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The problem addressed is to ascertain how selected factors impacted the 

adjustment of undergraduate university students. Undergraduate university students 

(N=382) from the University of North Texas completed measures of basic student 

information, perceived level of family support and level of parental attachment, and 

perceived level of college student adjustment. Parental Attachment and Family Support 

were found to positively correlate to the level of adjustment to college. Analyses of 

these data reveal a statistically significant difference in student adjustment to college 

when comparing the participants by age, university classification, and living 

arrangement. Further analysis reveals that there is a statistically significant difference 

between gender, race, students’ marital status, and parents’ marital status when 

measuring the outcome of perceived family support. Perceived level of parental 

attachment differs significantly when comparing students by their race, marital status, 

and their parents’ marital status.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

College attendance and attrition. 

The problem addressed in this research was how selected factors impacted the 

adjustment of undergraduate university students. Data released by the U.S. Department 

of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics indicated that of the 2.8 million students who 

graduated from high school in 2003-2004, 1.8 million (64.29%) attended college in fall 

2004 (U.S. Bureau, 2005). Of these college-enrolled students, two-thirds (1.2 million) 

attended a 4-year institution of higher education. Retention information collected and 

reviewed by the American College Testing organization revealed that between one-

fourth (2005a) and almost one-third (2005b) of all students at 4-year colleges did not 

return for their second year. 

Gerdes and Mallinckrodt (1994) found that students tended to overestimate their 

abilities to adjust to college life academically and socially. Nearly 85% of students who 

voluntarily left college cited that academic performance was not a concern in their 

decision to stop school (Tinto, 1987, 1993). Gerdes and Mallinckrodt confirmed Tinto’s 

statistic by explaining that social and emotional adjustments in students’ lives were 

better predictors of attrition than academic adjustment. It is important to examine what 

non-academic factors may contribute to a student’s decision to leave college. 

Transition to college. 

The transition from adolescence to young adulthood, and from high school to 

college, requires many adjustments such as moving from home (Moller, Fouladi, 
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McCarthy, & Hatch, 2003; Oswald & Clark, 2003; Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, & Gibbs, 

1995), developing new social networks (Larose & Boivin, 1998), assuming more adult 

responsibilities (Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, & Gibbs), having more personal 

independence (Lopez, Campbell, & Watkins, 1988), and making educational and career 

choices (Oswald & Clark) as youth accept their new roles and the reality of being 

college students. It has been argued (Paul & Brier, 2001) that the first year of college is 

the most challenging period of adjustment in a person’s life.  Coburn and Treeger 

(2003) described the college experience as 

a unique and special time that is never repeated in quite the same way. It is also 
a time of enormous stresses–a time of confusion, loneliness, and uncertainty . . . 
never to be experienced again from the vantage point of a young adult whose 
perspective is clouded by inexperience, insecurity, and the struggles of 
discovering a separate identity. (p. 103) 
 

This transition from high school to college is a stressful event with new responsibilities 

and challenges (Coburn & Treeger, 2003; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004; Mounts, 2004). 

Today’s college students are challenged by multiple responsibilities, and often, college 

is not their primary focus (King & Wooten, 2003). Because student adjustment and 

academic achievement are important for overall success at an institution of higher 

education, studying this growing population and how students perceive their adjustment 

during this transition should be priorities. 

Family support. 

Adolescents who described their relationships with their parents as trusting, 

communicative, responsive, and reciprocal also reported having better adjustment to 

college (Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, & Gibbs, 1995). Social support is defined as affective 

support (i.e., respect, liking, and love), direct help as financial aid, and confirmations of 
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the factual and moral correctness of a person’s statements and actions (Frese, 1999). 

Other types of support include emotional, esteem-support, and instrumental support 

(Cohen & Wills, 1985; Valery, O’Connor, & Jennings, 1997). Support can be 

encouragement, a loving and caring parental relationship, and tangible aid such as 

financial assistance. The influence that families can have upon their children needs to 

be acknowledged and publicized so that parent education can be developed to 

encourage parents to continue to support their children’s abilities (Moller, Fouladi, 

McCarthy, & Hatch, 2003). 

Divorce. 

In 2003, 2,187,000 marriages occurred in the 46 reporting states; and 1,106,622 

(50.6%) of marriages ended in divorce (National Center for Health Statistics, 2004). 

According to Wallerstein and Lewis (2004), “ . . . when the marital bond is severed, 

parent-child relationships are likely to change radically in ways that are not predictable” 

(p. 354). Because of the divorce rate, it is important to consider the impact that this can 

have on students’ transitioning through the college years. In 2004, of the 73,205,000 

children under the age of 18; only 20,474,000 (27.968%) lived with one of their parents, 

and the majority (83.384%) resided with their mothers (U.S. Census, 2005). 

College students may struggle with which parent to spend holidays and vacation 

time if there is not sufficient family support and communication (Lopez, 1987; 

Swartzman-Schatman & Schinke, 1993). Also, when divorce occurs, increased financial 

burdens on parents, geographic relocation, and the remarriage of one or both partners 

are common (Amato, 2000; Lopez). In a review of literature, Lopez (1987, 1991) 

explained that the attachment children have to the noncustodial parent could be 
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reduced because of conflict, thus limiting the young adult’s support network. While 

family support and levels of maternal and paternal attachment have long been 

suggested as potential factors affecting college student adjustment, parents’ marital 

histories and current status have often been ignored. 

Males and females. 

 When comparing males and females in terms of college adjustment, parental 

attachment, effects of divorce, and family conflict, some researchers concluded that 

there were differences (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Lopez, Campbell, & Watkins, 1988; 

Mattanah, Hancock, & Brand, 2004; Nielsen, 1999). Of these investigators, only one 

reported similarities (Nielsen). 

Race. 

 In the studies reviewed, few examined differences between races and 

attachment or divorce (Barrett, 2003; Lopez, Melendez, & Rice, 2000). Lopez, 

Melendez, and Rice concluded that differences were evident among the race categories 

in reference to the level of parental attachment among undergraduate students. They 

further suggested that parental divorce and cultural factors could affect the level of 

parent/child attachment. Barrett examined the negative effects of divorce comparing 

Whites and African Americans. The differences reflected were that Whites had a more 

difficult time coping with the initial separation with a pending divorce while Blacks did 

not encounter as difficult a time during separation until the marriage legally dissolved in 

divorce. 
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Rationale for the Study 

The transition through college, a stressful one (Coburn & Treeger, 2003; Kadison 

& DiGeronimo, 2004; Mounts, 2004), requires the student to adjust (Astin, 1993; Baker 

& Siryk, 1999; Coburn & Treeger; Tinto, 1993) and presents an opportunity to examine 

factors affecting their adjustment among increasingly diverse populations (Fass & 

Tubman, 2002). College students undergoing these transitions are often the subjects 

used in researching this population (Oswald & Clark, 2003), because they have 

experienced a multitude of pressures and constraints that were “a part of the ongoing 

process of human experience” (Coburn & Treeger, p. 7). Two theorists, Tinto (1993) 

and Astin (1993), proposed that family background was important in influencing 

students’ experiences within the college environment. 

It is essential to understand which family factors contribute to students’ level of 

successful adjustment to college. Considering family factors (i.e., parents’ marital 

status, parental attachment, and family support) affecting their adjustment to college 

can facilitate a smooth transition from high school to college. This knowledge will assist 

in understanding how these factors impact the adjustment of university students and 

can lead to developing programs to improve university retention and parental education.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to ascertain how family factors and student 

characteristics influenced their adjustment to college. These findings can assist 

professionals in identifying and targeting students for intervention programs developed 

to help them become ready for college success and future adjustments. Persons better 
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prepared for their college experiences will be able to maintain college student status 

rather than having to withdraw (Tinto, 1993). Exploring, in depth, the college students’ 

demographics and perceptions of their adjustment and taking into account family 

support, level of paternal attachment, and their parents’ marital status, was necessary to 

learn more about the family factors that contribute to overall success and adjustment at 

a university. Furthermore, knowing about the students’ experiences before they enter 

college provides information for institutions of higher education to design programs to 

help them with this transition. Well-designed and implemented programs assisting 

college students through this process of college adjustment can increase institutions’ 

retention rates, student satisfaction and adjustment, and parental education and 

support. 

 

Objectives of the Study 

There are three primary goals: to determine the extent to which (a) the level of 

family support, (b) quality of parental attachment, and (c) parents’ current marital status 

influences the levels of college adjustment in undergraduate students. Additionally, 

these data were analyzed to determine whether students’ characteristics (i.e., age, 

gender, race, classification, marital status, and living arrangement) impact the level of 

their adjustment to college. 

 

Assumptions of the Study 

The following assumptions were made regarding this research. First, it is 

assumed that parental support and high levels of parental attachment provide indicators 
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for a positive transition and subsequent adjustment while in college. Second, it is 

assumed that students must make certain adjustments in their lives during this transition 

period, from adolescence to young adulthood, while experiencing college life and that 

these are impacted by many factors. 

 

Scope of the Study 

Participants in this study were students enrolled in the Fall 2005 semester at a 4-

year public institution at the University of North Texas in undergraduate classes and 

those living in residence halls. All students attending classes on the days of the survey 

and those who attended the data collection sessions in the residence halls completed 

the materials and were included as a part of the population studied. 

 

Conceptual Definitions 

Attachment. 

Attachment provides a sense of closeness and emotional support, especially 

during important life transitions (Bowlby, 1982) such as the college experience (Lopez & 

Gover, 1993). Bowlby (1988) defined attachment as 

Any form of behavior that results in a person attaining or maintaining proximity to 
some other clearly identified individual who is conceived of as better able to cope 
with the world. It is most obvious whenever the person is frightened, fatigued or 
sick, and is assuaged by comforting and care giving. (pp. 26-27) 
 

Ainsworth (1991) explained that a major purpose of the attachment theory was to guide 

further research. Bowlby claimed that attachment was an essential, life-long human 

need and occurred "from the cradle to the grave" (Bowlby, 1979, p. 129). Ainsworth 
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agreed that affectional bonds were attachments and defined them as long-lasting. In an 

affectional bond, the individual desires to remain close with the other person. 

Some adults still see their parents as consistent providers of security (Weiss, 

1991). In pair-bond relationships, for example, adults’ relationships with their parents 

could be reasonably referred to as an adult attachment. Weiss further asserted, “In all 

relationships that have attachment properties, contact with the attachment figure may 

be sought if there is a threat to self, threat to the attachment figure, or threat to the 

relationship” (p. 69). Parental attachment, also known as the adult-child pair-bonding 

with the parent, appears only after the parent has become less of the child’s attachment 

figure; thus, “adult attachment is a later stage of the childhood attachment system” (p. 

70). 

College adjustment. 

 Baker and Siryk designed a way to assess students’ adjustment to their college 

experience and assumed that adjustment to college was multifaceted, defined by 4 

areas: academic, social, personal-emotional, and goal commitment/institutional. 

Academic adjustment involves coping with the educational demands of the college 

experience. Social adjustment involves coping with the interpersonal-societal demands 

in college. Personal-Emotional adjustment involves the degree that the student is 

experiencing psychological distress or any somatic problems associated with the 

distress. Goal commitment, or Institutional attachment, involves the quality of the bond 

or relationship the student has with the institution. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Parental Attachment 

Many researchers have studied attachment, including Ainsworth, 1978; Bowlby, 

1977; Elliot & Reis, 2003; Engels, Finkenauer, Meeus, & Dekovic, 2001; Lopez & 

Gormley, 2002; Lopez, Mauricio, Gormley, Simko, & Berger, 2001; Lyddon, Bradford, & 

Nelson, 1993; Sable, 2004; Weber, 2003; and Weiss, 1994. One of the best known of 

this group is Bowlby, who reported that the attachment theory was concerned with close 

emotional bonds and how these relationships affected an individual through the life 

course. Attachment was defined by Bowlby as any form of behavior that resulted in a 

person retaining or attaining proximity to some other preferred and differentiated 

individual, who was usually thought of as wiser and stronger. Bowlby’s attachment 

theory emphasized an individual’s experience with caregiver relationships and how that 

effected later personality development (Sable). Sable reported that attachment was 

developed to the degree that there was consistent emotional availability and closeness 

of familiar people and places. Varying types of attachment have been proposed 

(Ainsworth; Elliot & Reis; Lopez & Gormley). 

In a study conducted with infants, Ainsworth (1978), reflecting on Bowlby’s 

attachment theory, proposed that the names of three types be called secure 

attachment, insecure-anxious attachment, and insecure avoidant attachment. These 

types of attachment are also referred to as secure, anxious, and avoidant (Elliot & Reis, 

2003). Secure attachment is healthy and is fostered if a parent is readily available when 

a child seeks attachment. Healthy, secure attachment to a parent allows a child to 
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explore the world because the caregiver is available and responsive when needed. 

Also, individuals who are securely attached to the caregiver have the internal 

knowledge that they are worthy of love and caring (Weber, 2003). Secure attachment 

provides a base from which a child can safely explore the world, and securely attached 

individuals are more likely to be engaged in their social environment (Weber). Feeney 

and Noller (1990) reported that the securely attached had more positive relationships 

with their family early on and had a more trusting attitude toward others. Anxious-

ambivalent attachment is characterized when the child is distracted and anxious during 

exploration of the world (Elliot & Reis) and occurs when the child seeks attachment but 

the caregiver is inconsistent in responsiveness and availability (Weber). People who 

have developed an anxious-ambivalent attachment are resistant or unable to be 

comforted when experiencing distress. Students who are categorized as having an 

anxious-ambivalent attachment to a parent are more likely to report that they have a 

lack of parental support (Feeney & Noller). Avoidant attachment develops when the one 

who is seeking attachment is neglected or rejected while preoccupied with the thought 

that the caregiver will not be available when needed; thus, the child is not exploring the 

world with a true interest (Elliot & Reis). Those who are categorized as having an 

avoidant attachment with a parent are more likely to mistrust and distance themselves 

from others (Feeney & Noller). 

 Harwood, Miller, and Irizarry (1995) connected how child attachment levels 

affected late adult relationships. Adults who are comfortable with varying levels of 

closeness in intimate relationships and who develop a positive view of them experience 

secure adult attachment. Secure adult attachment arises from individuals whose warm 
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and responsive caregivers encouraged autonomy. Adults who fear being abandoned or 

separated from intimate relationships with their partners experience insecure-anxious 

adult attachment. Those whose caregivers were more cold and intrusive in the 

relationship are characterized as having insecure-avoidant adult attachment. Adults who 

experienced neglect as children are typically ambivalent in adult relationships. 

Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) proposed a theory of 4-group model 

attachment styles in young adults: secure, dismissive, preoccupied, and fearful-avoidant 

(Lopez & Gormley, 2002). This model reflected that stressors and environmental 

changes throughout the lifespan could cause attachment styles to fluctuate (Love & 

Murdock, 2004). Secure attachment is when a person has a sense of worthiness and 

holds the expectation that others are responsive and accepting (Bartholomew & 

Horowitz). People with dismissive attachment avoid holding close relationships and 

maintain a sense of invulnerability and independence. Preoccupied attachment is when 

a person achieves a higher level of self-acceptance by gaining the acceptance of other 

people they value in their life. Finally, fearful-avoidant attachment occurs when 

individuals protect themselves from the anticipated rejection from others (Bartholomew 

& Horowitz; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002). 

Weiss (1994) proposed that there were three basic differences between 

attachment of children to parents and the pair bonding of two adults. In an adult 

relationship, there is an assumption of symmetry. Either adult will express a need, and 

the other is expected to fulfill that necessity. In a parent/child relationship, there is not a 

symmetrical relationship between participants to express the same level of needs and 

abilities to respond to those requests. Second, adults can see other adults as stronger 
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and wiser in a childhood mode (e.g., priests and physicians); those figures are removed 

from the adult’s ordinary life. Children see parents as wiser and stronger, and many 

parents provide the benefit of guaranteed security and support. The third difference is 

that adult pair bonds do not depend as intensely on the security and reassurance of the 

presence of the attachment figure as children do. 

According to Weiss (1991), adult and childhood attachments were similar in the 

effect that when there was a perceived loss of the attachment figure, the uniformed 

response was grief. Signs of grief include “calling and crying, determined and 

sometimes frantic search, persisting perceptual recall of the lost figure, restlessness, 

and eventual despair” (p. 69). Also, under conditions of threat, the dependent 

maintained the ability to command the attachment figure’s energy and attention. 

Divorce and attachment. 

Three of the reviewed investigations studied attachment and divorce and the 

possible relationship between the two (Brennan & Shaver, 1998; Love & Murdock, 

2004; McCurdy & Scherman, 1996). Using the three-group categories of adult 

attachment styles, Brennan and Shaver studied 1,407 adolescents and young adults 

and sought to determine if there was a difference between those with intact and 

divorced family backgrounds. Attachment style and personality disorder were connected 

with family type: divorced and intact. Results indicated that there was no difference 

between students in the divorced and intact family groups when examining the 

attachment style and characteristics of a personality disorder. 

In a study on adolescents from divorced and intact families, McCurdy and 

Scherman (1996) found that those from intact families were more positively attached to 
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their fathers than those from divorced and remarried families. Among the divorced and 

remarried families, the subjects had better emotional attachments to their mothers 

compared to their fathers. All of the participants in this study, however, lived in their 

mother’s household per custody arrangements. 

Love and Murdock (2004) studied 173 college students from intact families (52%) 

or stepfamilies (48%). Their purpose was to examine parental attachment and 

psychological well-being. The sample was 69% female and 31% male; and they 

categorized their race as Caucasian (74%), African American (28%), Latino (7%), Asian 

American (6%), biracial (4%), Native American (2%), or international student (1%) or 

other (1%). Results indicated that those from intact families reported more secure 

attachment relationships with their parents than those from stepfamilies, and that family 

type was a significant predictor of well-being. While student’s race was collected to 

better describe the population studied, it was not a variable for attachment or well-being. 

Males versus females. 

Some researchers concluded that, when comparing gender, there were more 

similarities and differences in children’s attachment to their parents (Barrett & Holmes, 

2001; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Mattanah, Hancock, & Brand, 2004).  

According to Bowlby’s ethological theory, mastery of a person’s environment and 

development of intellectual competence was promoted when attachment was there to 

provide a secure base of support (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991). Also, parental support for 

development of autonomy and competence was provided by the availability of parents 

as a secure base. In an inquiry of 226 first-year college students, examining family 

structure and parental attachment relating to psychological and social functioning, it was 
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concluded that men were less closely attached to their parents than women. 

Characteristics of a secure attachment included positive affect, parental fostering of 

autonomy, students viewing the parent as a source of emotional support, and overall 

parental closeness. Students who both received social support from their parents and 

also perceived their families as experiencing anxiety concerning separation, an event 

such as a child going away to college, reported higher levels of social competence and 

relatively lower levels of psychological symptoms. 

Mattanah, Hancock, and Brand (2004) examined the relationships of 303 male 

and female college students to see if parental attachment and separation-individuation 

assisted in mediating college student adjustment. Secure attachment for both men and 

women was associated with positive adjustment. Women who overemphasized 

attachment were poorly adjusted to college; however, their male counterparts were 

even more poorly adjusted. Both female and male students viewed their attachment 

relationship with their father less strongly than their relationship with their mother. 

Attachment to mother and father. 

Collins and Read (1990), using a sample of 161 first-year undergraduate 

university students ages 17-24 years, concluded that those with a greater sense of 

secure attachment to their parents reported a higher level of self-confidence and self-

worth, and were perceived by others as dependable and trustworthy. Participants with 

an anxious attachment style reported lower self-confidence in themselves and others 

and were perceived as less altruistic (Barrett & Holmes, 2001; Collins & Read). 

Engels, Finkenauer, Meeus, and Dekovic (2001) summarized that higher levels 

of parental attachments in students lead to improved social skills and higher functioning 
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in social support networks. Those who were better attached, they further explained, 

should be “better able to develop adequate social skills, which are necessary for the 

initiation and maintenance of warm, satisfying, and reciprocal relationships with friends 

and romantic partners” (p. 429). Developing these positive relationships would help 

students adapt because of the social support network that could be developed. These 

researchers studied 412 subjects ranging in age from 12-18 years to “examine the 

effects of parental attachment on the development of social skills, relational 

competence, and emotional adjustment” (p. 430). Results indicated that as adolescents 

increased in their independence and social and emotional adjustment, parents 

continued to play a vital role in this development. Interactions between parent and the 

adolescent helped by improving social skills and reducing the child’s anxiety in initiating 

and maintaining positive peer relations. 

Attachment and race. 

 Lopez, Melendez, and Rice (2000) investigated race differences and attachment 

levels to parents. These 478 undergraduate students (326 women and 161 men) 

identified their races as White (68%), Hispanic or Latino (18%), or Black (14%). When 

the participants’ age and parents’ marital status were controlled. Differences were 

evident among the race categories. They further agreed that parent-child bonds were 

predictive of adult attachment orientations. 

 

Family Support 

Does family support impact university students’ adjustment to college? 

Researchers concluded that parental support did make a difference in students’ lives 
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(Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouverette, 2003; Cutrona, Cole, Colangelo, Assouline 

& Russell, 1994; Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001; McDonough, 2004). According to 

Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, and Bouverette, family support was important for 

individuals to develop a sense of self-worth and maintain positive self-esteem. 

McDonough explained that students were more likely to form early educational plans if 

they had earlier family support. This support from parents and early planning on the part 

of the children were strong predictors of students maintaining motivation and college 

aspirations and achievements; they were also more likely to enroll in college. College 

students potentially derived self-esteem from family love and perceived approval 

(Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouverette). 

Cutrona, Cole, Colangelo, Assouline, and Russell (1994) studied the relationship 

between parental social support and college grade point average (GPA). Their 

population surveyed included 418 undergraduate students. Conclusions indicated that 

parental support did predict college GPA when controlling for family conflict and 

parental achievement. Students who perceived their parents to be supportive had 

acquired the skills and self-confidence to cope effectively with challenges and master 

new situations. 

A trend toward extended adolescence allows parents to stay involved as their 

children go away to college (Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001). Dysfunctional families can 

hamper what had the potential to be a positive support system for undergraduate 

students. “Parents who regard college-age students as children rather than adults will 

become more involved in the students’ lives” (p. 7). 
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Types of support. 

Social support by parents includes affective support (i.e., respect, liking, and 

love), direct help as financial aid, and confirmation of the factual and moral correctness 

of a person’s statements and actions (Frese, 1999). According to McDonough (2004), 

“Effective parental encouragement also includes saving money for college, making 

campus visits, and attending financial aid workshops with their child” (p. 11). 

Researchers described three different types of support that individuals needed to 

facilitate adapting to change and coping (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Valery, O’Connor, & 

Jennings, 1997). One of these was emotional support, which was defined as the 

indicators parents provided their children that they were loved and cared for. The 

second was esteem support, or how parents showed their children that they were 

valued. The third major support that facilitated adjustment was problem-focused or 

instrumental support, a combination of information and tangible aid. 

Social support and race. 

Fass and Tubman (2002) studied 357 undergraduate students attending a 4-year 

university. This sample of volunteers was racially designated as 15.7% European 

American, 12.0% African American, 66.4% Hispanic American, 3.4% Asian American, 

and 2.5% who classified themselves as Other. These researchers concluded that, 

across all races, “attachment is not a single predictor of academic success but parental 

support influences students’ academic achievement and may affect them in future 

career choices, employment, and social domains” (p. 570). 

Holahan, Valentiner, and Moos (1994) examined parental support and how it 

related to psychological adjustment while transitioning from adolescence to young 
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adulthood using a college sample of 175 students who remained in college for 2 years. 

Of the volunteers, 75.0% were White, 9.1% were Hispanic, 8.0% were Asian, 5.1% 

were Black, and 0.6% classified themselves as Other. It was concluded across all races 

that better psychological adjustment was predictable as reflected by higher levels of 

parental support and social disposition of the student. 

According to Torres and Solberg (2001), college students who believed in their 

ability to achieve academic goals and who made connections with other students and 

faculty had a high perception of family support. In their inquiry of 189 Latino college 

students, these authors indicated that “family support directly affected the level of 

academic self-efficacy” (p. 61), and self-efficacy served as a determinant in outcomes of 

education. The degree of family support, as reflected on the Social Provisions Scale 

(SPS), helped the child perceive life transitions (i.e., the college experience) as 

challenges. These researchers concluded that a student needed a “safe place to rely on 

when challenges far exceed one’s abilities” (p. 61). Even though friends and academic 

mentors could provide assistance, support from the family was essential for academic 

achievement and persistence (Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001). 

Conflicting results were present in an inquiry by Rodriguez, Mira, Myers, Morris, 

and Cardoza (2003). The investigation included 338 college students at a Latino 

university. The researchers found that friend support moderated the effects of 

psychological stress and college adjustment slightly more than family support. 

Rodriguez and colleagues and Torres and Solberg (2001) studied only Latino students. 

Using a more diverse college student population may bring different results on this 

topic. 
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Financial support and parental separation. 

As far as financial support is concerned, both fathers and mothers contributed 

less to college funds when a child did not live with them (Fabricius, 2003). This 

researcher suggested that the financial contribution to college funds was partially 

effected by legal custody status. Economic challenges after parental break-up may have 

spilled over and affected their college experience (Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004) and 

lead some children to decide not to attend college (Amato, 2000). When a family 

situation changed after they enrolled, students experienced incessant worry about the 

likelihood of returning the following semester (Kadison & DiGeronimo). The more time 

that parents and children spent apart, the more intense their feelings of anger and 

distance were; parental discouragement from the eroding relationship was shown in 

reduced financial support for college (Fabricius). 

The earlier a father separated from the family and a child, the more profound the 

effects were when compared with later separation (Krohn & Bogan, 2001). College is 

affected because, in some cases, the father can refuse to pay for a child’s higher 

education, and the mother may be unable to afford the financial burden. The financial 

strain causes students to drop out of or never attempt college. In a family where 

parental divorce had occurred and the father was completely absent early on in the 

child’s life, intellectual competence was decreased. The absence of the father in a 

supportive role can cause daughters to become overachievers or underachievers. 

 While child support payments legally terminate when the child reaches the age of 

majority (age 18 or 21 years), courts can determine an exception for students in higher 

education (FinAid Page, 2005). The courts in some states have laws or case law, in 
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cases of divorce, that determine parental financial contributions to their child’s higher 

education by ordering the non-custodial parent to contribute to college expenses. 

Parents who are preparing to divorce can develop a written “college support agreement” 

detailing the financial agreement. Fathers with joint legal custody or visitation rights 

provided more support for their child than fathers without custody or visitation rights. 

Also, children who stayed in contact with their fathers were more likely to receive 

support. 

Support and adjustment. 

In general, students who perceived a high level of family support also had high 

levels of adjustment to college (Lafreniere, Ledgerwood, & Docherty, 1997). Those 

adjusting to college experienced fewer psychological problems when their families were 

more supportive and when their family interactions involved a lower incidence of conflict 

(Rice, Cole, & Lapsley, 1990). 

Support and attachment. 

Family support provides one of the factors necessary for the secure base 

mentioned in Bowlby’s attachment theory (1977), and the necessity of a secure base 

helps students perceive life transitions as changes rather than threats (Torres & 

Solberg, 2001). In an inquiry conducted by Cutrona, Cole, Colangelo, Assouline, and 

Russell (1994), college student success, as determined by grade point average, was 

predicted knowing the level of parental support. This inquiry involved 418 students (15% 

were junior or seniors, 26% were sophomores, and 59% were first-year) who were 

enrolled in an undergraduate introductory psychology class. Students who perceived a 

higher level of parental support produced a higher grade point average. They followed 
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the attachment theory because a supportive and secure relationship with parents lead 

to the student being more willing to explore the environment. 

Living arrangement. 

 Jordyn and Byrd (2003) surveyed single undergraduate students: 73 lived off-

campus alone, 92 lived in residence halls, and 113 lived at home. The researchers 

concluded that attached students who continued to live with their parents were less 

likely to use direct problem-focused coping strategies than those who lived on-campus. 

It was suggested that the residence hall experiences allowed students to gain the 

perspective necessary to become better managers of their resources and time, which 

was essential for coping with life pressures and achieving academic success (Jordyn & 

Byrd; Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, Zusman, Inman, & Desler, 1993). 

 

Parents’ Marital History 

While family support and levels of maternal and paternal attachment have long 

been suggested as potential factors affecting college student adjustment, parents’ 

marital histories and current status have often been ignored. Amato (2000) explained 

the diverse outcomes of individuals following the event of divorce: “Divorce benefits 

some individuals, leads others to experience temporary decrements in well-being that 

improve over time, and forces others on a downward cycle from which they might never 

fully recover” (p. 1282). He charged researchers with the task of further understanding 

the “implications of marriage-dissolution for adults, children, and the larger society” (p. 

1283). With more than 50% of our nation’s marriages ending in divorce, it is important to 

study the impact that this has on all family members across all stages in life (National 
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Center for Health Statistics, 2004). In 2003, 2,187,000 marriages occurred in the 46 

reporting states, and 1,106,622 marriages ended in divorce. Being part of a family 

where one parent has been divorced is more common each year. Because of the 

divorce rate, it is important to consider the impact that parental divorce can have on 

students’ transitioning through the college years. 

Consequences of divorce. 

Are there lasting consequences of parents’ divorce on college-age students? 

Amato (2000) recognized that divorce “can result in less effective parenting from the 

custodial parent, a decrease in involvement with the noncustodial parent, exposure to 

continuing interparental discord, a decline in economic resources . . . moving, changing 

schools and additional parental marriages and divorces” (p. 1272); conflicting results 

remain concerning the consequences of both short-term and long-term impacts on the 

children. 

Amato and Keith (1991) conducted a meta-analysis of 92 qualitative and 

quantitative studies comparing children of divorced families to children of intact families. 

These researchers proposed that children of divorced parents were at a higher risk for 

developing problems associated with psychological and social adjustment and 

achievement in school. According to Nielsen (1999), in a review of literature, most 

children who did not suffer immediately serious long-term consequences of divorce, in 

academic achievements, vocational accomplishments, or self-confidence, did 

experience these when the mother remarried within a few years. College students of 

divorced parents were better than their peers at respecting and appreciating others’ 

perspectives and being empathetic. 
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An investigation of the role of family variables in predicting long-term 

consequences for young adults when divorce occurred during adolescence by 

Summers, Forehand, Armistead, and Tannenbaum (1998) included young Caucasian 

adults from married (n=123) families and divorced (n=119) families. After accounting for 

socioeconomic status during adolescence, and the age and gender of the young adult, 

they concluded, “Young adults whose parents divorced during adolescence were 

functioning less well in . . . attachment style, and educational level–than those who did 

not divorce” (p. 330). After controlling for all demographic variables, however, parental 

divorce during adolescence was “related to only . . . security of attachment to romantic 

partners” (p. 331) of the students. 

If parent availability contributes to the child’s emotional security, using the 

attachment theory, a divorced family can make a parent unavailable to a child (Amato, 

2000; Fabricius, 2003). During the process of divorce, parents may be so busy meeting 

their own needs that their children’s requirement for psychological support may be 

overlooked (Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001).  

A longitudinal study of the effects of divorce on children. 

A longitudinal investigation by Wallerstein and Lewis (2004) provided agreement 

with previous studies. The goal of their inquiry was to explore the impact of divorce on 

the child’s development and self-concept while growing to adulthood. These 

researchers tracked a group of 131 children whose parents divorced in the early 1970s. 

The research began in 1971, and they were recontacted 18 months following parental 

separation, 5 years, and 10 years later. Finally, they evaluated the remaining 
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participants 25 years after the study first began. In 1971, 60 families participated; at the 

25-year mark, only 48 families were available and willing to continue. 

General findings. Overall, during the post-divorce years, growing up was more 

difficult for most of these children in the Wallerstein and Lewis (2004) study when 

compared to the other children who were reared in intact families. Wallerstein and Lewis 

concluded that divorce was a life-transforming experience for the child, and many 

adjustments were required of the children throughout their life course. 

Children. As children they experienced “seriously diminished parenting . . . when 

they needed their parents’ help to make sense of what was happening” (Wallerstein & 

Lewis, 2004, p. 359). Most of them were relatively content before the break-up and were 

surprised by the marital dissolution. 

Adolescents and adults. As adolescents, they took greater responsibilities, had 

fewer rules, acted out more often, used alcohol earlier, more heavily and over a longer 

period, and were more sexually active and at younger ages than the children of intact 

families (Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). As adults, most “remembered (as children) 

feelings of loneliness, bewilderment, and anger at the parents” (p. 360), and these 

feelings were more powerful among the group of children who had been 6 years old or 

younger at the time of marital dissolution. Two-thirds of them experienced multiple 

marriages of their parents over the course of the study. 

Higher education. Of the divorced group, 80% of the children entered college, 

and 57% of them achieved their bachelor’s degree (Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). The 

comparison group of intact families indicated that 90% of them attended college and 

had a bachelor’s graduation rate of 90%. Major differences between the children’s 



25

receipt of support were evident between divorced and intact families. Financially, in the 

divorced group of those who actually received support, only one-third of fathers 

provided consistent aid while two-thirds came solely from their mothers. The most 

profound difference reported between the two groups (divorced or intact families) was 

that “No child of divorce . . . was invited by both parents, either separately or together, 

to discuss college plans” (p. 362). 

Parent-child relationship. Over time, there were major changes in the parent-child 

relationship (Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). Among the divorced parents, parenting 

fluctuated, especially when one became involved with another partner. At the 25-year 

mark in the study, one-third of the adults reported that they had seen their fathers 

weekly. “If one parent had rebuilt his or her life successfully and the other was unhappy, 

the discrepancy distressed the children . . . and (they) blamed the fortunate parent for 

lack of compassion or for having caused the other’s suffering” (p. 366). As adults, many 

were still upset that they did not know the cause for their parents’ divorce. 

Family environment. 

Perhaps family environment, rather than parents’ marital history, is the crucial 

variable for adjustment (Amato, 2000; Buboltz, Johnson, & Woller, 2003; Hoffman & 

Weiss, 1987; Lopez, 1991; Nelson, Hughes, Handal, Katz, & Searight, 1993). Amato 

explained that the quality of the parental relationship improved parental functioning and 

was the best predictor of children’s well being. Interparental conflict affected young 

adults because it was shown to have long-term influences on their social and general 

self-esteem (Garber, 1991). Interparental conflict and hostility after divorce predicted 

poor outcomes for the children (Amato). Nelson, Hughes, Handal, Katz, and Searight 
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compared students from nonintact and intact families. Results indicated that those from 

families with high levels of conflict had more psychiatric symptoms than students from 

families with low or moderate levels of conflict. 

Muransky and DeMarie-Dreblow (1995) examined 110 high school students from 

divorced or intact families to determine the effects of divorce on this population. Results 

suggested that the teenagers from intact families were as well adjusted as those from 

divorced families. Participants from intact families who lived in families with high levels 

of conflict creating a stressful environment may have had as many adjustment problems 

as those from divorced families. They further concluded that students would adjust more 

easily if they lived in a less stressful family environment. 

Buboltz, Johnson, and Woller (2003) investigated 300 undergraduate students 

comparing intact families to divorced families and the subsequent level of psychological 

reactance. Psychological reactance occurs when one’s behavioral freedoms are 

threatened and the individual then becomes motivated to restore their sense of 

freedom. Aggression, observing, or engaging in, prohibited behaviors are examples of 

the actions people take when they are characterized as being psychologically reactant. 

These researchers concluded that college students from intact families were less 

psychologically reactant than college students from divorced families. 

Hoffman and Weiss (1987), who examined conflict in families and students’ 

adaptation to college, further supported the previous findings by Buboltz, Johnson, and 

Woller (2003). In their sample of 190 White undergraduates from intact families, 

students not living with their parents completed the following self-report measures: 

Inventory of Common Problems, Psychological Separation Inventory, Interparental 
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Conflict and Influence Scales, and Parent Symptom rating. A lower level of conflict 

within the family was related to fewer problems in students. 

Lopez (1991) surveyed 554 students (222 men and 332 women) who were 

reared living with their intact families. Instruments used were the Student Adaptation to 

College Questionnaire, Marital Conflict scale, and the Conflictual Independence 

measure. Results suggested that academic adjustment might be negatively influenced if 

they had conflictual relationships with both parents simultaneously. Personal adjustment 

might be at risk by the child having a conflictual relationship with one, the other, or both 

parents. If a conflictual relationship between them was occurring, it had a direct 

relationship to the student’s adjustment more so than the parents having a conflictual 

relationship with each other. The child’s involvement in a family relationship 

characterized by conflict might correspond to lower levels of successful adaptation to 

the college environment. 

Males versus females. 

When studying disturbances in family structures and the effects on men and 

women in their adjustment to college, doubt remains if they are affected in similar ways 

(Lopez, Campbell, & Watkins, 1988). Nielsen (1999) claimed that daughters were less 

likely than sons to be drawn into their parents’ conflicts after divorce; sons were more 

negatively affected. Thus, male students more often have problems after parental 

divorce in terms of peer relationships, vocational and academic achievements, and 

social maturity. Young people run a higher risk of having academic problems if they 

have a mother who is divorced and has not remarried. These students, both male and 

female, tend to have less social maturity, self-confidence, self-discipline, lower career 
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aspirations, and poorer grades. Young adults whose mothers have remarried benefit 

from fewer worries about financial matters and being able to obtain a higher level of 

education than if their mothers had not remarried. The sharp decline in income following 

divorce comprises at least half of the negative impact on children in regard to students 

dropping out of school and not having better jobs after college or high school. Most 

college students have not suffered long-term consequences in terms of social 

development, vocational achievements, or grades; however, regardless of age, in the 

first few years, there are stressful adjustments to make. 

Lopez, Campbell, and Watkins (1988) surveyed 815 students (496 women and 

319 men) to determine the “relationship of family patterns to college adjustment” (p. 

403). Results indicated that men and women responded differently to family structure 

disruptions. When conflict arose in the family, women reported increased emotional and 

functional attachment to their parents, while men reported conflictual dependence on 

parents and were attitudinally detached. After they examined the impact of conflictual 

parent-student attachment, these researchers concluded that it might or might not effect 

college adjustment. 

Connecting parental support from both mother and father with a nonconflictual 

relationship between parents played an important role for adolescents during the 

transition to young adulthood (Holahan, Valentiner, & Moos, 1994). This study, involving 

175 recent high school graduates who were followed for 2 years, focused on patterns of 

the student’s individual change. These researchers concluded that a relationship 

between the parents that was described as having no conflict, as well as social support 



29

from both mother and father, played an important role during the transition from 

adolescence to young adulthood. 

Divorce versus intact. 

Allen, Stoltenberg, and Rosko (1990) addressed the impact of divorce on 

adolescent psychological separation from their parents. Participants included 160 

college freshmen enrolled in psychology courses. There were 54 men and 106 women, 

and the mean age of the participants was 18.63 years; 38 came from divorced families. 

These participants were categorized as part of the Divorced Group or the Intact Group. 

Results indicated that the Divorced Group was more separated from their families than 

the Intact Group; the Divorced Group was just as adjusted to college life as the Intact 

Group; and the Divorced Group demonstrated a higher sense of self-esteem. 

After divorce, if one parent relocates, the distance may make visitation difficult 

(Amato, 2000; Fabricius, 2003). Fabricius studied college students, reviewing their 

perspectives on their living arrangements after a parental divorce, amount of college 

support they received, and relationships with their parents because of their living 

arrangements. When the parents lived in close proximity, visitation became difficult 

when one was inflexible in adjusting schedules. The more time that the child wanted to 

spend with one parent, the more they perceived the other parent as interfering with that 

time. Parents’ disagreement over living arrangements may impede the divorce situation 

from being better for the child. This researcher concluded that what was best for college 

students after parental divorce was equal time spent living with each parent, support 

from the other parent to spend that time, less disagreement between their parents over 

living arrangements, and fathers’ continued support through their young adult years. 
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Knox, Zusman, and DeCuzzi (2004) assessed the effect of parental divorce or 

remarriage on 330 undergraduates and their relationship with their parents. Self-reports 

indicated that students who lived in homes in which their parents were divorced, were 

significantly less likely to be close to both their biological mothers and their biological 

fathers. Also, these participants reported that they were unhappier when compared to 

those who grew up in intact homes. 

Timing of divorce. 

 Studies concerning the timing of parental divorce and its later effect on children 

involved have shown that the child’s age at the time of marital disruption matters 

(Amato, 2000; Amato & Keith, 1991; McCurdy & Scherman, 1996; Muransky & 

DeMarie-Dreblow, 1995; Swartzman-Schatman & Schinke, 1993). McCurdy and 

Scherman believed that it was possible that “divorce during an earlier developmental 

period may increase the risk of problems in late adolescence and early adulthood” (p. 

307). According to Amato and Keith, short-term emotional and social difficulties in 

children following parental divorce were less serious than the long-term consequences 

on a better quality of life in adulthood. An example of a long-term effect of divorce is 

depression (McCurdy & Scherman). 

Swartzman-Schatman and Schinke (1993) hypothesized that college-aged 

students would adjust better to their parents’ divorces than high school students. Half of 

the 60 surveyed were male; one-half were from divorced families, and the others were 

from intact families. Results indicated that their hypothesis was ultimately unsupported. 

Both high school and college students had very similar problems adjusting to divorce. 

Overall, after parents divorced, the students had better relationships with their mothers 
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compared to their fathers. Conflicts arose when about one-third of all subjects worried 

about whom they should spend holidays and vacations with. Of the older college-aged 

group, two-thirds had this problem. 

Divorce and race. 

 Barrett (2003) investigated the negative effects of divorce on the mental health of 

participants comparing Whites to African Americans. Conclusions reflected that the 

effects of divorce varied by race in the process and timing of divorce, and there were 

race differences between men and women. Separation of spouses was more difficult for 

Whites than African Americans. This was reasoned primarily because African 

Americans reported that separation did not end in divorce, but often, marital 

reconciliation. Therefore, when the legal marital dissolution occurred, Whites fared 

better than African Americans because they were prepared for the pending divorce 

upon separation rather than expecting the relationship to reconcile during the time 

apart. 

 

College Student Adjustment 

The freshman myth. 

Baker and Siryk (1986) assumed that adjustment to college involved many 

demands that required a variety of coping responses. Students’ abilities to adjust to the 

college experience partly varied by how effective they were in coping with the 

environment as a strange situation (Baker & Siryk; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004). 

Kadison and DiGeronimo described today’s college students as “walking combustibles, 

and the competitive college environment is often the igniting match” (p. 36). 
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The adjustment first-year college students inherently experienced involved 

resolving the Freshman Myth or Matriculant Myth (Baker & Schultz, 1992; Baker & 

Siryk, 1986; Baker, McNeil, & Siryk, 1985; Paul & Brier, 2001). This myth was defined 

as when “students expect more from a college environment than they see themselves 

as actually getting” (Paul & Brier, p. 95). Also added to this definition was whether 

students expected more from themselves than they actually were able to produce within 

their college experience. Difficulties in adjustment occur when there is a large gap 

between expectations and experiences in college and when the student lacks the 

coping skills necessary to succeed (Pancer, Hunsberger, Pratt, & Alisat, 2000). These 

difficulties include students not performing as well academically, being more likely to 

use the campus counseling center, having a higher rate of withdrawal from college, 

being less likely to graduate on time, and having less satisfaction with their overall 

college experience (Baker & Schultz). 

 Higher Education Research Institute (2003) conducted an inquiry of 30,280 first-

time, full-time, first-year college undergraduates at 136 colleges who completed a 

national survey titled “Your First College Year” (YFCY). Measures included Your First 

College Year and the Cooperative Institutional Research Program’s Freshman Survey. 

Results from these data indicated that students believing the “freshman myth” (Baker & 

Siryk, 1986) were present in the 2003 population because those who indicated that they 

received high grades in college expected to continue receiving high grades in college.  

• Over one-third of the students surveyed “felt ‘frequently’ or ‘occasionally’ lonely 
or homesick, worried about meeting new people, and that they needed to break 
away from their family in order to succeed.” (Higher Education Research 
Institute, 2003, p. 2) 
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• Over one-third of the sample indicated “feeling ‘frequently’ overwhelmed by all 
they had to do.” (p. 2) 

• Two-thirds reported, “They had at least some concern about their ability to pay 
for college.” (p. 2) 

• “Students are far more likely to turn to their peers than campus faculty or staff for 
support during their transition to college.” (p. 2) 
 

While most students in this study were “’satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’” with their college 

experience (p. 2), this highlights the common troubles that others feel while 

experiencing their first year in college. This report also explains “students are far more 

likely to turn to their peers than campus faculty or staff support during their transition to 

college” (p. 2). This further supports Baker and Siryk’s (1999) assumption that college is 

multifaceted, and that it involves “demands varying in kind and degree and requires a 

variety of coping responses” unique to each student and situation (p. 1). 

College adjustment theories. 

According to Tinto (1993), adjustment to college involves psychosocial 

interactions between the student and the environment. According to this theory, 

students bring with them characteristics such as personal attributes and experiences 

and family background that are presumed to influence college adjustment. These 

characteristics interact with the college environment and lead to various levels of 

adaptation into the social and academic systems of the university. 

 Astin (1993) theorized that college student adjustment followed an input (I), 

environment (E), and outcome (O) model. According to this model of college student 

development, students bring with them certain characteristics and experiences (I) upon 

entering college, and then they are exposed to the institution’s environment (E) 

(educational experiences, peers, faculty, policies, and programs); finally, the students’ 
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characteristics emerge after exposure to that environment (O). This model is referred to 

as the I-E-O model of college student development. Astin also held a theory of student 

involvement and asserted that living on campus and full-time attendance enhanced 

student involvement, learning, and development because “the student tends to invest 

more time and more physical and psychological energy in the educational experience” 

(p. xv). This researcher believed it was important to examine what difference college 

attendance made in the development of an individual. 

 These two theories (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1993) are similar in that students’ 

characteristics, experiences, and family background were important in influencing their 

experiences within the college environment. Both theories also relied on the 

environment that the student interacted with to determine their level of adjustment and 

adaptation. Adams, Ryan, and Keating (2000), in their research on family relationships, 

psychosocial development, and academic environments, contended that students 

brought with them a variety of experiences and pressures that arose from family 

socialization. 

Measuring college student adjustment. 

 Baker and Siryk (1986) determined that students in college must adjust 

academically, socially, personally and emotionally, as well as to their institution and the 

environment. When examining college student adjustment, they assessed the following 

factors: academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal/emotional adjustment, and 

goal commitment.  

Being academically adjusted refers to meeting the educational demands inherent 

in the college experience (Baker & Siryk, 1999).  A sense of educational purpose and 
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successfully applying oneself to the academic work and meeting the requirements 

relates to a higher score on the adjustment subscale. A student who has not adjusted 

well academically is associated with a feeling of lack of control over the outcome of 

one’s academic efforts, inappropriate goals, and less realistic self-appraisal. 

Social adjustment refers to interpersonal-societal demands characteristic of the 

college experience (Baker & Siryk, 1999). Involvement in campus activities, good 

relationships with other persons on campus, and satisfaction with the social aspects of 

college contribute to high levels of social adjustment in students. A student who has not 

adjusted well socially is associated with less participation in social activities in college, 

which leads to a greater sense of loneliness. They perceive less social support and little 

opportunity for involvement in social activities. 

Personal/emotional adjustment refers to the level of psychological distress and 

how the student feels physically (Baker & Siryk, 1999). A better sense of psychological 

and physical well-being is associated with positive personal/emotional adjustment in 

college. A student who has not adjusted well personally or emotionally is associated 

with a higher likelihood of being depressed, higher anxiety, and more negative life 

events. 

Goal commitment/institutional attachment refers to “the student’s feelings about 

being in college in general and at the college of attendance in particular, especially to 

the quality of the relationship or bond that is established between the student and the 

institution” (Baker & Siryk, 1986, p. 32). A high satisfaction with the particular institution 

at which the student is currently enrolled contributes to better institutional attachment 



36

(Baker & Siryk, 1999). A student who is less institutionally attached is more likely to 

discontinue enrollment. 

College adjustment and family support. 

 Students who moved away from home to attend a university or college were 

distanced from family and friends who provided significant support previously in their 

lives (Rice, 1992). This distance forced them to learn to cope and adjust to the new 

demands of their adult independence and the new environment (Pancer, Hunsberger, 

Pratt, & Alisat, 2000). 

College adjustment and attachment. 

Lapsley and Edgerton (2002) investigated the relationship between college 

student adjustment, adult attachment styles, and separation-individuation among 156 

undergraduate young adults at a small commuter university in Canada. Measures 

included the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire, Psychological Separation 

Inventory, and Bartholomew and Horowitz methodology assessing adult attachment. 

Results indicated that students who were securely attached to an adult “tended to be 

socially and emotionally adjusted to college” (p. 490). 

Withdrawing from college. 

 Tinto (1993) asserted that many students decided to leave an institution of higher 

education because they failed to develop a strong and satisfying bond within the college 

or university. It is important for students to integrate themselves into their university’s 

culture. Tinto emphasized that it was critical for them to find at least one community that 

was closely connected to their values and goals. King and Wooten (2003) agreed that 

student involvement would help by providing them with a system of support. 
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Rickinson and Rutherford (1995) surveyed 1,180 first-year undergraduate 

students in the 7th week of the first term and determined the factors that influenced 

students’ decision to withdraw from a university. Overall, the results indicated that 

students left the university because they felt unprepared academically, emotionally, or 

financially. This lack of support placed students at a higher risk of experiencing more 

difficulties when living away from home. While most students who withdrew from the 

university sought advice from a personal tutor, the majorities of them were not referred 

to a system of support (e.g., counseling service) and, thus, did not use this resource 

before leaving. One-third of students who were identified as “at risk” did not seek help 

from any resources. This lack of coping abilities created an obstacle for success. 

 Another study conducted by Rickinson and Rutherford (1996) investigated the 

main factor influencing a student to withdraw from a university. They hypothesized that 

the incidence of withdrawal was influenced to the degree to which an individual could 

adjust to the new social and academic demands of the university environment. The 

participants included 27 students who withdrew in the first term and 62 students who 

withdrew in the second and third terms. Results indicated that students sought 

assistance from their tutor, but a very small percentage of them were referred to a 

student support system (e.g., student support or counseling service). These researchers 

categorized students according to their perceptions of the main factor that led them to 

withdraw from school: 41% felt unhappy, homesick, and had difficulty making friends; 

41% felt that they were not academically prepared to succeed; and 17% felt that the 

school did not meet their expectations, and they wanted to transfer somewhere else. 
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Residential status and college adjustment. 

While students remaining at home with their parents may be less of a financial 

burden than the college student moving away from home on his or her own, the positive 

effects of living on campus were noted in several studies (Astin, 1993; Chickering, 1974; 

Jordyn & Byrd, 2003; King & Wooten, 2003; Kuh, Palmer, & Kish, 2003; Light, 2001; 

Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, Zusman, Inman, & Desler, 1993; Skipper & Argo, 2003; Tinto, 

1987, 1993). As mentioned previously, the residence hall experiences allowed students 

to gain the perspective necessary to become better managers of their resources and 

time, which is essential for coping with life pressures and achieving academic success 

(Jordyn & Byrd; Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, Zusman, Inman, & Desler). 

Johnson (1997) studied factors that differed between students who persisted and 

those who dropped out of a university. At a university that serves mainly commuter 

students, 171 (two-thirds female) undergraduate students were surveyed. They were 

tracked over a six-year period. At the end of this period, 46% had completed their 

bachelor’s degree, 9.4% their associates degree, 10% were continuing students; about 

35% had dropped out. Commuter students usually have very different responsibilities 

and pressures when compared to campus-based students. These responsibilities and 

pressures include full or part-time jobs, and family and home responsibilities. This 

researcher concluded that many of the same factors that contributed to success and 

retention of residential students were also significant contributors for commuter and 

non-traditional students. Academic and social integration into university life is important 

for all students. This sense of community appeared to be essential for retention of 

students. 
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Chickering (1974) provided an explanation of the difference between students 

who lived on campus in a university residence setting and those who commuted. For 

those who commuted, “ . . . no landmark signals a new existence over the horizon, no 

rite-of-passage marks a new status, no increased geographical, temporal, or 

psychological distance creates a space for significant redefinition of relationships” (p. 

39). Students who lived in residence halls, and were immersed in the college 

environment, changed most during their first two years at the institution (Chickering) 

because there was a ready-made opportunity containing a sense of community (King & 

Wooten, 2003). Commuter students changed more slowly because they were conflicted 

internally and due to pressures from their parents and peers. Chickering asserted that 

people changed as they encountered new experiences, conditions, and people; thus, 

assuming that college peers, faculty members, and the social environment were agents 

for change in a student’s life. The range of influential encounters with new conditions 

was most restricted for a high school graduate who continued to live at home after 

entering college. In general, those who commuted from a home they shared with their 

parents were less engaged in the academic and social environment provided by the 

institution than those who lived in university residence hall settings. 

Astin (1993) identified some of the outcomes of students living within university 

residence halls, those who left home to attend college, and students who commuted 

from home. A total of 24,847 students from over 200 institutions of higher education 

were included in the longitudinal sample. 

Results indicated that students who left home to attend college or lived in a 

residence hall experienced improvement in their leadership skills and abilities, and they 
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were more likely to be elected to a student office. As they improved their interpersonal 

skills, they were more likely to be involved in the social environment (Kuh, Palmer, & 

Kish, 2003) (e.g., joining a social fraternity or sorority [Astin, 1993]) and were more likely 

to provide tutoring to students. Additional student outcomes of those who lived away 

from home while attending college included both positive and negative effects such as: 

• Increased belief that they could change society (Astin) 

• More likely to promote racial understanding and have an increased cultural 
awareness (Astin; Kuh, Palmer, & Kish) 

• More likely to engage in hedonistic activities (Astin) 

• Better prepared for everyday activities (Kuh, Palmer, & Kish) and graduate or 
professional school (Astin) 

• More likely and willing to reenroll in the same university (Astin) 

• Had a higher satisfaction with student-oriented faculty, curriculum and instruction, 
general education requirements, opportunities to take interdisciplinary courses, 
the social change they experienced, and student life (Astin) 

• More likely to have trust in the institution’s administration and diversity orientation 
(Astin) 

Students who left home to attend college were more likely to be satisfied with their 

overall college experience. Participation in leadership and social activities added to the 

overall development of the student and prepared them for success (Skipper & Argo, 

2003; Tinto, 1987, 1993). 

Students who commuted from home to attend a college or university were more 

likely to (Astin, 1993): 

• Work full-time or part-time 

• Feel overwhelmed 

• Hold the belief that the primary benefit of attending college was making 
money 
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• Be married 

They were less likely to attend extracurricular activities provided by the college or 

university. 

Authorities in the field of retention (Astin, 1993; King & Wooten, 2003; Kuh, Palmer, 

& Kish, 2003; Light, 2001) believed that students who were involved in their campus 

became well acclimated to the campus culture in the new social environment. This 

emersion in their new environment helped them develop bonds with peers, faculty, and 

community. These bonds created an additional system of support that prepared the 

student for success and positive adjustment. Living on campus provided an enriched 

environment for connections with residence hall staff, roommates, and to organizations 

within the residence hall community. 

 

General Conclusions from the Literature 

Gender. 

 Of the studies that reviewed gender differences (Lopez, Campbell, & Watkins, 

1988; Mattanah, Hancock, & Brand, 2004; Nielsen, 1999), fewer similarities were found. 

Mattanah, Hancock, and Brand concluded that secure attachment for both males and 

females correlated with positive adjustment in college. However, men were more poorly 

adjusted than women when they overemphasized attachment to parents. Nielsen stated 

that men were worse off when compared to women after parental divorce because they 

were more likely to be drawn into parental conflict. Lopez, Campbell, and Watkins 

explained that men and women responded differently to family disruptions. This 

difference was not detailed, and the researchers were unsure if the student’s response 
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to family disruptions affected college adjustment. No studies reviewed examined 

differences between family support, and gender, and college student adjustment. 

Age. 

 In studies that examined age as a variable (Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001; Krohn 

& Bogan, 2001; Weiss, 1994), none found similarities between ages. Adult attachment 

to their parents was different when compared to child attachment relationships (Weiss). 

Also, parents who viewed their offspring as a child, rather than an adult, at college age, 

became more involved in their lives (Daniel, Evans, & Scott). Krohn and Bogan believed 

that the earlier the father separated from the family in cases of marital dissolution, the 

more profound the effects. Therefore, timing of divorce or parental separation has an 

impact. 

Race. 

 Differences by race were investigated comparing Whites to Blacks (Barrett, 

2003) and between Whites, Latinos, and Blacks (Lopez, Melendez, & Rice, 2000). No 

other studies included in the review of literature examined differences by race. Love and 

Murdock (2004) reported the participants in their population who described themselves 

as Caucasian, African American, Latino, Asian American, biracial, Native American, 

International Student, or Other; however, they did not use race as a variable. 

University classification. 

 Baker and Siryk (1999) explained that student adaptation to college could be 

measured using populations of students from all college-year levels. None of the 

reviewed studies reflected student’s age or university classification in college as an 

examined variable in their research. 
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Living arrangement. 

Overall, students living on the college campus in residence halls lead to more 

positive outcomes of adjustment to their new university environment than those who 

commuted from home or did not live in on-campus housing (Astin, 1993; Chickering, 

1974; Jordyn & Byrd, 2003; King & Wooten, 2003; Kuh, Palmer, & Kish, 2003; Light, 

2001; Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, Zusman, Inman, & Desler, 1993; Skipper & Argo, 2003; 

Tinto, 1987, 1993). Commuting students typically carried more burdens and became 

less involved in campus life; and campus involvement was connected to student 

success, achievement, and higher levels of satisfaction and adjustment (Astin; 

Chickering; Johnson, 1997; Kuh, Palmer, & Kish). 

Parents’ marital status. 

 Of the studies reviewed, family structure appeared to make a difference in levels 

of attachment (McCurdy & Scherman, 1996) and support (Fabricius, 2003). McCurdy 

and Scherman concluded that children in intact families were more positively attached 

to their fathers than those in divorced and remarried families. Fabricius explained that 

parents who were separated contributed less to their students’ education when 

compared to intact families. 

Parental attachment. 

 Weiss (1991) explained that both children and adults desired their attachment 

figure’s attention when they were experiencing conditions of threat. In an adult 

attachment relationship, there is an assumption of symmetry. More secure attachment 

lead to higher levels of self-confidence and self-worth (Collins & Read, 1990); higher 

social skills and higher functioning in support networks (Engels, Finkenauer, Meeus, & 
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Dekovic, 2001); higher social and emotional adjustment to college (Lapsley & Edgerton, 

2002); and positive adjustment overall (Mattanah, Hancock, & Brand, 2004). 

Parental support. 

Parental support was compared to students’ stress and adjustment to college 

(Lafreniere, Ledgerwood, & Docherty, 1997; Rice, Cole, & Lapsley, 1990). Those who 

perceived higher levels of family and parental support had higher levels of adjustment to 

college, as measured by the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire, and lower 

levels of stress as measured by the Perceived Stress Scale. Amato (2000) explained 

that a lack of support lead to students choosing not to attend college. 

Adjustment to college. 

 Difficulties in adjustment occurred when there was a gap between students’ 

expectations and the reality of college (Pancer, Hunsberger, Pratt, & Alisat, 2000; 

Rickinson & Rutherford, 1996) known as the Freshman Myth (Baker & Schultz, 1992; 

Baker & Siryk, 1986; Paul & Brier, 2001). Astin (1993) and Tinto (1993) concluded that 

students’ characteristics, experiences, perceptions, and family backgrounds influenced 

their adjustment to college. Withdrawal from college occurred when students did not 

experience a strong bond between themselves and their college (Tinto); there was a 

lack of support and involvement (King & Wooten, 2003); they felt unprepared 

academically (Rickinson & Rutherford, 1995, 1996), emotionally, or financially 

(Rickinson & Rutherford, 1995) unhappy, homesick, or had difficulty making friends 

(Rickinson & Rutherford, 1996). 
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Present Research 

Objectives of this study were (1) to examine the relationship that perceived family 

support, maternal or paternal attachment levels, and parents’ current marital statuses 

have in influencing undergraduate college student adjustment as measured by the 

Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (Baker & Siryk, 1999); and (2) to 

determine if students’ age, gender, race, classification, marital status, or living 

arrangement influence their adjustment. The following questions were addressed: (1) To 

what extent do parents’ current marital status, perceived family support, and levels of 

maternal or paternal attachment predict college student adjustment? (2) To what extent 

do students’ age, gender, race, classification, marital status, or living arrangement 

influence their adjustment to college?  

Several analyses made this research unique. Students’ age, gender, race, 

classification, marital status, or living arrangement were not used as variables in 

predicting adjustment to college within the reviewed studies; and were only used to 

describe the samples used in studies. This research took into account these students’ 

characteristics to learn if they related to college student adjustment. 

Hypotheses. 

First, it is hypothesized that a high level of perceived family support correlates to 

a higher level of college student adjustment. 

Second, it is hypothesized that a high level of parental attachment present in the 

relationship with the college student, correlates to a higher level of college student 

adjustment. 
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Third, it is hypothesized that parents’ current marital status relates to the overall 

level of perceived college student adjustment. 

Fourth, it is hypothesized that students’ ages influence their level of adjustment 

to college. 

Fifth, it is hypothesized that students’ level of adjustment to college differs when 

compared by gender. 

Sixth, it is hypothesized that students’ level of adjustment to college is impacted 

by their race. 

Seventh, it is hypothesized that students’ level of adjustment to college differs 

when compared by their university classification. 

Eighth, it is hypothesized that students’ level of adjustment to college relates to 

their marital status. 

Ninth, it is hypothesized that students’ level of adjustment to college is influenced 

by their living arrangement. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Design 

 Self-report assessments and surveys were used to collect data about the 

independent variables (age, race, gender, marital status, living arrangement, university 

classification, parents’ marital status, parental attachment, and family support) and the 

dependent variable (student adjustment to college). Parental attachment was measured 

by using the Parental Attachment Questionnaire by Maureen Kenny (1981). The 

perceived level of family support was measured using the Family Support subscale 

within the Parental Attachment Questionnaire (Kenny, 1981). Perceived adjustment to 

college was measured using the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (Baker & 

Siryk, 1989). 

 

Participants 

The convenience sample was drawn from the student population in 

undergraduate courses and residence halls at the University of North Texas. These 

volunteer participants (n=382) included English-speaking male and female students who 

were classified as freshman, sophomores, juniors, and seniors ranging in age from 18-

22+ years. Data collection occurred in classrooms and residence halls’ meeting rooms 

at the University of North Texas. 
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Procedures for Data Collection 

Permission to survey. 

Permission to enter classes during meeting times was obtained by contacting 

instructors and faculty members directly, usually via e-mail, in advance, to solicit their 

participation. 

Permission to enter larger classes was gained through a network of campus 

contacts, including faculty and staff. A cross-section of courses was sought for 

participation in this study, and the sample was one of convenience, because the ability 

to administer surveys was limited to the courses for which permission was granted. 

Survey administration. 

Student surveys and questionnaires were administered (N=400) and collected 

(N=382) immediately before or after undergraduate courses and within university 

residence halls. The surveys were completed in one sitting and returned on the same 

day, unless the professor requested that they be completed and returned during the 

next class period. All instructors were encouraged to provide extra credit to students 

participating in the survey administrations. One course offered extra credit; two courses 

provided credit for an already-assigned task of participating in graduate surveys, and 

one course chose not to provide any credit. The students surveyed in the residence 

halls received no credit for their participation. Class time was not used for students to 

complete the surveys. 

Upon arrival into the classroom or into a grouping of students in the residence 

hall, the participants were given a packet of information explaining the study as well as 
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a consent notice. Students were told to keep their consent notice in case any questions 

arose at a later time. 

If a student agreed to participate, inventories were completed (demographics, 

parental attachment questionnaire, and student adjustment to college questionnaire) 

and returned to their professor or the data collector in an envelope that was provided 

and sealed with their surveys. 

Participants had the option of completing the questionnaires in a large-group 

setting. Volunteers were informed of their rights as subjects in the research in 

accordance with the University of North Texas research protocol. After giving written, 

informed consent and reading the instructions for each measure, participants completed 

the questionnaires (see Appendix A). 

 

Instrumentations and Measurements 

Measurements included basic demographic information for the undergraduate 

student, perceived parental support, maternal and paternal attachment, and the level of 

students’ adjustment to college. All information was kept confidential; students’ 

anonymously volunteered answers and participants’ forms were coded and kept 

together for the purpose of programming. 

Student information. 

Basic student information collected included the student’s: age, race, current 

marital status, current university classification, living arrangement (residence hall on 

campus, commuting from home with parents, commuting from home with 

partner/spouse, living in other housing off-campus in Denton, or living in other housing 
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off-campus outside of Denton), race, and gender. Participants were also asked to 

record the marital relationship of their parents (married, divorced or separated, 

remarried, never married, or other). 

Parental attachment and support. 

The Parental Attachment Questionnaire (PAQ) by Dr. Maureen Kenny (1985a) 

measured students’ perceived attachment to their parents. The PAQ contains 55 items 

using a 5-point Likert-type scale and is a self-report measure designed to assess the 

role of the parent in providing emotional support, fostering of autonomy, and the quality 

of attachment between parent and student ([see Appendix A]; Holmbeck & Wandrei, 

1993; Kenny, 1990). Affective quality of attachment between parent and child is 

comprised of 27 items; emotional support includes 14 items; and fostering autonomy is 

comprised of 13 items each. Instructions are provided for scoring the questionnaire. 

Permission was obtained for use of this questionnaire in this proposed study (see 

Appendix B). The “parents as source of support” subscale was used to measure 

perceived parental support. 

Test-retest reliability for the PAQ, over a 2-week interval, was .92 for the entire 

measure (Kenny, 1990). Cronbach’s alpha was .88 for parental role in providing 

emotional support, .88 for parental fostering of autonomy, and .96 for affective quality of 

attachment (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991). Internal consistency for the PAQ was .95 for 

female college students and .93 for male students (Kenny, 1987). 

Adjustment to college. 

 The Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ) (Baker and Siryk, 

1999) was used to measure students’ adjustment to college. A common use of this 
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scale is for institutional research (Dahmus, Bernadin, & Bernardin, 1992). SACQ is a 

self-report measure having 67 items (Baker & Siryk, 1999; Hertel, 2002) that are 

responded to using a 9-point Likert-type scale (Baker & Siryk; Dahmus, Bernadin, & 

Bernardin). Students are asked to respond to each statement with the degree to which it 

applies to them (Baker & Siryk). SACQ is evaluated scoring the full-scale score or all of 

the 67 items and individually scoring 4 subscales: Goal Commitment-Institutional 

Attachment, Personal-Emotional Adjustment, Social Adjustment, and Academic 

Adjustment (Baker & Siryk; Dahmus, Bernadin, & Bernardin). A higher full-scale score 

of all 67 items provides an index of better overall adjustment to college. 

The Goal Commitment-Institutional Attachment subscale relates to the student’s 

feelings about “being in college in general and . . . the quality of the relationship or bond 

that is established between the student and the institution” (Baker & Siryk, 1986, p. 2) 

and is evaluated using 15 statements to which students respond to the degree that the 

statements apply to them. Personal-Emotional Adjustment subscale helps determine 

whether a student is experiencing general psychological distress and includes 15 items. 

This Social Adjustment subscale’s purpose is to investigate the student’s experience of 

interpersonal and societal demands using 20 items. Academic Adjustment subscale has 

24 statements that help evaluate the educational demands within the students’ college 

experience. 

Baker and Siryk (1986) reported coefficient alphas for the SACQ from .92-.95 for 

the full scale of all 67 items. Coefficient alpha values ranged in the subscales as follows: 

.85-.91 for the Goal Commitment-Institutional Attachment, .77-.86 for Personal-
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Emotional Adjustment, .83-.91 for Social Adjustment, and .81-.90 for Academic 

Adjustment (Baker & Siryk). 

 

Data Analysis 

 The sample under investigation included students enrolled at the University of 

North Texas, a large 4-year public university in the Southwest. This convenience 

sample consisted of all students in class attendance the day the survey was 

administered, those who volunteered in residence halls on campus, and students who 

came to survey sessions outside of their class time. Elements investigated were 

students’ age, gender, race, classification, living arrangement, and current marital 

status, and parents’ current marital status. The returned total of 382 surveys of 

undergraduate university students was used for data analyses. Data were analyzed 

using the SPSS version 12.0 for Windows computer program. Mean scores and 

standard deviations were computed for all data, each questionnaire and demographic 

data, to determine the distribution of these data. The mean score of that subject was 

assigned to the same subject who left a question blank. 

 Basic information was computed to describe the participants. Frequency of 

distribution of living arrangement, students’ current marital status, their parents’ current 

marital status, and student classification in the university was reflected. Reporting this 

information provided a better description of the sample of the population surveyed. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION OF RESULTS 

 The purpose of this study was to ascertain how family factors and student 

characteristics influenced their adjustment to college. Frequencies, analysis of variance 

(ANOVA), and t-tests served to guide the data analysis. 

 Surveys were administered and collected during the month of November 2005. A 

total of 382 completed surveys were returned. The surveys were distributed in three 

sections of development and family studies courses, one counseling course taken by 

first-semester Residence Life Advisors, one section of psychology 1000, across all 

sections of psychology courses through the SONA system, and in two residence hall 

lobbies. This selection of residence halls and classes may have influenced the results.  

 

Demographics of Respondents 

Table 1 
Frequencies and Percentages of Respondents by Gender, Age, Race, Current Marital 
Status, University Classification, Living Arrangement, and Parents’ Current Marital 
Status (N=382) 
Characteristics             n  Percentages 
Gender 

Male 108 28.27% 
Female 274 71.73% 

Age  
18 97 25.93% 
19 100 26.18% 
20 73 19.11% 
21 44 11.52% 
22+ 68 17.80% 

Race  
Asian, Pacific Islander 21 5.50% 
Black/African American 62 16.23% 
Hispanic/Latino 47 12.30% 
Native American 0 0.00% 
White/Caucasian 248 64.92% 
Other/No Response 4 1.05% 

 (table continues) 
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Table 1 (continued). 
Characteristics             n Percentages 
Students’ Marital Status  

Married 7 1.83% 
Divorced or separated 3 0.79% 
Remarried 0 0.00% 
Never Married 319 83.51% 
Cohabitating 16 4.19% 
Other/No Response 37 9.87% 

University Classification  
Freshman 126 32.98% 
Sophomore 102 26.70% 
Junior 116 30.37% 
Senior 37 9.96% 
Other/No Response 1 0.26% 

Living Arrangement  
Residence hall on campus 201 52.62% 
Commuting from home with parents 33 8.64% 
Commuting from home with partner or spouse 17 4.45% 
Other housing off campus in Denton 115 30.10% 
Other housing off campus outside of Denton 16 4.19% 

Parents’ Marital Status  
Married 249 65.18% 
Divorced or separated 83 21.73% 
Remarried 32 8.38% 
Never Married 9 2.36% 
Cohabitating 1 0.26% 
Other/No Response 8 2.09% 

 

 

Data Analysis and Results for the Hypotheses 

 Results indicated that there were significant differences between students’ ages, 

between university classifications, and between their living arrangements as they 

related to the full-scale score of the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire 

(SACQ). Significant differences were not found among gender, race, marital status, or 

parents’ marital status when compared with the full-scale SACQ values. The following 

table describes the demographics of respondents and their SACQ values. 
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Table 2 
SACQ Raw Scores by Mean, Minimum, and Maximum, and by Gender, Age, Race, 
Current Marital Status, University Classification, Living Arrangement, and Parents’ 
Current Marital Status (N=382) 

Characteristics n Mean Min. Max. 
Gender    

Male 108 409.78 234 558 
Female 274 405.88 193 561 

Age    
18 97 388.89 234 553 
19 100 406.91 193 527 
20 73 417.52 258 561 
21 44 433.77 270 541 
22+ 68 404.26 232 558 

Race    
Asian, Pacific Islander 21 381.48 269 505 
Black/African American 62 403.73 193 553 
Hispanic/Latino 47 416.06 257 560 
Native American 0   
White/Caucasian 248 408.04 234 561 
Other/No Response 4 419.50 335 506 

Students’ Marital Status    
Married 7 424.71 303 500 
Divorced or separated 3 432.33 288 558 
Remarried 0   
Never Married 319 406.52 193 561 
Cohabitating 16 409.88 281 560 
Other/No Response 37 404.32 232 537 

University Classification    
Freshman 126 388.18 234 553 
Sophomore 102 410.53 193 561 
Junior 116 418.75 257 558 
Senior 37 422.62 232 560 
Other/No Response 1 472.00 472 472 

Living Arrangement    
Residence hall on campus 201 411.59 193 561 
Commuting from home with parents 33 401.76 234 508 
Commuting from home with partner or spouse 17 436.64 303 560 
Other housing off campus in Denton 115 400.71 257 553 
Other housing off campus outside of Denton 16 373.56 232 483 

Parents’ Marital Status    
Married 249 405.84 420 561 
Divorced or separated 83 409.76 193 553 
Remarried 32 410.84 288 541 
Never Married 9 398.11 329 510 
Cohabitating 1 379 379 379 
Other/No Response 8 411.88 232 499 
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Hypothesis 1: A high level of perceived family support correlates to a higher level of 

college student adjustment. 

Table 3 
Correlations between the Family Support Subscale of the Parental Attachment 
Questionnaire (PAQ) and Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ) 

 PAQ Family Support Subscale SACQ 

Pearson Correlation 1 .116* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .023 

N 382 382 

*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

This hypothesis was accepted. Table 3 reflects the results for the relationship 

between the Full Scale Parental Attachment Questionnaire and the full-scale score of 

the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire.  

Hypothesis 2: A high level of parental attachment correlates to a higher level of 

college student adjustment. 

Table 4  
Correlations Between the Parental Attachment Questionnaire (PAQ) and Student 
Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ) 

 PAQ SACQ 

Pearson Correlation 1    .302** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

N 382 382 

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

There is sufficient support to accept the hypothesis. Table 4 reflects the results 

for the relationship between the Parental Attachment Questionnaire and the full-scale 

score of the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire. 
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Hypothesis 3: Parents’ current marital status relates to college student adjustment. 

Table 5 
ANOVA Between Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire and Parents’ Marital 
Status 

 Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 3122.880 5   624.576 .137 .984 

Within Groups 1718018.055 376 4569.197   

Total 1721140.935 381    

 

Results of Parents’ Marital Status and Student Adaptation to College 

Questionnaire analysis of variance (ANOVA) of participants did not reveal a significant 

difference. Therefore, the hypothesis was rejected. Table 5 demonstrates the results for 

the relationships between the dependent variable (Student Adaptation to College 

Questionnaire) and the independent variable (Parents’ Marital Status), and Table 2 

displays the average and range of SACQ scores. 

Hypothesis 4: Students’ ages influence their level of adjustment to college. 

Table 6 
ANOVA Between Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire and Age 

  Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 71916.594 4 17979.148 4.110 .003 

Within Groups 1649224.341 377   4374.600   

Total 1721140.935 381    
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Results of the students’ age and their perceived level of adjustment to college, as 

measured by the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ), analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) of participants revealed a significant difference. Therefore, the 

hypothesis was accepted. Table 6 displays the results for the ANOVA. The SACQ was 

the dependent variable, and the students’ age was the independent variable. Table 2 

displays the average and range of SACQ scores by ages. 

Hypothesis 5: Students’ level of adjustment to college differs when compared by 

gender. 

Table 7 

ANOVA Between Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire and Gender 

  Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 1180.570 1 1180.570 .261 .610 

Within Groups 1719960.365 380 4526.211   

Total 1721140.935 381    

 

Results of students’ gender and their perceived level of adjustment to college, as 

measured by the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ) analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) of participants did not reveal a significant difference. Therefore, this 

hypothesis was rejected. Table 7 shows the results for the Analysis of Variance test. 

The SACQ was the dependent variable, and gender was the independent variable. 

Table 2 displays the average differences between genders even though no significant 

difference was found. 
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Hypothesis 6: Students’ level of adjustment to college is impacted by their race. 

Table 8 
ANOVA Between Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire and Race 
 

  Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 19099.952 4 4774.988 1.058 .377 

Within Groups 1702040.982 377 4514.698   

Total 1721140.935 381    

 
Results of students’ race and their perceived level of adjustment to college, as 

measured by the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ), analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) of participants did not reveal a significant difference. Therefore, this 

hypothesis was rejected. Table 8 provides the results for the Analysis of Variance test. 

The SACQ was the dependent variable, and race was the independent variable. Table 2 

displays the average and range of SACQ scores by race. 

Hypothesis 7: Students’ level of adjustment to college differs when compared by their 

university classification. 

Table 9 
ANOVA Between Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire and University 
Classification 
 

  Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 75156.269 4 18789.067 4.303 .002 

Within Groups 1645984.666 377   4366.007   

Total 1721140.935 381    
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Results of students’ university classification and their perceived level of 

adjustment to college, as measured by the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire 

(SACQ), analysis of variance (ANOVA) of participants revealed a significant difference. 

Therefore, this hypothesis was supported by these data and, therefore, accepted. The 

SACQ was the dependent variable, and University classification was the independent 

variable. Table 9 gives the results for the ANOVA test, and Table 2 displays the average 

and range of scores for the SACQ by university classification. 

Hypothesis 8: Students’ level of adjustment to college relates to their marital status. 

Table 10 
ANOVA Between Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire and Students’ Marital 
Status 
 

  Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 4591.408 4 1147.852 .252 .908 

Within Groups 1716549.527 377 4553.182   

Total 1721140.935 381    
 

Results of students’ marital status and Student Adaptation to College 

Questionnaire (SACQ) analysis of variance (ANOVA) of participants did not reveal a 

significant difference. Therefore, hypothesis 8 is rejected. The SACQ was the 

dependent variable, and students’ marital status was the independent variable. Table 10 

reflects the results for the ANOVA test, and Table 2 displays the average and range of 

SACQ scores by students’ marital status. 
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Hypothesis 9: Students’ level of adjustment to college is influenced by their living 

arrangement. 

Table 11 
ANOVA Between Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire and Living Arrangement 

  Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square           F Sig.

Between Groups 42512.797     4 10628.199 2.387 .051

Within Groups 1678628.137 377   4452.595    

Total 1721140.935 381     
 

Results of students’ current living arrangement and Student Adaptation to 

College Questionnaire (SACQ) analysis of variance (ANOVA) of participants revealed a 

significant difference. Therefore, this hypothesis was supported by the data and was 

analyzed using ANOVA. The SACQ was the dependent variable, and living 

arrangement was the independent variable. Table 11 presents the results for the 

ANOVA test, and Table 2 displays the average and range of SACQ scores by living 

arrangement. 

 

Additional Data Analysis 

In addition to the 9 hypotheses previously listed, these data reflected information 

that was not previously included in the objectives. Additional analysis provided 

information on relationships in the areas of gender, race, parental attachment, parents’ 

marital status, family support, and adjustment to college. 
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Family Support and Adjustment to College. 

 When the subscales of the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire were 

compared to the level of perceived family support, additional correlations were found. 

First, the perceived level of family support has a small correlation with social adjustment 

to college (r(382) = .165, p<.01) and the level of institutional attachment (r(382) = .123, 

p<.05). Family support was not statistically correlated with academic adjustment (r(392) 

= .066, p<.199) and personal/emotional adjustment (r(382) = .060, p<.241). 

Parental Attachment and Adjustment to College. 

 Additional correlations were found when the subscales of the Student Adaptation 

to College Questionnaire (SACQ) were compared to the level of parental attachment. All 

of the subscales of the SACQ displayed a statistically-significant, weak correlation with 

the level of parental attachment measured by the Parental Attachment to College 

Questionnaire; academic adjustment (r(382) = .243, p<.00), social adjustment (r(382) = 

.281, p<.00), personal/emotional adjustment (r(382) = .229, p<.00), and institutional 

adjustment (r(382) = .245, p<.00). 

Gender and Family Support. 

 When students’ gender was compared to the level of family support, as 

measured by the family support subscale of the Parental Attachment Questionnaire, 

there was a significant difference present in this population (F = 8.915, df = 1, 380, 

p<.003). Females reported a higher average of perceived support (x=46.86) when 

compared to males (x=43.69). 
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Race, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

 When students’ race was analyzed comparing differences among the levels of 

parental attachment, a significant difference was found (F = 3.119, df = 4, 377, p<.015). 

Additionally, there were significant differences between races and the perceived level of 

family support (F = 3.951, df = 4, 377, p<.004). 

Students’ Marital Status, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

 Parental attachment levels differed significantly when compared with the 

students’ marital status (F = 2.939, df = 4, 377, p<.021). Also, there was a significant 

difference between the students’ marital status and their perceived level of family 

support (F = 3.373, df = 4, 377, p<.01). 

Parents’ Marital Status, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

Table 12 
Parents’ Marital Status and Average PAQ and Family Support Subscale of the PAQ 
(N=382) 

Parents’ Marital Status n PAQ Family Support PAQ

Married 249 209.07 47.36 

Divorced or separated 83 199.37 44.24 

Remarried 32 200.06 42.81 

Never Married 9 175.22 36.33 

Cohabitating 1 213.00 47.00 

Other / No Response 8 200.63 43.50 
 

Parental attachment levels differed significantly when compared with the parents’ 

marital status (F = 2.706, df = 5, 376, p<.02). Also, there was a significant difference 

between the parents’ marital status and the student’s perceived level of family support  
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(F = 4.536, df = 5, 376, p<.00). See Table 12 for the mean scores of the PAQ and the 

Family Support subscale of the PAQ categorized by parents’ marital status. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 In this chapter, the major findings of this study are interpreted, conclusions are 

drawn, and recommendations are made for future research. The inquiry addressed 

student adjustment to college from a student perspective in an effort to understand how 

their characteristics, perceived level of family support, and level of parental attachment 

relate to their perceived level of adjustment to college. Variables were investigated via 

data collected from anonymous surveys. A summary of findings follows in the order of 

the hypotheses and then additional analysis is reviewed. 

 

Findings 

 This study extends research on student adjustment to college by assessing the 

relationship of students’ characteristics, family dynamics, parental attachment, and 

family support on their perceived level of adjustment to college.  

Hypothesis 1: A high level of perceived family support correlates to a higher level of 

college student adjustment.  

This hypothesis that the perceived level of family support, as measured by the 

family support subscale of the Parental Attachment Questionnaire, would correlate to a 

higher level of college student adjustment was supported by these data. This confirms 

the findings of 6 studies reviewed (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouverette, 2003; 

Cutrona, Cole, Colangelo, Assouline & Russell, 1994; Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001; 

McDonough, 2004; Lafreniere, Ledgerwood, & Docherty, 1997; Rice, Fitzgerald, 

Whaley, & Gibbs, 1995). 
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These findings support the results of Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley and Gibbs (1995), 

who concluded that students who described the relationship they had with their parents 

as responsive, communicative, trusting, and reciprocal also reported better adjustment 

to college. Parents being responsive, communicative, trusting, and reciprocal are 

characteristics of support, and this high level of family support relates to high levels of 

college adjustment (Lafreniere, Ledgerwood, & Docherty, 1997).  Furthermore, multiple 

researchers came to the conclusion, previously, that parental support did make a 

difference in students’ lives (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouverette, 2003; Cutrona, 

Cole, Colangelo, Assouline, & Russell, 1994; Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001; 

McDonough, 2004).  

Hypothesis 2: A high level of parental attachment present in the relationship with the 

college student correlates to a higher level of college student adjustment. 

This hypothesis was supported by these data. Two studies reviewed supported 

the idea that there is a positive relationship between parental attachment and 

adjustment to college.  

First, Mattanah, Hancock, and Brand (2004) concluded that secure attachment 

for both men and women was associated with positive adjustment to college. Then, 

Lapsley and Edgerton (2002) investigated the relationship between college student 

adjustment, adult attachment styles, and separation-individuation and concluded that 

students who were securely attached to an adult “tended to be socially and emotionally 

adjusted to college” (p. 490). 
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Hypothesis 3: Parents’ current marital status relates to the overall level of perceived 

college student adjustment. 

The level of adjustment to college as measured by the Student Adaptation to 

College Questionnaire (SACQ) reflected no significant difference between the students’ 

parents’ marital status and their college adjustment (F = .137, df = 5, 376, p<.984). 

Therefore, this hypothesis was not supported by the data. This hypothesis was unique 

in that no research previously reviewed looked at the direct relationship between 

parents’ current marital status and college student adjustment. The mean scores of the 

SACQ are listed by parents’ marital status on Table 2. There were differences between 

the average scores of the SACQ even though no significant difference was found. 

Further analysis of the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire subscales 

revealed that the parents’ marital status did not significantly relate to their student’s level 

of Academic Adjustment (F = .832, df = 5, 376, p<.528), Social Adjustment (F = .491, df 

= 5. 376, p<.783), Personal-Emotional Adjustment (F = .885, df = 5, 376, p<.491), or 

level of Institutional Attachment (F = 1.299, df = 5, 376, p<.264). 

Hypothesis 4: Students’ ages influence their level of adjustment to college. 

In the University of North Texas sample, the students’ age significantly related to 

their level of adjustment to college (F = 4.110, df = 4, 377, p<.003).  Furthermore, as 

students’ ages increased from 18 years to 21 years, their average level of adjustment 

increased (see Table 2). These two variables were never directly addressed in the 

research previously reviewed.  

An overall conclusion from previous literature explained that students’ freshman 

year was the main event in determining success in college because of the importance of 
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resolving the Freshman Myth (Baker & Schultz, 1992; Baker & Siryk, 1986; Paul & Brier, 

2001; Pancer, Hunsberger, Pratt, & Alisat, 2000; Rickinson & Rutherford, 1996). First- 

year students were described as feeling unprepared academically (Rickinson & 

Rutherford, 1995, 1996), emotionally, or financially (Rickinson & Rutherford, 1995), and 

were unhappy, homesick, or had difficulty making friends (Rickinson & Rutherford, 

1996). 

 A review of the subscales of the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire 

also reflects significant differences among ages and Academic Adjustment (F = 4.520, 

df = 4, 377, p<.001), Social Adjustment (F = 6.207, df = 4, 377, p<.000), and Institutional 

Attachment (F = 3.778, df = 4, 377, p<.005). No significant difference was found when 

comparing ages to Personal-Emotional Adjustment (F = .875, df = 4, 377, p<.479). 

Hypothesis 5: Students’ level of adjustment to college differs when compared by 

gender. 

  The hypothesis that students differed by gender when compared to levels of 

adjustment to college was not supported by these data. While there was no significant 

difference between genders, the average SACQ scores did differ (males = 409.78, 

females = 405.88) (see Table 2).  

When Baker and Sirk (1999) standardized their scores, they found no difference 

between the genders for the Full Scale score of the Student Adaptation to College 

Questionnaire. Two subscales, Social Adjustment and Personal-Emotional Adjustment, 

showed significant differences by gender among their population. 

In the University of North Texas sample, when comparing students’ gender to the 

full scale of the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire, no significant differences 
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were found (F = .261, df = 1, 380, p<.610). The only significant difference between 

genders among the SACQ subscales was found when comparing them to the levels of 

Personal-Emotional Adjustment (F = 6.757, df = 1, 380, p<.010); males’ average score 

was 87.2, while females’ average score was 80.65. 

Hypothesis 6: Students’ level of adjustment to college is impacted by their race. 

The hypothesis that student adjustment to college, as measured by the Student 

Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ), would differ by race was not supported by 

these data (F = 1.058, df = 4, 377, p<.377). Across all subscales of the SACQ indicate 

no significant differences; Academic Adjustment (F = 1.76, df = 4, 377, p<.136), Social 

Adjustment (F = .905, df = 4, 377, p<.461), Personal-Emotional Adjustment (F = .551, df 

= 4, 37, p<.699) and Institutional Attachment (F = .618, df = 4, 377, p<.650).  

The only difference found was in the average scores of the SACQ when 

arranged by race. While the difference is not significant, a small difference was found; 

see Table 2. 

Hypothesis 7: Students’ level of adjustment to college differs when compared by their 

university classification. 

 Results of students’ university classification and their perceived level of 

adjustment to college, as measured by the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire 

(SACQ), analysis of variance (ANOVA) of participants revealed a significant difference 

(F = 4.303, df = 4, 377, p<.002). Therefore, this hypothesis was supported by these 

data. The differences among the University Classification groups are displayed on  

Table 2.  
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None of the studies reviewed examined a direct relationship between students’ 

University Classifications and their subsequent adjustment to college. Significant 

differences among university classifications were also found among Academic 

Adjustment (F = 4.913, df = 4, 377, p<.001), Social Adjustment (F = 3.919, df 4, 377, 

p<.004), and Institutional Attachment (F = 3.910, df = 4, 377, p<.004). No significant 

difference among University Classifications was found when examining Personal-

Emotional Adjustment (F = 1.631, df = 4, 377, p<.166). 

Hypothesis 8: Students’ level of adjustment to college relates to their marital status. 

Results of students’ marital status and Student Adaptation to College 

Questionnaire (SACQ) analysis of variance (ANOVA) of participants did not reveal a 

significant difference (F = .252, df = 4, 377, p<.908). Therefore, this hypothesis was 

unsupported by these data. Additionally, across all subscales of the SACQ, no 

significant differences were found; Academic Adjustment (F = 1.656, df = 4, 377, 

p<.160), Social Adjustment (F = 1.521, df = 4, 377, p<.195), Personal-Emotional 

Adjustment (F = 1.810, df = 4, 377, p<.126), and Institutional Attachment (F = .190, df = 

4, 377, p<.943). 

Only one researcher reviewed, Astin (1993), identified characteristics of married 

students. His main characteristic is that they were most likely to commute to college. In 

the University of North Texas sample, there was no option for married housing through 

the institution. Therefore, these married students had to commute to the school. 
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Hypothesis 9: Students’ level of adjustment to college is influenced by their living 

arrangement. 

 Results of students’ current living arrangement and Student Adaptation to 

College Questionnaire (SACQ) analysis of variance (ANOVA) of participants revealed a 

significant difference (F = 2.387, df = 4, 377, p<.051). Therefore, this hypothesis was 

supported by these data. Many researchers agreed that there are differences among 

students’ living arrangement and the level of adjustment to college and positive 

outcomes (Astin, 1993; Chickering, 1974; Jordyn & Byrd, 2003; King & Wooten, 2003; 

Kuh, Palmer, & Kish, 2003; Light, 2001; Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, Zusman, Inman, & 

Desler, 1993; Skipper & Argo, 2003; Tinto, 1987, 1993).  

To further delineate these differences, among the University of North Texas 

sample, significant differences among living arrangements and two Student Adaptation 

to College Questionnaire subscales were found; Social Adjustment (F = 4.751, df = 4, 

377, p<.001) and Personal-Emotional Adjustment (F = 4.633, df = 4, 377, p<.001). No 

significant differences were found when examining Academic Adjustment (F = 2.180, df 

= 4, 377, p<.071) and Institutional Attachment (F = 2.128, df = 4, 377, p<.077) when 

compared to students’ living arrangements. Means and range of SACQ scores grouped 

by living arrangement can be found on Table 2. 

Jordyn and Byrd (2003) concluded that the residence hall experience allowed 

students to achieve academic success by gaining the perspective necessary to become 

better managers of their resources. What is interesting about the difference among 

living arrangement and academic adjustment subscale of the SACQ, even though it was 
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statistically not significant, is that the residence hall students had one of the highest 

Academic Adjustment subscale scores among all living arrangement types.  

When reviewing Social Adjustment average among living arrangements and 

university classifications, freshmen rank lowest on Social Adjustment, yet those who live 

in the residence halls rank highest. Among the surveyed population, almost 81% of 

freshmen lived in the residence halls at the time; within the residence hall population, 

51% were classified as freshmen. 

 

Additional Data Analysis and Findings 

In addition to the 9 hypotheses, these data provide the ability for additional 

analysis to compare student characteristics to the level of perceived parental 

attachment and family support. 

Student Adjustment to College, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

Hypotheses 1 and 2 assumed that there would be positive relationships between 

the level of family support and the level of parental attachment, as measured by the 

Parental Attachment Questionnaire (PAQ), and student adjustment to college, as 

measured by the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ). These two 

hypotheses supported the previous assumption. See Figures 1 and 2. 
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Figure 1. Correlations between the Parental Attachment Questionnaire (PAQ) and the 
Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ). 
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Figure 2. Correlations between the Family Support Subscale of the Parental Attachment 
Questionnaire (PAQ-FS) and the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ). 
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Additional analysis on the student characteristics and family dynamics may provide 

more information on the differences experienced within the sample. 

Gender, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

 Gender, when compared to the level of perceived parental attachment, appears 

not to be significantly related. This is in conflict with Kenny and Donaldson’s (1991) 

previous conclusion that men were significantly less closely attached to their parents 

than women.  

However, when comparing the perceived level of family support, as measured by 

the Family Support subscale of the PAQ, there was a significant difference between the 

genders (F= 8.915, df = 1, 380, p<.003). No differences in the level of family support 

and student adjustment were examined in the reviewed literature.  

Race, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

 When students’ races were analyzed comparing differences among the levels of 

parental attachment, a significant difference was found (F = 3.119, df = 4, 377, p<.015). 

These findings agree with the research conclusions by Lopez, Melendez, and Rice 

(2000) that there are differences between race and parental attachment in 

undergraduate students.  

Furthermore, Fass and Tubman (2002) found, when comparing students’ race to 

their perceived level of family support, that their perceived level of parental attachment 

was not a single predictor of academic success, but parental support influenced their 

achievements. Using the Family Support Subscale of the Parental Attachment 

Questionnaire (PAQ) results, and relating them to the distribution of students’ races, 
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there were significant differences between races and the perceived level of family 

support (F = 3.951, df = 4, 377, p<.004).  

Students’ Marital Status, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

 Parental attachment levels differed significantly when compared with the 

students’ marital status (F = 2.939, df = 4, 377, p<.021). Also, there was a significant 

difference between the students’ marital status and their perceived level of family 

support (F = 3.373, df = 4, 377, p<.01). No research reviewed reflected the relationship 

between students’ marital status and their levels of parental attachment and perceived 

family support. 

Parents’ Marital Status, Parental Attachment, and Family Support. 

 While the hypothesis that parents’ marital status would differ when compared to 

the perceived level of adjustment to college, as measured by the Student Adaptation to 

College Questionnaire (SACQ), was not supported by these data, additional analysis 

could shed some light on the family dynamics. Daniel, Evans and Scott (2001) 

concluded that dysfunctional families could hamper the positive support system of the 

undergraduate student. Parents’ marital status does not necessarily hint at the level of 

dysfunctionality of the family system; however, examining differences in perceived 

family support among groupings of parents’ marital status might shed light on family 

dynamics. 

Within the University of North Texas sample, parental attachment levels differed 

significantly when compared with the parents’ marital status (F = 2.706, df = 5, 376, 

p<.02). Also, there was a significant difference between the parents’ marital status and 

the students’ perceived level of family support (F = 4.536, df = 5, 376, p<.00). 
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Conclusions 

Based on these data, the following conclusions can be drawn about relationships 

between college student adjustment and family support, age and university 

classification, living arrangement, and parents’ marital status and attachment. The 382 

participants were undergraduate college students at the University of North Texas.  

Family Support and College Adjustment. 

 Family support had statistically significant correlations to college student 

adjustment. More specifically, the conclusion can be drawn that family support has a 

weak relationship with student adjustment to college. 

Parents’ Marital Status, Attachment, and College Adjustment. 

While there was not a significant difference between student groups when 

comparing their parents’ marital status to their adjustment to college, their parent’s 

marital status impacts the perceived level of parental attachment as well as the 

perceived level of family support. Students whose parents were married had a higher 

level of parental attachment when compared to those whose parents had divorced or 

separated, remarried, or never married. Students from married homes perceived a 

higher level of family support (see Appendix C, Table 14). 

Age, University Classification, and College Adjustment. 

A significant difference was found between students’ ages and their level of 

adjustment to college. Further analysis revealed that younger students and freshman 

students are less adjusted to college than older students and those of sophomore, 

junior, or senior University classification when the range and average scores are 

examined (see Table 2). 
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Race, Gender, Students’ Marital Status, and College Adjustment. 

 Students race, gender, or marital status did not significantly impact their levels of 

adjustment to college. Across most subscales within the Student Adaptation to College 

Questionnaire no additional significant differences were found when comparing 

participants by gender, race, and their marital status. 

Living Arrangement and College Adjustment. 

Students’ adjustment to college significantly differs based upon their living 

arrangement. On average, among this University of North Texas sample, students living 

in the residence halls were better adjusted to college than students residing with their 

parents or those who lived in other housing in Denton and outside of Denton. 

Participants living in residence halls were the most socially adjusted group. Also, across 

all university classifications, students who live in residence halls, have higher levels of 

adjustment to college when compared to those who do not live in university housing 

(see Appendix C, Table 14). 

 

Implications 

It is necessary for universities to assess their environment and create a plan to 

connect with students and families, rather than letting random situations set the course 

for their interactions. The application of the findings from these 9 hypotheses and the 

additional data analysis can positively affect students, families, high schools, and 

universities. Professionals will need to consider the impact of the family environment 

and students’ characteristics upon adjustments to university life.  
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College programs can use the information obtained from these data to provide 

appropriate academic programs directed toward more specific populations. Residence 

hall programming can be designed toward improving institutional attachment and 

personal-emotional growth of these students. Considering how living arrangement 

relates to the college adjustment experience, this information can further educate 

parents and students about environments for college success. Having more knowledge 

allows students and parents to make decisions that create a meaningful college 

experience.  Many campuses, after knowing the impact of residence halls on student 

adjustment to college, may begin to consider implementing a policy requiring all first-

year students to live on campus. 

High schools can assist the future university student by recognizing which family 

factors influence a student’s adjustment. Transition programs would be geared towards 

parents in teaching them how to provide the appropriate levels of support for their 

student.   

Family therapy sessions, knowing the impact that parents’ marital status has on 

the students’ perception of attachment, support, and adjustment to college, may 

contribute towards the improvement of counseling techniques and topics. The more 

aware professionals are of how parents’ marital status correlates to college student 

adjustment, the better these students can be served by their counselors, high schools, 

and universities.  
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Future Research 

In future studies, it may be helpful to see how parents’ marital histories and the 

age of the student at the time of separation, divorce, and/or remarriage affects their 

level of attachment, perceived support from parents, and subsequent adjustment while 

in college. Also, using these data collected during this investigation, a regression 

analysis may provide more insight into the interaction effects of a combination of 

variables to determine if they have a stronger influence on students’ adjustment to 

college when combined.  

 

Strengths and Limitations 

Strengths of this study are that, in addition to examining levels of parental 

support and attachment, parents’ current marital status is explored. Because there was 

evidence to suggest that divorce has an impact on children, and possibly college 

student adjustment and success, it was important that this factor was included. 

Additionally, several variables were directly assessed that had not previously been 

examined in the fields of college student adjustment and parental attachment. 

There are three limitations of this study: first, not all variables of parents’ marital 

status can be explored (such as student’s age at time of divorce, levels of family 

conflict, and student’s age at the time a parent or both parents remarried); second, not 

all participants have lived with either parent, and third, the study does not account for 

socioeconomic status of the participants and their families. The findings of this inquiry 

will be helpful in designing and structuring college preparation programs.
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REPRODUCTION PERMISSION FOR THE PARENTAL ATTACHMENT 
QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
BOSTON COLLEGE 

CHESTNUT HILL, MASSACHUSETTS 02167 
School of Education 

 

DEPARTMENT OF COUNSELING, DEVELOPMENTAL 
PSYCHOLOGY, AND RESEARCH METHODS 
Campion 307 
(617) 552-4030 
Fax (617) 552-8419 

Dear Colleague: 

You have my permission to reproduce and use the Parental Attachment Questionnaire 
for research purposes. Please send me a copy of your findings to include in the 
compendium of studies using the PAQ. 

 Sincerely, 
 

 Maureen Kenny, Ph.D. 
 Associate Professor 
 Department of Counseling, Developmental 
 Psychology and Research Methods 
 Boston College 
 

Kenny, M. (n.d.). Permission for use of PAQ. Retrieved April 24, 2005, from Boston 
College Personal Web Server site: http://www2.bc.edu/~kennym/Permission.html 

http://www2.bc.edu/~kennym/Permission.html
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Dear Graduate Student: 
 

Thank you for contacting Western Psychological Services for permission to 
reprint material from a copyrighted test instrument for inclusion as an appendix in your 
dissertation. When widely distributed commercially produced tests are used, guidelines 
at most research universities do not call for inclusion of full instruments in thesis or 
dissertation volumes. In such cases, university policies are generally sensitive to the 
threat to commercial copyright and proprietary interests that is implicit in such copying 
or redistributing materials. The inclusion of instruments is generally limited to use of 
materials that are original to the dissertation author or that are otherwise unpublished 
and so might be thought difficult for subsequent readers to obtain. 
 
 WPS policy in such matters is to not authorize reprinting of our tests, subtests, or 
scales in their entirety, unless there is a committee requirement or other research-based 
reason that (1) requires you to reprint a test, subtest or scale in its entirety, and that (2) 
prevents the inclusion in your dissertation of original test forms.  We can, as an 
alternative, readily provide authorization the reproduction of up to five representative 
sample items from the instrument upon receipt of your written request to that effect, 
including the specific item numbers desired for reprint. 
 
  If you need to pursue reprinting of the instrument in its entirety, please write 
again to WPS Rights and Permissions: Provide us with the reason you must reprint the 
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Table 13 
PAQ and Family Support Subscale of the PAQ by Mean, and by Gender, Age, Race, 
Current Marital Status, University Classification, Living Arrangement, and Parents’ 
Current Marital Status (N=382) 
Characteristics     n PAQ Mean Family 

Support 
PAQ 

Gender   
Male 108 202.04 43.69 
Female 274 206.51 46.86 

Age   
18 97 198.78 44.81 
19 100 208.86 46.93 
20 73 210.07 47.03 
21 44 210.39 45.95 
22+ 68 200.63 45.03 

Race   
Asian, Pacific Islander 21 185.33 42.95 
Black/African American 62 207.02 48.42 
Hispanic/Latino 47 216.28 49.19 
Native American 0 0 0 
White/Caucasian 248 204.34 45.08 
Other/No Response 4 208.50 40.50 

Students’ Marital Status   
Married 7 185.85 37.71 
Divorced or separated 3 193.33 47.00 
Remarried 0 00.00 0.00 
Never Married 319 204.62 45.92 
Cohabitating 16 193.69 42.13 
Other/No Response 37 220.27 49.49 

University Classification   
Freshman 126 201.19 45.45 
Sophomore 102 207.12 46.08 
Junior 116 206.10 46.31 
Senior 37 210.92 46.27 
Other/No Response 1 215.00 46.00 

Living Arrangement   
Residence hall on campus 201 207.65 46.66 
Commuting from home with parents 33 203.03 45.27 
Commuting from home with partner or spouse 17 189.29 40.47 
Other housing off campus in Denton 115 205.64 46.09 
Other housing off campus outside of Denton 16 193.69 43.50 

Parents’ Marital Status   
Married 249 209.07 47.36 
Divorced or separated 83 199.37 44.24 
Remarried 32 200.06 42.81 
Never Married 9 175.22 36.33 
Cohabitating 1 213.00 47.00 
Other/No Response 8 200.63 43.50 
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Table 14 
SACQ Raw Score Means by Subscales and by Gender, Age, Race, Current Marital 
Status, University Classification, Living Arrangement, and Parents’ Current Marital 
Status (N=382) 
Characteristics  n SACQ Academic Social Personal 

Emotional
Institutional 
Attachment

Gender      
Male 108 409.78 138.69 128.05 87.20 102.15 
Female 274 405.88 142.12 127.13 80.65 103.75 

Age      
18 97 388.89 135.19 119.56 79.30 97.88 
19 100 406.91 137.73 132.92 82.78 104.92 
20 73 417.52 145.58 132.29 82.63 106.68 
21 44 433.77 150.64 135.61 85.95 108.59 
22+ 68 404.26 143.79 119.78 84.31 101.59 

Race      
Asian, Pacific Islander 21 381.48 129.24 118.95 79.95 98.76 
Black/African American 62 403.73 139.68 130.56 80.58 104.63 
Hispanic/Latino 47 416.06 145.57 130.57 80.21 105.79 
Native American 0  0 0 0 0 
White/Caucasian 248 408.04 141.60 126.69 83.51 102.93 
Other/No Response 4 419.50 146.50 127.50 90.25 100.00 

Students’ Marital Status      
Married 7 424.71 161.14 109.57 95.14 99.14 
Divorced or separated 3 432.33 152.33 108.68 105.67 107.00 
Remarried 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Never Married 319 406.52 140.31 128.39 82.07 103.54 
Cohabitating 16 409.88 147.06 119.75 88.00 103.44 
Other/No Response 37 404.32 141.11 126.78 79.59 101.65 

University Classification      
Freshman 126 388.18 133.98 119.67 79.61 97.89 
Sophomore 102 410.53 141.91 132.31 82.09 105.57 
Junior 116 418.75 145.66 130.19 84.97 106.03 
Senior 37 422.62 148.89 131.11 84.81 106.70 
Other/No Response 1 472.00 157.00 132.00 118.00 111.00 

Living Arrangement      
Residence hall on campus 201 411.59 141.16 132.35 82.13 104.90 
Commuting from home with parents 33 401.76 140.33 117.78 89.61 99.39 
Commuting from home with  
      partner or spouse 

17 436.64 156.18 122.76 100.47 106.76 

Other housing off campus in Denton 115 400.71 140.37 124.42 79.27 102.58 
Other housing off campus  
      outside of Denton 

16 373.56 132.31 110.88 76.75 92.69 

Parents’ Marital Status      
Married 249 405.84 140.50 126.08 82.98 101.65 
Divorced or separated 83 409.76 143.11 130.80 80.27 107.08 
Remarried 32 410.84 143.81 126.19 87.56 104.31 
Never Married 9 398.11 129.56 129.44 81.89 104.89 
Cohabitating 1 379.00 120.00 130.00 65.00 121.00 
Other/No Response 8 411.88 146.13 134.25 73.75 107.38 
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Table 15 
ANOVA Among All Scales and All Demographic Variables 

  
Full Scale 

SACQ 
Academic 

SACQ 
Social 
SACQ 

Personal 
SACQ 

Institutional 
Attachment 

SACQ PAQ 

Family 
Support 

PAQ 
Age F 4.11 4.52 6.207 0.875 3.778 2.059 1.018 
 df 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 
 p< 0.003 0.001 0.765 0.01 0.462 0.086 0.398 
         
Gender F 0.261 1.511 0.09 6.757 0.543 1.306 8.915 
 df 1, 380 1, 380 1, 380 1, 380 1, 380 1, 380 1, 380 
 p< 0.61 0.22 0.765 0.01 0.462 0.254 0.003 
         
Race F 1.058 1.76 0.905 0.551 0.618 3.119 3.951 
 df 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 
 p< 0.377 0.136 0.461 0.699 0.65 0.015 0.004 
         
University  F 4.303 4.913 3.919 1.631 3.91 0.799 0.143 
Classification df 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 
 p< 0.002 0.001 0.004 0.166 0.004 0.526 0.966 
         
Marital Status F 0.252 1.656 1.521 1.81 0.19 2.939 3.373 
 df 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 
 p< 0.908 0.16 0.195 0.126 0.943 0.021 0.01 
         
Living Arrangement F 2.387 2.18 4.751 4.633 2.128 1.655 2.054 
 df 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 4, 377 
 p< 0.051 0.071 0.001 0.001 0.077 0.16 0.086 
         
Parents’ Marital Status F 0.137 0.832 0.491 0.885 1.299 2.706 4.536 
 df 5, 376 5, 376 5, 376 5, 376 5, 376 5, 376 5, 376 
 p< 0.984 0.528 0.783 0.491 0.264 0.02 0 
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