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+E£  Aaron M. Brower

The “Second Half” of Student Integration

The Effects of Life Task Predominance on Student
Persistence

College dropout and persistence research finds that
“Integration” is central to students’ decision to stay in school: students
remain enrolled when they learn the subtle and overt rules governing
study and classroom habits, when they develop routine and pleasurable
social relationships, and when they develop a “cognitive map”[25] of the
campus in which specific and personal meanings are attached to specific
locations. In short, students stay in school when they become engaged in
daily college life.

Integration has been defined conceptually as a product of the inter-
action between students and their college environments. Yet many mea-
surement tools define integration unidimensionally: as students’ agree-
ment with the university’s goals and values. In this article, a model of
student persistence is presented that emphasizes students’ abilities to
shape their college environment in accordance with their own goals,
plans, and expectations. Longitudinal data on 311 college freshmen are
used to compare this model (the “life task” model) to the one most often
used (the Tinto model) in terms of its ability to predict the number of
semesters students remain enrolled in school. Furthermore, the life task
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model is used to demonstrate that different factors influence persistence
for affiliation- versus achievement-oriented students.

The Problem of College Dropout

Graduating from college is one of the important determinants of later
life economic success and status attainment [17, 41], yet the pattern of
who is most at risk to drop out precisely mirrors ethnic and social class
divisions that describe an underclass in American society [23, 51]. While
over 41 percent of a freshman class will never graduate with a college
degree (with over half of them dropping out in their first year), 65 per-
cent of all Hispanics and 55 percent of all African Americans leave
higher education without a degree within four years of entry. Sixty-one
percent of freshmen in the lowest socioeconomic status quartile never
graduate [47]. To exacerbate this problem, having a college degree will
be increasingly important, almost mandatory, in a future with narrow-
ing economic options, and with the demographic trends of the college-
age populations increasingly graduating from secondary school and
entering some form of higher education.!

Approaches to Understand Student Persistence

College persistence — staying in school until graduation — has tradi-
tionally been studied as a function of personality (such as with the
MMPI, SCL90, Myers-Briggs, Perry’s test for intellectual development,
and Kohlberg’s on moral development), demographic, and background
data [17]. As Stage [42] notes, these strategies can be described to take
either a psychological or a sociological orientation: either focusing on
micro-level “student development,” which assumes that students progress
through a sequence of psychological stages, with greater development
contributing to greater persistence, or focusing on macro-level aggrega-
tion of students into demographic groups to observe how constellations
of traits and structural variables covary with persistence.

Tinto [48] argued that college integration — the extent to which stu-
dents involve themselves in academic and social domains of college life
— was the important mediating variable between students’ backgrounds

!Clowes, Hinkle, and Smart [13] report that from 1961 to 1982, the proportion of
high-school graduating classes who enter higher education has increased from 59 per-
cent to 64 percent. In general, almost 60 percent of those between the ages of 18 to 22
attend some form of higher education [21]. The U.S. Department of Education [47] re-
ports that in 1987, about 58 percent of white high-school graduates began college the fol-
lowing fall, while 45 percent of Hispanics and 44 percent of African Americans did the

same. Between 1965 and 1987, the high-school completion rate for African Americans,
ages 25-29, increased from S0 percent to 83 percent.
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(prior performances, demographic information, family background) and
persistence. This article was pivotal in refocusing the field on under-
standing persistence to be the product of the interaction between stu-
dents and their experiences in the college environment.

In the Tinto model (see fig. 1), students’ initial goal and institutional
commitments (respectively, the amount students value an undergraduate
degree, and the amount they value their particular institution) influence
their integration into the academic and social life of college. Students’
integration was based on the congruence between their commitments
and activities, on the one hand, and the college’s academic and social
opportunities and feedback, on the other. Students’ integration influ-
enced their subsequent commitments, which ultimately determined their
decision to remain in school. Integration exists when students can es-
tablish a “niche” for themselves within the university community.

Pascarella, Terenzini, Bean, Stage and others have made substantial
progress in measuring integration, and testing its impact on persistence
[see 3, 4, 34, 35, 36, 42, 43, 45]. Institutional commitment, goal com-
mitment, and integration are measured with Likert scales that ask stu-
dents to rate the extent to which they agree with statements describing
basic goals, values and ideals of a university (see, for example, the Insti-
tutional Integration Scales of Pascarella & Terenzini, [36]). Rosovsky
[39] describes this as identifying the extent to which students “think like
faculty.”

Prior Academic Performance, Age, Sex, Race, SES

\

Early Goal Commitment
Early Institutional Commitment

'

Academic Integration
Social Integration

¥

Later Goal Commitment
Later Institutional Commitment

v

Persistence

F1G. 1. Tinto Model of Student Persistence
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The “Second Half” of the Integration Process

Despite the improvements in predicting student persistence with these
scales [see also 24, 37], they neglect the “second half” of the interaction
between students and their environment: how students shape and mod-
ify their college environment by engaging in specific activities and by
pursuing their own goals and tasks. While the integration concept was
developed to explore the dynamic interactions between students and col-
leges, the instruments measured only the extent to which students agree
with a set of goals, values, and ideals of the university, a process that
might more accurately be called “conformity.” Student performance also
depends on how they establish a niche in the university based in part on
their own perceptions, goals, choices, and actions.

Stage [43] finds that different types of students pursue different out-
comes in college, based on personal goals and educational objectives.
Students interested in becoming “certified” in college (using college as a
means to earn a degree and get a job) were most likely to remain in
school when their academic integration (that is, their academic activities
and involvements) was high and when they highly valued their particu-
lar college. In contrast, for students interested in gaining skills to help
others (to prepare for community service, for example), the decision to
stay in school was influenced by the amount they valued their goal of
graduating. Additionally, Stage notes that compensatory relationships
exist between students’ integration into their academic and social life, and
between the effects of these variables on persistence: as the level of social
(academic) integration increases, the positive influence of academic (so-
cial) integration on persistence becomes less pronounced. Stage suggests
that these compensatory relationships describe how different students
use different combinations of college experiences to enable them to re-
main in school.

Stark, Shaw, and Lowther [44] report that students’ academic suc-
cesses are largely influenced by their personally held academic goals and
expectations. They argue that students’ goals and expectations must
form the basis of an assessment of academic skills, abilities, and perfor-
mances. Furthermore, a large literature exists on how self and other ex-
pectations influence performance, the most consistent finding being that
we live up or down to the expectations set for us [see 6, 17, 19].

College students have been found to use personally defined goals, and
especially future-oriented goals (that is, goals as symbols for their lives
in their foreseeable future) as motivational and evaluative standards for
their performances [20, 30, 40]. Future goals are motivating to the ex-
tent that they are both personally salient and clear [2, 5, 29]. Dweck [16]
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finds that self esteem is directly related to how far along we believe we
are in accomplishing our goals.

The “second half™ of the integration concept, then, describes how stu-
dents shape their environment through their goals, expectations, choic-
es, and actions. More concretely, students shape their experience of
college by, for example, choosing their own educational “paths” (that is,
majors, classes, study habits and locations, and performance standards)
within the parameters of those appropriate to higher education [13]; by
developing their own living habits, again within the parameters specified
by social norms and/or the norms of college life [33]; and by determin-
ing their own routines that enable them to complete their tasks of daily
living.

Again, consistent with Tinto’s concept of integration (but different
from how it has been measured), the process of integration is not one of
finding a “fit” between the person and the environment, which implies
matching “static” student characteristics to “static” environmental char-
acteristics. Instead, students shape their environment by choosing to
pursue their own tasks and goals while their environment shapes them
through its norms, expectations, and opportunities. A dynamic interac-
tion exists between what students want to do in college and what they
actually do. Finding a niche in college means developing ways to pursue
one’s chosen goals and tasks within one’s college environment.

For this interactive process to unfold, of course, it is necessary for a
university to offer options to students. It may be the case that students
will drop out of college because their goals and tasks do not fit the op-
portunities offered by their particular institution. We should observe
students, from the moment they matriculate, pursuing different goals
and college tasks, becoming involved with different aspects of the uni-
versity, making different schedules for their days, and evaluating their
performances using different standards. It will be those students who
find a congruence between their own goals and tasks and the opportuni-
ties and feedback from the environment who will remain in school.

Student Life Tasks as the Indicator of the “Second Half” of Integration

Cognitive social psychology suggests one straightforward way to cap-
ture students’ goals and college tasks: asking them to list their “life
tasks” — the problems and situations with respect to college life that
they see themselves working on and devoting energy to solving [9, 10,
28, 38]. Oness list of life tasks represents the goals, aspirations, and ex-
pectations that are “on line” for the individual: those that are actively
used by the student when facing day-to-day situations [27]. The propor-
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tion of tasks that can be categorized into various domains of life, and the
priority given to these task domains — called here their “life task pre-
dominance” — will reflect how students shape their environments. Se-
lected life tasks reflect how role and performance demands are prioritized
and weighted by individuals, how specific features of situations are at-
tended to over others, and how specific tasks and goals are imbued with
personal incentives [26].

Research has identified up to seven life task domains that are impor-
tant to college life: academic achievement, social interaction, future goal
development, autonomy, identify formation, time management, and
physical maintenance/well-being [1, 7, 8, 12, 21].2 The seven life task
domains themselves can be seen to fall into broad categories of achieve-
ment and affiliation, the broad division of motives most often identified
in social and personality psychology [31]. The “achievement motive”
refers to the basic human motivation to “do well;” the “affiliation mo-
tive” refers to the basic human motivation to “be with others.”

The research on the Tinto model has focused on only two of these
domains — namely academic achievement and social interaction. College
success should be studied as it is dependent on students’ activities and
coping within each of the seven life task domains.

The Life Task Model of Student Persistence

Figure 2 presents how life task predominance can be added to the
Tinto model to highlight how students shape their environment. In this
figure, background variables influence directly how the individual con-
strues the environment by influencing students’ life task selection and
the predominance given to the various domains of college life. Students’
sets of life tasks are those to which they commit themselves. Tinto’s vari-
ables of initial goal and institutional commitment can be understood as
the unique instance where students’ life tasks overlap substantially with
those of the university community. Their goals are the university’s goals,
and the items composing the scales of integration and commitment

2These life tasks may strike the reader as surprisingly upbeat, given the often dubious
activities in which we observe students engaging. The seven life task domains are meant
to describe the social and psychological issues that underlie students’ activities. Thus, al-
cohol and drug use could describe students’ efforts toward social interaction, physical
health, identity formation, or even academic achievement. As another example, stu-
dents’ sexual activity most often related to their social interaction though also to issues
of identity formation. In the research to be described in this study, students first brain-
stormed a list of their current life tasks and then coded their own tasks into one or more
of the seven task domains presented. This procedure was used to allow students to “per-
sonalize” the life task domains by defining them in terms of their own activities.



Student Integration 447

Prior Academic Performance, Age, Sex, Race, SES
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Early Institutional Commitment
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Academic Integration
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Later Environmental Construal
(Reflected in Students’ Life Task Predominance)
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Later Goal Commitment
Later Institutional Commitment
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Persistence

F1G. 2. Life Task Model of Student Persistence

Note: Only in the unique instance will students’ goals and values completely match the university's goals and
values. In this instance “early and later environmental construal” will completely match “early and later goal and
institutional commitments.” Therefore, in this instance the Life Task model can be simplified to produce the Tinto
model.

commonly used fit well with students’ perception of what is important in
college. More generally, however, students’ selected goals and tasks will
overlap to varying degrees with those of the university. Therefore, stu-
dents will be seen to commit initially to only certain parts of their insti-
tutions and to only certain self-defined higher education goals.

In the process of pursuing their life tasks, within the context of the
university environment, students become integrated into the academic
and social life of college. Based on the feedback received from the envi-
ronment, students will update and modify their life task lists: modifying
their goals, values, plans, and expectations for themselves in college.
Later environmental construal can again be understood as the general
process that describes Tinto’s later goal and institutional commitments.

Note that in the unique case when students’ goals and values match
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completely the university’s goals and values, “early and later environ-
mental construal” will completely match “early and later goal and insti-
tutional commitment.” In this case, the Life Task model can be simplified
to produce the Tinto model.

Thus, two students might both highly value college and feel the pres-
sure to get good grades, yet for one student getting a 4.0 GPA is of ut-
most importance: grades are linked to his future goal of getting into a
top law school. The first student believes that achieving straight A’s will
be a direct result of the number of hours spent at the library and of tak-
ing as many “gut” courses as possible while still meeting the require-
ments of his major. The second student does not link her grades to her
future goals as much as they are linked to her sense of identity. She has
selected classes that are in new subjects that she thought sounded intel-
lectually challenging and exciting. Because each student has personally
shaped the task demands that they face, specific situations will be per-
ceived to contain particular problems or tasks to resolve [5S0]. The first
student will constantly be reading his course material through the filter
of “how will this improve my grade,” while the second student will read
her material through the filter of “how will this improve my learning.”

We can hypothesize how each of these students will react to receiving
a 3.1 GPA for their first semester. Student 1 is devastated: he evaluates
his performance against his future goal of what he imagines are the crite-
ria for top law schools and feels panicked about needing to bring up his
“cume.” He will double his study time in the next semester and go to ev-
ery discussion and review session he can. His second semester life task
predominance will show an even greater focus on the domains of “grades”
and “future goals.” Student 2, on the other hand, evaluates her GPA
against criteria of whether her academic activities have helped her learn
new and interesting material and have helped her learn more about her-
self. If she is reasonably satisfied with what she learned, she will not be
compelled to make major changes in her priorities, evidenced by little
change in her second semester life task predominance.

Both of these students would look the same according to the tradi-
tionally measured Tinto model: they both had high initial goals and in-
stitutional commitments and maintained their level of commitments in
the second semester; both received the same first-semester GPA and
were highly academically integrated. Yet, these students would be dis-
tinguished from one another based on the life task persistence model pre-
sented in figure 2: student 1 would be seen to shift his life task predomi-
nance even more narrowly toward the academic achievement domain in
the second semester, while student 2’s life task predominance would not
change much at all from first to second semester.
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Adding life task predominance into the Tinto model will improve per-
sistence predictions. The model presented in figure 2 predicts that stu-
dents will stay in college when they find a match between what they seek
and what they find. It is hypothesized that those students will persist
who are able to find opportunities and reinforcements to work on their
self-selected tasks. Furthermore, different students should be observed
to persist for different reasons: factors influencing persistence should be
seen to differ for students who are achievement-oriented versus for those
who are affiliation-oriented (that is, who predominantly list either
achievement or affiliation life tasks). The factors influencing persistence

will be seen as consistent with either their achievement or affiliation
orientation.

Study Design

Three hundred and eleven students entering the University of Wis-
consin-Madison as freshmen in the fall of 1988 were included in this
study. This sample contained all students who completed both first and
second semester questionnaires administered as part of a large longitu-
dinal study of student stress and adaptation to college. In the larger
study, 510 students returned first-semester questionnaires (a 66 percent
return from those randomly selected to participate), and 623 returned
questionnaires in the second semester (a 70 percent return from the
sample of first-semester participants plus additional students randomly
selected from those not contacted in the first semester). The 311 stu-
dents used in these analyses did not differ from the entire 1988 freshman
class in terms of background characteristics or overall freshman-year
dropout rate,? with the exception that the sample population contained a
greater proportion of women than did the entire freshman class (consis-
tent with other samples collected on freshmen [43]). See Brower [8] for
a fuller description of these administration and sampling procedures.

Additional data from the university’s testing and evaluation office
were used to obtain a measure of the number of semesters students re-
mained enrolled through spring 1990, their first-semester GPA and cred-
its earned, and information about their demographic background and
prior academic performance.

Linear regressions were performed to compare the abilities of the tra-

3Because this study used students who completed both questionnaires, it did exclude
those students who dropped out between their first and second semester, which was 3.2
percent of the entire freshman class. However, the end-of-first-year dropout rate (9.8
percent) was the same for the study sample as for the entire class, meaning that a larger
proportion of students in the study sample dropped out after the start of their second
semester than was the case for the entire class.
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ditionally operationalized Tinto model to the life task persistence model
to predict the number of semesters students remained enrolled in the
university. Second, to demonstrate the life task model’s ability to distin-
guish between students’ modes of persistence, students were identified
according to their first-semester life task scores as being predominantly
oriented toward either achievement or affiliation tasks at matriculation.
Regression analyses were performed separately for the achievement ver-
sus affiliation students to determine the factors influencing persistence
for each group.

The variables used for the Tinto model are background characteris-
tics, initial commitments, academic integration, social integration, later
commitments, and persistence.

Background characteristics: This set of variables consisted of informa-
tion concerning students’ age, sex, race, high-school class rank, and
socioeconomic status (SES) of their family of origin. SES was scored
with the index used by the U.S. Department of Education’s National
Longitudinal Study and High School and Beyond data sets [15].

Initial commitments: Goal and institutional commitments were mea-
sured through items taken from a questionnaire given to students at the
beginning of their first semester at college. The score for Goal Com-
mitment was obtained by taking the sum of five items, such as “I know
why I’'m in college, and what I want out of it,” and “Getting a college de-
gree is very important to me.” The score for Institutional Commitment
was obtained by taking the sum of six items, such as “I feel that I fit in
well as part of the UW-Madison environment;” “I am pleased now about
my decision to attend UW-Madison in particular.”

Academic integration: Academic integration was designed to mea-
sure students’ academic experiences on campus. In accordance with Stage
[43], four variables were used: (1) attitudes and feelings about their aca-
demic activities (obtained using the academic subscale of the Student
Adjustment to College Questionnaire [SACQ] [1] administered at the
beginning of students’ second semester), (2) total number of hours per
week spent on academically oriented activities (obtained during the
second-semester questionnaire), (3) number of credits earned in the first
semester, and (4) GPA earned in the first semester. The academic inte-
gration score was derived by averaging the non-missing standardized
items above.

Social integration: Social integration measured students’ social expe-
riences on campus, obtained from items on the second-semester ques-
tionnaire. Again in accordance with Stage [43], it was composed of two
items: (1) attitudes and feelings about social activities (including involve-
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ments with professors and teaching assistants), obtained through the so-
cial subscale of the SACQ, and (2) total number of hours per week spent
engaged in social and non-academic activities. Similar to the index for
academic integration, the social integration score was derived by obtain-
ing an average of the non-missing standardized items above.

Later commitments: Later goal and institutional commitments were
identical to those of initial commitments, though they were obtained
from students during the second-semester questionnaire.

Persistence: Instead of using the binary persistence variable most
often used in the literature (that is, whether the student was enrolled or
not at a given time), persistence was measured with an interval variable
consisting of the total number of semesters in which students were en-
rolled. Persistence was measured following the 1989—90 academic year,
meaning that students could have been enrolled up to four semesters.
Counting number of semesters enrolled allows students who drop out
and then re-enroll to be distinguished from those who drop out alto-
gether, important because “stop outs” (who eventually graduate) do not
suffer from the same economic and status limitations in later life as do
“drop outs” [47]. In this sample, 1.9 percent of the students who would
have been considered dropouts re-enrolled in their fourth semester.4
For comparison purposes, the percentage of students who were not en-
rolled at the beginning of their second year was calculated: 9.8 percent.
This figure is comparable to the drop-out rates in the samples used by
Stage [43], 9 percent; Bean [4], 10 percent; and Pascarella and Terenzini
[35, 36], 6.2 percent and 11.6 percent.

Life task predominance: The life task persistence model used the addi-
tional variables of “early and later environmental construal,” defined by
scores representing the student’s task predominance for each of seven
life task domains found to be central to college life [7]. Life task scores
were derived from free-form “life task lists”[8, 11, 27, 38]: students were
asked to “list . . . all of the life tasks that come to mind for you as you
think about the coming year. Your list can include tasks ranging from
the mundane to the monumental, as well as those that you will actively
seek out and those that you will simply stumble into.” After listing all of
their tasks, students were instructed to rank order them for importance,
and then code them into one or more of the seven task categories (specif-

4Given that it is now taking an average of 5.5 years for students to receive their under-
graduate degrees, one should ideally wait that long before conducting persistence anal-
yses. In that way, the persistence variable will reflect actual dropout/stopout status most
accurately. On the other hand, waiting this long would seriously hinder the ability of re-
searchers to provide timely information to institutions and to other researchers.
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ically instructed not to force their tasks into these categories). Life task
scores were created to reflect the ranking and frequency of occurrence
of the life tasks listed. The scores weighted each task based on its rank,
standardizing across students regardless of the number of tasks listed.>
Life task lists, and hence, life task scores, were obtained from students in
both the first- and second-semester questionnaire administrations. “Early
environmental construal” was measured using first-semester life task
scores; “later environmental construal” was measured using scores from
second-semester.

The primary hypothesis tested in this study is that we can better pre-
dict the number of semesters students enroll in college by adding life
task predominance to the traditionally measured Tinto model of student
integration and persistence. Secondly, the life task model can be used to
identify different factors as relevant to the persistence for achievement-
versus affiliation-oriented students, who were identified on the basis of
their first-semester life task predominance scores. It is hypothesized that
achievement and affiliation students will persist for different reasons,
consistent with their predominant life task orientation.

Results

Table 1 presents regression results using the traditionally measured
variables specified by the Tinto model of persistence (fig. 1) and using
the variables specified by the life task model of persistence (fig. 2). Re-
sults show that the addition of the life task variables in figure 2 signifi-
cantly improve the prediction of persistence (Adjusted R? = (.19 versus
0.10; f=2.01, p<0.01; adjusted R? was reported because it standardizes
variance explained according to the different numbers of independent
variables used by these models).

Using the traditional measurement model of persistence, later institu-
tional commitment was a significant predictor, along with the back-
ground variables of socioeconomic status, sex, and high-school class
rank: those students who were more committed to their institution (who
agreed more strongly with its goals and values), who were from a higher
socioeconomic status, who were women, and who performed better in
high school remained enrolled the greatest number of semesters. Using
the life task persistence model, students’ sex and socioeconomic status
remained as significant predictors. However, students also were more
likely to remain enrolled when they focused less on making friends and

5To derive life task scores incorporating students’ rank-ordering and category of each
task listed, the following formula was used: task score = SUM“ " [(100/(((n+ 1)/ 2)*n))
(n — rank + 1)] where n = number of tasks listed by the student.
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TABLE 1

Predicting the Number of Semesters Students Remain Enrolled Using the

Tinto versus the Life Task Persistence Models.

Standardized Beta Coefficients

Variables Used Tinto Model Life Task Model
Age -0.05 0.01
Sex (0 = female) -0.13* —-0.20*

(1 = male)
Race (0 = white) -0.00 -0.07

(1 = nonwhite)

Socioeconomic Status Index 0.18** 0.21*
Relative High-School Class Rank 0.22%** 0.09
Goal Commitment 1 -0.00 0.09
Institutional Commitment 1 0.03 0.14
Academic Integration 0.00 0.03
Social Integration 0.01 —-0.06
Goal Commitment 2 -0.02 -0.03
Institutional Commitment 2 0.14* 0.08
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “grades” -0.09
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “future” -0.01
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “friends” —0.27**
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “alone” 0.04
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “identity” —0.33*%**
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “time” -0.03
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “physical” 0.04
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “grades” 0.05
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “future” -0.16
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “friends” 0.33***
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “alone” 0.10
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “identity” 0.15
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “time” 0.05
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “physical” 0.02

Adjusted R2 0.10 0.19 (f-value = 2.01**)

Multiple R 0.37 0.47

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

on their identities in their first semester, but focused more on making
friends in their second semester.é Note that these results support Tinto’s
theory of the relationship between intergration and persistence (that is,
that students persist when they become involved in their academic and
social lives). Instead of the traditionally measured constructs of integra-
tion being significant predictors, however, it is found that persistence is
predicted by students focusing their energies toward specific life tasks, at

6To check for collinearity between the Tinto variables and the life task variables, zero-
order correlations were performed. No significant correlations were found.
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specific times, in college. Students become “integrated” by working on
their chosen tasks within the college environment.

Predicting Persistence for Affiliation- versus
Achievement-Oriented Students

Students’ life task predominance (the priority and frequency of activi-
ties listed within life task domains) should affect their reasons for stay-
ing in school. To test this hypothesis, students were broadly identified as
being either predominantly oriented toward achievement or affiliation life
tasks, and then regressions were performed on each group of students to
determine factors contributing to their persistence (again, achievement
and affiliation were used as the broad motivational categories because
they are most consistently found in the literature on motivation and per-
formance). An “achievement predominance” score was derived by add-
ing students’ task scores for the domains “getting good grades,” “devel-
oping future goals,” and “managing time.” An “affiliation predominance”
score was derived by adding students’ scores for the domains “making
friends,” “being away from home,” and “establishing an identity.” The
domain “maintaining physical self” was thought not to be more closely
associated with either the achievement or affiliation area. Students were
identified as being “achievement-oriented” if their achievement score
was greater than their affiliation score (and vice versa to identify “affili-
ation-oriented” students). One hundred and ninety students were identi-
fied as predominantly achievement oriented, while 106 students were
predominantly affiliation oriented (15 students were determined to be
neither achievement nor affiliation oriented because their achievement
score equalled their affiliation score).

Table 2 presents descriptive information about the students in these
two groups. Students did not differ in terms of their age, sex, race, socio-
economic status, or high-school performances. Achievement and affilia-
tion students did not differ in their first-semester GPAs, nor in the
average number of semesters that they remained enrolled. They did not
differ in their academic and social integration nor in their goal and insti-
tutional commitments.

Separate regressions were run for the achievement and affiliation stu-
dents to determine the different patterns of factors contributing to their
persistence. The variables in the life task model (fig. 2) were used for
each group of students. Table 3 presents the separate regression results
for the achievement and affiliation students. Note that the model pre-
dicts persistence better for both groups separately than it did for the
groups combined (Adjusted R? = 0.41 and 0.22 for the affiliation and
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TABLE 2

Differences between Affiliation- versus Achievement-Oriented Students on Their
Background and on the Tinto Variables of Institutional and Goal Commitment

“Affiliation” Students  “Achievement” Students

Variable (N=106) (N=190) t-value
Age 17.9 18.0 -1.89
Sex 75% female 66% female (x2=24)
25% male 349% male
Race 93% white 899% white (x2=10.75)
7% nonwhite 119% nonwhite
Socioeconomic Status Index 0.04 0.00 0.45
Relative High-School Class Rank 83.7 85.2 -0.98
First-semester GPA 2.86 2.89 -0.41
Number of semesters enrolled 3.77 3.78 -0.07
Goal Commitment | 7.70 7.57 0.78
Institutional Commitment 1 7.44 7.41 0.14
Academic Integration -0.05 -0.01 -0.57
Social Integration 0.09 -0.03 1.30
Goal Commitment 2 7.48 7.50 -0.12
Institutional Commitment 2 7.50 7.25 1.17

Norte: The achievement task scores of 15 students equaled their affiliation task scores. Because they were neither
affiliation nor achievement oriented, they were omitted from this analysis.

achievement students, versus R2 = 0.19 for the entire sample). For
affiliation-oriented students, persistence is predicted by less focus in
their first semester on time management tasks and less goal commit-
ment in their second semester. For achievement-oriented students, per-
sistence is predicted by less first-semester focus on identity concerns and
more second-semester focus on their friends. Women who are achieve-
ment oriented are more likely to persist than men who are achievement
oriented. Socioeconomic status is positively associated with persistence
for those who are achievement oriented.

To compare further differences in the variables predicting persistence
between the achievement versus affiliation groups, interaction terms
were created by dummy coding the orientation variable (1 = affiliation-
oriented, —1 = achievement-oriented) and multiplying it by the other
variables used. When a regression was performed with the addition of
these interaction terms, the interaction of “sex - orientation” replaced
the variable “sex” as a significant predictor (beta = —0.27; p = 0.01). By
including this interaction term in the regression equation for the entire
sample, R? increased (R? = 0.25 versus R? = 0.19 using the variable
“sex”). A planned comparison among the sex - orientation groups found
that men who are achievement oriented enroll for the least number of
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TABLE 3

Predicting the Number of Semesters Affiliation- vs. Achievement-Oriented
Students Remained Enrolled in College.

Standardized Beta Coefficients

Variables Used Affiliation Students Achievement Students
Age 0.07 0.06
Sex (0 = female) 0.02 —0.29**
(1 = male)
Race (0 = white) 0.03 -0.05
(1 = nonwhite)
Socioeconomic Status Index 0.13 0.20*
Relative High-School Class Rank 0.19 0.08
Goal Commitment 1 —-0.08 0.09
Institutional Commitment 1 0.16 0.10
Academic Integration —0.08 0.02
Social Integration -0.11 -0.07
Goal Commitment 2 —-0.39* -0.08
Institutional Commitment 2 -0.02 0.09
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “grades” 0.14 -0.16
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “future” -0.20 0.03
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “friends” 0.02 -0.17
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “alone” 0.06 0.06
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “identity” -0.08 —0.27**
I1st-semester Life Task Score for “time” —0.85%** 0.05
Ist-semester Life Task Score for “physical” -0.13 0.16
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “grades” -0.17 0.05
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “future” 0.09 -0.12
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “friends” 0.21 0.23*
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “alone” -0.07 0.14
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “identity” 0.07 0.11
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “time” -0.03 0.11
2nd-semester Life Task Score for “physical” 0.17 -0.02
Adjusted R? 0.41 0.22
Multiple R 0.67 0.51

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

semesters versus all other students (3.65 semesters versus 3.86 semesters,
p=0.06).

Discussion

The concept of integration has been pivotal to understanding persist-
ence in college by focusing attention on the dynamic interactions be-
tween students and their college environments. Integration is defined as
a function of the interaction between students’ ability to agree with the
expectations of the university and their ability to shape their college en-
vironment to meet their own expectations. Students will be more inte-
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grated into college life, and consequently achieve greater successes, when
they find what they are looking for — when a congruence exists between
their perceptions and expectations and what they find in the institution.

Inasmuch as this interactive approach has stimulated research in stu-
dent persistence, research has focused on unidimensional measures of
integration, measuring the extent to which students agree with the uni-
versity’s goals and expectations. This study proposed a model of integra-
tion that emphasized the “second half” of the integration process, how
students shape their environments through their college life task priori-
ties. Results show that by including variables of life task predominance
to a model of persistence, the ability to predict the number of semesters
students remain enrolled is significantly improved. When the interaction
term of “sex - orientation” is included in the equation, 25 percent of the
variance of persistence can be explained.

It was found that students stay in school when they decrease their
first-semester college activities related to making friends and developing
their identities, and then increase their focus on making friends in their
second semester. Women are more likely to stay in school than are men,
as are those who come from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. These
results suggest that students may benefit from initially getting the aca-
demic side of their college lives in order and then attending to their so-
cial side. These data do not, however, provide information on when this
change in attention takes place. It may be that students can “settle” their
academics within a month or two of matriculation and then benefit
from a shift in attention to social activities. Or it may be that this shift is
not beneficial until late in their first semester or early in their second
semester. Because life task lists were obtained within a few weeks of stu-
dents’ first and second semesters, the timing of this attention shift is
unknown.

By exploring students’ task predominance, achievement-oriented stu-
dents were distinguished from affiliation-oriented students in terms of
how they integrated into college life. For achievement-oriented students,
staying in school was related to a first-semester decrease in focus on
identity concerns along with a second-semester increase in focus on col-
lege friendships — suggesting that achievement-oriented students bene-
fit from focusing less on themselves and more on others. For achieve-
ment-oriented students, women and those from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds stay in school longer. Men who are achievement oriented
appear particularly vulnerable to dropping out.

For affiliation-oriented students, staying in school was associated with
decreasing their focus on time management activities (as if their time
management activities were distracting them from accomplishing what
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they wanted to accomplish in college). Paradoxically, affiliation stu-
dents were helped to stay in school when they showed less goal com-
mitment (that is, less commitment to the goal of graduating) in their
second semester. It is possible that if these students were highly goal
committed, they would be more worried by their first-semester perfor-
mances and therefore more likely to entertain more drastic “graduation
strategies™ dropping out for a period of time in order to “regroup” their
efforts, or transferring to a less rigorous institution where they might
have a better chance to graduate.

These results will need to be replicated in other educational settings.
The life task methodology used will benefit from applications in a broad
range of universities and colleges. The goals and tasks of students enter-
ing small, private liberal arts colleges may be very different from those of
students who enter large, public, research-oriented universities. As a va-
lidity check of the sample used in his study, however, the results using
the traditional measurement model of persistence did produce results
similar to those found in other persistence studies, suggesting that this
sample responded to the traditional Tinto model in ways similar to sam-
ples used in other published studies.

Further, these data will benefit from re-analysis through statistical
methods that distort less the complex relationships between variables.
For example, LISREL and other path analytic techniques allow re-
searchers to discover variables’ indirect effects on performance (such as
the effect of SES on life task predominance, which in turn affects persis-
tence). And, though regression is well suited to discovering which of two
models better predicts to outcomes — as was the purpose of the study
here — it does not allow for the direct discovery of additional models
that might predict persistence better than either model specified.

Finally, although the addition of life task variables described in this
study did significantly increase predictions, 75 percent of the persistence
variance remained unexplained. It is clear that more research is needed
in order to predict a majority of this persistence. Identifying and includ-
ing individual motivations appears to be a fruitful direction to take in
these efforts. The predictions for the achievement and affiliation groups
proved much better than for the total sample. This is consistent with
Stage’s [43] findings, which argued that predictions increase when sam-
ples are disaggregated according to motivations because of confounding
effects in sample heterogeneity. These results are also consistent with
Clark and Trow’s classic study [13] which posited that goals, values, and
performances will be different for students when they affiliate with dif-
ferent student subcultures. Identifying how different students interact
with their college environments — how different students shape their en-
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vironment and are shaped by it — may prove to be the next area to ex-
plore in persistence research.

A life task approach to the study of college integration and persis-
tence offers student services researchers and programmers the opportun-
ity to make direct use of students’ experiences, goals, values, and
motivations in their intervention and policy efforts. Ideally, the interac-
tions between students’ life tasks and college experiences result in func-
tional changes in their subsequent life tasks; they make changes that
allow them to best meet their own educational, interpersonal, and emo-
tional goals, and that allow them to best meet the expectations and de-
mands of their college. Yet this rarely happens either easily or routinely.
Academic and student services efforts can therefore be directed specifi-
cally towards optimizing these interactions for individual students. For
example, affiliation-oriented students may benefit most from programs
that help them sort through their confusion about how to manage their
time by helping them “get down to work.” “One shot” programs to
teach them how to prioritize their tasks may be very effective, as will be
the use of groups to provide assistance through the predictable high-
stress, “time-crunch” weeks surrounding midterms and finals. On the
other hand, knowing that achievement-oriented students are helped to
stay in school when they focus less (initially) on themselves and more (in
second semester) on their friendships, these students may benefit most
from the traditional “ice-breaker” activities that make up orientations
and University 101-type freshmen seminars that strive to involve stu-
dents quickly in peer groups. Additionally, because men who are aca-
demically oriented are particularly vulnerable to dropping out, new pro-
grams directed at this segment of the student population should be
encouraged.

Given the increasing importance of obtaining a college degree to
later-life success, helping students pursue their own tasks within the col-
lege environment can provide a key to reducing the problem of college
drop out. As Tinto himself has been saying lately [46], imbedded in the
dropout issue is one of education per se: how can we help students make
the best use of their college education, and how can we create college en-
vironments that are most conducive to the learning processes of the larg-
est number of students? One answer to these questions lies in examining
how students’ life tasks shape what they learn in college.
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