
 

When calculating effect sizes, determining whether an effect size is 
independent (participants in one sample providing the observations do 
not overlap with another sample) can be problematic when there are 
multiple effect sizes from a single sample (i.e., multiple levels of poten-
tial moderators). Therefore, we used robust variance estimation (RVE; 
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Hedges et al., 2010). This approach produces more valid standard er-
rors, point estimates, confidence intervals, and significance tests when 
effect sizes are non-independent. Without such an approach to correct 
effect size dependencies, variance estimates can be artificially reduced, 
and Type I error can be inflated. For our analyses, the correlation be-
tween the dependent effect sizes was assumed to be equal to .80 (Tan-
ner-Smith & Tipton, 2014). 

 

Heterogeneity and Moderator Analyses 
 

Effect sizes may vary even if they estimate the same underlying 
population value. To measure heterogeneity, we used the following 
metrics: Cochran’s Q, I2, τ2, and σ2. First, based on the deviation of the 
study’s observed effect from the summary effect, weighted by the in-
verse variance, Cochran’s Q distinguishes between study heterogeneity 
from studies’ sampling error. Second, based on Cochran’s Q, I2 repre-
sents the percentage of effect size variability not caused by sampling 
error. It is calculated as the ratio of the observed value of Q and the 
assumed value of Q when there is no heterogeneity. Third, τ2 quantifies 
the standard deviation of the distribution of true effect sizes and was 
estimated in the present study using the DerSimonian-Laird estimator. 
Given that effect sizes can be nested within study samples, we also cal-
culated σ2 to represent effect variance at both the study (σ12) and the 
effect size level (σ22).  

When effect sizes significantly vary from each other and pro-
duce heterogeneity in the distributions of effects, moderators can be as-
sessed to systematically explain such variation. Thus, meta-regression 
was employed to assess the influence of moderators within a moderator 
category. Instead of entering a single predictor (moderator variable) into 
the meta-regression model, moderators were grouped together in cate-
gories and entered together into a single meta-regression to control for 
potentially confounding variables or covariates (Tipton et al., 2019). 
Moreover, this approach reduces the overall number of moderator tests 
and thereby reduces the family-wise Type I error rate (Polanin & Pigott, 
2015). We categorized moderators into four models: a) study character-
istics (Model A): year, publication status (unpublished vs. published); 
b) setting characteristics (Model B): college type (two-year vs. four-
year institution), country (U.S. vs. non-U.S.), setting (in-person vs. 
online learning); c) sample characteristics (Model C): percentage of fe-
male students, percentage of Students of Color, age (mean years of age); 
d) outcome characteristics (Model D): outcome type (GPA [reference 
group] vs. grades vs. test scores) and domain (domain general vs. do-
main specific).  

We interpreted the standardized meta-regression coefficients 
(change in standard deviation units) for each moderator, controlling for 
other covariates within each model. In addition to RVE’s capability to 
reduce type I error, significance testing for these coefficients relies on 
a t-distribution with k - p degrees of freedom, which contains type I 
error better than standard methods. Although it may be preferable to 
include all the predictors together into a single meta-regression model, 
there can be an increased risk of inflating type II error because of lim-
ited sample sizes when conducting moderator analyses. Additionally, in 
light of power-related issues within meta-regression, we only ran mod-
erator analyses if the sample size was at least 20 studies (see Higgins et 
al., 2021; Huizenga et al., 2011).  
 

Publication Bias 
 

There are a few ways to detect publication bias in meta-analysis 
(Rodgers & Pustejovsky, 2021), but very few of these techniques ade-
quately account for dependent effect sizes. Using our multivariate 
model with robust variance estimation, we were able to compare pub-
lished and unpublished studies as a moderator in a meta-regression 

model to evaluate a broad distinction between these two types of stud-
ies. However, a more precise test is Egger’s regression test (Egger et 
al., 1997), which regresses a normalized effect size estimate (i.e., effect 
size divided by standard error) on the precisions, or the reciprocal of the 
standard error, to detect possible asymmetry in a funnel plot. Egger’s 
regression tests were conducted within the multivariate model that ac-
counts for effect size dependency. 

 

Power Analyses 
 

Because one of the goals of meta-analysis is to achieve higher sta-
tistical power than any single one of its included studies, it is important 
to consider if there is an adequately large collection of studies to reach 
a reasonable probability of detecting meaningful effect sizes (Valentine 
et al., 2010). Power analysis for meta-analysis requires a number of as-
sumptions including the critical value of the test, a substantively im-
portant value for the effect size, the number of included studies, the 
typical sample size of an included study, and the amount of between-
study variance or heterogeneity (Hedges & Pigott, 2001). For the pre-
sent study, we assumed a standard alpha level of .05 and conservative 
sample sizes for both the sample size of participants for an included 
study (n = 80 students; see Guenther, 1977) and the number of included 
studies for each main meta-analytic analysis (k = 10 studies; see Higgins 
et al., 2021). With these values, we calculated the estimated power for 
a range of important correlational effect sizes (.10 to .50) for three levels 
of heterogeneity: low (I2 = 25%), moderate (I2 = 50%), and high (I2 = 
75%). Results suggested that sufficient power (.80) can be obtained for 
r values of .09 with low heterogeneity, .12 with moderate heterogeneity, 
and .16 with high heterogeneity. A figure depicting these calculations 
is presented in the supplementary material. 

 

Data Interpretation 
 

Lastly, we describe our approach to interpreting the magnitude of 
our meta-analytic findings. As traditional guidelines such as those pro-
posed by Cohen (1988) have been criticized as being decontextualized 
and overly stringent. A recent methodological article by Funder and 
Ozer (2020) provided guidance for evaluating effect sizes in psycholog-
ical research. Drawing from work by Abelson’s (1985) demonstration 
of the long-term consequences of effect sizes, they proposed cut-offs 
that reflect explanatory and practical use in both the short and long run. 
Under the assumption that even small effects of students’ help-seeking 
tendencies may accumulate over time to lead to important implications, 
we adopted their suggested guidelines: (a) effect-size r of .05 is consid-
ered very small for the explanation of single events but potentially con-
sequential in the not-very-long run; (b) r of .10 is still small for single 
events but potentially more ultimately consequential than rs of .05; (c) 
and effect size r of .20 is a medium effect size with some practical and 
explanatory use in the short and long run. Before using this interpreta-
tive approach, Funder and Ozer cautioned that estimates should be pre-
cisely and reliably estimated but also stated that meta-analyzed effects 
can provide a reasonable degree of confidence of useful estimation. In 
addition, we also compare our main findings to prior meta-analytic 
work on similar topics to provide an additional framework for interpre-
tation. 

Results 

Our final pool of studies that met our inclusion criteria included 108 
studies spanning 1991 to 2019 (N = 37,941 students). We extracted 238 
effect sizes from 119 unique postsecondary student samples on seven 
types of help-seeking. Table 1 presents characteristics of the included 
studies. Over half of the included studies were peer-reviewed journal 
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articles, and over one-third were doctoral dissertations. The remaining 
handful of studies came from book chapters and reports. In terms of 
publication year, we observed a trend that the number of studies on 
postsecondary help-seeking and achievement from the 1990s to the 
2010s doubled every decade. The majority of studies were conducted 
on samples attending four-year institutions and originating from the 
U.S., but almost one-quarter of studies used samples outside of the U.S. 
These non-US countries/regions included Australia, Canada, China, 
Denmark, East Africa, India, Ireland, Malaysia, Netherlands, Romania, 
South Africa, Slovenia, Spain, Oman, Taiwan, and Turkey. For addi-
tional characteristics and effect sizes of all the included studies, please 
see the online supplementary material. 
 
Table 1 
Characteristics of Included Studies 

 k % 

Publication type     

Peer-reviewed journal article 63 58.33% 

Doctoral dissertation 40 37.04% 

Book Chapter 2 1.85% 

Report 3 2.78% 

Publication year     

1990s 14 12.98% 

2000s 31 28.70% 

2010s 63 58.33% 

Type of Institution     

Four-year college 90 83.33% 

Two-year college 16 14.81% 

“NR” 2 1.85% 

Country of Origin     

U.S. 74 68.52% 

Non-U.S. 26 24.07% 

“NR” 8 7.41% 

Note. NR = not reported 
 
Overall Results 
 

Table 2 presents the meta-analytic results. The largest proportion 
of effect sizes measured associations between general help-seeking 
and academic outcomes. Most of these studies measured general help-
seeking with the MSLQ. The weighted average effect size for general 
help-seeking and academic outcomes was statistically significant. Ac-
cording to guidance from Funder and Ozer (2020), this effect size was 
very small but could be potentially meaningful in the not-very-long-
run.  

To further probe help-seeking sources, we separated effect sizes 
within the set of general help-seeking effect sizes that specified whether 
help-seeking was directed toward a formal or informal source. For in-
formal help-seeking, the weighted average correlation was not statisti-
cally significant, suggesting a nearly uncorrelated relationship between 
informal help-seeking and achievement. In contrast, the weighted aver-
age correlation between achievement and formal help-seeking was sig-

nificant and would be considered between small and medium but po-
tentially more consequential in the long run than the average effect size 
for general help-seeking. To further test the difference between associ-
ations with achievement and formal and informal help-seeking, we con-
ducted a meta-regression assessing this contrast. Results indicated that 
compared to formal help-seeking, informal help-seeking was signifi-
cantly less correlated with academic outcomes (β = -.16, SE = .04, p = 
.016). 

Next, we meta-analyzed correlations representing the type of help-
seeking, specifically, instrumental, avoidant, and executive (or expedi-
ent) help-seeking. The average weighted correlation for instrumental 
help-seeking and achievement was significant and small to medium in 
magnitude. Meta-analytic findings revealed that achievement was neg-
atively and significantly correlated with the two forms of nonadaptive 
help-seeking. While the magnitude of the association between avoidant 
help-seeking and achievement was small to medium, the executive 
help-seeking and achievement relationship was small.  

Lastly, we examined the correlations between achievement and two 
attitudes toward help-seeking: threat and benefit. For help-seeking 
threat, there was a negative and significant correlation with academic 
achievement; the average weighted effect was very small. Achievement 
and the perception of help-seeking benefit was positively but not sig-
nificantly correlated, but this average weighted effect size was based on 
only two samples. Although a few main analyses relied on small sample 
sizes of studies, the majority had higher than 10 studies and were 
aligned with our power calculations. 
 

Heterogeneity of Effect Sizes and Moderator Analyses 
 

For nearly all the main analyses, Cochran’s Q statistics were signif-
icant, indicating evidence of significant heterogeneity within the distri-
butions of effect sizes. Moreover, most of the I2 values were above .75 
(or 75%), suggesting a fairly high degree of heterogeneity as well. Alt-
hough variance statistics such as τ2 or σ2 tend to be difficult to interpret, 
heterogeneity was identified at both the study (σ12) and the effect size 
level (σ22). This variation is further justification for our use of robust 
variance estimation to account for effect size dependency and how ef-
fect sizes may vary within studies. 

Using meta-regression to examine categories of moderators to ac-
count for additional variance explained by related predictors, we present 
the moderator results for general help-seeking, instrumental help-seek-
ing, and avoidant help-seeking in Table 3 (other effect size distributions 
for help-seeking variables and achievement had too few studies). Many 
of the moderator analyses were non-significant with a few exceptions. 
For instance, the type of achievement outcome (GPA vs. test scores) 
significantly moderated the relationship between instrumental help-
seeking and academic achievement, while controlling for other covari-
ates in Model D (as suggested by the negative and significant meta-
regression coefficient). Specifically, correlations with help-seeking 
were significantly smaller when achievement was measured by test 
scores (r = .10, SE = .07, p = .186; k = 8) than when measured by GPA 
(r = .13, SE = .04, p = .005; k = 13). In other words, the relationship 
between instrumental help-seeking and academic performance was 
larger for GPA outcomes compared with when test scores were the out-
come. Another moderator of the instrumental help-seeking-academic 
achievement association was country of origin, controlling for other 
predictors in Model B. Specifically, studies from countries outside of 
the U.S. had larger (positive) correlations between instrumental help-
seeking and academic achievement (r = .40, SE = .08, p = .041; k = 3), 
compared to studies with U.S.-based samples (r = .08, SE = .02, p = 
.004; k = 21).
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Table 2 
Results of Overall Analyses Examining Correlations Between Help-Seeking and Achievement 

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 95% CI = 95% confidence intervals; 95% PI = 95% prediction intervals. All Q statistic value were signifi-
cant at p < .001, unless noted with n.s. (not significant).   

 
Note that the result was based on only three studies conducted in a non-
U.S. setting. Lastly, for the association between avoidant help-seeking 
and academic achievement, publication year was a significant modera-
tor when controlling for the additional covariate in Model A. This small 
moderating effect indicated that more recent studies have larger corre-
lations, or more negative associations between avoidant help-seeking 
and academic achievement. 
 

Publication Bias Tests 
 

We examined publication bias in two ways that accounted for de-
pendent effect sizes. First, as discussed previously, we conducted a 
broad comparison of published, peer-reviewed journal articles versus 
unpublished reports as a moderator in our meta-regression models (see 
Chow & Ekholm, 2018). This moderator analysis did not yield any sig-
nificant differences between published and unpublished studies (ps > 
.05). To present further the differences between findings from published 
and unpublished studies, we provide separate meta-analytic findings for 

published and unpublished studies in the supplementary material. Sec-
ond, a series of non-significant Egger’s regressions tests (see Table 4), 
also conducted using the same multivariate meta-regression model as 
the main analyses, revealed a lack of asymmetry of the funnel plots (ps 
> .05), suggesting minimal evidence for publication bias as well. 

 
Discussion 

Learning is rarely a completely asocial experience but rather situ-
ated in a sociocultural environment (Nelson-Le Gall, 1985). When aca-
demic difficulty arises, help-seeking becomes an important self-regu-
lated behavior as college students manage their learning resources and 
navigate their learning environment. However, many disparate studies 
have documented mixed findings regarding associations between help-
seeking and achievement. Using meta-analysis to bring together all the 
studies on this topic, we conducted the first comprehensive synthesis of 
 

 
Table 3 
Moderator Results 

 General  Avoidant  Instrumental 

Models and predictors β (SE) df 95% CI  β (SE) df 95% CI  β (SE) df 95% CI 

Model A: Study Characteristics            
Year of Publication1 .001 (.002) 23.21 [-.002, .01]  .006* (.002) 11.50 [.001, .01]  .007 (.01) 8.08 [-.001, .02] 
Publication Type -.01 (.03) 58.11 [-.06, .04]  .06 (.03) 15.51 [-.01, .13]  .08 (.05) 12.77 [-.04, .21] 

Model B: Setting Characteristics            
College Type -.01 (.05) 12.48 [-.09, .08]  .08 (.05) 11.04 [-.01, .16]  .06 (.04) 12.64 [-.05, .16] 
Country .01 (.03) 43.07 [-.05, .07]  -.04 (.05) 4.34 [-.14, .06]  .30* (.08) 2.90 [.15, .46] 
Learning Modality .03 (.04) 17.64 [-.03, .09]  .04 (.05) 1.39 [-.09, .16]  .11 (.14) 1.41 [-.06, .28] 

Model C: Sample Characteristics            
Sample % of Women1 .13 (.13) 3.07 [-.12, .38]  .05 (.17) 1.90 [-.28, .37]  -.17 (.07) 2.05 [-.64, .30] 
Sample % of Students of Color1 .10 (.08) 5.91 [-.07, .27]  -.003 (.09) 6.60 [-.19, .19]  -.14 (.19) 2.73 [-.56, .28] 
Age1 -.002 (.01) 3.06 [-.01, .01]  -.01 (.01) 1.96 [-.04, .01]  .004 (.03) 2.74 [-.06, .06] 

Model D: Outcome Characteristics            
Outcome: Grades (ref: GPA) .04 (.02) 22.91 [-.01, .08]  -.001 (.05) 3.88 [-.12, .11]  -.11 (.12) 5.42 [-.29, .08] 
Outcome: Test scores (ref: GPA) -.03 (.03) 16.20 [-.08, .03]  .02 (.06) 11.35 [-.07, .11]  -.17* (.05) 2.46 [-.27, -.07] 
Domain Specificity -.01 (.03) 49.33 [-.06, .05]  .04 (.05) 5.92 [-.08, .15]  .15 (.16) 4.69 [-.06, .35] 

Note. *p < .05; Degrees of freedom (df) were estimated with RVE. 1 Moderators were coded as continuous variables. Other variables were dichoto-
mous or categorical (dummy-coded). Publication type: 0 = unpublished, 1 = published; College type: 0 = two-year institution, 1 = four-year institu-
tion; Country: 0 = U.S., 1 = non-U.S.; Learning modality: 0 = in-person, 1 = online; Outcome: 0 = GPA (reference), 1 = Grades, 2 = Test scores); 
Domain specificity: 0 = domain-general, 1 = domain-specific.

Construct 
No. of 
effects k r SE 95% CI 95% PI Q I2 σ12 σ22   τ2 

General Help-Seeking & Sources            
Help-Seeking (General) 134 94 .06*** .01 [.03, .08] [-.01, .26] 659.37 .86 .07 .07 .005 
Formal 12 10 .12* .05 [.01, .22] [-.22, .45] 122.41 .93 .14 .02 .03 
Informal 14 7 .01 .04 [-.08, .10] [-.24, .27 95.91 .94 .07 .09 .003 

Help-Seeking Tendencies            
Avoidant 34 29 -.18*** .02 [-.21, -.14] [-.33, -.02] 129.65 .78 .001 .07 .03 
Instrumental 28 24 .11*** .03 [.05, .18] [-.16, .39] 179.38 .87 .001 .13 .02 
Executive 17 14 -.10** .02 [-.15, -.05] [-.24, .05] 48.91 .73 .001 .07 .01 

Help-Seeking Attitudes            
Threat 18 15 -.05* .03 [-.11, -.001] [-.27, .16] 122.62 .89 .001 .10 .001 
Benefit 3 2 .11 .19 [-.71, .94] [-1.20, 1.43] 5.91n.s. .83 .23 .07 .29 
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over 100 studies examining linkages between postsecondary academic 
achievement and help-seeking tendencies, sources, goals, and attitudes 
among postsecondary students. In the subsequent sections, we discuss 
the overall findings of our meta-analysis, moderating effects, implica-
tions for education, limitations, and future directions for research. 
 
Table 4 
Egger’s Regression Test Results 

 β SE 95% CI 
General Help-Seeking 2.77 1.73 [-.66, 6.20] 

Formal Help-Seeking -5.83 19.72 [-49.77, 38.11] 

Informal Help-Seeking 10.12 11.53 [-15.01, 32.24] 

Avoidant Help-Seeking -0.14 4.46 [-9.21, 8.94] 

Instrumental Help-Seeking 0.69 5.32 [-10.24, 11.62] 

Executive Help-Seeking 6.24 4.33 [-2.99, 15.46] 

Help-Seeking Threat 8.16 8.59 [-10.05, 26.38] 

Help-Seeking Benefit 20.87 11.54 [-125.80, 167.54] 

Note. 95% confidence intervals containing zero indicates a nonsignifi-
cant result. 

 

Overall Meta-Analytic Findings 
 

First, the results of this research provide supporting evidence that 
general help-seeking (no goal specified) was significantly and posi-
tively associated with college student academic achievement. However, 
this association was very small according to a range of standards. While 
these results are consistent with the claim that help-seeking is a benefi-
cial self-regulatory strategy (e.g., Karabenick & Newman, 2013), they 
are qualified by a relatively modest magnitude of the weighted average 
association. Based on 94 samples, the size of the correlation was con-
sistent with Credé and Philipps’s (2011) meta-analysis on the MSLQ; 
based on 15 samples, they found an average, observed correlation of r 
= .05. However, help-seeking correlations were noticeably higher in the 
Richardson et al. (2012) meta-analysis based on eight samples (r = .15). 
But given the smaller sample sizes of studies for their meta-analysis, 
our findings imply that help-seeking tendencies when measured without 
specifying a help-seeking goal might be less influential on academic 
achievement than previously thought.  

One possible interpretation for this small effect size is the hypothe-
sized curvilinear relationship between help-seeking and academic 
achievement, so that even with the awareness of need-contingent help, 
students on the extreme ends of the prior achievement continuum (high 
or low achievement) may be reluctant to seek out academic assistance 
(Karabenick & Knapp, 1991). Moreover, help-seeking, unlike other 
self-regulatory strategies, is inextricably linked to the social interactions 
with and perceptions of various learning agents in the classroom and on 
college campuses and unfortunately imbued with social stigma (Kara-
benick & Gonida, 2018). These psychosocial factors may complicate 
the consistency and potency of help-seeking’s influence on academic 
performance. 

From a theoretical perspective, the inherently social nature of help-
seeking challenges many of the dominant theories of self-regulated 
learning and their less pronounced focus on the social context. Although 
our synthesis, like many other studies on help-seeking, was situated 
within a social-cognitive framework and Zimmerman’s (2000) model 
of self-regulated learning, help-seeking research could benefit from 
more socially-based models of self-regulation. While Zimmerman’s 
model is based on the triadic reciprocity of environment, person, and 

behavior, scholars have argued that aspects of Zimmerman’s model lack 
more specific acknowledgement of the context (i.e., Panadero, 2017). 
To significantly place the role of context when theorizing help-seeking 
processes, models such as the Social Shared Regulated Learning (Jä-
rvelä & Hadwin, 2013) could be incorporated as they emphasize how 
different external sources (i.e., peers and instructors) can promote indi-
vidual self-regulation (see Ryan & Shin, 2011). Moreover, given the 
rise of help sought in digital and virtual learning environments, social 
interaction need not be limited to the presence of human agents but also 
non-personal sources (e.g., computer-based intelligent tutoring sys-
tems) and their social influence in digital or virtual learning contexts 
(Karabenick & Puustinen, 2013; Makara & Karabenick, 2013).  

Another explanation for the modest relationship between general 
help-seeking and academic achievement is the lack of specificity used 
when measuring help-seeking. General measures of help-seeking such 
as the MSLQ not only 1) combine items tapping various help-seeking 
sources (formal and informal) but also 2) neglect the help-seeking goal 
(instrumental or executive). First, after separating the studies that dis-
tinguished help-seeking sources, it was interesting to observe how for-
mal help-seeking had a significantly larger correlation than informal 
help-seeking. This result is aligned with Kitsantas and Chow (2007)’s 
work that corroborates the benefit of seeking help from more formal 
sources. In fact, the association between informal help-seeking and ac-
ademic achievement was not significantly different from zero. Alt-
hough based on a smaller number of samples, the nonsignificant asso-
ciation between informal help-seeking and achievement is particularly 
troubling given the well-documented finding that college students pre-
ferred and sought assistance from their peers or other electronic/digital 
resources (Knapp & Karabenick, 1988). 

Second, our results imply that the goals students have when seeking 
academic help are paramount when influencing students’ academic 
achievement. Because general help-seeking measures do not capture 
students’ approach or quality of help-seeking, measures such as those 
derived by Karabenick (2003) provide additional nuance for how stu-
dents seek out help. We obtained evidence that instrumental help-seek-
ing was moderately and positively associated with academic achieve-
ment, whereas executive help-seeking was a negative correlate along 
with avoidant help-seeking. Taken together, our findings suggest that 
compared to instrumental help-seekers, students avoiding help-seeking 
had the worst academic performance, followed by students who sought 
ready-made solutions from another person (executive help-seeking). 
Thus, an important clarification is needed: although our main finding 
was that general help-seeking had a small but positive association with 
achievement, the quality of the help-seeking matters, making the differ-
ence between reducing or enhancing students’ academic performance. 
From a theoretical perspective, although this pattern of results is con-
sistent with the foundational conceptualization of help-seeking goals 
(Nelson-Le Gall, 1985) and more contemporary studies (e.g., White & 
Bembenutty, 2013), we encourage greater attention to how help-seek-
ing is conceived in self-regulated learning models. Rather than treated 
monolithically as a unidimensional, self-regulated strategy, help-seek-
ing’s adaptive and nonadaptive forms are necessary distinctions to 
make in the field of educational psychology. This level of nuance is 
even more important as many of the commonplace measures of self-
regulated learning neglect these dimensions (e.g., MSLQ, Pintrich et 
al., 1993; Learning and Study Strategies Inventory, Weinstein et al., 
1987; Academic Self-Regulation Scale, Magno, 2010). 

 

Findings from Moderator Analyses 
 

Although many moderator analyses were not significant, two re-
sults merit comment regarding the association between instrumental 
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help-seeking and college student performance. First, it was interesting 
that instrumental help-seeking was more strongly associated with GPA 
as an outcome compared to test scores (no differences with course grade 
outcomes). One interpretation of this finding is that tests (particularly 
in-class exams) have comparatively less help-seeking opportunities 
than GPA outcomes which may consist of course assignments and pro-
jects in addition to exams. These additional course-related tasks over a 
longer period of time may be more conducive for help-seeking to occur.  
Therefore, it may be important to consider how examinations are used 
to assess learning if help-seeking is to be fostered. Unplanned quizzes 
and standardized, high stakes examinations, for instance, would not 
necessarily foster instrumental help-seeking from students and might 
thereby be undesirable as outcomes and motivators for help-seeking. 

Second, moderator analyses revealed that correlations between in-
strumental help-seeking and college student achievement were stronger 
for non-U.S. samples than U.S. samples. Although there were only a 
few non-U.S. studies with which to compare, it was notable to consider 
how cultural/national context might influence the role of instrumental 
help-seeking on academic performance. Prior studies have explored the 
idea of collectivism and interdependence as contextual precursors to 
help-seeking (Karabenick & Newman, 2013; Sandoval & Lee, 2006; 
Zusho & Barnett, 2011), especially with regards to cultures originating 
from regions outside of the U.S. Because students’ levels of interde-
pendence were not explicitly measured in this synthesis, we encourage 
further inquiry into how collectivistic beliefs might be associated with 
more instrumentally-focused help-seeking tendencies (see Sheu et al., 
2020). Although publication year significantly moderated the relation-
ship between avoidant help-seeking and achievement, it was not evident 
what may explain this finding. 

 

Methodological Issues in the Help-Seeking Literature 
 

We examined several methodological issues in the help-seeking lit-
erature. The first was the presence of publication bias, which seemed 
unlikely based on nonsignificant comparisons of weighted average cor-
relations from published studies versus unpublished studies. Moreover, 
a more precise measure using Egger’s regression tests controlling for 
dependent effect sizes also corroborated this result. Therefore, we found 
limited evidence of selection bias in the help-seeking and academic 
achievement literature.  

Another methodological concern is the internal consistency of help-
seeking measures. Based on the subsample of studies that provided re-
liability information, effect sizes mainly derived from the MSLQ were 
consistently low and mirrored the Cronbach’s alpha values from the 
original validation study of the help-seeking scale (Pintrich et al., 1993). 
While correction procedures exist to estimate an unattenuated effect 
size, we opted to not proceed with this step given the low frequency of 
studies providing reliability values. Furthermore, corrected estimates 
would be larger overall (either more positive or negative) than the raw 
weighted correlations reported in this study, further highlighting the 
benefit of adaptive help-seeking for academic achievement. 

 

Implications for Educational Practice 
 

For educators, a misguided interpretation of the help-seeking liter-
ature is to place the onus solely on the student to employ this self-regu-
latory strategy. Although the heart of help-seeking is the volitional con-
trol within the student to respond actively to one’s need for assistance, 
there are many instructional and institutional approaches that can facil-
itate students’ help-seeking tendencies. Because the act of need-contin-
gent help-seeking (with the goal unspecified) is only modestly related 
to academic performance, reducing avoidant help-seeking and empha-
sizing an instrumental goal is paramount for students. As instrumental 

help-seeking is closely tied to mastery goal orientation (Fong et al., 
2018; Karabenick, 2004) and thereby mastery goal structures (see 
Bardach et al., 2020), one educational implication is for instructors to 
foster a mastery-oriented environment in their classrooms. When in-
structors focus on student learning of the material and improvement 
with the goal of developing students’ competence (Patrick et al., 2011), 
it follows that students will internalize their own personal mastery ap-
proach goals (Meece et al., 2006), which, in turn, can elicit instrumental 
help-seeking (e.g., Karabenick, 2004). We want to emphasize that mas-
tery-oriented environments or mastery goal structures are not neces-
sarily dependent on increased testing, but rather prioritizing student’s 
efforts to improve and deeper understanding of the academic content 
(e.g., Koskey et al., 2010). 

On a related note, to curb students’ expedient help-seeking, instruc-
tor messaging and dialogue between students and help-seeking sources 
can encourage students’ critical thinking and engagement with an active 
help-seeking process (e.g., Schworm & Gruber, 2012). For instance, es-
tablishing a help-seeking culture that discourages brief question and an-
swer exchanges and invites extended periods of scaffolding might be 
fruitful. Emphasizing productive persistence and investing effort into 
the help-seeking process might promote students’ mastery-oriented 
learning. Autonomy-supportive practices that include providing en-
couragement and hints (rather than direct solutions; Reeve & Jang, 
2006) may also deter expedient forms of help-seeking and encourage 
more instrumental goals (Butler, 1998; Marchand & Skinner, 2007). In 
college classrooms, Karabenick and Sharma (1994) found that per-
ceived teacher support increased the frequency of student questioning 
and self-regulated strategies. As formal help-seeking (with instructors) 
was more strongly linked with instrumental than executive help-seeking 
(Karabenick, 2003), messaging for an instrumental help-seeking culture 
is important to also positively shape informal help-seeking strategies 
that are more common among college students. Moreover, the overall 
rules and norms within a college classroom about class participation, 
completing assignments, and social interactions can be critical contex-
tual determinants of academic help-seeking (Ryan et al., 2001). 

Based on our moderator results indicating that instrumental help-
seeking was potentially more influential for college students’ academic 
performance when measured by GPA (versus test scores) and in non-
U.S. countries, we suggest two implications. First, because instrumental 
help-seeking and test scores were less correlated with each other, it may 
be important to consider a range of assessment types for students, par-
ticularly when encouraging instrumental help-seeking. Long-term as-
signments, project-based learning tasks, or “take-home” examinations 
that allow for greater help-seeking opportunities could be beneficial. 
Second, as instrumental help-seeking was more highly correlated with 
achievement for non-U.S. students, features of the cultural and social 
context might be an important consideration. Understanding students’ 
cultural and sociohistoric backgrounds may be useful for raising aware-
ness of any culturally-related factors associated with help-seeking. 

 

Study Limitations and Future Directions 
 

Our synthesis had several limitations. First, we want to 
acknowledge that we meta-analyzed correlational data, and while we 
were able to identify small to moderate associations between variables, 
causal inferences should not be assumed. Moreover, reciprocal relations 
between help-seeking and achievement were not assessed given the in-
clusion of mostly cross-sectional survey studies; although we assumed 
based on prior studies and theory that help-seeking would influence ac-
ademic achievement, a bidirectional relationship is a clear possibility.  

Second, as most meta-analyses are limited by the information re-
ported in primary studies, we were hindered by a lack of information 
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provided by primary study authors to execute robustly the kind of mod-
erator analyses we had set forth. Moreover, our moderator tests were 
primarily exploratory and consisted of between-study analyses; there-
fore, we encourage future studies focused on a more systematic exami-
nation of moderators of help-seeking and achievement relationships. 
Additionally, future investigations may wish to consider moderating 
variables important for postsecondary student achievement and help-
seeking such as generation status (first generation vs. continuing gener-
ation), socioeconomic status, and enrollment status (part-time vs. full-
time). That being said, the inclusion of other moderator variables in fu-
ture research should be balanced with the number of studies available 
for meta-regression. Another limitation of the current synthesis was the 
small number of studies that precluded the placement of all moderators 
of interest in adequately powered meta-regression models, recom-
mended by Tipton et al. (2019). 

Third, we limited the scope of our synthesis to postsecondary stu-
dents and self-reported help-seeking perceptions. Although our synthe-
sis was still relatively large, we wanted to note the plethora of additional 
studies that focus on K-12 settings ripe for future meta-analytic work to 
uncover aspects of the help-seeking process for students in earlier grade 
levels. In addition, our initial search uncovered studies with behavioral 
measures of help-seeking, including visits to office hours or tutoring 
sessions and computer-mediated assistance through a learning manage-
ment system. While these behavioral measures have advantages, from 
a synthesis perspective, these measures complicate how comprehensive 
and coherent our study’s scope would be; expanding the focus from 
help-seeking perceptions to the effectiveness of every imaginable cam-
pus resource or agent as it relates to academic achievement would be 
untenable. Thus, limiting our focus to self-reported help-seeking 
measures--specifically, need-contingent help-seeking--became a neces-
sary step for our synthesis. That being said, we recommend scholars 
consider both instructor-report measures and other behavioral indica-
tors to further explore help-seeking measurement and processes. More-
over, future scholarship focused on domain-specific help-seeking strat-
egies may also be fruitful and provide nuanced insight beyond general-
domain help-seeking strategies (Dumas, 2020), which were the primary 
focus in this synthesis. 

Fourth, additional scholarship is needed to unpack further the rela-
tionships between academic performance and both help-seeking atti-
tudes (benefit and threat) as well as source (formal and informal). Our 
systematic search only revealed a handful of studies examining these 
help-seeking constructs. While initial results from these small samples 
were aligned with work from prior studies, we call for a more robust 
evaluation of the predictive validity of these help-seeking constructs.  

Last, we acknowledge that our meta-analysis was relatively sim-
plistic in that we analyzed bivariate relationships between help-seeking 
variables and achievement. Although this relation is an important link-
age to understand within models of self-regulation, other self-regulatory 
aspects such as planning, monitoring, and appraisal and motivational 
aspects such as goal orientation can be incorporated into a more com-
plex and comprehensive analysis. Future research syntheses may elect 
to use meta-analytic structural equation modeling (metaSEM) to exam-
ine these additional factors. Nevertheless, the current synthesis sheds 
light on an important bivariate relationship in the field of educational 
psychology. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Compared to most self-regulated strategies, help-seeking is inher-
ently social in nature and thus elicits an additional level of complexity 
when understanding its benefits for student learning. Taking into con-
sideration some of the psychosocial dynamics involved in seeking out 

academic assistance, our overall findings suggest that need-contingent 
help-seeking is a potentially influential strategy to employ, particularly 
when the goal for help-seeking is to master the material. Seeking help 
just to receive an expedient solution was counterproductive, and unsur-
prisingly, avoiding help altogether was also negatively linked with ac-
ademic performance. The way students seek help is a salient aspect, 
whether as instrumental help-seeking or in other non-adaptive ways. 
Our study is significant because it explains how studies that do not 
measure the quality of the help-seeking behavior but simply the fre-
quency or degree of help-seeking may underestimate the benefit of this 
motivated, self-regulated strategy. Understanding the more adaptive 
ways to seek out help, instructors and institutions can be poised to de-
velop appropriate help systems and encourage more instrumental ways 
of help-seeking among their students in need of academic assistance.  
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