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1. INTRODUCTION, CONTEXT, AND OVERVIEW

Creating the conditions that foster student success in college has never been more important. As
many as four-fifths of high school graduates need some form of postsecondary education (McCabe 2000)
to prepare them to live a economically self-sufficient life and to deal with the increasingly complex
social, political, and cultural issues they will face. Earning a baccalaureate degree is the most important
rung in the economic ladder (Bowen 1978; Bowen and Bok 1998; Boyer and Hechinger 1981; Nuiez
1998; Nuiiez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005; Trow 2001), as college graduates
on average earn almost a million dollars more over the course of their working lives than those with only
a high school diploma (Pennington 2004). Yet, if current trends continue in the production of bachelor’s
degrees, a 14 million shortfall of college-educated working adults is predicted by the year 2020
(Carnevale and Desrochers 2003).

The good news is that interest in attending college is near universal. As early as 1992, 97 percent
of high school completers reported that they planned to continue their education, and 71 percent aspired
to earn a bachelor’s degree (Choy 1999). Two-thirds of those high school completers actually enrolled in
some postsecondary education immediately after high school. Two years later, three-quarters were still
enrolled (Choy). Also, the pool of students is wider, deeper, and more diverse than ever. Women now
outnumber men by an increasing margin, and more students from historically underrepresented groups are
attending college. On some campuses, such as California State University Los Angeles, the City
University of New York Lehman College, New Mexico State University, University of Texas at El Paso,
and University of the Incarnate Word, students of color who were once “minority” students are now the
majority; at Occidental College and San Diego State University, students of color students now number
close to half of the student body.

The bad news is that enrollment and persistence rates of low-income students; African American,
Latino, and Native American students; and students with disabilities continue to lag behind White and
Asian students, with Latino students trailing all other ethnic groups (Gonzales 1996; Gonzalez and Szecsy
2002; Harvey 2001; Swail 2003). There is also considerable leakage in the educational “pipeline.”
According to the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education (2004), out of every 100 ninth
graders, 68 graduate from high school, 40 immediately enter college, 27 are still enrolled their sophomore
year, and only 18 complete any type of postsecondary education within 6 years of graduating high
school. These figures probably underestimate the actual numbers of students who earn high school
degrees, because they do not take into account all the students who leave one school district and graduate
from another (Adelman 2006), Even if the estimates are off by as much as 10-15 percent, far too many
students are falling short of their potential.

Another issue is that the quality of high school preparation is not keeping pace with the interest in
attending college. In 2000, for example, 48 percent and 35 percent of high school seniors scored at the
basic and below basic levels, respectively, on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. Only
five states—California, Indiana, Nebraska, New York, and Wyoming—have fully aligned high school
academic standards with the demands of colleges and employers (Achieve 2006). Just over half (51
percent) of high school graduates have the reading skills they need to succeed in college (American
College Testing Program (ACT) 2006). This latter fact is most troubling, as 70 percent of students who
took at least one remedial reading course in college do not obtain a degree or certificate within 8 years of
enrollment (Adelman 2004).

In part, college costs that are increasing faster than family incomes are to blame. From 1990 to
2000, tuitions rose at private universities by 70 percent, at public universities by 84 percent, and at public
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2-year colleges by 62 percent (Johnstone 2005). Those hit hardest by cost increases can least afford it.
Charges at public institutions increased from 27 percent to 33 percent between 1986 and 1996 for families
in the bottom quartile, but only from 7 percent to 9 percent for families in the top income quartile. This
means for each $150 increase in the net price of college attendance, the enrollment of students from the
lowest income group decreases by almost 2 percent (Choy 1999). Because tuition and fees have been
rising faster than family income, there are also more students today with unmet financial need (Breland et
al. 2002; Choy). As Levine and Nidiffer (1996, p. 159) observed 10 years ago:

The primary weakness of both colleges for the poor and financial aid programs is their
inability to help poor kids escape from the impoverished conditions in which they grow
up.... The vast majority of poor young people can’t even imagine going to college. By the
time many poor kids are sixteen or seventeen years old, either they have already dropped
out of school or they lag well behind their peers educationally.

Once in college, a student’s chances for graduating can vary widely. For example, about 20
percent of all 4-year colleges and universities graduate less than one-third of their first-time, full-time,
degree-seeking first-year students within 6 years (Carey 2004). Data from students enrolled in Florida
community colleges as well as institutions participating in the national Achieving the Dream project
suggest an estimated 17 percent of the students who start at a 2-year college either drop out or do not earn
any academic credits during the first academic term (Kay McClenney, personal communication, April 20,
2006). Only about half of students who begin their postsecondary studies at a community college attain a
credential within 6 to 8 years. An additional 12 percent to 13 percent transfer to a 4-year institution
(Hoachlander, Sikora, and Horn 2003). Only about 35 percent of first-time, full-time college students
who plan to earn a bachelor’s degree reach their goal within 4 years; 56 percent achieve it within 6 years
(Knapp, Kelly-Reid, and Whitmore 2006).

Three-fifths of students in public 2-year colleges and one-quarter in 4-year colleges and
universities require at least 1 year of remedial coursework (Adelman 2005; Horn and Berger 2004; U.S.
Department of Education 2004). More than one-fourth of 4-year college students who have to take three
or more remedial classes leave college after the first year (Adelman; Community College Survey of
Student Engagement (CCSSE) 2005; National Research Council 2004). In fact, as the number of required
developmental courses increases, so do the odds that the student will drop out (Burley, Butner, and Cejda
2001; CCSSE). Remediation is big business, costing at least $1 billion and perhaps as much as $2 billion
annually (Bettinger and Long 2005; Camera 2003; Institute for Higher Education (IHEP) 1998b). At the
University of Nevada Reno, for example, 454 of the 2,432 first-year students took remedial mathematics
at a per-student cost of $306 (Jacobson 2006). For these and related reasons, the American College
Testing Program (2005) declared that the nation has “a college readiness crisis.”

Of the 45 percent of students who start college and fail to complete their degree, less than one-
quarter are dismissed for poor academic performance. Most leave for other reasons. Changes in the
American family structure are one such factor, as more students come to campus with psychological
challenges that, if unattended, can have a debilitating effect on their academic performance and social
adjustment.

Consumerism colors virtually all aspects of the college experience, with many colleges and
universities “marketizing” their admissions approach to recruit the right “customers”—those who are best
prepared for college and can pay their way (Fallows et al. 2003). In a recent examination of college
admissions practices, both 2-year and 4-year institutions appear to have deemphasized the recruitment of
underserved minorities (Breland et al. 2002), and many state-supported flagship universities are admitting
students mainly from high-income families (Mortenson 2005). This trend will have deleterious
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consequences for American society at a time when more people than ever before are enrolling in colleges
and universities and the country is becoming more racially and ethnically diverse.

Whatever the reasons many students do not achieve their postsecondary educational goals or
benefit at optimal levels from the college experience, the waste of human talent and potential is
unconscionable. What can colleges and universities do to uphold their share of the social contract and
help more students succeed?

Purpose and Scope

This report attempts to address this set of critical issues by synthesizing the relevant literature and
emerging findings related to student success, broadly defined. Our goal is to develop an informed
perspective on policies, programs, and practices that can make a difference to satisfactory student
performance in postsecondary education.

The presentation is divided into eight sections along with supporting materials including a
bibliography and appendices. As does Swail (2003), we take a cumulative, longitudinal view of what
matters to student success, recognizing that students do not come to postsecondary education tabula rasa.
Rather, they are the products of many years of complex interactions with their family of origin and
cultural, social, political, and educational environments. Thus, some students more than others are better
prepared academically and have greater confidence in their ability to succeed. At the same time, what
they do during college—the activities in which they engage and the company they keep—can become the
margin of difference as to whether they persist and realize their educational goals.

We used the following questions to guide our review:

e  What are the major studies that represent the best work in the area?
e  What are the major conclusions from these studies?

e  What key questions remain unanswered?

e What are the most promising interventions prior to college (such as middle school, high school,
bridge programs) and during college (such as safety nets, early warning systems, intrusive
advising, required courses, effective pedagogical approaches)?

e  Where is more research needed and about which groups of students do we especially need to
know more?

e How does the work in this area inform a theory about student success?

Throughout, we use a “weight of the evidence” approach, emphasizing findings from high quality
inquiries and conceptual analyses, favoring national or multi-institutional studies over single-institution or
state reports. Of particular interest are students who may be at risk of premature departure or
underperformance, such as historically underserved students (first generation, racial and ethnic minorities,
low income). We are also sensitive to changing patterns of college attendance. For example, more than
half of all students start college at an institution different from the one where they will graduate.
Increasing numbers of students take classes at two or more postsecondary institutions during the same
academic term. Equally important, most institutions have nontrivial numbers of undergraduate students
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who are underperforming, many of whom are men. Identifying and intervening with these students are
essential to improving achievement and persistence rates.

As we reviewed the literature, we were sensitive to identifying polices and practices that would be
relevant to various entities. That is, in terms of promoting student success:

e  What can the federal government do?

e What can states do?

e What can the for-profit postsecondary institutions do?

e What can not-for-profit public and private postsecondary institutions do?
e What can families do?

e  What can high schools do?

e  What can and should students themselves do?
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2. DEFINITIONS AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Given the strong demand from various quarters to demonstrate evidence of student success in
postsecondary education, we should not be surprised that multiple definitions of the construct exist.
Among the more commonly incorporated elements are quantifiable student attainment indicators, such as
enrollment in postsecondary education, grades, persistence to the sophomore year, length of time to
degree, and graduation (Venezi et al. 2005). Many consider degree attainment to be the definitive
measure of student success.

For the 2-year college sector, rates of transfer to 4-year institutions are considered an important
indicator of student success and institutional effectiveness. Indeed, transfer rates will become even more
important for all sectors with students increasingly attending multiple institutions, as we explain later (de
los Santos and Wright 1990; McCormick 1997b). At the same time, it is important to note that students
attending 2-year institutions are pursuing a range of goals (CCSSE 2005; see also Cejda and Kaylor 2001;
Hoachlander, Sikora, and Horn 2003):

e To earn an associate’s degree, 57 percent;

e To transfer to a 4-year school, 48 percent;

e To obtain or upgrade job-related skills, 41 percent;

e To seek self-improvement and personal enjoyment; 40 percent;

e To change careers, 30 percent; and

To complete a certificate program, 29 percent.

Student success can also be defined using traditional measures of academic achievement, such as
scores on standardized college entry exams, college grades, and credit hours earned in consecutive terms,
which represent progress toward the degree. Other traditional measures of student success emphasize
postgraduation achievements, such as graduate school admission test scores, graduate and professional
school enrollment and completion rates, and performance on discipline- or field-specific examinations
such as the PRAXIS in education and CPA tests in accountancy. Still other measurable indicators of
success in college are postcollege employment and income.

Some of the more difficult to measure aspects of student success are the degree to which students
are satisfied with their experience and feel comfortable and affirmed in the learning environment. Astin
(1993b) proposed that satisfaction should be thought of as an intermediate outcome of college. Taken
together, students’ impressions of institutional quality, their willingness to attend the institution again,
and overall satisfaction are precursors of educational attainment and other dimensions of student success
(Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper 1999; Strauss and Volkwein 2002), and are proxies for social integration
(Tinto 1993), or the degree to which a student feels comfortable in the college environment and belongs
to one or more affinity groups.

Student success is also linked with a plethora of desired student and personal development
outcomes that confer benefits on individuals and society. These include becoming proficient in writing,
speaking, critical thinking, scientific literacy, and quantitative skills and more highly developed levels of
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personal functioning represented by self-awareness, confidence, self-worth, social competence, and sense
of purpose. Although cognitive development and direct measures of student learning outcomes are of
great value, relatively few studies provide conclusive evidence about the performance of large numbers of
students at individual institutions (Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU) 2005;
National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education 2004; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005).

All of these measures of student success have been explored to varying degrees in the literature,
and there is wide agreement on their importance. In recent years, a handful of additional elements of
student success have emerged, representing new dimensions, variations on common indicators, and harder
to measure ineffable qualities. Examples of such indicators are an appreciation for human differences,
commitment to democratic values, a capacity to work effectively with people from different backgrounds
to solve problems, information literacy, and a well-developed sense of identity (AACU 2002; Baxter
Magolda 2001, 2004).

Novel definitions are borne out of ingenuity and necessity and often require measures of
multidimensional constructs. In part, their emergence is due to the increased complexity of the
postmodern world and the need for institutions to be more inclusive of a much more diverse student
population. Indeed, greater attention to diversity—race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, age—has led to
more nuanced, alternative understandings of student success. For example, although the educational
progress of women and minority groups has long been an important policy concern, trend analyses by
gender or race have tended to mask important within-group differences with regard to access to and
participation (as distinguished from enrollment) rates in postsecondary education. That is, enrollment
rates are often calculated as the percentage of high school graduates who are currently in postsecondary
education. To more accurately reflect the educational progress of the nation, the proportion of a total age
cohort enrolled in postsecondary education or who have completed at least 2 years of postsecondary
education should be calculated. Such analyses better represent racial and ethnic differences in
educational progress, because the lower high school completion rates of minorities are taken into account
(U.S. Department of Education 1997, 2003a).

In addition, student success indicators must be broadened so that they pertain to different types of
students, such as adult learners and transfer students, and acknowledge different patterns of participation
by including measures such as course retention rates and posttransfer performance. Adult learners pursue
postsecondary education for a range of reasons, such as wanting to be better educated, informed citizens
(49 percent), enhancing personal happiness and satisfaction (47 percent), obtaining a higher degree (43
percent), making more money (33 percent), and meeting job requirements (33 percent) (Bradburn and
Hurst 2001; The Education Resources Institute and Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) 1996).
For this reason, academic and social self-confidence and self-esteem are other important student outcomes
that are receiving more attention. In fact, Rendon (1995) found that the most important indicators of
Latino student success include believing in one’s ability to perform in college, believing in one’s capacity
as a learner, being excited about learning, and feeling cared about as a student and a person. Such
transformational changes—from being a repository for information to becoming a self-directed, lifelong
learner—are important for all students, especially those who have been historically underserved by
postsecondary education.

Student persistence research is another area where new conceptions have emerged about the factors
that influence students’ ability and commitment to persist. Studies of nontraditional students, commuters,
and other underrepresented populations have identified external factors that affect student persistence,
such as parental encouragement, support of friends, and finances (Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon
2004; Cabrera et al. 1992; Swail et al. 2005). Studies of first-generation students suggest the important
role that student characteristics and behaviors, including expectations and student effort, play in student
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persistence and other measures of success in college (Pascarella, Pierson et al. 2004; Pike and Kuh 2005;
Terenzini et al. 1996).

Broadened definitions of student success also are influenced by economic realities and workforce
development needs. Due to the changing nature of society and the demands of a knowledge-based
economy (Carnevale and Desrochers 2002), there is a growing awareness that what was once an
appropriate high school education is no longer sufficient to succeed in college and the workforce in the
21* century (American Diploma Project 2004). Some state postsecondary coordinating agencies, such as
the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education, have increased the pressure on educational systems to
demonstrate that students have gained knowledge and skills that employers expect of successful students
and workers. Some of these workforce requirements are aligned with general education outcomes, such
fostering an orientation for inquiry, developing democratic values, and cultivating problem solving skills.

For reasons we will discuss later, student engagement is another indicator of student success that
has received considerable attention in recent years (Kuh 2001, 2003; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005). As
mentioned earlier, a substantial body of research indicates that once students start college, a key factor to
whether they will survive and thrive in college is the extent to which students take part in educationally
effective activities.

A broad, holistic definition of student success must include all of these indicators and speak to
three questions:

1. What do we want and need of students, before and after they enroll in postsecondary
education?

2. What happens to students during their postsecondary studies?

3. What are the implications of these definitions for informing policy and practice and improving
student and institutional performance?

For the purposes of this report, student success is defined as academic achievement, engagement in
educationally purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills and
competencies, persistence, attainment of educational objectives, and postcollege performance.

Framework for Student Success

Figure 1 is the guiding framework for our analysis. Instead of the familiar “pipeline” analogy
depicted by a direct route to educational attainment, a more accurate representation is a wide path with
twists, turns, detours, roundabouts, and occasional dead ends that many students may encounter during
their educational career. As we shall see, this figure is a more realistic portrayal of contemporary
postsecondary education.

The first section of the path represents students’ precollege experiences. We summarize the effects
of academic preparation in K—12 schools, family background, enrollment choices, and financial aid and
assistance policies on various dimensions of student success. These and related factors and conditions
affect the odds that students will do what is necessary to prepare for and succeed in college. In figure 1,
mediating conditions are represented as transitions that students must successfully navigate to continue
their education. They include remediation courses that do not count toward graduation but which are
necessary to acquire college-level academic skills, financial aid policies that facilitate or hinder their
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continued enrollment, and the need to work many hours off campus which can prohibit students from
fully engaging in the college experience. If students are not able to successfully find their way through
these screens, they may be either temporarily or permanently separated from the college experience.

Figure 1. What matters to student success

What Matters to Student Success
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The next part of the path—the college experience itself—includes two central features: students
behaviors and institutional conditions. Student behaviors include such aspects as the time and effort
students put into their studies, interaction with faculty, and peer involvement. Institutional conditions
include resources, educational polices, programs and practices, and structural features.

At the intersection of student behaviors and institutional conditions is student engagement. We
focus on student engagement because it represents aspects of student behavior and institutional
performance that colleges and universities can do something about, at least on the margins, whereas many
other factors such as precollege characteristics are typically beyond the direct control of the student or the
college or university. Equally important, high levels of student engagement are associated with a wide
range of educational practices and conditions, including purposeful student-faculty contact, active and
collaborative learning, and institutional environments perceived by students as inclusive and affirming
and where expectations for performance are clearly communicated and set at reasonably high levels
(Astin 1991; Chickering and Gamson 1987; Chickering and Reisser 1993; Kuh et al.1991; Pascarella
2001; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991, 2005). These and other student behaviors and institutional
conditions discussed in more detail later are related to student satisfaction, persistence, educational
attainment and learning and development across a variety of dimensions (Astin 1984, 1985, 1993b;
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Bruffee 1993; Goodsell, Maher, and Tinto 1992; Johnson, Johnson, and Smith 1991; McKeachie et al.
1986; Pascarella and Terenzini; Pike 1993; Sorcinelli 1991).

Finally, we briefly summarize the literature on the desired outcomes and post-college indicators of
student success. Among the many functions of postsecondary education in a knowledge-based economy
is preparing students to live productive, satisfying, responsible and economically self-sufficient lives.
Indeed, given the massive investments of public and private resources in building and sustaining
postsecondary educational institutions, knowing how individual students and the larger society benefit is,
perhaps, the most important barometers of the degree to which students succeed in college.
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3. MAJOR THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON STUDENT SUCCESS IN COLLEGE

As Kurt Lewin once said, there is nothing more practical than a good theory. Given the importance
of student success in college, using instructive perspectives to guide research and practice is essential.
Fortunately, a handful of sound approaches are available, though as we shall see no single view is
comprehensive enough to account for the complicated set of factors that interact to influence student and
institutional performance, what Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson (1997) call “the student departure puzzle.”

The most often cited theories define student success in college as persistence and educational
attainment, or achieving the desired degree or educational credential. These perspectives emphasize to
varying degrees the importance of academic preparation and the quality of student experiences during
college. This section is organized around an adaptation of Tinto’s (1986) and Braxton’s (2003)
frameworks of college student departure. The theoretical perspectives we summarize are sociological,
organizational, psychological, cultural, and economic, all of which contribute to our understanding of
student success in college.

Sociological Perspectives

Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) interactionalist theory is the dominant sociological perspective, having
attained near paradigmatic status (Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson 1997; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005).
Grounded in Van Gennep’s (1960) anthropological model of cultural rites of passage, Tinto postulates
that students first must separate from the group with which they were formerly associated, such as family
members and high school peers, undergo a period of transition “during which the person begins to
interact in new ways with the members of the new group into which membership is sought” (Tinto 1993,
p. 93), and incorporate or adopt the normative values and behaviors of the new group, or college. For
Tinto, students who leave college are those who are unable to effectively distance themselves from their
family or community of origin and adopt the values and the behavioral patterns that typify the
environment of the institution they are attending.

Tinto advances academic and social integration as complementary but independent processes by
which students adjust to college life. Academic integration represents both satisfactory compliance with
explicit norms, such as earning passing grades, and the normative academic values of the institution, such
as an engineering school that values the physical sciences over the arts. Social integration represents the
extent to which a student finds the institution’s social environment to be congenial with his or her
preferences, which are shaped by the student’s background, values, and aspirations. Social integration is
often measured as a composite of peer-to-peer interactions and faculty-student interactions, while
academic integration reflects satisfaction with academic progress and choice of major (Kuh et al. 1994).
Thus, student persistence is a function of dynamic relationships between the individual and other actors
within the college and their home community.

Tinto proposed that increased levels of academic and social integration will lead to greater
commitment to the institution and to the goal of graduation (Bean 1983). These commitments in turn
increase the likelihood a student will persist and graduate. Further, he asserts that families pass on
advantages of their social position to their children via a process of expectation development, an idea
consistent with status attainment theories and the literature on first-generation students.
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Observations About the Tinto Model

Despite its popularity, Tinto’s theory has only modest empirical support. For example, only 8 of
the 11 multi-institutional studies that attempted to link academic integration and persistence provided
support for the relationship. Single institution studies examining the relationship between academic
integration and persistence are less clear. Nineteen of 40 studies Braxton et al. examined did not indicate
a link between persistence and academic integration. Support for social integration as a predictor of
persistence is more robust than for academic integration (Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson, 1997),
suggesting that increasing social integration leads to greater institutional commitment, and thus greater
likelihood of persistence to graduation. Another promising proposition is that a high level of commitment
to the goal of graduation from college can compensate for a low level of commitment to the specific
institution, and vice versa.

Braxton and others concluded that the operational definitions for academic and social integration
are inadequate and methodologically flawed (Braxton and Lien 2000; Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson
1997; Hurtado and Carter 1997). For example, Tinto’s specific conceptualization of academic integration
may not be equally applicable to all students (Berger 2000), nor have the links between the stages of
separation, transition, and incorporation been empirically verified (Nora 2001-02). Although Elkins,
Braxton, and Glenn (2000) found some support for the separation stage of the model, Nora speculated that
because students may leave college at any time, the stages are less distinct in real-life settings than they
are presented conceptually. One reason for the absence of empirical support for the academic integration
construct is that the model artificially separates student experiences that may be part of one broad social
integration construct (Kuh and Love 2000). This suggests more refined measures are needed: “Perhaps
survey items developed to measure these constructs do not capture the complexities and subtleties of the
interactions between students and institutions that affect persistence” (Kuh and Love, p. 197).

Social Networks

Although there is some disagreement about how to best operationalize various components of the
Tinto model, most agree that for students to succeed in college, they must learn to negotiate foreign
environments and interact effectively with strangers (Kuh and Love 2000). Thus, interpersonal
relationships both on and off campus play a role in mediating student success in college. Also, the
different sets of values and norms represented by home life and college need to be taken into account
when studying various aspects of student success. This view is consistent with a social networks
perspective that college students’ relationships with faculty and staff and peers as well as family, friends,
and mentors contribute to student satisfaction, persistence, and what students gain from college (Astin
1977, 1993b; Kuh et al. 2005b; Kuh et al. 1991; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991, 2005; Tinto 1975, 1987,
1993).

Social networks are “structures of relationships linking social actors” (Marsden 2004, p. 2727).
The nature of these relationships and the extent to which they support students in their college-based
activities or present obstacles to academic progress can vary along multiple dimensions. For example,
Berger and Milem (1999) found that the students most likely to persist are those whose values, norms and
behavior are already congruent with dominant patterns on campus. They, along with Attinasi (1989),
emphasized the importance of making connections early on with peers and faculty members. Skahill
(2002-03) found that commuters were less likely to persist and had fewer friends attending the college; in
contrast, residential students made more new friends, were more tightly connected with the institution,
and were more likely to persist. Similarly, Kenny and Stryker (1996) found that social adjustment to
college for racially and ethnically diverse students was primarily a function of their family support
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networks; for White students, however, social adjustment was more strongly tied to college friendship
networks.

Pescosolido (1994, p. 276) likened social networks to a psychological safety net: “When
individuals exist in social structures which are too regulated or too integrated, the safety net closes up.
There is no flexibility or ‘give’ to the social safety net. When they experience a crisis, in essence they hit
a wall which shatters rather than supports.” At the other extreme, insufficient integration and or
regulation may leave an individual without enough support during difficult times or without information
needed to deal with problems or who to turn to for help, and they fall through holes in the safety net. “It is
only in the center of the net, where social networks are balanced and moderate in their provision of
integration and/or regulation, in which individuals can be safely ‘caught’” (Pescosolido p. 276). Social
networks help explain why social integration is more difficult for certain groups of students, while the
family influence is all the more influential (Chamberlain 2005).

Organizational Perspectives

Organizational perspectives emphasize the institutional structures and processes that are thought to
affect student performance. Among the more important features are institutional size, selectivity,
resources, and faculty-student ratios. The most frequently cited organizational perspective, Bean’s (1983)
student attrition model, posits that beliefs shape attitudes, attitudes shape behaviors, and behaviors signal
intents. A student’s beliefs are affected by experiences with the institution, which then evolve into
attitudes about the institution, which ultimately determine a student’s sense of belonging or “fit” with the
institution. Thus, students’ perceptions of the fairness of institutional policies and the responsiveness of
faculty and staff presumably affect decisions to persist or leave the institution. Similarly, the leadership
and decisionmaking approaches favored by senior administrators are also thought to have some affect on
student satisfaction and adjustment (Berger and Braxton 1998). Pike and Kuh (2005a) lend some support
to this view by suggesting that negative perceptions of the campus environment are associated with a
variety of general institutional characteristics, including size, control, mission (i.e., Carnegie
classification), and location (urban, suburban, rural). Nonetheless, the links between these features of
institutional functioning and student behavior are not well explicated and, in Braxton’s (2003) judgment,
lack explanatory power.

Psychological Perspectives

Bean and Eaton (2000) used attitude-behavior theory to emphasize the importance of student
characteristics to success in college. They proposed that personality traits such as self-efficacy help a
student persevere when faced with academic and social challenges; those with a strong, better developed
self-concept are more confident about their ability to succeed, while those who are less confident are
more likely to founder and give up when encountering difficult circumstances. Similarly, students guided
by an internal locus of control believe they can work their way through situations, while those who are
externally controlled may conclude that fate has determined their course, especially when facing trying
times; as a consequence they may give up and leave college prematurely.

Consistent with this view is Dweck’s (2000) work on self-theories about intelligence. According to
Dweck, most students tend to hold either an entity view or an incremental view of their ability. In the
former, intelligence is essentially fixed; in the latter, intelligence is something that can be expanded
through continued learning and experience. It is possible, Dweck discovered, that students’ views of their
abilities can be altered by structuring early learning experiences in a new subject by starting with what
students are good at. “Those who are led to believe their intelligence is a malleable quality begin to take
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on challenging learning tasks and begin to take advantage of the skill-improvement opportunities that
come their way” (Dweck, p. 26). This has powerful implications for many historically underserved
students who have doubts about their abilities to do college-level work and persist to graduation (Kuh et
al. 2005b). This information can be used to help faculty members understand the consequences of
prematurely judging the talents and abilities of their students.

Expectancy theory, self-efficacy theory, and motivational theory suggest that students are
predisposed to seek out certain kinds of activities during college (Kuh 1999; Olsen et al. 1998), such as
how to spend time, which, in turn, affects their performance inside and outside the classroom (Bandura
1982; Dweck and Leggett 1988). Psychological contract theory (Rousseau 1995) holds that students have
certain beliefs about the appropriate nature of relationships with peers, faculty, and staff. A key feature of
this psychological contract is that there is an implicit agreement between the student and the institution as
to how one is to respond to the other. These understandings rarely become explicit or orally articulated
by the student, though the institution may set forth expectations in catalogues and other such materials as
codes of conduct. When the student perceives the contract is breached, the student may lose trust in the
institution as represented by peers or faculty. Thus, what students generally expect to have happen when
they start college shapes their behavior, which, in turn, affects their academic performance and social
adjustment to college life (Howard 2005; Kuh 1999).

Cultural Perspectives

Cultural perspectives suggest that many historically underrepresented students encounter
challenges when they get to college that make it difficult for them to take advantage of their school’s
resources for learning and personal development. Student perceptions of the institutional environment
and dominant norms and values influence how students think and spend their time. Taken together, these
properties influence student satisfaction and the extent to which students take part in educationally
purposeful activities (Astin 1977, 1993b; Kuh et al. 2005b; Kuh et al. 1991; Kuh and Whitt 1988;
Pascarella and Terenzini 1991, 1995). With this in mind, one school of thought is that student-institution
fit models of adjustment such as Tinto’s may be framed by culturally biased assumptions about what is
necessary to survive and thrive in college (Attinasi 1989, 1992; Gonzalez 2000—01; Kuh and Love 2000;
Rendon, Jalomo, and Nora 2000; Tierney 1992, 1993). The point of contention is whether students need
or should be expected to conform to prevailing institutional norms and mores if they conflict with those of
their family of origin (Tierney 1992). Jalomo (1995) found, for example, that Latino community college
students were able to successfully operate in the multiple contexts of home and school, but the transitions
were challenging. Successfully navigating dual environments of home and college, Rendon, Jalomo, and
Nora argue, is the responsibility of, and demands effort by, both the individual and institution; students
should not be left to manage and resolve these differences on their own, especially when the college
environment values conventions and traditions that students perceive to be alien or antithetical to their
own.

Gonzalez (2000), Ortiz (2004), and Torres (2003) describe the tensions first-generation Latino
students feel between college and home life. Students who are first in their families to be raised in the
United States seem to experience a greater degree of conflict between home life and college life (Torres
2003). This tension (often stronger for Latinas, traditionally expected to remain at home) stems not just
from simply leaving home, an experience that may not seem as significant to them as actually being away
from home. Many Latinos wrestle with this tension and various cultural issues throughout their college
experience. Similarly, Turner (1994) likened the experience of students in the cultural minority to that of
being a guest in someone’s home; one never achieves a sense of ownership or feeling like a full member
of the academic community. These students are lonely and do not perceive that faculty, staff, and
administrators are interested in their well-being and academic success.
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To London (1989), first-generation students stand on the margin of two cultures: that of their
friends and family at home contrasted with the college community. Compared with students whose
parents attended college and socialized them from a young age to consider college an inevitable rite of
passage London (1989), and and Nufiez and Cuccaro-Alamin (1998) believe that many first-generation
students experience college-going as severing important relationships at the same time they are trying to
resolve the conflicts generated by the pressures to succeed educationally and family perceptions that they
are rejecting traditional family norms and values by being in college.

Although many first-generation students are White, the disproportionate representation of racial
and ethnic minorities within this group merits special consideration for two reasons. One is that these
students may face educational challenges associated with their racial or ethnic minority status in addition
to those related to being first-generation college students. Even well-meaning primarily White
institutions (PWIs) often maintain culturally biased policies and practices that contribute to cultural
alienation for minority students that blunts their socialization because students get mixed messages about
what is expected of them (Torres 2003; Swail 2003). As Cuyjet (1997) pointed out, group membership in
various campus subcommunities may appear to be nominally open, but in practice minority students may
see them as unwelcoming. It is also possible that White first-generation students—especially those from
low-income family backgrounds—experience conflicts and challenges similar to those of first-generation
ethnic minority students.

Bourdieu’s construct of habitus provides an instructive lens for understanding the complexities and
nuances of the experiences of first-generation and ethnic minority students. Habitus refers to a system of
enduring dispositions that incorporates previous experiences that can impose unconscious limits on an
individual’s educational and career aspirations (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). Habitus also shapes
individual actions, such as choosing a major field, or perceiving opportunities that are available to them,
such as doing research with a faculty member or studying abroad. Habitus is also a heuristic for
exploring the complex and deep-rooted patterns that have limited access of historically underserved
students to postsecondary educational opportunities. The construct is especially useful when combined
with the social networks view for understanding individual behavior in a specific institutional setting and
the meaning that students make of college life (Horvat 2003; Lareau and Horvat 1998).

Although habitus can perpetuate self-conceptions of low status and may predispose students to use
less productive educational strategies, it also has a dynamic component that allows the possibility that
students can adopt new approaches to managing academic and social challenges. Developing new ways
of responding can be triggered in different ways, such as encounters with new situations, exposure to the
habitus of others, or interacting with people who originate from very different backgrounds, all of which
occur with regularity in the college environment (Harker 1984; Lamont and Lareau 1988). One of the
more desirable outcomes of such experiences is developing higher aspirations for academic achievement
and personal development.

Economic Perspectives

One more way of viewing the factors that influence student departure decisions is to weigh the
costs and benefits of staying in college and participating in various activities. That is, if a student
perceives that the cost of staying in school or becoming involved in a certain activity—such as
orientation, a first-year seminar, internship, or study abroad—outweighs the return on investment, they
will forgo the opportunity and leave college prematurely (Braxton 2003). Costs are thought to include
tuition and fees as well as lost income; benefits represent future earnings and other less tangible outcomes
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such as obtaining additional knowledge and skills and enjoying a higher overall quality of life (Goldin,
Katz, and Kuziemko 2006). Consistent with a human capital model (Becker 1964), colleges can help
create additional economic incentives for students to persist by making them aware of the benefits they
will realize in their knowledge, critical thinking abilities, and sensibilities and dispositions that support
lifelong learning (discussed later in Part 7), and how these benefits increase their chances to obtain a
desirable job and live a satisfying life after college.

Summary

As noted at the outset of this section, no one theoretical perspective is comprehensive enough to
account for all the factors that influence student success in college. For example, after comparing Tinto’s
(1987) model of student integration and Bean’s (1983) model of student attrition, Cabrera et al. (1992)
determined that Tinto’s student integration model was more robust than the student attrition model based
on the number of hypotheses validated. That is, 70 percent of student integration model hypotheses were
validated as compared to 40 percent of the student attrition model hypotheses. At the same time, the
student attrition model accounted for more variance in student intent to persist (60 percent vs. 36 percent)
and persistence (44 percent vs. 38 percent), a finding these researchers attributed to parental and peer
encouragement and support, and finances. They concluded that these two dominant perspectives are not
mutually exclusive, but rather are complementary.

Taken together, the different theoretical perspectives on student success and departure provide a
holistic accounting of many of the key factors that come into play to shape what students are prepared to
do when they get to college and influence the meanings they make of their experiences. In their review of
the theoretical perspectives on educational attainment and persistence, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005, p.
425) concluded that the theories emphasize “a series of academic and social encounters, experiences, and
forces ... [that] can be portrayed generally as the notions of academic or social engagement or the extent
to which students become involved in (Astin 1985) or integrated (Tinto 1975, 1987, 1993) into their
institution’s academic and social systems.” This observation is important, as we shall see in Part 5.
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4. THE FOUNDATION FOR STUDENT SUCCESS:
STUDENT BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS, PRECOLLEGE EXPERIENCES,
AND ENROLLMENT PATTERNS

Who students are, what they do prior to starting their postsecondary education, and where and how
they attend college can all make a difference in their chances for obtaining a baccalaureate degree or
another postsecondary credential. This section distills the major findings from the literature about the
student background characteristics and precollege experiences related to student success in various
postsecondary settings, such as 2-year and 4-year colleges and special mission institutions. The literature
is all but silent on the student experience at private, for-profit institutions, so this growing segment of
postsecondary education is not addressed. As introduced in figure 1 and shown in figure 2, the variables
of interest include gender, race and ethnicity, academic preparation, educational aspirations,
socioeconomic status (SES), motivation to learn, and the college choice process, which are mediated by
college costs and financial aid availability.

Figure 2. Student background characteristics and precollege experiences
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Student Background Characteristics and Precollege Experiences
Gender

The numbers of male and female undergraduates were roughly equal from 1900 to 1930. As a
result of the GI Bill, male enrollments jumped dramatically following World War II so that by 1947, men
outnumbered women 2.3 to 1 (Goldin, Katz, and Kuziemko 2006). Since then, women have been gaining
on men. Between 1959 and 2002, the college participation rate of women increased from 39 percent to 68
percent, a jump of 29 percent, while the proportion of men going on to college increased only by about 8
percent, from 54 percent to 62 percent (Mortenson 2003). During this same period, the percentage of
women high school graduates grew more than the percentage of male high school graduates (84 percent
vs. 80 percent respectively) (Mortenson). In terms of degree completion, in 1970 men received a majority
of bachelor’s degrees in all 50 states, a trend that tipped in the opposite direction in 2001 when women
earned a majority of such degrees (Mortenson). Goldin, Katz, and Kuziemko offer several reasons why
more women than men are enrolling in college. A major factor is that women outperform men on the
proximate determinants of college going—high school grades, test scores, and college preparatory
coursework. Women made especially striking gains since 1972 in terms of achievement test scores
(widening their advantage in reading and narrowing the gap in mathematics) and in taking high school
math and science courses. These factors, coupled with changing societal attitudes toward the role of
women in the workplace and marriage and relatively greater economic benefits of college for females,
appear to contribute to the larger number of women attending college.

Race and Ethnicity

There are large differences at every grade level between Whites and Blacks and Whites and Latinos
in terms of being college ready, with no narrowing of these gaps from 1990 to 2000 (Braswell et al.
2001). Only 21 percent of African American high school graduates, 33 percent of Hispanics, and 33
percent of students from families with annual incomes below $30,000 have college-level reading skills
(ACT 2006). Underrepresented populations have lower odds of completing high school and enrolling in
college (Carter and Wilson 1997; Social Science Research Council Project 2005). The high school
completion rates of African Americans (77 percent) and Latinos (57 percent) trailed Whites (82 percent).
Latino and African American college participation rates were equal at 35 percent, whereas the White
participation rate was 43 percent (Carter and Wilson). If these trends continue, educational attainment in
the United States could actually decline over next 15 years if we are unable to close the gap between
education levels of Whites and other racial and ethnic populations (National Center for Public Policy and
Higher Education 2005).

The gender and race and ethnicity differences in college participation and completion are more
pronounced when examined by socioeconomic status. King (2000) found that White upper and middle
class men achieved similar academic attainment as women of similar race and SES. In contrast, among
lower income students, only 7 percent of African American males as compared to 17 percent of females
and 11 percent of White males as compared to 14 percent of females completed the “New Basics” high
school curriculum. Also, all low SES high school graduating men regardless of race were less likely to
immediately enroll in postsecondary education (White males 25 percent vs. females 35 percent, African
American males 32 percent vs. females 51 percent, Hispanic males 45 percent vs. females 51 percent, and
Asian American males 59 percent vs. females 75 percent). The greater high school
dropout/noncompletion rates among African American and Hispanic males as compared with their similar
race female counterparts may also contribute to this phenomenon. Hamrick and Stage (2004) discovered a
similar gender disparity when investigating college predisposition among ethnically and racially similar
eighth graders who attended high-minority, low-income schools. African American females were
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significantly more likely to earn higher grades, which affected parental expectations for college and
directly influenced students’ college predisposition. Likewise, White females were more likely to have
parents who expected their child to attend college, which was the strongest predictor among White eighth
graders’ predisposition to college. These pronounced differences in attainment among men of color and
students of moderate or economically disadvantaged means are issues that warrant further consideration
(King).

Academic Intensity in High School

The quality of the academic experience and intensity of the high school curriculum affect almost
every dimension of success in postsecondary education. Indeed, those students who are best prepared
coming out of high school are best positioned to do well in college, regardless of who they are, how much
money they have, or where they go (Florida Department of Education 2005; Gladieux and Swail 1998,
Horn and Kojaku 2001; Martinez and Klopott 2003; Warburton, Bugarin, and Nunez 2001).

High school grades have consistently been a strong predictor of first-year college grades,
accounting for 25 percent to 33 percent of the variance (Pike and Saupe 2002). About 9 of 10 (87
percent) students who complete 4 years of math, science, and English in high school stay on track to
graduate from college compared with a 62 percent persistence rate among those who do not complete that
coursework (Adelman 1999; Warburton, Bugarin, and Nufiez 2001). Completing high-level mathematics
classes in high school—algebra II, precalculus, trigonometry, calculus—is the single best high school
predictor of performing well academically in college (Adelman 1999, 2006). Although completing high
school mathematics is important, such opportunities are not equally distributed. For example, Latino
students and those from any SES quintile other than the highest are less likely to attend high schools that
offer calculus. Thus, the course-taking patterns of Latinos are concentrated in classes below algebra II (46
percent), whereas Whites are concentrated at algebra II and trigonometry (45 percent). At the highest
math levels, 27 percent of Whites took precalculus and calculus compared with only 15 percent of
Latinos. Swail et al. (2005) found that taking precalculus and calculus increased the chances of college
completion of Latinos by 12 percent. These low participation rates may explain why college dropout rates
of certain racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups remain relatively high.

Hoffman, Llagas, and Snyder (2003) reported a similar pattern for African American students, who
are more likely to attend public high schools with high minority concentrations from low socioeconomic
communities. They were less likely than White students to take advanced mathematics and science
courses, and were less likely than White or Hispanic students to take advanced placement exams.
According to O’Brien and Zudak (1998), segregated neighborhoods usually equate to inferior resources,
which eventually results in inferior levels of education for minority groups. Gonzalez et al. (1996) further
supported this finding by examining the combined effect of family and neighborhood influences on the
school performance of African American high school students. They found that family SES was less
predictive of academic achievement as compared to neighborhood SES factors. Neighborhood factors
related to lower grades and moderated parenting support, which may be the result of having financially
weaker neighborhood schools that struggle to attract and keep qualified teachers (Wenglinsky 1998), an
issue addressed again in the discussion of socioeconomic status.

Family Educational Background
Approximately one in three college students come from families where neither parent had any

postsecondary education (National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) 2005). First-generation
students are more likely to be female, to be older, to have lower incomes, to be married, and to have
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dependents (Nufiez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998). Racial and ethnic minority groups are also
disproportionately represented among first-generation students, with Latino students being most heavily
represented (Nufiez and Cuccaro-Alamin; Warburton et al. 2001). More than two-fifths (42 percent) of
Latino students had parents whose highest level of education was less than high school, contrasted with
only 18 percent of Whites (Swail et al. 2005).

Enrollment and graduation rates suggest that the odds are stacked against first-generation students
succeeding in college (Baum and Payea 2004). For example, in 1996 high school completers’ enrollment
rates in postsecondary education ranged from 45 percent for those with parents who had less than a high
school education to 85 percent for those students with parents with a bachelor’s degree or higher (Choy
1999). First-generation students were less likely to take advanced math and advance placement classes,
were less knowledgeable about how to apply for college and financial aid, had lower grades, and were
less engaged overall in high school (High School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) 2005;
Terenzini et al. 1996). Forty percent of first-generation students score in the lowest quartile of ACT or
SAT (Choy). They are also more likely to enroll at public universities and attend part time (Choy), and
were twice as likely to take remedial courses (21 percent vs. 10 percent) after controlling for high school
rigor (Warburton, Bugarin, and Nuiiez, 2001).

First-generation students and students from the lowest income quartile are also less likely to
transfer to 4-year institutions (Bailey, Jenkins, and Leinbach 2005). Cejda and Kaylor (2001) found that
faculty encouragement is a strong positive influence on whether community college students transfer, and
many students do not intend to do so until encouraged by faculty members and, to a lesser degree, by
peers. They also concluded that institutional barriers, such as the difficulty of transferring credits,
precluded students from transferring.

Although Billson and Terry (1982) found no differences in the educational aspirations of first- and
second-generation students, more recently Terenzini et al. (1996) reported that first-generation students
had lower educational aspirations than their second-generation counterparts. Data from the HSSSE show
that students whose fathers completed college were three times more likely than their classmates to
indicate that achieving a college degree was their educational goal; respondents whose mothers completed
college were twice as likely (McCarthy and Kuh 2006). Race, ethnicity, socioeconomic background and
parental education all affect students’ educational aspirations (Hamrick and Stage 2004). Among African
American and Latina eighth graders in low-income minority schools, parental college education had a
direct positive influence on students’ predisposition to attend college. However, for Hispanic male and
White students in similar school environments, parental college education had only indirect positive
effects. For Hispanic males, parental education directly influenced parents’ expectations for their child’s
college attendance, which had a significant positive effect on students’ predispositions to college. For
White students, parental college education had a significant positive influence on parents’ expectations
for college and composite grades, which positively influenced students’ college aspirations. Thus,
parental education is an important variable for predicting college predisposition among all low
socioeconomic status students, but the strength of this relationship depends on students’ race and gender,
rather than having the same effects for all.

A rigorous high school curriculum can narrow the college persistence gap for first-generation
students (Nuflez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998; Warburton, Bugarin, and Nufiez, 2001), especially if they
graduate high school in the top quartile. These students perform pretty much like other students in terms
of their college grades (3.0 to 3.1 GPA) and remedial coursework (only 4-5 percent take such course).
But on balance, even after controlling for socioeconomic status, institution type, and enrollment patterns,
first-generation status still has a negative effect on degree completion. In fact, “students whose parents
held a bachelor’s degree or higher were five times more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than were
similar first-generation students (50 percent versus 11 percent)” (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005, p. 590).
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The priorities of first-generation students are also different. They are, for example, more likely to
want to be well off financially (Nufiez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998). Their choice of educational
institutions is also more heavily influenced by the nature and amount of financial aid awards, perceptions
of the amount of homework required, and being able to live at home and to work while going to school.
They are also more likely to delay enrollment after high school, attend 2-year institutions, attend part time
and work full time, and live off campus, all of which contribute to their being less likely to get involved
with campus organizations and to have more difficulty adjusting to college (Choy 2001; Pascarella et al.
2004; Pike and Kuh 2005; Richardson and Skinner 1992; Terenzini et al. 1994, 1996; Tym et al. 2004;
Warburton, Bugarin, and Nufiez, 2001). Managing college tuition costs may underlie these
aforementioned decisions, as working during college is not a “choice” but a means of survival for many
first-generation students. As a result, they are less likely to finish their degrees within 5 years—if they
finish.

If these obstacles were not enough, first-generation students typically have less well developed
time management and other personal skills, less family and social support for attending college, less
knowledge about higher education, and less experience navigating bureaucratic institutions (Attinasi
1989; London 1989; Nuiiez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998; Terenzini et al. 1996; York-Anderson and
Bowman 1991). Students who enter a college environment where the predominant racial, ethnic, or
religious culture differs from their own may encounter an additional set of adjustment challenges (Allen
1992); these dynamics are to a certain degree similar for first generation, low-income White students
because of their low socioeconomic status. For this host of reasons, no wonder first-generation college
students are more likely to drop out (73 percent to 60 percent) or to stop out of college for a period of
time (19 percent to 8 percent) (Warburton, Bugain, and Nufiez, 2001).

First-generation status also has a negative influence on pursuing a doctoral degree (Chen 2005).
African American males and females remain underrepresented in most doctoral programs, especially in
the sciences and engineering (Solorzano 1995). Students’ chances of obtaining a post-baccalaureate
degree appear to be enhanced by interactions with faculty, academic achievement, and academic
involvement (Fischer 1995; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005).

Persistence

Persistence studies tend to focus on institutional factors and programs that promote continuous
student enrollment. However, a key factor is the effort students put forth, especially the amount of time
they spend studying (Astin 1993b; Bailey, Jenkins, and Leinbach, 2005). As noted earlier, first-
generation students are less likely to graduate because they earn fewer credits in their first year, take more
remedial courses, are more likely to repeat courses, tend to major in vocational and technical fields, are
less likely to choose a major in the first year of college (Choy 2001; Chen 2005), and are less likely to
live on campus (Pike and Kuh 2005).

Race, which is closely associated with and complicated by SES, also appears to play a role in
persistence and retention. White and Asian American students are more likely to persist toward a degree
than their African American and Hispanic counterparts (U.S. Department of Education 1997). Swail
(2003) concluded that the combination of factors associated with persistence are for the most part similar
for White students and students of color: academic preparedness, the openness of the campus climate to
diversity, students’ commitment to their educational goals and the institution, social and academic
integration, and the availability of financial aid.
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Educational Aspirations and Family Support

Aspirations and family support foreshadow student success (Perna and Titus 2005). Planning for
college and postsecondary activities as early as the eighth grade increases the prospects for completing
college (Swail et al. 2005). In fact, parental expectations were the strongest predictor of predisposition to
college among White eighth graders who attended low-income, high-minority schools (Hamrick and
Stage 2004). Naumann, Bandalos, and Gutkin (2003) found that for first-generation students, educational
aspirations were the best predictor of first semester GPA. Although the overwhelming majority (97
percent) of students of all races expects to enroll in some form of postsecondary education, many do not
follow through (U.S. Department of Education 2003b). Only 60 percent take the minimum coursework
recommended for college (Venezia, Kirst, and Antonio 2003). High school teachers may diminish
students’ aspirations as teachers’ expectations for their students were lower than those of parents and
students themselves. Many teachers apparently believe that certain groups of students are limited in what
and how much they can learn, and they lower their performance expectations for these students (U.S.
Department of Education 2004).

Studies of the influence of Latino students’ educational aspirations have resulted in mixed findings.
One study showed that Latino parents of high school seniors place nearly twice as much emphasis on the
necessity of a college education for success compared to African American and White parents. Even so,
the reality of participation falls far short of the expectation (Immerwahr 2000). Another study showed
that Latino parents were less likely to have postsecondary expectations for their children, with less than
three-fifths (58 percent) expecting their children to go to college compared with more than four-fifths (82
percent) of White parents. Similarly, more White students (79 percent) aspired to a postsecondary degree
compared with Latinos (63 percent) (Swail et al. 2005). Regardless of whether this occurs less
frequently, parents’ expectations are a strong direct indicator of Latino eighth graders’ predispositions for
college, particularly among students at low-income, high-minority schools (Hamrick and Stage 2004).

Parents and peers seem to influence both student enrollment (Perna and Titus 2005) and persistence
decisions (Bank, Slavings, and Biddle 1990), though African American students apparently benefit less
than others from conversations with their parents about college (Perna and Titus). In a related finding, the
parents of African American eighth graders, who attended low-income, high-minority schools, had higher
expectations for college attendance when their children achieved high grades as well as participated in
cocurricular activities (Hamrick and Stage 2004). It may be that parental encouragement hinges on these
prerequisite student achievements and behaviors under certain environmental conditions and challenges.
On balance, it appears that students perform better and are more likely to succeed when their families
affirm their students’ choices and encourage them to stay the course; this is especially important for
underserved populations (Gutierrez 2000; Pathways to College Network 2004; Tierney, Corwin, and
Colyar 2005). Thus, an appropriate amount of parental involvement and support can help offset negative
impacts of poverty to a degree (Chrispeels and Rivero 2001).

Socioeconomic Status

Rigorous academic preparation, high educational aspirations, and family support are easier to come
by if the family has economic resources. Put another way, the chances that a student will enjoy these
advantages increase as family income increases, because family SES sets the stage for students’ academic
performance by directly providing resources at home and indirectly providing the social capital necessary
to succeed in school (Coleman 1988). Family SES determines the kind of school and classroom
environment to which the student has access (Reynolds and Walberg 1992), because nearly half of all
public school funding comes from property taxes, the most important determinant of school financing
(National Research Council 1999). Although states compensate districts with limited local funds, this
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outside financial support often fails to create financial equity between school districts. In a nationwide
study of more than 17,000 school districts, Parrish, Matsumoto, and Fowler (1995) found that higher
neighborhood SES, as measured by the value of owner-occupied housing or by residents’ educational
attainment, is significantly related to greater school expenditures per student. Wenglinsky (1998)
compared low SES schools with higher SES schools and found several important differences in terms of
instructional arrangements, materials, teacher experience, and teacher-student ratios. In addition to the
quality of instruction, family SES also influences the quality of the relationship between school personnel
and parents (Watkins 1997). Demonstrating the long-term impact of income on college student success,
Astin (1993a) found that students’ socioeconomic status was the best predictor of earning a bachelor’s
degree after controlling for academic ability.

In 1996, high school completers from low-income families (bottom 20 percent SES) were less
likely to attend a 2- or 4-year college or university immediately after high school (49 percent) than peers
from middle-income (63 percent), and high-income (78 percent) families (Choy 1999). The income level
gaps between those who do and do not go to college are as wide today as they were three decades ago. In
fact, some argue that low-income students may be worse off if they go to college because they are less
likely to earn a degree, yet they still will have student loan debt repay (Gladieux and Swail 1998).

The higher the family income, the more likely it is that a student will aspire to earn a bachelor’s
degree, intend to enroll in college, complete an application, and gain college admission. SES also dictates
high school students’ curricular preparation for college. In 1992, 53 percent of low-income children (from
families earning less than $25,000) were college qualified, compared with 68 percent of middle-income
children ($25,000 to 74,999) and 86 percent of high-income children (over $75,000) (Choy 1999).
Further illustrating this point, middle-income Latinos had a 17 percent higher probability of earning a
bachelor’s degree compared with low-income Latinos (Swail et al. 2005). Unfortunately, higher
economic need is concentrated in populations already underrepresented in postsecondary education. For
example, Latino eighth graders were more likely to have low-income backgrounds; 46 percent had family
incomes less than $25,000 as compared to 17 percent of White children (Swail et al.).

Where a student enrolls is also related to family income. For example, low-income high school
graduates who were academically qualified and took steps necessary for admission were less likely than
high-income students to enroll in a 4-year institution (83 percent vs. 92 percent) (Choy 1999). Students
with family incomes of $60,000 or more were less likely to enroll in public 2-year institutions (34
percent) than students with family incomes between $30,000 and $59,999 (47 percent) and students with
family incomes of less than $30,000 (43 percent) (Choy). Among 1992 high school seniors in the highest
achievement test quartile, students whose families were also in the highest SES quartile were
considerably more likely than those in the lowest SES quartile to attend a 4-year college within 2 years of
graduating high school (86 percent vs. 56 percent) (Choy).

Financial Aid

During the past 15 years, the number of students attending college with unmet financial need
increased dramatically (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education 2002), which is not
surprising given the rising costs in tuition and related college expenses described earlier. In 1995-96, the
average net price of full-time undergraduate enrollment was $5,700 at public 2-year institutions (price
minus aid for a dependent), $7,300 at public 4-year colleges, and $11,200 at private, not-for-profit
institutions (Choy 1999). The average unmet need (net price minus expected family contribution and
financial aid) for low-income full-time undergraduate enrollment at public 4-year institutions was about
$3,800, and the average unmet need at private, not-for-profit 4-year institutions was $6,200 (Choy). These
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figures are important to consider in light of the total family expected contribution to students’ educational
expenses.

Among a sample of full-time dependent undergraduates enrolled during 1995-96, 35 percent were
lower income ($34,999 or below), 37 percent were middle income ($35,000 to $69,999) and 28 percent
were higher income ($70,000) (Presley and Cleary 2001). Almost all low-income students (99 percent)
had some financial need as compared to 79 percent of middle-income students and 33 percent of high-
income students (Presley and Cleary). Further, 87 percent of low-income students had unmet financial
need, which was on average $4,915 and close to three times their average expected family contribution
($1,617). This gap of unmet financial need was considerably greater than that of middle-income students.
The financial challenges of attending a 4-year school as compared to enrolling in a 2-year community
college and living at home may make matriculation at such institutions unrealistic for low-income
students and may also explain why highly qualified lower SES students were less interested in attending
4-year institutions as tuition and distance from home increased (National Center for Public Policy and
Higher Education 2002), demonstrating how the availability and type of financial aid can affect students’
college attendance and their persistence (Gladieux and Swail 1998).

Financial aid appears to play different roles in promoting student success based on its source and
students’ SES. A substantially higher proportion of students, especially those from middle-income
families, receive financial aid at private, not-for-profit 4-year institutions than any other institutional types
(National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education 2002). This suggests that institutional aid may
primarily function to promote choice for private, not-for-profit 4-year institutions, which tend to be most
expensive (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education). Federal need-based financial aid is
expected to foster student access because calculated need increases as family ability to pay decreases; it is
also expected to encourage student choice because need increases as a student’s price of attendance
increases. However, a study that examined the patterns of full-time dependent undergraduates’ financial
aid from all sources and the average financial aid received by institutional type and family income found
unequal educational opportunities for students with different family incomes, particularly if choice was
defined as the ability to attend institutions other than the lowest priced schools (National Center for
Public Policy and Higher Education).

Academic preparation and applying to college appear to be more important than socioeconomic
status in choosing a college. Berkner and Chavez (1997) found that among 1,988 eighth graders who
graduated from high school, low-income students were able to attend 4-year colleges at the same rate as
students from middle-income families if they became college-qualified by taking college prep classes,
entrance exams, and applying to college. College-qualified, low-income students who were accepted for
admission to public and private 4-year institutions were just as likely to enroll as middle- and upper
income students (Berker and Chavez). On the other hand, low SES and minority students were less likely
to take those steps and, therefore, less likely overall to enroll in 4-year institutions (National Center for
Public Policy and Higher Education 2002).

Gift aid in the form of scholarships and grants and work-study as contrasted with loans are
associated with higher retention and graduate rates (The Pell Institute 2004), especially for low-income
and minority students (St. John 2002; Swail 2003). Fifty-five percent of students who receive financial
aid persist, which is greater than nonrecipients and about even when controlling for academic ability
(Murdock 1990; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005; Porter 1991). Grants have a strong effect on low-income
and minority student performance. For example, African American students are highly sensitive to
college costs in terms of choosing and persisting in college (St. John, Paulsen, and Carter 2005). At the
same time, there is considerable economic diversity within the African American population, so SES is a
key factor. Loans seem to be more effective for Whites, though they are also price sensitive because of
the great range in family income. Providing an African American or Hispanic student with an additional

24



July 2006

$1,000 in grant funds decreased the probability of dropping out by 7 percent and 8 percent respectively
(General Accounting Office 1995). Loans are associated with higher persistence rates only for White
students (General Accounting Office). Other institutional policies to improve time to degree rates
combine financial assistance and course scheduling benefits such as “four-year completion guarantees”
(i.e., insuring courses needed to graduate will be available during a 4-year period) (Illinois State Board of
Higher Education 2003).

Although working and going to school are sometimes seen as competing goals, limited on- or off-
campus work do not appear to seriously inhibit student success (Pascarella 2001). Among students
seeking a bachelor’s or associate’s degree who considered themselves primarily students working to pay
their expenses, those who worked 15 or fewer hours were more likely than students who worked more to
attend for the full year, suggesting that working more than 15 hours may negatively affect persistence
(Choy 1999). On-campus, or work-study, employment is more often associated with student success,
since working on campus provides a channel of communication to students and helps students use the
educational system effectively (Institute for Higher Education Policy 2001; Kuh et al. 2005b), and also is
linked with higher transfer rates for community colleges students (Turner 1988). Work-study positions for
students in the third year of study and beyond are particularly beneficial to student persistence and
learning when the positions are aligned with students’ academic interests and career goals (IHEP).

However, unmet financial need and insufficient amounts of institutional aid provided by public
institutions may force students to work considerable hours in order to finance their college education. In
1995-96 among undergraduates who considered themselves primarily students working to pay for college
expenses, the more time students worked the more likely they reported that employment limited class
schedules, reduced choices of classes, and limited the number of courses taken (Heller 2002). Those who
worked full time (35 hours or more) while enrolled at least half-time reported all of these negative effects
(Heller). Reducing weekly employment hours diminishes the negative effects of working, indicating that
a modest amount of work is positively related with full-time enrollment, enhanced self-esteem (Gleason
1993), integration within the campus environment (Murdock 1990), and persistence (Heller; Pascarella et
al. 1998).

Precollege Encouragement Programs

Prior to the 1990s, much of the discussion regarding access and educational attainment focused on
the academic preparation of students and financial aid policies (St. John 2003; Tierney, Corwin, and
Colyar 2005; Tierney and Hagedorn 2002; Wilkinson 2005). More recently, it has become clear that too
many students, especially those from historically underserved backgrounds, lack accurate information
about postsecondary options. They are confused about expectations for academic work, actual tuition
costs, and the content of college entrance and placement tests (Venezia, Kirst, and Antonio 2003).

Considerable information is now available about how postsecondary encouragement programs can
address some of these concerns and help improve access for students from low- and moderate-income
families, as well as first-generation students (Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper 1999; Tierney, Corwin, and
Colyar 2005; Tierney and Hagedorn 2002). Such initiatives have emerged in every state in recent years
(Tierney and Hagedorn). Parental involvement and college outreach programs seem to be particularly
effective. For example, several high profile programs in California that serve largely Hispanic
populations, such as the Parent Institute for Quality Education and the Puente Project, have successfully
brought together Latino families, students, teachers, and counselors to learn more about postsecondary
options and financial aid (Chrispeels and Rivero 2001; Pathways to College Network 2004).
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GEAR UP, one of the largest and best funded initiatives, provides information about financial aid,
family support and counseling, and tutoring, among other things (Hossler and Schmit 1995; St. John
2003; Tierney and Hagedorn 2002). The Indiana early encouragement program, Twenty-First Century
Scholars (TFCS), was one of the models on which GEAR UP was based (Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper
1999). The TFCS program provides financial assistance and support to students from lower income
families to encourage participation in postsecondary education. However, despite the fact that TFCS pays
the tuition and fees at 4-year public institutions for students who complete the program, many eligible
students do not enroll in TFCS, and less than 60 percent of those who enroll matriculate to postsecondary
institutions after high school graduation. There are many reasons related to status attainment, social
reproduction, and habitus (described in Part 3) that explain in part this disappointing number, ranging
from reluctance to leave home by students from small, rural communities, to neighborhood violence, to a
lack of confidence and competence in moving to another world (D. Hossler, personal communication,
March 11, 2006). In short, money, better preparation, and some information about college cannot make
up for years of relative cultural, educational, and social deprivation.

Other promising encouragement initiatives include many of the TRIO programs funded under Title
IV of the Higher Education Act such as Upward Bound, Upward Bound Math/Science, Student Support
Services, Talent Search, Educational Opportunity Center, and McNair Program (IHEP 1995; 2001;
Pathways to College Network 2004). For example, students in the Upward Bound program are four times
more likely to earn an undergraduate degree. Students in TRIO Support Services programs are more than
twice as likely to remain in college as those students from similar backgrounds who did not participate in
the program (http://www.trioprograms.org/abouttrio.html). ~ Students with the lowest educational
aspirations tend to benefit the most as do those who participate longer. For example, for each additional
year of Upward Bound completed, the chances increase by 9 percent that the student will attend a
postsecondary institution (Meyers et al. 2004; Muraskin 1997). Programs with a strong residential
component are among the more effective, allowing students to become familiar with the physical, social,
and cultural environments of the campus where they will matriculate, such as the Intensive Freshman
Seminar and Groups Program at Indiana University Bloomington (Barovick and Baron 2001).

Credit-based transition programs such as tech-prep, dual or concurrent enrollment, International
Baccalaureate, and middle college high schools programs allow high school students to take college-level
classes for college credit (Hughes et al. 2005). Nationally, approximately 57 percent of postsecondary
institutions in 38 states have dual enrollment programs (Hoffman 2005; Kleiner and Lewis 2005). Some
of these are geared to talented students, others to students who need academic enrichment, and others
open to anyone who is interested in getting a head start on college. Pennington (2004) suggests a number
of other innovative interventions such as accelerating progress through grades 11 through 14 by moving
toward competency-based models; introducing more choice and competition in the system where high
schools, private schools, community colleges, and universities compete for students; and expanding
learning options during the summer. Terenzini et al. (1996) also suggested such work- or high-school-to-
college transition programs can provide the types of validating experiences first-generation students need
for a successful college transition.

Another precollege intervention that shows promise is supplemental education—formal and
informal learning and development opportunities that occur outside the regular school day (Bridglall and
Gordon 2002). Gordon (1999) found that this type of approach—whether from home computers, parents
and siblings, libraries, mentoring and tutoring programs, peer-based study groups, or faith-based
activities—created an experience similar to that of an engaging learning community.
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Enrollment Patterns

Enrollment patterns are important because it matters where and when one starts college—
immediately or some years following high school, or at a 2-year or 4-year school. The upwards of three-
quarters of high school graduates that eventually go on to some form of postsecondary education sort
themselves into five types of institutions: 2-year colleges (46 percent), public 4-year colleges (26
percent), private 4-year colleges (15 percent), for-profit entities (10 percent), and other types of schools (3
percent).

The research consistently shows that delaying postsecondary enrollment, for whatever reason,
reduces the likelihood that the student will persist and complete a degree program (Adelman 2006).
Indeed, figure 3 shows that delayed entry is one of the seven major risk factors that threaten persistence
and graduation (Berkner, Cuccaro-Alamini, and McCormick 1996; Carroll 1989; Horn and Premo 1995;
McCormick and Horn 1996). Students with two or more of these characteristics are more likely to drop
out than their peers (Choy 2001; Muraskin and Lee 2004; SHEEO 2005; Swail 2003).

Figure 3. Factors that threaten persistence and graduation from college
Risk Factors:
e Being academically underprepared for college-level work;

Not entering college directly after high school;

Attending college part-time;

Being a single parent;

Being financially independent (i.e., students who rely on their own income or savings and whose

parents are not sources of income for meeting college costs);

Caring for children at home;

e  Working more than 30 hours per week; and

e Being a first-generation college student.

SOURCE: Community College Survey of Student Engagement 2005.

The conditions associated with premature departure from college partially explain the low
baccalaureate attainment rates of certain groups of students, such as community college students and
many ethnic minorities. For example, almost 50 percent of all first-time community college students (and
in some settings significantly more) are assessed as underprepared for the academic demands of college-
level work. This is another major reason why about half of community college students do not return to
college for their second year of studies (CCSSE 2005). Just over half of Latino students attended
postsecondary institutions part time (52 percent) as compared to 37 percent of White students. While
almost two-thirds (64 percent) of Whites attend postsecondary institutions continuously, only two-fifths
of Latinos attended postsecondary institutions without stopping out (Swail et al. 2005). Latinos were
more likely to delay enrollment to postsecondary education as 77 percent of Latinos compared to 82
percent of Whites entered postsecondary education within 7 months of graduating high school. In
addition, African American and Hispanic community college students are also less likely to earn
baccalaureate degrees because they are overrepresented in certificate programs (Bailey, Jenkins, and
Leinbach 2005).

Two-year colleges have either a “warming” (more likely to earn a degree—Swanson 2002) or
“cooling” (more likely to drop out of college—Pascarella et al. 1998; McCormick 1990; 1997a) effect,
depending on the comparison group (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005). That is, full-time enrollment at a 2-
year college increases one’s odds of earning a baccalaureate degree compared to students that never
enrolled in postsecondary education, but students who initially enroll at a 4-year college are more likely
to graduate compared with their counterparts who start at a 2-year college. In large part, this is because 2-

27



July 2006

year colleges enroll a disproportionate number of high-risk students who exhibit several of the risk factors
in figure 3. In fact, students attending community colleges are three to four times more likely than their
counterparts in 4-year colleges and universities to reflect four or more of these risk factors (CCSSE
2005). For example, more than half (55 percent) of nontraditional-age women attending 2-year colleges
compared with only 15 percent of their counterparts spend more than 30 hours per week caring for
dependents who live with them. Yet twice as many nontraditional-age women in 2-year colleges spend
more than 21 hours per week studying (13 percent nontraditional age and 6 percent traditional age)!

In addition, interruptions in enrollment can also reduce one’s chances of earning a degree.
According to Pascarella and Terenzini (2005, p. 381):

“Stopping-out” not only increases time-to-degree, but also reduces the likelihood of degree
completion, whether an associate or baccalaureate degree (Carroll, 1989; Ganderton &
Santos, 1995; Guerin, 1997; Hanniford & Sagoria, 1994; Horn, 1998a; Porter, 1990). Even
transferring from one four-year institution to another reduces the odds of degree completion.
Among students beginning at a four-year college or university, those who do not transfer are
significantly more likely to earn their bachelor’s degrees in five years than are “horizontal”
transfers who move to another four-year school (McCormick, 1997b).

Multiple Institution Attendance

Much of the research on students attending multiple institutions has focused on those who make a
permanent transition from one institution to another (Bradburn and Hurst 2001; McCormick 1997b),
traditionally described as starting at a community college followed by transferring to a 4-year institution
within a 5-year period (Bradburn and Hurst). Determining transfer rates is a complex process as Bradburn
and Hurst demonstrated by identifying eight different ways to calculate the denominator when estimating
transfer rates: (1) expecting to complete a bachelor’s degree or higher, (2) enrolling in an academic
program, (3) enrolling continuously during the first year of college, (4) enrolling anytime in the second
year, (5) pursuing an academic major or taking courses towards a bachelor’s degree or both, (6) enrolling
for 12 or more credit hours, (7) taking courses toward a bachelor’s degree in the first year, or (8) pursuing
academic major and taking courses towards a bachelor’s degree.

Race and the number of required development or remedial education courses are linked to
transferring from a 2- to a 4-year institution within 6 years of first enrollment. For example, African
American and Hispanic community college students who take remedial courses are far less likely as noted
earlier to complete their degrees or transfer than their peers who do not (Bailey, Jenkins, and Leinbach
2005). This is in marked contrast to White community college students, for whom remedial course
enrollment does not seem to significantly decrease their likelihood of completing a credential within 6
years. Attending a Tribal college seems to have a positive impact on encouraging Native American
community college graduates to pursue baccalaureate degrees (American Indian Higher Education
Consortium (AIHEC), IHEP, and Sallie Mae Education Institute 2000).

An increasingly common pattern is attending two or more institutions—sometimes two or more
during the same academic term—on the road to the baccalaureate degree without any definitive pattern of
type of institution attended (Adelman 2006). Sometimes called “swirl” (de los Santos and Wright 1990;
Borden 2004), this meandering from one institution to another (Adelman) can include co-enrollment (i.e.,
attending more than one institution simultaneously, also called “overlapping enrollment” or “dual
enrollment”) and attending another institution without transferring from the first institution (Borden).
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Understanding the dynamics and consequences of swirl is not just an academic exercise, given that
nearly three-fifths of students from the 1992 high school graduating class who earned a baccalaureate
degree by December 2002 attended more than one institution. More than a third (35 percent) attended
more than two colleges or universities. Even among 1999-2000 bachelor’s degree recipients who started
college at a 4-year institution, about 47 percent had attended another institution at some point with or
without transferring (Adelman 2006). More important, while transferring from one college to another
(whether from a 2-year school to a 4-year institution or vice-versa) is positively related to degree
completion, swirling is not (Adelman; see also Peter and Cataldi 2005). In addition, swirling appears to
dampen student engagement, as shown later in this report.

Summary

The major themes from this section underscore the complex ways that student background
characteristics and precollege experiences interact to influence enrollment patterns and, subsequently,
student success.

e The quality of high school academic preparation strongly predicts chances for postsecondary
success, measured by enrollment, persistence, grades, and educational attainment.

e Family education background is related to students’ higher postsecondary aspirations and
greater likelihood of enrollment, persistence, and attainment.

e Socioeconomic status influences prior academic preparation, pursuing steps to postsecondary
enrollment and admission, enrollment, and degree completion.

e The availability and type of financial aid significantly affects students’ college attendance and
persistence.

e Enrollment patterns (full time or part time, 2-year or 4-year institution, direct or delayed
enrollment) all influence students’ long term attainment and success.

Understanding what the factors are and how they work together provide information that various
groups can use to help better prepare students for collegiate and postcollegiate success. Students from at-
risk populations face additional challenges, some of which can be ameliorated by the activities in which
they engage in college and the programs and practices institutions provided for their enrichment.
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5. WHAT STUDENT BEHAVIORS, ACTIVITIES, AND EXPERIENCES
IN POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION PREDICT SUCCESS?

As demonstrated in the previous section, student characteristics and precollege experiences
influence to a nontrivial extent whether and where students will enroll in postsecondary education and
how they will perform academically, and whether they will persist and attain their educational objectives.
In fact, the best predictor of college grades is the combination of an individual student’s academic
preparation, high school grades, aspirations, and motivation.

Once students start college, however, another key factor in their success—broadly defined—is
“student engagement,” or the extent to which they take part in educationally effective practices. In their
landmark publication, Principles of Good Practice for Undergraduate Education, Chickering and
Gamson (1987) underscored seven categories of effective educational practices that directly influence
student learning and the quality of their educational experiences. They are student-faculty contact,
cooperation among students, active learning, prompt feedback, time on task, high expectations, and
respect for diverse talents and ways of learning. Generally speaking, the more students engage in these
kinds of activities, the more they learn and the more likely they are to persist and graduate from college.’

At institutions where faculty members use these and other effective educational practices more
frequently in their classes, students are more engaged over all and gain more from college (Pascarella and
Terenzini 2005). Thus, the nature and quality of first-year students’ experiences in the classroom, with
faculty, and with peers are better predictors of desired educational outcomes than precollege
characteristics (Gerken and Volkwien 2000). Also important to student learning are institutional
environments that are perceived by students to be inclusive and affirming, and where expectations for
performance are clearly communicated and set at reasonably high levels (Education Commission of the
States (ECS) 1995; Kuh 2001; Kuh et al. 2005b; Kuh et al. 1991; Pascarella 2001).

Student engagement represents two critical features. The first is the amount of time and effort
students put into their studies and other educationally purposeful activities. "Learning is strongly
influenced by the degree to which an individual is invested in the learning process" (Alexander and
Murphy 1994, p. 12). The second component of student engagement is how the institution deploys its
resources and organizes the curriculum, other learning opportunities, and support services to induce
students to participate in activities that lead to the experiences and desired outcomes such as persistence,
satisfaction, learning, and graduation (Kuh 2001). As Pascarella and Terenzini (2005, p. 602) concluded,
“the impact of college is largely determined by individual effort and involvement in the academic,
interpersonal, and extracurricular offerings on a campus...”

As depicted in the top left portion of figure 4, this section reviews research on the student
behaviors aspect of student engagement—what students do with an institution’s resources for learning.
As in previous sections, we are especially interested in what the literature offers in terms of the
relationships between engagement and success in college for students who may be at risk of premature
departure or underperformance, such as first-generation students, transfers, and students from historically
underserved backgrounds.

! The relationship between engagement and desired outcomes of college is well documented: (Anaya 1996; Astin 1984, 1993b; Banura et al.
2000; Berger and Milem 1999; Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson 1997; Carini, Kuh, and Klein, in press; Chickering and Reisser 1993; Goodsell,
Mabher, and Tinto 1992; Hurtado and Carter 1997; Hu and Kuh 2003b; Jones and Watt 1999; Kuh 1995, 2001, 2003; Kuh and Hu 2001b; Kuh,
Hu, and Vesper 2000; Kuh et al. 2005b; Kuh and Pascarella 2004; Kuh et al. 1991; Liddell and Davis 1996; NSSE 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004,
2005; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991, 2005; Pike 1993; Pike and Kuh 2005b; Stage 1989; Stage and Hossler 2000; Zhao and Kuh 2004).
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Figure 4. Student behaviors and student engagement

Student

Engagement _

Expectations for College

Understanding what students expect of and from their college experience is crucial for faculty
members to employ instructional approaches to help students become “intentional learners” (AACU
2002) and for institutions to fashion policies and practices that effectively address students’ learning
needs (Miller et al. 2005). When students’ expectations and experiences are appropriately aligned and
match the reality they encounter, students are more likely to be satisfied with their college experience and
to persist to graduation, a happy outcome for both students and institutions (Braxton, Vesper, and Hossler
1995). But as Schilling and Schilling (1999) concluded from their analysis of College Student
Expectations Questionnaire results, many students enter college with uninformed expectations that
diverge substantially from those of the faculty.

Another reason it is important to learn more about the degree to which college expectations and
experiences are congruent is because the increasing number of first-generation students pursuing higher
education have less tacit knowledge about what college is like. As a result, if their perceptions and
expectations are off the mark, they will be less well prepared to deal with the challenges they encounter,
which will make it more difficult to perform well academically, adjust socially, and persist to graduation.
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To paraphrase English professor Richard Turner (1998, p. 4), student success in college today may
require that professors explain more things to students today that were once taken for granted—that is,
“you must buy the book, you must read it and come to class, you must observe deadlines or make special
arrangements when you miss one.”

One more reason expectations are important is because so many traditional-age students appear to
start college already “disengaged” from the learning process, having acquired a cumulative deficit in
terms of attitudes, study habits, and academic skills (Levine and Cureton 1998; McCarthy and Kuh 2006;
Marchese 1997, 1998; NSSE 2005). For example, in the mid-1990s high school seniors reported studying
only about 6 hours per week on average, well below the amount that is traditionally assumed necessary to
do well in college. More recent studies (McCarthy and Kuh) show similar findings. Compared with their
counterparts of a decade earlier, high school seniors were more frequently bored in class and missed more
classes due to oversleeping or other obligations (Sax et al. 2003). Even so, record numbers reported B+
or better high school grades and expected to earn at least a B average in college. Because behavioral
patterns established in elementary and secondary school tend to persist through the college years
(Schilling and Schilling 1999), we should not be surprised that the majority of first-year students—about
70 percent—report working just hard enough to get by (NSSE).

Assuming many students matriculate with an entitlement mentality, what they expect to do in
college and what faculty members and postsecondary institutions provide could result in a problematic
mismatch of sizable proportion, a potentially debilitating condition in light of the theoretical perspectives
on student success reviewed in Part 3. This mismatch arises because expectations can be either a
psychological catalyst or a deterrent to certain types of behavior, serving as a filter through which
students compare what is unfolding with what they think should happen and decide whether certain
activities are appropriate, meaningful, relevant, and worth their time, and what opportunities and activities
to ignore (Bandura 1982; Cantor and Mischel 1977; Dweck and Leggett 1988; Feldman 1981; Snyder and
Swann 1978). For example, if a student does not expect to do research with a faculty member, take part
in cultural events, or study abroad, chances are that opportunities to pursue these activities will be
overlooked or dismissed out of hand. Expectations, therefore, shape subsequent behaviors and
experiences (Feldman).

Precollege characteristics and experiences shape expectations to varying degrees. For example,
Olsen et al. (1998) found that students with strong academic high school records were more likely to get
involved in a range of activities during college. Student demographic and background characteristics had
small, almost negligible effects on their collegiate experiences and outcomes. Students whose
expectations for college were relatively low were more likely to report college experiences congruent
with these low expectations, compared with students with relatively high expectations. Finally, those
students who indicated a desire to participate in a wide range of intellectual, social, and cultural activities
during the first year of college were more likely to do so, compared with others whose expectations were
more narrowly defined. As a result of their somewhat broader range of interests, these students also were
more likely to subsequently participate in activities that are predictors of academic success and
persistence.

Whether students’ expectations for college are well formed enough to be reliable predictors of
persistence and success is a legitimate question (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005) that awaits a definitive
empirical answer. Studies over the past several decades suggest that students have a fair understanding of
many of the aspects of what they will experience in the first year of college. Students appear to be
reasonably accurate in terms of how they will manage the transition to college (Baker, McNeil, and Siryk
1985; Berdie 1966, 1968; Stern 1970; Whiteley 1982), though some of this may be a function of self-
fulfilling prophecy (Merton 1948). Therefore, in the absence of unequivocal information to the contrary,
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it seems prudent to learn more about the relationships between what students expect and what they put
into and get out of their college experience.

One area where students’ expectations are less accurate is related to estimating what the campus
environment will be like. Braxton, Vesper, and Hossler (1995) found that first-generation students’
expectations about the college environment were less congruent with what they actually experienced.
And there is evidence that what students actually do in the first year of college falls short of what they
expected to do in many areas (Kuh 1999; Kuh, Gonyea, and Williams 2005; Olsen et al. 1998). That is,
when starting out, most first-year students say they will engage in more academic and other educationally
purposeful activities more frequently than they actually reported doing near the end of the first year.
Though students may be somewhat idealistic in terms of what they can accomplish during college, some
of their expectations are not unrealistic, at least when compared with the amount of reading and writing
that faculty members assert is appropriate and some other important activities. For example, two-thirds
think they will become acquainted with students from racial and ethnic backgrounds different than their
own, but substantially fewer have “frequent” substantive discussions with such people during the first
year (42 percent). A fifth “never” had such discussions, about four times the number (5 percent) who
thought they would not do so when starting college.

Virtually everyone agrees that student-faculty interaction is an important factor in student success
(Astin 1993b; Kuh et al. 1991; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991; Tinto 1993), and entering college students
think so, too. For example, 94 percent say they will at least occasionally ask their instructor about their
performance. However, less than two-thirds actually do so (Kuh 2005). The majority (69 percent)
expects to socialize at least “occasionally” with faculty members outside the classroom, but only about
two-fifths (41 percent) report doing so. More than three-quarters (77 percent) expect that they will
“frequently” ask their teachers for information about the course (assignments and such), but only about
half (54 percent) do so. Perhaps the difference is because students are not certain how often they will
need to ask faculty members for information, so they err on the high side. The discrepancy between what
students expect and experience in terms of interacting with faculty may also be partly due to reward
systems and large first-year classes that discourage such contacts.

The expected and reported levels of engagement vary by certain student characteristics and in
predictable ways by institutional type (Astin 1993b; Gonyea 2005; Pace 1990). For example, women
expect to engage more frequently in educationally purposeful activities compared with men. And they do,
except for recreational sports and science-related activities. As with women, students of color expect to
more frequently participate in a range of educationally purposeful activities. They expect to have more
interactions with students from different backgrounds than they subsequently experience. Students at
smaller, selective colleges have greater expectations across the board, and they subsequently report being
involved to a greater extent in more activities during college. They also, on average, expect and find their
campus environments to be more supportive. However, as we shall soon see, some large schools
outperform some small schools on these and other dimensions (Kuh 2001, 2003; NSSE 2005).

College Activities

The College Student Expectations Questionnaire (CSEQ), the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE), and the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) focus
primarily on students’ participation in activities that are associated with desired learning outcomes,
persistence, and satisfaction. Taken together, the host of studies using these measures point to seven
conclusions about student engagement as an intermediate outcome and as a proxy for student success.
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1. Student engagement in educationally purposeful activities is positively related to both grades
and persistence. NSSE annually obtains information from 4-year colleges and universities nationwide
about student participation in programs and activities that institutions provide for their learning and
personal development. Survey items represent empirically confirmed “good practices” in undergraduate
education.

Figure 5 shows the effect of engagement (a global measure based on 21 NSSE items) on first-year
college grades by precollege ability (composite ACT score). The data on which this display is based
concern about 6,200 students at 19 diverse 4-year colleges and universities where student records and
NSSE results were matched to estimate the relationships between engagement and college grades. The
regression model included a term that captures the interaction between precollege achievement and
engagement. Model coefficients and the descriptive statistics for the sample were used to estimate first-
year GPA for the “typical” student. What is striking is that the grades of 