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ABSTRACT 

A STUDY OF FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO 

ADULT UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT SUCCESS 

AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

MAY 2000 

ELIZABETH Y. BRINKERHOFF 

B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

M.Ed., SUFFOLK UNIVERSITY 

Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

Directed by: Dr. Johnstone Campbell 

Research in the area of undergraduate college student retention has shown that 

faculty-student interaction contributes significantly to traditional age student retention. 

The scant research that exists on the effect of faculty-student interaction on the retention 

of adult students (age 25 and older) is ambiguous. This study investigated factors that 

contribute to adult undergraduate student success, especially the role that faculty-student 

interaction plays in adult undergraduate retention at the University of Massachusetts 

Amherst. Quantitative and qualitative research methods were used. A survey was sent to 

339 adult undergraduate students who were within 12 credits of graduation, and 138 

responses were received. Of those, eight students were interviewed. A basic research 

approach was utilized in this study, with the theoretical base being that of 

phenomenology. The study explored in more general ways the larger number of students 

surveyed and more in-depth the individual experiences of the smaller number of students 

who were interviewed. 
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Two themes emerged from the data as factors which most contributed to adult 

undergraduate success: commitment to the goal and support from others. Commitment 

was linked to two distinct reward sets, internal rewards and external rewards. Support 

from others came from individuals and groups both inside and outside of the university 

community. Faculty-student interaction was found to be both a support and, in some 

cases, an obstacle to adult student success. There was also evidence of a sense of 

certainty or confidence of degree completion on the part of the students studied. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

A. Introducticn 

Predicting college student success, assessing college student needs, and 

evaluating the undergraduate experience are areas that have long interested many who 

work in the field of higher education. Understanding elements that contribute to the 

retention of undergraduates will ultimately contribute to the success of the institution, 

especially when funding is more and more linked with enrollments. Losing students is 

costly to institutions in several ways and research has shown that both student 

characteristics and institutional practices can contribute to student retention (Astin, 1975). 

Moreover, when institutions endeavor to retain students by providing them with a richer 

educational experience, better support services and quality academic and career advising, 

there is greater potential for graduates to turn into satisfied and generous alumni (Astin, 

1975). 

Losing students is also costly for the individual students in terms of loss of human 

potential and self-confidence. While some level of attrition is likely to always be present 

due to the uncertainty of goals and interests common in late adolescence and the time 

needed to explore and discover, there are costs associated with dropping out. Personal 

disappointment associated with dropping out of college can result in lowered career and 

life goals. Financial costs can take a toll as well, especially with the sometimes 

astronomical costs associated with higher education today. Credits are sometimes lost 

when transferring to different majors or institutions, costing students both time and 
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money. In addition, early failure, or even perceived failure, can make the return to 

college difficult for many, even when the press to finish college is great because of 

employment needs. 

Early research on retention focused on characteristics of students who stayed and 

those who dropped out, and stemmed from the idea that dropping out of college was “a 

major societal problem” (Ramist, 1981). When the number of college age students 

began to level off and a decline was in the forecast, an institutional need to address the 

issue of retention brought about an additional impetus for improving retention rates. This 

shift caused researchers and administrators to consider not only characteristics of 

dropouts and persisters, but to also consider institutional practices that encourage students 

to stay in school. 

Broadly, the literature on student retention includes research on the impact of 

college on students. Much of it has looked beyond the simple transmission of knowledge 

and encompassed the importance of developmental education, including the development 

of interpersonal skills, attitudes and personality orientations, promotion of critical 

thinking and problem solving capabilities, and the development of a sense of self and 

personal values. Within this framework, factors that contribute to retention have been 

closely examined by a wide range of researchers in a variety of disciplines over the years. 

Early and important research by Tinto (1975) found that persistence can be effectively 

predicted by examining students’ institutional commitment and goal commitment. 

Students who felt well integrated into the college environment and who had clearly set 

goals were found to be more likely to complete their program of study. Bean and 

Metzner (1985) developed a student attrition model based on organizational turnover and 
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attitude/behavior models, linking students’ beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. Cabrera, at al 

(1993) developed a hybrid of the two that found that a complex set of variables affects 

student decisions whether to stay in school or leave, which will vary by size and type of 

institution and student characteristics. 

In 1975 Astin explored college student retention in depth and categorized three 

types of students: persisters (who graduate), drop outs (who drop completely) and stop 

outs (who interrupt their schooling and plan to return and complete). His study examined 

entering characteristics of students and factors that made up their undergraduate 

experience within institutions they attend and concluded that chances of students 

completing can be influenced by a wide range of institutional practices. So we see that 

the research literature in the area of college student retention is concerned with student 

characteristics and institutional practices. 

Within the research on retention, faculty-student interactions have long been 

considered critical to a successful undergraduate experience. Early research by Thielens 

(1966) and Chickering (1969) suggested that faculty-student interactions were most likely 

to occur in structured settings such as classes, lectures, or laboratories, especially in 

larger schools, and that positive interactions contributed in significant ways to overall 

student success and satisfaction with the undergraduate experience. Pascarella began 

researching effects of informal faculty-student interaction in freshmen in the mid 1970s. 

His work considered individual student characteristics, faculty culture, peer culture, 

classroom experience, and institutional size as factors that influence informal faculty- 

student contact (Pascarella, 1980). 
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Endo and Harpel (1982) examined both formal and informal faculty-student 

interactions and found both to be valuable, though the quality of the interaction is best for 

the student when faculty are characterized by helpfulness and accessibility. Chickering 

and Gamson (1987) developed the Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate 

Education from their review of fifty years of research on teaching and learning. The first 

principle, good practice encourages student-faculty contact, serves to crystallize what 

other researchers have found in the areas of retention, the effect of college on students, 

and student motivation and personal development: that faculty-student interaction helps 

students stay in school and enriches their college experience. Whether formal or 

informal, at large schools or small, in a variety of settings, faculty-student interaction has 

long been considered to be a key contributor to student retention and college student 

success. 

B. Statement of the Problem 

Virtually all of the early research in the areas of retention and faculty-student 

interaction has been seriously limited, however, by its narrow focus on traditional age 

students. Recent research on adult undergraduates has produced contradictory and 

conflicting findings (Ashar and Skenes, 1993; Chartrand, 1990; Grosset, 1991; Hanniford 

and Sagaria, 1994, Hoffman, Pasteraro, and Presz, 1994; Kasworm and Pike, 1994; 

Kerka, 1995, Naretto, 1995). Because of the increased presence of adult undergraduates 

in higher education today, it is important that clearer answers to questions related to adult 

student success are brought to light. 
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Approximately 40% of undergraduate enrollments are adult students (Kasworm 

and Pike, 1994). National demographics show that the 25-44 age group is the largest 

single group at 32% of the population (The Chronicle of Higher Education, 1997), and 

the 45-64 age group is currently 20%, making a total of 52% of the population between 

25 and 64. We also know that 20% of the entire population holds a bachelors degree or 

higher, while 25% have some college up to and including associates degrees. Those 

holding bachelors degrees are more concentrated in the 35-44 age group, while those with 

some college are more concentrated in the 25-34 age group (Crispell, 1994), suggesting 

that many adults age 25-34 are not yet finished with higher education and may be 

expected to seek out undergraduate programs for some time to come. 

Demographics of enrollment at four year institutions echo the 25-44 age group 

bulge in the population. While adults represent only 15% of full time students at four 

year schools, 67% of those studying part time are adult students (The Chronicle of Higher 

Education, 1997). Not included in these figures are those adults studying at two year 

colleges who are working on the first two years of the bachelors degree. Figures for this 

group have been difficult to find because of their specificity and data available are not 

interpretable in terms of this study and so are not included here. However, it should be 

noted that this population exists and should be kept in mind when considering the 

representation of adult undergraduates in all of higher education today. 

Astin’s research on college dropouts (1975) showed 24% categorized as dropouts, 

and a strong correlation between attrition and age. Older students were found to be more 

likely to drop out than traditional age students, a finding which echoed earlier research 

findings by Newman (1965) and Trent and Medsker (1967). Bean and Metzner (1985) 
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found the rate of degree completion lower for adult students than for traditional age 

students. Other studies have strongly correlated part-time study and living off campus 

with attrition, and statistics show most adults tend to study part time and do not live on 

campus. 

In more recent research on adult undergraduate retention Kerka (1995) points out 

that adults are largely voluntary participants in higher education programs and are often 

there for pragmatic, focused reasons. Because of this, they are more likely to leave 

whenever they feel their goals have been met, or if they feel the program is not meeting 

their needs or will not help them to achieve their goals. Still, not all non-completers 

should be categorized in one group. Understanding the subgroups and factors which 

contribute to each group’s departure can be informative on issues of retention. For 

example, Kerka (1995) cites one reason for early departure is a gap between learner 

expectations and the actual experience. She recommends pre-enrollment advising to 

establish realistic expectations and create a supportive advising link early on. A second 

reason for early departure is past negative experiences related to education. Kerka 

recommends providing opportunities to succeed in every class meeting, no matter how 

small or simple it may seem. 

Because of what earlier research tells us about factors which contribute to 

retention and attrition (Astin, 1975; Newman, 1965; Trent and Medsker, 1967), and what 

we have found upon closer examination of adult undergraduates (Bean and Metzner, 

1985; Kerka, 1995), we can see that there is clearly reason for concern about adult 

undergraduate retention. This research project will study the problem of adult 
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undergraduate student retention, specifically examining the role that faculty-student 

interaction may play in adult student retention. 

C. The Purpose of the Study 

Given that so much of the literature on retention points to faculty-student 

interaction as a critical component for traditional student success, it should prove 

worthwhile to explore whether or not the same benefits hold true for adult students. 

Adult students are similar to traditional students in some ways but dissimilar in others. 

Reasons for attending college, concerns for success, and aspirations for the future are 

similar for both groups. However, because the needs and tasks related to the 

developmental stages of people 18-22 years old and 25-44 years old and 45 years and 

older are quite different, the elements which contribute to retention may differ as well. 

Specifically, if there are benefits to the adult student resulting from faculty-student 

interaction, the qualities of those interactions and the specific student needs they meet 

may be quite different for adults than for traditional age students. 

This research project examined faculty-student interaction for adult 

undergraduates, as well as other factors considered important for undergraduate student 

retention, in order to determine the role this interaction plays in adult student retention. 

Its findings should be of interest to anyone working with adult learners in higher 

education with an interest in student success. Faculty, administrators, counselors, 

academic advisors, admissions staff, program directors and coordinators who work with 

adult learners will have a better understanding of the role faculty play in adult student 

7 



retention and perhaps be better prepared to teach, advise, and plan programs for this 

population after considering the questions and issues raised here. 

D. The Resep^ch Questions 

To gain an understanding of whether faculty-student interaction plays a role in 

adult undergraduate retention, and, if so, what elements of faculty interaction are 

meaningful to students, and in what ways they are meaningful, the following research 

questions were considered. 

1. Does faculty-student interaction have an affect on adult student retention? 
2. What does that interaction consist of and what are its most important elements 

or characteristics? 
3. How do adult students conceptualize the impact of faculty-student interaction? 

E. Definition of Terms 

Within the research on college student retention there exist many ways to define 

populations, characteristics, and practices. For the purposes of this paper, the following 

terms are used and defined as is indicated here. 

• Adult undergraduate For the purposes of this study, adult undergraduate 

students are age 25 or older, and are matriculated in a bachelors degree 

program. 

• Drop-out A student who begins college study and then stops and does not 

return. 
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• Stop-out A student who interrupts the progress in completing the program of 

study, but who does eventually finish and graduates. Many, if not most, adult 

undergraduates can be categorized as stop-outs. 

• Persister This study will examine factors which contribute to retention of 

adult undergraduates, or those who “persist” to reach the goal of graduation 

from a bachelors degree program. A persister in this study has completed all 

but 12 of the credits required for graduation and was at the time of the study 

enrolled in their final or next to last semester. 

• Retention Retention is the institutional goal of keeping students through to 

completion of their program of study. 

• Faculty-student interaction Faculty-student interaction is communicative 

contact between faculty and the students they are teaching. Faculty as used 

here does not denote specifically that a “faculty” position, per se, is held by 

the instructor. The term is used here to describe the instructor or teacher of a 

college level course. The interaction is between the instructors and students 

and may be formal, in-class interaction or formal and/or informal, out-of-class 

interaction. Examples of informal, out-of-class interaction would be 

telephone calls, letters or email correspondence, meetings (although these may 

be formal as well), coffee breaks or meals together, attendance at lectures or 

cultural events, or a game of tennis. Formal out-of-class interaction might be 

meeting during office hours or in advising sessions. Formal in-class 

interaction can include meetings in the classroom prior to or following classes 

(although these may be informal as well), plus traditional classroom time. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This review examines the literature in three areas related to this study: 1) college 

student retention; 2) faculty-student interaction; and 3) adult undergraduate retention. 

A. College Student Retention 

1. Benefits to Students 

In his groundbreaking book, Education and Identity. Arthur Chickering (1969) 

introduced the idea that college plays a much more important role in the life of students 

than previously thought. Because developmental changes which characterize late 

adolescence occur during the college years, Chickering called on all of higher education 

to begin to pay “special attention so that institutions of higher education can better serve 

society and more effectively help young persons move productively from adolescence to 

adulthood.” (Chickering, 1969, p.2). During a period when a president of the American 

Association for Higher Education had written that colleges should not be concerned about 

or responsible for anything beyond transmitting “skills, insights, and points of view” in 

order that students are able to become good workers, Chickering took a different stance 

by claiming that schools would be effective only when they reached students in areas 

they cared about and helped them to develop as individuals. 

Based in human development theory, Chickering’s thinking about the role of 

higher education as a social institution is a good place to begin looking at college student 
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retention. It points to seven developmental vectors at play in young adulthood, all related 

to developmental tasks common to that age: achieving competence, managing emotions, 

becoming autonomous, freeing interpersonal relationships, clarifying purposes, and 

developing integrity (Chickering, 1969). Effective colleges can and do promote these 

developmental changes, aiding students along the path to adulthood. 

Benefits of moving through these developmental stages are many and research 

indicates that attending college has an impact on students in terms of this progression. 

One early study (Plante, 1965) looked at college applicants, some of whom were 

admitted to college and some who were not. Over four years, all students became less 

dogmatic and less ethnocentric, and the amount of change increased proportionally to the 

time attended. In effect, those who attended four years changed most, those who 

attended less than four changed less, and those who didn’t attend changed least. 

Another study looked at 10,000 high school graduates and compared people who 

attended four years of college with people who worked for four years after high school 

(Trent and Medsker, 1968). The college students were found to be more intellectual and 

have more critical thinking skills and to be less judgmental in their thinking. College 

students were also found to be more reflective, independent, and flexible in their 

thinking. The women in the college group, in particular, showed greater gains in 

autonomy, tolerance for ambiguity, intellectual curiosity, and freedom from opinionated 

thinking. In general, those who did not attend college showed either decreases in these 

areas or less growth. Further, women who were neither in college or the workplace but 

were involved in homemaking during the four years after high school showed the greatest 

regression in the areas of intellectual inquiry and tolerance for ambiguity. And men with 
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four years employment showed greater close-mindedness and inflexibility similar to 

women homemakers. 

The work of Chickering (1969), Plante (1965), and Trent and Medsker (1968), on 

the impact of college on students show a number of benefits of attending college for 

adolescent students and society as a whole and illustrates that the foundations of research 

in the area of college student retention are based in social psychology. Providing 

adolescents with an environment and established framework within which it is possible to 

tend to development tasks related to this stage of human growth serves the individual as 

well as society. 

2. Institutional Concerns 

Overall retention and attrition rates are difficult to determine. Some studies 

consider transfer students as dropouts while others do not. The timing of studies differ, 

with four-year dropout rates considerably higher than five-year rates. Studies which 

consider a ten-year span show an even lower rate, and it is speculated that to get the most 

complete picture on college completion students should be followed through a lifetime. 

Lifelong learning has become an accepted concept in American culture and it has been 

found that those who have had “some college” in the past are the most likely to return for 

further education (Aslanian, 1997). In order to provide some framework within which to 

consider college retention Ramist (1981) examined overall graduation and dropout rates 

for a representative sample of four year colleges, shown here. 
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Graduation within four years after entry 
From original college of entry 35-40% 
From different college 10-15% 
Total from any college four years after entry 45-60% 

Graduation five years after entry (any college) 10-15% 
Graduation six or more years after entry (any college) 10-15% 

Total graduation (any college) 65-90% 
Dropouts who never receive degree 10-35% 

3. Factors of Persistence and Retention 

Alexander Astin’s work (1975) used measures of students’ academic and family 

background, educational aspirations, study habits, expectations regarding college, as well 

as a variety of personal characteristics to create a model to categorize and predict college 

student persistence. Astin’s research shows that background characteristics common to 

students most likely to drop out include poor high school academic records, low 

aspirations for college achievement, poor study habits, relatively uneducated parents, and 

coming from small towns. Additional predictors for dropout include older age at time of 

enrollment and part-time study. Background characteristics of those least likely to drop 

out include good high school academics and academic ability, high aspirations for college 

achievement, a religious background and current religious preference, concern for college 

finances, good study habits, and parents with higher educational backgrounds. 

Areas also included in Astin’s (1975) study include aspects of financing college 

and the impact of student employment. His findings show that the type of aid available 

and the source of the aid can be important factors for retention. Generally, financial 

support from parents, participation in federal work-study programs, and support from 

ROTC stipends all serve to increase retention. Reliance on loans or savings, and on 
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veterans’ benefits generally decrease students’ chances of completion. Issues around 

types of aid and characteristics of students complicate the potential effects financial aid 

plays in retention of students, but it nevertheless carries great weight in the decision to 

stay in school or to leave. 

Effects of student employment also come to bear on student retention. The type 

of work, the number of hours worked, the relevance of work to career objectives and 

location of job site are all factors which relate to retention. Astin found that, in general, 

having a job for less than 25 hours per week increased chances students will stay in 

school, while full time employment increased chances students will leave. On-campus 

work is better than off-campus work in terms of retention, and off-campus work that is 

directly related to career goals often leads to students’ leaving school. 

Residence and campus environment are two additional areas Astin explored in 

terms of student retention. Living on campus has clear advantages for college student 

retention, as does a high GPA. Honors program participation, foreign study programs, 

and involvement in extracurricular activities and research projects also contribute to 

retention. In a study of persistence patterns of Puerto Rican students at the University of 

Massachusetts Amherst, three factors were found to be directly tied with student success. 

These factors were (1) interaction with sensitive, caring faculty, (2) interaction with 

Bilingual Collegiate Program and residence hall staff, and (3) living and working on 

campus (Ryan, 1989). 

The type of institution can also impact retention. Astin’s study of institutions 

showed private universities anywhere and public four year colleges in northeastern or 

southern states hold the best retention records. Schools in the west tend to have higher 
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than expected attrition rates, while schools with either Roman Catholic or Protestant 

affiliations seem to have higher retention rates. Very small schools (500 or fewer) lose 

more students than might otherwise be expected but except for this, size has no consistent 

link to retention. It should be kept in mind, however, that individual institutions’ 

resources and facilities can serve to positively influence retention. For example, financial 

aid, on-campus employment opportunities, residence halls, and availability of research 

projects and honors programs would all contribute to the likelihood of increased 

retention. 

Tinto’s (1975) research on retention also assumed that certain student 

characteristics or variables were in place. Affecting the initial decision to attend college 

were variables such as academic ability, family background, and personal aspirations. 

Once the decision is made to attend college, institutional experiences affect the students’ 

decision to remain. Tinto’s student integration model found that both academic and 

social experiences in areas relating to academic performance, interactions with faculty 

and staff, extra curricular activities, and peer/group interactions impacted on not only the 

students’ integration into the college community but also on their commitment to the 

college and to the goal of completing college (Tinto, 1975). As a cornerstone of student 

retention literature, Tinto’s findings about the importance of the interactions between the 

student and the institution are critical. 

More recent work by Tinto (1987) refined his integration model to include both 

individual/psychological and institutional/sociological characteristics. This student 

departure model links the passage to adulthood in tribal societies to college student 

persistence and finds failure in both areas can be related to an individual’s ability to 
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integrate and establish a role in each type of community. He further distinguishes both 

social and intellectual integration as important elements for success. He presents the idea 

that institutions with low rates of departure are those in which students can be more fully 

integrated into the social and intellectual life of the institutional culture. 

As in his previous model, integration is at the heart of Tinto’s (1987) theory, and 

he points to two areas, incongruence and isolation, as critically linked to social 

interaction. Incongruence, when individuals feel at odds or badly fit with the institution, 

serves to diminish interactions with the institution. Isolation, when little or no social 

interaction occurs, in and of itself diminishes interactions. Both incongruence and 

isolation block involvement and interaction with an institutional community and can be 

used as measures of integration. 

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) student attrition model relates student behaviors to the 

decision to persist. They define behaviors as actions shaped by attitudes and beliefs 

resulting not only from the experience with the institution but also from external factors. 

These behaviors are based on the perception of the institutional quality and students’ 

perceptions of their own “fit” with the institution. In a study done of freshmen in a mid- 

western college done in 1989, Bean and Vesper found that the decision whether or not to 

drop out was influenced most by family approval (Bean and Vesper, 1990). 

Cabrera, Nora and Castaneda (1993) compared Tinto’s student integration model 

and Bean’s student attrition model and found that to a certain extent the two theoretical 

frameworks can be merged to more fully explain students’ decisions to stay in school. 

Their findings show that the effects of environmental factors outside the institution are 

more complex and have more impact than Tinto’s model allows for, supporting Bean’s 
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claim that environmental factors are closely linked to student retention. Carbrera et al 

(1995) conclude that a framework that considers the interplay between the individual, the 

institution and environmental variables will most fully reveal underlying processes 

related to retention. 

Still another framework for examining and explaining student attrition is 

Rusbult’s (1980) investment model. Based in traditional exchange theory, the investment 

model connects with principles of interdependence theory to form a general model of 

commitment. The model has been used to examine human behaviors and experiences 

relating to romantic relationships, friendships, and business organizations. The student 

investment model was used by Hatcher, Kryter, Prus, and Fitzgerald (1992) to illustrate 

that while student persistence is basically a function of student commitment to the 

institution, other options available to students and the amount and type of involvement 

with higher education they already have also contribute to the decision to stay or leave an 

institution. Seven constructs combine to form the central elements of the model: rewards, 

costs, alternative value, and investment size are antecedent variables which are 

considered to affect two mediating variables of satisfaction and commitment. 

Commitment is then considered a predictor of the consequent variable, behavior. Their 

study found that when considering student satisfaction (the difference between the 

rewards and costs of attending an institution), alternatives (the attractiveness of other 

choices), and investment size (the amount of time, effort, or other resources put into 

enrollment thus far), that a formula is created which can be considered to account for 

persistence. 
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There is much in the research on college student retention that tells us that 

completing college is important for the students and the institutions. Attending college 

has a significant effect on people’s lives, impacting attitudes, beliefs, job opportunities 

and security, community involvement, self-esteem, autonomy, and intellectual curiosity. 

College allows adolescents in our society a framework within which to move through 

specific tasks related to their stage of human development (Chickering, 1969; Astin, 

1977; Feldman and Newcomb, 1969). Critical factors most often considered when 

looking at retention and student success include student characteristics, institutional 

characteristics, and environmental dynamics. 

4. Intervention Strategies 

Intervention strategies currently favored in student retention encompass a holistic 

approach and focus mainly on institutional services and policies. Predicting which 

students will succeed and why can be difficult (Ramist, 1981; Brawer, 1996). Research 

sometimes produces conflicting results, and qualities specific to particular institutions can 

skew how student characteristics will effect retention. Current research by Brawer 

(1996) suggests strengthening orientation programs, developing mentoring programs, and 

providing a multiple-service strategy as three key approaches for improving retention. 

Orientation programs which clearly inform students of programs of study and services 

available at the college help to adjust student expectations to more realistic levels at the 

outset of their enrollment. Dissatisfaction with program of study is most often cited as 

reason for withdrawal (Astin, 1975; Ramist, 1981) and an adjustment to realistic 

expectations at the beginning of the program is likely to lessen later dissatisfaction 

(Ramist, 1981). 



Orientation programs which encourage faculty interaction, indeed which have 

faculty participating in the orientation program itself, can also help increase retention. 

Since research so strongly supports this interaction as correlated with retention, informing 

and encouraging students to capitalize on faculty interaction makes sense. 

Mentoring programs which by their design and operation bring together students 

and faculty outside of class will also contribute to retention (Brawer, 1996). An 

institutional culture which encourages and rewards faculty participation in a mentoring 

program would further strengthen this strategy. 

Multiple intervention strategies recommended by Brawer (1996) include 

institution specific elements relating to student needs. They may take the shape of a 

women’s center, if women are a significant part of the student body or a segment which 

has high attrition rates. A math or language study skills center may improve retention if 

difficulty with math or language courses is attributed to high attrition rates. An ESL 

program and associated supports for students from other countries may improve retention 

if a significant segment of the student body would benefit from such services. Brawer 

(1996) encourages institutions to be mindful of what is known of student characteristics 

relating to retention, and also to have an awareness of the realities of their own 

institutions, student needs, and institutional culture when planning retention strategies. 

B. Faculty Student Interaction 

One particular element of the college experience which has consistently been 

related to student retention is the faculty-student relationship. Pascarella (1980) found 

confirmation that there are significant positive outcomes which can be attributed to 
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faculty-student interaction, whether they are formal, in-class interactions or informal, out- 

of-class interactions. The areas effected by good faculty-student interaction include 

students’ personal development, academic achievement, attitudes towards college, 

educational aspirations, and institutional persistence (Pascarella, 1980). There are several 

studies which illustrate these particular aspects of the faculty-student relationship. 

1. Personal Development 

Chickering (1969) examined the overall impact of the college experience on 

students and found that it is the human interactions which carry the most impact. The 

campus, buildings, classrooms, living conditions, food, and curriculum combine to set the 

stage for the college years but it is the interactions with others that have the most effect. 

For adolescents, peers and peer culture are most important, closely followed by 

relationships with faculty. Four major vectors related to human development are 

influenced by faculty-student interaction: intellectual competence and sense of 

competence, purpose, autonomy, and integrity (Chickering, 1969). 

a. Intellectual competence and a sense of competence 

The example set, demands made, and encouragement offered by faculty all 

contribute to intellectual competence and a sense of competence. When faculty 

demonstrate competence themselves, require it of their students, and encourage its 

development in students, a powerful message of example, expectation and confidence in 

ability results. For adolescents in particular, the involvement of an older adult sharing 

intellectual discussions, problems, and experiences fosters the development and 

recognition of competence in themselves. By listening to students as they clarify their 

thinking about purposes or ideas presented through reading or discussion, faculty provide 
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students with an avenue for articulating thoughts and ideas. Faculty are often the first 

adult outside of the family unit who can provide this type and quality of communicative 

exchange. 

b. Purpose 

Chickering (1969) linked a sense of purpose with career choice and reasons for 

being in college and hypothesized that students who interact more frequently with faculty 

gain confirmation for their sense of purpose. Research by Wilson, Wood, and Gaff 

(1974) supports this hypothesis. They found that high interactors were significantly more 

sure of their career choice than were low interactors. Development of a sense of purpose 

comes from recognition of the fundamental questions which arise in relation to virtually 

all areas of study. The willingness of faculty to thoughtfully discuss and deal with the 

issues that come with the learning experience contribute to the development of the 

students’ sense of purpose. 

c. Autonomy 

Emotional independence is the first step toward autonomy. Human development 

theory shows autonomy begins with disengagement from parents, either quietly or 

through active rebellion and rejection. Either way, the support of peers and nonparental 

adults is necessary during this period. New models of relationships with people in 

authority can be developed, and an adolescent can move from dependence to rebellious 

independence and then into relationships which are characterized by mutual respect and a 

recognition of interdependence (Chickering, 1969). Katz (1962) considers the college 

teacher to be the “in between” connection of parents and the adult relationships the 

adolescent student will eventually develop throughout and after the college years. 
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d. Integrity 

Questions of values are an integral part of the educational experience. Values are 

both subtly and overtly revealed in class discussions, lectures, readings, institutional 

standards and policies, and cultural norms within the institution. When such questions 

are evoked, humanizing of values, development of congruence, and a sense of integrity 

are fostered (Chickering, 1969). The instructional goals and the degree to which faculty 

raise issues relating to values and attitudes can have an impact on the development of 

integrity. When students can integrate their own value-laden experiences with the 

educational experience an especially meaningful connection can occur. Faculty who 

have strong value commitments of their own, whether or not they are mirrored by those 

of the students, can serve to increase the development of values (Chickering, 1969). 

Endo and Harpel (1982) examined four aspects of faculty-student interaction in 

relation to student outcomes after four years. In their study they examined frequency of 

formal and informal interaction, quality of faculty advising, and helpfulness of faculty. 

They found positive effects in the areas of intellectual and personal/social outcomes of 

college as well as overall student satisfaction with the educational experience. Their 

results supported the importance of faculty-student interaction even when controlling for 

14 student pre-enrollment characteristics (Endo and Harpel, 1982). 

In order to successfully foster student development, faculty need to be accessible, 

authentic in their interactions, have knowledge, and an ability to talk with students. It 

also helps if the institutional culture and physical environment make possible, encourage, 

and reward such interactions. Endo and Harpel (1982) suggest that faculty, students, and 

administration all play a role in fostering interactions: Faculty need to be aware of the 
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difference they can make in the student experience; students need to be aware of the 

potential benefits of interacting with faculty in both formal and informal settings; 

administration needs to encourage and support interaction in real ways (Endo and Harpel, 

1982). 

2. Academic Achievement 

Much of the research on academic achievement suggests that college achievement 

is primarily attributable to student aptitude or prior achievement and that the experience 

at college may serve to modify, either positively or negatively, the importance the student 

places on academic performance (Pascarella, 1980). Peer culture is often considered to 

have the greatest effect on shaping student academic values but there is much evidence to 

suggest that faculty carry important influence as well. Spady (1971) found that a 

composite measure of faculty-student and student-peer relations to be significantly 

associated with freshman year grade point average for both men and women. Astin and 

Panos (1969) found that familiarity with instructor contributed to an increase in Graduate 

Record Examination (GRE) humanities achievement. Centra and Rock (1971) found 

when examining predicted GRE achievement, institutions which had higher than average 

scores also had higher mean values on a faculty-student interaction scale, while lower 

GRE scores were found in institutions with lower than predicted GRE scores. 

Pascarella, Terenzini, and Hibel (1978) found similar outcomes in their study. 

However, they also found that when the number of informal contacts with faculty 

increased, the rate of increase in over-achievement tended to diminish, suggesting that if 

faculty do positively influence student achievement, the most influential interactions may 

be the earlier ones. 
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There are questions in the research about causal direction. In other words, is it the 

initial perceptions of academic success which lead students to seek faculty interaction 

outside the classroom, or is it the informal interaction with faculty which positively 

effects academic performance? Other questions arise when one considers the perceptions 

faculty have of students with whom they have had out-of-class discussions, especially in 

the humanities and social sciences. Gamson (1967) suggests that grades in these cases 

may be effected by the instructors’ perceptions of students’ personal characteristics or 

interest in the topics covered in the course, thereby elevating the grade awarded to the 

students faculty have had informal contact with. Not all studies use course grades as 

measures of achievement, and it is thought that care in measurements used will yield 

more valid and insightful data on the value of faculty-student interaction as it is related to 

academic achievement (Pascarella, 1980). 

3. Attitudes Toward College 

There is considerable evidence in the research on faculty-student interaction 

which relates it to positive attitudes and general satisfaction with the college experience. 

Newcomb, Brown, Kulik, Reimer, and Reville (1970) examined a group of freshmen who 

had self selected for participation in an experimental residential college and compared it 

to groups outside of the experimental college but in the same institution. There was 

emphasis in the experimental college on faculty-student interaction, among other things. 

Their findings showed that students who spent more non-classroom time with faculty 

were significantly more satisfied with faculty, students, and administration than were 

students who had less faculty interaction. 
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Other studies report similar results. None of the studies, however, controlled for a 

number of variables which may also have contributed to the findings, including student 

expectations upon entering college, academic aptitude, or personality disposition. 

Therefore, it is difficult to use these studies to accurately evaluate the value of the effect 

of faculty-student interaction in terms of how it relates to student satisfaction. 

Spady (1971) and Astin (1977) controlled for a large number of entering student 

characteristics and found support for the value of faculty-student interaction. Astin 

(1977) found faculty-student interaction had a stronger relationship to student satisfaction 

than any other student or institutional variable. Indeed, students who interacted 

frequently with faculty also reported greater satisfaction with other areas of the college 

experience, including peer relationships, courses, intellectual environment and 

administration. Related to this, students who participated in honors programs, were 

involved in undergraduate research projects with faculty, and lived on campus were also 

more satisfied with the college experience and to be more likely to persist (Astin, 1977). 

While these findings offer us more solid confirmation of the value of faculty- 

student interaction there remains the question of causal direction, i.e. does increased 

interaction with faculty lead to more positive interactions with and perceptions of the 

college experience as a whole or do positive interactions and perceptions of the college 

experience as a whole lead to more faculty-student interaction? 

4. Educational Aspirations 

Chickering (1969) links faculty interaction with increasing students’ educational 

goals. He cites Grigg’s (1965) study which showed students who had been encouraged 

by faculty to continue on for graduate study did so more often than those who reported no 
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such encouragement; and, Greley (1962), who found, when questioning students of both 

higher and lower academic achievement, that those who had been positively influenced 

by faculty to do so were more likely to go on to further education. 

Gurin and Katz (1966) found in a study of 10 southern black colleges that second 

semester freshmen reporting a high level of faculty interaction had significantly higher 

educational aspirations than did students reporting little or no faculty interaction. While 

this particular study held constant the entering level of education aspiration, there remain 

questions about the validity of much of this research as some of it controls for some types 

of student characteristics and some of it controls for others. There is also the question 

once again of causal direction. Pascarella (1980) offers the defensible position that there 

exists a “mutually reinforcing causal loop” (Pascarella, 1980, p. 550) in which faculty- 

student informal contact increases educational aspirations which in turn results in 

students seeking more faculty interaction. 

5. Institutional Persistence 

As was discussed earlier in this paper, the literature on student persistence focuses 

heavily on the idea that the level of social and academic integration of the student is 

directly linked with persistence. It is further suggested that faculty-student interaction is 

one of the most crucial components of this integration, from both social and academic 

perspectives. Terenzini and Pascarella (1977, 1978, 1979) conducted four similar studies 

of entering freshmen and found persistence/withdrawal decisions were related to 1) total 

frequency of faculty-student informal non-classroom contact and 2) frequency of 

interactions with faculty to discuss intellectual matters. Further, the 1979 study indicated 

that the quality of the interactions may be as important as the frequency, and that both 
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frequency and quality of interactions may have different impact on different kinds of 

students. They found that students who initially had a low commitment to the goal of 

college graduation, whose parents had relatively little educational attainment, or who 

were relatively low on other measures of integration, were influenced more by the 

faculty-student interaction. This finding is important, as it shows that faculty-student 

interaction, of good frequency and quality, can serve to compensate for the lack of certain 

student characteristics related to retention (Pascarella, 1980). 

While the research on persistence as it relates to faculty-student interaction seems 

promising, it should be noted that persistence studies typically involve freshmen only. 

Indeed, many of the groups cited here were freshmen only, and there remain questions 

about the validity of applying these findings across the total undergraduate experience. 

Astin and Panos (1969) did find a correlation between the familiarity with faculty scale 

and attainment of the bachelors degree. Spady (1971), however, reported no significant 

correlation between the combined measure of faculty-student/peer interaction and 

attainment of degree. There also remains the concern for causal direction as it relates to 

the perceived benefits discussed here and throughout the literature. Pascarella’s (1980) 

suggestion of “mutually reinforcing causal loop” (p. 550) offers a framework within 

which to validate the positive outcomes which truly seem to result from good quality, 

frequent faculty-student interaction. Understanding or clarifying which came first, the 

interaction or the trait which initiated the interaction, is likely to prove impossible to do. 

Suffice it to say that benefits in terms of retention exist for undergraduate students and 

for institutions when there is good faculty-student interaction. 
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C. Adult Undergraduate Retention 

Because adult students now make up a significant portion of the undergraduate 

population there has been increasing interest in factors which contribute to their success 

(Bean and Metzner, 1985; Scarbecz, 1995; Scarbecz and Purkey, 1992). Many 

researchers are asking whether or not the undergraduate experience is different for 

younger and older college students and, if so, in what ways. Theoretical models 

developed with traditional age students in mind are being reconsidered from the 

perspective of the older student. Research models which have provided insight into the 

undergraduate experience are being applied to adult students to see if they hold the same 

meaning for undergraduates regardless of age. Questions are being asked about the 

applicability for older students of existing conceptual models relating to college student 

retention and attrition, most of which are based on the traditional age freshman 

population. 

This section gives a brief overview of a conceptual model for adult undergraduate 

attrition and reviews the literature on a variety of issues related to adult undergraduate 

retention. It examines some comparison studies which were based on applying 

traditional frameworks to adult students, and then reviews research specific to the adult 

undergraduate experience related to roles, external communities, and developmental tasks 

for adults. 

1. A Conceptual Model 

Bean and Metzner (1985) developed an early and important conceptual model for 

nontraditional undergraduate student attrition. For the purposes of their study, they 

defined “nontraditional” as students who are adult (older than 24), part-time, or 
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commuters, a broader definition than that used in this paper. Despite this difference, 

there are elements in their model which address critical components of the adult 

undergraduate experience and so are useful to consider here. They felt a new model was 

needed because the existing models of Spady (1970), Tint3 (1975), and Pascarella (1980) 

explained the attrition process as it related to student socialization processes and 

nontraditional students were characterized by the lack of social integration (Bean and 

Metzner, 1985). Bean and Metzner’s model is based on social integration variables 

creating minimal impact on adult retention, while environmental variables outside of the 

college environment create greater impact. In addition, nontraditional students were also 

seen to have environmental factors impacting on them which were different than 

traditional students: 1) less interaction in the college environment with peers and faculty, 

and 2) much greater interaction with the external environment (Bean and Metzner, 1985). 

2. Comparison Studies 

In 1993 Ashar and Skenes conducted a study of 25 groups of adult undergraduates 

in a college of management and business to determine if Tinto’s (1975) student departure 

model could be applied to this group. They were interested in particular in learning if 

academic and social integration concepts held true for adult students. The data showed 

that classes that were smaller and were socially integrated retained more students than 

larger, less socially integrated classes. This finding was interpreted to mean that the 

social environment in which the learning takes place is what keeps adult learners 

enrolled, supporting in part Tinto’s (1975) theory and refuting Bean and Metzner (1985). 

It did not support academic and career integration as contributing to retention of adult 

students. The authors attribute this to the specific group being studied and feel that what 
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was found here might not necessarily hold true in other groups (Ashar and Skenes, 1993). 

A shortcoming of this study was the lack of control for certain student preenrollment 

characteristics. 

In another study which explored Tinto’s (1975) integration and commitment 

model, Grosset (1991) looked at younger and older first-time students enrolled full- or 

part-time at a large, urban community college. Her study examined persistence as related 

to components of Tinto’s model, preentry characteristics, initial goals and commitments, 

integration, subsequent goals and commitments, and external commitments. Her findings 

showed that integration was more important to younger students, with out-of-class faculty 

integration scale scored highest, while self-assessed study skills were more important to 

older students. For both groups, student perceptions of cognitive and personal 

development were important to persistence as was goal commitment (Grosset, 1991). 

Kasworm and Pike (1994) questioned the appropriateness of using a traditional 

model of academic performance for adult undergraduates. Many of the standard 

background characteristics found in successful college students are simply not found in 

the adult undergraduate population. For example, adult students are more likely to be 

married, come from families of lower socioeconomic status and lower parental 

educational attainment (Bean and Metzner, 1985). In a study of older freshmen, Metzner 

(1986) found that they took fewer college preparatory courses in high school and had 

lower class rankings than their traditional age counterparts. 

Adult student involvement in campus activities tends to be limited, and this type 

of involvement is seen by adults as being less important to their academic experience 

than do younger students (Bean and Metzner, 1985). Certainly greater family and work 
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responsibilities contribute to this view, and it is also likely that the college activities and 

services are, in many cases, inappropriate and inconveniently scheduled for adult students 

(Kasworm and Pike, 1994). All of this points to a contradiction in assumptions made in 

the literature on the impact of student characteristics, college involvement, and predicted 

academic performance. 

In an attempt to explore this contradiction, Kasworm and Pike (1994) designed 

their study to include background characteristics (gender, high school grade point 

average, and entering enhanced ACT scores) and college experiences (coursework, 

involvement, and satisfaction). Coursework measures were engineering/science and 

business. Involvement was broken down into three components: cultural, faculty-student 

involvement, and peer involvement. Cultural involvement related to attendance at 

campus plays, films, and concerts. Faculty-student involvement was addressed by four 

questions about the number of faculty students knew well enough to ask for a letter of 

recommendation, amount of interaction with faculty outside of class, availability of 

students’ advisors, and willingness of advisors to help. Peer involvement was addressed 

by questions about the number of close relationships with other students, perceived 

quality of the students, and perceived quality of interactions with students (Kasworm and 

Pike, 1994). 

In their study, student variables for younger and older students studied held true to 

expectations. Younger students had a higher ACT assessment and high school grade 

point average, were more likely to enroll full-time, and less likely to be transfer students. 

Younger students were also more likely to be single and to come from families with 

higher socioeconomic status. The adult students had many of the pre-entry 
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characteristics and enrollment patterns usually associated with attrition. There were 

differences, however, in two aspects of the experience of the two groups. Older students 

had higher rates of faculty-student interaction and higher college grade point averages. 

Although older students entered college at what is considered a disadvantage, they 

outperformed younger students academically. This research confirms that the 

interrelationships between college grades, college experiences, and background 

characteristics differ for traditional and adult undergraduates (Kasworm and Pike, 1994). 

From the field of sociology, Scarbecz (1995) points to several aspects of the 

student of retention and poses questions of the applicability of standard practices to the 

adult undergraduate population. His work identifies variables especially in the areas of 

work and family life which influence student persistence and offers comparisons between 

traditional and older students, 

a. Social supports 

Acknowledging that social supports are important for both groups, Scarbecz 

(1995) proposes that their sources are quite different. Peer (i.e. other college students) 

support is most important to younger students, while older students find more support 

from members of their community outside of college (i.e. spouse, other family members, 

and coworkers). Family members' assistance in juggling multiple responsibilities 

common to adult students may be the most crucial factor in adult student persistence, 

especially for women (Scarbecz, 1995). His research showed spouses, children, parents, 

friends and coworkers cited as social supports for adult students. 
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b. Institutional commitment 

Because of community ties and the unlikelihood of moving to attend a school 

outside of that community, older undergraduates are more likely to complete their 

degrees at the school they entered as an adult. Work location, family ties, civic 

responsibilities, children's schools, and spouses’ work location combine to provide a 

powerful incentive to remain at an institution. In addition, if an adult student transferred 

a significant number of credits, additional transfers may not prove worthwhile and so the 

potential of losing credit if transferring is further inducement to stay and complete. 

c. Working conditions 

The number of hours worked is only one factor to consider, according to Scarbecz 

(1995). He proposes that the flexibility a job may offer in terms of schedule of work 

hours, ability to do work at home, and ability to delegate work or job share can all impact 

positively on a students’ ability to persist. In addition, employer support, both moral and 

financial support, helps students persist (Scarbecz, 1995). 

d. Role conflict 

Traditional age students seldom cite role related reasons for drop out, but it is 

much more common for adult students (Scarbecz, 1995; Hanniford and Sagaria, 1994). 

Because older students are likely to have had more experience balancing a variety of 

roles, some may have developed more skills or strategies for doing so. In his research, 

Scarbecz (1995) found persisters were able to renegotiate their role agreements with 

important people in their lives, thereby reducing or eliminating role conflict in certain 

areas. 
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3. Roles 

Roles and role conflict is an area well represented in the research on adult 

undergraduates. Finding a lack of a theoretical model for nontraditional student 

adjustment, Chartrand (1990) developed a causal model by combining social psychology 

and a person-environment fit paradigm. Her research showed two themes emerging from 

the literature on nontraditional student adjustment: the importance of positive self- 

evaluation and commitment to the student role (Chartrand, 1990). Cross (1981), 

Brandenburg (1974), and Miller (1978) all referred to the evaluative assessment of one’s 

self as a student as being critical to adult student success and found evidence of older 

students, especially women, being more likely to underestimate their abilities and lack of 

confidence in the academic setting. 

Nontraditional students often have difficulty maintaining balance and 

commitment to multiple roles when they add the often demanding role of student onto an 

already full life. Blutell and Greenhaus (1982) found an inverse relation between the 

level of commitment to work or school and commitment to family roles. As was stated 

earlier, Astin’s research found that age, working full-time, having children, and, for 

women, being married when entering college, conditions defining a multiple role 

situation, were all correlated with attrition (Astin, 1975). 

The concept of person/environment congruence was developed by Lewin (1935), 

who considered behavior as a result of the interaction between the person and the 

environment. Subsequent work in this area has shown that a good fit between person and 

environment results in good performance, satisfaction, adjustment, and continued 

engagement (Chartrand, 1990). Tinto (1987) and Bean (1980) incorporate the concept of 

person/environment congruence in their research on retention. What Chartrand (1990) 
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provides in her work is a link between recognized, specific intervention points for adult 

student success (positive self-evaluation and role identity) and the person/environment 

fit. She suggests that early intervention which increases adult students’ evaluations of 

themselves and serves to increase the importance they place on their role as student may 

be a way of promoting student adjustment and improving the person/environment fit 

(Chartrand, 1990). 

Scarbecz and Purkey (1992) examined role conflict and role overload for adult 

undergraduates from a sociological perspective. Defining “role conflict” as a situation 

where various roles in a person’s life contain incompatible elements and “role overload” 

as a lack of time, energy, and resources to live up to or meet the demands of a role, 

Scarbecz and Purkey explored how adult undergraduates determine the importance of the 

student role. 

Beginning with reasons why adults return to school, Scarbecz and Purkey found 

points which differ in subtle but in important ways from reasons commonly given by 

traditional students. Reasons given for returning to school included: 

1) a turning point or life crisis which caused reflection on life’s progress; 

2) the ability to progress in one’s field of work, or to stay employed at the 

current level by adding learning in new areas; 

3) the wish to become like what they perceive is expected of them by important 

others in their life (i.e. having a spouse or social circle made up of people with 

a undergraduate or graduate or professional degrees). 

He then explored levels of role conflict and role overload experienced, finding 

that both were universally reported by his research sample. He found they made efforts 
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to eliminate or renegotiate expectations for certain roles, and in other ways make 

adjustments which would allow room for the student role in their lives. When he 

questioned how they defined themselves to important others, however, he found that 

older students demonstrated a low commitment to the student role. Nearly all adult 

students sampled mentioned family and work roles first, with the student role mentioned 

last, if at all (Scarbecz and Purkey, 1992). He interpreted this finding as confirmation that 

adult students did not develop meaningful relationships as a result of school involvement, 

but that family, job, and social circles outside of school served that purpose, and were 

firmly in place before enrolling. Therefore, they identified themselves most closely with 

roles they have which relate most closely with those relationships. Although they made 

room for the student role, as was evidenced by continued enrollment and high GPA, it 

“appears to be a rigidly compartmentalized part of their lives.” (Scarbecz and Purkey, 

p. 13). 

Despite this compartmentalization, adult students place great importance on their 

return to school and their student experience. Many viewed it as a transformative 

experience and a source of a sense of increased self-worth. For women especially, the 

return to school provides a place to step outside of socially defined, and often confining, 

roles and become more in touch with themselves as thinking, active beings. The 

development of intellectual capacities which can occur in the academic setting is not 

usually found in other life roles and is much valued by returning adults (Scarbecz and 

Purkey, 1992). 

Marienau and Chickering (1982) also found support for the idea that the student 

role is secondary for adult students, while it is more likely to be primary for younger 
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students. Jarvis (1987) also supported the view that a significant difference between 

younger and older students was the external, situational elements related to adult roles. 

Hanniford and Sagaria (1994) examined the impact of work and family roles on 

degree completion among adult undergraduates between the ages of 25 and 32. Including 

both associates and bachelors degree seekers in their sample, they based their research on 

the background characteristics of race/ethnicity, parental socioeconomic status, high 

school program, college attendance prior to 1973, and degree plans in 1979 (the study 

was done in 1986). Because the life stage of the group studied involves career and 

family establishment, information relating to these two roles areas were separated into six 

related variables: relationship pattern, childbirth, age of youngest child, employment 

pattern, number of jobs, and enrollment pattern (Hanniford and Sagaria, 1994). They 

found that family responsibilities impact completion in ways that are complex and not 

clear-cut. Role strain and overload related to combining student and parent roles can 

make attending college difficult but not necessarily impossible for parents. Similarly, 

Grosset (1991) found a correlation between difficulty of blending parenting roles with 

student roles and the commitment to finish school, and interpreted the importance of 

surviving this struggle as the student’s commitment to family success as related to her 

success as a student. 

In relation to employment patterns, Hanniford and Sagaria (1994) found a more 

substantial impact, but one which may also be dualistic in nature. On one hand, employer 

morale and financial support can make completion possible, while on the other hand lack 

of support may directly interfere with completion. They concluded that life 

circumstances usually expected to impact on completion may actually have more to do 

37 



with the initial decision to enroll than the ability to persist. Even though multiple roles 

and role overload exist for most adult undergraduates, once the commitment is made to 

return to college, there is motivation to do the juggling or adjustments necessary to reach 

their goal (Hanniford and Sagaria, 1994). They found, in fact, that adult students’ degree 

plans was the single most significant variable in the group they studied. This finding 

supports previous research on persistence by Astin (1975) and Bean (1980), as well as 

others. 

4. Internal and External Communities 

Closely related to roles are the communities in which the college student exists. 

The “internal” community includes all those who are part of the college experience (i.e. 

faculty, staff, students). The “external” community includes all those who are part of life 

outside of college (i.e. spouse, children, parents, siblings, employers, co-workers, 

friends). Several studies have determined that the internal community is directly related 

to retention for traditional age students (Tinto, 1975; Pascarella, 1980). Bean and 

Metzner’s (1985) model has as an intregal part of it the consideration that internal 

community holds little or no importance for adult students and focused on the importance 

of the external community. More recent research has explored the effect of the influence 

of both internal and external communities for different groups, testing Bean and 

Metzner’s findings. Naretto (1995) studied persisters and nonpersisters in terms of the 

influence of both internal and external communities. She concludes that membership in a 

supportive community is critical for the success of adult undergraduate students. She 

found that persisters reported support stemming from both internal and external 

communities, while nonpersisters felt their external communities provided more support 
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than their internal communities. While nonpersisters did cite external variables as 

reasons for discontinuance (health problems, money, employment demands), they also 

indicated they had had difficulty with instructors or felt they were not well “connected” 

to the institution, but they did not identify these negatives as reasons why they left 

school. Persisters also faced similar negatives, but they reported that the negatives were 

balanced out by support and encouragement from both communities. The findings here 

seem to contradict Bean and Metzners (1985) assertion that the internal community holds 

little relevance for the adult student. Naretto’s findings suggest that some social or 

academic connection with the campus community is very important to adult students. 

Persisters reported greater positive involvement with the internal community than 

nonpersisters, leading Naretto to conclude that a supportive college community is a 

critical factor for adult student retention (Naretto, 1995). 

Reporting on the results of an adult learner task force, Hoffman, Posteraro, and 

Presz (1994) found graduates interviewed in a telephone survey cited faculty as most 

important in their successfully completing a degree, and that this positive faculty 

interaction was the main way in which the college contributed to their success. They 

reported that their own effort, the support of family, and the support of the college in 

general also contributed to their success but to a somewhat lesser degree (Hoffman, 

Pasteraro, and Presz, 1994). 

It appears that adult students have been found to be influenced by both internal 

and external communities, and that the positive effects of one can balance negative 

effects of the other. Adults benefit from a good institutional fit and report that college 



support, often embodied in faculty interaction, has helped them in significant ways to 

reach the goal of graduation. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLGY AND DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

A. Introduction 

This chapter describes the methodology used in the research project. It identifies 

the population studied and revisits the research questions. In addition, a survey 

instrument is included, and specific interview questions and procedures used in 

interviewing are given. Lastly, it describes methods used for data collection, analysis and 

reporting. 

B. Description of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if faculty-student interaction has an 

impact on adult undergraduate student retention. By examining what is considered by 

persistent students themselves to have contributed most to their successful goal 

completion, this study explored whether faculty-student interaction contributes to the 

success of adult students. 

To gain an understanding of whether adult undergraduate students benefit from 

faculty-student interaction, and if so, what elements of faculty interaction are meaningful 

to students, and in what ways they are meaningful, the following research questions were 

considered: 

1) Does faculty-student interaction have an affect on adult undergraduate 

retention? 
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2) What does that interaction consist of and what are its most important elements 

or characteristics? 

3) How do adult students conceptualize the impact of faculty-student interaction? 

A survey was used to gather general demographic and academic background 

information about the students being studied, and in-depth interviews were conducted 

with eight respondents in order to provide more salient details and descriptions of 

students’ conceptualizations of the faculty-student interaction experience. 

C, Research Methodology 

Quantitative and qualitative research methods were used. Quantitative research in 

the form of descriptive statistics provided contextual data through which the qualitative 

data could be understood. Qualitative research is appropriate here as the primary 

research methodology because the research questions have to do with student perceptions 

and experiences of relationships. Bogdan and Bicklen (1992) define qualitative research 

as that which seeks to describe and understand the meaning of events or experience of 

people in particular situations. Five elements are found to some degree in all qualitative 

research: (1) the natural setting is the direct source of data and the researcher is the key 

instrument, (2) it is descriptive, (3) it is concerned with process rather than simply 

outcomes or products, (4) data is analyzed inductively and (5) understanding the 

participants’ perspectives is the essential concern (Bogdan and Bicklen, 1992). 

Theories in the areas of college student retention were used as a framework for 

the study, particularly work done in the area of faculty-student interaction and adult 

student retention. A basic research approach was utilized in this study, with the 
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theoretical base being that of phenomenology, which asks “What is the structure and 

essence of experience of this phenomenon for these people?” (Patton, 1990). The 

phenomenon being experienced in this case was faculty-student interaction as 

experienced and conceptualized by adult undergraduates. 

My research design is that of basic research, given that the purpose is to 

understand and explain. Drawing on theories of college student retention, this study 

serves to further inform adult student retention theory by exploring the relevance faculty- 

student interaction holds for adult students. Problems this study addresses include such 

things as increasing faculty awareness of the way in which their interactions with adult 

students are valued, perceived, or conceptualized, and enriching the adult student 

experience by creating more or less opportunity for faculty interaction. 

D. Design 

1. Site and Subjects 

An important element to phenomenology is that it considers that there is an 

essence or essences to commonly shared experience (Patton, 1990). This study explored 

in more general ways the larger number of students surveyed and more in-depth the 

individual experiences of the smaller number of students interviewed. The experiences 

they have in common are the attendance at and near completion of the bachelors degree 

at UMass Amherst, a range of course work involving a number of different faculty 

members, the status of being an adult student by virtue of being 25 or older, and 

involvement in both internal and external communities. 
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This approach emerged as I began formalizing my research questions. Does 

faculty interaction really make a difference for older undergraduates? Is it likely to be 

the same as or different from the traditional student experience? How do adult students 

view their relationships and interactions with faculty members who may be the same age 

or younger than they themselves are? 

While these questions could be asked of any adult student at any point of the 

educational process, I chose to focus on degree seeking students who are very near to 

reaching their goal of graduation for three reasons. Being matriculated in a particular 

major is likely to indicate a stronger connection with an institution than enrollment in 

courses as a non-matriculated continuing education student. Also, having been enrolled 

for a longer period of time, students who have nearly completed a degree would have had 

more opportunity to work with a larger number of faculty members, and be more likely to 

have taken upper level courses, and been involved in independent study or research 

projects with individual faculty. Finally, being within 12 credits of graduation, the 

students studied here may be considered to be successful degree completers. 

The research was conducted at a large, public research university, the University 

of Massachusetts Amherst. The University (UMass) has approximately 18,000 

undergraduate students enrolled in its main day division, some 1200 of which are 

categorized as adult undergraduates for the purpose of this study, 25 years or older and 

matriculated in an undergraduate degree program. Of this group of 1200 adult 

undergraduates, approximately 339 were currently active in the fall 1998 semester and 

had 12 or fewer credits to complete for graduation. 
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The research project surveyed the approximately 339 undergraduates who were 

enrolled in fall 1998 in the penultimate or final semester of study, that is, they had at that 

time 12 credits or less to complete for graduation. The proximity to graduation is 

considered here to define them as students who have been successfully retained by the 

university, or who have persisted in their efforts to complete the undergraduate degree. 

In terms of Astin’s (1975) labeling, they could be categorized as either graduates or as 

stop-outs who returned to become graduates. 

2. Sampling Procedures 

The survey was first mailed early in the spring 1999 semester to the home 

addresses of students who met the criteria for inclusion in the study, a total of 339 

students. Surveys were coded so that student names did not appear. A second mailing 

was sent four weeks later to non-respondents, and a total of 138 completed surveys were 

returned. Those to be interviewed were randomly chosen from survey respondents. A 

total of eight interviews were conducted. 

E. Data Collection 

1. Phase I: Survey of University of Massachusetts Adult Undergraduates 

The survey was made up of four parts. In the first part, self-reported demographic 

data were requested on a cover sheet. The next part of the survey (called Section I), 

collected data about the participants’ perceptions of four areas of the undergraduate 

experience at UMass. The four areas were: (1) UMass in general; (2) the academic major 

they were enrolled in; (3) their interaction with faculty; and, (4) their interaction with 

students. Eighteen questions addressed factors relating to student persistence in these 
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four areas. All but two of the questions in this section used a five-point Likert scale 

rating. 

The next section (called Section II) of the survey was taken from a recent research 

project conducted by the New England Adult Research Network (NEAR-Net), and used a 

five-point Likert scale rating for 48 questions relating to the decision to attend college, 

the decision to remain in college, and sources of support while students were in college. 

Two open-ended questions were also included in Section II, one which asked the top 

three reasons students chose to return to college and a final question about what they 

considered contributed the most to their ability to persist. 

The survey was mailed to students’ home addresses the week of March 13, 1999 

and a second mailing was sent to non-respondents four weeks later. The researcher 

allowed for a total of 12 weeks response time (through May 31, 1999) and ended data 

collection at that time. Copies of the cover letter and survey are found in Appendix A. 

2. Phase II: In-Depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews were conducted with eight survey respondents over a five 

month period (June 3 through November 2, 1999). Although the original intent had been 

to tape record interviews, hesitancy on the part of the first two subjects to have their 

comments taped resulted in the use of extensive, detailed note taking. Past experience in 

conducting qualitative interviews gave the researcher the skills needed to complete this 

process successfully. The somewhat slower pace this practice set for the interview 

process gave students time to reflect on their responses. When needed, parts of responses 

were read back to interview subjects for purposes of clarification, and subjects were more 

likely to make ancillary comments which served to further illuminate points they were 
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making. Immediately following each interview, post-interview notes were made and 

complete interview notes were fully transcribed soon thereafter. The interview questions 

were designed to address the research questions of this study and to explore the student 

experience in relation to factors commonly related to student retention. Copies of the 

interview guide and questions are included in Appendix B. 

F. Analysis of Data 

The survey data was analyzed to provide a demographic profile of participants in 

the study. Comparisons were made when possible to the existing literature on adult 

student retention in general and on adult student-faculty interaction in particular. The 

open-ended questions were analyzed for both common and distinct themes across the 

group which provide an additional dimension to the students’ experiences. 

The interview data was analyzed using a process through which recurring themes 

and issues are identified. This process may be described as one in which “the 

challenge is to make sense of massive amounts of data, reduce the volume of information, 

identity significant patterns, and construct a framework for communicating the essence of 

what the data reveal” (Patton, 1990, pp 371-372). Inductive analysis was used to 

identify the themes or categories for analysis, a process which allows the themes to 

emerge from the data rather than being set prior to data collection and analysis. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

A. Introduction 

This chapter will present the research findings in the order in which the data were 

collected. The research project was comprised of three types of data gathering methods: 

a quantitative survey, open-ended questions and interviews. 

The quantitative section included questions on demographics, which provide a 

context within which to understand the data. It also contained questions in two distinct 

areas: factors related to the undergraduate experience which are internal to the university, 

and factors relating to the decision to attend, the decision to remain, and sources of 

support which have been linked in the literature to college student retention. 

The qualitative section consisted of two open-ended questions and eight 

interviews. Two open-ended questions asked for a rank order of the top three reasons for 

the return to school, and what contributed most to their ability to persist in their program 

of study. The interview questions allowed for the most expansive responses and asked 

again about the decision to return to school, most important contributors to their ability to 

persist, from both inside and outside the University. In addition, questions were posed 

about obstacles they faced or elements that were missing that would have helped had they 

been in place. 

The questions that made up the second part of the survey questions and the open- 

ended questions were taken from a 1999 research project done by the New England Adult 
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Research Network (NEAR-Net) and were used in order to determine if findings of this 

research project could replicate findings in that multi-site study. The interviews were 

conducted in order to gain a better understanding of the personal experience of a small 

subset of the students. This chapter will present the findings of each section of the 

research project. 

B. Quantitative Findings 

1. Survey Section I. Demographics 

Of the 138 respondents, 46% were women and 54% were men (Table 1). Four 

clusters by major were found among respondents: Sciences and Mathematics; 

Humanities; Professional Schools and Public Health; and Interdisciplinary Studies (Table 

2). 

Ages ranged from 25 to 57, with 51% respondents aged 25 - 30 years, 28% 

respondents 31-40 years, and 21% over 40 years (Table 3). 

The length of time enrolled at UMass ranged from two to four semesters (20%) to 

13 or more semesters (3%) (Table 4). The expected predominance of transfer students 

indicated by these figures is repeated in the number of transfer credits reported: 44% 

reported transferring between 60 and 75 credits; 19% reported transferring between 40 

and 59 credits; leaving 37% having transferred 35 credits or less (Table 5). Self-reported 

grade point averages spread between 1.98 and 4.0, with 3.25 as the mean (Table 6). 

Mothers’ educational attainment level was concentrated at 32% having completed 

some college, with a total of 23% having completed bachelor’s degrees or higher, and 

11% having less than a high school diploma. Fathers’ educational attainment level was 



concentrated at 33% having completed bachelor’s degrees or higher, and 12% having less 

than a high school diploma (Table 7). Responses showed that 22% were not employed at 

the time they completed the survey, 47% were employed part-time, and 29% were 

employed full time (Table 8). 

Most respondents (44%) were in households they described as “adults living 

alone or with family/friends” (i.e. not with partners); 26% live with partners and one to 

four children, 18% live with a partner only, and 5% live as single parents with one or two 

children (Table 9). Racially, respondents were white (78%), Asian (7%), Black/Cape 

Verdian (5%), Hispanic (4%), and other (7%) (Table 10). 

The demographics of the population of adult undergraduates at UMass Amherst 

who responded to this survey give us a sense of a widely varied group in most areas, with 

common areas being heavily weighted in race (mostly white), in being transfer students, 

and working only part time or not at all. In addition, roughly half of the respondents 

cluster in the 25 to 30 age group, and half are over thirty. Equal numbers live as adults 

alone or with family/friends, as live with partners with or without children. 

This population reflects in some ways the portrayal in much of the literature as 

adult undergraduates being a diverse group with diverse needs. However, the group 

studied here is more racially homogeneous and younger on average than the adult 

undergraduate population nation wide (Chronicle of Higher Education, 1997). This 

homogeneity is likely attributable in large part to the demographics of the Northeast, and 

the rural setting of the campus. Potential employment and the draw such opportunities 

have for broader demographics associated with metropolitan areas are not present in the 

western Massachusetts setting. 
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2. Survey Section II. Internal Factors 

a. UMass overall 

Responses to students’ impressions of their undergraduate experience at UMass 

overall showed 71% rating it excellent or good. The quality of education was scored 

even higher at 78% rating it excellent or good. However, responses to how well 

integrated into the larger UMass community these students feel, the rating fell to 28% as 

very well or well integrated, 28% average, and 44% only fair or poorly integrated (Table 

11). 

b. Academic major 

Respondents’ opinions of their academic departments showed 71% rating very 

high or fairly high. Fully 72% rated the quality of the learning as part of their major as 

very high or fairly high. With regard to involvement in academic departments 31% felt 

very or fairly highly involved with their academic department, 40% felt average 

involvement, and 30% felt below average or very low involvement. Academic advising 

within departments was rated as very or fairly high by 40%, average by 38%, and below 

average or very low by 22% of respondents. The degree to which involvement in their 

academic department contributed to their progress thus far towards completion of the 

degree was scored as very or fairly high by 35%, average by 42%, and below average or 

very low by 22% (Table 12). 

Students felt a higher level of involvement with the their major academic 

department than with the institution as a whole. Fifty-six percent felt average to high 

levels of involvement with UMass overall, but 70% felt average to high levels of 
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involvement with their academic department. Nearly one-third felt only fair to poor 

major department involvement, 

c. Faculty interaction 

Respondents described the level of interest of UMass faculty in general as 43% 

rating very or fairly high, 36% as average, and 18% as below average or low. They rated 

interest of faculty in their academic departments as 55% very or fairly high, 29% as 

average, and 15% as below average or low (Table 13). 

When asked about a variety of possible modes of interaction respondents most 

often cited talking one-on-one before and after class and least often cited social 

interactions not related to school (Table 14). Attending school related events and talking 

on the phone with faculty scored next least often respectively. 

Seventy-four percent of respondents know between one and four faculty well 

enough to ask for a letter of recommendation, and 12% know five or more faculty well 

enough. Only 11% indicated they did not know any faculty member well enough to ask 

for a recommendation (Table 15). 

Of the respondents, 59% reported that faculty have encouraged them to go on to 

graduate school, 5% reported that faculty have discouraged them about attending 

graduate school. Fifty-nine percent reported faculty encouraged them to stay with their 

program of study, while ten percent reported faculty encouraged them to leave their 

program of study (Table 16). 

• When asked if they felt faculty interacted differently with them than with 

younger students because of their age or experience, 59% indicated very much so or 

somewhat, 15% were unsure, and 14% thought not much or not at all. What is not known 
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is the quality of that difference, and whether it was perceived by the students surveyed as 

a positive or negative aspect of their interaction with faculty. Certainly in most written 

and spoken comments related to this, students perceived being treated differently than 

younger students as a positive element, relating to recognition of their experience with or 

interest in the subject. When asked the degree to which they felt faculty interaction or 

involvement with faculty contributed to their progress thus far in completing their 

degrees, 53% rated very much so or somewhat, 15% rated unsure, and 30% rated not 

much or not at all (Table 17). 

Faculty were rated as an important factor contributing to the decision to remain 

in college by 59% of respondents (Section II, question 21), and similarly 53% felt that 

faculty interaction or involvement with faculty contributed to some degree to their 

progress toward degree completion. 

Responses given to six possible modes of contact between students and faculty 

indicate that those kinds of interactions that happen as part of the classroom or 

institutional setting are most likely to occur. Most frequently cited was talking before or 

after class (71% did so three or more times in a semester). Meeting outside of class time 

(57% did so three or more times in a semester) was second highest. Respondents 

reported 57% attended school related events with a faculty member at least once, and 

27% attended social gatherings with a faculty member at least once. 

This level of interaction is reflected in the number of faculty members adult 

undergraduates feel they know well enough to ask for a letter of recommendation. 

Eighty-seven percent feel they know one or more faculty members well enough to 

request a letter of recommendation, and 49% know three or more. Eleven percent 
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reported they know no faculty from whom they could ask a recommendation, and 38% 

report they know only one or two. 

d. Student interaction 

When asked to describe the extent of their involvement with other UMass students, 

20% rated it very high or fairly high, 40% rated it average, and 38% rated it below 

average or very low. When asked the same question in regards to other students in their 

academic departments, 26% rated it very high or fairly high, 40% rated it average, and 

33% rated it below average or very low. When asked how much they felt their 

involvement with other students contributed to their progress thus far in completing their 

degrees, 24% rated it very high or fairly high, 28% rated it as average, and 46% rated it 

as below average or very low (Table 18). 

In summary, respondents were generally quite satisfied with the UMass experience, 

and even more so with their academic major. Often, an adult undergraduate student's 

overall experience of an institution is in large part made up of involvement in a particular 

major, especially if they transfer credit which meets lower level major or general 

education requirements, leaving primarily courses in the major to complete. Thus, it is 

not surprising to see similar levels of satisfaction with the institution overall and with the 

major academic department. For these students, the UMass experience was the major 

academic departmental experience. 

3. Survey Section III. Reasons to Attend; Decision to Remain; Importance of Support 

a. Reasons to attend 

The top four reasons for attending college were to gain knowledge/improve skills 

(96%), enrichment/personal growth (93%), career advancement (90%), and earn a 
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credential (84%). Interestingly, the responses fell sharply for the rest of the factors with 

career change (51%), meet new people (46%) salary inequity (38%) and funds becoming 

available (34%), representing a middle cluster. Factors relating younger child(ren) in 

school (13%), break-up of primary relationship (12%), passed over for promotion (12%), 

child(ren) leaving home (7%), and job loss (6%) represented the least important factors 

contributing to the decision to attend college (Table 19). 

b. Decision to remain 

The top five factors influencing students’ decision to remain in college were the 

desire for the degree (97%), enjoyment of learning (96%), accredited college (83%), 

affordable (82%) and particular program (82%). Less important were factors relating to 

availability of financial aid (73%), school’s reputation (70%), acceptance of previous 

credit (65%), faculty (59%), approach to learning (59%), supportive advising (57%), 

proximity to home (57%) and flexible scheduling (53%). Factors relating to independent 

study (33%), credit for life experience (32%), accelerated study (28%), credit for 

examinations (28%), recommended by friend/family (28%), self-designed program 

(25%), special services for adults (18%) and credit for military experience (4%) 

represented the least important factors contributing to the decision to remain in college 

(Table 20). 

c. Importance of support 

Respondents rated most highly in terms of support for the return to college friend 

(81%), faculty (76%), other family members (73%), and parents (72%). A second cluster 

near the top ratings consists of fellow student (61%), advisor (62%), and spouse or 

primary relationships (59%). Dropping sharply in importance is support from mentor 
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(39%), employer (37%), co-worker (33%), administrative staff at college (33%), children 

(28%), counselor (27%), and clerical or support staff at college (22%) (Table 21). 

C. Open-Ended Questions 

1. Top Three Reasons for Attending 

When asked to rank order in an open-ended question format the top three reasons 

they decided to attend college, respondents to the survey reiterated the emphasis found in 

the previous question sets, although in reverse order. In this question set, job and career 

related reasons were most often given first ranking, desire for the degree most often given 

second ranking, and personal growth and development most often given third ranking 

(Table 22). The order shifts somewhat when considering frequency of mention across 

rankings: first again is job and career related, second is personal growth and 

development, and third is desire (Table 23). In the previous question set related to this 

topic, which used Likert scale ratings, respondents gave top ranking to gaining 

knowledge/improve skills, followed by enrichment/personal growth, career advancement, 

and earn a credential. Phrases commonly given as open-ended responses were “good 

job,” “better career,” “career advancement,” and “increase income.” Related to personal 

growth and development, phrases commonly used were “learning,” “get a good 

education,” “gain knowledge,” and “personal fulfillment.” 

Sharply below these top three were a number of reasons which included mention 

of money being available for school, time being available, health or other life 

circumstances changing, needing the degree “just in case”, encouragement from others, 
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and availability and/or close proximity of a particular program of study. All of these 

various reasons combined across rankings to equal some 20% of all responses. 

2. What Contributed Most to Your Ability to Persist? 

When asked what contributed most to their ability to persist in their educational 

efforts, many respondents tended to give more than one answer. Reasons most often 

given as the first response were related to self discipline or personal motivation or 

maturity, as evidenced by responses such as “determination,” “willpower/determination” 

and “complete lifelong goal.” Second most common initial responses related to support 

from others, with phrases including such things as “support of family, friends, 

instructors,” “support of two friends,” and “support of wife and daughter.” Falling 

sharply below these two as factors contributing to persistence were job/career related, 

finances, and love of learning (Table 24). Across all responses, the most frequently cited 

was related to the support of people around them (family, friends, faculty, and advisors), 

and second most frequently cited was related to self-discipline and motivation (Table 25). 

D. Interview Findings 

Eight interviews were conducted with randomly selected survey respondents. 

Five subjects were women and three were men. Interviews were conducted at a time and 

place of the subjects’ convenience, and extensive notes were taken and then transcribed 

by the interviewer/researcher. Of the eight subjects, one was still enrolled and 

completing her final semester of study (nursing major), two were in graduate school 

(University Without Walls major enrolled in law school, and civil engineering major 

enrolled in geo-technical engineering), four were working in their fields of study 
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(exercise science, civil engineering, accounting, and animal science majors), and one was 

looking for work (double major in theatre and English). 

Using pseudonyms, each interview subject will be briefly introduced in this 

section and a synopsis of responses to interview questions will be given. 

1. Interview Subject 1: Amy 

Amy had just graduated with a double major in theatre and English, and was 

looking for a job and preparing to move at the time of the interview. Before returning to 

school she had been employed for some time in the food service industry with a major 

hotel chain and although her job offered her financial stability, it was not mentally 

stimulating. She described her work as “challenging but not rewarding,” and described 

herself as “not the kind of person who is happy to keep doing the same thing day after 

day, week after week, month after month. I am a very creative person and I was 

frustrated and wanted to move on. It was a job, and not what I really wanted to do.” 

Sensing that if she didn’t break out of the routine of her life she would never be 

able to pursue more rewarding work, she took a leave of absence and attempted to 

relocate to the south-western United States with her two children. When that didn’t work 

out she and her children moved in with her mother in Holyoke. She then formally 

terminated her previous position and spent a year working at a less challenging and lower 

paying job while she considered her options and decided on a path to take. Because she 

had always liked writing and theatre she decided she would return to college and “get 

what I needed to do those things for work.” 

She readily identified her mother, faculty, and other students as most important 

contributors to her ability to persist in her efforts to complete her degree. Her mother’s 
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assistance was extremely valuable on a practical as well as emotional level, since she 

provided child care, financial support at times, and encouraged Amy in her efforts. Amy 

spoke very positively about many faculty members from both the English and theatre 

departments, citing their passion for their work, their interest in students, and their ability 

in their fields. She claimed they stimulated her desire, made her want to work hard, and 

that she felt she "really belonged there.” Her interaction with and comments about other 

students were equally positive. She found the “people around me wanted to be there, we 

all worked hard. The younger students were really great, really worked hard, were 

smart.” She thought that though her range of experience was greater because of being an 

adult, younger students had a greater command of much of the material used as 

background for some of the courses because “thinking back to things I read 20 years ago, 

they read only three years ago! They could recall things better because they were more 

recent to them. I have to re-read all my mythology. It’s been too long now.” 

Difficulties for Amy were greatest in the area of finances. She was completing her 

bachelor’s degree $35,000 in debt in student loans, in spite of working part time for at 

least some of the time she was in school, and “I don’t frankly know how I’m going to pay 

it. I’ll have to find a good job.” 

Not having enough money impacted her in several ways. It meant she had to use 

the computer labs on campus because until recently she couldn’t afford a computer. 

Using the labs meant she needed to be out of the house and therefore needed child care, 

yet she couldn’t afford to pay anyone to look after her children. Her mother was 

available to help, but she lived in Holyoke while Amy and her children had moved to 

Amherst to live in on-campus housing. Amy had to transport the children to and from 
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Holyoke in order to use the computer labs. When a special loan program for financing 

computers became available to students, Amy quickly took advantage of it and began 

saving herself both time and travel money. 

Another area related to financial concerns had to do with housing. While she 

appreciated that the housing staff was willing to accept late rent payments when she was 

short of money, she was at the time of the interview facing a mandatory move-out 

deadline just one month after graduation. She felt that additional time was needed for 

many students who were still jobless at the time of graduation and that she would have 

more time to look for work if she didn’t have to deal with moving at the same time. She 

felt that the University could offer more for support both housing and child-care 

programs. 

Amy felt she had a somewhat different and more positive outlook on the level of 

support that was provided by the University than others who lived in her housing 

complex. “Coming out of the workforce makes me feel a little different I think. Sixty 

dollars a year to park was a deal for me, I’d been in the real word. Other parents felt 

outraged about the fees.” She also described how others in her complex would get three 

months behind in their rent and then, using the system, be able to apply for special 

assistance to pay it off. She felt that because she had previously made a decent living and 

been responsible for her bills that she had a different perspective. 

In spite of enjoying her fellow students, Amy felt that she was somewhat isolated 

socially. She felt that “socially, it’s very, very difficult. I don’t know, a lot of older 

students separate themselves from younger students.” She felt she was different from 

some other adult students because she both enjoyed and respected the “kids” in her 
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major, and working on plays and projects with them brought them in close contact with 

one another. Still, “it’s unfortunate I’m not treated the same in return” (by the younger 

students). 

The lack of good advising was a final area of difficulty for Amy. She said she 

“made a mistake of having an advisor I didn’t really know. I was told she was very good 

about her area, but she knew her area but not enough about other things. Like the Honors 

program she never told me about. I didn’t find out about it until late and it was too late to 

work it into my program.” She added, “My biggest frustration has been not having 

someone who would just sit and talk with me, help me make decisions. I spent a lot of 

time talking with graduate students. I found some faculty in the theater department, most 

are willing to give you advice if you don’t take more than 10 minutes.” Later in the 

interview, when asked about elements that helped her to persist, she returned to this 

subject. “Again, I really need to stress the lack of support and advice. There were times 

when I’ve been in tears over lack of those things. Not knowing where to go to find it.” 

Amy’s closing comments summed up the main thread of her feelings about her 

UMass experience. “I was absolutely tickled pink to be here. Those obstacles didn’t 

seem too large because I was going to do it come hell or high water. A lot of people 

come here for the piece of paper and the job. Personally that’s not true for me, it’s 

important but not the driving force. Enjoyment of learning is the driving force for me. I 

would think a lot of older students would say the same thing as me.” 

2. Interview Subject 2: Bob 

Bob had just graduated in an interdisciplinary program which allowed him to 

design his program of study (Professional Writing and Technical Communication) and 
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earn credit for learning he had gained from his work experience. He enrolled in law 

school and it was early in his first semester when the interview took place. Before 

returning to complete his undergraduate degree, Bob had been employed in a small firm 

and although he had always wanted to go to college and become a lawyer, he felt a strong 

loyalty to his employer. He said, “As long as he was paying me I needed to focus my 

energies on working for him.” When the employer was approached a few years ago by a 

larger company seeking a buy-out, Bob began making plans to complete his bachelor’s 

degree and then attend law school. He found the best way to complete the bachelor’s 

degree was through the University Without Walls program, in part because he could 

design a program of study that would take full advantage of the courses he had already 

taken. In addition the program would allow him to incorporate new courses that he 

would need as preparation for law school acceptance, and award him college credit for 

learning he had from the workplace. 

Circumstances couldn’t have been better for him. Bob qualified for early 

retirement and received a good severance package when his employer sold the company, 

plus he was able to collect unemployment during the time he was enrolled in his 

undergraduate degree program. 

Bob readily identified the UWW program as a part of his UMass experience that 

contributed to his ability to complete his degree. “UWW was great. They were attuned 

to my specific needs as an older student who had some prior college and they knew their 

way around the system of higher education.” In addition, he cited faculty both within 

and outside of the UWW program who impressed him with their dedication and 

willingness to help students. 
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Sources of support from outside the University were primarily his family. 

“Everybody is really happy and thrilled really to see an old dude like me going back to 

school. (laughs) Actually, everyone seems happy, seems tickled, seems like a good 

thing. Even people in town, old dudes, when they read in the paper they congratulate me 

and say they think it’s really something special.” 

When asked about elements that were present that might have helped him in his 

efforts, or things that made it difficult for him to continue, he could think of nothing. “I 

can’t think of any negatives at all. It just seems like this was what I was supposed to be 

doing all along. It was what I wanted to do. There was nothing that could have kept me 

out of school, except for my physical inability to be there.” 

In closing, Bob expressed that while he was really happy to finally be in law 

school, he was finding it really tough. “It used to be I would always do something extra 

to stay at the head of the class, read something extra, write more, something extra. Here 

there is so much to do just to keep up that that takes all I have to give it. I’m really 

cranking just to keep up here. It’s different, but it’s good, it’s really good.” 

Bob was quite happy and felt fortunate about how things had transpired around 

his return to school. His interview was the shortest, lasting just 20 minutes. He had very 

little hesitation with any responses, was quite sure of himself, and had a totally positive 

story to tell. 

3. Interview Subject 3: Connie 

Connie was a nursing major in her last semester of her program. Before returning 

to college she had been living in Florida and it was there that she met her second 

husband. A single parent with one child at that time, she married and had a second child 
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while living in Florida. She completed an associate’s degree there and wanted 

desperately to leave Florida because she hated it there. While she was happy in her 

relationship and family life, she wanted “to get the heck out of Florida.” Because she 

was a Massachusetts native, she looked into nursing programs both at UMass Amherst 

and Fitchburg State College. She was accepted by UMass and decided to attend even 

though it meant a period of separation from her husband and children. 

She began in a spring semester, coming alone and living in a dorm for that 

semester while her husband stayed behind to sell the house and take care of the children. 

In May, at the end of her first semester, they decided to move him and the children to 

Amherst in spite of the house not being sold and her husband not having a job, and they 

moved into a very small apartment they are still living in in Amherst. “We had to make a 

big decision about him leaving his job. It was his decision to leave, the stress was really 

beginning to get to him, and really it was a blessing in disguise. He’s ended up working 

with a sister company and was hired with all benefits he had in his previous position, but 

has a lot less stress, he’s much happier here. Getting out of Florida and moving to the 

northeast was great for him, he loves it here.” 

Connie felt that there were two main elements of the UMass experience that 

contributed to her ability to persist in her program of study here: first was that UMass 

accepted the maximum in transfer credit (75), and second was the high quality of the 

education available here, especially in the sciences. Related to the quality of education, 

she then identified a faculty member in nursing whose teaching gave her direction in her 

choice of major. Connie had begun as a biology major and changed majors twice before 

deciding on nursing. She held great regard for this faculty member and feels she has 

64 



become a mentor for her. “I liked her whole approach, or I guess you might say how she 

presented herself. She was very intelligent, treated you as a colleague, equals, even 

though she’s got a Ph.D.She’s the kind of person that if I needed to see her I know 

she’d see me.She was very interactive with students. She believed in giving us the 

best learning environment.” 

Other elements of the University experience that helped her to complete included 

financial aid and child care. She felt they were both critical, although she said without 

them she would have been able to continue by using savings they had set aside. She is a 

member of the National Guard and the tuition benefit from that affiliation helped as well. 

Because the house in Florida did not sell for some time, they were facing additional 

housing costs as well as astronomical out-of-state fees at the same time they had to scale 

back to one income. 

When she was asked to identify the most important contributor to her success she 

stated with hesitation that it was her own personal self-dedication to achieve her goal. 

Other supports came from her mother and family, although in the beginning she had 

resistance from her husband. “My husband’s accepted it, but it’s been a tough, long haul. 

I began in 1992, and I still haven’t got the level of support I would have liked (from 

husband). My Mom and family have given me a lot of support.” 

Elements of the University experience that were difficult were focused on 

department faculty interactions and programmatic concerns. She has had several serious 

conflicts with members of the nursing faculty and sought help from the Ombudsman’s 

office, where she discovered that there were several other complaints of a similar nature 

already on file from others. “I was quite surprised when I went to file the grievance that 
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there were so many others there. I did file one but the other was resolved. I decided it 

wasn’t worth the stress. My grade changed two times. Can I live with it? Yes. Did it 

hurt my GPA? Yes. I’m known around Arnold House (where departmental offices are 

located) as being concerned with my grades.” 

She felt that much of the conflict she experienced related to her being an older 

student. “Nursing doesn’t like older students. I’m the oldest one there. They don’t like 

men in their program either. My best friend here is a man in the program and he’s had 

some trouble. They’re also prejudiced against people of color. It really bothers me, 

especially because they talk about how important it is to be inclusive, but they actually 

don’t behave the way they talk.” 

Programmatic concerns related to a new curriculum the program has recently 

implemented, which calls for a reduced clinical rotation. “Now there are only two years 

clinical rotations, there used to be three. It was on our minds whether we’d have enough 

clinical practice to practice in the real world. We were really concerned about that.” 

It is important to Connie that she does well. “I really press, work hard for As in 

my courses, am an Honors student. It’s really important to me to do well.” She is very 

conscientious about her work and feels a responsibility to others in the program. At the 

time of the interview she was scheduled to meet with the new Dean of the School of 

Nursing so that she could share with her the experiences she has had with the program. 

“I want her to know about it. It shouldn’t be happening to other students. I’m probably 

going to be shot down, but I want to give it a try.” 

Connie’s closing comments focused on her maturity contributing greatly to her 

ability to deal with the conflict and hard work that has been involved in her 
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undergraduate experience here. “I’m more focused on my studies. I’ve been out in the 

world and worked. I’m not as afraid as younger students to deal with the clinical 

experiences, dealing with instructors, in the nursing department especially. I’m glad I’m 

older when I’m having to deal with this, rather than when I was younger (Why?) 

Because I am confident, more knowledgeable, know more about life in general.” 

4. Interview Subject 4: Dana 

Dana had recently graduated and was working in her field of civil engineering. I 

opened the interview with Dana in much the same way I had the others, by recapping the 

areas covered by the questions on the survey she had answered earlier and stating that the 

interview questions would be of a similar nature. Before I could ask the first question, 

Dana declared, “Dean Nancy Heilman at the College of Engineering. She’s gone now. I 

don’t know the politics, but it’s a big loss for the department. I think they know that 

now, too. She’s a big part of what got me through.” The strength of this declaration was 

notable. 

Dana began as a student at UMass as a freshman a year out of high school and 

stayed 10 days. “It was too big and I wasn’t ready to leave my parents. I ended up being 

a carpenter and working for two years, but was always taking night classes here and there 

to keep going at it. I always intended to finish, but I wasn’t sure what in.” 

She applied to but was turned down by the Ada Comstock Program at Smith 

College, a program for adult women. She was advised to take some courses at a nearby 

community college and then to reapply. As she took courses to complete an associate’s 

degree at the community college she explored her interests. Courses in art history excited 

her interest in architecture, and then led her to civil engineering. She reapplied to the 
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Smith program and also to the civil engineering department at UMass and was accepted 

by both. She chose UMass because it seemed more practical and was really what she 

wanted. “I was flattered and excited about being accepted (at Smith), I thought great, I 

could study Latin. I knew I’d need Civil Engineering at UMass (through the Ada 

program)—So I ended up at UMass, got financial aid and borrowed money from my 

parents to go full time.” 

When asked what aspect of her UMass experience contributed most to her ability 

to complete her program, Dana felt that the fact that the civil engineering department was 

so well organised under the leadership of Dean Heilman was a major contributor. She 

also felt that the faculty contributed significantly. “There’s some in any department who 

like the hierarchy and power of being a professor, but most I came across were like 

‘we’re all in this together.’ My experience was working on a project together with 

faculty and students. Faculty were generally respectful of students.” 

Her greatest difficulty with UMass was that upon graduating from a community 

college in a Commonwealth Transfer Compact program, she expected to complete her 

degree in two more years. In fact, because of the civil engineering curriculum 

requirements, it took her an additional four years. Still, she felt that “The College of 

Engineering is very well organized. I credit Dean Heilman with that. I never had any 

problems, only had to walk over to Whitmore (the administration building) once in four 

years. They didn’t kill me with red tape. I’d done most survey courses so I got to know 

the core of people in the department.” 

She also felt that the timing for her entry into the field was fortuitous, and that 

that also helped her to complete. “And I came in at a good time. Five or six years ago it 
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would have been bad, not many jobs available. And four or five years from now, when 

the “Big Dig” is over in Boston, there will be more engineers than there are jobs. So my 

timing was really pretty good.” 

Related to this was her past experience and the difficulty of carpentry as a life 

long occupation. “A lot had to do with my experience. I knew I needed to get the degree 

because I wanted to change careers. I liked carpentry, but.... They were building the 

engineering building when I was taking my classes and I would walk to class and see 

those guys up there in all weather, bolting things together. I don’t want to do that, I 

thought, that’s what I imagine helped most. The career I chose is respected and there are 

actually jobs available!” 

When asked if she thought UMass could have done more to help her complete she 

responded, “I don’t know. I was pretty determined. It was nice that administrative stuff 

didn’t get in my way. I would have done it anyway though.” She then recalled that there 

was in her final weeks as a student an incident which angered her. The new Dean of the 

College wanted graduating students to complete an exit survey and “they gave it to 

professors to give in classes. He (the Dean) said he’d hold grades until they were 

completed. They can’t do that! The tone was condescending, it was awful. It left a bad 

taste in my mouth. I sat down and spoke with him about it. I had a good time at UMass 

and then this guy comes along!” (laughs) “I guess they could have NOT hired this guy 

and that would have helped me complete!” 

When asked about supports that came from outside the university, she readily 

responded, “My partner, who has a very good work ethic. I had three things I wanted to 

get out of this: 1) self discipline, 2) a sense of accomplishment, at the age of 35 a BS 
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finally, and 3) the degree. My partner’s self discipline and encouragement definitely 

helped.” 

When asked about supports that were missing outside of the university she was 

thoughtful but couldn’t pin anything down. She felt that if she’d had too much money 

she would have been complacent. She didn’t have serious money problems, but worked 

out a revolving loan arrangement with her parents which allowed her to work summers 

on construction jobs and pay back loans they gave her which allowed her to be a full time 

student and not work during the school year. 

When asked if there was anything that made it difficult for her to continue she 

claimed that hearing how much more money chemical, electrical and computer 

engineering students would make than civil engineering students was difficult. It was a 

huge topic of conversation among students in her department. “I was concerned about 

the economy, the job market. My starting salary at this job is less than I’ll make working 

construction, but I don’t want to do that work.” 

In closing she said that she thought that it was mostly her decision to stick it out 

that kept her in school. When asked if there were other areas not yet covered in my 

questions she was thoughtful and then responded, “Yes, another thing helped. There was 

a letter to Dear Abby that I’d remember when I got discouraged, when I thought, Jeeze, 

four years instead of two. There was a letter to Dear Abby from a woman asking if she 

should go back to school, it would be four years before she finished. She said she’d be 40 

by the time she finished. Abby said, well how old are you going to be in four years if you 

DON’T go to school? At least if you do go, you’ll have the degree when you’re done and 

you’ll be 40 anyway. That was a good thing for me to hear and remember.” 
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5. Interview Subject 5: Evan 

Evan was in his first year of graduate school as a geo technical engineering major 

when interviewed. He’d started college at age 20, attended for one year and had money 

problems and personal issues to sort out and he left school. His parents made too much 

money for him to qualify for aid but were unable to help significantly in covering college 

costs. Though he didn’t return to school for three or four years, he never let go of the 

goal of completing his degree. At age 24 he was able to get financial aid as an 

independent student and returned to complete his degree. 

Evan felt that the most important part of his UMass experience that helped him 

complete his program was getting involved with the civil engineering department and, 

through the department, involved with the American Association of Civil Engineers. He 

worked with people in his department and also on projects with the association. “It made 

me feel more involved. On top of that I met people, made friends, met faculty, then back 

on the financial side, I got a lot of scholarships from the department.” He claimed that 

some of the personal issues he had worked through related to his ability to commit 

himself to things, and that the involvement with the department and the association 

helped him to feel committed to the return to school, and thus to complete the degree. 

Evan had to think for a minute when asked to describe a teacher that had 

influenced him. He then described a faculty member he had when he had first returned to 

school. “He was a pretty straightforward guy. Used his own book, he was well 

organized. Not inspiring but had a lot of rules, like you couldn’t be late to class. Stuff 

like that. Then there were times I was thinking of taking a semester off and he talked me 

out of it.” 
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Evan felt that living in the dorms when he returned to school was an aspect of his 

university experience that helped him to complete his program. He made several friends, 

both his age and older, and he thought their stories about their struggles to return to and 

remain in school helped him to stick it out. He considered these friendships to be a very 

important positive influence and that without them he may not have completed his 

degree. 

The main shortcoming of the university experience for Evan was in the area of 

academic advising. The civil engineering department requires that all students be cleared 

to register each semester by meeting with an advisor. Evan felt the faculty didn’t like 

doing the advising, and that “(he) had a crappy one. They’re supposed to advise you on 

what classes to take. If you had a good one they could help you a lot, you know, tip you 

off to things you might not know about.” Evan felt that lack of good advising resulted in 

his taking courses he didn’t need or could have substituted others for. 

When asked about sources of support from outside the university, Evan felt his 

family was the central support in their expectations and encouragement that he complete 

his college degree. What was missing from outside the university was better financial 

support, and better financial aid advising. He learned after he returned at 24 as an 

independent student that there are exceptions made to the rule about parental income 

figuring into student eligibility for aid for students under age 24. Had he known that 

earlier he wouldn’t have waited so long to return, or perhaps wouldn’t have had to leave 

to begin with. “They can make exceptions, but I didn’t know that, nobody told me at 

financial aid.” 
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Evan found that personal relationships were problematic for him while a student, 

in large part because of long-distance relationship he was trying to maintain when he first 

returned to school. He ended that relationship and met someone closer to campus who he 

is now in a relationship with and “things are better now.” 

In closing, Evan was clear that he just always knew he would graduate from 

college. “I never really had a doubt. I knew I’d do it. I heard it was hard to go back but 

I never felt that way. I always like school. I like learning.” 

6. Interview Subject 6: Frank 

Frank was working in his field of exercise science at Westover Air Force Base 

and, upon graduating, had become a commissioned officer. Working toward this 

commission was a large focus of his last two years in college, along with completing the 

requirements of the exercise science major. He would be leaving the area within a few 

months to begin helicopter pilot school in Alabama, after which he plans to begin a 

masters degree. His commission is in the reserves, and so he will be able to devote all 

but one weekend a month to his studies and life outside of the military. 

Frank was very focused since high school and knew he would spend five or six 

years in the Army and go to college when he got out. He left the Army at age 22 and 

spent one semester at a community college. His plan was to first earn an associate’s 

degree and then a bachelor’s degree but when he learned one did not necessarily precede 

the other, he transferred directly to UMass. He knew he wanted to be a physical therapist 

and chose the exercise science program at UMass because it served would prepare him 

for a masters degree program. 
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When asked about elements of his university experience that contributed to his 

completion, Frank first spoke about how he felt that he had a very smooth path 

throughout the years he spent at UMass, especially when he compared his experience 

with other adult students he knew. “For me it was very easy, I think, mostly because I am 

single, I don’t really have to deal with anything. I had a great time in school, I didn’t 

have to worry about money, about kids or daycare. I worked 30-40 hours a week, but 

only if I felt like it. Pressures were off me. I didn’t need the resources that were there. I 

saw they were available. I heard from other older students how hard it was for them.” 

He then indicated that faculty interaction was a positive element for him. “One 

positive was the professors tended to take more time with me. I would talk with them 

after class and talk about things not related to class.” 

When asked to talk about a faculty member who influenced him, he was 

thoughtful and then chose a woman faculty member in exercise science. “She was a 

professor I had when I was a sophomore, did very well in class. She’s to me, she was 

very obviously smart, but put things so we could understand it. She was involved in the 

sports journal, national conferences, you know, one of my professors who was 

internationally known. I started to get interested in (the) exercise science portion of it. I 

ended up T.A.ing in her class. It was good working with her and seeing her and others 

working on research.she was very caring about her teaching, too, not just into her 

research, which is one of the criticisms of the university professors.” 

Frank felt that other elements of his university experience that contributed to his 

completion had to do with the ROTC program and his on-campus job. He worked in the 

audio visual department and made some good friends there with full time employees. 
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When asked about difficulties he encountered or if anything was missing in his 

university experience, Frank replied that he could think of nothing significant. He then 

added that a couple of times he thought there should be a social club for older students. 

“The social aspect was lacking, dating, things like that. But networking, contacts would 

have been good.” 

Frank thought a bit before naming what he felt that the most important contributor 

to his completion that came from outside the university. He said he felt that his family 

members who lived in the area contributed in some ways. He valued being able to return 

home for Sunday dinner if he chose to, or to spend time with his godchild and siblings 

and get away from the campus and apartment life. “If I ever wanted to get away from 

school I could. It helped me refocus every once in a while.” 

Frank thought that the temptation to leave school in order to earn more money 

was the only serious obstacle he encountered. He had friends in ROTC and in a rugby 

club he belonged to who “were very well heeled, you know, driving nice cars, taking 

vacations. I knew I’d never make it back, the money I was losing while being in school, 

but I knew I wouldn’t be able to get anywhere without the education. These guys were 

all professionals, making really good money and as you get older you don’t want to be 

having to do the work I was always doing, so you have to stick it out in school. At least I 

thought I did, and I’m glad I did.” 

In closing, Frank reiterated his feelings that he felt he really had an easy time as 

an adult student when compared to others he knew. “Because I was single, had no kids, 

that really made it easier. A lot of other students had it really a lot harder than I did. 

They’d talk with me about it, how thought it was to find daycare and stuff; having to fit 
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in studying around the kids, and having to work, too. I really had it easy compared with a 

lot of the older students I got to know in the program.” 

7. Interview Subject 7: Grace 

Grace had graduated and was working as an auditor in a firm at the time of the 

interview. She had graduated from high school early and was just barely 17 when she 

began UMass the first time as an undergraduate. She attended for a year and a half and 

dropped out. She attended off and on after that but was unable to settle into an area of 

study. She took some courses at a nearby community college and felt that trying out 

some new areas there helped her to decide on accounting as her field. She had a partner 

of 10 years who had returned to school and completed a nursing degree at UMass while 

Grace worked to keep the household going; then it was her turn to become a full-time 

student. 

Grace felt that being admitted to the accounting department was the most 

significant element of her university experience that contributed to her completion. 

“Being an older student, I guess you must hear this a lot, I wasn’t very self-confident. It 

really made a difference when I got in, was accepted. I remember they had times when 

you had to go in to pick up your letter, according to the alphabet and your last name.... I 

walked in and the woman handed me my letter and said “Congratulations! You are one 

of only 21 students accepted.” That was really terrific, I can’t tell you how great that was 

to hear that I got in. They accepted me! Something told them I could do it. Acceptance 

gave me confidence. Once I was in.... that was it!” 

She also was very enthusiastic about the School of Management faculty, and felt 

that their willingness to work with the students and meet after class whenever needed was 
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important to her success as a student. She felt that their enthusiasm for their topic kept 

her motivated and involved as a student. She also felt this was related to her being an 

older student. Her feelings about this were very strongly evident in the interview. 

“School of Management has some really, really, really good instructors. Really good. 

(How were they good?) They kept us interested. Being older I think I was just more 

involved and interested in what they were telling us. It means so much more when 

you’ve been out working. I think it’s almost too bad they allow young people to go to 

college! (laughs) Having worked makes such a difference, you really have more of a 

clue.” 

She also felt that the support for job placement was exceptional. The department 

has a process in place that pulls students in for resume writing and interview skills 

workshops, invites recruiters to campus and provides space for interviews. Grace felt “It 

was critical, absolutely critical, that they gave this support. It made all the difference. I 

wouldn’t have done so well as I did (in her job search) without this from the 

department.” She compared this to her partner’s experience with the nursing program. 

“She got a 4.0 and she felt herself lucky, LUCKY!, to get a job in a nursing home 30 

miles away! There was a glut of nurses at the time, but still! The department did 

absolutely nothing to help their students get jobs. SOM was amazing, simply amazing!” 

When asked to describe a faculty member who influenced her, Grace had many to 

choose from. “I had a tax professor that could stand up in front of the class and quote 

chapter and verse from the tax code. Cracked us up! He’d get very animated when he 

was doing this. It was a riot. I absolutely admired how much knowledge he had, he was 

very smart, he was a lawyer as well as a tax accountant. He was old fashioned, too, it 
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was Mr. This or Miss That. Everybody adored this man. There was nothing he didn’t 

know! I would sit with my mouth open amazed at so much knowledge. He was a great 

person, besides. There was a lot to him as a person.” 

Another element of the university experience that helped her to persist was the 

computer labs provided by the School of Management, but she felt that what was missing 

was a student lounge at the School. While graduate students had their own lounge 

available, there wasn’t one for undergraduates. 

When asked what from outside the university contributed most to her completion, 

Grace readily identified her partner. Because she had recently been a student herself, 

Grace’s partner could understand her frustrations and encourage her when she needed it 

most. “If I didn’t do well on an exam, she was there to encourage me. She had just 

finished school herself and so knew what it was like, more than if she hadn’t been in 

school, you know? She really understood.” 

Things that were missing outside of the university for Grace were in the area of 

finances. She constantly worried about money and it was very difficult for her. She 

expressed mild jealousy of the younger students in her classes who only worked a few 

hours on the weekend and whose parents paid all the bills. If she had more money she 

would have worked less and done better in school. “I did fine, but I would have done 

better if I had more time.” 

When asked if there was anything that made it difficult for her to continue, Grace 

felt that she was pretty determined and that nothing would get in the way of her 

completing once she had been accepted. “I went in there wanting to be an auditor, as 
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crazy as that sounds (laughs), and UMass gave me what I needed. And they also gave 

me support.” 

8. Interview Subject 8: Heather 

At the time of the interview, Heather had graduated with a degree in animal 

science and was working part time at a job as a chemist that she had had before and 

during her return to school. She was looking for work in her new field of bio-technology, 

but because she was fairly comfortable in her current job, in part because of the flexibility 

it afforded her, she was taking her time and being choosy about where she worked next. 

Heather attended UMass for one year immediately after high school graduation and “fell 

through the cracks.” She then worked for a year and, feeling that she needed something 

more, she enrolled at a nearby community college’s chemistry program and graduated. 

She then worked as a chemist in a paper company, and it was in part her discomfort with 

the ethics of the paper company that made her want to leave her work and return to 

school. 

Heather felt that the high quality of the education she received at UMass 

contributed to her successful completion of the degree. She reported good interactions 

with faculty members in her department and friendships with other students also helped 

her to continue in her studies. Mostly, though, she felt it was her own desire to complete 

the degree that helped her succeed. “Going back now was something I did for ME. 

Other people thought I was nuts to give up a well paying job to go back to school. I 

could see myself in the other students there. It was a waste of their time, parents’ money, 

and teachers’ and other students’ time.” 
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Two teachers readily came to mind when asked about faculty who influenced her. 

“In my department, Dr. Fasoni, he took a real interest in me. He’s pressing me to get into 

graduate school. He was interested beyond the classroom. In microbiology there was 

one professor who got me interested in micro and that kind of tied me with that area. It 

kind of awakened me to the fact that the field was out there. One the whole, pretty much 

all the professors I had were really good.” 

When asked what was missing from the university that might have helped her, 

Heather responded “The fact that it is such a big school kind of limits what they can do 

for each student. Earlier no one was there to help me out, and I don’t know if there’s 

anyone there now. I wasn’t in that situation (of needing help) this time.” She continued 

this theme in response to another question about things that made it difficult for her to 

continue. “When I was first back, I found UMass geared for traditional students. When I 

re-entered I was one or two credits short of sophomore standing and they said I had to 

live in a dorm. I had to go through a lot of red tape to straighten that out. They are 

definitely geared for traditional aged students. Not at all geared to older students. 

Although they accept older students, they don’t really integrate them into their processes. 

They’re not what they’re there for.” 

She also found that advising services were inadequate. “Now that it’s done, I 

could have finished a half year sooner if I’d planned better. I was almost done when I 

realized some of the courses weren't required, that I could have waived them. The people 

who did the advising were, like, the requirements were carved in stone. Some I took, 

some I wished I’d taken. Not all options were clearly given by advisors.” 
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Heather readily identified friends and family as sources of support from outside of 

the university. Her parents helped her by paying tuition, as they had done with their other 

two children when they attended college straight out of high school. This made it easier 

for Heather to attend full time and work only a minimum of hours at a paying job. She 

also felt her boyfriend had been especially tolerant of the time she needed for study. “I 

would be pretty preoccupied. We’d never go anywhere, never do anything. I wouldn’t 

have been as patient with him if it was him (in school)” 

In closing, Heather reiterated her earlier comment that it has to be the student’s 

desire to obtain the degree that gets them through to the end. “I really strongly feel it has 

to be your own idea to go back to school. They have to really want to do it.” 

E. Summary 

This chapter presented findings of the survey, open-ended questions, and interviews, 

and provided a comprehensive picture of the UMass experience for adult undergraduate 

students at or near the point of completion as it relates to several factors commonly 

related to persistence. It offered some data which may be compared with results of 

another multi-site, adult undergraduate research project on persistence conducted by the 

New England Adult Research Network (1999). The interviews allowed for a closer view 

of the experience of eight adult students, presented conditions under which they returned 

to college, and reasons for the decision to return. Perceptions of their UMass experience 

in both general and more specific terms and highlights of their perceptions of their 

interactions with faculty members were also presented. 
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The findings reflect to some extent what is generally found in much of the literature 

on adult undergraduate persistence, and in some cases present points in contrast to the 

literature. Chapter V interprets the findings of the research, lays out parallels and 

contradictions to the literature, and makes recommendations for future study. 
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CHAPTER V 

INTERPRETATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

A. Introduction 

Chapter V interprets the research project findings and makes recommendations 

for future study. The problem being examined and the questions that guided the research 

are restated. Interpretations of the findings as they relate to the research questions and to 

the literature reviewed earlier in the research are fully developed as conclusions in this 

chapter, and recommendations are given for future study. 

B. Statement of the Problem 

Virtually all of the early research in the areas of retention and faculty-student 

interaction has been seriously limited by its narrow focus on traditional age students. 

Recent research on adult undergraduates has produced contradictory and conflicting 

findings (Ashar and Skenes, 1993; Chartrand, 1990; Grosset, 1991; Hanniford and 

Sagaria, 1994, Hoffman, Pasteraro, and Presz, 1994; Kasworm and Pike, 1994; Kerka, 

1995, Naretto, 1995). Because of the increased presence of adult undergraduates in 

higher education today, it is important that clearer answers to questions related to adult 

student success are brought to light. 

Because of what earlier research tells us about factors which contribute to 

retention and attrition (Astin, 1975; Newman, 1965; Trent and Medsker, 1967), and what 
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we have found upon closer examination of adult undergraduates (Bean and Metzner, 

1985; Kerka, 1995), we can see that there is clearly reason for concern about adult 

undergraduate retention. This research project examined the problem of adult 

undergraduate student retention, specifically examining the role that faculty-student 

interaction may play in adult student retention. 

The questions used to guide this research are: 

1. Does faculty-student interaction have an effect on adult student retention? 

2. What does that interaction consist of and what are its most important elements or 

characteristics? 

3. How do adult students conceptualize the impact of faculty-student interaction? 

C. Interpretations of the Findings 

Two themes emerged from the data as factors which most contributed to adult 

undergraduate persistence: commitment to the goal and support from others. 

Commitment to the goal was expressed in terms of two distinct reward sets, internal 

rewards and external rewards. Support from others was expressed as it related to 

supports from people who were present in the lives of the students. Support came from 

individuals (spouse, employer, faculty member), and groups (family, fellow students, 

departments). Some individuals and groups were part of the university community and 

some were outside the university. The first section of this chapter draws from the survey 

findings, open-ended question responses, and interview notes to tease out, organize, and 

interpret these two central themes. 
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A third theme which emerged, primarily from the interview data, concerned 

obstacles faced by adult undergraduates, and how students dealt with these obstacles. 

Obstacles arose inside and outside the university and involved both individuals and 

circumstances. This theme of obstacles is discussed and interpreted in the third part of 

this section. 

1. Commitment to the Goal 

In the responses to survey questions, to open-ended questions and in the interviews, 

students’ commitment to the goal, or desire for the degree, stands out as an extremely 

important factor which contributed to their ability to persist as students. The strength of 

this commitment resounds throughout the reasons students gave for the return to school 

and what helped them persist in pursuing their goal. For example, responses given as 

what contributed most to their ability to persist included the following: 

“Determined to be the first one in family to graduate from a four year college.” 
“Will power/determination.” 
“Determined to finish.” 
“Unwilling to compromise my life’s goals again.” 
“Patience and remaining focused on the goal.” 

Reasons for the commitment to the goal generally fall into two categories: 

external reward and internal reward, 

a. External reward 

External rewards adult undergraduates expect to gain from reaching their goals 

are in the area of career and job opportunities, increases in income, and job stability 

usually associated with obtaining higher levels of education (Crispell, 1994). Related to 

income and job stability is the desire to have meaningful work, work that they enjoy, and 

work that is respected by others. The commitment adult undergraduates in this research 
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project felt toward the goal of completing the bachelors degree was evidenced in the 

responses to the open ended question related to reasons they returned to school, and was 

heard as well throughout the interviews that were conducted. Several responses showed 

the return to school as being perceived as a way to escape the jobs of the past, and the 

potency of that desire is illustrated in these comments: 

“Did not want to remain a waitress the rest of my life.” 
“Didn’t want to do factory work I did three years ago.” 
“Unhappy in current job.” 
“Didn’t want to be a loser.” 
“Sick of working in food service.” 
“Don’t want to get stuck in a dead-end job.” 
“Tired of being poor and unrecompensed in job.” 

Grosset’s (1991) findings also reflect the idea that anticipated external rewards 

provide adult undergraduates the motivation to succeed for themselves, and relate their 

own success with family success. Scarbecz and Purkey’s (1992) research on the 

importance adult students give to the various roles in their lives also seems to echo this 

factor of persistence. They found that adult undergraduates most often defined 

themselves in terms of their work and family roles, demonstrating a lesser commitment to 

the student role. Yet the ability to progress in one’s field of work or to stay employed at 

the current level by adding new learning is one of the main reasons adults returned to 

college. When considering that the reason for the return to school was most often related 

to work, a connection may be made with success as a student equating to success in the 

work place. 

In several cases, responses indicating identification of a field of study that was 

meaningful for them reflects the fact that many of these students had made false starts 

when they originally entered higher education. References were made to discovery of a 
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field of study that perhaps they had been previously unaware of, and of finally having 

found something they were interested in and could focus their efforts on. For example: 

“I finally knew what I wanted to do.” 
“Discovered the field of LARP.” 
“Physics is actually interesting!” 
“I found something I could do for the rest of my life - a career.” 

b. Internal reward 

Internal rewards adult undergraduates identified were described in terms related to 

achieving a goal students had for a long time and to the fulfillment of a dream they had 

for themselves. They also referred to the enjoyment of learning and to seeking 

enrichment and personal growth through the learning process. In interviews, achieving a 

goal they’ve had for a long time is often linked with references to age. Interview 

subjects’ comments related to this include the following: 

“I had three things I wanted to get out of this: 1) self-discipline; 2) a sense of 
accomplishment, at the age of 35, a BS, finally!; and 3) the degree.” (Interview 
#4) 

“It was SUCH a right decision for me (the return to school). It took me 20 years 
to make it, though!” (laughs) (Interview #7) 

Equally eloquent, even in their brevity, are open ended question responses that 

relate to achieving a goal: 

“I promised myself I would do it.” 
“For myself, to feel confident.” 
“Would have regretted not going to college.” 

The number of responses which simply said, “Fulfill a personal goal” was 

notable, and gave emphasis to the importance of this factor. While it could be that the 

personal goal related to getting a better job or earning higher pay, the focus on the 

personal, or internal, is important to note. These adult students felt a strong commitment 
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to complete their degrees for reasons that were tied in some way to who they were and 

how they saw themselves. The idea of this personal link is further strengthened by open- 

ended question responses that relate to fulfillment of a dream, passion, and love of 

learning, indicating special meaning given to achieving the goal. For example: 

“Complete dream to become a biochemist.” 
“Further spread the teachings of macrobiotics world-wide.” 
“Desire to become a professional engineer.” 
“Passion for topic.” 
“Loved what I was learning.” 

Price's (1997) study of returning adult women in the Smith College Ada 

Comstock program found evidence of an epiphany triggering the return to college. Taken 

from application essays, she also found statements attributing the desire to return to 

college focusing on personal fulfillment, and to enable them to become what they had 

always dreamed they could be (psychologist, biologist, doctor, writer). While references 

to epiphanies and life crises were not found in the current study, there were comments 

made in open-ended responses and interviews which related to becoming what they had 

always dreamed they would be. 

Also mentioned in open-ended and interview comments, and given an over 90% 

response rate in Section II of the survey, respondents said they returned to school for 

reasons relating to enrichment/personal growth, and decided to remain in school because 

they enjoyed learning. So while the external rewards were certainly in mind when they 

decided to return to college and stayed foremost in their minds as reasons to remain, these 

students were both attracted to the learning experience and stayed with it in large part 

because of these internal rewards. 
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These findings are supported in the literature on adult student persistence. 

Scarbecz and Purkey (1992) found that many students associated internal rewards with 

the return to college. The NEAR-Net (1999) research also supports this finding. Both 

internal and external rewards have personal meaning for adult students, and both are tied 

with the decision to return to college and the commitment to persist and reach the goal. 

NEAR-Net respondents rated "accepted previous credit," "accredited college," 

"flexible scheduling," and "independent study or distance learning" as equally highly 

ranked important factors. However, "enjoyment of learning" and "desire for the degree" 

were not given as response choices to this question on the NEAR-Net survey. This was 

considered a serious omission when responses to the question about the decision to attend 

college showed "gain knowledge/improve skills" and "enrichment/personal growth" the 

top two responses. NEAR-Net interview findings also supported the researchers' notion 

that internal rewards are important factors in adult undergraduate persistence. 

Much of American culture rewards educational attainment in both internal and 

external ways. Expected earnings and their relationship to educational level are one 

concrete way to measure the value society places on education (Crispell, 1994). 

Other, less concrete ways society rewards educational attainment have to do with 

self-image and self-confidence. Examples of NEAR-Net interview comments relating to 

confidence and self-regard are “I don’t feel like a failure anymore” and “A degree, in 

some circles, is credibility. Now I will be considered an “educated woman.”" (NEAR- 

Net, 1999, p. 28). 

Very few comments of this nature were found in the UMass group studied here, 

though these two were found: 
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“For many years I felt basically like a failure.” (Interview #1) 

"Being an older student, I guess you must hear this a lot, I wasn't 
very self-confident. It really made a difference when I got in, was 
accepted. Acceptance gave me confidence." (Interview #7) 

More commonly found were statements about a sense of certainty that they would 

in fact return to college, and that once there, they would reach their goal. For example: 

“I had always wanted to go back to school. It just seems like this was 
what I was supposed to be doing all along. It was what I wanted to do. 
There was nothing that could have kept me out of school, except for my 
physical inability to be there.” (Interview #2) 

“I always intended to finish, but I wasn’t sure what in. I was pretty 
determined. I would have done it anyway (even if there hadn’t been 
support). ” (Interview #4) 

“I never really let go of that goal (of getting a degree). It was only a 
matter of time. I just think I always knew I would graduate from 
college. I never really had a doubt. I knew I’d do it. I heard it was hard 
to go back but I never felt that way.” (Interview #5) 

“All along I was very focused, since high school. I knew I’d spend five 
or six years in the army and then get out to go to school. I knew I 
wanted to be a physical therapist.” (Interview #6) 

In response to a question about changes they experienced since returning to 

school, increased self-confidence was often mentioned by the NEAR-Net group. Yet 

very few NEAR-Net respondents exhibited the certainty of completion shown by the 

UMass group. Such certainty at the outset is different than self-confidence which results 

from the return to school or degree completion. The greater level of certainty evident in 

the UMass group responses may be attributed to factors that differentiate the two groups. 

One of these is the fact that the UMass population had recently graduated or had very 

nearly completed their degrees. The NEAR-Net population included adult students who 

had been enrolled for at least one year and who were enrolled at the time of the survey or 
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interview. While considered persisters by being in at least their third semester, some 

NEAR-Net respondents may have been in the early stages of their programs. 

This sense of certainty may also be related to age. The UMass population was 

younger than the NEAR-Net group. Because they were less distant from the traditional 

age for college graduates, UMass respondents may have felt less disconnected with the 

educational process. 

Age UMass NEAR-Net 
25-29 49% 8% 
30-39 30% 37% 
40+ 21% 54% 

This sense of certainty may also relate to the fewer children and partners UMass 

students reported compared with NEAR-Net respondents. 

UMass respondents with children at home = 32% 
with partners = 44% 

NEAR-Net respondents with children at home = 55% 
with partners = 59% 

These last three elements, age, number of children, and marital status, have been linked in 

the literature with attrition (Astin, 1975). Each element could be thought of as creating 

distance between the adult student and educational attainment, and could have served to 

diminish adult student certainty of degree completion. 

Both internal and external rewards are related to adult students' commitment to 

the goal of completing the bachelors degree. The pursuit of knowledge, desire for more 

meaningful work or higher pay, and self-satisfaction are all reasons adults give for 

persisting in their efforts. In spite of having had to interrupt their studies, the respondents 

showed marked confidence that they would, indeed, succeed. 

91 



2. Support of Others 

A second central theme found in responses to questions about what contributes 

most to persistence of adult undergraduates relates to the support of others. The support 

of other people figures significantly in adult undergraduate persistence and these supports 

are found in communities both inside and outside the university, 

a. Supports outside the university 

In survey responses, open ended questions and interviews, family and friends 

were most highly rated as factors contributing to adult student persistence. These 

findings are supported in much of the literature on adult student persistence. Scarbecz 

(1995) found older students received support for the return to college from spouses, 

children, parents, friends and co-workers. The NEAR-Net (1999) research project also 

supports this finding. 

Support can take many forms. Types of support mentioned by students surveyed 

include emotional support and encouragement, financial support, and taking over 

responsibilities (such as child-care) so as to free the students’ time for study. One 

interview subject told of an extreme family shift, both financial and geographic, that 

occurred to support her return to school. Another spoke of taking turns with her partner 

for providing support. First, her partner had returned to school, and when the partner’s 

program was completed, it was the other’s turn to go back to school. A third felt that 

without her mother’s support, in the form of child-care, short-term loans, and endless 

words of encouragement, she would never have made it through. All interview subjects 

readily identified supportive family and friends as a factor contributing to their ability to 

persist. 
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Here again, some differences between the NEAR-Net group and the UMass group 

surface when one examines more closely the sources of support outside the university. 

Responses differ widely in some areas from the NEAR-Net research, but are remarkably 

similar in others. Of the top four NEAR-Net responses (fellow student, faculty, friend, 

and children,), only two are in the top four of the current study (friend and faculty). The 

third and fourth highest scored in the current study are other family members and parents. 

Further, spouse or primary relationship and counselor are NEAR-Net 

respondents’ next highest sources of support, yet they fall to seventh and twelfth 

respectively in the current study. Current study responses rate partners and advisors next 

most important as sources of support, and fellow student, a front-runner for NEAR-Net 

respondents, rated sixth most important with UMass adult undergraduates. 

Possible reasons for these differences may be linked to the demographics of the 

populations studied, mentioned earlier. NEAR-Net respondents are older and seem to 

have more children, who also may be older than the fewer children of the UMass 

respondents, and thus more supportive and understanding of their parents' efforts. 

Younger children, on the other hand, are less likely to be able to either understand or 

support their parents' efforts and are more likely to be needful themselves. The 

dependence young children represent to adult undergraduates is likely to seve as a drain 

more than a support. It may well be that the near lowest rating UMass respondents gave 

children in this category speaks in part to the difficulty inherent in being a student at the 

same time as parenting very young children, as well as to the fact that the UMass group 

has fewer children overall. The higher ranking parents were given as support by the 

UMass group may also relate to the younger population studied here. 
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b. Supports inside the University 

There is much evidence in the literature on adult undergraduate retention that 

links internal, or institutional, supports with persistence (Tinto, 1975; Pascarella, 1980; 

Naretto, 1995), and the findings here seem to support it as well. In addition, there is 

research that addresses the concept of person/environment fit, or congruence (Bean, 

1980; Tinto, 1987; Chartrand, 1990). Because virtually all of those surveyed were 

returning students, and persisters this time around, it seems likely they had found a good 

"fit," one which gave them enough supports within the system itself, so that they could 

succeed. It could also have been a good "fit" for them in terms of the desire for the 

degree, the programs available at UMass, the departmental faculty they worked with, and 

their determination to succeed this time around. In any event, the group surveyed showed 

a level of satisfaction with the institution and their major academic department which 

indicates a successful fit between what these adult students expected and required of their 

academic programs, and what the programs were able to provide. 

In survey responses, open-ended question responses and interviews, individuals 

inside the university community were credited with providing important support for adult 

students. Faculty members were by far the most frequently cited in survey responses and 

interviews, while open-ended questions showed references to supports also coming from 

fellow students and others in the academic community. Interview subjects readily 

identified faculty members who they respected, admired, and emulated in their own 

work. Faculty members were credited with helping them decide to stay in school when 

they were considering leaving, for stimulating their interest in the field they were 

studying, and for helping to make connections in the job market and for graduate school. 

94 



Adult undergraduates in this study perceive the level of interest in them as 

students by the faculty in their own academic departments as greater than faculty in 

general at UMass. This rating further strengthens the idea that the departmental 

connection is stronger for adult students than is the UMass connection, but it also raises 

some questions. Are departmental faculty perceived as more interested in them because 

the students themselves are more interested in their major area of study? Does the 

students' limited exposure to faculty outside the departmental major contribute to the 

lower rating for UMass faculty in general? Because they feel more "settled" in their 

major and are less likely to change majors because of the higher numbers of credits they 

have completed in their program of study, are adult undergraduate students less likely to 

be considering changing majors, and so are themselves less invested in courses outside 

their department? Any of these factors may contribute to the perception respondents 

have of major department faculty being more interested in them as students. 

These questions are not new to the study of faculty-student interaction. Gamson's 

(1967) research suggested that faculty perceptions of students may be effected by their 

interactions with students, and that as a result of this change of perception there may be 

an increase in interaction. Pascarella (1980) proposed the idea that there exists a 

"mutually reinforcing causal loop" (Pascarella, 1980, p. 550) that fosters and maintains 

faculty-student interaction. Add to this the fact that nearly two-thirds of the students 

surveyed felt that faculty interacted differently with them than with younger students and 

an additional dimension is overlaid. Comments made in open-ended questions and 

interviews indicated that the mutual respect they felt between themselves and faculty was 

in part attributable to their age and experience, as well as to their interest in the subject 
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area. Those interviewed who went on to graduate school were encouraged to do so by 

faculty members in their departments, and one interview subject who wasn't in graduate 

school was seriously considering it because a faculty member she had worked with and 

respected was "after her to go." 

Faculty interaction is occurring for most respondents in three ways: talking one- 

on-one before and after class, meeting outside of class time, and using e-mail. A 

shortcoming of the question set used to gather this information is that the setting and 

reason for the out of class meetings were not requested, so it is unknown if these 

meetings were for the purpose of advising, discussion of course related topics, tutoring 

sessions, or something else altogether. The duration of meetings outside of class time is 

also unknown. It is clear, however, that attending school related events and strictly social 

interactions unrelated to school are the least likely to occur in the group studied here. 

While open-ended question responses and interview comments revealed that 

faculty contributed positively to their undergraduate experience, just over half of the 

survey respondents reported that they felt interaction with faculty contributed to the 

progress they have made toward completing their degree. One might argue that these 

figures seem low given the theory stated earlier that most adult students at the end of their 

studies are concentrating on upper level major related courses and therefore are fairly 

closely involved in the academic department. If this is true, one might be surprised to see 

11% reporting they know no faculty from whom they felt they could ask a 

recommendation, or that 38% report they know only one or two. 

NEAR-Net respondents also credited faculty with providing support which helped 

persistence. In response to open-ended questions, quality of instruction and feelings of 
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engagement were both given as factors which helped students remain in college. Open- 

ended responses also credited faculty as the primary source of support from inside the 

institution. In Likert scale ratings, faculty were ranked as important for providing 

support by 96% of respondents. NEAR-Net's interpretation of these findings proposes 

that adults are adept at finding the support they need from sources both inside and outside 

the institution, and the research conducted here is in agreement. 

The type of institution appears to have some bearing on adult student success and 

satisfaction. The NEAR-Net data showed a difference between responses given by 

students at traditional institutions and those in institutions designed for adult learners. 

UMass Amherst is a traditional institution and the very low ranking given by students at 

traditional institutions for other institution-related support was also found in the UMass 

group researched here. NEAR-Net's interpretation that "non-traditional students in a 

traditional institution often find themselves at odds with administrative offices that may 

not take their particular needs into account" (NEAR-Net, 1999, p. 20), seems to hold true. 

On the other hand, entire academic departments were cited in the current study as 

being supportive in meaningful ways. Departmental support was especially important to 

nearly all students interviewed and they related this support with great enthusiasm and in 

great detail. One student referred to a sense of belonging in her department, and another 

felt that his department really knew what he needed as an adult student. Others talked 

about how well organized their departments were, and how that organization made life at 

UMass much easier for them as adult students. 

“The School of Engineering is very well organized. I credit 
Dean Heilman with that. I never had any problems, only had to 
walk over to Whitmore (the administration building) once in four 
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years. They didn’t kill me with red tape. The department being 
organized really helped a lot.” (Interview #4) 

Three students, from Civil Engineering and the School of Management, said 

departmental support helped them either enter graduate school or get the jobs they 

currently had. The School of Management was credited with doing an outstanding job 

with career and job hunting preparation workshops, including resume writing and 

interview skills, and with arranging on-campus interviews. 

“They have a really, really, really good structure of support 
for job placement! Without that I may not have pulled it together. 
There’s this automatic process, they bring recruiters to campus and 
set up interviews and all but first they get you ready to go with 
resume writing workshops. They even sent out letters to students, 
I got a letter from them plus putting up signs all around the 
building. You couldn’t miss the stuff. They sent letters to parents 
of younger students telling them to ask their kids which section of 
the resume writing workshop they’d signed up for! Can you 
believe it? Is that good or what?! They told you what to wear and 
what not to wear, like a blue suit, or a grey one, but not pink or 
fuchsia, you know. Things kids might miss, or you might miss! It 
was critical, absolutely critical that they gave this support. It made 
all the difference. I wouldn’t have done so well as I did without 
this from the department.” (Interview #7) 

On a more personal level, interactions with other students were primarily, though 

not always, with students in the same major, and these relationships were credited with 

contributing to persistence. For example: 

“I met a lot of positive friends, my age and older, and I think their 
stories really inspired me to stay. Definitely a positive influence 
thing. (Without that?) I’d have to say if I came back and never 
met anybody I’d never had stuck it out.” (Interview #5) 

“There were other older students I could relate to. There were 
others there. Two or three who were my age or older who were 
sticking with it and we’d work together a lot.” (Interview #4) 
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While there were mixed findings in the literature on the impact of the internal 

community on adult persistence, the current study supports the notion that the academic 

community internal to the university plays a very important role in keeping adults in 

school. Ashar and Skenes’ (1993) findings, showing that the social environment within 

which the learning takes place has a positive impact on adult retention, can be seen to be 

similar to the current study’s findings. Students’ close affiliation with their academic 

departments, departmental faculty, and fellow students increases their sense of belonging 

to an academic community and increases their investment in staying involved and 

enrolled. 

Chartrand’s (1990) work resonates with this concept as well. Her research 

showed that a good fit between person and environment results in good performance, 

satisfaction, adjustment, and continued engagement. Naretto’s (1995) study found that 

persisters reported support stemming from both internal and external communities, 

contradicting as do the findings presented here, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) assertion that 

the internal community holds little relevance for the adult student. Naretto’s findings 

support the findings here, that a powerful desire and commitment to a goal, combined 

with supportive others inside and outside the university, help adults complete their 

degrees. 

3. Obstacles 

In spite of the fact that there were many positive elements to respondents' UMass 

experiences, there were real and serious obstacles that arose during their time as 

undergraduate students. Finances were a recurring problem for many students. 

Criticisms were made of individual faculty members, advisors, and academic departments 
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in survey responses and in interviews. Conflicts arose with faculty members that were 

serious enough to require assistance from the Ombudsman’s Office. The overall climate 

of UMass was considered by respondents to be more in tune with traditional age students, 

and it was thought that those who didn't fit the mold had better be able to fend for 

themselves. This section will present obstacles students encountered and discuss how 

they dealt with them, 

a. Finances/family 

There were numerous open-ended responses and interview comments relating to 

finances as an obstacle to degree completion, and for one student, a single parent, the 

high cost of child care presented a serious obstacle. Some students simply waited until 

the time was right to return and the finances or financial aid were available. Others 

worked off and on, borrowing and re-paying what they needed a semester at a time. At 

least one student graduated with a significant student loan debt. Two who were the least 

obstructed by finances had carefully laid plans which provided them financial support, 

one through an early retirement benefit and another with a military commission. The 

students studied here were able to overcome the obstacle financing an education presents 

to many adult students. 

Family responsibilities did not appear as an obstacle faced by many of those 

interviewed. However, the only single parent interviewed related that because her child 

had difficulties with school work, she had to spend longer periods of time than average 

(an hour and a half instead of 20 minutes) helping her with homework. This placed an 

extra strain on her ability to complete her own academic work. Also, comments were 
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made by two single male students about how easy they felt they had it compared to other 

students they knew who had children. 

Family obligations are recognized as obstacles in the literature on adult 

undergraduates (Brandenburg, 1974; Astin, 1975; Hanniford and Sagaria, 1994; 

Scarbecz, 1995). Multiple roles and responsibilities can have opposing needs and create 

huge obstacles to student success, 

b. UMass climate 

The size and traditional structure of UMass Amherst create a climate which is 

thought of as an obstacle by some adult students. The undergraduate population is 

approximately 18,000 students, only 1200 of which are age 25 or older. UMass Amherst 

is a land grant institution established in 1863, and while innovation and contemporary, 

even progressive, educational ideals exist within the academic community, UMass has 

strong roots in traditional structures of educational format and philosophy. Not 

surprisingly, many academic programs and administrative policies and procedures are 

designed with traditional age students in mind, and offices and staff function primarily to 

provide services to that audience. Because of its size, UMass has a reputation as a place 

where students can get lost in the shuffle, fall through the cracks, or fall by the wayside. 

Attrition rates for freshmen hover around 24%. Four of the eight interview subjects had 

previous negative experiences at UMass and expressed their thoughts in different ways in 

the interviews. 

One student attended UMass as a freshman straight from high school and stayed 

10 days. She attributed the size of the institution as a contributing factor, but also 

recognized that she was not ready at the time to leave her parents. When she returned as 
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an adult student, she had had work experience and community college experience and 

was better prepared to operate successfully within a large institution. 

Another student also entered as a freshman after high school and lasted a year 

before she "fell through the cracks." She felt the size of the institution served to limit 

"what they can do for each student," no matter the age. As an older student, she found 

different frustrations to deal with. Policies presented a series of problems for her, and she 

feels 

"they are not at all geared for older students. Although 
they accept older students, they don't really integrate them 
into their processes. They're not what they're there for." 
(Interview #8) 

So while both the size and structure of the institution create a climate not 

altogether friendly to anyone outside the mainstream, these students were able to 

successfully deal with the mostly administrative problems they encountered in part 

because they had experience in doing so from other parts of their lives. As adult students, 

they were focused on a goal and determined to reach it, they sought out the supports they 

needed at the departmental level, and succeeded in making a place for themselves within 

an institutional structure not altogether friendly to adult undergraduates, 

c. Faculty/advising 

Interaction with faculty was not always a positive experience. One student had 

conflicts with three faculty members in her department that were serious enough to 

require assistance from the Ombud's Office. The student filed two grievances, one of 

which was subsequently dropped. She felt faculty acted unprofessionally and lowered 

her grades because of questions she raised in class and claimed other students were afraid 
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to say anything because they felt it would jeopardize their own grades. She dealt with the 

obstacle faculty represented through the channels in place (the Ombud's Office), and by 

meeting with the new dean of the college. She felt an obligation to make the new dean 

aware of her experiences so that there would be a chance to improve the situation for 

other students in the major. She wasn’t sure her efforts would make a difference, but felt 

a strong need to do what she could to improve things. 

Similarly, another student related a negative experience with the new dean of her 

college. In her final semester an instructor passed out senior exit surveys with a cover 

memo from the dean, which stated that graduation would be held back for anyone not 

completing the survey. 

“The last incident was a power struggle with the Dean of 
the College of Engineering. There was an exit survey 
handed out to graduating seniors. It wasn’t part of the 
degree requirements or anything. They gave it to professors 
to give in classes. He said he’d hold grades until they were 
completed. The tone was condescending, it was awful. It 
left a bad taste in my mouth. I sat down and spoke with him 
about it. I’d had a good time at UMass and then this guy 
comes along! (laughs). (Interview #4) 

Both of these instances may also be related to the nature of traditional institutions 

and the ways in which they are accustomed to relating to traditional age students. Some 

faculty may feel challenged by questions or arguments raised by adult students in their 

classes. It may be more typical for younger students, especially those who are in college 

classes for the first time, to accept what they are told without question. Deans may feel 

they can “strong arm” students to get information they feel is important to have. In both 

of these instances, adult students felt the need to step forward to address the issues. 
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Poor advising from faculty and administrative staff was another obstacle brought 

up by students in interviews. Two students related that inadequate advising provided by 

uninformed faculty members cost them in some way. One student found she had taken 

courses she didn't actually need, and by laidng those, had missed the chance to take 

others she would have benefited from and had wanted to take. Another student wasn't 

made fully aware of the Honors program early enough in her program to take advantage 

of it, and felt that her advisor should have been better informed. Yet another student felt 

he had been not fully advised by financial aid staff, and that he would not have had to 

interrupt his education at all if he had been told of waivers allowed under a policy 

relating to age restrictions. Although one student related glowing praise overall for her 

UMass experience, especially in her major, she said 

“Again, I really need to stress the lack of support and 
advice. There were times when Pve been in tears over lack 
of those things. Not knowing where to go to find it.” 
(Interview #1) 

Obstacles from both inside and outside the university were presented and 

discussed by students interviewed. Financial and family stresses were seen as primary 

obstacles from outside the university, and climate, faculty, and advising were seen as 

primary internal obstacles. 

D. Summary 

The findings of this research show that adult undergraduate student success is 

linked to: 

1) A commitment to the goal, which is related to both internal and external 

rewards; 
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2) Support from others, individuals and groups, who are both inside and 

outside of the academic community; 

3) Faculty-student interaction, which can be both a support for success and 

an obstacle to success for adult undergraduates; and, 

4) A sense of certainty, or confidence, evident among this group that they 

would be successful and complete the degree. 

The findings of this research indicate that adult undergraduate persistence is 

related most to the students’ commitment to the goal of completion and the support of 

individuals and groups inside and outside the university. Hanniford and Sagaria (1994) 

had similar findings in their research on returning adult undergraduates. They concluded 

that once the decision to return to college is made, the commitment to reaching that goal 

provides the motivation to do whatever is necessary to succeed. 

Certainly serious obstacles exist for adult undergraduates, and obstacles found in 

this study are not uncommon for adults (Mishler, 1983; Scarbecz and Purkey, 1992; 

Naretto, 1995; Scarbecz, 1995;). Finances and family obligations are foremost external 

obstacles for students in this study. The climate of a traditional institution as experienced 

by adult students, difficulties with faculty, and poor advising are foremost internal 

obstacles. 

Scarbecz (1995) proposed that adults are more likely to be committed to 

completing their degrees at the school they entered as an adult. Because the students 

studied here are all persisters, these findings offer support for Scarbecz’s ideas that work 

location, family ties, and number of transfer credits combine to create strong incenti ve for 

completion at this latest institution. This inclination, coupled with strong desire and 
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commitment, may forge a powerful bond when met with a receptive, dedicated, well 

organized, and supportive academic department and faculty members. Even when 

obstacles are encountered, many adult students are able to persist because of their 

commitment to the goal (Hanniford and Sagaria, 1994). 

Interestingly, faculty have been presented as both obstacles to and supporters of 

persistence in this study. Overall, findings of this study indicate that faculty-student 

interaction can have a positive effect on adult student retention. While results in Section 

I of the survey did not strongly support this notion, results to questions in Section II and, 

more certainly, open-ended question responses and interviews, indicate faculty 

interaction is credited by adults as having played a role in their persistence. It is 

important to note that a strong desire and commitment to the goal of graduating was also 

present in the majority of these students. What enhanced the experience, what possibly 

contributed to their love of learning, enrichment, and personal development, was 

involvement with and support by faculty and academic departments. 

Interactions of many types occur between students and faculty members, most 

frequently before and after class, and also meeting outside of class time. Interview 

subjects spoke most about faculty in the role in the classroom, and also as part of special 

projects or in a teaching assistant relationship. Several faculty who were chosen as 

favorites by interview subjects were described as “old fashioned," in terms of dress and 

behavior in class, and their in-depth knowledge of the subject area as well as their love of 

teaching were most noted by the students. Several interview subjects described favorite 

faculty as “caring," and others as “smart, really smart," or even “unbelievably smart." 

Involvement in special projects and as teaching assistants enabled students to have a 
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wider range of experiences with faculty members (as well as with other students), but 

wasn’t the only condition in which strong feelings of enthusiasm were found for faculty. 

Essentially, the interactions presented in the interviews consisted of in class teaching, out 

of class talks, and work on special projects, and teaching assistant assignments. 

The literature also supports the finding that out of class interaction can support 

adult student persistence (Astin, 1977). Chickering (1969) found early on that of all the 

elements of higher education that impact on students, interaction with others had the 

greatest positive effect. Adult students conceptualize faculty-student interaction as one 

component of an experience related to achieving a larger, personal goal. The desire they 

bring with them upon returning to school is critical to this experience. First and 

foremost, their dedication to reaching their goal brings them to the decision to return to 

college, for reasons related to both internal and external rewards. Once there, those who 

are able to persist are supported in their efforts by communities both outside and inside 

the university which meet both their intellectual and pragmatic needs. Students seem to 

be saying that they would complete their degrees no matter what, but they are also saying 

that the intellectual stimulation which was inherent in their educational experience played 

a role in keeping them engaged. It was both the excitement associated with the learning 

and the anticipation of obtaining meaningful work that created a positive outcome for 

these students. 
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E. Limitations of the Study 

There are limitations to this study that should be kept in mind when interpreting 

the findings. For example, if more interviews had been conducted, a broader story could 

have been told. In addition, an in-depth statistical analysis focusing on any number of 

factors such as gender, major, parents' educational attainment level, or age by grouping 

would reveal more specific findings in relation to the population studied. Also, since so 

much of the literature on student retention is based on models constructed to relate to the 

traditional student experience, including a traditional student population in this study 

would have enabled comparison between the two age groups. Finally, inclusion in this 

study of adult undergraduates who had attempted to but were not successful in obtaining 

the degree could bring to light important data. 

F. Recommendations for Further Study 

Further studies might uncover pertinent information on what constitutes positive 

departmental connections with adult undergraduates by exploring the questions presented 

here more in depth in specific departments. It might also be illustrative to replicate this 

study at an institution with a greater proportion of adult undergraduates than the 

University of Massachusetts Amherst. Also, a study designed to show adult 

undergraduates’ attitudes and expectations relating to faculty at time of entry and again at 

point of graduation would likely offer an interesting perspective on the adult student 

experience as it relates to faculty interaction. 

Certainly, a study of non-persisting adult undergraduates would be informative in 

areas relating to obstacles and supports both inside and outside the university. Finally, 

comparing adult and traditional age undergraduate experiences with persistence would 
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help us understand if the forces coming to bear on this issue are becoming more alike or 

more different for all of the students that make up the undergraduate population as we 

move into the 21st century. 
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY COVER LETTERS 

Elizabeth Y. Brinkerhoff 
^eyden Road, Greenfield, MA 01301 

March 8, 1999 

Dear University Student: 

I am writing to ask you to participate in a research project I am conducting as part of my 
doctoral studies in the School of Education at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. 

The study relates to various aspects of the undergraduate experience of adult students 
(age 25 or older) at the University. You have been chosen to be included in this survey 
by virtue of the fact that you are 25 or older, were an active, matriculated undergraduate 
student in fall 1998, and had 15 or fewer credits to complete for graduation. 

Enclosed is a survey I am hopeful you will agree to complete and return to me in the 
enclosed envelope within the next week. Participation in this study is voluntary, and no 
names will be used in reporting of data. 

In addition to the mail survey, I will be conducting a limited number of one-on-one 
interviews with a randomly selected subset of survey respondents who are willing to do 
so. My hope is that your participation in this research project will lead to a better 
understanding of and support for the adult undergraduate at the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst. 

I hope you will take the few minutes necessary to complete the survey and return it to me 
within the week that you receive it. Thank you in advance for your assistance in my 
research project. If you have any questions about this research project you may call me 
at (413) 545-3518. 

Sincerely, 

Elizabeth Y. Brinkerhoff 
Doctoral Student 
School of Education (EPRA) 

Enc/ 
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April 15, 1999 
Dear University Student: 

Last month I sent you the enclosed materials and asked for your help with my 
doctoral study research. I have not yet heard from you and so am trying one last time to 
obtain your responses to my survey. If you can find the time to complete and return the 
enclosed questionnaire I would very much appreciate it. My hope is that my research 
findings will help to improve the understanding of the adult undergraduate experience at 
the University of Massachusetts Amherst. 

Sincerely, 

Elizabeth Y. Brinkerhoff 
Doctoral Student 
School of Education (EPRA) 

Enc/ 
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APPENDIX B 

SURVEY 

Code; 

1) Major_ Expected graduation date_ 
month / year 

2) Number of semesters at UMass so far _ 

3) Number of credits transferred into UMass_ 

4) Current grade point average_ 

5) Highest educational attainment of parents: (circle one for each parent) 

Mother: some high school / high school graduate / some college / 
bachelor degree / master’s degree / doctorate / unknown 

Father: some high school / high school graduate / some college / 
bachelor degree / master’s degree / doctorate / unknown 

6) Are you currently working: _full-time? _part-time? _not working 

7) Household makeup: Check the best descriptor for you or add one which describes your current household. 

living with an adult partner (spouse, significant other) 

living with an adult partner and children 
_number of children in the house 

_ living as a single adult with children 
_number of children in the house 

_living as a single adult alone 

_ living as a single adult with friends or family members 

_ other__ 

8) Ethnicity: _Asian/Pacific Islander 
_Black, Non-Hispanic 
_Cape Verdean 

Hispanic 
_North or South American Indian/Alaskan 
_White, Non-Hispanic 

Other 
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...' Survey 

The following sets of questions (1-18) relate to four areas of your undergraduate experience at the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst: (1) UMass in general; (2) your academic major; (3) your interaction with faculty; and, (4) your 
interaction with students. 

.UMass;4:t>>ftle,ase>cuglc,:pnc.:ans>vcr:4d^dv^uesUoo?l»& . % : 

1. Overall, how would you rate your experience at UMass Amherst? 

excellent good average fair poor 

2. In general, how would you rate the quality of your education at UMass Amherst? 

excellent good average fair poor 

3. How well integrated into the larger University community do you feel? 

very well well average fair poor 

4. Overall, how would you describe your opinion of your UMass major academic department? 

very high fairly high average below average very low 

5. How do you rate the quality of your academic learning as part of this major? 

very high fairly high average below average very low 

6. How involved in your academic department do you feel? 

very high fairly high average below average very low 

7. How would you rate the academic advising you received from your major department? 

very high fairly high average below average very low 

8. How much would you say your involvement with your major department has contributed to your progress thus far in 

completing your degree at UMass? 
very high fairly high average below average very low 

Faculty v^lwLseicirCle^qne answei^to'teach question 9—15. 

9. Overall, how would you describe the interest UMass faculty have shown in you as a student? 

very high fairly high average below average very low 

10. How do you rate the interest UMass faculty in your academic department have shown in you as a student9 
very high fairly high average below average very low 

1 1. How often in a semester would you say you have had the following interactions with UMass faculty? (Circle one 
answer for each item.) 

talked one-on-one before or after class 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7 or more 
met outside of class time 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7 or more 
talked on the telephone 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7 or more 
communicated by email 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7 or more 
attended school related events 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7 or more 

(lectures, films, etc.) 
social interactions not related to school 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7 or more 

Please continue to next side. 
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12. How many UMass faculty members do you feel know you well enough to request a letter of recommendation for 
graduate school or a job? (Circle one.) 

0 1-2 3—4 5 or more 

13. Have UMass faculty members: (Circle one answer for each item.) 

encouraged you to go on to graduate school? 

discouraged you from going on to graduate school? 

encouraged you to stay with your program? 

discouraged you from continuing with your program? 

Yes No 

Yes No 
Yes No 
Yes No 

14. Do you feel UMass faculty members have interacted differently with you than with younger students because of your 
age or experience? (Circle one.) 

very much so somewhat unsure not much not at all 

15. How much would you say UMass faculty interaction or involvement has contributed to your progress thus far in 

completing your degree at UMass? (Circle one.) 

very much so somewhat unsure not much not at all 

16. Overall, how would you describe the extent of your involvement with other UMass students? 

very high fairly high average below average very low 

17. How would you describe the extent of your involvement with students in your academic department? 

very high fairly high average below average very low 

18. How much would you say involvement with other students has contributed to your progress thus far in completing 

your degree at UMass? 
very high fairly high average below average very low 

Please continue to next section. 
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vDtsted:below.are;reasons'aduUsvgivcTfor:attcndin§co 

rtnefotlowjngutemsnmyounidccisiomtq-attcnd colic lejatvtjfisTti 

)cstQrcprescnts;;the 

«ifiss®e 
.imp.Sfiancc«ofi;cafeivrofv; 

•: y^V:o v; * • 

A 
Extremely 

Important 

B 
Quite 

Important 

C 
Important 

D 

• Not 

Important 

E 

Not 

applicable 

1. Career advancement A B c • D E 

2. Gain knowledge/improve skills A B C D E 

3. Meet new people A B C D E 

4. Earn a credential A B c D E 

5. Child(ren) leaving home A B c D E 

6. Loss of job A B c D E 

7. Funds became available A B c D E 

8. Career change A B c D E 

9. Breakup of primary relationship A B c D E 

10. Passed over for promotion A B c D E 

11. Enrichment/personal growth A B c D E 

12. Younger child(ren) in school A B c D E 

13. Salary inequity A B c D E 

Circle the letter that best represents the degree to which each factor has 

{C^ainiip college._' • ___ 

14. Enjoyment of learning 

15. Desire for the degree 

16. Closeness/proximity to home 

17. Affordable 

18. Credit for examinations 
19. Credit for military experience 

20. Credit for life experience 

21. Faculty 

22. Particular program 

23. Reputation 

24. Accepting previous credit 
25. Accelerated study 

26. Self-designed program 
27. Approach to learning 

28. Supportive advising 

29. Recommended by friend/family 
30. Special services for adults 

3 1. Financial aid available 

32. Accredited college 
33. Flexible scheduling 

34. Independent study or distance 
learning 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 
A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 

A 
A 

A 

B 

B 

B 

B 

B 
B 

B 

B 

B 

B 

B 

B 

B 

B 
B 

B 

B 

B 
B 

B 

B 

C 

C 
C 

C 

C 

C 

C 

C 
C 

C 

C 

C 

c 
c 
c 
c 
c 
c 
c 
c 
c 

Please continue to last page. 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

D 

D 

D 

D 

D 
D 

D 

D 
D 

D 

D 

D 
D 
D 

D 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 

E 
E 
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A 
Extremely 

Important 

35. Fellow stbdent A 

36. Faculty A 

37. Advisor A 

38. Friend A 

39. Mentor A 

40. Co-worker . A 

41. Administrative staff at college A 

42. Children A 

43. Spouse or primary relationship A 

44. Clerical or support staff at college A 

45. Parents) A 

46. Other family members A 

47. Employer A 

48. Counselor A 

B C D E 
Quite Important Not Not 

Important Important applicable 

B . C D E 
B C D E 
B c D E 
B c D E 

B c • D E 
B c D E 
B c D E 
B c D E 
B c D E 
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B c D E 

B c D E 

B- c D E 

l EHZ 
49. What are the top three reasons you decided to attend college at this time of your life? Please rank order your 

answers, most important first. 

50. Now that you have completed or nearly completed your undergraduate degree, what would you say contributed the 

most to your ability to persist in your educational efforts9 

Thank you very much for taking the time to complete this survey. 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

A Study of the Role Faculty-Student Interaction Plays in Adult Undergraduate 

Retention at the University of Massachusetts Amherst 

Consent for Voluntary Participation 

I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that: 

1. I will be interviewed by Elizabeth Brinkerhoff using a guided 
interview format consisting of five question sets. 

2. The questions I will be answering address my views on issues 
related to adult student retention at the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst. I understand that the primary purpose of this research is 
to identify elements which contribute to adult undergraduate 
success. 

3. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in 

any way or at any time. 

4. I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time. 

5. I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or 

other publication. 

6. I understand that results from this survey will be included in 
Elizabeth Brinkerhoff s doctoral dissertation and may also be 
included in manuscripts submitted to professional journals for 

publication. 

7. I am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice. 

8. Because of the small number of interviews being conducted as part 
of this study, I understand that there is some slight risk that I may 
be identified as a participant in this study. 

Researcher’s Signature Date Participant’s Signature Date 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project. As you know, 

the purpose of the project is to better understand certain aspects of the undergraduate 

experience for adult students at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. You have 

already completed and returned a survey with questions related to how you rate, or what 

you think of, your UMass experience in terms of the experience in general, your 

academic department in particular, and interactions with faculty and with students. 

Now I would like to ask additional questions that are related to those given on the 

survey and record in detail your answers so that 1 can try to get a more clear and 

descriptive picture of your experience here. 1 would like to tape record our conversation, 

if you don’t mind. I will shut the recorder off at any time at your request. 1 will use the 

tape to transcribe your words so that 1 can look for themes in common with others I will 

also be interviewing. Everything we talk about as part of this interview is strictly 

confidential and will be used only for the purposes of this study. Do you have any 

questions or concerns? 

Question 1. To begin with, can you think back to the time before you came to 

UMass. What was going on in your life then and what made you decide to come 

here? 

Associated questions: Probe relating to answers given. 

Probe relating to career path if not mentioned. 

The survey asked questions about your experience at the University in general, and about 

your academic department and faculty and student interaction in particular. 

Question 2.A. Can you identify for me what you think has been the most important 

part of your UMass experience in terms of helping you to complete your program of 

study? 

Associated questions: In what ways was that helpful? 

Without this, what would have happened? 

Question 2.IT Think of a teacher you had while at IJMass who influenced you. 

Describe this teacher and what lie or she did that affected you as a student. 

Question 2.C. Can you think of other elements of the University experience that 

helped you to complete your program? 

Associated questions: In what ways was that helpful? 

Without this, what would have happened? 
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Question 2.D. Can you think of something that wasn 7 present in your 

undergraduate experience at UMass that might have helped you to persist in your 
program of study? 

Associated questions: How would that have helped? 

Is there anything else you can think of? 

Question 3.A. Can you identify what you think has been the most important 

contributor to your completion of your program of study that came from outside 
the University? 

Associated questions: In what ways were they helpful? 
Without this, what would have happened? 

Question 3.B. Can you think of something that wasn’t present in life or 

circumstances outside the University that might have helped you to persist in your 
program of study? 

Associated questions: How would that have helped you? 
Is there anything else that you can think of? 

Question 4. Were there things that made it difficult to continue with your 

education? What were they and how did you deal with them? 

Associated questions: Were there places or people you could have gone to for 

help? 
Did you ask for help from others in these areas? 

Question 5. Arc there any other areas that relate to your persistence as an adult 

undergraduate student at UMass that you would like to mention before we close the 
interview? 

Thank you very much for taking the lime for this interview. 
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APPENDIX E 

TABLES 

Survey Section I. Demographics 

Table 1. Sex 

Sex Count Percent 
Female 64 46% 
Male 74 54% 
Total 138 100% 

Table 2. Major Clusters 

Major Cluster Count Percent 
Math/Sciences 65 47% 
Humanities 38 28% 
Professional 
Schools/Public Health 

18 13% 

Interdisciplinary Studies 17 12% 
Total 138 100% 

Table 3. Age 

Count Percent 
25-30 70 51% 
31-40 43 31% 
41 + 25 18% 

Table 4. Semesters at UMass 

Semesters Count Percent 

2-4 27 20% 

5-8 73 54% 

9-12 30 22% 

13 + 5 4% 

Total 135 100% 

Non¬ 
response 

3 
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Table 5. Transfer Credits 

Transfer Count Percent 
0-35 40 32% 
40-59 26 20% 
60-75 60 48% 
Total 126 100% 
Non-response 12 

Table 6. Grade Point Average 

GPA Count Percent 
2.5 or less 17 12% 
3.5-2.6 77 57% 
4.0-3.6 42 31% 
Total 136 100% 
Non¬ 
response 

2 

Range 1.98-4.0 Mean = 3.25 

Table 7. Parents' Educational Attainment 

Parent Mother Father 

Level Count Percent Count Percent 
Some H.S. 15 11% 16 10% 

H.S. graduate 41 29% 35 26% 

Some college 44 32% 30 22% 

Bachelor's 19 14% 24 18% 

Master's 8 6% 13 10% 

Doctorate 4 3% 9 7% 

Unknown 7 5% 9 7% 

Total 138 100% 136 100% 

Non-response 0 2 

Table 8. Employment as Students 

Employment Count Percent 

Full-time 40 29% 

Part-time 68 49% 

Not working 30 22% 
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Table 9. Households 

Households Count Percent 
Partner 25 18% 
Partner + 1 -4 children 36 26% 
Single adult + 1-2 children 7 5% 
Single adult alone 21 15% 
Single adult with 
family/friends 

39 29% 

Other 8 7% 
Total 136 100% 
Non-response 2 

Table 10. Race 

Race Count Percent 

White 107 78% 

Asian 10 7% 

Black 6 4% 

Hispanic 5 4% 

Cape Verdian 1 <1% 

Other 9 7% 

Total 138 100% 
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Survey Section II. Internal Factors 

Table 11. UMass Experience 

UMass 
Experience 

Overall Overall Oualitv Oualitv Integration Integration 

Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 
Excellent 29 21% 30 22% 15 11% 
Good 69 50% 78 56% 24 17% 
Average 26 19% 19 14% 59~ 28% 
Fair 9 6% 9 7% 37 27% 
Poor 5 4% 2 1% 23 17% 
Total 138 100% 138 100% 138 100% 

Table 12. Academic Major Experience 

Major Overall Quality Involvement Advising Progress 
Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % 

Excellent 36 25% 26 19% 16 12% 22 16% 18 13% 
Good 62 45% 74 54% 26 19% 33 24% 30 22% 
Average 29 21% 30 22% 54 39% 52 38% 58 42% 
Fair 6 4% 4 3% 34 25% 20 14% 17 . 12% 
Poor 5 4% 3 2% 7 5% 11 8% 14 10% 
Total 138 100% 137 100% 137 100% 138 100% 137 100% 
Non-response 1 1 1 

Table 13. Faculty Interest 

Faculty Interest UMass UMass Ac. Major Ac. Major 
Count Percent Count Percent 

Very high 18 14% 34 25% 

Fairly high 42 31% 42 30% 

Average 50 37% 40 29% 

Below average 18 13% 13 10% 

Very low 7 5% 8 6% 

Total 135 100% 137 100% 

Non-response 3 1 
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Table 14. Faculty Contact 

Frequency 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7 or more Non¬ 
response 

Type Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct. 
One-on-one, 
before or after 
class 

5 4% 29 21% 27 20% 22 16% 54 40% 1 

Outside class 
time 

20 15% 46 33% 32 23% 17 12% 21 15% 2 

Telephone 53 38% 58 42% 15 11% 4 3% 7 5% 1 
Email 26 19% 42 30% 31 22% 16 12% 21 15% 2 
School events 56 41% 52 38% 14 10% 5 4% 7 5% 4 
Social events 99 72% 25 18% 10 7% 1 1% 1 1% 2 

Table 15. Faculty Recommendation 

# of Faculty 0 1 -2 3-4 5 or more 

Count % Count % Count % Count % 

15 11% 52 38% 50 36% 16 12% 

Table 16. Faculty Encouragement 

Faculty 
Encouragement 

Yes No Non¬ 
response 

Count Percent Count Percent 

To graduate school 81 59% 53 38% 4 

Not to graduate 
school 

7 5% 124 90% 7 

To stay with 
program 

81 59% 49 36% 8 

Not to stay with 
program 

14 10% 115 83% 9 
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Table 17. Faculty Interact Differently/Faculty Contribute to My Progress 
Thus Far 

Interact 
differently 

Count Percent Contributed to 
progress thus far 

Count Percent 

Very much so 26 19% Very much so 28 20% 
Somewhat 56 41% Somewhat 46 33% 
Unsure 21 15% Unsure 20 15% 

Not much 19 14% Not much 28 20% 

Not at all 13 9% Not at all 13 9% 
Non-response 3 2% Non-response 3 2% 

Table 18. Student Interaction 

Level of Interaction Overall Extent of 
Involvement 

Contributed to My 
Progress 

Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Very high 12 9% 9 7% 10 7% 

Fairly high 15 11% 27 20% 23 17% 

Average 55 40% 55 40% 38 28% 

Below average 35 25% 28 20% 34 25% 

Very low 18 13% 17 12% 30 22% 

Non-response 3 2% 2 1% 3 2% 
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Table 19. Reasons Given for Decision to Attend College 

i Reasons to Attend % � Rating 

Extremely 

Important 

—.-% -1- 
June Important Not 

mporlant Important 

j Not 

1 Applicable 

Non-response 

Cl. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Cl. /o Ct. % 
Career advancement 82 59% 19 14% 23 17% 7 5% 6 4% 1 1% 

Gain Knowledge/ 

Improve skills 

87 63% 32 23% 13 9% 1 1% 3 2% 2 1% 

Meet new people 3 2% 19 14% 41 30% 66 48% 8 6% i 1% 

Earn a credential 53 38% 36 26% 27 20% 12 9% 8 6% 2 1% 

Child(rcn) leaving 

home 

0 0 1 1% 9 7% 16 12% no 80% 2 1% 

Loss ofjob 2 1% 5 4% 2 1% IS 13% 108 78% 3 2% 

Funds became 

available 

13 9% 15 11% 19 14% 25 18% 64 46% 2 1% 

Career change 34 25% 19 14% 18 13% 11 8% 55 40% 1 1% 

Breakup of primary 

relationship 

1 1% 0 0 6 4% 25 18% 105 76% 1 1% 

Passed over for 

promotion 

2 1% 4 3% 1 1% 23 17% 107 78% 1 1% 

Enrichment/personal 

growth 

72 52% 32 23% 24 17% 2 1% 7 5% 1 1% 

Younger child(ren) in 

school 

5 4% 7 5% 6 4% 14 10% 102 74% 4 3% 

Salary inequity 15 11% 17 12% 21 15% 22 16% 60 44% ** 
J 2% 
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Table 20. Reasons Given for Decision to Remain in College 

Reasons Given Rating 
Extremely 
Important 

Quite 
Important 

Important Not 
Important 

Not 
Applicabl 
e 

Non¬ 
response 

Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct % Ct % C 
t. 

% 

Enjoyment of learning 75 54% 34 25% 23 17% 4 3% 1 1% 1 1% 
Desire for the degree 103 75% 24 17% 7 5% 2 1% 1 1% 1 1% 
Proximity to home 20 15% 21 15% 37 27% 31 23% 26 19% 3 2% 
Affordable 31 23% 38 28% 44 32% 12 9% 12 9% 1 1% 
Credit for examinations 3 2% 12 9% 23 17% 27 20% 70 51% 3 2% 
Credit for military 
experience 

1 1% 1 1% 4 3% 20 15% 11 
1 

81% 1 1% 

Credit for life experience 20 15% 11 8% 13 9% 22 16% 70 51% 2 1% 

Faculty 14 10% 27 20% 41 30% 39 28% 16 12% 1 1% 

Particular program 36 26% 43 31% 34 25% 14 10% 9 7% 2 1% 

Reputation 19 14% 38 28% 39 28% 26 19% 13 9% 3 2% 

Acceptingn previous 
credit 

30 22% 28 20% 32 23% 24 17% 21 15% 3 2% 

Accelerated study 12 9% 10 7% 16 12% 30 22% 66 48% 4 3% 

Self-designed program 15 11% 9 7% 11 8% 29 21% 70 51% 4 3% 

Approach to learning 16 12% 24 17% 42 30% 36 26% 15 11% 5 4% 

Supportive Advising 18 13% 24 17% 37 27% 36 26% 20 15% 3 2% 

Recommended by 
family/friends 

8 6% 13 9% 18 13% 41 30% 54 39% 4 3% 

Special services for 
adults 

9 7% 8 6% 8 6% 46 33% 64 46% 3 2% 

Financial aid available 52 38% 32 23% 18 13% 9 7% 26 19% 1 1% 

Accredited college 58 42% 30 22% 26 19% 11 8% 10 7% 3 2% 

Flexible scheduling 22 16% 27 20% 24 17% 30 22% 33 24% 2 1% 

Independent study or 
distance learning 

10 7% 18 13% 17 12% 32 23% 58 42% 3 2% 
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Table 21. Importance of Support 

Type of Support Rating 
Extremely 
Important 

Quite 
Important 

Important Not 
Important 

Not 
Applicable 

N 
res 

on- 
Donse 

Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct. % Ct % Ct % 

Fellow students 15 11% 31 23% 38 28% 44 32% 9 7% 1 1% 

Faculty 22 16% 36 26% 47 34% 25 18% 7 5% 1 1% 

Advisor 18 13% 28 20% 40 30% 41 30% 10 7% 1 1% 

Friend 32 23% 40 29% 39 28% 19 14% 6 4% 2 1% 

Mentor 18 13% 17 12% 19 14% 29 21% 53 38% 2 1% 

Co-worker 3 2% 15 11% 28 20% 44 32% 45 33% 3 2% 

Administrative staff at 
college 

8 6% 12 9% 25 18% 58 42% 33 24% 2 1% 

Children 16 12% 9 7% 13 9% 17 12% 79 57% 4 3% 

Spouse or primary 
relationship 

47 34% 18 13% 16 12% 14 10% 40 30% 3 2% 

Clerical support staff 
at college 

4 3% 10 7% 17 12% 51 37% 53 38% 3 2% 

Parent(s) 34 25% 37 27% 28 20% 17 12% 18 13% 3 2% 

Other family members 29 21% 36 26% 35 25% 21 15% 15 11% 2 1% 

Employer 13 9% 11 8% 27 20% 34 25% 51 37% 2 1% 

Counselor 7 5% 8 6% 22 16% 33 24% 66 48% 2 1% 
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Survey Section III. Open-Ended Questions 

Table 22. Top Three Reasons Students Decided to Attend College - Ranked in 
Order of Importance 

Reason Type Reason #1 Reason #2 Reason #3 
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Job related (career, 
good pay, etc.) 

51 38% 51 40% 40 33% 

Desire (knew what I 
wanted, earn a 
degree, get my BA, 
etc.) 

35 26% 26 20% 11 9% 

Personal growth/ 
goal/self 
improvement 

23 17% 24 19% 42 34% 

Money available 
(financial aid, funds 
available, etc.) 

5 4% 4 3% 8 7% 

Time available (kids 
need me less, have 
the time, etc.) 

6 4% 6 5% 9 7% 

Health/relationships/ 
life changing/end of 
something 

6 4% 5 4% 2 2% 

Just in case (in case 
I need to be self- 
supporting) 

4 3% 0 0 3 2% 

Philosophical notes 
(life is what you 
make it, it just 
happened, etc.) 

3 2% 3 2% 3 2% 

Encouragement to/ 
from others 

1 1% 5 4% 1 1% 

Program/proximity 0 0 5 4% 2 2% 
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Table 23. Reasons to Attend College - As Mentioned Across Rankings 

Reasons Count Percent 
Job related 142 37% 
Personal growth 89 23% 
Desire 72 19% 
Time available 21 5% 
Money available 17 4% 
Health/relationships 
/life changing 

13 3% 

Philosophical notes 9 2% 
Just in case 7 2% 
Encouragement 
to/from others 

7 2% 

Program/proximity 7 2% 

Table 24. What Contributed Most to Ability to Persist 

Factor Type First Second Third 
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Self discipline/ 
motivated/mature/ 
wanted it 

48 37% 21 32% 5 19% 

People/friends & 
family/academic 
community/others 

46 35% 20 31% 14 54% 

Job/career related 20 15% 6 9% 2 8% 

Finances 
available/financial 
aid 

14 11% 8 12% 4 15% 

Love of learning 8 6% 4 6% 2 8% 
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Table 25. What Contributed Most to Ability to Persist — As Mentioned Across 
Responses 

Factor Type Count Percent 
People/friends & 
family/academic 
community/others 

80 36% 

Self discipline/ 
motivated/mature/w 
anted it 

74 33% 

Job/career related 28 13% 

Finances 
available/financial 
aid 

26 12% 

Love of learning 14 6% 
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