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Institutional Research Program (CIRP) data. Doctor of Philosophy (Higher Education), 

August 2005, 229 pages, 51 tables, 6 figures, references, 173 titles. 

Using factors of low income, parents’ levels of education, and family composition 

as determinants of educationally at-risk status, study investigated differences between 

first generation, undergraduate college students from families in lowest quintile of 

income in the U.S, One group consisted of students from single-parent households and 

the other of students from two-parent households. Data were from CIRP 2003 College 

Student Survey (CSS) and its matched data from the Freshman Survey (Student 

Information Form - SIF). Differences examined included student inputs, involvements, 

outcomes, and collegiate environments. Included is portrait of low income, first 

generation college students who successfully navigated U.S. higher education.  

The number of cases dropped from 15,601 matched SIF/CSS cases to 308 

cases of low income, first generation college students (175 from single-parent 

households and 133 from two-parent households). Most of the 308 attended private, 4-

year colleges. Data yielded more similarities than differences between groups. 

Statistically significant differences (p < .05) existed in 9 of 100 variables including race/ 

ethnicity, whether or not English was first language, and concern for ability to finance 

education as freshman. Data were not generalizable to all low income, first generation 

college students because of lack of public, 4-year and 2-year colleges and universities 

in dataset. 

Graduating seniors’ average expected debt in June 2003 was $23,824 for 



students from single-parent households and $19,867 for those from two-parent 

households. 32% from single-parent households and 22% from two-parent households 

expected more than $25,000 of debt. 

Variables used on SIF proved effective tools to develop derived variables to 

identify low income, first generation college students from single-parent and two-parent 

households within CIRP database. Methodology to develop derived variables is 

explained.    
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 Access to higher education in the United States has been a central issue for 

American policy makers and members of higher education communities since World 

War II (Eaton, 1997). While some see access as only a cost issue (i.e., if the student 

can pay for college, the student will come [Advisory Committee on Student Financial 

Assistance, 2001]), others view access to higher education as having many aspects 

beyond just cost (Fawcett, 1959; Gladieux & Swail, 2000). Access can be regarded as a 

process through which the barriers to participation will be overcome. These barriers 

include inadequate academic preparation, lack of knowledge of admissions processes 

and financial aid procedures, and dealing with the idiosyncrasies of a particular campus 

and the system of higher education in general. The importance of these impediments to 

higher education in the United States is evidenced by the long term Federal support of 

programs such as TRIO and the Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 

Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP), which are efforts to overcome barriers to access 

in the United States (Federal GEAR UP Programs, 2002; Federal TRIO Programs, 

2002c).   

 Still, problems exist especially for students from low income backgrounds or who 

are educationally at-risk in other ways. 

Although postsecondary participation rates for 18- to 24 year-old high 
school graduates over the past 25 years are up for all income groups . . . 
low income 18- to 24-year-olds attend college at much lower rates than 
those with high incomes, and participation gaps are about as wide today 
was they were in 1970. (Gladieux & Swail, 2000, p.689) 
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These authors also asserted a significant percentage of low income students 

who attended college did not have the academic tools required to succeed and could be 

ill-prepared for the demands of higher education.   

 The importance of the issue continues. For the 2000-2001 academic year, 

college participation for students from low income families was at its lowest level since 

1995-1996, with only 23.1% entering college as compared to 24.5% in 1999-2000 and 

27.5% in 1998-1999 (Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 2002). However, low 

income students were not the only students considered to be at-risk. Bateman and 

Kennedy (1997) state: 

One of the most troubling issues facing policymakers and educators at all 
levels is the educational attainment of students in at-risk circumstances - in 
broken homes, in poverty, in criminal environments, and so on. Higher 
education personnel have struggled to recruit and retain them (the 
students) through graduation. (p. 229) 
 

 Although a stigma can be attached to the term “at-risk” (Buckelew, 1999; Murphy, 

2003; Schmidt, 1997), for this study the use of the term is not meant to be a label, but 

rather a descriptor of “precarious social conditions that threaten the potential of youth. 

[These include] societal barriers to college access for marginalized youth” (Murphy, p. 

6). A student is considered “at-risk” if he or she has circumstances or factors in his or 

her life identified as being associated with an increased probability of school failure 

and/or dropping out (Pallas, 1989).  

Some quantitative research has been completed with respect to at-risk students 

who overcame the odds and actually attended college. Horn and Chen (1998) identified 

high school students with risk factors, which included being the lowest socioeconomic 

quartile and being from single-parent households, and tracked the students to see if 
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they enrolled in postsecondary education within two years of their scheduled high 

school graduation date. The researchers then looked to isolate factors present in the 

lives of at-risk students who did enroll in college that might have influenced their choices 

to go to college.  Bateman and Kennedy (1997) used the National Education 

Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS-88) to identify factors present in the lives of 

adolescent African American males from single-parent households (identified by the 

researchers as an at-risk group) who did attend college. These researchers also wanted 

to identify factors present in lives of at-risk students who attended college. These were 

two of the few quantitative studies looking specifically at the differences between 

students from single and two-parent households in contexts beyond secondary 

education. 

Statement of Problem 

Students who are at-risk of educational failure due to factors often discussed in 

secondary school research are not being investigated at the collegiate level (Horn & 

Chen, 1998; Pallas, 1989; Walpole, 2003). Lower rates of participation in higher 

education still exist for these students. Three variables frequently used to define at-risk 

at the secondary school level, but not at the collegiate level, are family composition, 

parents’ low levels of income, and parents’ levels of educational attainment. This study 

will address the lack of research on these students. Examined will be the differences 

between college and university students from single-parent households and two-parent 

households who are at-risk for educational failure because they are first generation 

college students from families categorized in the lowest quintile of income levels in the 

United States.   
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The Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

The Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) is a large longitudinal 

data set established in 1966 by the American Council on Education. By 2003, when the 

Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) administered the programs, data had been 

collected from over 11 million students attending 1,800 colleges and universities in the 

United States (Higher Education Research Institute [HERI], 2003a; 2003b; 2003c).  It is 

the oldest and largest empirical study of higher education in the Unites States (HERI 

2003a; Light, Singer, & Willett, 1990). CIRP’s major goal “is to assess the impact of the 

college experience by means of longitudinal follow-ups of each entering freshman 

cohort” (Astin, 1993, p.115). The CIRP considers the freshman cohort to contain first 

semester, first year students (HERI, 2003b, 2003c). The CIRP includes information on 

entering freshmen students’ parents’ estimated income, parents’ marital status, and 

mothers’ and fathers’ educational attainment (from the Student Information Form, see 

Appendix A), all elements considered to be risk factors in other studies (Bateman & 

Kennedy, 1997; Brown, 1993; Horn & Chen, 1998).  Four years after freshman cohorts 

were surveyed, the groups are surveyed again (the College Student Survey, see 

Appendix B).  In this follow up, students are asked questions pertaining to the outcomes 

of their college experiences (e.g., if they had obtained their degrees, if they had made 

Bs or better, future educational aspirations).  Other questions explore the student’s 

experiences and involvement during college.   

 Considered “among the most generalizable higher education research projects” 

(Light et al., 1990, p. 52), the CIRP target population is broad. The program uses a 

national probability sample to choose data from randomly selected students from 
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approximately 300 college and universities each year (Light et al.).  Discussing the 

generalizability of the CIRP data, Light et al explained:  

The specific institutions vary from year to year, but collectively, each 
year’s data are generalizable to the college student population of the 
United States for that year.  The researchers use well-designed and 
stringently applied principles of probability sampling to select institutions 
and respondents. (p. 52) 
 

CIRP data can be used to investigate the outcomes and experiences of first semester, 

first year students who entered college from backgrounds that classified them as being 

at-risk. However, such students would need to be identified in the groups of 

respondents.   

The College Student Survey was initiated in 1993 as a follow-up survey to the 

Student Information Form (SIF – the Freshman Survey).  Although data from SIF are 

considered generalizable to United States freshmen for the year of that survey (Light et 

al., 1990), the same cannot be said for the College Student Survey. The CSS is 

administered to a much smaller group of colleges and universities. On average, 85% of 

this group is comprised of private, four-year colleges, which use the CSS as a senior 

student satisfaction survey (Bill Korn, Associate Director of Operations, Higher 

Education Research Institute, private communication, July 13, 2004). Yet, “when used 

in conjunction with the CIRP Freshman Survey, the CSS generates valuable 

longitudinal data on students’ cognitive and affective growth during college” (HERI, 

2004, p. 1). The use of the CIRP data will allow identification of low income, first 

generation college students from single-parent and two-parent households and permits 

exploration of the demographics of these students, the achievements they brought to 
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college, and collegiate outcomes, experiences and development of these students as 

graduating seniors.    

Purposes of the Study 

The first purpose of this study is to develop a set of derived variables to use as 

tools to identify at-risk college and university students based upon the variables 

available in the CIRP database. The second purpose is to investigate the differences 

between low income, first generation undergraduates from single-parent households 

and those from two-parent households. Differences examined included what the 

students brought to the college experience (i.e., student inputs), with what they left 

college (i.e., outcomes), the collegiate environments that surrounded the students, and 

how the students were engaged (i.e., involvement) during their collegiate experience. 

Research Hypotheses 

1. There is no difference in age, gender, race or ethnicity, geographic distribution, 

and whether or not English was the student’s first language between low income, 

first generation college students from single-parent households and low income, 

first generation college students from two-parent households. 

2. There is no difference in high school average grades, SAT scores, ACT scores, 

and amount of concern regarding financing college education between low 

income, first generation college students from single-parent households and low 

income, first generation college students from two-parent households. 

3. There is no difference in undergraduate collegiate outcomes as measured by 

degree attainment, collegiate grade point average, amounts of collegiate loans, 

the likelihood of changing majors and/or career choices, and test scores for the 
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GRE, LSAT, MCAT or GMAT, if taken, between low income, first generation 

college students from single-parent households and low income, first generation 

college students from two-parent households. 

4. There is no difference in undergraduate collegiate outcomes as evidenced by 

students’ perceptions of their changes in levels of skills and abilities and in their 

plans for the near future between low income, first generation college students 

from single-parent households and low income, first generation college students 

from two-parent households. 

5. There is no difference in any of the collegiate environments and involvement 

between low income, first generation college students from single-parent 

households and low income, first generation college students from two-parent 

households. 

Significance of the Study 

As higher education in the United States continues its transition from a 

meritocractic to a more egalitarian system, there will be a growing need for knowledge 

of and services for students who come to higher education with factors in their lives that 

may predispose them to academic failure and/or lack of persistence within higher 

education (Walpole, 2003). The findings of this study could be used to mine the rich 

data available from over 35 years of longitudinal studies about American college 

students, which are available from the CIRP project. Such data are available on 

national, regional, consortial, and institutional levels. The higher education community 

could develop studies, programs and initiatives to better serve this expanding student 

population and improve the likelihood of such at-risk students attaining college degrees. 
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The methodology used to develop the samples of first generation, low income 

students also can be used at particular campuses, which participate in the CIRP 

programs. The procedures could be used to identify samples of at-risk students that 

would be more generalizable to an individual campus. Given the over 35 years of data 

collection that is part of the CIRP, in addition to investigating a college’s or university's 

current students, the methodology could be used to investigate changes in this group of 

students though other waves of data collection. Such information could prove useful to 

local policy makers. 

Definition of Terms  

Access:  The ability and likelihood of people to participate in higher education with 

ability, including physical, mental, financial and/or legal power to participate in higher 

education. In the United States, access encompasses the principle of providing greater 

participation in higher education (Eaton, 1997).    

Collegiate Environment:  The aggregate of circumstances, objects, or conditions by 

which a student is surrounded during his or her collegiate experience, including physical 

places and collegiate involvements. 

Collegiate Involvements:  Activities or events in which a student participated during his 

or her collegiate experience. 

Collegiate Outcomes:  Items or factors with which a student leaves his or her collegiate 

experience.   

Educationally At-risk:  Circumstances or factors in an individual’s life which have been 

identified as being associated with an increased probability of school failure and/or 

dropping out (Pallas, 1989). 
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First Generation College Student:  A college student whose parents had high school 

educations or less. For this study, the student can still be considered first generation 

even if he or she had siblings or other relatives who did go to school beyond high 

school.   

Low Income:  Total family income within the lowest quintile of family incomes for the 

United States population according to the U.S. Census Bureau for the year studied. 

Parents:  Assumed to be student’s biological parents.  If both parents were deceased, 

the student was included in single-parent household sample. 

Socioeconomic Status (SES):  A combination of income and other social measures that 

can include education level attained within the household (Bureau of Heath, 2002; 

LaVeist, 2004).    

Limitations 

 The fact that an average of 85% of the schools participating in the administration 

of the College Student Survey are private, four-year colleges is a limitation of this study.  

More low income students attend community colleges and four-year public colleges and 

universities than private, four-year colleges in the United States (Gladieux & Swail, 

2000; Choy, 2000). The results of this study will not be generalizable to all low income, 

first generation college students in the United States, but only to those who attend 

private, four-year colleges.   

The United States Department of Education’s Free Application for Federal 

Student Aid (FAFSA) has definitions of family composition and income commonly used 

in higher education in the United States. However, the data available from the CIRP 
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database do not use the same variables as used by the FAFSA. Accordingly, although 

widely understood and accepted, the FAFSA definitions were not be used in this study.   

A further limitation of the study is the number of people in the student’s 

household was not taken into consideration when calculating the income level of that 

student.  The number of people in a household as compared to the income of the 

household does influence income level (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). However, 

household size is not asked on the CIRP surveys and, thus, cannot be included in the 

calculations of low income for this study. 

The ambiguity of the definition of who were the student's parents is another 

limitation of this study. The question on the SIF (see Appendix A, SIF, item 18) asks, 

"Are your parents both alive and living with each other, (or) both alive, divorced or living 

apart, (or) one or both deceased?"  Not given is a definition of who the parent is and 

students are not asked to explain who they consider a parent. Although a student might 

consider a stepparent, grandparent, guardian or another relative to be his or her parent, 

those choices are not given to the CIRP respondents on the question about parents. 

The student might consider a stepparent or someone else as a parent and mark the 

answer accordingly.  For the purposes of this study, the information provided by the SIF 

and CSS was assumed to indicate the student's biological parents.  

There is also the possibility both parents of the student were deceased.  Given 

the limitations of the wording of the survey questions, such a student was included in 

the sample of students from single-parent households.  
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An additional limitation of this study is it was assumed the students who took the 

surveys answered honestly and truthfully. However, some of the data received may not 

be accurate, especially in regards to students’ reports of parental income.  

An additional limitation for this research appeared in the data for collegiate 

outcomes and environments. Some variables, which related to collegiate outcomes and 

environments and were available in the CIRP data, proved to have too few cases to 

allow for appropriate statistical analysis.   

Delimitations 

This study was delimited to higher education in the United States.  In addition, 

the study was delimited by the data taken from self-report information from students 

who participated in the 2003 administration of College Student Survey (CSS) and 

whose responses were matched to their responses on the Student Information Form 

(SIF; the Freshman Survey), as those data were recorded in the CIRP database.   

Another delimitation of this study was it did not investigate issues of persistence 

and retention of at-risk students in higher education in the United States.  The hope is 

the information gathered here will be useful in future studies about students at-risk for 

educational failure who come to higher education with the risk factors included in this 

study. 

Despite the existence of these limitations and delimitations, this research will 

develop and operationalize a methodology that could enable future researchers to 

explore the abundance of 35 years of longitudinal data regarding at-risk college 

freshmen in the United States available in the CIRP database. It will provide information 

on the differences and similarities of at-risk students from single-parent families and at-
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risk students from two-parent families. It will add to the research concerning low income, 

first generation undergraduate college students from single-parent and two-parent 

households who persisted in higher education, which may be useful to the higher 

education community.   

Organization of the Study 

This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1, Introduction, presents the 

topic as well as the statement of the problem, information about the CIRP database, the 

purpose of the study, research hypotheses, significance of the study, definition of terms, 

and limitations and delimitations of the study. Chapter 2, Synthesis of Related 

Literature, provides a review of current literature concerning access to higher education, 

the definitions and usage of the term ‘at-risk students’ in higher and secondary 

education, the CIRP surveys, and human development theories, including 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system of human development theory. Chapter 3, 

Methodology, discusses research hypotheses, the population and sample, the research 

design including recoding procedures and the CIRP instrument, and procedures for data 

analysis. Chapter 4, Results, summarizes the quantitative data. Finally, Chapter 5, 

Findings, Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations for Future Research, 

discusses findings, draws conclusions, presents potential implications for policy and 

practice within higher education, and offers suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

SYNTHESIS OF RELATED LITERATURE 
 

Four strands of literature will be explored to inform this study of at-risk students 

who overcame the odds and enrolled in colleges and universities in the United States.  

The study focuses on the differences in college outcomes and experiences of students 

who are low income, first generation college students and from single-parent families, 

and those students who are low income, first generation college students, but from two-

parent families.  Because this study is concerned with access to higher education in the 

United States during the latter 1900’s and the early years of the first decade of the 21st 

century, the first strand of literature includes both history and current nature of access 

issues.  The second strand explores research in the disciplines of education, sociology, 

psychology and others that investigated educational risk factors for students.  One 

portion of this strand deals with low socioeconomic status, especially as it relates to 

being low income, first generation college students. Another portion is concerned with 

single-parent family status and the educational attainment of children from those 

families. The Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) and its surveys are 

the focus of the third strand of this literature review.   

Human development and life span models and theory provide the theoretical 

overview for this study.  Therefore, the fourth strand of this review deals with overviews 

of mechanistic, organismic, contextual theories of human development, and Urie 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1989, 1994) ecological systems approach to human 

development and how it applies to at-risk college students in the environment of 

American colleges and universities.     
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Access to Higher Education in the United States 

Access to higher education in one form or another has been a concern and issue 

of public policy in America since the founding of Harvard in 1636.  A case can be made 

that the establishment of the College of William and Mary in 1693 was an effort to 

increase access to higher education.  Expanding people's access to education has been 

an element in the growth of higher education in the United States, but only since War 

World II has access become central to the development of higher education public 

policy (Eaton, 1997).   

In the aftermath of World War II, the 1946 President’s Commission on Higher 

Education addressed the issue of the future of higher education in the United States.  

The Commission’s report presented a rationale for the expansion of access to higher 

education in the following statement: 

American society is a democracy:  that is, its folkways and institutions, its 
arts and science and religions are based on the principle of equal freedom 
and equal rights for all its members, regardless of race, faith, sex, 
occupation or economic stature.  The law of the land, providing equal 
justice for the poor as well as the rich, for the weak as well as the strong, 
is one instrument by which a democratic society establishes, maintains, 
and protects this equality among different persons and groups.  The other 
instrument is education [italics added], which . . . is necessary to give 
effect to the equality prescribed by law. (President's Commission on 
Higher Education, 1947, p. 5)   
 

In this case, ‘effect’ means the results, outcomes, consequences and products of the 

equality on which the society of the United States has based its structure.   

The 1944 Servicemen's Readjustment Act included provisions that financed 

education and training for War World II veterans.  Popularly known as the G.I. Bill of 

Rights, under the provisions of the act the returning servicemen and women had to start 

their educations no later than four years after their discharge or from the end of World 



 15 

War II and they had four years in which to finish (Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997).  

Furthermore, “no such education or training shall be afforded beyond nine years after 

the termination of the present war” (Goodchild & Wechsler, p. 755).  The levels of 

education included not only undergraduate and graduate schooling at two- and four-

year colleges and universities, but also correspondence courses, vocational training, 

on-the-job apprenticeships and short, intensive post-graduate or training courses of less 

than 30 weeks.  The G.I. Bill paid a subsistence allowance to veterans who enrolled in a 

recognized and approved educational or training institution and paid the institution the 

customary cost of tuition, fees, books, supplies and equipment for those students 

(Serow, 2004).  Veterans could choose any educational or training institution they 

wished to attend whether the institution was public or private and in their home states or 

not just as long as they could gain admission to it (Goodchild & Wechsler; Serow).   

The provisions of the G.I. Bill opened access to higher education to 2.2 million 

men and women who attended two- and four-year colleges and universities, although 

less than 3% of the veterans (about 64,000) were women (Freeland, 1997; Greenberg, 

2004; Serow, 2004).  Another 3.5 million went to vocational schools, 1.5 million were 

involved in on-the-job training and about 700,000 received farm training (Greenberg).  

“A wide range of educational and training options thus became realistic possibilities 

even for those from modest backgrounds” (Serow, p. 490).  Before World War II, in the 

United States, less than 25% of the population earned a high school diploma 

(Greenberg) and the average amount of education for United States troops was 11.5 

years (Serow). “Higher education was not only limited and elitist; it was notoriously 

discriminatory with respect to race, sex, and religion.  Before WWII, only one adult in 16 
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had a college education” (Greenberg, p. B10).   After the GI Bill, “upward mobility, rather 

than certification of the upper classes, marked American higher education” (Greenberg, 

p. B10). The Bill is widely accepted as the point of demarcation between higher 

education being predominately for the elite and higher education being available for the 

masses (Serow). The children of the World War II veterans, the Baby Boomers who 

went to college in the 1960’s and 1970’s, caused the next surge in college and 

university enrollment.  By the early 1980’s, one in five Americans had a college 

education (Greenberg).  “It is appropriate to ascribe this growth to the major legacy of 

the GI Bill:  the opening of the academy to all classes of people and turning what had 

been a limited privilege to a generalized public expectation” (Greenberg, p. B10). 

Eaton (1997) traced five stages in the evolution of post World War II public policy 

that relates to access to higher education.  These stages are:    

1) overcoming financial barriers for the academically able, 

2) overcoming the barriers of limited finances and inadequate academic 

preparation,  

3) dealing with the first two barriers and increasing the numbers of minorities and 

women in higher education,  

4) adding choice to the mix and dealing with the issue of educational 

segregation, and  

5) expanding access to include “taking responsibility for motivating marginal 

students to attempt higher education” (Eaton, p. 239).  
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One can be tempted to look at these stages as consecutive, but each stage is still part 

of the mosaic that is the access issue and all are still considerations in the formation of 

current access policy in the United States. 

Some see access as a cost issue only - stage 1 (Advisory Committee on Student 

Financial Assistance, 2001; Burd, 2002c). If the student can pay for college, then the 

student will come.  Relating to this aspect of access is the perspective of whether higher 

education is a public/social benefit or a private/personal benefit (Fawcett, 1959; Nora, 

2001; Serow, 2004).  These perspectives underlie decisions regarding how much a 

student should pay for his or her education and especially decisions about the amount 

of debt a person should incur to get an education (Harrington & Sum, 1999; Nelsen, 

Conklin, & Flanagan, 2002; Nora; Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 1995a). 

However, access can be viewed as more than financial aid (Fawcett, 1959; 

Gladieux & Swail, 2000). Increasing access can be about increasing numbers – Eaton’s 

(1997) stage 3 (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2001; U.S. Commission 

on Civil Rights, 2000). The admission plans known as the top percent, or the X 

percentage programs, can be considered efforts to deal with access by increasing 

numbers.   

Access can also be regarded as overcoming barriers to participation (Burd, 

2002b, 2002c; Gladieux & Swail, 2000; Harrington & Sum, 1999). Those barriers are 

implied in Eaton’s (1997) stages 2 and 5 and can include inadequate academic 

preparation and lack of knowledge of admission processes, of how to apply for financial 

aid and how to deal with the idiosyncrasies of a particular campus or with the system of 

higher education in general. In this case, the access question can be ‘if you want to 
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increase access, can you do it by increasing services to prepare upcoming children and 

increasing the skills and competencies of currently enrolled students?’ The TRIO 

programs and Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs 

(GEAR UP) can be seen as the U.S. Department of Education’s answers to this 

question.   

Who completes their collegiate programs in postsecondary education is a 

concern within the literature (Adelman, 1998; Gladieux & Swail, 2000; Harrington & 

Sum, 1999).  TRIO programs, with their long involvement with the student and their 

attention to the barriers a student may need to overcome to be successful, are 

concerned with whether or not the student completes his or her program.  However, the 

state percentage plans are focused on a small part of the postsecondary population and 

only at a single point of access.  Student completions are not part of that focus 

(Adelman; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2000). 

Research concerning the issues raised by Eaton’s (1997) stage 4, “adding choice 

to the mix and dealing with the issue of educational segregation” (p. 239), has emerged 

in the literature (Astin & Oseguera, 2004; Lillard & Gerner, 1999; Schmidt, 2004).  

Analyzing data from the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) that dealt 

with first semester, first time freshmen in American colleges and universities, Astin and 

Oseguera (2004) found students from lower socioeconomic statuses do not have the 

same access to the most selective colleges and universities in the United States in 

comparison to students from middle and high socioeconomic statuses.  In reviewing the 

trends over the last 30 years, they discovered the percentage of low income students in 

the most selective colleges and universities has remained between 9% and 13% of 
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entering freshmen in spite of remedial efforts, such as financial aid, outreach programs 

and affirmative action.   

Gregory S. Blimling maintained:  

The public . . . demand(s) accountability for the rising cost of education, 
increasing problems of student behavior, and low graduation rates . . . . 
Encouraged by the media, the public accepted the opinion that higher 
education was mismanaged, wasted resources, and lacked accountability 
. . . . In spite of the criticisms, the public remains confident in higher 
education's ability to provide the skills and credentials necessary for a high 
quality of life.  However, both community leaders and the general public 
have agreed on wanting an accountability system that produces qualified 
graduates, useful research, and affordable access to education [italics 
added] (Harvey, 1996; Wadsworth, 1995). (ACPA, 1998, para. 5 and 6) 
 

At-risk Factors and Students 

The disciplines of education, sociology, psychology and others all have research 

that investigates risk factors for students. The factors of concern to this study are ones 

that relate to educational attainment of children, adolescents and adults. 

Although the term ‘at-risk’ is used in numerous fields, including medicine, 

psychology, and public health, within the field of education in the United States the term 

came into frequent use in the wake of the 1983 National Commission on Excellence 

report, A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform. Though used to 

describe the same population, the term ‘at-risk’ displaced terms such as “culturally 

deprived, low-income, dropout, alienated, marginal, disenfranchised, impoverished, 

underprivileged, disadvantaged, learning disabled, low performing, low achieving, 

remedial, urban ghetto, language impaired, and so on” (Presseisen, 1988, p.19).  This 

label of ‘at-risk’ for students who are in danger of educational failure suggests there is a 

larger, systemic threat from the surrounding community rather than a cause found within 

the genetic makeup or personality of the student (Buckelew, 1999; Presseisen).   
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However, within the literature there are critics of the term ‘at-risk‘ (Buckelew; Murphy, 

2003; Schmidt, 1997), with the most common complaints being over-use and the use of 

the term as a descriptor of the student rather than a term that applies to the presence in 

his or her life of a risk factor such as poverty.    

 At-risk is defined in many ways within literature of higher education. Some 

definitions are very specific to the institution or to the study. One example is at-risk 

being identified as undergraduate students who are admitted to the university in 

question via an individual approval process and are required to enroll in a student life 

skills course (Harris, 1999). Other definitions are very broad such as, “environmental 

factors and personal attributes which may cause a student to be at risk of school failure 

or underpreparedness for higher education” (Buckelew, 1999, p. 14).  According to C. 

C. Kulik, J. A. Kulik, and Shwalb’s 1983 meta-analysis of high or at-risk and 

disadvantaged college students, “risk was determined by low test scores, low 

achievement in high school or college courses, or membership in a socioeconomically 

disadvantaged group” (p. 399).  An even earlier definition of high or at-risk students is 

“those who score low on standardized achievement tests, generally cope poorly in 

traditional educational structures, and have poor records of past academic performance 

[Chickering, 1974: Cross, 1971]” (Landward & Hepworth, 1984, p. 119).  

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) descriptors define at-risk 

persons as individuals or groups identified as possibly having or potentially developing a 

problem (e.g., physical, mental, educational, etc.) requiring further evaluation and/or 

intervention and noted that, if possible, the researcher should use the more specific 

term "High Risk Students.”  The descriptor for “High Risk Students” is “students, with 
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normal intelligence, whose academic background or prior performance may cause them 

to be perceived as candidates for future academic failure or early withdrawal” 

(Educational Resources Information Center [ERIC], no date).  The reference went on to 

state that prior to March, 1980, the concept of at-risk was occasionally indexed under 

"educationally disadvantaged.” However, in June of 2004, when the term ‘high risk 

students’ was processed through the ERIC search engine, out of the first 11 articles 

retrieved, three used the term ‘at-risk’ within their abstracts and only one used the term 

‘high-risk.’  “The terms at-risk and high-risk are firmly established and used 

interchangeably in the educational literature” (Schmidt, 1997, p.5). 

Another definition of at-risk commonly used in United States higher education is 

the combination of risk factors used by TRIO programs.  Emerging out the Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964, which was part of the original War on Poverty, these federal 

programs “are targeted to serve and assist low income, first generation college, and 

disabled students to progress through the academic pipeline from middle school to post 

baccalaureate programs” (Federal TRIO Programs, 2004).  The programs are 

mandated from Congress to ensure two-thirds of the populations served are both first 

generation (neither parents graduated from college) and low income (under $24,000) 

(Council for Opportunity in Education, 2002a, 2002b).   

In Buckelew’s (1999) search of the literature for national and local indicators that 

a student was at-risk of educational failure, she discovered three decisive factors:    

(1) minority, racial or ethnic group identity; (2) belonging to a poverty 
household, and (3) living in a single-parent family (Campbell-Whately, 
Obiaker, & Algozzine, 1997; McWhirter, J., McWhirter, B.T., McWhirter, 
A.M., & McWhirter, E.H., 1993; Pallas, Natriello & McDill, 1989; 
Presseisen, 1988; Reglin, 1993). (Buckelew, 1999, p. 19) 
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Risk Factors Relating to Low Income and Parents’ Educational Attainment 

Low income is arguably the most mentioned of factors relating to a student’s risk 

of not achieving an education (Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 

2001; Arnold, 2003; Battle, 2002; Brown, 1993; Council for Opportunity in Education, 

2002a, 2002b; Crosnoe et al., 2002; DesJardins, McCall, Ahlburg, & Moye, 2002; 

Federal TRIO Programs, 2002a; Gladieux & Swail, 2000; Goodwin, 2002; Harrington & 

Sum, 1999; Hofferth, Smith, McLoyd, & Finkelstein, 2000; Horn & Chen, 1998; Levin, A. 

& Nidiffer, 1996; Madhere, 1997; Pallas, 1989; Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 

2002; Powell & Downey, 1997; A Shared Agenda, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 

NCES, 2002; Ver Ploeg, 2002; Walpole, 2003).  There is general agreement in the 

literature that low income is defined as no less than the lowest quartile of the 

population’s or sample’s income or socioeconomic status (SES).  

SES is a term that refers to a combination of household or family income and 

other social measures, including poverty status, level of education, type of occupation, 

etc. (Mills, 2002; Pamuk, Makuc, Heck, Ruben, & Lochner, 1998).  It can also refer to 

factors that are less measurable, such as social exclusion, exclusions from civic 

participation, and high stress levels associated with trying to find adequate food, shelter, 

and clothing for ones self and/or family (Mills).  There can be a strong connection 

between race, ethnicity and the various measures of SES as noted in reports from the 

U.S. Center for Disease Control (CDC) and the National Center for Health Statistics 

(Pamuk et al.).  However, income and education are the primary measures of SES both 

in health research (Mills; Pamuk et al.) and educational research (Crosnoe et al., 2002; 

Hofferth et al., 2000; Hull-Toye, 1995; King, 1996; Walpole, 2003). 
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Although more and more people are attending postsecondary education, with 

approximately two-thirds of college-age young people moving into some sort of 

postsecondary education, and participation has grown steadily for nearly every 

economic and racial or ethnic groups (Division of Government and Public Affairs, 

2002a, 2002b; Gladieux & Swail, 2000), still 18- to 24-year-olds from low income 

households attend college at much lower rates than those from high income households 

and "participation gaps are about as wide today as they were in 1970” (Gladieux & 

Swail, p. 689).  Large gaps persist by income levels (Postsecondary Education 

Opportunity, 2002; A Shared Agenda, 2004; Walpole, 2003). College entrance rates for 

high school graduates from high income families are 25% greater than those from low 

income families (A Shared Agenda). Only one in five students from the lowest 

socioeconomic quartile enrolls in a four-year college or university (Gladieux & Swail).  In 

2000, college participation rates for students from low income families was at its lowest 

since 1996, with only 23.1 % of the traditional college age cohort participating in college 

that year (Postsecondary Education Opportunity).  Furthermore, students from high 

income families are five times more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree by age 24 than 

students from families in the bottom income quartile (A Shared Agenda).  

Walpole (1998) employed the work of Astin, Pascarella and Terenzini and others 

to support her statement that four-year college students from low-SES backgrounds 

“are less likely to persist to the bachelor’s degree or aspire to a graduate degree 

compared to their high-SES peers . . . because they are less likely to attend the types of 

institutions that produce high persistence or aspirations” (Walpole, 1998, p.18).  In a 



 24 

later study using Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) data from students 

first enrolled in higher education in 1984, Walpole (2003) found: 

Students from low SES backgrounds who attend four-year colleges and 
universities work more, study less, are less involved, and report lower 
GPAs than their high SES peers.  Additionally, low SES students have 
lower incomes, lower levels of educational attainment, and lower levels of 
educational aspirations than their peers from higher social strata nine 
years after college entry. (p. 63)    
     
Using data from the Philadelphia Project begun in 1990 by the McArthur Network 

on Successful Adolescent Development in High Risk Settings, Crosnoe, Mistry, and 

Elder (2002) found economically disadvantaged youth (18 to 22 years of age) were 

significantly less likely to enter higher education and economic disadvantage does 

significantly predict later enrollment in higher education.  They also found relationships 

between economic disadvantage and adolescent education attainment does not differ 

by gender or ethnicity in their self-admitted small sample.   

The findings of a study sponsored by the College Board reinforce the fact that 

socioeconomic status is a consistent predictor of college attendance (King, 1996).    

This study used as its sample high school seniors in the class of 1995 who took the 

Student Achievement Test (SAT) and who completed the family income question amidst 

the demographic information requested when they registered for the SAT.  The study’s 

purpose was to identify factors that increase the likelihood high school seniors would 

plan to attend four-year colleges or universities.  SES was defined by parents’ income, 

education and occupations and was included in a factor called Personal Background.  

This factor also included gender, race/ethnicity, and if English was the student’s first 

language.   Among these background variables, the results showed both gender and 
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SES were significant predictors of college attendance, but race and first language were 

not.   

Employing data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 

(NELS:88), Horn and Chen (1998) sought to discover whether or not the same 

engagement factors that contributed to at-risk students’ success in graduating from high 

school continued to be important to those students’ transitions into postsecondary 

education.  They identified socioeconomic status (SES) and five additional factors 

related to family background or early school experiences that increase the odds of a 

student dropping out of high school.  These factors are:  

1. Lowest socioeconomic quartile,  

2. Single-parent family,  

3. Older sibling dropped out of high school (asked in the 10th grade),  

4. Changed schools two or more times from 1st to 8th grade,  

5. Average grades of C’s or lower from 6th to 8th grade, and 

6. Repeated an earlier grade from 1st to 8th grade. 

For Horn and Chen’s 1998 study, components of a family’s socioeconomic status 

included parental income and the parents’ level of education.  Horn and Chen were 

interested in moderate to high-risk students who overcame the odds and enrolled in 

higher education.  They found: 

Moderate to high-risk students also had less educated parents than their 
lower risk counterparts. More than half (58 %) of high-risk students had 
parents who had completed no more than a high school education, 
compared with about one-quarter of low-risk students (and) 66% were in 
the lowest socioeconomic quartile. (Horn & Chen, 1998, p.7)     
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Parents’ educational attainment frequently is mentioned as a risk factor in a 

student’s education (Arnold, 2003; Bateman & Kennedy, 1997; Billson & Terry, 1982; 

Brown, 1993; Choy, 2002; Horn & Chen, 1998; Pallas, 1989; A Shared Agenda, 2004, 

U.S. Department of Education/NCES, 2001). The point of difference is whether or not 

the student is a first generation college student (i.e., a student whose parents have no 

more than a high school education, never attended college and had no degree) (Billson 

& Terry; Brown; Choy; Federal TRIO Programs, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c; Madhere, 1997; 

Pratt & Skaggs, 1989; A Shared Agenda; Department of Education/NCES, 2001; U.S. 

Planning and Evaluation Service, 2002).    

Pallas (1989) also identified parent education, in particular mother’s education, 

as a risk factor.  Arnold (2003) found students were more likely to graduate from high 

school if their parents graduated from high school, especially if the students were 

considered at high-risk. The odds for high-risk students with parents who were high 

school graduates themselves graduating from high school were 2.8 times greater than 

those of high-risk students whose parents were not high school graduates (Arnold).  A 

report by the American Council on Education (ACE) summarized the findings of three 

federally funded national longitudinal studies of college students, the National 

Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88), the Baccalaureate and Beyond 

(B&B) Study, and the Beginning Postsecondary Student (BPS) Longitudinal Study 

(Choy, 2002).  One of those findings is that a student’s probability of attending a four-

year college or university increased with the level of his or her parent’s education.  “This 

is true even for the most highly qualified high school seniors” (Choy, p.13).  The report 

went on to state, “risk factors that make it more difficult for students to complete college 
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include working full time, starting at a community college, and having parents who did 

not attend college” (Choy, p. 21).  

Besides parents’ education, Pallas (1989) found poverty, being from a single-

parent home, language background, race, and ethnicity were factors associated with a 

student’s exposure to inadequate or inappropriate education resources and experiences 

could lead to a lower level of educational attainment.  Similar factors were cited in other 

studies (Arnold, 2003; Bateman & Kennedy, 1997; Brown, 1993; Buckelew, 1999; 

Crosnoe et al., 2002; King, 1996; Krein, 1986; Madhere, 1997; Powell & Downey, 1997; 

A Shared Agenda, 2004).  

Risk Factors Relating to Being a Child of a Single-Parent Family or Household 

Another risk factor for educational attainment mentioned in the literature is the 

student being from a single-parent household (Amato, 2000, 2001; Amato & 

Sobolewski, 2001; Bateman & Kennedy, 1997; Brown, 1993; Buckelew, 1999; Horn & 

Chen, 1998; Krein & Beller, 1988; Lillard & Gerner, 1999; McLanahan & Sandefur, 

1994; Pallas, 1989; Ross & Mirowsky, 1999; Department of Education/NCES, 2002;  

Ver Ploeg, 2002), although the idea has been argued (Arnold, 2003; Battle, 2002; 

Biblarz & Raftery, 1999; Powell & Downey, 1997; Sun, 2001).  Although definitions of a 

single-parent household varied and included those created by family disruption or 

death, families headed by mothers who were not married to the fathers of their children, 

and/or families headed by a relative who was not the biological parent, the definitions 

included a household whose children were being reared by one adult, usually a 

biological parent. 
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The demographics of the United States have changed greatly in the 20th century 

due, in part, to a change in the increase in the rate of divorce (Mueller & Cooper, 1986; 

Zhan & Sherraden, 2003).  Only about 5% of first marriages ended in divorce in the 

middle of the 1800’s (Amato & Sobolewski, 2001), and until the mid 1900’s, the most 

common reason children did not live with both parents was because of the death of one 

parent (Biblarz & Raftery, 1999).  However, by the end of the 20th century, for those 

adults who were not reared in a family with two biological parents, 62% had 

experienced a parental divorce versus 33% who had experienced a death of a parent 

(Biblarz & Raftery).  At the same time, about one half of first marriages in the United 

States ended in divorce or separation. Although remarriage was common, second 

marriages (or higher order marriages) had a greater chance of dissolving than first 

marriages (Amato & Sobolewski).  With slightly more than half of all divorces involving 

children under the age of 18, demographers stated more than one million children each 

year were experiencing parental divorce by the end of the 20th century in the United 

States (Amato & Sobolewski). The number of children in single-parent households was 

further exacerbated by an increase in the number of children born outside of marriage 

(Amato & Sobolewski; Lillard & Gerner, 1999; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).  In 1991, 

the National Commission on Children found one child in four was living with one parent 

and one in five was poor (Lewis, 1991). The changes meant that by the beginning of the 

21st century, about half of all children in the United States resided at least temporarily in 

single-parent families and those families most likely were headed by their mothers 

(Amato & Sobolewski; Battle, 2002; Krein & Beller, 1988; Lillard & Gerner; McLanahan 

& Sandefur; Mueller & Cooper; Zhan & Sherraden).     
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Race and ethnicity has an impact on these patterns (Amato, 2000; Battle, 2002; 

Krein & Beller, 1988; Lillard & Gerner, 1999). For whites, the growth of single-parent 

families headed by women is driven primarily by the increase in divorce and secondarily 

by an increase in children born outside of marriage (Biblarz & Raftery, 1999). For 

African Americans, the pattern is reversed, with the primary cause for growth being an 

increase in children born outside of marriage and the secondary cause being divorce 

(Biblarz & Raftery). According to 2000 U.S. Census data, 39% of Hispanic families were 

headed by single women and 30% of Hispanic children lived in poverty (Battle), as 

compared to 25% of all children in 1991 living with single parents and 20% living in 

poverty (Lewis, 1991).   

Research has shown being reared in a family with a female head of household 

increases the risk of poverty (McLanahan, 1985; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).   

“Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, female-headed families with children were five times 

more likely to be poor than were two-parent families with children [Garfinkel and 

McLanahan 1986; Furstenberg 1990; Nichols-Casebolt and Krysik 1997; U.S. Bureau of 

the Census 2001]” (Zhan & Sherraden, 2003).   Moreover, such economic deprivation 

might lead some to abandon plans to attend college (Amato, 2000).       

Single-parent families can come into existence through divorce, separation, 

death of a spouse, or with the custodial parent never having married the other parent.  

The literature is rich with studies about each variation of single-parent families.  A 

subcategory in the literature relating to divorce concerns the interactions of step 

families. One study listed options for family composition as single-father families, single-

mother families, father/stepmother families, mother/stepfather families, and two 
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biological-parent families (Biblarz & Raftery, 1999).  Another study was concerned with 

the educational achievement of children of divorced parents who live with neither parent 

after the divorce or separation (Jeynes, 1999).   

 Ver Ploeg (2002) focused on the relationship between family structure and 

college enrollment and completion.  Using the High School and Beyond (HS&B) national 

data set, her study looked specifically at children from disrupted families, defined as 

single-parent or step families. A more detailed description was children whose parents 

had divorced, separated or died, or whose parents never married.  The study controlled 

for family income and other factors that could affect a student’s ability to pay for college. 

Ver Ploeg set the environment of her study by stating:  

Two of the most significant socio-economic trends in the United States in 
recent decades are the portions of children who grow up with only one of 
their biological parents in the household because of non-marital births or 
marital disruptions and the increasing earnings gap between college 
graduates and those without a college degree. (p. 171) 
   

 The purpose of the Ver Ploeg study was “to determine whether children from 

disrupted families are less likely to attend and complete college after controlling for 

resource differential and after controlling for as many of the financial considerations 

(college costs, financial aid, and scholarships) of college attendance and completions 

as possible” (Ver Ploeg, 2002, p. 172).  The study mentioned 11 other studies linking 

disrupted families to higher high school drop out rates, fewer years of school completed, 

and college enrollment.  Ver Ploeg found only one study which studied college 

acceptance rates between children of disrupted and intact families. She also found only 

one study on college completion rates between the two groups.    
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 The hypothesis investigated by Ver Ploeg (2002) was if children from disrupted 

families have lower educational attainments than children from intact families because 

the disrupted families are poorer than the intact families. Ver Ploeg listed several  

reasons why the child of a disrupted family might have fewer resources to call upon 

than a child of an intact family.    

 Cross tabulations of descriptive data from HS&B were used to develop a data set 

listing students who were from intact families or disrupted families who 1) attended two-

year colleges right after high school, 2) attended four-year colleges or universities right 

after high school, 3) attended four-year colleges or universities at some time, or 4) 

completed a bachelor’s degree.  A college attender is defined as any student who ever 

reported attending a four-year college between high school and the four years after high 

school.  College completions are defined as receiving a Bachelor’s degree by 1992, the 

year of the final follow up survey of the 1980 sophomores.  The students were also 

divided in quartiles by income.    

 For Ver Ploeg’s (2002) purposes, family structure is the key independent variable 

of interest. The other key independent variable is family income. The definition of family 

structure is based on the student’s report of who was living in his or her family when the 

student was a sophomore in high school in 1980. Intact means the student was living 

with both biological parents at that time (1980).  If either mother or father was not living 

with the student in 1980, the family is defined as disrupted.   

 Ver Ploeg (2002) found income to be a more difficult variable to establish.  The 

information gathered from the sophomores was a self-report of parents’ income - 

suspect data at best.  Ver Ploeg instead used the information gained from parent 
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surveys gathered as part of the HS&B data set from a subset of the sophomore 

samples. She conducted a regression of parental reported income on parental age, 

race, martial status, the student’s report of family income, occupational status, home 

ownership status, and education.  The estimated coefficients from this regression model 

were used on the rest of the students’ self-reported incomes.  For the students in the 

HS&B data set who did not report income, Ver Plog chose to set family income at zero 

“to avoid losing a portion of the sample” (p. 176).  

 Ver Ploeg (2002) discovered significantly fewer students from disrupted families 

went to college and completed college than did those from intact families.  The negative 

effects remain even after controlling for grant aid received by students going to college, 

although “the predicted amount of grant aid a student receives positively affects college 

attendance and is statistically significant” (p. 179).  However, “much of the effect of 

family structure fades when family income is included in the model” (p. 178).  Simply 

put, for students in families in the upper quartile of income, family status did not matter.  

From the 1980 sophomore sample of the HS&B, of those in the upper quartile of 

income, 74.3% of those from intact families had completed a bachelor’s degree by 1992 

versus 73.2% from disrupted families.  “Family income is a strong and positive predictor 

of college completion” (p. 182).  Similar percentages held true for just attending a four-

year college and university (63.0% versus 61.1% respectively). 

Ver Ploeg’s (2002) study used an established national data set to substantiate 

the idea that children from disrupted families have a harder time going to college and 

completing college, but greater amounts of family income can mitigate such outcomes. 

Other valuable insights from this study include the differences in college attendance and 
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college completions based on levels of income and whether or not grant aid was 

received.  

Other studies tied being a child of a single-parent family to restricted educational 

attainment at different ages, including adulthood (Amato & Sobolewski, 2001; Biblarz & 

Gottainer, 2000; Biblarz & Raftery, 1999; Downey, 1994; Hofferth et al., 2000; Jeynes, 

1999; Krein, 1986; Krein & Beller, 1988; Lillard & Gerner, 1999; McLanahan, 1985; 

McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Mueller & Cooper, 1986; Ross & Mirowsky, 1999; for a 

review see Amato, 2000).  

 Limiting their results to children from single-mother homes produced by parental 

divorce and controlling for race, gender, age, and mother’s education, Biblarz and 

Gottainer (2000) found these children: 

are significantly less likely than those from two-biological parents families 
to complete high school, attend college (given high school completion), or 
graduate from college (given college entry). They hold occupations that 
are, on average, significantly lower in status, and they have a significantly 
lower level of general psychological well-being (feelings of happiness). 
(p. 537) 
 

 Lillard and Gerner (1999) were concerned with how family composition affected 

college choice. Using the HS&B data set, they pooled the high school sophomore and 

senior participants together into one sample of over 26,000 respondents. Of this group, 

which was initially surveyed in 1980, they discovered 67.6% of the sample lived with two 

biological parents and 32.4% were from families with at least one biological parent 

missing. Over 66% of the total sample applied to college. Of that group, 91% were 

admitted to a four-year college or university (60% of the total sample). Of students 

admitted, only 59% actually attended (36% of the full sample).   Using information from 

the follow-up interviews of the HS&B participants, Lillard and Gerner determined a total 
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of 46% of the original sample attended a four-year college or university at some time 

during the four to six years following graduation from high school, which is a 10% 

increase from the 36% who attended directly after high school. 

When the researchers factored in family composition, they found differences at 

each stage of the college choice process (Lillard & Gerner, 1999).  Whether or not a 

student lived in a two biological parent household in high school mattered. Sixty-nine 

percent of those living in two-parent households applied for college, but only 60% of 

those living in families missing at least one biological parent applied. Of those who 

applied to college, 92% of those living in two-parent households were admitted as 

compared to 89% of those students living in a household with a biological parent 

missing. Of those admitted to college, 62% from two-parent households attended a four-

year college immediately after high school, in contrast to the 52% who lived in 

households with one biological parent missing. For all those who actually attended a 

four-year college or university at any time four to six years after graduating form high 

school, 51% from two biological parent homes were admitted and did attend. However, 

only 37% of those missing a biological parent in their households was admitted and 

attended a four-year college or university. From these findings, the authors concluded,  

“Although it is well documented that children from disrupted families acquire less 

education, it is remarkable that the association shows up at every decision point for 

postsecondary education” (Lillard & Gerner, 1999, p. 715). 

Bateman and Kennedy’s 1997 study concerned the process by which adolescent 

African American males formulate their educational plans and whether or not the 

influences on that formation are different for youth from single-parent homes headed by 
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a woman as opposed to those from dual parent homes. Although this study’s results did 

not relate specifically to educational attainment, it did show the influence of family 

composition upon students’ participation in postsecondary education. Using the 

literature, the authors tied actual educational attainment to a student’s educational 

aspirations or educational plans.   

The Bateman and Kennedy (1997) study used quantitative research methods 

and applied structural equation modeling to data from the base year of the National 

Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88). The researchers tested Hossler and 

Gallagher’s 1987 model of college choice (the combined model). The samples were 

restricted to 8th grade male adolescent African Americans who reported both parents 

were alive at the time of the survey and who lived either in two-parent households 

(mother and father) or in households with a single mother. There were 928 students in 

the final sample, with 559 living in two-parent households and 369 in single-parent 

households headed by the mother.   

 Although the study‘s presentation was objective in tone, the authors believed in 

the significance of the problem being addressed.  As they stated in the opening 

sentences of their article: 

One of the most troubling issues facing policymakers and educators at all 
levels is the educational attainment of students in at-risk circumstances - 
in broken homes, in poverty, in criminal environments, and so on . . . . 
Higher education personnel have struggled to recruit and retain them [the 
students] through graduation. (Bateman & Kennedy, 1997, p. 229)  
 
The variables used were drawn from the information supplied by the NELS:88 

surveys and were selected to fit with the Hossler and Stage model of predisposition to 

college. For the analyses, the background variables selected were the father’s 
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education, the mother’s education, and family income. The intervening variables were 

the mother’s educational expectation for the respondent as perceived by the 

respondent, the father’s expectations, the respondent’s school grades and the 

respondent’s school activities. The dependent variable was the student’s reported 

postsecondary educational aspirations (or educational plans).   

Using the evidence presented, Bateman and Kennedy (1997) concluded for male 

African Americans from two-parent homes, educational aspirations, which were tied to  

educational attainment, were closely aligned to parents’ income, education, and the 

parents' expectations of the student as well as school performance.  The aspirations of 

“male African Americans from single-parent homes headed by a woman were 

influenced to a greater degree by school factors, specifically grades, than other factors, 

including parents’ aspirations” (p. 243).  The investigators state that for these students 

of single-parent families, the development of educational plans “appears to revolve 

around two factors, parental encouragement and school grades, with grades being the 

most important” (p. 243). 

Amato and Keith (1991) conducted a meta-analysis of studies concerning 

parental divorce and its long term consequences on the adult well-being of children of 

those families. One area with the strongest estimated effects is educational attainment, 

which included high school graduation and years of education.  The meta-analysis used 

37 studies involving over 81,000 individuals and calculated the effects size for 13 

outcome variables, including educational attainment. The researchers found that “mean 

effect sizes were significant and negative for all outcomes: this indicated that adults who 

experience parental divorce exhibited lower levels of well-being than did adults whose 
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parents were continuously married” (Amato & Keith, p. 43).  For educational attainment, 

the difference between adult children of divorced parents and adult children of parents 

who had been continuously married is in the order of one-fifth to one-fourth of a 

standard deviation.  Calculating a ‘fail-safe N’ value for the educational attainment effect 

size, the researchers determined there would need to be 1,263 additional studies about 

educational attainment, all yielding a null finding, to reduce the educational attainment 

effect size to an nonsignificant level.  Other findings of this study relate to gender and 

race.  One is “parental divorce is linked to low educational attainment more strongly 

among women than men (and) this result was consistent with previous research” 

(Amato & Keith, p. 56).  Another is parental divorce has more serious consequences for 

whites than for African Americans in the areas of educational attainment, material 

quality of life, occupational quality and the likelihood of the adult child’s own separation 

or divorce.  McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) found similar results.   

Ten years later, Amato (2001) updated the 1991 meta-analysis using 67 studies 

published in the 1990’s and discovered many of the findings from the first analysis were 

reinforced by the results of the new analysis.  The research shows even though divorce 

became more common in the United States during the 1990’s, the gap between the 

well-being of children of divorced parents and children of continuously married parents 

increased during that decade. Although Amato warned practitioners not to 

underestimate the extent to which divorce or separation “continues to represent a risk 

factor for a range of undesirable child outcomes” (p. 366), he also asserted “the average 

differences between children with divorced and continuously married parents are not 

large in absolute terms” (p. 366). 
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One study investigated the academic achievement of children who following the 

divorce of their parents, lived with neither parent (Jeynes, 1999). The study used data 

from the NELS:88, and, even after controlling for SES, its findings show these children 

performed at significantly lower levels than children of divorced parents who lived with 

one parent and also lower than children who lived with two-parents.  The results point to 

an even grimmer conclusion. Jeynes (1999) stated, “Measured in absolute numbers, the 

difference between children of divorce from neither-parent families and children of 

divorce from single-parent families is actually greater than between children of divorce 

from single-parent families and children from intact families” p. 117).     

Several studies found higher family income will alleviate the effects of the child’s 

educational attainment no matter what type of family the child came from  (Battle, 2002; 

Biblarz & Raftery, 1999; Downey, 1994; Krein & Beller, 1988; Louis & Zhao, 2002; 

McLanahan, 1985; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Mueller & Cooper, 1986; Ver Ploeg, 

2002) and one demonstrated how a single mother’s increased assets (e.g.,  home 

ownership and savings) can have a more positive association with educational 

achievement than that of just income (Zhan & Sherraden, 2003).  However, during the 

1990’s, the family type with the largest increase in income was married couples with 

both spouses in the paid work force. Using U.S. Census data, Amato and Sobolewski 

(2001) made the point that, “in contrast, single-parent families experienced a 

deterioration in economic resources during the 1990’s (p. 357). Bilblarz and Raftery 

(1999) found that between 1970 and 1999 higher rates of unemployment and lower 

status occupations for single mothers could account for the lower levels of educational 

attainment by their children.  
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One study investigated the differences between the intervening processes that 

effected school performances of children in single-mother families and single-father 

families (Downey, 1994). Using the NELS:88,  the researcher discovered although the 

students from the different forms of single-parent families performed similarly to each 

other, they did not perform as well as students from two-parent families. However, the 

reasons for the poorer performance are different for the students from different forms of 

single-parent families. For the children from families with single fathers, the disparity in 

family income was nearly twice that of families headed by single mothers - $35,000 

versus $18,000.  However, the fathers were less likely to know the names of their 8th 

grade child’s friends, the names of these friends’ parents, and were less likely to go to 

school activities and be involved in school organizations, such as parent/teacher 

associations.  Downey (1994) referred to these actions as interpersonal parental 

resources and maintained single mothers provide greater levels of these resources to 

their children.  Single fathers provide greater levels of parental economic resources, but 

the end result is the children from both types of families have lower levels of educational 

achievement, although for different reasons. However, neither group performs as well 

as children from two-parent families.          

Not all the literature supported the idea that being from a single-parent household 

caused a person to have lower levels of educational attainment.  One study using 

NELS:88 data found family composition did not affect high school graduation rates 

(Arnold, 2003). Some studies maintained there is a difference among the types of 

single-parent families.  Biblarz and Raftery (1999) found children from both two 

biological parent families and single mother-headed families consistently had higher 
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levels of attainment than children from single-father families, father/stepmother families 

and mother/stepfather families, even though they did affirm children of single mothers 

do not achieve as highly as children from two-biological-parent families. Children from 

single-parent families whose mothers were widows did not perform significantly 

differently than children reared with both biological parents (Biblarz & Gottainer, 2000).   

Battle (2002), using NELS:88 data and a sample of 1,420 Hispanic students in 

one- or two-parent families, found that for Hispanic students there is no significant 

difference in 12th grade education outcomes for students from either type of family. The 

outcomes include composite scores on math and reading tests given to each student as 

part of the NELS:88 data collection. Yet, two years later when measured by self reports 

of the highest levels of post-secondary education achieved two years after high school, 

Hispanic students from single-parent families were not achieving as high levels as 

Hispanic students from two-parent homes.  However, a regression analysis of the data 

shows in the presence of socioeconomic status, family configuration is not statistically 

significant and, according to Battle, “income is consistently more important than family 

configuration in predicting the performances of Hispanic students” (p. 439).  

The Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

The Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) is a large longitudinal 

data set established in 1966 by the American Council on Education (HERI, 2003b). The 

Higher Education Research Institute (HERI), in a continuing association with the 

American Council, has administered the program since 1973. Data has been collected 

from over 10 million students attending 1800 colleges and universities in the United 

States (HERI, 2003c). Annually, more than 400,000 students from 700 colleges and 
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universities nationwide participate in the freshman survey portion of the CIRP, which 

also is known as the Student Information Form (SIF). To conduct longitudinal inquiries 

on their students, some individual campuses use a follow-up survey, the College 

Student Survey (CSS), usually administered to the students in their senior year (HERI, 

2004). A student’s responses on the freshman survey can be matched to the same 

student’s responses on the CSS.  Since the CSS program began in 1993, the survey 

has been administered to over 270,000 students at nearly 800 institutions.  In the 2003 

administration, data were collected from over 15,000 graduating seniors who also had 

completed the freshman survey when they had entered college.     

CIRP’s major goal “is to assess the impact of the college experience by means of 

longitudinal follow-ups of each entering freshman cohort” (Astin, 1993, p.115).  Included 

in the survey is information on entering freshmen students’ parents’ estimated income, 

parents’ marital status, and mothers’ and fathers’ educational attainment (from the 

Student Information Form - SIF), all elements considered to be risk factors in previous 

studies.   Four years after a freshman cohort is surveyed, the group is surveyed again 

(the College Student Survey - CSS).  In this follow-up, students are asked questions 

pertaining to the outcomes of their college experiences (e.g., if they had obtained their 

degrees, if they had made Bs or better, what their future educational aspirations were, 

etc.). Other questions ask about the student’s experiences and involvement during 

college and about the institutional environment of the students’ colleges and 

universities. The data from the two instruments can be linked to provide information on 

how the individual student has changed since entering college (HERI, 2003b).  CIRP 

data can be used to examine the outcomes and experiences of college students who 



 42 

began college with histories that could consider them at-risk for academic failure and/or 

lack of persistence.  However, those students would need to be identified in the groups 

of respondents. 

Considered one of the most generalizable of studies relating to college students 

(Light et al., 1990), the CIRP data set has been used to study students’ life-time goals 

and motivations for attending college (Rasmussen, 2002), the influence of social 

background and academic ability in determining the quality of the colleges students  

attended (Astin & Oseguera, 2004; Karabel & Astin, 1975), the impact of student-faculty 

interaction on academic self-confidence (Plecha, 2002), and attrition among first 

generation college students (Pratt & Skaggs, 1989).  Others used the CIRP to study 

research interests as diverse as student degree aspirations and their influence on 

college persistence (Hull-Toye, 1995), the effects of social class on college impact and 

outcomes (Walpole, 2003), why freshmen enroll in college (Postsecondary Education 

Opportunity, 1995b), factors relating to academic withdrawal of adolescent students 

(House, 1999), and whether various multicultural- and feminism-related variables at the 

individual, peer, and institutional levels significantly influenced the graduate degree 

ambitions among women (Tsui, 1995).  The data set was used for the dissertation 

research concerning campus racial climates and educational outcomes completed by a 

researcher whose later work would form part of the legal briefs presented to the U.S. 

Supreme Court in the 2003 Michigan affirmation action case (Hurtado, 1990; S. 

Hurtado, personal communication, November 12, 2003). 

The data set also is used to produce an annual report called The American 

Freshman:  National Norms, with the year in question given in the title.  These reports 
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have been released nationwide for over 35 years and are to be used in policy analysis, 

educational research, human resource planning and campus administration. The data 

are taken from the freshman survey (the SIF) and are weighted to provide a normative 

profile of the freshman population in the United States for the year in question. 

The College Student Survey (CSS) annual results also are compiled for 

dissemination both to the higher education community and to the individual institutions 

that participate in the research (HERI, 2004).  Although the administration of the CSS is 

too limited to allow the results to be generalized to the entire college and university 

population in the United States, the national aggregates produced by the results can be 

used to compare specific samples of students to the population of students who took 

both the CSS and the freshman survey.   

Numerous studies have demonstrated the predictive validity of CIRP freshman 

survey data for times ranging from three months to nine years. Over 15 such studies are 

described in Pascallera and Terrenzini’s 1991 How College Affects Students. 

 Although the freshman survey portion of the CIRP has been in use since 1966, 

only one study was located which was concerned with the instrument’s reliability.  This 

study (Boruch & Creager, 1972) was intended to obtain estimates of the reliabilities of 

survey items on the CIRP questionnaires used in 1966, 1967, 1968, and 1969, the first 

four years of the freshman survey. The researchers used a test-retest procedure on 

students at three institutions which had not participated in the CIRP program that year. 

The institutions were a public university, a private university and a community college 

located in the metropolitan area of Washington, D.C.  The researchers administered the 

1969 questionnaire with supplemental questions to second term freshmen and retested 
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the students two to three weeks later.  The total number of respondents to both 

administrations of the questionnaire was 202 students, with response rates for individual 

items ranging from 195 to 202.   

The test-retest statistics and reliability coefficients for age, father’s education, 

mother’s education, estimated parents’ income and average high school grades ranged 

from r = .96 to r = .99.  Similar results of near perfect correlations are shown in the 

areas of academic aspirations (e.g., degree plans, probable major fields, and career 

plans). The researchers also found high reliability on items that asked students to recall 

verifiable facts about high school and other recent activities and achievements.  

However, for responses to items on attitudes, opinions, life goals, and estimated 

chances of future behaviors, the test-retest reliabilities ranged from r =.60 to .80, 

considerably less stable than those for the earlier items. 

 Within the same research report, Boruch and Creager (1972) employed a 

different form of analysis to check the reliability of students’ self-reports of age and 

college grades.  Using the students’ responses on the CIRP questionnaires and 

checking their answers with actual grades and ages on record at the student’s college 

or university, the researchers found:  

The overall correlation between actual grades and reported grades was 
.88 and was the same for men and women.  The reports of students who 
actually performed at the A/A= level was most likely to be accurate, and 
the reports of those in the B, B+, and C+ strata were less reliable. (Boruch 
& Creager, p. 23) 
  

They also discovered reported age is generally the same as true age at all levels except 

for the oldest where they found “women of 22 or more were typically more random in 

their responses than were men of the same age level. . . . (Despite this) self reports of 
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age are sufficiently accurate for matching and stratification purposes” (Boruch & 

Creager, p. 24). 

 In conclusion, Boruch and Creager stated:   

With rare exceptions, the reliability data obtained in this study indicate that 
all of the variables are sufficiently reliable for analytic use in statistical 
research, and many of them are sufficiently reliable that inferences drawn 
from analyses taking measurements errors into account can be used in 
institutional decision making and in counseling students. (p. 29) 

 
 Included in the research report is a copy of the 1969 CIRP freshman survey 

questionnaire.  Physically the instrument looks very similar to the 2004 freshman 

survey.  Of the 29 simple or composite questions on the 1969 instrument, 22 are the 

same or very similar to those asked on the 2004 survey. 

 One explanation of why there is a paucity of studies concerning the reliability of 

the CIRP instrument can be that traditional standards of reliability simply cannot be 

applied to the data because the data are aggregate data (Astin,1993).  In psychological 

testing, with its interest in assessing the condition or position of an individual with 

respect to some trait or quality, reliability of the testing measures or the amount of 

measurement error contained in the test is of critical importance.  However, most of the 

CIRP data are used as an aggregate statistic, such as the percentage of the 

respondents who agree with a particular value statement.  In these cases, “traditional 

notions of reliability, which are entirely appropriate when applied to assessment 

instruments that are used to evaluate and advise individuals, are not applicable when 

the main concern is aggregated data derived from groups of individuals” (Astin, p. 137).  

The interest is not where an individual stands, but where a group of individuals stand 

with respect to the quality being measured and “measures that are relatively unreliable 
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on an individual basis can yield highly reliable results when the scores are aggregated 

across a number of individuals” (Astin, p. 137). 

Human Development Theories  

and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Approach 
 
The study of human development across the life span has its modern day roots 

in the 1904 publication of G. S. Hall’s Adolescence: Its psychology and its relations to 

physiology, anthropology, sociology, sex, crime, religion and education (Hergenhahn, 

2001), Koffka’s work in child psychology (Hergenhahn), A. Freud’s and M. Klein’s views 

on child psychology (Hergenhahn), S. Freud’s theories on childhood (Greenleaf, 1978), 

and Gesell’s extension and expansion of Hall’s efforts to describe all aspects of 

development which began the normative approach to child study (Berk, 2001).  Yet, 

"modern theories of human development are the results of centuries of change in 

Western cultural values, philosophical thinking, and scientific progress” (Berk, p.13).    

To understand current human development and life span theories and models, it is 

useful to comprehend how an increasing life span interacted with changes in Western 

thought, values, and scientific knowledge.   

Mechanistic Models and Theories 

 Human development theories and models proliferated during the 20th century.  

Most of these theories can be categorized as either mechanistic models, organismic 

models, or contextual approaches (Hughes, 2003).  Mechanistic models include John B. 

Watson’s behaviorism (Miller, 2002) and contemporary learning theories such as B. F. 

Skinner’s operant conditioning (Hergenhahn, 2001) and Albert Bandura’s social learning 

by imitation theory and his work in social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986; Miller; 

Santrock, 1999). The historical basis for most mechanistic models is the empiricism of 
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John Locke and his beliefs that at birth the mind was a blank slate to be written on only 

by the individual’s experience, that knowledge of the world comes through the person’s 

senses, and that the simple association of ideas is what forms more complex thoughts 

and ideas (Berk, 2001; Gay, 1964; Hergenhahn).   The mechanistic models share the 

belief humans are like machines. To understand the machines, one needs to 

understand the parts and how the parts relate to each other. People are passively 

influenced by outside stimulation.   Development is gradual and continuous, and change 

is gradual and continuous.  Because knowledge comes from a person’s senses, and 

thus from the person’s experiences, development can go in any direction depending on 

those experiences. 

Organismic Models and Theories 

 Organismic models are based on the beliefs humans are like other animals and 

plants.  Humans are living organisms best understood as wholes rather than the 

collection of parts favored by mechanistic theorists.  Development occurs primarily from 

internal forces, and there are distinct and universal stages of development for all 

people.  Change happens as a consequence of what occurs during a particular stage of 

development. People are actively involved in their own development.  The first to 

propose an organismic model of human development was Rousseau (Berk, 2001; 

Greenleaf, 1978; Hergenhahn, 2001; Parry, 2001) who believed a child was a complete 

and natural being unto itself and not just an incomplete adult. Rousseau also believed 

knowledge was constructed between the child and the world.  Sigmund Freud’s 

psychoanalytic theory is a developmental stage-based, organismic theory (Hergenhahn; 

Miller, 2002).  Although very different, Gesell’s theory relating to infant growth and 
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development is an organismic theory (Giselle, 1934, 1954). 

The most prominent developmental theorist in the United States in the late 

1800’s and early 1900’s was G. Stanley Hall (1844-1924). He is considered second only 

to William James in his influence on the field of psychology in the United States 

(Hergenhahn, 2001). In 1878, after finishing his studies at Harvard, he received the first 

Ph.D. awarded in psychology in the United States. In 1887, he founded the American 

Journal of Psychology, which was the first psychological journal in the United States 

and in 1892 founded and then was elected the first president the American 

Psychological Association (Archives and Special Collections, 2004; Hergenhahn). G.S. 

Hall was president of and professor of psychology at Clark University from 1888 to 1920 

(Archives and Special Collections). Hall’s recapitulation theory is an organismic theory. 

He believed “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny," meaning each individual in his or her 

personal development repeats all of the evolutionary stages of humankind.  “Every child 

from the moment of conception to maturity, recapitulates, very rapidly at first, and then 

more slowly, every stage of development through which the human race from its lowest 

beginnings has passed” (Hall, 1928, p. 380).  Although Hall’s theory has been 

discredited, the concept of stages of human development was firmly entrenched in 

developmental theory.  

 Jean Piaget (1896-1980) began his work as a natural scientist and spent a long 

and productive life answering the question, ‘How does knowledge grow?’  One of the 

most influential of all developmental theorists, Piaget published more than 50 books, 

500 papers, and 37 volumes in the series "Etudes d'Epistémologie Génétique" [Studies 

in Genetic Epistemology](Berk, 2001; Miller, 2002; Smith, 2000).  Piaget’s cognitive-
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developmental theory of human development is a staged-based, organismic theory.  For 

Piaget the stages of development are universal (Arnett, 2000; Miller; Steinberg, 2002).  

However, he did not view stages as the basis of his theoretical work, but rather “a tool 

for taxomnizing thought and tracking children’s progress. . . Cognitive structures 

mattered to Piaget. How cognitive structures change mattered to Piaget” (Campbell, 

2002, para. 5).  Cognitive or psychological structures are the child’s organized way of 

making sense of experience (Berk).  Specific structures or organized patterns of 

behavior are what Piaget referred to as schemes (Berk; Hergenhahn, 2001; Miller).  “A 

scheme is the structure or organization of actions as they are transferred or generalized 

by repetition in similar or analogous circumstances” (Piaget & Inhelder, 2000, p.4). 

Piaget believed the child is actively involved in his or her own development and 

the development of humans involves a process of interaction between the individual and 

his or her environment (Campbell, 2002; Hergenhahn, 2001; Miller, 2002; Papalia & 

Olds, 1978; Piaget, 1977; Piaget & Inhelder, 2000; Santrock, 1999).  Maturation is an 

outcome of the movement through the stages of development (Arnett, 2004).  

Experiences of the individual are what influence the rate of movement (Hughes, 2003; 

Miller; Piaget, 1977).  Piaget’s view was a person’s cognitive structures naturally 

change in the course of being used and a child’s logic and modes of thinking began 

differently than those of an adult’s  (Campbell; Hergenhahn; Piaget; Piaget & Inhelder; 

Smith, 2000). Piaget held “the growth of knowledge is a progressive construction of 

logically embedded structures superseding one another by a process of inclusion of 

lower less powerful logical means into higher and more powerful ones up to adulthood” 

(Smith, 2000, para. 8). The development of knowledge is a biological process that is an 



 50 

adaptation of the organism to its environment (Berk, 2001; Campbell).  “In general, 

Piaget demonstrated that a child’s interactions with the environment become more 

complex and adaptive as its cognitive structures become more articulated through 

maturation and experience” (Hergenhahn, p. 537).   

Another preeminent human development theorist in the 20th Century was Erik 

Erikson (1902-1994).  Both Sigmund and Anna Freud trained Erikson in psychoanalytic 

methods in Vienna.  After moving to Boston in 1933, Erikson became the first child 

psychoanalyst in the United States, practicing at Harvard Medical School (Sharkey, 

2004).   

Erikson transformed Freud’s psychosexual stages into eight psychosocial stages 

proceeding across the life span in a stepwise fashion and going beyond childhood into 

adulthood and old age. Erikson theorized human development functions by the 

epigenetic principle that says people develop through a predetermined unfolding of their 

personalities in stages. Erikson’s eight stages are not centered on a body part like 

Freud’s, but rather on an individual’s connection to the social environment (Berger, 

1988). Erikson’s psychosocial theory is an organismic one, being based on the 

epigenetic principle and because his stages are based on biological growth and change. 

The person is an active participant in his or her development and maturation is from 

biological growth and/or change, the successful resolution of psychosocial crises, and 

passage through the eight stages. “Each stage spells out how biological, cognitive, and 

emotional change on the one hand interact with corresponding social and cultural forces 

and factors on the other” (McAdams, 2001, p. 400).   
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Contextual Models and Theories 

Contextual models of human development consider development to be an on-

going drama with both the individual and the individual’s environment being influential in 

the person’s development (Hughes, 2003). In contextual models, the individual’s 

development cannot be understood without referring to the social (environmental) 

context in which the individual lives. In these approaches, “development is an ongoing 

transaction between a changing individual and a changing world. Changes in the person 

produce changes in the environment and vice versa” (Hughes, Contextual Models). 

Contextual models of human development study behavior in its everyday context and 

“question any claims to universal characteristics of humans” (Miller, 2002, p. 436).  

L. S. Vygotsky (1896-1934) was one of the first modern psychologists to suggest 

the mechanisms by which culture (i.e., the environment or context) becomes part of 

each person’s nature (Cole & Scribner, 1978).  However, it was not until the 1980’s that 

his work began to influence human development research in the United States 

(Belmont, 1989).  A distinctive theme of Vygotsky’s writing is his emphasis on the 

uniqueness of the human species and “how as human beings we actively realize and 

change ourselves in the varied contexts of culture and history” (John-Steiner & 

Souberman, 1978, p.131). In reaction to the behaviorism of the day and based on his 

own observations of children, Vygotsky believed “animals are incapable of learning in 

the human sense of the term; human learning presupposes a specific social nature and 

a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them [italics 

included]” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88).  Vygotsky viewed thinking as an activity rather than a 

passive process and one that is dependent upon speech.  It is developed and 
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maintained through interpersonal experiences with children learning from a teacher, 

coach, or another child with more advanced knowledge or skills. Learning is a dynamic 

social event with at least two participants.  Once the interaction begins, then Vygotsky 

proposed: 

An essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of proximal 
development; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal development 
processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people 
in his environment and in cooperation with his peers.  Once these processes are 
internalized, they become part of the child’s independent developmental 
achievement (p. 90). 
 
Although a contemporary of Piaget, Vygotsky was critical of Piaget’s assumption 

that growth is universal and developmental growth is independent of experience.  In 

Vygotsky’s socio-instructional interpretation of children’s cognitive development, 

development is complex and effected by both social and cultural contexts (i.e., the 

child’s total environment).  Biological and cultural developments are interconnected and 

neither develops in isolation.  The structure of the mind is not universal and unchanging, 

but has definite historical and cultural roots.  It is the product of distinct types or levels of 

tool production (John-Steiner & Souberman, 1978).   Vygotsky viewed “the human 

organism as highly plastic and the environment as historically and culturally shifting 

contexts into which children are born and which they, too, will eventually change” (John-

Steiner & Soberman, p.123).    

Current person-in-context studies in the United States are concerned with 

populations within the U.S. and describe the environments surrounding an individual, 

which form the layers of influence upon the developing person (Miller, 2002).  Another 

important concept in context-sensitive theories is the goodness-of-fit between a person 

and his or her context or environment (Graber & Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Miller).  
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Goodness-of-fit models are drawn from Lewin’s 1939 field theory and Bronfenbrenner’s 

1977 work and are used to become aware of and comprehend the importance of the 

interaction of the person and his or her environment. The general goodness-of-fit model 

can be used to predict “adolescent or developmental outcome on the basis of the extent 

to which (a person’s) developmental needs are being supported by his or her 

environmental context” (Graber & Brooks-Gunn, 1996, p. 772).  Goodness-of-fit models 

assist in understanding differences in people’s developmental outcomes depending on 

the ‘fit’ of the person in his or her own individual environment.      

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Approach 

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems approach to human development    

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1989, 1999; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) is a contextual, 

model that can be considered to be one of the most influential of human development 

theories (Berk, 2001; Miller, 2002).  The approach has been used as the theoretical 

basis of studies as diverse as those concerning resiliency in childhood (Howard, 

Drysden, & Johnson, 1999; Howard & Johnson, 2000), multi-cultural communities 

(DeBord & Thompson, 2002), families and deinstitutionalization (Berry, 1995), disability 

research (Sontag, 1996), and effects of poverty on children’s socioemotional 

development (Eamon, 2001). Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917- ) has written over 120 articles 

and books. One book, Ecology of Human Development, has been cited in the literature 

1,552 times alone (Web of Science, 2004).  All together, his work has been cited in 

articles and studies over 4,200 times (Web of Science).  He is credited with founding the 

School of Human Ecology at Cornell University and remains active on its faculty.    
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Originally concerned predominantly with child development (Aldridge, Sexton, 

Goldman, Booker, & Werner, 1997; Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1989; Kessler, 1991), the 

Bronfenbrenner model has been expanded to include “identification of ecological 

niches; that is, unique regions in the environment that differentially influence children 

with particular personal characteristics” (Sontag, 1996, p. 320). It looks at development 

from a life span perspective, stating "the developmental outcomes of today shape the 

developmental outcomes of tomorrow" (Bronfenbrenner, 1989 , p.191).  

A distinguishing feature of ecological models is a shared and equal focus on both 

the person and the environment (Hawley, 1986). A basic premise of ecological systems 

theory is "development is a function of forces emanating from multiple settings and from 

the relations between these settings” (Bronfenbrenner, 1999, p.17). In the 

Bronfenbrenner approach, the relationship between an individual and his or her 

environment is dynamic, reciprocal, and continually changing (Hughes, 2003). 

Environment is defined as any event or condition outside the person that either 

influences or is influenced by the developing person (Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983, 

cited in Bronfenbrenner, 1989). This environment is composed of multiple layers which 

include a center most layer of the individual’s immediate environment of home, spouse 

and/or parents, and family (Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem) and a next layer, which 

includes the interactions among the elements of the microsystem, such as between the 

family and school, the workplace, extended family, friends, and neighbors 

(Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystem).  Surrounding the mesosystem is the exosystem that 

consists of factors of the wider community that surrounds the individual. It does not 

directly involve the family, although it can affect or be affected by the family. The 



 55 

exosystem includes the school system, social welfare system, health care system, and 

mass media (Berry, 1995). The largest surrounding layer, the macrosystem, consists of 

cultural and ethnic influences and the laws, customs, values of the community (Howard 

et al., 1999). Bronfenbrenner believes individuals are embedded in the center of this 

nested system of social structures. Bronfenbrenner (1979) stated, "the ecological 

environment is conceived as a set of nested structures, each inside the next, like a set 

of Russian dolls" (p.3), with the individual as the center most doll and all the other 

structures surrounding the center and being both influenced by and influencing each 

other. This model centers on the developing person, the surrounding environment, and 

the “evolving interaction between the person and the environment” (Berry, 1995, p. 

380). The combination of person and environment is synergistic, with the totality not 

being additive but rather different from the sum of the parts. The focus is on the 

interaction between the person and his or her environment, with particular 

circumstances producing unique developmental effects for that person (Bronfenbrenner, 

1999). 

In this model of development, change is on-going and occurs as elements in each 

of the layers interact with each other. Another explanation of this follows:  

In other words, when elements in one system change, elements in other systems 
react and interact. Children [or individuals], located at the centre of these nested 
systems, are continuously affected, one way or another, by changes that occur in 
the environments that surround them . . . In each child's case, different patterns 
of action, interaction and reaction will pertain, even when stressors such as 
parental unemployment are the same. (Howard & Johnson, 2000, p. 325)   
 
Bronfenbrenner’s most recent conceptualization of his model is called a 

"bioecological paradigm" (Bronfenbrenner, 1999; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994).  

Through the years, Bronfenbrenner evolved the ecological systems model - or 
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sometimes known as the social ecological approach or just the ecological model - into 

the bioecological paradigm.  He examined the idea of consistency and change over time 

within the person and the environment (the chronosystem) and the inclusion of middle 

adulthood and old age developmental process into the bioecological model of human 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 2004).  He stated human development happens through 

"processes of progressively more complex reciprocal interactions" between active, 

evolving "biopsycholgical" human beings and the individuals, objects, and symbols in 

the environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p. 620). 

The bioecological model was created to be both a theoretical and an operational 

model for “investigating the role of the environment in shaping human development 

through the life course” (Bronfenbrenner, 1999, p. 4). This model of research “allows 

investigators to move beyond social address to the analysis of particular contextual 

elements that constitute the sources and forces affecting development at the individual 

level” (Sontag, 1996, p. 335).  It also has great applied significance because it suggests 

interventions at any level of the individual’s environment can enhance development. Be 

it at the microsystem level (among the student’s family and close peers), at the 

exosystem level (e.g., the student’s college or university) or at the macrosystem level 

(for example, a resolution of the debate whether higher education in the United States is 

a public benefit as opposed to a private benefit), change at any level can affect both the 

individual and the surrounding environments and can have value.   

In Cosnoe, Mistry and Elder’s 2002 study concerning the linkage between early 

economic disadvantage and later enrollment in higher education, Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1998) model was used to “demonstrate that the educational development of young 
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people is tied to the structure of the larger society and to the functioning of individuals 

and their families” (p. 701).   

 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecology of Human Development (1979) was used as the 

framework of analysis for a study to determine the needs and beliefs of at-risk students 

as they transitioned from urban high schools to a small, rural community college 

(Galligan, 2001). The students were considered at-risk because they enrolled in two or 

more developmental courses during their first semester at the college. Typically, the 

students also were first generation students. Galligan found there was little 

communication between the college and the students’ home environments, causing the 

two systems to be weakly linked. Galligan concluded the weak link impeded both the 

students’ transition to college and the students’ development.     

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model provides a basis for assigning equal importance 

to the individual student entering college, the past environmental influences upon the 

student, and the influence of the future - the collegiate environment - upon that student.  

It also allows for consideration of the importance of the college or university, its context, 

and the changes students can bring to both.   

Conclusion 

 Since World War II, access to higher education in the United States has included 

extending access to the poor (Eaton, 1997; President’s Commission on Higher 

Education, 1946). The desire in the United States continues to be to provide affordable 

access to higher education for students from all backgrounds (ACPA, 1998; Eaton). 

The term “at-risk” has many different meanings in the education literature.  The 

most common elements of the definitions are students who are of normal intelligence, 
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but whose backgrounds contain factors that may cause them to be in jeopardy of 

academic failure in the future. Low income was one of the most frequently mentioned 

factors relating to a student’s risk of not achieving an education. Large gaps in 

educational attainment persist by income levels, with college participation rates of 

students from low income families much lower than those of students from other 

backgrounds. Parents’ education attainment is another frequently mentioned risk factor 

with the point of difference being whether the student’s parents had achieved education 

beyond high school graduation. However, a limited amount of quantitative research 

exists concerning low income, first generation undergraduate college students who 

successfully navigated higher education in the United States. 

 The demographics of the United States have changed with respect to 

composition of the household in which a child is reared. By the beginning of the 21st 

century, about half of all children in the United States will reside at least temporarily in 

single-parent households. Much of the literature supports the idea being from a single-

parent household could cause a person to have lower levels of educational attainment 

although the effects can be alleviated by higher levels of family income. On the other 

hand, there is little quantitative research which looks at undergraduate college students 

in the United States. This study investigated the backgrounds and experiences of low 

income, first generation undergraduate college students from single and two-parent 

households to see what differences, if any, existed between the two groups based on 

the variables studied    .  

Since 1966, the College Information Research Program (CIRP) has collected 

information from first semester, first time freshmen in the United States using the 
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Student Information Form (SIF). A large longitudinal database was created from these 

data. In 1993, CIRP began collecting information from college seniors using the College 

Student Survey (CSS). The data from the two instruments can be linked by matching 

the responses of the students who took the CSS to their responses on the SIF. These 

matched SIF/CSS cases provide the opportunity for a researcher to investigate both 

what a student brought into the collegiate experience and what were the same student’s 

collegiate outcomes, environments, and involvement.  

Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979, 1989, 1994) provides a basis for assigning equal 

importance to the individual student entering college, the past environmental influences 

upon the student, and the influence of the future (i.e., the collegiate environment) upon 

that student.  It also allows for consideration of the importance of the college or 

university, its context, and the changes students can bring to both.  For use in the 

research encompassed by this study, Bronfenbrenner’s model acknowledges both the 

environment created by the student’s background (e.g., being from a low income single 

or two-parent household in which the parents do not have education beyond the high 

school level) and the effect of the new environment of the college or university where 

the student has been successful. It also acknowledges the interaction between student 

and environment is not static, affecting a person or the environment in uniform ways, 

but is dynamic and continually changing.  In Bronfenbrenner’s model, “People are the 

products and producers of their environments and therefore both people and their 

environment form a network of interdependent effects" (Berk, 2001, p.27).  This 

perspective forms the theoretical foundation for the current study.   
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Of the three types of theories of human development – mechanistic, organismic 

and contextual – this study of the influence of a person’s previous environment (i.e., the 

household in which he or she was reared) on outcomes of his or her college career and 

the influences of the college environment on those outcomes fits best with a contextual 

theory. The study meshes even better with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1989, 1994) 

ecological systems approach.    
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

METHODOLOGY  
 

In contrast with research in secondary education, not much work exists 

concerning undergraduate students who came into the collegiate experience with the 

factors of educational failure often discussed in secondary education research (Horn & 

Chen, 1998; Pallas, 1989; Walpole, 2003). Using the factors of low income, parents’ 

levels of educational attainment and family composition as the determinants of at-risk 

status as they are used in secondary school research, this study investigated the 

differences between first generation, undergraduate college and university students 

from families in the lowest quintile of income in the United States which were single-

parent households and college students who had the same risk factors, but who were 

from two-parent households. The study employed a large, longitudinal data set not 

previously utilized to examine such at-risk college and university students.     

In higher education research, low socioeconomic status (SES) frequently has 

been defined as the lowest quartile of the population being researched (Astin & 

Oseguera, 2004; Walpole, 2003), rather than the lowest quintile of the United States 

population as defined by U.S. Census data.  The discrepancy between the two 

definitions can be significant. This study used the U.S. Census definition for the lowest 

quintile of the population so to better tease out a group of students who were from low 

income backgrounds by any definition.    

The first purpose of this study was to develop a set of derived variables 

identifying at-risk students using the information from the CIRP Student Information 

Form (SIF). The second purpose was to investigate the differences between low 
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income, first generation undergraduates from single-parent households and those from 

two-parent households, including differences in collegiate outcomes and environments. 

Research Hypotheses 

1. There is no difference in age, gender, race or ethnicity, geographic distribution, 

and whether or not English was the student’s first language between low income, 

first generation college students from single-parent households and low income, 

first generation college students from two-parent households. 

2. There is no difference in high school average grades, SAT scores, ACT scores, 

and amount of concern regarding financing college education between low 

income, first generation college students from single-parent households and low 

income, first generation college students from two-parent households. 

3. There is no difference in undergraduate collegiate outcomes as measured by 

degree attainment, collegiate grade point average, amounts of collegiate loans, 

the likelihood of changing majors and/or career choices, and test scores for the 

GRE, LSAT, MCAT or GMAT, if taken, between low income, first generation 

college students from single-parent households and low income, first generation 

college students from two-parent households. 

4. There is no difference in undergraduate collegiate outcomes as evidenced by 

students’ perceptions of their changes in levels of skills and abilities and in their 

plans for the near future between low income, first generation college students 

from single-parent households and low income, first generation college students 

from two-parent households. 
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5. There is no difference in any of the collegiate environments and involvement 

between low income, first generation college students from single-parent 

households and low income, first generation college students from two-parent 

households. 

Instrumentation and Procedures for Data Collection 

The research employed an established database available from the Higher 

Education Research Institutional (HERI) located at University of California - Los Angles 

(UCLA).  The data were part of the large, longitudinal data set gathered as part of the 

Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP).  The original instruments used 

were the Student Information Form (SIF), also known as the Freshmen Survey, and the 

2003 College Student Survey (CSS) administered by CIRP.  Students who took the 

CSS in 2003 took the SIF earlier. CIRP matched both sets of the students’ responses in 

order to make longitudinal analysis possible.  The data used in this study were matched 

data.  Although the responses were matched to the respondent, the identity of the 

respondent was kept confidential by CIRP. Copies of the 1999 SIF and the 2003 CSS 

are included in Appendices A and B. 

Description of Selected Items 

 Several items from the instruments used in this study need further clarification.  

The complete instruments are included in Appendices A and B.    

Race and Ethnicity  

Students who took the CIRP surveys could choose one of eight racial or ethnic 

categories, including ‘Other’. The surveys did not give any descriptors other than the 

labels for each category. The 1999/2003 survey labels developed over time since the 
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first CIRP survey in 1966. For the 1967 survey, the question was “What is your racial 

background? Mark one.”  The choices for that year were Caucasian, Negro, American 

Indian, Oriental and Other. The labels used on Table 4: Race/Ethnicity for Low Income, 

First Generation Students are as presented on the 1999 SIF and 2003 CSS surveys. 

Geographic Distribution 

The geographic distribution of students in the sub-groups was determined by 

examining the location of the colleges and universities the students attended because in 

the 1999 administration of the SIF, only 9.2% of all respondents went to college over 

501 miles from their homes (American Council on Education, 2000).  In 1966 when the 

CIRP student surveys began, CIRP divided the locations of the students’ college and 

universities into regions designated by the U.S. Department of Commerce, Office of 

Business Economics.  The Office of Business Economics was formed in 1945 and was 

redesignated as the Bureau of Economic Analysis in 1972.  The Bureau of Economic 

Analysis (2005) uses the same regional designations. 

The largest percentage of students in both sub-groups went to schools located in 

the Mideast (see Appendix E, Table 20), which included Delaware, District of Columbia, 

Maryland, New Jersey, New York and Pennsylvania.  The other regions are comprised 

of the following states:   

• New England:  Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, 

Rhode Island, and Vermont 

• Great Lakes:  Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin 

• Plains:  Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, and 

South Dakota 
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• Southeast:  Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, 

Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and 

West Virginia 

• Southwest:  Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas 

• Rocky Mountains:  Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Utah, and Wyoming 

• Far West:  Alaska, California, Hawaii, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington 

• Outlying:  Guam and Puerto Rico 

Amount of Debt 
 

The respondents were asked to estimate the amount of money they would owe 

as of June 30, 2003, if they had borrowed money to help pay for college expenses (see 

Appendix B, CSS, item 4). They could write in any amount. The results are given on 

Table 7: Estimated Loan Amount Owed as of 06/30/2003. 

Perceptions of Change In Academically and Community Oriented Variables 
 

A question on the 2003 CSS asked respondents to compare their current levels 

of skills and abilities to the levels they had when they started college (see Appendix B, 

CSS, item 18). This self-assessment included 17 variables shown on Tables 8 and 9.  

The variables on Table 8 relate to academically-oriented skills and abilities and those 

on Table 9 to community-orientated skills and abilities. For each variable, the 

respondents were asked to mark one response from the choices of much weaker, 

weaker, no change, stronger, and much stronger. Except for four variables, the choice 

much weaker received no responses.  In the interests of clarity, the choice, much 

weaker, was only reported on the variables Mathematical Skills and Foreign Language 
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Ability on the Table 8 and on the variables, Leadership Abilities and Religious Beliefs 

and Convictions on Table 9.  Missing cases were not included in Tables 8 and 9.  

Faculty Oriented Items 

Three items on the 2003 CSS addressed student involvement and/or interaction 

with faculty (see Appendix B, CSS, items 7, 21 and 24).   Respondents were asked how 

frequently they interacted with faculty or how successful their interaction with faculty had 

been since entering college. One item on the CSS was devoted to discovering the 

respondents’ own assessments of what their professors had provided to them (see 

CSS, item 24). The item was worded, “How often have professors at your current (or 

most recent college) provided you with:” and 12 variables were given. The 12 variables 

are given on Tables 16 and 17.  The respondents were asked to mark one choice from 

frequently, occasionally, or not at all.  Respondents also were asked how successful 

they had been in getting to know faculty and in understanding what their professors 

expected of them academically since they had entered college (see Table 15).   

Assorted Other Items 

Several items on the CSS asked for information about the respondents’ 

employment and its effects on the respondents’ academics (See Appendix B, CSS, 

items 6, 7, and 16).  Included were items about how often they had missed class due to 

employment and/or did not have time to study due to job responsibilities since entering 

college (item 7, two entries), and how much time they spent working for pay in a typical 

week during the past year (item 16).   

The CSS survey inquired about respondents’ involvement in diversity related 

matters since they had entered college (item 6) and their participation in co-curricular 
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activities (items 6, 7, 16, and 21). The same items dealt with variables related to 

academic success and the amount of engagement or disengagement students had with 

their academic experience during their undergraduate education. 

Population 

The survey population for this research consisted of United States college and 

university undergraduate students who completed the 2003 College Student Survey 

(CSS), which was part of the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP). The 

students also completed the Student Information Form (SIF) at an earlier date. The 

Higher Education Research Institution (HERI) collected the data. 

In 1999, 364,546 students participated in the CIRP freshman survey and 

completed the SIF at over 700 colleges and universities throughout the United States.  

Four years later, in 2003, over 150 colleges and universities asked 27,537 members of 

their senior class to complete the CSS. The CIRP program then matched responses of 

students who took both surveys, creating 15,601 sets of corresponding data (i.e., the 

2003 survey responses for an individual student were matched with that student’s SIF 

responses). It must be noted that although most students in the matched data set took 

the SIF in 1999, the match was made from the 2003 CSS respondent to his or her SIF 

responses no matter what year the student took the SIF. The analysis for this study was 

done on the 15,601 cases of matched SIF and CSS survey results. 

Sub-groups 

Using the recoding described in the Research Design section of this chapter, a 

sub-group was drawn of all first generation undergraduate college students who were 

low income and reared in single-parent households. A second sub-group was drawn of 
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all first generation, low income undergraduate college students from two-parent 

households. The first sub-group contained 175 students (1.1% of all matched SIF/CSS 

cases) who were reared in single-parent households – students living with one or none 

of their parents. The second contained 133 students (0.9% of all matched SIF/CSS 

cases) reared in two-parent households – students living with two parents living 

together.   

A total of 310 cases were identified as low income, first generation college 

students. Two cases were rejected due because they contained missing data. This 

research used the 308 low income, first generation college students (2.0% of the 

original number of matched cases) identified as being either from single or two-parent 

households. For the combined total of the two sub-groups of low income, first 

generation students (n = 308), 42.9% were from two-parent households and 56.5% 

were from single-parent households. 

Research Design 

This research was a quantitative descriptive study using secondary data. The 

study employed College Institutional Research Program (CIRP) data collected from 

United States college and university students who completed the 2003 College Student 

Survey and who also previously had completed the CIRP’s Student Information Form. 

Educational risk factors identified from previous studies were pinpointed in the Student 

Information Form database. CIRP gathered information from first time, first semester 

freshman, which addressed four of these risk factors: 

1. Father’s educational obtainment, 

2. Mother’s educational obtainment, 
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3. Number of parents living with the student, and 

4. Estimated parental income. 

         Once these risk variables were identified in the SIF questionnaire, the variables 

were recoded as bivariate variables – at-risk value versus not at-risk value. The 

codebook for the 2003 CSS was used in this process. All statistical analyses were 

conducted with SPSS 12.0 for Windows.  

Recoding Data by Educational Levels of Parents and Results 

 The data were first recoded to find the educational levels of students’ parents 

(see Table 1). The entire data set then was recoded to identify the low income 

respondents (see Table 2). The final recoding of the entire 15,601 cases was used to 

identify students from single-parent households and those from two-parent households 

(see Table 3). Using the results of the three recodings, a total of 310 low income, first 

generation students were identified in the 15,601 cases of the matched SIF/CSS survey 

responses.   

The first recoding addressed the educational attainment of the student's parents. 

The SIF allowed freshman respondents to choose one of eight levels of educational 

attainment for their parents (see Appendix A, SIF, question 23). These eight values 

were recoded into two values: High School or Less, and Beyond High School (see 

Appendix D, Figure 4). The recoding was completed for both the student’s mother and 

father. 

For this study, first generation college students were defined as students whose 

parents, both mother or father, had no education beyond the high school level. It needs 

to be noted that with this definition, the student still was considered first generation even 
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if he or she had siblings or other relatives who did go to school beyond high school.  For 

all the SIF/CSS matched cases, 10.6% had both parents who were without education 

beyond the high school level (see Table 1).  There were 413 missing cases (2.6%).  The 

decision to apply such a stringent definition of first generation college students to this 

research was made in order to tease out information relating to educationally at-risk 

undergraduate college students.    

Table 1.  Parent’s Education for SIF/CSS Matched Cases (N = 15,601) 

Father’s  

Education 

Mother’s 

 Education 

Both Mother’s  

& Father’s  

Education 

  Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % 

High School 

or less 2,819 18.1 3,208 20.6 
 

1,632 
 

10.5 
Valid cases 

  

Beyond High 

School 12,546 80.4 12,216 78.3 
 

3,556a 
 

86.9 

       Missing cases 
Total matched cases 

236 
15,601 

1.5 
100.0 

177 
15,601 

1.1 
100.0 

413 
15,601 

2.6 
100.0 

a   Cases included if either mother or father had education beyond high school 

The Pilot Study and the Income Variable 

A pilot study to inform the design of this study was conducted by the researcher.  

The pilot study explored the issue of how to establish the variable of parents’ income.  

The students whose responses were analyzed in the pilot study took the SIF when 

entering college in 1994. A question on the SIF asked, “What is your best estimate 

[emphasis theirs] of your parents’ total income last year?  Consider income from all 

sources before taxes.” The students were given 22 options from which to make their 

choices. (For the 1999 version of this question, see Appendix A, SIF, question 20.) 
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In 1994, for the United States population, the break for the lowest quartile of 

income per household was at $17,999 or less (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003a). The upper 

limit of the lowest quintile - the bottom 20% - was $13,426. The pilot study used 1,000 

cases with matched 1994 SIF and 1999 CSS responses. In the pilot study, only 62 

students of 1,000 cases estimated their parents’ income at $19,999 or less (the closest 

break point in the list of choices similar to the U.S. Census Bureau income levels). 

However, when the recoded data were used to isolate a sub-group of students who had 

all three educational risk factors (i.e., being children from low income, single-parent 

households, and who were first generation college students), out of 1,000 cases in the 

pilot study, no cases appeared which fit these criteria.   

In 1994, the median income by household for the United States was $32,264 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2003b). By moving to a break point of “$29,999 and below” for 

income, the number of students in the pilot study who reported that level of income 

increased to 134. Because of this increase in cases during the pilot study, a decision 

was made to recode “Estimated Income of Parents” into “Under $29,999" and “Above 

$30,000” (see Appendix D, Figure 6). When the data were recoded to “Under $29,999” 

and “Above $30,000” and the other risk factors of single-parent family and first 

generation college student were added in, out of the 1000 cases, 14 cases appeared. 

The pilot study demonstrated the need for further research to discover more about 

these students considered educationally at-risk by a stringent, although accepted, 

definition of at-risk. What the pilot study revealed was how few students with all three 

risk factors were a part of the CIRP study group who entered American colleges and 

universities in the 1994 study year.   



 72 

For the pilot study, low income was defined as the median income of households 

in the United States for the study year (1994) rather than by using the true lowest 

quartile of the United States population, which was approximately $20,000 or less 

income in the pilot study year.  By having access to the larger population available from 

the CIRP database, it was possible to identify a larger number of cases of at-risk 

students using this study’s definition of at-risk.  With low income defined by U.S. Census 

data rather than by the reported family income of those who were in the lower quintile of 

the first semester freshman population that took the CIRP surveys, the sub-groups of 

students used in this study reflected the portion of the United States population at the 

lowest level of income during the study’s years.   

Recoding Data by Income Levels and Results 

Income levels were based on income quintiles as used by the U.S. Census 

Bureau (2003c) rather than income quartiles for the CIRP population as used in other 

CIRP research (Astin & Oseguera, 2004; Walpole, 2003). The purpose was to identify 

those students who were truly low-income in comparison with the entire United States 

population.  If income quartiles from the 1999 SIF data had been used, the cutoff for the 

lowest quartile would have been at $39,999 (American Council on Education, 2000) – 

close to the median family income in the United States in 1999, which was $40,696 with 

a 90% confidence interval of $40,383 to $41,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004). 

In 1999, the upper limit of aggregate income received by families in the lowest 

quintile of the United States population for all races was $24,246 (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2003c).  The 1999 SIF survey allowed students to choose between 14 levels of income, 

ranging from less than $6,000 to $200,000 or more.  The closest cutoff point in the 
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CIRP data to the U.S. Census Bureau lowest quintile for 1999 was at the $20,000 to 

$24,999 level.  For the total number of matched SIF/CSS cases, 1,104 (7.1%) students 

reported their parents’ income before taxes to be $24,999 or below (see Table 2).  

There were 1,640 (10.5%) missing cases.  

Table 2.  Parents’ Reported Income for SIF/CSS Matched Cases (N = 15,601) 
  

  Frequency % 

Valid cases              $24,999 & below 

                                $25,000 & above 

Total 

Missing cases 

Total matched cases 

1,104 

12,857 

13,961 

1,640 

15,601 

7.1 

82.4 

89.5 

10.5 

100.0 

 
Recoding Data by Number of Parents in Household and Results 

On the SIF instrument, whether or not a student lived in a single-parent 

household was called “Status of Parents” (see Appendix A, SIF, item 18).  The 

freshmen were asked if one or both of their parents were deceased, if both were alive 

but divorced or separated, or if both were alive and living with each other.  These three 

choices were recoded as either “parents living with each other” or “one or no parents” 

(see Appendix D, Figure 5).   

The number of parents in a student’s household (see Table 3) was addressed on 

the SIF and the CSS surveys with a question which asked, "Are your parents both alive 

and living with each other, (or) both alive, divorced or living apart, (or) one or both 

deceased?"  For all the SIF/CSS matched cases, 18.5% were from single-parent 

households and 80.9% were from two-parent households.  There were 99 (0.6%) 

missing cases (see Table 3). The surveys did not give a definition of parent and 

although a student might consider a stepparent, grandparent, guardian or another 
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relative to be his or her parent, those choices were not given to the CIRP respondents. 

The respondents made the decision as to whom to consider to be their parents. For the 

purposes of this study, the information provided by the SIF and CSS was assumed to 

indicate the student's biological parents. There is also the possibility both parents of the 

student were deceased. Given the limitations of the wording of the survey questions, 

such a student was included in the sub-group of students from single-parent 

households.  

Of the 175 low income, first generation college students from single-parent 

households, 18.9% reported one or both parents were deceased and 81.1% reported 

the parents were divorced or separated. Of the 15,327 students from the SIF/CSS 

matched population who reported on the status of their parents, 2.6% reported one or 

both of their parents were deceased, 15.1% reported the parents were divorced or 

separated, and 82.3% reported the parents were together. 

Table 3.  Number of Parents in Students’ Households for SIF/CSS Matched Cases 
(N = 15,601) 
 

  Frequency % 

Valid cases              Single or no parents 

                                Two parents together 

Total 

Missing cases 

Total matched cases 

2,887 

12,615 

15,502 

99 

15,601 

18.5 

80.9 

99.4 

0.6 

100.0 

 
Data Analyses 

The CIRP data set was analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS) version 12.0.  The CIRP data were recoded in order to identify sub-

groups of at-risk students from single-parent and two-parent households. The recoded 
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variables were father’s educational obtainment, mother’s educational obtainment, 

number of parents living with the student, and estimated parental income. 

Descriptive statistics were calculated to describe demographic characteristics of 

the identified at-risk sub-groups.  Characteristics examined included age, ethnicity, 

gender, whether or not English was the respondent’s first language, high school grade 

point average, SAT/ACT scores, post-secondary institutional type and geographic areas 

in which the student’s post-secondary institution was located.   

 Using the SIF and CSS data, frequency statistics were calculated for variables 

concerned with student interaction with his or her environment for both low income, first 

generation college students from single-parent households and low income, first 

generation college students from two-parent households.  On the CSS, of 80 variables 

concerned with students’ interactions with the environments of their colleges or 

universities, over 75% were nominally scaled. For examples of environmental variables, 

see Appendix B, CSS form, items 6, 7, 16, 21, and 24. 

 Frequency statistics also were conducted for both sub-groups on variables 

concerned with undergraduate collegiate outcomes.  These included degree attainment, 

collegiate grade point average, amounts of collegiate loans, the likelihood of changing 

majors and/or career choices, and test scores for the GRE, LSAT, MCAT or GMAT, if 

taken. Also included were variables related to students’ plans for the near future and 

their perceptions of the amount they changed in their own skills and abilities since they 

first started college. For examples of these variables, see Appendix B, CSS form, items 

17 and 18. 
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Organization of Variables into Tables 

 Once the frequencies for the selected variables were extracted from the data set, 

the data were organized into tables developed by functional associations of the included 

variables. SPSS presents the CIRP data to the researcher as individual variables listed 

in the same order as they appear on the SIF or CSS instruments. For some of these 

variables, there can be over 15 variables listed in one item. (For examples, see 

Appendix B, CSS, items 6 and 18.) Each variable for an item on the instrument has a 

unique variable code, but with an identical prefix identifying it. In order to allow 

meaningful analysis of the data, this researcher created tables that sorted the variables 

into associated functions, activities or elements. Not all the tables used in this study 

were sorted by associated variables. See Figure 1 for a list of the created tables. 

Five tables were created using only one item from an instrument, but the range of 

responses for that item required manipulation of the data in order to allow meaning. 

These items were SAT scores, ACT scores, estimated loan amounts, test results for 

three different professional school entrance examinations, and Graduate Record Exam 

test results (including respondent-reported verbal and quantitative scores and a 

compiled score created by CIRP). The tables created for these items are: 

Table 7.    Estimated Loan Amount Owed as of 06/30/2003

Table 22.  Reported Composite SAT Scores  

Table 23   Reported ACT Composite Scores 

Table 28.  Graduate Record Exam Test Results (GRE) 

Table 29.  Professional Schools Entrance Test Results (LSAT, GMAT, MCAT) 
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All five items allowed the respondent to write in an answer. CIRP listed all 

responses as written as part of the data for that item. The SAT item had 44 unique 

responses and there were 45 different responses for the item about estimated loan 

amounts. The researcher divided the responses for the five items into meaningful 

subsets according to the types of data. SAT and ACT scores were divided into the 

ranges of very low, low, average, above average, high, and very high according to 

common usage among higher education admission officers (M. Hafer, University of 

North Texas Office of Admissions, personal communication, June 2004). The reported 

loan amounts were divided into $5,000 ranges once the amounts went above $1,000 

and stayed below $49,999.  Amounts of $50,000 and above were grouped in $10,000 

increments or were reported as individual categories for amounts above $80,000. GRE 

scores were divided into 100-point ranges. For the professional school entrance 

examinations, the scores for the LSAT for law school admission were reported in five 

point ranges. All the other professional school tests had so few responses scores were 

listed on the appropriate table.   

Statistical Analysis of the Data 

Because most of the data were categorical in the form of frequencies, further 

analysis was completed using chi-square tests of independent samples (Isaac & 

Michael, 1995, Huck, 2000), conducted by means of the VassarStats 2x2 Contingency 

Table engine (Lowry,1998) and/or the Interactive Chi-Square Tests engine (Preacher, 

2003), both available on the Internet. The chi-square test examined whether there was 

a significant association between two categorical variables, although it could not say 

anything about how strong the association might be (Field, 2000).  In this study, the chi-

square test was used to compare the observed or actual frequency of a variable with 
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the expected frequency, given that the larger the chi-square statistic, the more likely the 

difference between the two frequencies would be statistically significant (Vogt, 1999). 

For this study, the research hypotheses stated there were no differences between the  

two sub-groups for the variables selected. The chi-square tests were used to test those 

hypotheses.   

It was anticipated the values for some variables would be fairly small. The Yates’ 

correction was applied to chi-square calculations if the contingency table had a total of 

fewer than 100 cases or it had a cell containing a value of less than 10. If the total of the 

contingency table was less than 20 or if the total was between 20 and 40 and the 

smallest expected value of a cell was less than five, the Fisher’s Exact test was used. 

To measure the strength of any association discovered by the chi-square tests, 

calculations of phi coefficients were conducted for 2 x 2 contingency tables (Field, 2000; 

Norusis, 2000). To measure the strength of associations discovered for variables with 

contingency tables larger than two rows by two columns, calculations of contingency 

coefficients were conducted (Huck, 2000).  
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Figure 1.  List of created tables. 
 

Table 8.  Students’ Perceptions of Own Changes in Levels of Academically Oriented 
Skills and Abilities 

Table 9.  Students’ Perceptions of Own Changes in Levels of Community Oriented 
Skills and Abilities 

Table 11.  Students’ Post Secondary Institutional Types 

Table 12.  Academic Engagement 

Table 13.  Perceptions of Academic Success 

Table 14.  Academic Disengagement 

Table 15.  Interaction with Faculty 

Table 16.  What Faculty Provided Students (top rated variables) 

Table 17.  What Faculty Provided Students (lowest rated variables) 

Table 18.  Involvement in Internships and Study Abroad Programs 

Table 19.  Gender and Age for Low Income, First Generation Students 

Table 25.  Years Entered College or University 

Table 27.  Changes of Major and Career Choices by Students 

Table 29.  Professional Schools Entrance Test Results (LSAT, GMAT, MCAT) 

Table 32.  Academic Involvement by Electronic Means 

Table 33.  Collaborative Academic Activities with Other Students 

Table 34.  Students’ Employment since Entering College 

Table 35.  Student Employment Related Variables 

Table 37.  Students’ Involvement in Diversity Related Matters 

Table 38.  Involvement with Student Government, Leadership Activities & Social 
Fraternities or Sororities 

Table 39.  Students’ Participation in Sports 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

RESULTS 
 

The results of this study are divided into five sections that align with the five 

research hypotheses of the study. The first section presents the gender, age, race and 

ethnicity, whether English was the student’s first language, and the geographic 

distribution for the sub-group of low income, first generation students who came from 

single-parent households and the sub-group of low income, first generation students 

who came from two-parent households based on the responses given on the CIRP 

surveys. The second section includes variables concerned with what the students 

brought with them to the collegiate experience. These input variables include average 

high school grades, SAT and ACT scores, and students’ concerns about financing their 

educations. The two next sections report the outcomes of the students’ college 

education, those items or factors with which students leave the collegiate experience. 

The last section deals with environmental factors that influenced students’ collegiate 

experiences. It must be noted data from the CIRP surveys are students’ self-reported 

data and self-report data may be suspect (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996).        

Hypothesis 1   

There is no difference in age, gender, race or ethnicity, geographic distribution, and 

whether or not English was the student’s first language between low income, first 

generation college students from single-parent households and low income, first 

generation college students from two-parent households. 

 
 The differences in the variables of Hypothesis 1 were mixed. There were 

statistically significant differences between the two sub-groups for the variables of race 

or ethnicity and whether or not English was the student’s first language.  To have a 
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better understanding of the composition of the two sub-groups of low income, first 

generation college students, data relating to all the matched SIF/CSS cases were 

retrieved (see Tables 4, 5, 19, and 20).   

With respect to the variable of age, students from all sub-groups were more likely 

to be 18 or 19 years of age. Between 65% and 72% of the respondents took the 

freshman survey (the SIF) when they were 18 years of age whatever sub-group they 

were in (see Appendix E, Table 19). Another 21% to 30% took the survey when they 

were 19. In all, 97.4% of the matched SIF/CSS population (N = 15,601) took the SIF 

when they were 18 or 19, 92.5% of the low income, first generation college students 

from single-parent households (n = 175) took the SIF when they were 18 or 19, and 

94.7% of the low income, first generation college students from two-parent households 

(n = 133) took it when they were 18 or 19. Using chi-square tests of independence, 

there was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups of 

low income, first generation students for age. 

As for gender, the students were more likely to be female if they were low 

income, first generation college students than if they were in the general population of 

those who took the CSS and SIF (see Appendix E, Table 19).  However, there was no 

statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups of low income, 

first generation college students for gender. For all groups, there were much larger 

percentages of females than males. Moreover, the greatest percentage of females was 

in the sub-group of students from single-parent households (72%), compared to 70% of 

the students from two-parent households and 61% of those in the matched cases. For 

males, there were 11% more males in the total matched cases than there were among 



 82 

students from single-parent households and 9% more in the matched cases than 

among students from two-parent households. There was only a 2% difference in the 

number of males from single-parent and two-parent households. 

The variable for race or ethnicity yielded a statistically significant difference (p > 

.05) between the sub-groups. Respondents were more likely to be White/Caucasian no 

matter what sub-group they were a part of (see Table 4). If the respondents were not 

White/Caucasian and were from low income, first generation single-parent households, 

they were more likely to be Black/Negro/Afro American.  If they were from low income, 

first generation two-parent households and not White/Caucasian, they were more likely 

to be Mexican American/Chicano, and if not Mexican American/Chicano, then Asian 

American/Oriental.  

The total matched population (N = 15,301) had over 30% more White/Caucasian 

students than both the single-parent and two-parent sub-groups, although there were 

more White/Caucasian students in all three groups than any other racial/ethnic category 

(see Table 4). For the low income, first generation college students from single-parent 

households, 21.1% considered themselves to be Black/Negro/Afro American, the 

second largest category behind White/Caucasian (53.7%). For the low income, first 

generation college students from two-parent households, the second largest category 

was Mexican/American with 16.5% of the sub-group, followed closely by Asian 

American/Oriental with 12.8%. For students from two-parent households, only 5.3% 

were Black/Negro/Afro Americans and 52.6% were White/Caucasians.   

There was a statistically significant difference for race or ethnicity between 

students from single-parent and two-parent households (Χ2 = 31.009, d.f.= 6, p = 
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0.0000252). The contingency coefficient was +0.304, signifying a weak positive 

association. Because there were no cases reported for Other from the single-parent 

sub-group, Other was left out of the chi-square calculation. Chi-square tests also were 

conducted on the sub-groups after subtracting one of the races or ethnicities and 

leaving the rest. There was still a statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the 

two sub-groups for each test. This significant difference held true even when a chi-

square was conducted on the sub-groups after subtracting the largest group, 

White/Caucasian.   

Table 4.  Race/Ethnicity for Low Income, First Generation Students a, b 

 
 

Single parent 

n = 175 

 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

Total Matched 

SIF/CSS Cases 

N = 15,601 

 

 

Race/Ethnicity 

Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % 

White/Caucasian 

Black/Negro/Afro American 

American Indian 

Asian American/Oriental 

Mexican American/Chicano 

Puerto Rican American 

Other Latino 

Other 

Total 

94 

37 

2 

6 

11 

12 

13 

 

173 

53.7 

21.1 

1.1 

3.4 

6.3 

6.9 

7.4 

 

100 

70 

7 

2 

17 

22 

6 

7 

2 

133 

52.6 

5.3 

1.5 

12.8 

16.5 

4.5 

5.3 

1.5 

100 

12,996 

514 

238 

650 

274 

169 

280 

302 

15,416 

84.3 

3.3 

1.5 

4.2 

1.8 

1.1 

1.8 

2.0 

100 
a   Missing cases are not shown nor included in percentages 
b  Race/Ethnicity categories’ labels are as employed on the CIRP surveys 

With regard to the variable for whether or not English was the student’s first 

language, respondents were more likely to have English as their first language if they 

were from single-parent households (see Table 5). In addition, more students from all 

low income, first generation households did not speak English as their first language as 



 84 

compared to those in the matched groups. Among low income, first generation college 

students from single-parent households, 11.6% did not use English as their first 

language, while 27.9% of the low income, first generation students from two-parent 

households spoke a language other than English as their first language, a 16.3% 

difference. For the total matched SIF/CSS cases (N = 15,416), only 4% did not speak 

English as their first language.  There was a statistically significant difference between 

the two sub-groups for this variable (Χ2  = 13.07, d.f.= 1, p = 0.0003). However, the phi 

coefficient was - 0.21, signifying little or no association. 

Table 5.  Native English Speakers among Low Income, First Generation Students a 
 

 

Single parent 

n = 175 

 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

Total Matched 

SIF/CSS Cases 

N = 15,601 

 

 

First Language is 

English? Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % 

               Yes 

                No 

153 

20 

88.4 

11.6 

93 

36 

72.1 

27.9 

14,800 

616 

96.0 

4.0 
a   Missing cases are not shown nor included in percentages 

When examining geographic location, it was revealed students from both sub-

groups were more likely to be from the Mideast region of the United States, which 

included Delaware, District of Columbia, Maryland, New Jersey, New York and 

Pennsylvania, than anywhere else in the United States (see Appendix E, Table 20). 

Although the largest percentage of each sub-group was from the Mideast (36.% and 

27.8% respectively), the second largest percentage for students from single-parent 

households was the Southeast region of the United States (16.6%) and from the Great 

Lakes region (18.8%) for students from two-parent households. For a detailed 

explanation of the geographic distribution of the two sub-groups, see Chapter 3, 
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Descriptions of Selected Items, and Table 20. There was no statistically significant 

difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for geographic distribution. 

Conclusions for Hypothesis 1 

Although there were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the 

two sub-groups of low income, first generation college students for age, gender, and 

geographic distribution, there were statistically significant differences for race or 

ethnicity (p = 0.00000252) and whether or not English was the student’s first language 

(p = 0.0003). Students in both sub-groups were more likely to be White/Caucasian.  

However, if they were not White/Caucasian and were from single-parent households, 

they were more likely to be Black/Negro/Afro American.  If they were from two-parent 

households and not White/Caucasian, they were more likely to be Hispanic (either 

Mexican American/ Chicano, or Puerto Rican American or Other Latin) and if not 

Mexican/ American, Asian American/Oriental.  Students were more likely to have 

English as their first language if they were from single-parent households than if they 

were from two-parent households.  More students from low income, first generation 

households did not speak English as their first language as compared to those who 

were not low income, first generation college students.  Hypothesis 1 was rejected. 

Hypothesis 2 

There is no difference in high school average grades, SAT scores, ACT scores, and 

amount of concern regarding financing college education between low income, first 

generation college students from single-parent households and low income, first 

generation college students from two-parent households. 

  
Although the analysis of the variables of Hypothesis 2 did reveal instructive 

information about the academic backgrounds of the entering freshmen of both sub-
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groups, the only variable with a statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the 

two sub-groups was the one related to the amount of concern the respondents had 

regarding their ability to finance their college education. 

The data for the self-reported high school grades of the respondents revealed 

students from both sub-groups were more likely to be A students in high school (see 

Appendix E, Table 21). Over 49% of students from either single-parent or two-parent 

households reported having A’s in high school. Far fewer reported C or C+ averages 

(6.9% of the students from single-parent households and 3.1% of those from two-parent 

households).  Higher percentages reported averages of B-, B, or B+ (42.3% of students 

from single-parent households and 44.3% from two-parent households). There was no 

statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for average high 

school grades. 

With regard to scores on the SAT and ACT college entrance exams, 65 of the 

133 students from two-parent households reported SAT scores and 47 reported ACT 

scores, for a total of 132 reported scores. Of the 175 students from single-parent 

households, 103 reported SAT scores and 62 reported ACT scores, for a total of 165 

reported scores (see Appendix E, Tables 22 and 23).  

For respondents from both single-parent and two-parent households who took 

the SAT, the mode of their reported composite SAT scores was more likely to be in the 

above average range of 1010 to 1200 (see Appendix E, Table 22). The mean of the 

reported SAT scores was 1041 for students from single-parent households and 1060 for 

students from two-parent households; thus, students from two-parent households were 
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more likely to have a higher score on the SAT by 19 points. There was no statistically 

significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for reported SAT scores.   

Of the four students from single-parent households who made very high SAT 

scores (see Appendix E, Table 22), one scored 1440, one 1450, one 1460 and one 1490 

(maximum possible SAT score was 1600). For the two students from two-parent 

households who made very high SAT scores, one scored 1430 and one 1450. At the 

opposite end of the range, of the two students from single-parent households who 

scored very low on the SAT, one made a 690 and the other a 700. Two students from 

two-parent households scored very low. One made a 470 and the other a 550.  

Fewer students in the sub-groups took the ACT. If the respondents took the ACT, 

they were likely to have scores in the average range of 19 to 25, with 60% of both sub-

groups reporting scores in that range (see Appendix E, Table10). The mean of the 

reported composite ACT scores was 23.8 for students from single-parent households 

and 23.4 for those from two-parent households, a difference of only 0.4%. There was no 

statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for reported ACT 

scores. 

The variable related to the amount of concern students had with their ability to 

finance their college educations yielded a statistically significant difference (p = 0.0416) 

between the sub-groups. More students from single-parent households had major 

concerns about being able to finance their educations (see Table 6). More students 

from two-parent households had no concern about their ability to finance their 

educations. On the freshman survey, the item with reference to students’ concerns 

about their ability to finance their college education (see Appendix A, SIF, item 30) gave 
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three choices, None (I am confident that I will have sufficient funds), Some (but I 

probably will have enough funds), and Major (not sure I will have enough funds to 

complete college). Students from single-parent households had more uncertainty about 

being able to finance their educations, with 29.1% reporting major concern as opposed 

to 18.8% of students from two-parent households (see Table 6). Only 12.6% of 

students from single-parent households and 15.8% from two-parent households had no 

concern about their ability to finance their educations.  

There was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups for concern about financing college when all three choices of No concern, Some 

and Major were included in the chi-square tests of independence. However, when the 

choice, No concern, was removed and the chi-square conducted on the choices Some 

and Major, there was statistically significant difference (Χ2 = 4.15, d.f. = 1, p = 0.0416). 

The phi coefficient was +0.13, signifying little or no association. 

Table 6.  Students’ Concerns about Financing College 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

No Concern 

Some Concern 

Major Concerns 

Missing Cases 

Total 

22 

91 

51 

11 

175 

12.6 

52.0 

29.1 

6.3 

100 

21 

80 

25 

7 

133 

15.8 

60.2 

18.8 

5.3 

100 

 
Conclusions for Hypothesis 2 

There was little difference between the two sub-groups for the collegiate input 

variables of high school grades and college entrance examinations scores.  More 

students from single-parent households had major concerns about being able to finance 
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their educations than did students from two-parent households. There was a statistically 

significant difference (p < .05) between the two sub-groups for concern about being able 

to finance their educations where comparing just respondents who had either some 

concern or major concerns about the issue. Hypothesis 2 was rejected. 

Hypothesis 3 

There is no difference in undergraduate collegiate outcomes as measured by degree 

attainment, collegiate grade point average, amounts of collegiate loans, the likelihood  

of changing majors and/or career choices, and test scores for the GRE, LSAT, MCAT  

or GMAT, if taken, between low income, first generation college students from 

 single-parent households and low income, first generation college students  

from two-parent households. 

 
There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups for the variables of Hypothesis 3 although the analysis of the data disclosed 

specific information about the collegiate outcomes of degree attainment, collegiate 

grade point average, and amounts of collegiate loans for the two sub-groups. There 

also were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) for the likelihood for change in 

majors or career choices between the two sub-groups. No statistical analysis was done 

on respondents’ reported test scores for the GRE, LSAT, MCAT and GMAT because of 

insufficient numbers of responses. 

For both sub-groups, nearly all the students expected to complete their 

Bachelor’s degree in four years (see Appendix E, Tables 24 and 25). For the 

respondents of the 2003 College Student Survey (CSS), most expected to earn a 

bachelor’s degree by June, 2003 (93.1% of the students from single-parent households 

and 89.5% of those from two-parent households). Only 2.9% of the students from 

single-parent households did not expect to have a degree by June 2003 while 5.3% 
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from two-parent households did not expect to have a degree by that date (see Appendix 

E, Table 24). There was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two 

sub-groups for degrees earned by June, 2003. 

The items relating to when students had entered college had a large number of 

missing cases whether the students came from single-parent households or two-parent 

households (see Appendix E, Table 25).  However, only 2.3% of respondents from 

single-parent households and 3.0% from two-parent households had entered college in 

1998 or earlier.  For the respondents of the 2003 College Student Survey (CSS) who 

answered the pertinent question, 95.7% of students from single-parent households and 

96.3% of those from two-parent households stated they had entered their current 

college in 1999. There were no statically significant differences between the two sub-

groups for these variables. 

Concerning the collegiate outcome of undergraduate grades, students from both 

sub-groups were more likely to have undergraduate college grades of B, B+, or A and 

there was little difference in the reported grades of both sub-groups (see Appendix E, 

Table 26). Undergraduate college average grades of the CIRP respondents were self-

reported, but still can be considered to be reliable (Boruch & Creager, 1972). An A 

average was reported by 11.1% of students from single-parent households and by 

11.4% of those from two-parent households. There was only 3% difference in the 

numbers of students who reported college grades of B, B+, or A (76.6% of students 

from single-parent households versus 73.6% from two-parent households). See 

Appendix B, CSS, item 11, for the conversion of letter grades into grade point averages. 
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There was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for 

undergraduate college average grades. 

Another collegiate outcome investigated was the amount of loans students 

acquired during college.  Students from both sub-groups were likely to have outstanding 

loans at the time they finished their undergraduate degrees with the mode for both sub-

groups at $20,000 in loans (see Table 7). Students from single-parent households had 

a greater average debt ($23,834) than the $19,867 average carried by students from 

two-parent households, a difference of $3,967.  Of the students from single-parent 

households, 11.4% marked none or did not respond; 15.8% from two-parent 

households did the same. There was a 10% difference between the sub-groups for 

students who estimated they would graduate with $25,000 or more of debt. Just over 

32% of students from single-parent households estimated they would graduate with that 

much debt, while 22% of students from two-parent households estimated the same. It 

ought to be noted that all students from both sub-groups came from low-income 

households with reported parental annual income of $24,999 or less when the students 

were freshmen. There was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the 

two sub-groups for respondents’ estimated amounts of student loans owed as of June 

30, 2003. 

Three students from single-parent households had loan amounts of over 

$100,000; one each for $100,000, $150,000 and $200,000 (see Table 7). Only one 

student from a two-parent household had loans of $100,000 or more, although that 

student had borrowed $200,000. When the students with $200,000 in loans were 

subtracted from the sub-groups, the mean for loans for students from single-parent 
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households was $22,680 and $18,244 for those from two-parent households, a $4,436 

difference.     

Table 7.  Estimated Loan Amount Owed as of 06/30/2003 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Loan Amount in U.S. 

Dollars Frequency % Frequency % 

None Or Not Marked 

< $999 

$1,000 - $4,999 

$5,000 - $9,999 

$10,000 - $14,999 

$15,000 - $19,999 

$20,000 - $24,999 

$25,000 - $29,999 

$30,000 - $34,999 

$35,000 - $39,999 

$40,000 - $49,999 

$50,000 

$60,000 

$70,000 

$80,000 

$100,000 

$150,000 

$200,000 

Total 

20 

1 

12 

9 

22 

22 

33 

14 

13 

11 

11 

2 

1 

 

1 

1 

1 

1 

175 

11.4 

.0.6 

6.9 

5.1 

12.6 

12.6 

18.9 

8.0 

7.4 

6.3 

6.3 

1.1 

0.6 

 

0.6 

0.6 

0.6 

0.6 

100 

21 

3 

8 

16 

12 

22 

22 

12 

7 

1 

4 

2 

1 

1 

 

 

 

1 

133 

15.8 

2.2 

6.0 

12.0 

9.0 

16.5 

16.5 

9.0 

5.3 

0.8 

3.0 

1.5 

0.8 

0.8 

 

 

 

0.8 

100 

Range 

Mode 

Mean 

$800 – $200,000 

$20,000 (22 entries) 

$23,824 

$20 - $200,000 

$20,000 (15 entries) 

$19,867 

 

Other collegiate outcomes considered were whether or not the respondents had 

changed majors or career choices since entering college (see Appendix E, Table 27). 
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More students from single-parent households changed their major field of study during 

their time in college than did those from two-parent households (46.3% versus 34.6%) 

and more changed their career choices although to a lesser degree (36.0% versus 

31.6%). However, these questions had a large number of missing cases for both sub-

groups. There was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups for either of these two variables. 

Very few students in either sub-group had taken the Graduate Record 

Examination (GRE) or other entrance tests to professional or graduate schools (see 

Appendix E, Table 28).  Even fewer students reported scores for each of the different 

entrance examinations for professional schools (see Appendix E, Table 29).  Because 

of the small number of respondents, no statistical analyses were conducted on the 

results of these variables. 

Conclusions for Hypothesis 3 

There is little difference between the two sub-groups for the undergraduate 

collegiate outcomes of degree attainment, collegiate grade point average, and the 

likelihood of changing majors and/or career choices. Not many low income, first 

generation college students reported graduate school or professional school entrance 

examination scores. Although there was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) 

between the two sub-groups for the amount of loans occurred while in college, the 

average amount of debt was higher for students from single-parent households. There 

were large amounts of debt for many members of both sub-groups. Hypothesis 3 

was retained. 
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Hypothesis 4 

There is no difference in undergraduate collegiate outcomes as evidenced by students’ 

perceptions of their changes in levels of skills and abilities and in their plans for the near 

future between low income, first generation college students from single-parent 

households and low income, first generation college students from  

two-parent households. 

 
For Hypothesis 4’s variables, statistically significant differences between the 

two sub-groups were limited to two variables related to students’ perceptions of their 

changes in community oriented skills and abilities. The data analysis did reveal more 

information about the collegiate outcomes of the sub-groups of low income, first 

generation college students. The 29 variables examined for Hypothesis 4 were 

grouped into three sections. Variables concerned with how respondents assessed either 

academically oriented or community oriented skills and abilities were sorted into two 

sections. The third section was concerned with the respondents’ plans for the near 

future.  

Changes in Academically Oriented Skills and Abilities during College 

Essentially, there was little difference in the responses of the two sub-groups for 

the variables concerned with students’ self assessments of change in their academically 

oriented skills and abilities during college (see Table 8). There were no statistically 

significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for all the academically 

oriented skills and abilities measures used on the CSS. The differences in responses 

between the two sub-groups ranged from none to 4.5% for every choice on all nine of 

these variables.   
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Students from both sub-groups were more likely to be believe they were stronger 

or much stronger in general knowledge, analytical and problem solving skills, 

knowledge of a particular field or discipline and ability to think critically since they had 

began college, with over 90% of each sub-group believing such (see Table 8). The 

biggest variation among these four variables was in analytical problem solving, with 

94.7% of students from single-parent households believing they were stronger or much 

stronger in this ability, while 90.2% of students from two-parent households had the 

same belief. Of these four variables, Analytical Problem Solving also had the largest 

percentages of the two sub-groups believing they had no change in this ability (4.8% 

and 6.8% respectively). There were no respondents in either sub-group who felt they 

were weaker or much weaker in their knowledge of a particular field and in critical 

thinking ability.  

Students in both sub-groups were less likely to believe they were stronger or 

more stronger in their writing skills, public speaking ability or computer skills (see Table 

8). Only 85.7% of each sub-group believed their writing skills were stronger or much 

stronger, while 80.5% of students from single-parent households and 82.7% of those 

from two-parent households believed their public speaking ability was improved. Little 

difference appeared between the two sub-groups in the students’ self-assessments of 

their computer skills, with 82.9% of students from single-parent households and 82.7% 

of those from two-parent households reporting improvement. For both sub-groups, 

14.3% believed there was no change in their computer skills during college. Among 

students from single-parent households, 9.7% believed there was no change in their 

writing ability, while 11.3% of those from two-parent households believed the same. 
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Even larger percentages of the sub-groups believed there was no change in their public 

speaking ability – 16% of students from single-parent households and 15% of those 

from two-parent households. 

 Less than half of each sub-group believed they were stronger or much stronger 

in their foreign language ability and mathematical skills compared to when they started 

college (see Table 8).  Among the nine variables relating to academic skills and 

abilities, the variable, Foreign Language Skills, had the smallest percentages of 

students who believed their skills had improved.  Only 44.5% of students from single-

parent households and only 44.4% of those from two-parent households claimed 

improvement in foreign language skills.  Among students from single-parent 

households, 41.1% believed there was no change in their foreign language skills, while 

41.4% from two-parent households believed there was no change. More students from 

both sub-groups claimed their foreign language skills were weaker or much weaker than 

when they started college than for any other academically oriented variable (12% for 

each sub-group).   

The results for the variable, Mathematical Skills, were similar to those for Foreign 

Language Skills (see Table 8).  Students from single-parent households were more 

likely to believe there had been no change in their mathematical skills since starting 

college than those from two-parent households by a difference of 3.1%.  Only 48.6% of 

students from single-parent households and 49.6% of those from two-parent 

households described their skills in mathematics as stronger or much stronger than 

when they started college, while 42.9% of students from single-parent households and  
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Table 8.  Students’ Perceptions of Own Changes in Levels of Academically  
Oriented Skills and Abilities a, b                                            

 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

General Knowledge Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

 

2 

80 

89 

 

1.1 

45.7 

50.9 

1 

2 

69 

58 

.8 

1.5 

51.9 

43.6 

Analytical 

Problem-solving  

Skills 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

 

7 

101 

63 

 

4.0 

57.7 

36.0 

1 

9 

78 

42 

.8 

6.8 

58.6 

31.6 

Knowledge of a 

Particular Field 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

 

2 

58 

111 

 

1.1 

33.1 

63.4 

 

4 

50 

76 

 

3.0 

37.6 

57.1 

Critical Thinking Ability Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

 

6 

92 

73 

 

3.4 

52.6 

41.7 

 

6 

77 

47 

 

4.5 

57.9 

35.3 

Writing Skills Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

3 

17 

86 

64 

1.7 

9.7 

49.1 

36.6 

1 

15 

70 

44 

.8 

11.3 

52.6 

33.1 

Public Speaking Ability Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

2 

28 

86 

55 

1.1 

16.0 

49.1 

31.4 

 

20 

79 

31 

 

15.0 

59.4 

23.3 

Computer Skills Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

1 

25 

89 

56 

.6 

14.3 

50.9 

32.0 

 

19 

72 

38 

 

14.3 

54.1 

28.6 

Mathematical Skills Much weaker 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

3 

7 

75 

63 

22 

1.7 

4.0 

42.9 

36.0 

12.6 

1 

10 

53 

50 

16 

.8 

7.5 

39.8 

37.6 

12.0 

Foreign Language Ability Much Weaker 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

7 

14 

72 

55 

23 

4.0 

8.0 

41.1 

31.4 

13.1 

 

16 

55 

36 

23 

 

12.0 

41.4 

27.1 

17.3 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 

b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
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39.8% of those from two-parent households believed there had been no change in their 

mathematical skills. 

The striking similarities between the two sub-groups in the students’ perceptions 

of the ways they had changed in academically orientated skills and abilities contrasts  

sharply with the differences that appear between the sub-groups for community 

orientated skills and abilities. This contrast became one of the findings of this study.  

Changes in Community Oriented Skills and Abilities during College 

More variation appeared between the two sub-groups for variables concerned 

with students’ self-assessments of the change in their community oriented skills and 

abilities during college (see Table 9). There were statistically significant differences 

(p > .05) between the two sub-groups for the variables regarding understanding the 

social problems facing the nation and understanding of global issues.   

For variables involving understanding society’s problems and concerns, there 

were statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for 

students’ self assessments of the change in their skills and abilities during college as 

these related to understanding of the nation’s social problems and understanding global 

issues, but not for understanding the problems facing their community. Students from 

both sub-groups were likely to believe their understanding of the problems facing their 

community, of social problems facing the nation, and of global issues were stronger or 

much stronger than before they entered college (see Table 9).  However, students 

from single-parent households were more likely to believe their understanding of their 

community’s problems, their understanding of the social problems facing the nation, and 

their understanding of global issues was stronger or much stronger than students from 
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two-parent households. Students from two-parent households were more likely to 

believe there was no change in their beliefs on these three variables.   

For students from single-parent households (Table 9), 86.8% believed their 

understanding of the social problems facing the nation was stronger or much stronger 

(10.9% believed there was no change), and 79.5% believed their understanding of 

global issues was stronger or much stronger (18.3% believed there was no change).  

For students from two-parent households, 78.2% believed their understanding of the 

social problems facing the nation was stronger or much stronger (19.5% believed there 

was no change), and 77.4% believed their understanding of global issues was stronger 

or much stronger (20.3% believed there was no change). No respondents in either sub-

group felt they were weaker or much weaker in their understanding of global issues or 

of the social problems facing the nation.   

Between the two sub-groups there was an 8.6% difference in respondents who 

believed their understanding of the social problems facing the nation was stronger or 

much stronger and this difference proved to be significant (Χ2 = 10.373, d.f. = 2, p = 

0.0055). The contingency coefficient was +0.18, signifying little or no association. The 

8.6% difference was reflected further in the respondents who felt there was no change 

in their understanding, with 10.9% of students from single-parent households, but 

19.5% from two-parent households, believing there was no change.   

Although the difference between the two sub-groups for the total percentages 

who believed their understanding of global issues was stronger or much stronger was 

small (2.1%), there were sizable differences between the groups when each response 

was considered separately (see Table 9).  There was an 11.2% difference between the 



 100 

sub-groups for the response stronger understanding of global issues, with more 

students from two-parent households responding so and a 13.3% difference for the 

response much stronger understanding of global issues, with more students from 

single-parent households believing such. There was a statistically significant difference 

between the two sub-groups for the variable, Understanding Global Issues (Χ2 = 6.484, 

d.f.= 2, p = 0.0390). The contingency coefficient was +0.15, signifying little or no 

association.   

A 4.4% difference was shown between the two sub-groups for the variable, 

Understanding Community Problems, with 74.3% of students from single-parent 

households and 69.9% from two-parent households believing their understanding of 

their community’s’ problems was stronger or much stronger. However, this did not prove 

to be statistically significant (p > .05). An additional 22.3% of students from single-

parent households believed there was no change in their understanding of their 

community’s problems and 27.1% of students from two-parent households believed the 

same. This, too, was not statistically significant (p > .05). 

There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups for the community oriented skills and abilities’ variables of interpersonal skills, 

leadership skills, knowledge of and acceptance of different races and cultures, and 

changes in religious beliefs and convictions. Analysis of the data did supply more 

information about the students who comprised the sub-groups of low income, first 

generation college students. 

In regards to interpersonal skills, more students from both sub-groups believed 

they were stronger or much stronger in interpersonal skills than for any other community 
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oriented variable - 84.6% of students from single-parent households and 83.4% of those 

from two-parent households (see Table 9). This variable also had the lowest 

percentage of respondents marking no change (13.1% and 13.5% respectively). No 

respondents described themselves as weaker or much weaker in interpersonal skills as 

compared to when they started college.  

Some variables concerned respondents’ knowledge of and their ability to get 

along with people from different races and cultures.  Students from single-parent 

households were more likely to believe their knowledge of and their ability to get along 

with people from different races and cultures was stronger or much stronger than when 

they started college (see Table 9).  Over 70% of students from single-parent 

households believed their knowledge of people from different races and cultures was 

stronger or much stronger than when they started college, and 64% believed their ability 

to get along with people of different races and cultures was stronger or much stronger. 

For those from two-parent households, 67% believed their knowledge of people from 

different races and cultures was stronger or much stronger than when they started 

college, and only 64.7% believed their ability to get along with people of different races 

and cultures was stronger or much stronger. Over 26% of the two sub-groups believed 

there was no change in their knowledge of different races or cultures (26.9% of students 

from single-parent households and 30.1% from two-parent households). The 

percentages of students in the two sub-groups who believed there was no change in 

their acceptance of differences were 33.1% and 31.6%, respectively.   

When examining religious beliefs and convictions, students from both sub-groups 

were likely to believe their religious beliefs and convictions were stronger or much 
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stronger than when they had entered college (see Table 9).  Between the sub-groups, 

students from two-parent households were more likely to believe thus.  However, there 

were almost as many students from single-parent households who believed there had 

been no change in their beliefs and convictions. Moreover, over 8% of students in both 

sub-groups described their religious beliefs and convictions as weaker or much weaker 

compared to when they first entered college. 

For all the community oriented variables, the variable with the largest 

percentages of students choosing much weaker or weaker was Religious Beliefs or 

Convictions. Over 8% of students in both sub-groups described their religious beliefs 

and convictions as weaker or much weaker compared to when they first started college 

(see Table 9).  For this variable, 2.9% of students from single-parent households and 

1.5% from two-parent households chose much weaker, and 5.7% from single-parent 

households and 6.8% from two-parent households chose weaker. There was a 9.7% 

difference between students from single-parent households and those from two-parent 

households who believed their religious beliefs were stronger or much stronger (44.6% 

and 54.6%, respectively), but 44.6% of students from single-parent households and 

45.1% of students from two-parent households selected no change. However, there 

was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for the 

change in students’ religious beliefs or convictions while in college. 
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Table 9.  Students’ Perceptions of Own Changes in Levels of Community  
Oriented Skills and Abilities a, b 

 
Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Interpersonal Skills Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

 

23 

94 

54 

 

13.1 

53.7 

30.9 

 

18 

76 

35 

 

13.5 

57.1 

26.3 

Knowledge of  

Different Races 

& Cultures 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

 

47 

77 

47 

 

26.9 

44.0 

26.9 

1 

40 

59 

30 

.8 

30.1 

44.4 

22.6 

Ability to Get Along 

with People of Different 

Races & Cultures 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

1 

58 

65 

47 

.6 

33.1 

37.1 

26.9 

2 

42 

52 

34 

1.5 

31.6 

39.1 

25.6 

Understanding Community 

Problems 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

2 

39 

82 

48 

1.1 

22.3 

46.9 

27.4 

1 

36 

68 

25 

.8 

27.1 

51.1 

18.8 

Understanding  

Nation's Social 

Problems 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

 

19 

87 

65 

 

10.9 

49.7 

37.1 

 

26 

75 

29 

 

19.5 

56.4 

21.8 

Understanding  

Global Issues 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

 

32 

75 

64 

 

18.3 

42.9 

36.6 

 

27 

72 

31 

 

20.3 

54.1 

23.3 

Religious Beliefs 

& Convictions 

Much Weaker 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much stronger 

5 

10 

78 

46 

32 

2.9 

5.7 

44.6 

26.3 

18.3 

2 

9 

60 

39 

20 

1.5 

6.8 

45.1 

29.3 

15.0 

Leadership Abilities Much Weaker 

Weaker 

No change 

Stronger 

Much Stronger 

1 

 

36 

83 

51 

.6 

 

20.6 

47.4 

29.1 

 

3 

24 

71 

32 

 

2.3 

18.0 

53.4 

24.1 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
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Plans for the Near Future 

Between the two sub-groups of low income, first generation college students, 

there were differences in the respondents’ plans for the near future. However, there 

were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups 

concerning plans for 6 months from the date of taking of the CSS survey. It should be 

noted respondents were allowed to mark as many responses as they desired.   

With reference to educational plans in the near future, students from both sub-

groups were likely to have similar plans, and 25.6% of each sub-group planned to 

attend graduate or professional schools 6 months after the date of the survey (see 

Table 10). There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two 

sub-groups in future plans to attend undergraduate college full or part time, go to 

graduate school, or attend vocational training.  

 Employment yielded a similar pattern of little difference (see Table 10). Slightly 

more students from single-parent households planned to be working full time 6 months 

in the future than students from two-parent households, 25.7% and 24.8%, respectively. 

There was a smaller difference in the two sub-groups’ plans to work part-time – 13.5% 

of the students from two-parent households and 14.3% of those from single-parent 

households.  However, three students (1.7%) from the single-parent households 

planned to be serving in the Armed Forces, while none from two-parent households 

planned to serve. Even though one more student from single-parent households 

planned to stay at home to be with or start a family than students from two-parent 

households, this translated into a slightly greater percentage of students from two-

parent households planning to stay home (9.0% versus 3.9%). There were no 
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statistically significant differences (p > .05) in future plans to work full time, work part-

time, serve in the Armed Forces, or to stay at home to be with or to start a family. 

Little difference existed in the numbers of students who planned to be traveling or 

doing volunteer work 6 months in the future (see Table 10). However, more students 

from single-parent households planned to be participating in a community service 

organization than did those from two-parent households (12.6% versus 6.0%). Although 

the variable did not achieve statistical significance (p > .05), it was very close (Χ2 = 

3.69, d.f. = 1, p = 0.05474). Six students in each sub-group had no current plans at the 

time of the survey (3.4% of students from single-parent households and 4.5% of 

students from two-parent households). There were no statistically significant differences 

(p > .05) in future plans to travel, hostel or backpack or to do volunteer work. There was 

no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for the 

number of students who had no future plans.  

Conclusions for Hypothesis 4 

There were statistically significant differences (p < .05) between the two sub-

groups for some undergraduate collegiate outcomes as shown in the respondents’ 

perception of changes in their skills and abilities in two areas related to community 

oriented skills and abilities. However, there were no statistically significant differences 

(p > .05) between the two sub-groups for variables dealing with changes in 

academically oriented skills and abilities, for a number of other community oriented 

skills and abilities and in various plans for the future. Hypothesis 4 was rejected.  
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Table 10.  Students’ Plans for Six Months from Date of Survey (CSS) 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Attend Undergraduate 

College Full-time 

Yes 

No 

6 

169 

3.4 

96.6 

3 

130 

2.3 

97.7 

Attend Undergraduate 

College Part-time 

Yes 

No 

3 

172 

1.7 

98.3 

3 

130 

2.3 

97.7 

Attend Graduate/ 

Professional School 

Yes 

No 

43 

132 

24.6 

75.4 

34 

99 

25.6 

74.4 

Attend Vocational Training 

Program 

Yes 

No 

2 

173 

1.1 

98.9 

3 

130 

2.3 

97.7 

Work Full-time Yes 

No 

130 

45 

74.3 

25.7 

100 

33 

75.2 

24.8 

Work Part-time Yes 

No 

25 

150 

14.3 

85.7 

18 

115 

13.5 

86.5 

Serve in the Armed Forces Yes 

No 

3 

172 

1.7 

98.3 

 

133 

 

100 

Stay at Home to Be with or 

Start Family 

Yes 

No 

12 

163 

6.9 

93.1 

12 

121 

9.0 

91.0 

Travel, Hostel, Backpack Yes 

No 

21 

154 

12.0 

88.0 

18 

115 

13.5 

86.5 

Do Volunteer Work Yes 

No 

26 

149 

14.9 

85.1 

18 

115 

13.5 

86.5 

Participate in Community 

Service Organization 

Yes 

No 

22 

153 

12.6 

87.4 

8 

125 

6.0 

94.0 

No Current Plans Yes 

No 

6 

169 

3.4 

96.6 

6 

127 

4.5 

95.5 
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Hypothesis 5 

There is no difference in any of the collegiate environments and involvement between 

low income, first generation college students from single-parent households and low 

income, first generation college students from two-parent households. 

 
A total of 80 variables were analyzed to gain insight in the respondents’ 

collegiate environments and what the students were involved in while at college. For the 

variables, there were differences in the percentages of students from single-parent 

households and students from two-parent households and a pattern of differences 

appeared in three sets of variables, Perceptions of Academic Success, Interactions with 

Faculty, and What Faculty Provided Students.  However, there were statistically 

significant differences for only 4 of the 80 variables. These were in attendance at 

historically black colleges, enrollment in honors and advanced classes, amount of time 

involved with student clubs or groups, and reading for pleasure one hour or more during 

a typical week. In the interests of clarity, the results for the 80 variables relating to 

Hypothesis 5 were divided into the following sections: 

• Institutional Environments, 

• Academics including Engagement in Academic Experiences, Perceptions of 

Academic Success, Disengagement from Academic Experiences, Time Spent on 

Academic Endeavors, Interactions with Faculty, What Faculty Provided Students, 

Academic Involvement by Electronic Means, and Engagement in Collaborative 

Academic Activities, 

• Employment During College, 

• Relationships with Other Students including Involvement in Diversity Related 

Matters, 
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• Participation in Co-curricular Activities including Participation in Sports and 

Exercise, 

• Time Diaries, and 

• Emotional Well-Being in Past Year. 

Institutional Environments 

There was little difference between the sub-groups for the types of collegiate 

institutions attended except for attendance at historically black colleges.  Most of the 

respondents from both sub-groups went to private four-year, coed colleges. Among the 

students from single-parent households, 89.7% attended four-year colleges and 94.9% 

attended private colleges (see Table 11).  Among the students from two-parent 

households, 87.2% attended four-year colleges and 95.5% attended private colleges.  

There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups 

for attendance at public or private institutions and between attendance at four-year 

universities and four-year colleges. 

Most students went to coed institutions (85.1% of students from single-parent 

households and 88.7% of those from two-parent households).  There was no 

statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for attendance at 

coed or non-coed institutions.   

More women from single-parent households went to colleges or universities for 

women only than did women from two-parent households (12% versus 7.5%). More 

men from two-parent households went to colleges or universities for men only than did 

men from single-parent households (3.8% versus 1.7%). However, using the Fisher 
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Exact Probability Test there was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between 

the two sub-groups for attendance at all women’s or all men’s colleges. 

A larger percentage of students from single-parent households went to 

historically black colleges (7.5% versus 1.5%).  There was a statistically significant 

difference between the two sub-groups for attendance at historically black colleges 

(Χ2 = 5.73, d.f. = 1, p = 0.0166). The phi coefficient equaled -0.14, which signified little 

or no association.   

Table 11.  Students’ Post Secondary Institutional Types 

 
Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Four year university 

Four year college 

Two year college 

Total 

17 

156 

2 

175 

9.7 

89.7 

1.1 

100 

15 

116 

2 

133 

11.3 

87.2 

1.5 

100 

Public 

Private 

Total 

9 

166 

175 

5.1 

94.9 

100 

6 

127 

133 

4.5 

95.5 

100 

Coed 

Men only 

Women only 

Coordinated 

Total  

149 

3 

21 

2 

175 

85.1 

1.7 

12.0 

1.1 

100 

118 

5 

10 

 

133 

88.7 

3.8 

7.5 

 

100 

Historically Black  

Other 

Total 

13 

162 

175 

7.4 

92.6 

100 

2 

131 

133 

1.5 

98.5 

100 

 
Most respondents also went to school full time and very few transferred during 

their time in college. Among students from single-parent households, 97.7% attended 
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college full time, while 92.5% from two-parent households attended full time, a 

difference of 5.2% (see Appendix E, Table 30). There was one student from a single-

parent household and three from two-parent households who were attending graduate 

school and one student from a single-parent household and two from two-parent 

households who were not enrolled. The frequency distributions of this variable were not 

appropriate to chi-square tests of independence. 

Although more students from two-parent households transferred from a 

community college or from a four-year college than did those from single-parent 

households, overall few students from either sub-group transferred schools since they 

entered college (see Appendix E, Table 31). Because of the small number of cases, the 

Fisher Exact Probability Test was used to examine the data. There was no statistically 

significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for this variable. 

Academics 

 Variables relating to academic endeavors were divided into eight sections.  The 

sections were based on similarities in function, purpose, or meaning. 

Engagement in Academic Experiences  

There were several measures of students’ perceptions of their academic success 

and the amount of engagement or disengagement they had with their academic 

experience during their undergraduate education. A greater percentage of students from 

two-parent households enrolled in honors or advanced courses since entering college 

(see Table 12), with 13.1% of students from single-parent households as compared to 

21.8% of those from two-parent households taking such courses, a difference of 8.7%. 

This difference proved to be statistically significant when using the Pearson chi-square 
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(Χ2 = 4.04, d.f. = 1, p = 0.044), but not significant when using the Yates’ chi-square 

corrected for continuity (Yates’ Χ2 = 3.5, p = 0.0633). The phi coefficient for the chi-

square was +0.11, which signifies little or no association. 

Table 12.  Academic Engagement a, b 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Enrolled in Honors 

or Advanced 

Courses 

 

Yes 

No 

 

23 

152 

 

13.1 

86.9 

 

29 

104 

 

21.8 

78.2 

Worked on  

Independent  

Study Project 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

69 

75 

23 

39.4 

42.9 

13.1 

59 

56 

16 

44.4 

42.1 

12.0 

Took 

 Interdisciplinary 

Courses 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

67 

71 

26 

38.3 

40.6 

14.9 

56 

48 

23 

42.1 

36.1 

17.3 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 

 

Other measures of academic engagement were having worked on independent 

study projects or taken interdisciplinary courses (see Table 12).  More students from 

two-parent households had not worked on independent study projects as compared to 

students from single-parent households (44.4% versus 39.4%).  Similarly, more 

students from two-parent households had not taken interdisciplinary courses as 

compared to students from single-parent households (42.1% versus 38.3%), although 

for the students who frequently had taken these courses, more were from two-parent 

households as compared to students from single-parent households (17.3% versus 
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14.9%). There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups for these variables. 

Perceptions of Academic Success    

Most respondents from both sub-groups felt they were somewhat successful or 

very successful in measures of academic engagement, including developing effective 

study skills, adjusting to the academic demands of college, getting to know faculty and 

managing time effectively, with no cumulative percentage falling below 92%. However, 

there were variations between the two sub-groups in how successful respondents 

believed themselves to be for the different variables (see Table 13). This pattern of 

difference also appeared in the sets of variables relating to Interactions with Faculty 

(see Table 15) and What Faculty Provided Students (see Tables 16 and 17).  

When considering adjusting to academic demands, more students from two-

parent households felt they were somewhat successful at this than did those from 

single-parent households (38.3% versus 37.7%).  However, more students from single-

parent households felt they were very successful in adjusting to academic demands 

than did those from two-parent households (58.9% versus 57.9%). Although a total of 

96.6% of students from single-parent households and 96.2% from two-parent 

households believed they were somewhat successful or very successful in adjusting to 

the academic demands of college, when the choices were analyzed separately the 

pattern of differences appeared.   

Similar patterns of differences appeared for developing effective study skills, 

getting to know faculty, managing time effectively and utilizing campus services 

available to students, although for these, the differences between somewhat successful 
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to very successful for the two sub-groups ranged from 5.6% to 4.7% for developing 

effective study skills, 5.2% to 3.4% for getting to know faculty, 8.9% to 8.7% for 

managing time effectively, and 4.8% to 3.6% for utilizing campus services.  For all these 

variables, larger percentages of students from two-parent households felt they were 

somewhat successful at achieving the variable and larger percentages of students from 

single-parent households felt they were very successful at achieving the variable.  

However, there were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two 

sub-groups for these measures of academic engagement. 

Table 13.  Perceptions of Academic Success a, b 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Adjusting to  

Academic 

Demands 

Not Successful 

Some Successful 

Very successful 

1 

66 

103 

.6 

37.7 

58.9 

3 

51 

77 

2.3 

38.3 

57.9 

Developing 

Effective Study 

Skills   

Not successful 

Some successful 

Very successful 

5 

81 

83 

2.9 

46.3 

47.4 

7 

68 

56 

5.3 

51.9 

42.7 

Getting to  

Know Faculty 

Not Successful 

Some Successful 

Very successful 

4 

77 

88 

2.3 

44.0 

50.3 

8 

63 

60 

6.0 

47.4 

45.1 

Managing Time 

Effectively 

 

Not Successful 

Some Successful 

Very successful 

7 

82 

81 

4.0 

46.9 

46.3 

8 

73 

50 

6.0 

54.9 

37.6 

Utilizing Campus 

Services Available  

to Students 

Not successful 

Some successful 

Very successful 

5 

97 

68 

2.9 

55.4 

38.9 

4 

80 

47 

3.0 

60.2 

35.3 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
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For either sub-group, the largest percentage of responses (60.2%) was from 

students from two-parent households who believed they were somewhat successful in 

utilizing campus services, followed closely by 58.9% of students from single-parent 

households who felt they were very successful in adjusting to academic demands (see 

Table 13). The variable, Managing Time Effectively, had the fewest number of students 

believing they were somewhat successful or very successful at it (93.2% of students 

from single-parent households and 92.5% of those from two-parent households).  

Disengagement from Academic Experiences 
 

There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups for several measures of academic disengagement. Almost the same 

percentages of students from each sub-group had failed one or more courses, taken a 

remedial course, been bored in class, and/or withdrawn from school since they entered 

college (see Table 14). More students from single-parent households took a leave of 

absence than did students from two-parent families (4.6% versus 0.8%). Nonetheless, 

most students in both sub-groups had not taken a leave of absence. More students from 

single-parent households occasionally failed to complete homework on time than did 

students from two-parent households (56% versus 51.9%). However, more students 

from two-parent homes frequently failed to complete homework on time  

(6.8% versus 4.2%). Students from two-parent households were more likely to  

occasionally have no time to study due to family responsibilities by a difference of 

almost 10% (47.4% versus 37.4%). More students from single-parent households stated 

they never felt family responsibilities interfered with their time to study than did students 

from two-parent households (45.1% versus 43.6%). The variables, No Time to Study 
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Due to Job Responsibilities and Missed Class Due to Employment, were discussed with 

the variables relating to employment and also were included in Appendix E, Table 35.  

Table 14.  Academic Disengagement a, b 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

 Frequency % Frequency % 

Failed One or More 

Courses 

Yes 

No 

27 

148 

15.4 

84.6 

21 

112 

15.8 

84.2 

Taken a Remedial Course Yes 

No 

12 

163 

6.9 

93.1 

10 

123 

7.5 

92.5 

Taken a Leave of Absence Yes 

No 

8 

167 

4.6 

95.2 

1 

132 

0.8 

99.2 

Withdrawn from School Yes 

No 

4 

171 

2.3 

97.7 

2 

131 

1.5 

98.5 

Failed to Complete  

Homework on Time 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

66 

98 

8 

37.7 

56.0 

4.6 

53 

69 

9 

39.8 

51.9 

6.8 

Felt Bored in Class Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

5 

119 

48 

2.9 

68.0 

27.4 

5 

90 

37 

3.8 

67.7 

27.8 

No Time to Study: 

Family Responsibilities 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

85 

66 

13 

48.6 

37.7 

7.4 

56 

63 

8 

42.1 

47.4 

6.0 

No Time to Study: 

Job Responsibilities 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

79 

73 

19 

45.1 

41.7 

10.9 

58 

60 

14 

43.6 

45.1 

10.5 

Missed Class Due to 

Employment 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

135 

36 

1 

77.1 

20.6 

0.6 

99 

30 

1 

74.4 

22.6 

0.8 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
 



 116 

Time Spent on Academic Endeavors   

With regard to the amount of time respondents spent on academic endeavors, 

there was less than 1.5% difference between the amounts of time students from single-

parent households and those from two-parent households spent in classes and labs 

during the past year once the choices reached 6 hours or more in a typical week (see 

Appendix F, Time Diary 1). However, 19.4% of students from single-parent households 

and 17.3% of those from two-parent households spent less than 6 hours a week in 

classes or labs, a difference of 2.1%. The biggest difference was in the 1 to 2 hours per 

week range, with 1.1% of students from single-parent households and 6.0% of those 

from two-parent households stating they were in classes or labs less than 3 hours in a 

typical week; but this difference did not prove to be statistically significant (p > .05). 

Differences appeared between the two sub-groups for the amount of time the 

respondents spent studying and on homework during a typical week during the past 

year, although none of these differences was statistically significant (p > .05). None of 

the students from two-parent households spent less than an hour a week on studying 

and homework, when 1.2% of the students from single-parent households spent either 

no time or less than one hour a week on studying and homework. Almost equal 

percentages of the sub-groups spent 1 to 5 hours, 6 to 10 hours, or 11 to 20 hours a 

week on studying and homework. More students from two-parent households spent 

over 20 hours a week on studying and homework than did students from single-parent 

households (12.8% versus 6.3 % respectively).   



 117 

Interactions with Faculty  

Interactions with faculty were explored. There was little difference in the two sub-

groups, and no statistically significant differences (p > .05) for how frequently students 

had been a guest in a professor’s home, met with faculty during office hours and met 

with faculty outside of class or outside of office hours (see Table 16). There also were 

no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between how successful respondents 

were in getting to know faculty and in understanding professors’ expectations. Most of 

the differences were 2% or less, except for students who stated they frequently had met 

with faculty outside of class or office hours. For this response, 18.8% of students from 

two-parent households said they frequently had done so as compared to 14.9% of those 

from single-parent households, a difference of 3.9%.   

The pattern of differences that appeared in Perceptions of Academic Success 

also appeared for two of the four new variables in this section (see Table 15). The 

pattern of differences appeared in the variables concerned with students’ ability to 

understand professors’ expectations and if they had been a guest in a professor’s 

home.  The pattern also appeared in the variable concerned with students’ abilities to 

get to know faculty.  This variable is included on Table 13, Perceptions of Academic 

Success, but discussed in this section. The pattern of differences did not appear in the 

variables concerned with meeting faculty during office hours or outside the classroom.  

More students from two-parent households believed they were somewhat 

successful in getting to know faculty than did students from single-parent households 

(47.4% versus 44%, respectively, a 3.4% difference). However, more students from 

single-parent households believed they were very successful in getting to know faculty 
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than did students from two-parent households (50.3% versus 45.1%, respectively, a 

5.2% difference). More students from two-parent households believed they were not 

successful in getting to know faculty than did students from single-parent households 

(6% versus 2.3%, respectively).     

Table 15.  Interactions with Faculty a, b 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Have Been a Guest 

in a Professor's 

Home 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

84 

75 

14 

48.0 

42.9 

8.0 

66 

58 

7 

49.6 

43.6 

5.3 

Met with Faculty 

During Office Hours 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

2 

123 

49 

1.1 

70.3 

28.0 

2 

91 

39 

1.5 

68.4 

29.3 

Met with Faculty 

Outside Class/ 

Office Hrs 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

36 

109 

26 

20.6 

62.3 

14.9 

26 

82 

25 

19.5 

61.7 

18.8 

Getting to Know 

Faculty 

 

Not successful 

Some successful 

Very successful 

4 

77 

88 

2.3 

44.0 

50.3 

8 

63 

60 

6.0 

47.4 

45.1 

Understanding 

Profs' Expectations 

Not successful 

Some successful 

Very successful 

 

63 

107 

 

36.0 

61.1 

1 

57 

73 

0.8 

42.9 

54.9 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
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A similar pattern appeared in the response to the query concerning how 

successful students believed they were in understanding what their professors expected 

of them academically (see Table 15).  More students from two-parent households 

believed they were somewhat successful in understanding what their professors 

expected of them academically than did students from single-parent households (42.9% 

versus 36%, respectively, a 6.9% difference). However, more students from single-

parent households believed they were very successful in understanding what their 

professors expected of them academically than did students from two-parent 

households (61.1% versus 54.9%, respectively, a 6.2% difference).   

Almost half of the respondents had not been a guest in a professor’s home.  For 

those who had, the same pattern of differences appeared.  Yet, none of these 

differences between the two sub-groups proved to be statistically significant. 

What Faculty Provided Students  
 

A great deal of variation existed between the two sub-groups on variables 

devoted to discovering the respondents’ own assessments of what their professors had 

provided to them (see Tables 16 and 17).  However, when analyzed using chi-square 

tests of independence, no statistical differences existed between the sub-groups for any 

one variable. Two of the largest differences in responses were for the variables, Advice 

on Educational Program and Provided Emotional Support & Encouragement (see Table 

16).  A 12.8% difference existed between students from single-parent households and 

those from two-parent households who believed faculty occasionally provided them with 

advice about educational programs (47.4% and 60.2%, respectively). For the variable, 

Emotional Support & Encouragement, a 12.0% difference existed between the two sub-
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groups for the response, occasionally (47.4% and 59.4%, respectively). For both 

variables, more students from single-parent households believed faculty frequently 

provided the variables to them, with differences between the sub-groups of 7.6% and 

7.2% for the two variables. However, when chi-square tests of independence were 

conducted on just the choices of occasionally or frequently for each of these variables, 

there were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups 

although each one was close (Advice on Educational Programs: Χ2 = 3.35, d.f. = 1,  

p = 0.067, and Emotional Support & Encouragement: Χ2 = 3.1, d.f. = 1, p = 0.078). 

Over 90% of both sub-groups said faculty occasionally or frequently provided 

them with respect (93.3% of students from single-parent households and 94.7% of 

those from two-parent households), intellectual challenge and stimulation (94.2% of 

students from single-parent households and 92.4% of those from two-parent 

households), and opportunities to discuss course work outside of class (92.6% of 

students from single-parent households and 91% of those from two-parent households).  

See Table 16. 

However, a pattern of differences between the two sub-groups appeared similar 

to the pattern shown in Perceptions of Academic Success and Interactions with Faculty.  

For the variables related to what faculty provided to students, more students from two-

parent households responded faculty occasionally provided the variable to them, yet 

more students from single-parent households responded faculty frequently provided 

them with the variables. The only variable where this pattern did not emerge was 

Opportunity to Discuss Course Work Outside of Class, which had the smallest amount 
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of difference between the two sub-groups for the response choices for all 12 variables 

discussed on Tables 16 and 17.  

Table 16.  What Faculty Provided for Students (top rated variables) a, b 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Intellectual 

Challenge & 

Stimulation 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

3 

86 

79 

1.7 

49.1 

45.1 

6 

70 

53 

4.5 

52.6 

39.8 

Respect Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

5 

50 

113 

2.9 

28.6 

64.6 

4 

49 

77 

3.0 

36.8 

57.9 

Opportunity to 

Discuss 

Coursework 

Outside of Class  

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

7 

82 

80 

4.0 

46.9 

45.7 

8 

61 

60 

6.0 

45.9 

45.1 

Advice about 

Educational 

Program 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

18 

83 

66 

10.3 

47.4 

37.7 

10 

80 

40 

7.5 

60.2 

30.1 

Help in Achieving 

Professional 

Goals 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

24 

77 

67 

13.7 

44.0 

38.3 

15 

65 

49 

11.3 

48.9 

36.8 

Emotional 

Support & 

Encouragement 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

25 

83 

60 

14.3 

47.4 

34.3 

14 

79 

36 

10.5 

59.4 

27.1 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
 

Over 80% of the respondents from both sub-groups maintained faculty 

occasionally or frequently provided them with advice about their educational programs 

(85.1% of students from single-parent households and 90.3% of those from two-parent 
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households), helped with achieving professional goals (82.6% of students from single-

parent households and 85.7% of those from two-parent households), and provided 

emotional support and encouragement (81.7% of students from single-parent 

households and 86.5% of those from two-parent households).  See Table 16.  The 

same pattern of difference appeared within these variables, too, with more students 

from two-parent households responding faculty occasionally provided the variable to 

them and more from single-parent households responding faculty frequently provided 

them the variables.  Moreover, over 10% of the respondents for both sub-groups stated 

faculty had not provided them with help for these three variables except for advice on 

educational programs, where only 7.5% of students from two-parent households felt 

faculty had not provided help.   

For the six variables listed on Table 17, only two (Gave Negative Feedback on 

Academic Work and Opportunity to Publish) did not follow the pattern of differences 

where a greater percentage of students from two-parent households responded faculty 

only occasionally provided them the variable and a greater percentage of students from 

single-parent households responded faculty frequently provided them the variables.  

Greater numbers of respondents believed faculty did not provide them with the 

variables listed on Table 17.  More students from single-parent households than 

students from two-parent households stated faculty never provided letters of 

recommendations (22.3% versus 20.3%, a 2% difference), opportunities to work on 

research projects (32.6% versus 24.1%, an 8.5% difference), and opportunities to 

publish (65.1% versus 64.7%, a 0.4% difference).  More students from two-parent 

households stated faculty did ‘not at all’ provide encouragement for graduate school 
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(19.5% versus 16%, a 3.5% difference) nor did faculty give assistance with study skills 

(27.1% versus 24.6%, a 2.5% difference). Opportunity to Publish was the variable with 

the fewest positive respondents, with only 31.5% of respondents from single-parent 

households and 31.6% of those from two-parent households stating faculty occasionally 

or frequently provided such opportunities. Most of those declared faculty only 

occasionally provided research opportunities (24.6% versus 26.3%). 

Over 70% of the respondents from both sub-groups maintained faculty 

occasionally or frequently provided them with encouragement for graduate school 

(80.5% of students from single-parent households and 78.2% of those from two-parent 

households), gave a letter of recommendation (74.3% from single-parent households 

and 76.7% from two-parent households), gave assistance with study skills (72% and 

69.9% respectively), and provided an opportunity to work on a research project (63.5% 

and 73.7% respectively).  See Table 17.  Two variables, Letter of Recommendation and 

Opportunity to Work on Research Project, had greater percentages of students from 

two-parent households responding faculty occasionally or frequently provided the 

variable when the choices were combined, with differences ranging from 5.9% to 3.5%.  

Over one-third of the respondents from both sub-groups held faculty did not give 

them negative feedback on their academic work (see Table 17). No explanation was 

given if negative feedback was considered good or bad.  There was a 2.9% difference 

between students from single-parent households (36%) and those from two-parent 

households (33.1%).  More students from two-parent households stated faculty 

occasionally gave them negative feedback (55.6% versus 52.6%, a 3% difference) and 

slightly more from two-parent households stated faculty frequently gave them negative 
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feedback (8.3% versus 8%, a 0.3% difference).  Even so, none of the six variables on 

Table 17 proved to be statistically significant (p > .05).   

Academic Involvement by Electronic Means 

There was little difference in the involvement of respondents with electronic 

resources, with 82.9% of students from single-parent households and 82.8% of those 

from two-parent households turning in assignments electronically and 81.1% from 

single-parent households and 82.8% from two-parent households receiving 

assignments through the Internet (see Appendix E, Table 32). These differences were 

not statistically significant (p > .05). During a typical week, students from both sub-

groups used a personal computer for about the same percentages of time until the 

‘more than 20 hours a week’ category (see Appendix F, Time Diary 9). There, 13.5% of 

the students from two-parent households used a personal computer 20 hours a week or 

more compared to 9.1% of those from single-parent households. Less than 10% of each 

sub-group used a computer less than one hour a week. Approximately 44% of each 

sub-group used a personal computer from 3 to 10 hours during a typical week. 

Engagement in Collaborative Academic Activities 
 

Most students engaged in collaborative academic activities with other students 

with little difference in the rates of engagement between students from single-parent 

households and those from two-parent households (see Appendix E, Table 33).  Over 

97% of students from single-parent households and two-parent households studied with 

other students occasionally or frequently.  However, more students from single-parent 

households tutored other students occasionally (48% to 39.8% respectively) and 52.6% 

of students from two-parent households never tutored another student, compared to 

44.6% of students from one-parent households, an 8% difference. There were no 
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statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for these 

measures of collaborative activities. 

Table 17.  What Faculty Provided for Students (lowest rated variables) a, b 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Encouragement  

for  

Graduate School 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

28 

72 

69 

16.0 

41.1 

39.4 

26 

60 

44 

19.5 

45.1 

33.1 

Letter  

of  

Recommendation 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

39 

70 

60 

22.3 

40.0 

34.3 

27 

61 

41 

20.3 

45.9 

30.8 

Assistance 

With 

Study Skills 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

43 

88 

38 

24.6 

50.3 

21.7 

36 

73 

20 

27.1 

54.9 

15.0 

Opportunity to  

Work on  

Research Project 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

57 

68 

43 

32.6 

38.9 

24.6 

32 

59 

39 

24.1 

44.4 

29.3 

Negative Feedback 

about Academic 

Work 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

63 

92 

14 

36.0 

52.6 

8.0 

44 

74 

11 

33.1 

55.6 

8.3 

Opportunity  

to  

Publish 

Not At All 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

114 

43 

12 

65.1 

24.6 

6.9 

86 

35 

7 

64.7 

26.3 

5.3 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
 

Employment During College 

 Student employment was the most common co-curricular activity, with over 87% 

of both sub-groups responding they had spent time working for pay during a typical 

week in the past year (see Appendix F, Time Diary 2). With regards to the type of 

employment, 74.6% of students from single-parent households and 67.7% from two-
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parent households had a part-time job on campus since entering college, a difference of 

6.9% (see Appendix E, Table 34). An 8.5% difference existed between students from 

single-parent households and those from two-parent households who held part-time 

jobs off campus (61.7% and 58.6%, respectively). Far fewer students worked full-time 

since entering college with 16% of students from single-parent households and 15% 

from two-parent households having done so. It should be noted the item asked, “Since 

entering college, have you . . .” and requested respondents to mark all that applied.  

One student could have responded that he or she had worked part-time on campus, 

part-time off campus, and full-time since entering college.  There were no statistically 

significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for student employment of 

any kind.  

Since entering college, over 74% of both sub-groups never missed class due to 

employment, over 20% of both sub-groups occasionally missed class and less than 1% 

missed class frequently (see Appendix E, Table 35).  However, this also meant 21.2% 

of students from single-parent households and 23.4% from two-parent households did 

miss class due to employment.  Far fewer stated their job responsibilities never caused 

them to study less, with only 45.1% from single-parent households and 43.6% from two-

parent households responding not at all to the question, ”Since entering college, how 

often did you not have time to study due to job responsibilities?” (see Appendix E, Table 

35). Over 10% of both sub-groups stated they frequently did not have time to study due 

to job responsibilities (10.9% and 10.5%, respectively). Among students from single-

parent households, 41.7% stated they occasionally did not have time to study due to job 

responsibilities, while 45.1% from two-parent households stated the same. An exchange 
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for working was that 52.6% of respondents from single-parent households and 55.6% 

from two-parent households stated they did not have time to study due to job 

responsibilities. Although differences existed for these variables, none yielded a 

statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups.  

Over 87% of both sub-groups reported spending time working for pay during a 

typical week during the past year (see Appendix F, Time Diary 2). Less than a 2.5% 

difference was present between the amounts of time students from single-parent 

households and those from two-parent households spent working for pay with the 

exception of those who did not work any hours during a typical week (8.6% and 11.7%, 

respectively) and those who worked from 16 to 20 hours during a typical week (17.1% 

and 14.3%, respectively). There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) 

between the two sub-groups for number of hours spent working for pay each week. 

Relationships with Other Students 

 Most students in the sub-groups felt they were successful in developing close 

relationships with other students (see Appendix E, Table 36) and they spent time each 

week socializing with friends (see Appendix F, Time Diary 3). Yet, over one-fourth of the 

students in each sub-group stated they never partied or partied less than one hour 

during a typical week in the past year (Time Diary 3). 

For the variable involving developing close relationships with other students, 

there was a difference of 3.4% between the two sub-groups, with 94.3% of students 

from single-parent households and 97.7% from two-parent households feeling they 

were somewhat or very successful in developing close relationships with other students 

(see Appendix E, Table 36). A chi-square test of independence was inappropriate 



 128 

because of the low frequency of the choice, not successful. However, when a chi-

square was conducted on just the choices of somewhat successful and very successful, 

there was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups. 

More students from single-parent households felt they were not successful (2.9% to 

0.8%). 

There were no students in either sub-group who said they did not spend time 

socializing with their friends during a typical week (see Appendix F, Time Diary 3). More 

students from single-parent households spent over 20 hours a week socializing with 

friends than did students from two-parent households (13.7% versus 10.5%, 

respectively). When chi-square tests of independence were conducted comparing 

students who have spent less than 6 hours a week socializing with friends to those who 

spent over 6 hours a week, there was no statistically significant difference (p > .05) 

between the two sub-groups. There also was no statistically significance (p > .05) 

between sub-groups when comparing those who had socialized less than 6 hours a 

week to those who socialized over 20 hours a week.  

 Many students in both sub-groups stated they did not party or partied less than 

one hour in a typical week (see Appendix F, Time Diary 3). There was a 6.8% difference 

between the two sub-groups (26.3% from single-parent households and 33.01% from 

two-parent households), although this did not prove to be statistically significant (p > 

.05) when comparing the students in each sub-group who partied an hour or more 

during a typical week and those who did not. Although more students from two-parent 

households did not party during a typical week than those from single-parent 

households, a slightly larger percentage from two-parent households claimed to party 
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over 11 hours during a typical week than those from single-parent households (8.3% 

versus 7.5%, respectively). Four students from single-parent households and two from 

two-parent households stated they partied over 20 hours during a typical week.  

Involvement in Diversity Related Matters   

 Several questions on the CSS were related to diversity issues. Respondents 

were asked if they had attended a racial and cultural awareness workshop, participated 

in an ethnic or racial student organization, taken an ethnic or a women’s study course, 

and/or had a roommate of a different race or ethnicity (see Appendix E, Table 37). None 

of the variables had over a 50% positive response rate. More students from two-parent 

households took an ethnic studies course than participated in any of the other variables 

(48.1%). Only 45.7% of students from single-parent households took an ethnic studies 

course, a difference of 2.4 %. There was a difference of 6.1% between the two sub-

groups for respondents who had a roommate of a different race or ethnicity (36.8% from 

single-parent households and 42.9% from two-parent households). None of these 

variables proved to have a statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two 

sub-groups. The largest difference between the two sub-groups concerned if the 

respondents had taken a women’s study course and revealed that 29.7% of students 

from single-parent households and 20.3% of those from two-parent households had 

taken such a course, a difference of 9.4%. This difference did not prove to be 

statistically significant (p > .05) although it was close (Χ2 = 3.51, d.f. 1, p = 0.06).   

Participation in Co-Curricular Activities 

           There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups for participation in several types of co-curricular activities (see Appendix E, 
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Tables 38 and 39). Students from single-parent households were more likely to have 

participated in leadership training or student government, joined a social fraternity, or 

sorority, attended a racial or cultural workshop, or had been involved in an 

intercollegiate sport other than football and basketball.  Students from single-parent 

households also were more likely to spend more time during a typical week involved 

with student clubs or groups and this difference proved to be statistically significant (p < 

.05) (see Appendix F, Time Diary 4). They were more likely to have been employed in a 

full time job, part-time job on campus or a part-time job off campus (see section 

Employment During College). Students from two-parent households were more likely to 

have been members of a racial or ethnic student organization, played intercollegiate 

football or basketball, played intramural sports, had a study abroad experience or had 

an internship. Some of these percentages of difference were less than 0.8% (attending 

a racial or cultural workshop) and some were as great as 9% (having an internship), but 

none were statistically significant (p > .05).    

The range of differences in participation for joining a social fraternity or sorority, 

participating in student government and voting in student elections was between 5.4% 

and 3.3% for the two sub-groups (see Appendix E, Table 38).  A larger percentage of 

students from single-parent households participated in leadership training than did 

students from two-parent households (28.6% versus 20.3% respectively, a difference of 

8.3%).  However, many more students in both sub-groups did not participate in these 

activities.  Joining a social fraternity or sorority and participating in student government 

were some of the lowest areas of student involvement within both sub-groups. Only 

participation in intercollegiate football and basketball had lower percentages (see 
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Appendix E, Table 39). Merely 13.7% of students from single-parent households and 

8.3% of those from two-parent households participated in student government and only 

16.6% of students from single-parent households and 12.8% from two-parent 

households joined social fraternities or sororities. There were no statistically significant 

differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for these variables of student 

participation.   

The CSS did not ask about participation in student clubs or organizations as a 

specific item. However, it can be inferred from the relevant time diary (see Appendix F, 

Time Diary 4) that 49.6% of students from single-parent households and 42.9% of those 

from two-parent households spent more than an hour during a typical week involved 

with student clubs or groups, a 7.3% difference.  When comparing those who spent 

from no hours to two hours during a typical week and those who spent three hours or 

more involved with student clubs or groups, there was a statistically significant 

difference between the sub-groups (Χ2 = 8.86, d.f.=1, p = 0.0029). The phi coefficient 

was +0.17, signifying little or no association. A greater percentage of students from 

single-parent households spent three or more hours a week involved with student clubs 

and organizations (32% versus 17.3%). There was no statistically significant difference 

(p > .05) when comparing students who spent less than one hour in a typical week to 

those who spent more than one hour. Over 22% of the single-parent sub-group spent 

three to five hours in a typical week involved with student clubs or groups, compared to 

7.5% of the two-parent sub-group.    

Participation in an internship program was one of the most common co-curricular 

activities in both sub-groups (it ranked after working part-time for pay and before 
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intramural sports), but more students from two-parent households had internships as 

compared to those from single-parent households (see Table 18). The difference was 

over 9% (51.9% versus 42.9%), but was not statistically significant (p > .05). More 

students from two-parent households also participated in study aboard programs, 

although the difference was smaller with 22.6% of students from two-parent households 

compared to 20% from single-parent households participating. This was not statistically 

significant either (p > .05).  

Table 18.  Involvement in Internships and Study Aboard Programs a, b           
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Participated in an 

Internship Program 

Yes 

No 

75 

100 

42.9 

57.1 

69 

64 

51.9 

48.1 

Participated in Study 

Abroad Program 

Yes 

No 

35 

140 

20.0 

80.0 

30 

103 

22.6 

77.4 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
 
Participation in Sports and Exercise                  
 
 There were variations in the participation rates of the two sub-groups in various 

types of sports and for time spent during a typical week exercising or involved with 

sports (see Appendix E, Table 39, and Appendix F, Time Diary 5). More students from 

two-parent households participated in intercollegiate football or basketball (9.8% versus 

7.4%), but more students from single-parent households participated in other 

intercollegiate sports (15.4% versus 12.8%). More students in both sub-groups were 

involved in intramural sports, with 33.2% of students from single-parent households 

participating and 40.6% of students from two-parent households taking part, a 
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difference of 7.4%. There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between 

these variables for the two sub-groups.  

 Approximately 25% of both sub-groups spent less than an hour during a typical 

week in the past year exercising or involved with sports (24% and 25.5%) for a 2.5% 

difference (see Appendix F, Time Diary 5). Slightly less than another 50% of both sub-

groups spent more than one hour but less than five hours in a typical week doing the 

same (46.8% and 44.4%). Consequently, 70.8% of students from single-parent 

households and 72.9% of those from two-parent households spent less than five hours 

a week exercising or involved with sports. There was, however, a 4.3% difference 

between the two sub-groups for students who spent six to ten hours a week exercising 

or involved with sports (17.1% of students from single-parent households versus 12.8% 

from two-parent households). Nevertheless, this did not prove to be statistically 

significant (p > .05). Another difference appeared when looking at students who spent 

16 hours to over 20 hours a week exercising or involved with sports. Although 7.6% of 

students from two-parent households spent over 16 hours a week on these types of 

activities, only 4% of students from single-parent households did the same, a difference 

of 3.6% that proved not to be statistically significant (p > .05). 

Time Diaries 

Respondents were asked how much time they spent on a group of 15 variables 

in a typical week during the past year.  For one of these variables, Reading for 

Pleasure, there was a statistically significant difference (p < .05) between students from 

single-parent households and those from two-parent households (see Appendix F, Time 

Diary 6). More students from single-parent households read for pleasure one hour or 
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more during a typical week, although that percentage was only 52.5% of the sub-group. 

Of those who read for pleasure less than one hour a week, 64% were from two-parent 

households and 47.5% were from single-parent households, a difference of 16.5%, 

which proved to be significant (Χ2 = 8.03, d.f.= 1, p = 0.0046). The phi coefficient was 

+0.16, which signified little or no association.   

Students from single-parent households also were more likely to spend time 

involved with student clubs and organizations (see Appendix F, Time Diary 4).  When 

comparing those who spent from no hours to two hours during a typical week and those 

who spent three hours or more involved with student clubs or groups, there was a 

statistically significant difference between the sub-groups (Χ2 = 8.86, d.f.= 1,p = 

0.0029). The phi coefficient was +0.17, signifying little or no association. More students 

from single-parent households spent three hours or more a week involved with student 

clubs and organizations (32% versus 17.3%). There was no statistically significant 

difference (p > .05) when comparing students who spent less than one hour in a typical 

week and those who spent more than one hour. Over 22% of the single-parent sub-

group spent three to five hours in a typical week involved with student clubs or groups 

compared to 7.5% of the two-parent sub-group.    

There were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-

groups when comparing respondents who spent less than one hour during a typical 

week and those who spent one hour or more for the following activities: 

1)   Classes and lab time 

2)   Commuting 

3)   Housework and/or childcare 

4)   Partying 

5)   Playing video games 

6)   Prayer and meditation 

7)   Socializing with friends 

8)   Sports and exercise 
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9)   Studying and doing homework 

10)   Using a personal computer   

11)   Volunteer work 

12)   Watching TV 

13)   Working for pay 

The time diaries are included in Appendix F, Time Diaries 1 to 9.  Discussions of 

several time diaries were included in the sections, Time Spent on Academic Endeavors, 

Academic Involvement by Electronic Means, Employment During College, Relationships 

with Other Students, Participation in Co-curricular Activities, and Participation in Sports 

and Exercise. 

Emotional Well-Being in Past Year 

Two variables dealt with students’ feelings of being overwhelmed by all they had 

to do during the past year or being depressed during the past year.  There was no 

statistically significant difference (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for feeling 

overwhelmed (see Figure 2 and Appendix E, Table 40). More respondents from single-

parent households never felt overwhelmed by all they had to do than did respondents 

from two-parent households. More students from two-parent households felt frequently 

overwhelmed by all they had to do in the past year.   

Figure 2.  Students’ feelings of being overwhelmed during past year by percentages. 
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Although differences existed between the two subgroups for the variable, 

Feelings of Being Depressed in the Past Year (see Figure 3 and Appendix E, Table 41), 

there was no statistically significant difference (p >.05) between the two sub-groups for 

this variable. More students from two-parent households never felt depressed during the 

past year than did students from single-parent households (36.8% versus 29.7%, 

respectively). However, students from two-parent households were more likely to be 

frequently depressed than those from single-parent households (12.8% versus 10.3%, 

respectively. More students (58.3%) from low income, first generation single-parent 

households stated they occasionally had been depressed than did students from the 

other sub-group.   

Figure 3. Students’ feelings of being depressed during past year by percentages, 
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Conclusions for Hypothesis 5 

Of the 80 variables investigated for Hypothesis 5, only four yielded statistically 

significant differences (p < .05) between the two sub-groups of low income, first 

generation college students. These were attendance at historically black colleges, 

having taken honors and advanced classes, time involved with student clubs and 

groups in a typical week, and reading for pleasure for one hour or more during a typical 
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week. Students from single-parent households were significantly more likely to attend 

historically black colleges. Students from two-parent households were significantly more 

likely to have taken honors and advanced classes. Students from single-parent 

households were significantly more likely to spend three hours or more a week involved 

with student clubs and groups. Students from single-parent households were 

significantly more likely to have engaged in reading for pleasure more than one hour or 

more during a typical week. 

A pattern of differences appeared in three sets of variables, Perceptions of 

Academic Success, Faculty Involvement, and What Faculty Provided to Students.  For 

these variables, the choices were very successful, somewhat successful, and not 

successful or frequently, occasionally, and not at all.   A pattern appeared with greater 

percentages of students from single-parent households selecting frequently or very 

successful for a variable than did those from two-parent households, while more 

students from two-parent households selected the mid-range choice – they did 

something only occasionally or were successful at it rather than very successful at it – 

than did students from single-parent households. 

Hypothesis 5 was rejected. 
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CHAPTER 5  
 
 

FINDINGS, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
 This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the study, offers conclusions 

drawn from those findings, and shares implications for higher education policy and 

practice. Recommendations for future research are included. The findings present a 

portrait of low income, first generation college students from single-parent households 

and low income, first generation college students from two-parent households.  

The research served two purposes. One was to develop a set of derived 

variables to be used as a tool to identify educationally at-risk college and university 

students based upon the variables available in the CIRP database. The second purpose 

was to investigate the differences between low income, first generation undergraduate 

students from single-parent and two-parent households.   

Findings 

Identification of Derived Variables 

 The variables used on the Student Information Form (SIF) proved effective tools 

to develop derived variables that identified low income, first generation college students 

from single-parent and two-parent households within the Cooperative Institutional 

Research Program (CIRP) database. The variable of parental income was flexible 

enough to align response choices to U.S. Census data on family income and thus made 

possible the identification of students from the lowest quintile of the United States 

population in 1999. It also was possible to recode the variables of father’s education 

and mother’s education in order to tease out those students whose parents had a high 
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school education or less. The variable of parental status permitted the identification of 

students whose parents were both alive and living with each other as well as students 

whose parents were divorced or living apart or who were deceased.  

Findings Related to the Entire Group of  
Low Income, First Generation Undergraduate Students  

 
 One of the most striking findings of this research appeared when the derived 

variables of low income, first generation, and parent status were processed through the 

CIRP database for the 2003 matched Student Information Form/College Student Survey 

(SIF/CSS). There was a 98% drop in cases, with the number of cases decreasing from 

15,601 matched cases to 310 cases of low income, first generation college students. 

Two cases contained missing data and were not used. What remained were 175 cases 

of low income, first generation college students from single-parent households and 133 

cases of low income, first generation college students from two-parent households. 

Several possible reasons for this large decrease are examined in the discussion section 

of this chapter.   

 A key discovery of the study was there were more similarities than differences 

between the sub-groups of low income, first generation college students from single-

parent and two-parent households. Although over 100 variables relating to student 

backgrounds and collegiate outcomes, involvements, and environments were analyzed, 

only nine variables had statistically significant differences between the two sub-groups. 

This was not in keeping with the most of the literature cited in the section in Chapter 2 

titled Risk Factors Relating to Being a Child of a Single-Parent Family or Household. 

This is examined more extensively in the discussion section.    
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Key Differences between Low Income, First Generation Students  
from Single-Parent and Two-Parent Households 

 
Between the sub-groups, there were no statistically significant differences (p > 

.05) in collegiate outcomes of degree attainment, collegiate grade point average, 

amounts of student loans, and likelihood of changing majors or career choices since 

entering college. Moreover, there were no differences in the student input variables of 

gender, age, high school grades, college entrance exam scores and geographic 

distribution of the students’ schools. However, there were statistically significant 

differences (p < .05) between the sub-groups for student input variables of race or 

ethnicity, English as a first language and the amount of concern students had about 

financing college.    

Another finding associated with the lack of differences for the above college 

outcomes had to do with collegiate environments and student involvements. There were 

statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the two sub-groups for the 

collegiate environmental variables of enrollment in honors and advanced course, time 

spent with student groups and clubs, time spent reading for pleasure, and attendance at 

historically black colleges. In addition, there was a pattern of differences in responses in 

which students from two-parent households were not as likely to feel they frequently 

attained the preferred consequence or were only somewhat successful at achieving the 

desired results, as opposed to students from single-parent households who were more 

likely to believe they were very successful or frequently had attained the preferred 

consequences. However, even given these differences in involvement and/or 

environments, there were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) in the collegiate 

outcomes of degree attainment, collegiate grade point average, amounts of student 
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loans, and likelihood of changing majors or career choices since entering college. In 

connection with this finding, it should be noted that 80 variables relating to collegiate 

environments and student involvement were examined and only four yielded statistically 

significant differences (p < .05) between the sub-groups. 

The above pattern of differences between the two sub-groups appeared in 

variables relating to the student’s perception of academic success (all five of the 

variables involved), involvement with faculty (three of the five variables involved), and 

what faculty provided to the student (five of the six variables involved).  Although the 

differences in the percentages were sometimes very small, the pattern of differences 

persisted through these sets of variables.  Students from single-parent households were 

more likely to feel very successful or frequently have achieved a desired result.  

However, students from two-parent households were more likely to have occasionally 

participated in the desired event or accomplishment or only have been somewhat 

successful at achieving a desired result.  Additional explorations of this pattern of 

differences and of the remaining findings outlined below are available in the discussion 

section of this chapter. 

Although there were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) in collegiate 

outcomes of degree attainment, collegiate grade point average, amounts of student 

loans, and likelihood of changing majors or career choices since entering college, there 

were statistically significant differences (p < .05) in collegiate outcomes relating to 

students’ perceptions of change to their skills and abilities since entering college. The 

difference between the two sub-groups related to changes in skills and abilities were 
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limited to community oriented skills and abilities and did not include academic skills and 

abilities.   

Associated with the above are data relating to the differences between two sets 

of variables. One set of variables dealt with students’ perceptions of their change in 

academic skills and abilities while attending college. The second set had to do with 

students’ perceptions of their change in community oriented skills and abilities. There 

were very few differences between the two sub-groups in the students’ perceptions of 

their change in academic skills and abilities. However, there was much more variation 

between the two sub-groups for community-oriented skills and abilities. These 

differences focused on beliefs in understanding of the nation’s social problems and 

understanding of global issues, both of which yielded statistically significant differences 

(p > .05) between the sub-groups. Although there were conspicuous similarities 

between the sub-groups in beliefs as to the amount of change students perceived in 

their academically oriented skills and abilities, there were numerous differences 

between the sub-groups in students’ beliefs about the amount of change in their 

community oriented skills and abilities.   

A separate finding connected to community oriented skills and abilities 

concerned variables involving students’ perceptions of changes in their understanding 

of the nation’s social problems and understanding of global issues. For both of these 

variables, more students from two-parent households believed there was no change in 

their understanding than did students from single-parent households. And even more 

students from two-parent households believed their understanding was only stronger, 

but not much stronger. Few students from single-parent households believed their 



 143 

understanding was only stronger. More students from single-parent households 

believed their understanding was much stronger than when they entered college. These 

differences proved to be statistically significant (p < .05).   

There were differences in the types of involvement engaged in by students from 

the two sub-groups since entering college. Differences in collegiate involvement for 

students from single-parent households tended to be in the co-curricular realm, whereas 

differences for students from two-parent households tended to be in the academic 

realm. 

Students from single-parent households began their collegiate experience with 

more concern about their ability to finance their educations and ended their 

undergraduate education with more even debt, although more of these students were 

employed for pay since entering college. Yet, similar percentages of students from the 

two sub-groups planned to be working full time and going to graduate or professional 

schools 6 months in the future.   

The emotional well-being of the students in the sub-groups was examined 

through their responses to questions about being overwhelmed by all they had to do 

during the past year whether or not they were depressed during the past year. More 

students from single-parent households were troubled by internal aspects of their lives 

(got depressed more often), but more students from two-parent households had 

difficulty with the quantity of academic work and other elements of their lives (were 

overwhelmed more frequently).  

Each of the above findings is examined further in the discussion section of this 

chapter. The following portrait is considered a finding of this study. 
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Portrait of Low Income, First Generation College Students  
Revealed by Results of Data Analysis 

 
 The low income, first generation United States college students who took the 

2003 CSS and whose survey results were matched to their SIF responses had many 

similarities whether they were from single-parent households or from two-parent 

households. Most were likely to be attending four-year, private, coed colleges. They 

started at their current college in 1999 and expected to have earned a bachelor’s 

degree from that school by June, 2003. Very few transferred schools since they entered 

college. Almost all of them were 18 or 19 years of age when they took the SIF, which 

also is called the Freshman Survey. At least 70% of each sub-group was female. Over 

50% of each sub-group was White/Caucasian, although there were statistical significant 

differences (p < .05) between the sub-groups for the variable of race or ethnicity. More 

of the students from each sub-group were likely to attend schools in Mideast section of 

the United States. 

 These students were likely to have had superior grades in high school, with over 

49% from each sub-group reporting having made A’s as their average high school 

grade. They did well on their college entrance examinations. The mode of their reported 

composite SAT scores was in the above average range of 1010 to 1200. For those who 

took the ACT, the mode for the scores was in the average range of 19 to 25 with 

reported composite mean scores of 23 for both sub-groups. These students were 

academically able when they came to higher education. 

 Most made good grades in college. Both sub-groups were likely to have 

undergraduate college grades of B, B+, or A, and 11% of both sub-groups reported A 
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averages. However, not many of either group had taken entrance exams for graduate or 

professional schools (e.g., GRE, GMAT, LSAT, or MCAT). 

Although the most common race or ethnicity for both sub-groups was 

White/Caucasian, for students from single-parent households, if they were not 

White/Caucasian (54% of the sub-group), they were more likely to be Black/Negro/Afro 

American (21% of the sub-group).  They were more likely to speak English as their first 

language. Although more were from the Mideast no matter what sub-group they were in, 

if they were from single-parent households and they were not from the Mideast, they 

were more likely to be from the Southeast. 

Students from two-parent households also were most likely to be 

White/Caucasian. However, if they were not White/Caucasian (53% of the sub-group), 

they were more likely to be Mexican American/Chicano (17%) or Asian/Oriental (13%). 

Students from two-parent households had the largest percentage of students who did 

not speak English as their first language, 28% compared to 12% of students from 

single-parent households and 4% of those in the total population of matched SIF and 

CSS cases. Geographically, more were from the Mideast as were those from the other 

group, but if they were not from the Mideast, they were more likely to be from the Great 

Lakes region of the United States.  

The most common co-curricular activities for members of both sub-groups were 

work for pay, internships and participation in intramural sports.  Employment was the 

most common co-curricular activity for students in both sub-groups.  Over 87% of each 

sub-group had worked for pay in a typical week during the past year. Job 

responsibilities interfered with time to study with over 40% of each sub-group admitting 
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they occasionally did not have time to study due to job responsibilities. Approximately 

10% more frequently did not have time to study due to job responsibilities. Slightly more 

than 20% of each sub-group occasionally missed class due to employment.  However, 

around 75% of the sub-groups claimed they never missed class due to employment and 

about 45% of each sub-group stated they never lost study time due to job 

responsibilities. Most students worked in part-time jobs on campus since entering 

college. 

Students in both sub-groups were people who spent time during a typical week 

socializing with friends. Most students in the sub-groups felt they were successful in 

developing close relationships with other students. They also studied with other 

students occasionally or frequently. Moreover, although many partied some each week, 

over one-fourth of each sub-group stated they never partied or partied less than one 

hour during a typical week in the past year.  

Students from both sub-groups participated in a variety of co-curricular activities. 

Nevertheless, compared to those who did participate, more students did not participate 

in leadership training, student government, intercollegiate sports, study aboard, social 

fraternities and sororities, racial or ethnic workshops and student organizations, all of 

which had only 8% to 35% participation rates. In addition, approximately 25% of each 

sub-group did not exercise or were not involved with sports over an hour during a typical 

week. Another 50% of each sub-group exercised or were involved with sports less than 

five hours during a typical week.  If they were involved in sports, they were most likely 

involved in intramural sports.  Few students in either sub-group were involved with 

intercollegiate sports (7.4% and 9.8% of the sub-groups).  
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Although similar percentages of students in both sub-groups shared plans for the 

future, most of the respondents in each sub-group did not plan to attend undergraduate 

college full or part-time, attend vocational training programs, work part-time, serve in the 

Armed Forces, stay at home to be with or start a family, travel, hostel or backpack, or do 

volunteer work. The same percentage of both sub-groups did plan to attend graduate or 

professional school (26%) and planned to be working full time 6 months in the future 

(75%). Less than 5% of each sub-group had no any plans for 6 months into the future.    

Discussion 

The dramatic decrease in the number of cases in the matched SIF/CSS cases 

and sub-groups of low income, first generation college students could have several 

causes. One could be the stringent definition of low income used in this study. The 

definition was based on U.S. Census data rather than the lowest portion of the survey 

population and defined low income at a level equal to the lowest quintile of family 

income in the United States for the survey year of 1999. U.S. Census levels of income 

are divided into quintiles rather than quartiles as frequently used in educational 

research. The closest equivalent to the income in the fifth quintile of U.S. Census data 

within the CIRP responses was $24,999 or less of student reported family income.   

Another reason for the large decrease could be the definition of first generation 

that was limited to both mother and father having a high school education or less. This 

definition was in keeping with the literature relating to students who were at-risk for 

educational attainment (Choy, 2002; Horn & Chen, 1998; NCES, 2001, 2002; Pallas, 

1989).  Such a rigorous definition was used in order to tease out those students who 

were most at-risk. 
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Still another factor in the large decrease also could be the types of institutions 

where the CSS was administered. Unlike the SIF, which was conducted at a wide 

variety of higher education institutions in the United States, the CSS was administered 

predominately at private, four-year colleges, as was reflected in the institutional types 

for the two sub-groups. What this finding revealed was the small number of low income, 

first generation college students who attended four-year private higher education in the 

United States during the time of this study. 

If two-parent households are no longer the predominate form of household in the 

United States (Amato & Sobolewski; Battle, 2002; Krein & Beller, 1988; Lillard & Gerner; 

McLanahan & Sandefur; Mueller & Cooper; Zhan & Sherraden), then being from a two-

parent household could have a benefit for a student (McLanahan, 1985; McLanahan & 

Sanderfur, 1994; Ver Ploeg, 2002; Zhan & Sherraden, 2003). Data from this research 

supported the idea two-parent households are less likely to have low income parents 

with high school educations or less because, within the total CIRP population of 

matched SIF/CSS cases, there were more students from low income, first generation 

single-parent households than there were students from low income, first generation 

two-parent households. This was present despite the fact a much larger percentage of 

the CIRP population was from two-parent households (81% versus 19%; see Table 3). 

It could be advantageous to higher education policy makers and practitioners to know 

about the differences between the students of these dissimilar households.   

 In this study, there were more similarities than differences between the two sub-

groups of low income, first generation college students, although one group was reared 

in single-parent households and the other in two-parent households. This was a 
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surprising finding. The literature contains numerous studies (Amato, 2001; Amato & 

Keith, 1991; Biblarz & Gottainer, 2000; Lillard & Gerner, 1999; Ver Ploeg, 2002) leading 

to the expectation there would be many differences in collegiate outcomes, 

environments, and involvement for these two sub-groups. Bronfenbrenner‘s (1979, 

1989, 1994) ecological theory of human development states the microsystem of home, 

parents, and family which surrounds the individual would influence and be influenced by 

the exosystem. The exosystem surrounds the microsystem and refers to social settings, 

which would include the college or university.  If there were differences in the 

individual’s microsystem, it follows there would be differences in the ecosystem as 

evidenced by collegiate outcomes, environments and involvements (Bronfenbrenner).   

However, in this study, the differences in being reared in a single-parent or two-parent 

household only produced 9 statistically significant differences in the over 100 variables 

examined. And, these differences were not in the collegiate outcomes of degree 

attainment, collegiate grade point average, amounts of student loans, and likelihood of 

changing majors or career choices since entering college. There were few differences in 

the students’ perceptions of how they changed in academically oriented skills and 

abilities. There were only four statistically significant differences within the 80 variables 

examined that concerned college environments and involvements.  Most of the 

differences were in the students’ perceptions of their change in community oriented 

skills and abilities and in their beliefs about how successful they were in achieving 

certain desired results.   

In addition, there were few differences in what the students from these two 

different types of households brought to the collegiate experience.  Although there were 
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differences between the sub-groups for race and ethnicity, whether English was their 

first language, and the amount of concern these students had about their ability to 

finance their college educations, there were no statistical significant differences (p > .05) 

between the two sub-groups for age, gender, high school average grades, scores on 

college entrance examinations, and geographic distribution.   

Bronfenbrenner’s ecology theory of human development (1979, 1989, 1999) 

leads to the prediction that such a major difference in the innermost layer of the 

microsystem as the difference between being reared in a single-parent or two-parent 

household would cause more variation in what a student would bring to the collegiate 

experience and more differences in what the student would accomplish and participate 

in during the collegiate experience. This study did not support such a prediction. 

However, students in both sub-groups came from backgrounds in the lowest levels of 

income in the United States and came from households where their parents did not 

have education beyond high school. Moreover, as a group, these were academically 

talented students as evidenced by their average high school grades, the results of their 

college entrance examinations, and their undergraduate college grades. These factors 

may be what leveled out the impact of being from a single-parent or two-parent 

household.  

However, there is the possibility the lack of difference is due to the nature of the 

population from which these sub-groups were drawn. The population was composed of 

students who took the College Student Survey that is administered to a group of 

schools of which 85% are private, four-year colleges. The admission processes to enter 

such schools may have created a population more alike than different overall. More 
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research would need to be done to see if this was a cause for the lack of difference 

between the sub-groups. 

The differences in the numbers of students for whom English was not their first 

language appears to be tied to the differences in race and ethnicity for the two sub-

groups. The majority of both sub-groups were White/Caucasian. For students from 

single-parent households, the second most common race/ethnicity category was 

Black/Negro/African American. This category accounted for 21% of the sub-group. 

However, for students from two-parent households, the second and third most common 

categories were Mexican American/Chicano and Asian/Oriental, accounting for 29% of 

the sub-group. (Including the categories of Puerto Rican American and Other Latino 

would increase the total to 39% of the two-parent household sub-group.)  By tying the 

greater numbers of students who did not speak English as their first language to the 

large percentage of the sub-group that was Mexican American/ Chicano and 

Asian/Oriental, it might be inferred more two-parent households in the sub-group were 

households of recent immigrants to the United States. This assumption also could 

explain why although there were two parents in the households, and, thus, two potential 

wage earners, these households still were low income. Unfortunately, the CIRP surveys 

do not have an item that asks immigrant background so this assumption cannot be 

confirmed from the data. More research would need to be done to see if this conjecture 

has validity.  

That more students from two-parent households could have been from families 

that were recent immigrants to the United States also may explain the differences 

between the sub-groups in community oriented skills and abilities for two of the three 
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variables that yielded such differences. Although approximately half of both sub-groups 

believed their understanding of global issues and the nation’s social problems were 

stronger than when they entered college, still there were statistically significant 

differences (p < .05) between the sub-groups for these variables. Students from two-

parent households were more likely to believe there was no change in their 

understanding of global issues or of the nation’s social problems than did students from 

single-parent households. In addition, 13% to 15% fewer students from two-parent 

households believed their understanding in these variables was much stronger 

compared to students from single-parent households. These differences could be 

because students from two-parent households could have been more likely to enter 

college with more global or diverse worldviews due to the recent immigration histories of 

their families.  For these variables, students from two-parent households may have 

found the experiences of college to have fewer effects on them than those experiences 

had on students from single-parent households.  This may have been the reason for the 

differences between the sub-groups for change students perceived in their 

understanding of global issues and the nation’s social problems since they had entered 

college. Still, the data only yielded 28% of the two-parent sub-group did not speak 

English as their first language compared to 12% of the single-parent sub-group. It is 

unclear if that amount of difference could cause the effects apparent on the variables 

related to the respondents’ perceived changes in understanding of global issues and the 

nation’s social problems.  This is another area needing more investigation. 

A pattern of differences appeared in the responses of students regarding their 

perceptions of academic success, their involvement with faculty, and their beliefs about 
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what faculty provided them. For these variables, the choices were very successful, 

somewhat successful, and not successful or frequently, occasionally, and not at all. 

Students from single-parent households were more likely to feel very successful or 

frequently to have achieved a desired result. Students from two-parent households were 

more likely to select the mid-range choice – they did something only occasionally or 

were successful at it rather than very successful at it – than did students from single-

parent households.   

One of the most intriguing findings of this study, this pattern of differences could 

be revealing different levels of self-confidence between students from single and two-

parent households. Students from two-parent households could have had less 

confidence because English was less likely to be their first language and they and their 

families might have had less experience in the United Stales.  

For students from single-parent households, this pattern of differences might be 

influenced by the need for role models common among people with one parent. These 

students might have sought out faculty more often, thus having more positive 

experiences or they may have been more easily pleased with what interaction they had 

with faculty. Students from two-parent households, possibly being less needy for 

approval by authority figures, could have spent less effort seeking out faculty members, 

which led to less satisfaction with their interactions. These speculations concerning the 

causes of the pattern of differences in responses appearing in this research are just that 

– speculations.  More investigation needs to be done concerning this finding. 

Even though there were differences in students’ beliefs about the amount of 

change in their community oriented skills and abilities, there were considerable 
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similarities between the sub-groups for the amount of change students perceived in 

their academically oriented skills and abilities. Both sub-groups were likely to believe 

they were stronger or much stronger in general knowledge, analytical and problem 

solving skills, ability to think critically, knowledge of a particular field, writing skills, public 

speaking ability, and computer skills. In both sub-groups, approximately 50% believed 

they had no change or were weaker in foreign language skills & math skills. The 

variations in perceptions of change in community oriented skills and abilities cumulated 

in the differences in understanding of the nation’s social problems and understanding of 

global issues, which were statistically significant (p < .05). Yet, both sub-groups 

believed they were stronger or much stronger in interpersonal skills, knowledge of 

different races and cultures, acceptance of different races and cultures, understanding 

of community problems. They believed there was no change or they were stronger or 

much stronger in their religious beliefs and convictions.   

Students from single-parent households were more likely to be involved in 

activities in the co-curricular realm. They were more likely to spend greater amounts of 

time involved with student groups or clubs, and this was a statistically significant 

difference between the sub-groups (p < .05). These students were more likely to have 

tutored another student, to have taken a leadership course, and more likely to have 

participated in student government or joined a social fraternity or sorority. They were 

also more likely to plan to be involved in a community service group 6 months in the 

future. More students from single-parent households spent more hours a week 

socializing with friends than did students from two-parent households. The average 

amount of time was from three to ten hours a week. However, 7% more (39% total) 
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spent from 11 hours to more than 20 hours socializing with friends during a typical 

week.  

Students from two-parent households were more likely to be involved in activities 

in the academic realm. They were more likely to have enrolled in honors or advanced 

courses (this was a variable of statistical significance (p < .05) between the sub-groups), 

and more likely to have participated in an internship or a study abroad program. They 

were more likely to have spent over 20 hours a week on studying and homework than 

students from single-parent households (13% versus 6% respectively). Additionally, 

they were more likely to use a personal computer 20 hours a week or more.  

Affordability of higher education was an issue for both these sub-groups of low 

income college students. There were statistically significant differences (p < .05) 

between the sub-groups regarding the amount of concern students had with financing 

their college educations as freshmen and, although not statistically significant (p > .05), 

there were differences in the amount of debt students had as graduating seniors. There 

were differences for employment for pay between the two sub-groups. Students from 

single-parent households began their collegiate experience with more concern about 

their ability to finance their educations and ended their undergraduate education with 

more debt even though more of these students were employed for pay since entering 

college. As freshmen, most of the students from both single-parent and two-parent 

households had concerns about financing college. However, more students from single-

parent households had major concerns they would not have enough funds to complete 

college than did those from two-parent households (29.1% versus 18.8%). A greater 

percentage of students from two-parent households responded they had no concern 



 156 

about being able to finance their educations. These differences in concerns were 

statistically significant (p < .05). Four years later, those concerns translated into a 

greater amount of student debt for students from single-parent households. The 

average amount of debt for students from single-parent households was $23,824 as 

compared to $19,867 for those from two-parent households, a $3,957 difference. When 

students with $200,000 in debt were subtracted from each sub-group, the difference in 

the average amount of loans was even greater ($22,680 versus $18,244, a $4,436 

difference). And, although from 84% to 89% of the sub-groups were going to have 

outstanding loans when they finished college, 32% of students from single-parent 

households had more than $24,999 in debt as compared to 22% from two-parent 

households 

The emotional well-being of the students in the sub-groups differed with students 

from single-parent households being more troubled by internal aspects of their lives (got 

depressed more often), and students from two-parent households having more difficulty 

with the quantity of academic work and other elements of their lives (were overwhelmed 

more frequently). These markers of emotional well-being were examined through 

student responses to questions about being overwhelmed by all they had to do during 

the past year and if they were depressed during the past year. While there were no 

statistically significant differences (p > .05) between the sub-groups for these markers of 

emotional well-being, more students from two-parent households frequently felt 

overwhelmed by all they had to do, though it must be observed the majority of both sub-

groups occasionally were overwhelmed by all they had to do. More students from 

single-parent households were occasionally or frequently depressed during the past 
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year and fewer never felt depressed in the past year. In addition, if the responses for 

being depressed occasionally or frequently during the past year were added together, 

the majority of both sub-groups were depressed at some time in the past year. Still, 

more students from two-parent households never felt depressed during the past year.  

When looking at the data, reasons for students from two-parent households 

feeling frequently overwhelmed become apparent. These students were more likely to 

have been enrolled in honors or advanced courses and to participate in internship or 

study abroad programs. More spent more time on study and at homework and using a 

personal computer. More spent more hours volunteering. And although they worked for 

pay less than did students from single-parent households, nevertheless, they did work, 

with 68% having a part-time job on campus, 59% having a part-time job off campus, and 

15% working full time since entering college. These students worked for pay less, but 

still were employed and had more non-paid experiences.  Furthermore, there were 

consequences for these involvements. More of these students missed class due to job 

responsibilities (24%). More stated they did not have time to study at some time due to 

job responsibilities (56%) and/or family responsibilities (53%).  The lack of time to study 

due to family responsibilities accounted for more than an 8% difference between the two 

sub-groups.  

From the data also come possible causes for more students from single-parent 

households to be troubled by the internal aspects of their lives. These students began 

college with more concern about their ability to finance their college educations, worked 

for pay more during college, and ended up with more debt. All these factors could lead 

to overpowering stress, which could lead to depression. For students from single-parent 
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households, the pressure to work could have been intense. For most of these students, 

if the parent did not work, there was no income in their households. The lack of a dual 

support system, which existed for students from two-parent households, could have 

contributed to a student’s depression. The literature also supports the finding that 

students from single-parent households would be more likely to be depressed (Amato & 

Keith, 1991; Biblarz & Gottainer, 2000). 

Another possible reason for students from single-parent households more likely 

to be depressed could lie in the differences in race or ethnicity between the sub-groups. 

The second most common race/ethnicity category for this group was 

Black/Negro/African American and accounted for 21% of the sub-group. The data 

indicated most of these students went to predominately White/Caucasian colleges. 

Within the literature, there is support for the suggestion that depression is common for 

African American students attending predominately White/Caucasian institutions (Davis, 

Dias-Bowie, Greenberg, Klukken, Pollio, Thomas, Thompson, 2004). 

Conclusions 

1. There are more similarities than differences between low income, first generation 

college students from single-parent and two-parent households who participated 

in CIRP research. 

2. When looking at participants in CIRP research, only a small number of low 

income, first generation college students attend four-year, private higher 

education in the United States and most of those who do attend are academically 

talented. 
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3. Within the population of the matched SIF/CSS cases (N = 15,601), two-parent 

households are more likely to have higher incomes and have parents with 

educations beyond high school than single-parent households. 

4. The CIRP SIF/CSS data set is an appropriate data set to use for longitudinal 

research on low income, first generation college students who go to private, four-

year colleges in the United States. Data gained from this data set are not 

generalizable to all low income, first generation college students in the United 

States as evidenced by the lack of public and private universities, four-year, 

public colleges, and public or private two-year colleges in the data set.   

Implications 
 

 The findings and conclusions of this study have implications for both higher 

education policy and practice. The data about low income, first generation 

undergraduate college students from single and two-parent households who 

successfully navigated higher education in the United States may be used to construct 

effective programs and practices that might increase access, retention, persistence, and 

graduation for low income, first generation college students. 

To Higher Education Policy 

The results of this study do not support the concept of using membership in a 

single-parent or two-parent households as a marker for being educationally at-risk, 

especially if the student also is academically talented as evidenced by high school 

grades and college entrance examination scores. However, this might be limited only to 

private four-year colleges and not to public universities, public colleges, and community 
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colleges of all types because of the lack of data about low income, first generation 

students from those institutions. 

This research demonstrated few of the neediest students in the United States are 

going to four-year, private coed colleges. This research’s results could be used to 

illustrate a continued need to expand access to private education in the U.S. to low 

income, first generation college students.  

The results of this study could inform United States financial aid policy by using 

the data relating to the differences in amount of debt and concern about financing 

education between low income, first generation college students from single-parent and 

two-parent households. The data about the amount of debt acquired by these low 

income undergraduate students in the course of attaining a degree from a four-year, 

private college in the United States also could be used to inform policy. 

To Higher Education Practice and Research 
 
 Counselors and others working with low income, first generation students could 

use the results of this study to better inform college choices of academically talented 

students. The information on amount of debt, degree attainment, and years in college to 

degree would be useful to such students and could be used to compare private four-

year colleges to public four-year colleges and universities. The amount of debt at private 

four-year colleges for the students may not be as great as expected and students from 

these backgrounds could be encouraged to investigate and chose private four-year 

colleges. 

 The CIRP database is over 35 years old and includes thousands of colleges and 

universities and over 11 million students (HERI, 2003a, 2003b). Very similar variables 
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have been employed on the SIF during that time (Boruch & Creager, 1972). It would 

possible to use the derived variables created in this study as a tool to mine the CIRP 

database. The methodology used to create the derived variables should prove easily 

adaptable to other waves of data collection of the CIRP. Historical analyses could be 

done to investigate changes in low income, first generation college students over time.  

It would be feasible for researchers to look at the results of environmental factors and 

educational outcomes affecting at-risk students from different decades, in different parts 

of the United States, and at different types of institutions.  Understanding these 

variations might prove useful to policy makers on the national, state, consortial, and 

local levels who desire to create effective programs and practices that would increase 

access for and promote the success of low income, first generation college students. 

The derived variables also could be used to draw out sub-groups of students who 

entered a particular college or university with factors that could place them at risk of not 

being successful. Individual colleges and universities could do research using their own 

CIRP data to discover the demographics of their own low income, first generation 

college students. The research could uncover what these students bring to the campus 

and the collegiate outcomes and involvement of these students. Longitudinal research 

at the campus or institutional level is possible. CIRP administrators require participating 

colleges and universities not to use CIRP data to identify and/or target individual 

students (Linda Sax, Director, Cooperative institute Research Program, personal 

communication, July 13, 2004). However, the data could be used to understand better 

this population and its change over time at a particular institution. A college or university 

could use this understanding to better meet the needs of its own low income, first 
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generation students and develop programs specific to the school and to these people. 

This type of data also could be useful to support grant development and legislative 

initiatives. One way to make the data specific to a particular campus would be to vary 

the breakpoint of the income variable in order to make identified sub-groups of at-risk 

students more generalizable to that campus.  

Recommendations for Future Research 
 

One of the key conclusions for this study is that there is little difference between 

low income, first generation college students from single-parent and two-parent 

households within the population studied. However, a limitation of the study is that the 

sub-groups came from a population the majority of which was from four-year, private 

universities. A gap exists that could be filled by replicating this study for low income, first 

generation college students who attend public universities and for low income, first 

generation college students who attend community colleges. This would allow 

comparisons to be made among the three groups on student input variables and 

collegiate outcomes, environments and involvement. Such research would allow higher 

education policy makers and practitioners more information on how low income, first 

generation college students navigate different types of higher education and so, better 

inform policy and practice relating to these students. In order to conduct such studies, 

the CIRP College Student Survey (CSS) would need to be administered to acceptable 

sized samples of college seniors from four-year, public universities and colleges and 

final year students at community colleges. The differences between students from 

single-parent and two-parent households might be large enough within these samples 
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to justify the use of family composition as a factor of educational risk for low income, 

first generation college students. 

 From the limited amount of comparisons possible in this study between low 

income, first generation college students and the total population of students who took 

the 2003 CSS and who also completed the Freshman Survey (SIF) at college entry, 

there appears to be more difference between the low income, first generation college 

students and the total population than there is between low income, first generation 

college students from single-parent and two-parent households. Some examples of this 

appear in demographic comparisons of the educationally at-risk sub-groups and the 

total population. More educationally at-risk college students from single-parent 

households had a parent who was deceased than did students from single-parent 

households in the larger population. Students who were not low income and first 

generation were more likely to be from a single-parent household because of family 

disruption rather than from a death. There were 30% more Whites/Caucasians in the 

total population than in the educationally at-risk sub-groups. White/Caucasian was the 

largest percentage for all three groups, but at a much larger percentage for the total 

population. In addition, for all the groups, there were more females than males. 

However, there were 11% more males in the total population than in the low income, 

first generation sub-groups. Between 72% and 70% each of the sub-groups of low 

income, first generation students were female, but only 61% of those from the total 

population were female. 

Another comparison between the total population and the educationally at-risk 

population is that 66% of the total population (HERI, 2004) declared they were very 
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successful at adjusting to the academic demands of college. This was a stark difference 

in the students in the low income, first generation sub-groups where only 58.9% of 

those from single-parent households and 57.9% of those from two-parent households 

felt very successful. Although there was only a 1% difference between two sub-groups 

for those who felt very successful, the difference from the total population was 7.1% and 

8.1% respectively.  

Further research using the CIRP database would allow more insight into the 

differences between educationally at-risk college students who successfully navigated 

higher education and the general population who took the CSS. This research could be 

used by higher education to develop policies and practice that could enable other 

educationally at-risk students to achieve similar success. This could allow continued 

broadening of access to the four-year, private higher education in the United States by 

students who are educationally at-risk. 

The results of this study also could be used to compare the students in these 

sub-groups to the general population of United States undergraduates.  Although the 

data on the variables related to collegiate involvements and some of the collegiate 

outcomes could not be replicated, data on demographics, degree attainment, work for 

pay, and others could be compared to data available from the National Center for 

Education Statistics (2003).  

 Certain factors in this study appeared to have greater influence on collegiate 

outcomes, environments and involvements than the influence of being from a single-

parent or a two-parent household. These were low income, lack of parental higher 

education and/or the student being academically talented. More research would need to 
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be conducted to see if there is a relationship. A study using statistical methods such as 

multiple regression might reveal which factor has more influence on the educationally 

at-risk student. 

 More investigation into the affordability of four-year private education for low 

income, first generation college students is warranted by the results of this study. 

Although large amounts of debt did exist for the students in this study, it might not be as 

great as expected and may be comparable to the debt of students from similar 

backgrounds who attend public colleges and universities. Awareness of the amount of 

debt acquired by low income, first generation college students at the different types of 

institutions could allow more choice in types of colleges attended by these students. 

This could continue to broaden access to American higher education for low income 

college students. 

An unexpected aspect of the study was the low number of students who reported 

scores for graduate or professional school examinations (e.g., GRE, LSAT, GMAT, or 

MCAT), although 25% of each sub-group reported they were planning to attend 

graduate or professional schools in the next 6 months. A qualitative study could be 

conducted to find out why or why not these students were taking graduate or 

professional school examinations. 

Several other questions were mentioned in the discussion section as areas that 

could benefit from further investigation. One of these was the inference that more two-

parent households in the sub-group were households of recent immigrants to the United 

States.  A separate question was if the differences in the number of native English 

speakers in the sub-groups could account for differences between the two sub-groups 
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in the respondents’ perceived changes in their understanding of global issues and the 

nation’s social problems since they had entered college. What caused the pattern of 

differences that appeared in the responses between students from single-parent and 

two-parent households is another intriguing question. Still another conjecture was that 

admission processes for four-year, private colleges may have created a population that 

was more alike than not. Answers to these questions would add to the knowledge 

available about low income, first generation college students most of whom completed 

an undergraduate degree.     

It is possible to take data from this study and reexamine them looking at 

similarities between the sub-groups, rather than differences. This type of study could 

add to the growing body of research in academic resilience.   
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Copyright 1999 by the Higher Education Research Institution, University of California, 
Los Angeles, California.  Used by permission. 
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COLLEGE STUDENT SURVEY (CSS) 
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Copyright 2003 by the Higher Education Research Institution, University of California, 
Los Angeles, California.  Used by permission.. 
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College Student Survey - CSS:  CIRP survey usually given four years after a freshman 

cohort was surveyed using the SIF instrument.  The CSS data can be linked to the SIF 

data (defined below). 

Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP):  A large longitudinal study of 

college students established in 1966 by the American Council on Education and later 

administered by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI). It surveys each 

entering freshman cohort at institutions of higher education throughout the United 

States and also conducts longitudinal follow-ups of these cohorts. 

Freshman Cohort:  All members of a year’s class who are first semester, first time 

freshmen (as defined by CIRP).   

Freshman Survey:  CIRP survey given to first semester, first time students in community 

colleges and four year colleges and universities. This survey has been given to each 

entering freshman cohort since 1966.  As of 2003, more than 400,000 students 

complete this survey annually at 700 colleges and universities throughout the United 

States (Higher Education Research Institute, 2003a; 2003b; 2003c). It uses the Student 

Information Form (SIF) as its instrument. The terms ‘Freshman Survey,’ SIF, and CIRP 

sometimes are used interchangeably in the literature.  However, in this study, Freshman 

Survey is defined as the first of the CIRP surveys and its results.   

Higher Education Research Institute (HERI):  The organization that has administered 

the CIRP programs since 1973.  It is housed in the Graduate School of Education and 

Information Studies at the University of California-Los Angeles. 

Student Information Form - SIF:  The instrument used for the CIRP Freshman Survey 
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Figure 4.  Recode of mother’s education and father’s education  
(mothed and fathed) using SPSS 12.0. 
 

RECODE mothed (1, 2, 3=1) (4, 5, 6, 7, 8=2) INTO EDMOM. 

VARIABLE LABELS EDMOM 'MOTHER'S EDUCATION'. 

VALUE LABELS EDMOM 

  1 'HIGH SCHOOL OR LESS' 

  2 'BEYOND HIGH SCHOOL'. 

RECODE fathed (1, 2, 3=1) (4, 5, 6, 7, 8=2) INTO EDDAD. 

VARIABLE LABELS EDDAD 'FATHER'S EDUCATION'. 

VALUE LABELS EDDAD 

  1 'HIGH SCHOOL OR LESS' 

  2 'BEYOND HIGH SCHOOL'. 

  

 Figure 5.  Recode of status of parents (parstat) using SPSS 12.0.   

RECODE parstat (1, 2=1) (3=2) INTO NUMPAR. 

VARIABLE LABELS NUMPAR 'NUMBER OF PARENTS IN HOME'. 

VALUE LABELS NUMPAR 

1 'ONE OR NO PARENTS' 

2 'PARENTS LIVING WITH EACH OTHER'. 
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Figure 6.  Recode of estimated income of parents (income)  
using SPSS 12.0. 
 

RECODE income (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6=1)  

(7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22=2) 

INTO PARINCOM. 

VARIABLE LABELS PARINCOM 'PARENT INCOME'. 

VALUE LABELS PARINCOM 

1 'UNDER $29,999' 

2 'ABOVE $30,000'. 
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Table 19.  Gender and Age for Low Income, First Generation Students a  

 
 

Single parent 

n = 175 

 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

Total Matched 

SIF/CSS Cases 

N = 15,601 

 

Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % 

Gender Males 

Females 

Total 

49 

126 

175 

28.0 

72.0 

100 

40 

93 

133 

30.1 

69.9 

100 

6,068 

9,521 

15,589 

38.9 

61.0 

100 

Age when 

took the 

SIF 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21-24 

25 + 

Total 

4 

124 

36 

5 

3 

1 

173 

2.3 

71.7 

20.8 

2.9 

1.7 

0.6 

100 

1 

86 

39 

1 

4 

1 

132                                                                                                                                 

0.8 

65.2 

29.5 

0.8 

3.0 

0.8 

100 

221 

10,942 

4,127 

113 

55 

20 

15,478 

1.4 

70.7 

26.7 

0.7 

0.4 

0.1 

100 
a   Missing cases are not shown nor included in percentages 

Table 20.  Location of Student’s College or University a    

 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

Total Matched  

SIF/CSS Cases 

N = 15,601 

 

 

 

Region of United States  Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % 

New England 

Mideast 

Great Lakes 

Plains 

Southeast 

Southwest 

Rocky Mountains 

Far West 

Outlying 

Total 

19 

64 

26 

18 

29 

2 

2 

13 

2 

175 

10.9 

36.6 

14.9 

10.3 

16.6 

1.1 

1.1 

7.4 

1.1 

100 

15 

37 

25 

16 

13 

2 

1 

22 

2 

133 

11.3 

27.8 

18.8 

12.0 

9.8 

1.5 

0.8 

16.5 

1.5 

100 

2614 

3616 

3550 

1774 

2059 

274 

158 

1534 

22 

15,601 

16.7 

23.2 

22.8 

11.3 

13.1 

1.8 

1.0 

9.8 

0.1 

100 
a Based on Office of Business Economics Regions as used by CIRP  
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Table 21.   Average High School Grades for Students 
 

Single parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 High School 

Grades Frequency % Frequency % 

C 

C+ 

B- 

B 

B+ 

A- 

A OR A+ 

Missing 

            Total 

4 

8 

10 

31 

33 

32 

54 

3 

175 

2.3 

4.6 

5.7 

17.7 

18.9 

18.3 

30.9 

1.7 

100 

3 

1 

11 

22 

26 

30 

37 

3 

133 

2.3 

0.8 

8.3 

16.5 

19.5 

22.6 

27.8 

2.3 

100 

 
 
Table 22.  Reported Composite SAT Scores 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Very Low (700 or less) 

Low (710-900) 

Average (910-1000) 

Above Average (1010-1200) 

High (1210-1400) 

Very High (1410-1600) 

Total 

2 

22 

25 

33 

17 

4 

103 

1.9 

21.4 

24.3 

32.0 

16.5 

3.9 

100 

2 

8 

12 

30 

11 

2 

65 

3.1 

12.3 

18.5 

46.1 

16.9 

3.1 

100 

 



 185 

Table 23.  Reported ACT Composite Scores 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Very Low  (15 or less) 

Low (16-18) 

Average (19-25) 

Above Average (26-28) 

High (29-33) 

Very High (34-36) 

Total 

 

5 

37 

9 

11 

 

62 

8.1 

59.7 

14.5 

17.7 

 

100 

5 

28 

7 

7 

 

47 

10.6 

59.6 

14.9 

14.9 

 

100 

 

 

Table 24. Degrees Earned as of June, 2003 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Degree Earned 

by June 2003 Frequency % Frequency % 

None 

Associate’s 

Bachelor’s 

Master’s 

Medical 

Missing cases 

Total 

5 

2 

163 

 

1 

4 

175 

2.9 

1.1 

93.1 

 

0.6 

2.3 

100 

7 

 

119 

1 

 

6 

133 

5.3 

 

89.5 

0.8 

 

4.5 

100 
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Table 25. Years Entered College or University 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Year First 

Entered 

College 

1999 

1998 or earlier 

Missing cases 

Total 

117 

4 

54 

175 

66.9 

2.3 

30.9 

100 

91 

4 

38 

133 

68.4 

3.0 

28.6 

100 

Year First 

Entered 

Current 

College 

2002-2003 

2000-2001 

1999 

1998 or earlier 

Missing cases 

Total 

1 

2 

134 

3 

35 

175 

0.6 

1.1 

76.6 

1.7 

20.0 

100 

1 

2 

105 

1 

24 

133 

0.8 

1.6 

78.9 

0.8 

18.0 

100 

 
 

Table 26.  Undergraduate College Average Grades 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

College Grades Frequency % Frequency % 

  

  

  

  

  

C 

C+ or B- 

B 

B+ or A- 

A 

Missing 

Total 

1 

19 

67 

67 

20 

1 

175 

0.6 

10.9 

38.3 

38.3 

11.4 

0.6 

100 

2 

15 

45 

53 

15 

3 

133 

1.5 

11.3 

33.8 

39.8 

11.3 

2.3 

100 
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Table 27.  Changes of Major and Career Choices by Students 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Changed Major 

Field 

No 

Yes 

Missing cases 

Total 

50 

81 

44 

175 

28.6 

46.3 

25.1 

100 

44 

46 

43 

133 

33.1 

34.6 

32.3 

100 

Changed 

Career Choice 

No 

Yes 

Missing cases 

Total 

72 

63 

40 

175 

41.1 

36.0 

22.9 

100 

45 

42 

46 

133 

33.8 

31.6 

34.6 

100 
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Table 28.  Graduate Record Exam Test Results (GRE) 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

                             Test Scores Frequency Only Frequency Only 

990 or less 

1000-1090 

1100-1190 

1200-1290 

1300-1390 

1400 or more 

Total Scores 

1 

5 

2 

1 

 

1 

11 

 

1 

 

2 

1 

1 

5 

Comprehensive 

Score 

(max score  

= 1600) 

Range 

Mode 

Mean 

720-1490 

1010 (2 scores) 

1115 

1010-1430 

none 

1264 

390 or less 

400-490 

500-590 

600-690 

700-790 

800 

Total Scores 

1 

 

6 

1 

2 

1 

11 

 

 

1 

1 

2 

1 

5 

Quantitative 

Score 

(max score  

= 800) 

Range 

Mode 

Mean 

360-800 

540 (2 scores) 

586 

590-800 

none 

712 

390 or less 

400-490 

500-590 

600-690 

700-790 

800 

Total Scores 

1 

3 

4 

2 

1 

 

11 

 

1 

2 

2 

 

 

5 

Verbal Score 

(max score  

= 800) 

Range 

Mode 

Mean 

360-770 

none 

529 

420-630 

none 

552 
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Table 29.  Professional Schools Admission Test Results (LSAT, GMAT, MCAT) a 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

                          Test Scores Frequency Only Frequency Only 

139 or less 

140-144 

145-149 

150-154 

155-159 

160-164 

165 or more 

Total Scores 

2 

3 

4 

1 

2 

1 

 

13 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

1 

LSAT [law]  

(max score  

= 180) 

Range 

Mode 

Mean 

136-166 

145 (2 scores) 

 147 

- 

145 

145 

15 

21 

25 

28 

33 

Total Scores 

 

 

1 

 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

4 

MCAT 

[medical]  

(max score  

= 45) 

Range 

Mode 

Mean 

25-33 

none 

ns 

15-28 

none 

ns 

620 

650 

Total Scores 

 

 

0 

1 

1 

2 

GMAT 

[business]  

(max score  

= 800) Range 

Mode 

Mean 

- 

- 

- 

620-650 

none 

ns 
a ns = not significant 
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Table 30.  Enrollment Status 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

 Frequency % Frequency % 

Full time undergrad 

Part time undergrad 

Graduate 

Not enrolled 

Missing cases 

Total 

171 

 

1 

1 

2 

175 

97.7 

 

0.6 

.0.6 

1.1 

100 

123 

3 

3 

2 

2 

133 

92.5 

2.3 

2.3 

1.5 

1.5 

100 

 
 
Table 31.  Students Who Transferred Schools during College 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

Transferred During College Frequency % Frequency % 

From a community college 2 1.1 4 3.0 

From a four-year college 3 1.7 4 3.0 

 
 
Table 32.  Academic Involvement by Electronic Means a, b 

 
Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Turned in 

Assignments 

Electronically 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

28 

116 

29 

16.0 

66.3 

16.6 

23 

82 

28 

17.3 

61.7 

21.1 

Received 

Assignments 

Through Internet 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

30 

112 

30 

17.1 

64.0 

17.1 

21 

82 

28 

15.8 

61.7 

21.1 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
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Table 33.  Collaborative Academic Activities with Other Students a, b 

 
Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Discussed Course 

Content with Other 

Students 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

2 

62 

109 

1.1 

35.4 

62.3 

1 

47 

83 

.8 

35.3 

62.4 

Worked on Group 

Projects in Class 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

2 

84 

87 

1.1 

48.0 

49.7 

2 

66 

64 

1.5 

49.6 

48.1 

Studied with Other 

Students 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

3 

99 

72 

1.7 

56.6 

41.1 

3 

84 

46 

2.3 

63.2 

34.6 

Tutored Another 

College Student 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

78 

84 

8 

44.6 

48.0 

4.6 

70 

53 

7 

52.6 

39.8 

5.3 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100%  
 
 
Table 34.  Students’ Employment since Entering College 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Had a Part-time Job on 

Campus 

Yes 

No 

131 

44 

74.9 

25.1 

90 

43 

67.7 

32.3 

Had a Part-time Job off 

Campus 

Yes 

No 

108 

67 

61.7 

38.3 

78 

55 

58.6 

41.4 

Worked Full-time While 

Attending School 

Yes 

No 

28 

147 

16.0 

84.0 

20 

113 

15.0 

85.0 
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Table 35.  Student Employment Related Variables 
   

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Missed Class Due to 

Employment 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

135 

36 

1 

77.1 

20.6 

0.6 

99 

30 

1 

74.4 

22.6 

0.8 

No Time to Study: Job 

Responsibilities 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

79 

73 

19 

45.1 

41.7 

10.9 

58 

60 

14 

43.6 

45.1 

10.5 

 
 
 
Table 36.  Success in Developing Close Relationships with Other Students a, b 

 
Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Not Successful 

Somewhat successful 

Very successful 

5 

49 

116 

2.9 

28.0 

66.3 

1 

39 

91 

0.8 

29.3 

68.4 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 

 



 193 

Table 37.  Students’ Involvement in Diversity Related Matters 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Attended Racial/Cultural 

Awareness Workshop 

Yes 

No 

62 

113 

35.4 

64.6 

46 

87 

34.6 

65.4 

Had Roommate of 

Different Race/Ethnicity 

Yes 

No 

75 

100 

42.9 

57.9 

49 

84 

36.8 

63.2 

In Racial/Ethnic Student 

Organization 

Yes 

No 

50 

125 

28.6 

71.4 

41 

92 

30.8 

69.2 

Taken an Ethnic Studies 

Course 

Yes 

No 

80 

95 

45.7 

54.9 

64 

69 

48.1 

51.9 

Taken a Women's 

Studies Course 

Yes 

No 

52 

123 

29.7 

70.3 

27 

106 

20.3 

79.7 

 
 
Table 38.  Involvement with Student Government, Leadership Activities & Social 
Fraternities or Sororities a, b 

 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Participated in Leadership 

Training 

Yes 

No 

50 

125 

28.6 

71.4 

27 

106 

20.3 

79.7 

Joined a Social Fraternity or 

Sorority 

Yes 

No 

29 

146 

16.6 

83.4 

17 

116 

12.8 

87.2 

Participated in Student 

Government 

Yes 

No 

24 

151 

13.7 

86.3 

11 

122 

8.3 

91.7 

Voted in a Student Election Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

54 

81 

38 

30.9 

46.3 

21.7 

47 

59 

27 

35.3 

44.4 

20.3 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100%  
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Table 39.  Students’ Participation in Sports a, b 

 
Single Parent 

N = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

In Intercollegiate 

Football/Basketball 

Yes 

No 

13 

162 

7.4 

92.6 

13 

120 

9.8 

90.2 

In Other Intercollegiate 

Sports 

Yes 

No 

27 

148 

15.4 

84.6 

17 

116 

12.8 

87.2 

In Intramural Sports Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

108 

39 

19 

61.7 

22.3 

10.9 

72 

33 

21 

54.1 

24.8 

15.8 
a  Missing cases for each variable are not shown 
b Percentages shown are for entire sub-groups and may not equal 100% 
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Table 40.  Students’ Feelings of Being Overwhelmed During Past Year 
 

 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

“Felt overwhelmed 

 By all I had to do” Frequency % Frequency % 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

Missing cases  

Total 

18 

93 

63 

1 

175 

10.3 

53.1 

36.0 

0.6 

100 

7 

72 

52 

2 

133 

5.3 

54.1 

39.1 

1.5 

100 

 
 
 
Table 41.  Students’ Feelings of Being Depressed During Past Year 
 

 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Felt Depressed 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Not at all 

Occasionally 

Frequently 

Missing cases  

Total 

52 

102 

18 

3 

175 

29.7 

58.3 

10.3 

1.7 

100 

49 

65 

17 

2 

133 

36.8 

48.9 

12.8 

1.5 

100 
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Table 42.  Students’ Perceptions of Success  
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Managing Time  

Effectively 

Not Successful 

Somewhat Successful 

Very successful 

7 

82 

81 

 

4.0 

46.9 

46.3 

 

8 

73 

50 

 

6.0 

54.9 

37.6 

 

Developing Close 

Friendships with 

Other Students 

Not Successful 

Somewhat successful 

Very successful 

5 

49 

116 

2.9 

28.0 

6.3 

1 

39 

91 

0.8 

29.3 

68.4 

Getting to Know 

Faculty 

 

Not Successful 

Some successful 

Very successful 

4 

77 

88 

 

2.3 

44.0 

50.3 

 

8 

63 

60 

 

6.0 

47.4 

45.1 

 

Understanding 

Profs' Academic 

Expectations  

Not Successful 

Some successful 

Very successful 

0 

63 

107 

0 

36.0 

61.1 

1 

57 

73 

 

0.8 

42.9 

54.9 

 

Developing 

Effective Study 

Skills 

Not Successful 

Somewhat Successful 

Very successful 

0 

63 

107 

0 

36.0 

61.1 

1 

57 

73 

 

0.8 

42.9 

54.9 

 

Adjusting to 

Academic 

Demands 

Not Successful 

Somewhat Successful 

Very successful 

1 

66 

103 

 

.6 

37.7 

58.9 

 

3 

51 

77 

 

2.3 

38.3 

57.9 

 

Utilizing Campus 

Services Available 

to Students 

Not Successful 

Somewhat Successful 

Very successful 

5 

97 

68 

 

2.9 

55.4 

38.9 

 

4 

80 

47 

3.0 

60.2 

35.3 
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Time Diary 1.  Hours per Week Spent on Academics    
      

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

                             Hours per  

                             Week Frequency % Frequency % 

Spent at 

Classes  

& Labs 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing cases 

Total 

8 

2 

2 

22 

37 

52 

31 

16 

5 

175 

4.6 

1.1 

1.1 

12.6 

21.1 

29.7 

17.7 

9.1 

2.9 

100 

2 

1 

8 

12 

29 

41 

24 

14 

2 

133 

1.5 

.8 

6.0 

9.0 

21.8 

30.8 

18.0 

10.5 

1.5 

100 

Spent Studying 

& on 

Homework 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing cases 

Total 

1 

1 

12 

54 

46 

25 

22 

11 

3 

175 

.6 

.6 

6.9 

30.9 

26.3 

14.3 

12.6 

6.3 

1.7 

100 

 

 

13 

33 

33 

20 

16 

17 

1 

133 

 

 

9.8 

24.8 

24.8 

15.0 

12.0 

12.8 

.8 

100 
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Time Diary 2.  Hours per Week Spent Working for Pay 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

      

Hours per Week 

Frequency % Frequency % 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing cases 

Total 

15 

1 

8 

17 

41 

25 

30 

34 

4 

175 

8.6 

.6 

4.6 

9.7 

23.4 

14.3 

17.1 

19.4 

2.3 

100 

15 

2 

4 

14 

28 

21 

19 

27 

3 

133 

11.3 

1.5 

3.0 

10.5 

21.1 

15.8 

14.3 

20.3 

2.3 

100 
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Time Diary 3.  Hours per Week Spent Socializing    
   

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Hours per Week Frequency % Frequency % 

Socializing 

with 

Friends 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing 

Total 

 

3 

12 

36 

52 

32 

12 

24 

4 

175 

 

1.7 

6.9 

20.6 

29.7 

18.3 

6.9 

13.7 

2.3 

100 

 

1 

14 

26 

49 

20 

8 

14 

1 

133 

 

0.8 

10.5 

19.5 

36.8 

15.0 

6.0 

10.5 

0.8 

100 

Partying None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing 

Total 

29 

17 

42 

37 

33 

8 

1 

4 

4 

175 

16.6 

9.7 

24.0 

21.1 

18.9 

4.6 

.6 

2.3 

2.3 

100 

27 

17 

25 

38 

14 

7 

2 

2 

1 

133 

20.3 

12.8 

18.8 

28.6 

10.5 

5.3 

1.5 

1.5 

0.8 

100 
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Time Diary 4.  Hours per Week Spent Volunteering or  
with Student Clubs or Groups   

 
 Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

                                             

 

Hours per Week Frequency % Frequency % 

Volunteer 

Work 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing  

Total 

63 

36 

34 

21 

11 

3 

2 

2 

3 

175 

36.0 

20.6 

19.4 

12.0 

6.3 

1.7 

1.1 

1.1 

1.7 

100 

37 

33 

33 

11 

7 

3 

2 

3 

4 

133 

27.8 

24.8 

24.8 

8.3 

5.3 

2.3 

1.5 

2.3 

3.0 

100 

With 

Student  

Clubs or 

Groups 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing  

Total 

65 

20 

30 

39 

9 

5 

 

3 

4 

175 

37.1 

11.4 

17.1 

22.3 

5.1 

2.9 

 

1.7 

2.3 

100 

54 

20 

34 

10 

10 

1 

 

2 

2 

133 

40.6 

15.0 

25.6 

7.5 

7.5 

.8 

 

1.5 

1.5 

100 
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Time Diary 5.  Hours per Week Spent Exercising or 
Involved with Sports 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Hours per Week 

Frequency % Frequency % 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing cases 

Total 

15 

27 

37 

45 

30 

11 

4 

3 

3 

175 

8.6 

15.4 

21.1 

25.7 

17.1 

6.3 

2.3 

1.7 

1.7 

100 

8 

26 

31 

32 

17 

8 

7 

3 

1 

133 

6.0 

19.5 

23.3 

24.1 

12.8 

6.0 

5.3 

2.3 

0.8 

100 
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Time Diary 6.  Hours per Week Spent in Recreational Activities   
    

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

   Hours per Week Frequency % Frequency % 

Reading 

for 

Pleasure 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing  

Total 

36 

47 

56 

18 

11 

3 

 

 

4 

175 

20.6 

26.9 

32.0 

10.3 

6.3 

1.7 

 

 

2.3 

100 

55 

30 

26 

12 

4 

 

3 

1 

2 

133 

41.4 

22.6 

19.5 

9.0 

3.0 

 

2.3 

0.8 

1.5 

100. 

Watching 

TV 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing  

Total 

10 

23 

40 

51 

26 

10 

4 

8 

3 

175 

5.7 

13.1 

22.9 

29.1 

14.9 

5.7 

2.3 

4.6 

1.7 

100 

13 

21 

24 

37 

20 

10 

3 

2 

3 

133 

9.8 

15.8 

18.0 

27.8 

15.0 

7.5 

2.3 

1.5 

2.3 

100 

Playing 

Video 

Games 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing  

Total 

131 

16 

12 

6 

3 

2 

 

2 

3 

175 

74.8 

9.1 

6.9 

3.4 

1.7 

1.1 

 

1.1 

1.7 

100.0 

90 

18 

13 

4 

2 

1 

1 

1 

3 

133 

67.7 

13.5 

9.8 

3.0 

1.5 

.8 

.8 

.8 

2.3 

100 
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Time Diary 7.  Hours per Week Spent on Household 
or Family Tasks 
 

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

      

 

Hours per Week Frequency % Frequency % 

On 

Housework 

& 

Childcare 

 

 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing  

Total 

63 

34 

32 

26 

10 

2 

 

4 

4 

175 

36.0 

19.4 

18.3 

14.9 

5.7 

1.1 

 

2.3 

2.3 

100 

41 

26 

31 

18 

6 

3 

 

5 

3 

133 

30.8 

19.5 

23.3 

13.5 

4.5 

2.3 

 

3.8 

2.3 

100 

Commuting None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing  

Total 

62 

28 

35 

18 

13 

3 

3 

8 

5 

175 

35.4 

16.0 

20.0 

10.3 

7.4 

1.7 

1.7 

4.6 

12.9 

100 

47 

19 

15 

26 

12 

7 

4 

1 

2 

133 

35.3 

14.3 

11.3 

19.5 

9.0 

5.3 

3.0 

.8 

1.5 

100 
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Time Diary 8.  Hours per Week Spent in Prayer or Meditation 
      

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

 

Hours per Week Frequency % Frequency % 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing 

Total 

56 

59 

26 

12 

10 

2 

2 

4 

4 

175 

32.0 

33.7 

14.9 

6.9 

5.7 

1.1 

1.1 

2.3 

2.3 

100 

49 

32 

34 

11 

 

2 

 

3 

2 

133 

36.8 

24.1 

25.6 

8.3 

 

1.5 

 

2.3 

1.5 

100 

  

 
 
Time Diary 9.  Hours per Week Spent Using Personal Computer 
      

Single Parent 

n = 175 

Two Parents 

n = 133 

 

Hours per Week 

Frequency % Frequency % 

None 

< 1 

1-2 

3-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-20 

> 20 

Missing cases 

Total 

7 

10 

31 

37 

40 

20 

11 

16 

3 

175 

4.0 

5.7 

17.7 

21.1 

22.9 

11.4 

6.3 

9.1 

1.7 

100 

4 

6 

20 

29 

30 

17 

6 

18 

3 

133 

3.0 

4.5 

15.0 

21.8 

22.6 

12.8 

4.5 

13.5 

2.3 

100 
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