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Introduction

A number of scholars emphasize the importance of involvement, meaning engagement in academic and extracurricular activities associated with a college, in influencing student persistence and success in college (Astin, 1998; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Terenzini et al, 1994). Tinto (1998) cites numerous researchers who have found that “The more academically and socially involved individuals are… the more likely they are to persist” (p. 167). Almost to the exclusion of other potential influences on retention and success, involvement, framed in slightly different ways by different researchers, is seen as central. These conclusions were reached, for the most part, based on research conducted with predominately white, traditional-age students, in four-year institutions during years in which the majority of college students fit this profile.

For traditionally underserved students, Rendon (1994) argues that validation may be a more important influence on student success than involvement. She suggests that students who have not grown up assuming they would go to college may benefit from active efforts to validate them on the part of the institution. Validation is juxtaposed to involvement, which is described as something that happens naturally as students become integrated into campus life through participation in activities and living in residence halls as well as in the classroom. 

 Rendon (1994) suggests that large numbers of traditionally underserved students are not as likely to find themselves in settings where this kind of involvement occurs naturally. This may happen for a number of reasons. First, students of color, first generation students, lower academic achievers, and lower income students are disproportionately likely to enter community colleges. As typically non-residential institutions with many part-time students and faculty (Cohen & Brawer, 2003), they are less likely to have the array of opportunities for involvement available at four-year institutions.  Both institutional and student budgets are tighter, not permitting them to spend as much on activities and amenities outside of the classroom. Second, traditionally underserved students are less likely to have the know-how, confidence, time, and resources to seek out the kinds of experiences associated with involvement (Rendon, 1994). They may be older with family and employment responsibilities, or simply know less about how to negotiate the system.

. Rendon (1994) suggests that students may not become involved or engaged in the educational experience unless the college or university makes a point of reaching out to them. A large qualitative study conducted by a team of researchers (Terenzini, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg, & Jalomo,1996) resulted in the identification of a number of themes related to validation that students found important to their success in college. A total of 132 students from a range of postsecondary institutions participated in focus-group interviews that delved into their experiences with the processes involved in the transition from high school to college and the kinds of mechanisms that contributed to an easier or more difficult passage. They concluded that validation by key people in the college community made an important difference to student success and persistence and suggested further exploration of this issue. They particularly pointed to the importance of these ideas to the success of traditionally underserved students in higher education.


Terenzini, et. al (1996) also provide a helpful definition of validation: 

Validation is empowering confirming and supportive. It is a series of in- and out-of class experiences with family peers, faculty members, and staff through which students come to feel accepted in their new community, receive confirming signals that they can be successful in college and are worthy of a place there, have their previous work and life experiences recognized as valuable and so on. Validation can be something that is done for and in conjunction with the student, but for some students it may also be a self affirming process as the student discovers new competencies or reaches levels of achievement previously thought unattainable. (p. 60)


Statement of the Problem

In this research, I further explored these issues, expanding them to include students’ experiences with high school validation as well as college validation, and analyzing results in relation to student demographic characteristics. My research questions were:

1. What validation do community college students receive in high school and college?

2. Is their success in college positively related to the amount and type of validation received?

3. Can their engagement in college be predicted based on the amount and type of validation received?

4. Does this differ by race/ethnicity, gender, education of parents, or part/full time attendance at the college?

The work of previous authors on this topic has been largely exploratory and qualitative up to this point. It has also focused exclusively on postsecondary education. The current research was designed to further explore the meaning of validation and the impact of these experiences on engagement and thus on success and persistence in college. This research also explores new terrain by investigating possible relationships between validating experiences in high school and college engagement, persistence and success.

Literature Review

Why College Matters

There has been much discussion in recent years of the need for universal, or nearly universal, postsecondary education in light of changing workforce needs associated with the evolving economy (Ruppert, 2003, Callan & Finney, 2003, Pennington, 2003). A number of scholars and practitioners believe that the current point in history parallels the period following World War II, when a high school diploma began to be seen as a necessity for almost everyone (Carnavale & Fry, 2001; President Clinton, as quoted in Cohen & Brawer, 2003). This assumption is justified in large part based on estimates that 70% of all jobs during the coming decades will require some form of postsecondary training (Barton, 2002). Further, the financial divide between those who attend college is growing with those earning a bachelor’s degree earning 77% more than those who do not (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1999); and those earning an associate’s degree earning 18-23% more (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).

Persistence in College


Factors influencing student persistence in college have been widely studied in response to increasing concern about very high drop-out rates among students who enter higher education. While more students are entering college than ever before, very large numbers leave during the first year, with substantial numbers leaving before attaining a degree or other credential. Of all students entering public four-year colleges, 42% graduated within five years, while 56% did so at private colleges and 32% did so at public two-year colleges (American College Testing Service, 2001). Further, these rates declined during the fifteen-year period between 1983 and 1998. Public four-year colleges graduated 52% of its students in five years in 1983 and 43% of its students in 1998, while the private four-year college graduation rates went from 60% to 56% (Mortenson, 1998). 


The rate of retention for some groups of students is considerably less than for the majority. According to the Lumina Foundation for Education (2004):

· Students from homes where neither parents had earned a bachelor’s degree were twice as likely to have left college before their second year.

· African American and Hispanic students are considerably less likely to graduate from college than white and Asian students.

· Low income students are less likely to complete a degree than middle and upper income students.

The Role of Integration (a.k.a. Involvement or Engagement)

A high proportion of the research on this topic has concluded that the most important influence on student retention is integration, also described as involvement or engagement, into the college environment. Vincent Tinto (1987) and Alexander Astin (1984) are the early leaders in student retention research, and many studies build upon their frameworks emphasizing academic and social integration as highly influential (Terenzini, Rendon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg, & Jalomo, 1996; Nora, Attinasi, & Matonak, 1996; Bean & Metzner, 1996). 

Terenzini et al. (1996) summarize Astin’s beliefs, referring to his book Achieving Educational Excellence: A Critical Assessment of Priorities and Practices in Higher Education (1985) in which he claims that the “educational effectiveness of any policy or practice is related to its capacity to encourage students involvement” (p. 54). He further asserts that, “[The] amount of learning or development that occurs is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of involvement” (p. 54). According to Terenzini et al., his theory is based on the concept of time-on-task based in learning theory, and Freud’s description of cathexis as the investment of psychological energy. 


Tinto (1998) summarizes his work and that of other researchers on this topic, saying, 

One thing we know about persistence is that involvement matters. The more academically and socially involved individuals are—that is, the more they interact with other students and faculty—the more likely they are to persist…. And the more they see those interactions as positive and themselves as integrated into the institution and as valued members of it (i.e., validated), the more likely it is that they will persist (Rendon, 1994; p. 1).

Apparently he does not distinguish integration from involvement, stating in the next paragraph that, “Individuals are more likely to persist when they are either academically or socially integrated and even more likely to persist when both forms of integration occur… In most cases, academic integration seems to be the more important form of involvement” (p. 1). But he does believe that involvement or integration may work differently in four-year and two-year institutions, largely because of differences in living arrangements (on-campus vs. off-campus accommodations) and students (full vs. part time, time spent in non-classroom activities). His statement also implies that he sees little difference between his own theory of integration and Rendon’s discussion of validation, a point that I will refer to later.

Kuh (2003) describes engagement as the way that colleges and universities promote student involvement. According to Kuh, ”voluminous research on college student development shows that the time and energy students devote to educationally purposeful activities is the single best predictor of their learning and personal development… Those institutions that more fully engage their students in the variety of activities that contribute to valued outcomes of college can claim to be of higher quality….” (p. 1). 

Various other references by these authors and others to the three terms-- integration, involvement, and engagement-- carry slight nuances of meaning. In some contexts, it is implied that it is something that a student does or becomes; in others the institution is described as taking the initiative. Some seem more inclusive of academic and social dimensions, while others appear to emphasize one over the other. However, for the most part, the terms appear to be used interchangeably. 

An Alternative Construct: Validation


More recently, some scholars have been raising questions about whether integration or involvement in college is the most important influence on retention for non-traditional and minority students (Rendon, Jalomo, & Nora, 2002). This is an especially compelling question in light of the fact that students today are more likely to be older, of color, attending part-time, and enrolled in community colleges than were students of 10-30 years ago when much of the research on integration was conducted (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998; Rendon, 1994). It is further worthy of exploration in light of some of the theoretical underpinnings and assumptions underlying discussions of student integration (Rendon, Jalomo, & Nora, 2002).

While Tinto (1998) considers validation to be virtually identical to integration, Rendon, Jalomo, and Nora (2002) believe that there are significant differences that are worthy of further exploration. Rendon first began exploring the idea of validation after participating as a researcher in a large qualitative study of ways that student learning was affected by student involvement under the auspices of the Transition to College Project (Rendon, 1994). As noted above, the study found that there were important differences between traditional and non-traditional students. While traditional students generally felt confident about being able to succeed in college, many of the non-traditional students did not.  Involvement in college did not come easily to them, and depended on “active intervention from significant others to help them negotiate institutional life” (p. 37). 

Rendon was convinced that, under the right conditions, “even the most vulnerable nontraditional students [could] be transformed into powerful learners through in- and out-of-class academic and/or interpersonal validation” (p. 37). The role of faculty was highlighted as particularly important, while peers and family members were also central. The key was 1) having someone take an active interest in the student as an individual or 2) structuring activities that would elicit (or require) their full participation in learning. Further, validating experiences were most likely to have an impact when provided by people with a deep understanding of the students’ cultural/social background. Simply providing opportunities and expecting students to take advantage of them was not enough.

Rendon, Jalomo, and Nora (2002) further explore the ways that Tinto’s theory of involvement does not adequately fit the experiences of non-traditional students. While recognizing that the model holds up well for student populations in general, they refer to research that questions the fit of involvement theory to nonwhite students’ education (Tierney, 1992; Attinasi, 1989, 1994; Kraemer, 1997), and to some institutions (Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997).

However in this article they emphasize criticisms that emerge from different theoretical views of student development and the relationship between minority and dominant cultural groups. The most important of these arguments may be summarized as follows:

Acculturation vs. biculturation.  Rendon, Jalomo, and Nora (2002) state that,

The assumption that minority students must separate from their cultural realities and take the responsibility to become incorporated into colleges’ academic and social fabric in order to succeed (with little or no concern to address systemic problems within institutions or to the notion that minority students are often able to operate in multiple context) becomes central to the critique. (p. 585)

This view contrasts with acculturation/assimilation perspectives, in which minority students are expected to progressively integrate themselves into the dominant culture, leaving behind their roots in order to avoid academic failure and social isolation. Rather, they posit that students can more helpfully be seen as moving toward biculturation or dual socialization, in which they are able to successfully navigate both cultures, with the culture of home providing support and nurturance that strengthens the student who ventures out into less familiar cultural territory.

In addition, they note that many minority students are not given a real choice about joining the majority culture. College environments, like the rest of society, do not always provide a welcoming environment to minority students, making it important that there be other sources of support and encouragement. The article cites Jalomo’s (1995) study of Latino students in community colleges in which he found involvement to be difficult for those whose background characteristics differed from the traditional student profile.

Locus of Control.  Tinto, especially in his earlier work (1987), tended to emphasize individual responsibility for involvement and persistence. He is quoted as saying, “The problems associated with separation and transition to college are conditions that, though stressful, need not in themselves lead to departure. It is the individual’s response to those conditions that finally determines staying or leaving” (p. 593). Thus, divergent student experiences that emerge from differences in class status, race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation or culture are largely ignored.

In contrast, Rendon’s earlier work (1994), as well as this article, emphasize the institution’s role in helping students to persist. Systemic barriers to success are emphasized, including the role played by early tracking, low expectations, and funding inequities. The argument is made that the historical obstacles to success have been substantial, making it incumbent upon institutions to pro-actively take responsibility for helping students to succeed. 

Validation vs. involvement.  Validation, actively offered by the institution, is juxtaposed to involvement, seen to be the responsibility of the student. However, the authors also imply that validation may lead to greater involvement, usually indirectly, somewhat complicating the picture. A more direct connection is made by two of the authors in an earlier work on this topic, in which they say, “Validation may be seen as a prerequisite to student involvement” (Rendon & Jalomo, 1995, p. 15). Pascarelli et al. (1996) also make this connection in an explicit way. They discuss validation as a one of a number of mechanisms by which non-traditional students may become involved, thus leading to the positive outcomes associated with this status. In fact, they appear to see both involvement and validation as part of a “web-like series of family, interpersonal, academic, and organizational pulls and pushes that shape student learning… and persistence” (p. 57). Further evidence for a connection between validation and engagement comes from exploratory research conducted by Barnett, Crifield, Dolske, Ryan, and Sunderman (2003), in which each of five dimensions of validation were found to be highly correlated with engagement.

Mattering. Mattering is another term used by researchers when exploring the way that students interact with educational environments. Rendon and Jalomo (1995) quote Schlossberg, Lynch, and Chickering (1989) saying, “Mattering refers to the beliefs people have, whether right or wrong, that they matter to someone else, that they are the object of someone else’s attention, and that others care about them and appreciate them” (p.7). Schlossberg, Lassalle, and Golec (1989) developed an instrument that can be used to assess how adult learners perceive their environment. Of particular interest are their beliefs regarding whether they matter to an educational institution. They suggest that students who feel that they matter are more likely to persist. Their sub-scales appear remarkably similar to those one would expect to find associated with validation, including interactions with administration, faculty, advisors, and peers. 

Research Design

As discussed above, community college students differ in important ways from those attending four-year institutions. This research was developed to explore community college students’ validating experiences in both high school and college, and to seek relationships between these and feelings of engagement, better academic performance, and persistence in college. The research was conducted in a mid-sized Midwestern community college.

Conceptual Framework

Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework that was developed to guide this study. With this conceptualization, the four dimensions of validation are independent variables that are hypothesized to have an impact on engagement, academic success, and retention. Engagement is treated as both a dependent variable in relation to validation and as an independent variable in relation to retention and academic success. Success and retention are dependent variables. Several student characteristics are used as control variables, specifically age, race/ethnicity, gender, education of parents, attendance status of students (part or full time), and credit hours earned.

Figure 1.
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Operationalizing the Variables

Validation. To operationalize validation as a concept, Schlossberg,  Lassalle, and Golec’s (1989) Mattering Scale was used as the framework. As noted previously, their use of the term mattering is very similar to Rendon’s description of validation. Both refer to experiences and interactions with people connected with a college or university that produce feelings of mattering or validation on the part of the student. The Mattering Scale includes measures of mattering in relation to 1) the overall campus environment, 2) interactions with faculty, 3) advisement including assistance with navigating the educational experience, 4) peer support. These overall aspects of mattering were used as the four dimensions of validation. 

Engagement. This term was operationalized by drawing on the descriptions associated with it-- and related terms such as involvement and integration-- in the literature. Indicators of engagement included those oriented toward students’ feeling of belonging as well as their sense of being successful in the college environment.

Desired student outcomes. Two outcomes were used for this study. Student grade point average (GPA) serves as an indicator of academic success. Strength of intent to return for the fall semester is the indicator used for retention. It should be noted that this study does not account students who may not return for reasons such as graduation or transfer.

Control variables. Student age, race/ethnicity, and gender are self-reported. Students taking four or more courses in the current semester are considered full time. The parental education variable was analyzed in terms of students whose parents had attended or completed high school vs. those who had advanced beyond high school (further analysis was not possible due to the small sample size). GPA was analyzed in terms of those at or above the median of 3.30 vs. those below. Total credit hours earned was analyzed in terms of those with 30 or more and those with fewer than 30.

Data Collection Instrument


A survey was developed to collect information on each of the variables included in the study. The survey is included in Appendix A. The chart used to group the questions included under each variable and sub-variable appears in Appendix B. Two sets of questions were asked, one pertaining to college experiences, and the other pertaining to high school experiences. Most of these questions used a five point Likert-type scale, anchored by strongly disagree and strongly agree. In addition, basic demographic information was requested.


The survey drew, to some degree, on that used in a class-related group research project conducted by Barnett, Crifeld, Dolske, Ryan, and Sunderman (2003) in the fall of 2003 with university freshmen. However, questions were changed and added, and a new set of items was developed to address the high school experience.


To validate the survey, Cronbach Alpha tests were run for each of the major subscales used, with the results shown in Chart 1. The results of these tests were evidence that the subscales can be used with a considerable degree of confidence.

Table 1.

Cronbach Alpha Scores for Sub-scales Used in Research 

	College-level variables
	Number of items
	Standardized item alpha

	   Environment/ administration
	7
	.7081

	   Faculty
	11
	.8516

	   Advisement/ support
	9
	.8717

	   Peers
	7
	.7413

	   Engagement
	12
	.8056

	
	
	

	High school-level variables
	Number of items
	Standardized item alpha

	   Environment/ administration
	6
	.7421

	   Faculty
	9
	.9108

	   Advisement/ support
	5
	.8559

	   Peers
	3
	.6499

	   Engagement
	6
	.7661


Sample


To find students to whom the survey could be administered, contacts were made with the Institutional Research office of the community college. With their assistance, professors were contacted regarding their willingness to have classes participate in the study during regular class time. Classes with larger proportions of students who had completed at least one semester of college were preferred. Two professors were identified who were willing to permit their classes to participate. A total of four classes were surveyed. Two of these were speech communication classes that are required for an associate’s degree; one was a Spanish class, required for some majors; the other was a Latin American Cultures class that meets a distribution requirement. A total of 52 useable surveys was obtained from this convenience sample.

Analysis of Data


All numerical data was entered into SPSS. Scaled items that were framed as negative were reverse coded so that an answer of 1 was positive and 5 negative for all items. Descriptive statistics were run for all items. Subsequently, subscales were created by summing scores for all items pertaining to each dimension of validation (college environment, faculty, advisement, peers) and engagement. Relationships were sought between key variables using the Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation test. 

Finally, t tests and chi-square tests were run to look for significant differences in the responses of students according to age, race/ethnicity, gender, parents’ education, attendance status, and total credits earned. Where necessary, new groupings were created to meet the assumptions of the test. For example, race/ethnicity was analyzed in terms of white and non-white groupings because of the relatively small numbers of students in each of the minority categories.

Findings

Student Characteristics

The students in the sample had the following characteristics:

Table 2.

Characteristics of Students in the Sample (n=52)

	Dimension
	Descriptors
	Number
	Percent

	Gender
	Male

Female


	36

16
	69%

31%

	Race/ethnicity
	White

Black or African American

Hispanic

Asian or Pacific Islander


	38

9

3

2
	73%

17%

6%

4%

	GPA
	2.00- 2.49

2.50- 2.99

3.00- 3.49

over 3.50

Missing


	3

4

17

15

13
	6%

8%

33%

29%

25%

	Credits earned
	0-15

16-30

31-45

46-60

over 60

Missing


	13

9

7

9

7

7
	25%

17%

13%

17%

13%

13%

	Attendance
	Full time (4 or more courses)

Part time (3 or fewer courses)
	31

20


	61%

39%

	Mother’s education
	Didn’t complete high school

Completed high school

Completed some college

Earned an Associate Degree

Earned a Bachelors Degree

Earned a Graduate Degree


	3

13

10

12

9

5
	6%

25%

19%

23%

17%

10%

	Father’s education
	Didn’t complete high school

Completed high school

Completed some college

Earned an Associate Degree

Earned a Bachelors Degree

Earned a Graduate Degree
	6

12

9

8

9

8
	12%

23%

17%

15%

17%

15%


Validation Received by Community College Students in High School and College

Sub-scales were created for each of the four dimensions of validation considered in this study. Validation in high school was treated separately from validation in college. Table 3 shows the averages that were found in terms of the amount of validation that students perceived themselves to have received (Note: 1 is high, 5 is low):

Table 3.

Levels of validation received in high school and college and extent of engagement

	
	In high school
	In college

	College Environment

(includes administration)
	1.6
	2.4

	Faculty


	1.7
	2.2

	Advisors


	2.3
	2.1

	Peers


	1.9
	1.7

	ENGAGEMENT
	2.3
	2.3


Interestingly, all of these averages are well below 3, the midpoint on the scale, indicating fairly high levels of perceived validation and engagement overall. In high school, the most positive feelings were expressed for the overall environment and administration, while in college peer relationships were rated the highest in terms of validation received.


While it is not possible to discuss all of the indicators of validation separately, a few stand out as worthy of mention. In Table 4, the item with the highest and lowest response for each dimension at the college level is shown.

Table 4.

Most highly and lowly rated items under each dimension of validation and of engagement. 

	
	Highest rated


	Lowest rated

	Environment/ administration
	The administrators and staff here are helpful when I have questions.
	I am participating in sports, clubs, or other activities at college.

	Faculty
	My professors are available and willing to help me outside of class
	I interact socially with my professors outside of class.

	Advisement and support
	I can get my questions answered around here.
	If I had trouble communicating with a professor, I would have someone to go to for help at this college.

	Peers
	My friends outside of college are supportive and encouraging.
	If I am upset or need to talk about personal concerns, I can identify a friend at this college who I would feel comfortable turning to for help.

	ENGAGEMENT
	I feel as though my decision to attend this college was the right one.
	I feel like I am a part of campus life.


Note: Unlike in the actual survey, all statements have been phrased as positive.

It appears that students feel more positive about their formal interactions with campus staff, and less positive about their informal interactions with campus personnel and other students. It is worth noting that participation in non-class activities appeared to be very low (rated 3.57/5).

To look at possible variations in these experiences for different groups of students, t tests and chi-square tests were run. Because of the relatively small sample size, all tests were done using binary groupings. Instances in which significant differences were found for the college level sub-scales are shown in Table 5, while Table 6 shows differences found at the high school level.

There were very few differences among different groups of college students with respect to the validation and engagement that they experienced while in college. However, when they reflected back on their high school experiences there were some significant differences. Particularly interesting were the negative perceptions that older students had of their high school experiences.
Table 5.

Differences experienced by different groups of students in college validation and engagement (p< .05)

	
	
	Env/ admin
	Faculty
	Adv/ support
	Peers
	Engagement

	Gender
	Male

Female
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Race/ethnicity
	White

Non-white
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Age
	25 +

< 25
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	GPA
	3.30 +

under 3.30
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Credits earned
	30 and over

under 30
	-
	-
	-
	-
	X*

	Attendance
	4 + courses

< 4 courses
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Mother’s education
	High school

> high school
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Father’s education
	High school

> high school
	-
	-
	-
	X **
	-


*   students with more credits were more engaged

** students whose fathers had higher levels of education felt more validated by their peers

Table 6.

Differences experienced by different groups of students in high school validation and engagement (p<.05)

	
	
	Env/ admin


	Faculty
	Adv/ support
	Peers
	Engagement

	Gender
	Male

Female
	-
	-
	-
	-
	X*

	Race/ethnicity
	White

Non-white
	X **
	-
	-
	-
	X**

	Age 
	25 +

< 25
	X ***
	X ***
	X ***
	X ***
	X ***

	GPA
	3.30 +

under 3.30
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Credits earned
	30 +

under 30
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Attendance
	4 + courses

< 4 courses
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Mother’s education
	High school

> high school
	
	(close)
	X ****
	
	(close)

	Father’s education
	High school

> high school
	-
	X ****
	X ****
	-
	-


*      female students were more engaged

**    white students were more engaged

***  younger students had more positive feelings about all aspects of their high school experience

****students whose parents had more education were more likely to feel positively about their experiences with high school advisors and faculty members.

Validation and Engagement in College


Analysis of the data revealed strong positive relationships between each measure of validation in college and engagement in college; similarly strong and positive relationships were found at the high school level. In both cases, faculty stand out as a particularly critical source of validation. Details are shown in Table 7.

Table 7.

Relationships between students’ levels of engagement and aspects of validation

	Aspects of validation


	In college
	In high school

	Environment/ administration


	.707**
	.492**

	Faculty


	.757**
	.745**

	Advisement/ support


	.556**
	.603**

	Peers


	.547**
	.560**


** significant at the p<.01 level (2-tailed)

Interestingly, there are no significant relationships between any aspect of validation while in high school and college engagement. Likewise, there is no relationship between engagement in high school and engagement in college, indicating that this is not a case of perennially engaged students. Many students have had different experiences with validation and engagement in college from those that they had in high school.

Validation and Success in College


This study also sought to learn more about whether community college students who were validated and engaged persisted longer in college, and did better academically. Interestingly, none of the four aspects of validation considered was significantly related to intent to return to the college for the fall semester. However, there was a relationship of moderate strength between students’ sense of engagement and their intent to return (r=.459, p=.004). No relationship was found between any of the aspects of validation and GPA; nor was there a relationship between engagement and GPA. 

Discussion of Results and Implications for Practice

As suggested by Rendon (1994), Terenzini et. al. (1996) and others, students who have been validated by faculty, advisors, peers, administrators, and others on campus were more likely to feel engaged in their college experiences. In contrast to their assumptions that some students benefit from validation more than others, this finding applied to all students and did not differ to any great degree according to student characteristics. Current college students who had experienced validation in high school were more likely to feel engaged in high school, but were no more likely to feel engaged in college-- nor to do better academically-- nor to plan to persist.

Engagement in college was importantly associated with strength of intent to return to college in the next semester as has been suggested by previous research on this topic. However, it was not significantly associated with good academic performance in terms of grade point average.


Among the dimensions of validation considered, none stood out as vastly more important than the others, although faculty validation was most highly correlated with a sense of engagement in both college and high school. There were some important differences within each of the dimensions, with students expressing, on average, positive feelings about their decision to be at the college and about their interactions with staff there; however, they did not appear to have much of a social or personal connection with campus life.


To return to the conceptual framework that was developed to guide this study, we find that two of the expected relationships included were borne out by this study: validation was positively related to engagement and engagement was positively related to persistence. Both relationships could be considered quite robust. Surprisingly, there was no direct connection between any of the dimensions of validation and retention. Likewise, none of the dimensions of validation or engagement was related to academic performance. 

Limitations
While this study is based upon a strong theoretical foundation and previous research on the subject, it is still exploratory in nature. For example, further work would be needed to make sure that the validation constructs are clearly distinguishable from the engagement variable. Further validation of the survey instrument would also strengthen the design.


Further, the study would be improved by the use of a much larger sample size drawn from multiple community colleges in varied locations. The use of a random sample would also strengthen the design, although it could also be very difficult to arrange. A number of the tests that looked for differences in student characteristics were limited by the overall sample size and especially by the small number of students of color.


The dependent variables in the study, GPA and expected return in the fall semester, are self reported and therefore subject to error. The study would be strengthened by the use of transcript data for GPAs and institution-based reports on actual return of students for the subsequent semesters.

Further Research

There would be value in replicating this study on a larger scale to fully realize its potential to identify the most critical aspects of validation as contributors to engagement. This would also permit a better analysis of the influence of different student characteristics on the variables of interest. In addition, it could eventually contribute to formulation of a theory of validation that contributes to our understanding of student experiences in college. 

While a number of aspects of validation are examined in this study, they are expressed in fairly general terms. It would be important to begin to translate these into specific programs and organizational actions that can contribute to student engagement, retention and success and to study the effectiveness of these measures. Alternatively they could be tested in the context of programs that have been shown to work to see to what extent they are represented in effective programs.

Conclusion


This study of students’ validating experiences is couched in the assumption that institutions must take responsibility for student success. This responsibility includes not only opportunities for access to college and well-developed academic programs of study. It also extends to offering direct assistance to those students least well prepared to navigate the postsecondary environment. 
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APPENDIX A: COLLEGE EXPERIENCE SURVEY

We are gathering information on how high school and college experiences affect students’ feelings about being able to succeed in college. Please share information about your own experiences. Your answers will be kept confidential.

	QUESTIONS ABOUT COLLEGE
	PLEASE CIRCLE THE ANSWER THAT BEST FITS:

	
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree
	DOES NOT APPLY

	1. The orientation I received when I started at Parkland was helpful [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	2. The administrators and staff here are helpful when I have questions. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	3. Finding my way around this campus can be difficult. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	4. The Financial Aid office has been helpful in my dealings with them. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	5. Figuring out the paperwork at Parkland can be confusing. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	6. I feel like I am a part of campus life. [E-i]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	7. Sometimes I feel excluded, or like I don’t know what is going on. [E-i]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	8. I am having a successful year at college. [E-s]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	9. So far, I feel as though my decision to attend Parkland was the right one. [E-i]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	10. I consider myself a good student. [E-s]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	11. Some days I don’t think I can continue here. [E-s]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	12. My professors have made me feel welcome since I arrived on campus. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	13. I can talk with my professors about course choices. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	14. I don’t feel that most of my professors care about my success. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	15. I feel my professors generally respect my opinion when I talk in class. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	16. I have had at least one professor with whom I could talk about life. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	17. I don’t find my professors are available and willing to help me outside of class. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	18. I feel the graded feedback from my professors is helpful. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	19. The environment here at Parkland is friendly.[CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	20. I don’t understand why things work they way they do at this college. [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	21. I feel Parkland has adequate services available to support me academically (e.g. tutoring programs, writing assistance, math labs). [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	22. There is someone on the staff at Parkland who I can talk with about how to plan my education whenever I need to. [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	23. There is someone on the staff at Parkland who I can talk with about my career plan whenever I need to.[A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	24. When I need something from my professors I receive a prompt response. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	25. I am nothing but a number at this college. [E-i]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	26. My classmates often do better than I do. [E-s]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	27. I am participating in sports, clubs, or other activities at Parkland. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	28. I have not had good experiences dealing with administrators and staff on campus. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	29. My friends in college value my ideas, thoughts, and opinions.  [P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	30. I can identify many people in my life that care about me and make me feel like I matter. [P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	31. If I had trouble communicating with a professor, I would have someone to go to for help at Parkland [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	32. I usually feel that my peers believe I won’t succeed at this college. [P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	33. If I am upset or need to talk about personal concerns, I can identify a friend at this college that I would feel comfortable turning to for help.[P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	34. Other students have made me feel welcome since I arrived on campus. [P] 
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	35. No one around here seems to be able to answer my questions. [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	36. My advisor doesn’t treat me with much respect [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	37. I have doubts about my ability to succeed in college. [E-s}
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	38. The academic advising I have received here has been helpful. [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	39. I feel my professors are not sensitive to my background and individual needs. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	40. I think no one at this college cares what courses I take. [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	41. I have found a group of people at Parkland who have similar interests to mine.  [P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	42. My parents have been very supportive of my decision to attend Parkland. [O]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	43. My friends outside of college are supportive and encouraging. [P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	44. My professors make me feel confident that I can do the work required to succeed. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	45. I interact socially with my professors outside of class. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	46. The people who work at Parkland seem to care about me. [CE, E-i]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	47. I am planning on returning to Parkland for the Fall 2004 semester. [E-i/p]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	48. I feel like an important part of the Parkland community. [E-i]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6


Now, please think back to your experiences in high school and answer these questions…..

	QUESTIONS ABOUT HIGH SCHOOL
	PLEASE CIRCLE THE ANSWER THAT BEST FITS:

	
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree
	DOES NOT APPLY

	1. The teachers and staff at my high school seemed to care about me. [F, CE, E-i]
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2. I could generally find people to help when I had questions. [CE, A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	3. Finding my way around the school could be difficult. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	4. Overall, I did pretty well in high school [E-s]


	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	5. My teachers generally seemed glad to have me in their classes [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	6. I don’t feel that most of my teachers cared much about my success. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	7. I felt that the teachers generally respected my opinion when I talked in class. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	8. I had at least one high school teacher with whom I could talk about life. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	9. It didn’t seem like my teachers were available and willing to help me outside of class. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	10. I felt the graded feedback from my teachers was helpful. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	11. The environment in my high school was friendly.[CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	12. I felt that my high school had adequate services to support me academically (e.g. tutoring programs, writing assistance, math labs). [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	13. There was someone at my high school who I could talk with about how to plan my education whenever I needed to. [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	14. There was someone at my high school who I could talk with about career plans whenever I needed to. [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	15. I felt like nothing but a number in high school. [E-i]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	16. My classmates often did better than I did. [E-s]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	17. I participated in sports, clubs, or other activities in high school. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	18. I did not have good experiences dealing with administrators and staff. [CE]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	19. My friends in high school valued my ideas, thoughts, and opinions.  [P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	20. If I had trouble communicating with a teacher, I had someone in the high school I could go to for help [A]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	21. I usually felt that my peers believed I wouldn’t make it to college. [P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	22. When I was upset or needed to talk, I had friends in high school who I would feel comfortable turning to for help.[P]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	23. I had doubts about my ability to succeed in high school. [E-s}
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	24. I felt that my teachers were not sensitive to my background and individual needs. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	25. My teachers made me feel confident that I could do the work required to succeed. [F]
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	26. I would say that worked pretty hard in high school [E-I]


	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6


Please share some information about you:

a. What is your gender?

· Male

· Female

b. What is your racial/ethnic background (mark the one best response)?

· White 

· Black or African American

· Hispanic/Latino

· Asian or Pacific Islander

· American Indian or Alaska Native

· Other_____________________________________

c. What is your age?_______

d. What is your GPA at Parkland?_____      

e.  What semester did you first start at Parkland? _____________

f. How many credits have you completed at Parkland (include any that you transferred in)_______

g. How many courses are you taking this semester?_____

h. Which statement best describes your parents’ education.

MOTHER

    FATHER


Attended but didn’t finish high school


(


(
Completed high school




(


(
Completed some college




(


(
Earned an Associate Degree



(


(
Earned a Bachelors Degree



(


(
Earned a Graduate Degree



(


(
G. What do you hope to achieve here at Parkland?_______________________________________

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING IN OUR STUDY!!


APPENDIX B: COLLEGE QUESTIONS

INVOLVEMENT/ENGAGEMENT

	1. I feel like I am a part of campus life. [E-i]

	2. Sometimes I feel excluded, or like I don’t know what is going on. [E-i]

	3. Some days I don’t think I can continue here. [E-s]

	4. I am having a successful year at college. [E-s]

	5. So far, I feel as though my decision to attend Parkland was the right one. [E-i]

	6. I feel like an important part of the Parkland community. [E-i] 

	7. I am planning on returning to Parkland for the Fall 2004 semester. [E-i and p]

	8. I am nothing but a number at this college. [E-i]

	9. I consider myself a good student. [E-s]

	10. I have doubts about my ability to succeed in college. [E-s}

	11. My classmates often do better than I do. [E-s]


FACULTY

	12. My professors have made me feel welcome since I arrived on campus. [F]

	13. I can talk with my professors about course choices. [F]

	14. I have had at least one professor with whom I could talk about life. [F]

	15. I feel my professors generally respect my opinion when I talk in class. [F]

	16. I interact socially with my professors outside of class. [F]

	17. I don’t feel that most of my professors care about my success. [F]

	18. I feel the graded feedback from my professors is helpful. [F]

	19. I don’t find my professors are available and willing to help me outside of class. [F]

	20. When I need something from my professors I receive a prompt response. [F]

	21. My professors make me feel confident that I can do the work required to succeed. [F]

	22. I feel my professors are not sensitive to my background and individual needs. [F]


ENVIRONMENT/ADMINISTRATION

	23. The orientation I received when I started at Parkland was a helpful experience for me [CE]


	24. The administrators and staff here are helpful when I have questions. [CE]

	25. Finding my way around this campus can be difficult. [CE]

	26. The Financial Aid office has been helpful in my dealings with them. [CE]

	27. I have not had good experiences dealing with administrators and staff on campus. [CE]

	28. Figuring out the paperwork at Parkland can be confusing. [CE]

	29. I am participating in sports, clubs, or other activities at Parkland. [CE]

	30. The environment here at Parkland is friendly.[CE]

	31. The people who work at Parkland seem to care about me.[CE]


ADVISEMENT/SUPPORT

	32. The academic advising I have received here has been helpful. [A]

	33. I feel Parkland has adequate services available to support me academically (e.g. tutoring programs, writing assistance, math labs). [A]

	34. I don’t understand why things work they way they do at this college. [A]

	35. I think no one at this college cares what courses I take. [A]

	36. No one around here seems to be able to answer my questions. [A]

	37. My advisor doesn’t treat me with much respect [A]

	38. There is someone on the staff at Parkland who I can talk with about how to plan my education whenever I need to. [A]

	39. There is someone on the staff at Parkland who I can talk with about my career plan whenever I need to.[A]

	40. If I had trouble communicating with a professor, I would have someone to go to for help at Parkland [A]


PEERS

	41. My friends in college value my ideas, thoughts, and opinions.  [P]

	42. I can identify many people in my life that care about me and make me feel like I matter. [P]

	43. I usually feel that my peers believe I won’t succeed at this college. [P]

	44. If I am upset or need to talk about personal concerns, I can identify a friend at this college that I would feel comfortable turning to for help.[P]

	45. My friends outside of college are supportive and encouraging. [P]

	46. Other students have made me feel welcome since I arrived on campus. [P]


	47. I have found a group of people at Parkland who have similar interests to mine.  [P]


OTHER

	48. My parents have been very supportive of my decision to attend Parkland. [O]


HIGH SCHOOL QUESTIONS

INVOLVEMENT/ENGAGEMENT

1. The teachers and staff at my high school seemed to care about me. [CE, E-i]
2. I felt like nothing but a number in high school. [E-i]

3. My classmates often did better than I did. [E-s]

4. I had doubts about my ability to succeed in high school. [E-s}

5. Overall, I did pretty well in high school [E-s]

6. I would say that worked hard in high school [E-I]

FACULTY

1. The teachers and staff at my high school seemed to care about me. [F,  CE, E-i]
2. My teachers generally seemed glad to have me in their classes [F]
3. I don’t feel that most of my teachers cared much about my success. [F]
4. I felt that the teachers generally respected my opinion when I talked in class. [F]

5. I had at least one high school teacher with whom I could talk about life. [F]

6. It didn’t seem like my teachers were available and willing to help me outside of class. [F]

7. I felt the graded feedback from my teachers was helpful. [F]

8. I felt that my teachers were not sensitive to my background and individual needs. [F]

9. My teachers made me feel confident that I could do the work required to succeed. [F]

ENVIRONMENT/ADMINISTRATION

1. The teachers and staff at my high school seemed to care about me. [CE, E-i]
2. I could generally find people to help when I had questions. [CE, A]

3. Finding my way around the school could be difficult. [CE]
4. The environment in my high school was friendly.[CE]

5. I participated in sports, clubs, or other activities in high school. [CE

6. I did not have good experiences dealing with administrators and staff. [CE]]
ADVISEMENT/SUPPORT

1. I could generally find people to help when I had questions. [CE, A]
2. I felt that my high school had adequate services to support me academically (e.g. tutoring programs, writing assistance, math labs). [A]
3. There was someone at my high school who I could talk with about how to plan my education whenever I needed to. [A]

4. There was someone at my high school who I could talk with about career plans whenever I needed to. [A]

5. If I had trouble communicating with a teacher, I had someone in the high school I could go to for help [A]
PEERS

1. My friends in high school valued my ideas, thoughts, and opinions.  [P]

2. I usually felt that my peers believed I wouldn’t make it to college. [P]

3. When I was upset or needed to talk, I had friends in high school who I would feel comfortable turning to for help.[P]
Validation (high school and college)





College environment/ administration [CE]


Faculty [F]


Advisement and support [A]


Peers [P]











Mediating factors


Age


Gender


Race/ethnicity


Parents’ education


Part or full time status


Credit hours earned





Engagement [E]











Desired student outcomes


Student retention


Academic performance











