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WHAT DO WE KNCOW ABOUT STUDENTS?

B, Patriciz Cross

1've selected for myself this mozrning the perhape overly smbitious
taalk of atternpting to provide scimne auswers to the guestion, "What do
we know about students 7Y Givesn the tremendous strides of educational
research over the past dacade, I reslly can't hope to do justice to my
own question, But rather than describe any mrﬁzimﬁaf ressarch project,
1'd like to venture upon the rather risky path of making some generaliza-
tions about what we do know about students through educationsl research,
To do this, I ¢hall rather arbitrarily select what seen to me three major
areas to which ressarch hes contribuated some tmportant undereiandings,
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My biases in the selection will sperate fromw my own sxperience with the
researvch on college students conducted by Educsational Testing Servvice
and the Center for Research & Development in Higher Kducation at the
fniv ersity of Califorsia in Berkeley. Lot me begio by making three flat
statements about what we know sbout students zs groups, remesmbering
that to generalize {s to ignore temporarily the infinite variety of
individuals.

1. We know that the family backgroand {rom which students come

has a profound effect on their future sducation -- whether they go to

college, where they go, and how long they stay.

Prapared for the American Collsge Personnel Asaocciation, Detrolt,
Michigan, April 9, 1968,



2. We know that there is 3 tremendous diversily among institutions
of higher education in this country and that students tend to sort thewm-~
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@MV«MA y the type of college which they select, The differences in student

bodies on aco~cognitive chavacteristics are at lesst as great as those on

the more traditional tests of scademic achievemant and abliity.

3. We koow that the college experisnce doss have an lmpact upon

certain attitudes snd values for most college students.

In Americs we have long attempied to perpetuate the folklore that it
i not who vour parents are or what your beckground is but rather what
you are and where you are golng that counts. It is only recently that we
have faced the reality that fmucily background plays a very lavge role in
determining whet an individual is and perhaps, to some extent, what he
iz capable of becoming., Certainly parental attitudes towsrd things
educational and eultural bear an lmmportant relationship to college altend-
ance., As s matter of fact, whal we know about the parent may olien be
25 good a predictor about college attendance and persistence as what we

konow sabout the student,
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SGtavting in 195%, the Center for Higher Education at Barkeley took
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the United States. These students were followed through the next four

years with some of the following guestions in mind: Who goes where

chool graduates in 16 communities across
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to college? Who doesn't go to college? What characteristics differ-
antiate those who etay in college from those who drop cut? What impact

do homes and cormmunity have upon college decisions ?

One of the more sobering findings of the study was that the occupation
of the father had somewhat more to do with whether the child attended
college than did the ability of the student. Whereas most students from
upper gocio-economic fapilies entered college regavdless of ability,
most students from lower soclo-economic strata did not enter college --
again, regardless of abllity. If a high school student’s iather worked at
a high cccupational level, his chances of going to college ranged from
34% if the student ranked in the top two-fifths of his class to 57% if he
fell in the lowest two-fifths in ability. In contrast, the bright child of
a father with low cecupational status had only a 41% chance of going to
college; if he also had low ability, his chancesz {or college fell to 20%,
Ev&m when the studends from families of lower vccupational levels
overcame initial barriers and entered college, the data showed that
they tended to drop out with greater frequency. Aond they dropped out
despite the fact that they appeared to have ne greater academic or
financial difficulties than their fellow students who persisted. What
distinguished the groups was motivation -- and the parents sppsared
to provide a prime source of academic motivation.

Although we speak of the rebellion of adelescence, and frustrated

parents often feel that the best way to get 2 teenager to do something
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ig to cppose it, the students perception of their parents’ attitudes toward
college attendance had a definite -+ and positive -~ relationship to what
paths the voung people took., As seniore in high school, the studenis
were asked how lmportant i was to thelr parents to have them attend
college, Seventy percesnt of those who subseqguently persisted in college
over the four-year peried of the study had stated that thelr parents
definitely wanted therns to attend. For the dropouts, the figure was
45%, and for the bright {upper 30%) high school gradusates who did net
attend college, only 15% having reported having received strong parental
encouragement to do so.

Farental encouragement is also closely linked with coliege cholcs.
The first wave of dats {8 now in foy the 90, 800 student SCOOPE {School
to College: Upportunity for Postsscondary Rducation) Study and we
ars finding that most of the students who enter 4-year colleges {(66%)
receive strong encouragerent from home., About half {(558%) of the
tunior sollege entrants and only 26% of the noacoliege group reported
equal parental interest.

When locked at in the tolal context of the research, it is cleaw
that parvental influence on college attendance is not something that

suddeniy appears when the student becomes a2 senior in high school,
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ollege graduates, for the most part, made thelr declizion to atlend

college when they were in elsmentary school, whereas dropouts
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decided much later. Furthermore, the decleions apparently occur in a
complex of parental and student cultural and educational interests. The
parents of eventual cellege gradustes were reported by thelr children
as having much broader interests in reading, music, and discussion of
world affairs than were those of the dropouts or bright non-attenders.
Asg a matter of fact, the amount of serious reading reportedly done by
the parents had somewhat more relationship to college attendance than
did the amount of reading done by the students themselves. The educa-~
tional level of the parents is related not only to whether the student
goes to college and how long he stays, but zlso to where he goes and

to a broad 3@@&&3’%% of atudent attitudes and values., Several recent
national studies are in close agreement on the fact that the majority ~-
alrnost 2/3 -- of the students attending private universities are the
children of college~educated fathers., The concentration of such

culturally advantaged children in 2 and 4-year public colleges is just
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about half -- roughly 1/3,

It should not surprise student personnel administrators to know
that the students who reported any kind of regular attention from teachers
or counselors were those whe were already highly motivated and strongly
supported by their parents. I suspect that these were the students who
camwe to the personnel offices. It seems to be an sdministrative fact of
life, at least in my experience, that we tackle the problems that are

irnmediately at our doorstep. These are {requently sufficient in number
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to keep us fromw looking any further. But the clear lrnoplication of this
research is that student personnel administrators must make provision
in the program for reaching the able student who lacks cultural background
and educational encouragement. It is this student who represents the
wave of the future in higher education.

Several years ago, we spoke glibly at conventions like this of the
"new breed' of student. Ironically enocugh, the new breed turn out to be
the traditional college student in wolf's clothing., To be sure, they appear
to i;hinx, and act in new and dramatic wayse, but by and large, the new
breed are the bright children of affluent, college-educated parents., They
are essentially the same segment of society that has besn represented in
the college~gelng population for a hundred years. Today they are very
much a product of their liberal, intelisctually oriented home environment,
The Berkeley Free Speech students, for exawple, carce from what must
be termed educationally elite homes, with 26% of the fathers and 16% of
the mothers possessing masters or doctore degrees., This particular
new breed tends to be concentrated in the prestige college and universities
of the country., And it is the high visibility of this student in recent vears
that has led us to believe that college students ave changing, that the
generation gap is growing, and that personnel workers ave coping with

& new breed. These chsevrvations are only pari truths.
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Richard Feterson of ETS has estimated that only 2% of the college
students share the "powerful sensze of outrage' that has led to the
revclt against what they see ag a hyprocritical social system. 4nd
Faui Heist,of the Center reseurch stuaff, notes that his reseurch
indicates that there are institutions with no students who fit the
activist model and that even in selective, large public univergities

the possible candidates for activiaen or "liber.l couses” remains below 5%,
AL ST

On most campuses, I suspect, there ex; 3ts neither the leadership nor
fyales
followership for a sustained ctuient movenent. Tﬂz Sforcast of the
future may be both encouraging anda dzuvgtvxyang to personnel workers

while it should relieve the feeclings of punic on those canpuses where
the desire is to "keep the lid on', it way ulso rewove o very effective
pressure which has forced college fuculties unid adninistrutions to
gilve serious attention to the votces of students
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ways he represents a more difficult challenge to student perzonnel
programming than does the articulate self-confident student who confronts
the administration with his demands. When 50 to 90 percent of the bright
high school graduates from middle and upper class homes are now attend-
ing college, higher education has just about reached its saturation point
for the so-called traditional college student. The new student to highex
education,is necessarily going to come from the second and third gquariiles
in ability and from the homes of the lower socio-sconomic levels, This
new stadent constitutes the major segment of the junior college population
now, but he is also coming in increasing numbers to the state colleges,
and he ls transferring to institutions of all kinds. With the excention of
sorme of the better junior colleges, few ztudent nersonnel DYOETYAME Aare
geared to meet his needs. With America’s dedication to the goal of
universal higher education, this student constituies the "new breed! of
the future, and through research we know something about him, Let me
describe him briefly, primarily in terms of the ways in which research

shows him to differ frow the more traditional college student.

He comes {rom lower soclo-economic levels, His parents have been

&

unable to provide much intellectual stiroulation in the howme, and he sees
higher education primarily as the pathway to upward socisl m obility,

He comes to college unsure of hirmself, and his highschool record in
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both academic and non-academic pursalits ig undistingelshed, His goal

in college is frankly vocaiionsl, and he expects his future satisfactions

to come from business and flnancial success. Opn messures of personality,
he tends to be less independent, mwore suthoritarian snd more cautious

and controlled in bis thinking than the present four-vyear collegs mw%a i,
Teo college administrators, he is essentially non~troublesome, but his
entry into the world of traditional higher education veay he personally

difficult.

Becaunse the protesting aciivist of the past fve years has received
publicity out of all proportion to his numbers, many colleges -~ even

those who laek such students on their own campuses -- arve vevising their

programs primarily to meet the criticisms and needs of this vocal and

declining minovity, While § do not eriticize the atterpts of any coliege

G

to meet the needs of any group of students, [ do thisnk that ¢

o

set their own priorities and those priorities will necessarily be different,
depending upon the pature of the atudents to be ssrved, It is al

for parsonnel adminisirators to ignore the needs of the large numbers

@

of students who guletly leave our institutions of higher education, expar-

S

lencing personal failure but not forcing college administrations to take

serious account of their reeds in the sdocational orocess,

American higher education is charscterized by its great diversity.

The personnel Jdean whose college atiracts students primarily from the



upper socio-economic levels with all of the value system and interest
and attitudes toward education that this implies has 2 guite different

concern from the personnel dean whose institution serves the sons and
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Nowhere else on earth do so many students have such a cafeteria

of cholcea in colleges a8 they do here. And the diversity of American
higher education can be regarded, at one and the same time, as our
greatest strength and cur grestest weakness. If we knew more about
the characteristics of students and the learning environments of colleges,
we could presumably direct students to the college which would most
nearly fulfill the potential of the student. Here diversity iz a strength.
On the other hand, although we speak of & college degres az a standard
education, such s standard is in reality, mesningless, While a college
fegres may mean & specified number of credit hours, it means next to
nothing about the education of the student. The entering students 2t some
colleges. measure bigher on almost apy dirmensiocn of the seducated man

that you care to select than the graduates of other colieges.

Many of vou ave nrobably aware of the research of the 1950 which

attercpted to identify the most “"productive’ colleges -- usually in terms

of the proportion of the graduating clasa golng on for graduste studies

or other scholarly endeavors., It didn't take long to discover, howsver

that the primary difference betwesn a productive and 8 non-productive
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college was present in its freshmen class., It is easler to show that the
graduating class is a function of the freshmen class than it is to show
that the educational process on the campus makes a difference. If a

eollege has many gradeates golng on to graduate school, it is due in part

L
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o the fact that it attracts the kind of freshinen who are intereated in
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in part, the learning enviromment of the campus
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¥ classes and lectures, “Hou will see

as their favorite objecis beiwe

the traetife of a college... where youths get together and let themselves Ega,
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echoad-YFIEY ”ﬁ%mimm mﬁmmmg that, "The mwost lmportant single
factor in a rmodern liberal education ig the education which students receive
frorm one another., ¥ And the education which students yreceive irowm one
another differs greatly from campus to campus because the character-

istics of the students who teach and who learn from each other differ

8

0

greatly.
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One of the research instrurcents which has been used frequently in

the research of the Center is the Omnibus Persenality Inventory (OPI).
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A gombination of several scales of the UFI results in 2 measure of a
characteristic that we have termed intellectual disposition. A student
who scores high on intellectual disposition enjoys reflective thought and
the manipulation of ideas for thely own sake rather than for thelr immed
iate practical application. He expresses a preference for novel situations
and ideas over more certain and structured situations. He responds to
a greater varlety of esnvironmental stimﬁii and is somewhat more likely
to try hiz own analysis rather than to rely heavily upon rules or ritusls

or conventions for dealing with sew problems.

Some pew data that we are just now anslyzing at the Center show
dramatic differences in the intellectual dlaposition of groups of students
choosing various post-secondary activities. On 2 short experimental
intellectual disposit, on scale, the 5COUFE research found that almost 60%
of the students entering four-vear colleges in the fzll fellowing higo
school graduation scored in the top one«third of the high school population
on intellectual disposition. Only 3% of the students entering junior
colleges scovred this high and loas then one-quarter of the students who
did not enter college were in the top third on intellectnal interests.

Stated the other way around, only 12% of the four~year college freshmen
scored low on intellectusl interests, 25% of the junior college students

are in this group, and 41% of the non-college youth expressed little interest
in ideas and intellectual pursuits, While the differences are great smnong
types of colleges, they are frequently even greater between colleges of

the same generic grouping. In one of cur studies at the Center, for
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example, we found 80% of the atudents at cne four-yvear college scoring

very high on intellectusl disposition whereas &t another college nearby

ghowing the same degree of interest

@

we found only 8% of the ety
in intellectual inguiry. The extreme differences in the concentration of
intellectual ly motivated students on the two campuses will certainly
affmet the types of interests and values the students learn irom one
another.

Across the broad range of American higher education, however,
research is showing that the college experinnce 4088 seem o have an

g

impact upon certain student attitudes and valuss. Io numerous studles,
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by the senior year and the percentage interested in liberal sducation
increased. For exarple, in the cellege which initially attracted a fresh-
men ¢lass in which 62 per cent of the students were vocationally oriented,
the figure dropped to 3& percent by the senior year. The percentage
interested in liberal education showed a proportiopate increase «-

from 24 percent as freshmen to 45 percent as senlors.

Extremely bright students show an even greater endorsement of
&

intellectual objectives 2y opposed to vocstional.
some vesearch for the CUenter which involved a lopgitudinal study of

some 450 MNationsl Merit Scholars and Ceriificate of Merit winners.

Hearly balf of these very bright {reshmen selected basic general educa~
fion ag the primary purpose of o college education, but four years later
71 percent of the studests endorsed liberal educstion, with the vropor-
tion favoring voeational tralning dyopping from one~third zs freshmen to

14 pevcent as seniors,

Twe other chaages from freshmen to zenior yeays gshow a similar
move {rom tapgible, extrinsic rewards to mere Intangible, iantrinsic
values, Much is mads today -~ especially among the adherents of
libersl educatian «- of the overermphesis upon the extrinsic motivation
of grades at the expense of the more intrinsic satisfactions to be derived
from true learning. 4nd although most colleges still depend uson grades

to mootivate the student $o lesrn, the students appear to be develoving
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their own view of the matter. In seven of the sight colleges participating
in the Center’s sight-college study. a majority of the entering freshuren
said they attached "2 great deal” of lmportance to getling good grades.
Four years later, none of the eight colleges showed majorities of their
surviving seniors giving that response. At the University of California.
for exaruple. 2] percent of the {reshroen {slt grades were guite impar-

tant, whevess only 35 percent of the ssrlors did.

Cecupational values show slmilar kinds of changes, although net o
the same dramatic extent. Freshmen are more likely than seniors to
attach lmportance to money and sscurity in thelr concept of the ideal job,
wheressz senlors are somewhat more lkely to express an interest in joba
which will give them an opportunity to be creative or to use thelr soscial
abiilties. In all eight cclleges, job rewards of money snd security de-
cressed in importance from the freshmen to the senior g{az‘w? intrinsic
rewards such as using their special abilities incrensed, and people-
oriented satisfactions {the opportunity to work with people ar to be heloful

to others) remained roughly constant for freshmen and for senlors,

Thege dermonstrated changes -~ from vocational tu intellectual
erieastations; from grade consclouaness to learning consclousness: and
frorn concern for extrinsic sccupstional rewards to intrinsic rewards ~-

are consistent with the statements which we make in the eollege catalogues
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with the avowed purposes of the stronger faculty members. They also

§E

ve with the changes shown on the intellsctual disposition scales of

the OFIL.

tienerally speaking, college students do show significant changes on
the OFI {rom the freshmen to the senior year. They become more critieal
in thelr thinking, more tolerant, flexible, and antonomous in attitude, and
leas prejudiced in their judgments. There iz research evidence that voung
people who embark upon jobs or full-time homemaking immediately after
high school graduation do not show the same kind of development. A3 2
mattar of fact, one of the research projeets of the Center found that the
girls who had spent the four yesrs of the study in full-time homemaking

actually regressed on all of the OFI measures of intellect disposition.

The intellectual values which we eapouse in the coliege community appar-

ently do have an impact en students and the new regearch on college envir-
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to provide further understandings of the impact of the college "&xgﬁarmm;w

on the student.

in conclusion, let rme note that the diversity of American higher educa-
tion and the self-selection practiced by voung people in their choice of
golleges makes it impossible to devslop a single model for an elfective

student personnel program. Student perscnnel services are ideally designed



- 16 =
ic gerve the neads of the students, and the needs of students on various
cempuses obviously differ. It is important, I think, that student pere
sonnel administrators understand the relationships which are being
eatablished by research, bat it is imperative that they understand the
students on their own campus. And it is for this reasosn that ] helieve
resgearch is the foundation upon which an effective student personnel
preogram is built. Unfortunately, personnel worksrs have tendsd to
shy away from involvement in research -- partly for the very under-
standable reason that they just don't have the time to plan an appropriate
program of deseriptive and evalvative research., Useful programa of
research on student characteristica, however, ars now within the
grasp of alrmost every lnstitution of higher education. The increzse
in offices of institutionsl research in colleges has been tremendous
over the past five years. Admittedly, some oifices are still investing
heavily in studies of space utilization, budget analysis, and other
problems related to the fisesl operation of higher education. But
am convineed that reany of the new institutionsl m&xm?ﬁh officers are
interested in broadening their investigations to include the study of
educational effectiveness. Perhaps some encouragernent and support
from the office of the Dean of Students would result in an effective
local program of educational research.

Two other hopeful signe are appearing on the horizon., There iz a

great increase in both the quality and guantity of professionally designed
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research instruments available for use by non-specialists. Not only are
the instruments carvefully designed, but many now come with centralized
scoring and computer services available «-thus freeing the personnel
administrator for the educational contribution of translating the research
date into programs of action., The other trend which is not yet utilized
fully by personnel administrators is the use of data already coliected.
The ACE research survey on students, for esmample, contalns some
extremely miu‘é%&la information for those campuses that particinated in
the survey. All too often, however, we sirmply find the data interesting
instead of subjecting it to careful and Imaginative analyses to see what
appiication it has for personnel programe. It seemes to me that the new
opportunities for understanding students through research represent the
most ptomising pathway for assuring that the personnel staff of colleges
and universities assume their rightful position as full pariners in the

planning of the totsl educational program for students.
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