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Developing Social and
Personal Competence in
the First Year of College

Robert D. Reason, Patrick T. Terenzini,
and Robert ]. Domingo

The available research on first-year college outcomes remains highly
segmented (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) and surprisingly incomplete
(Upcraft, Gardner, Barefoot, & Associates, 2005). Although research has
established the importance of the first year of college for students’ learning
and cognitive development (Osterlind 1996, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005), the importance of the first college year in influencing the develop-
ment of the psychosocial outcomes for students is much less clear. Although
one might logically conclude that the first college year is essential as the
foundation for growth in both cognitive and psychosocial areas, little em-
pirical evidence is available to support such a conclusion with respect to
psychosocial change.

One construct related to psychosocial development, “social and personal
competence,” has received some attention from higher education researchers,
particularly those using data from the National Survey of Student Engage-

ROBERT D. REASON is Assistant Professor and Research Associate, PATRICK T. TERENZINI
is Distinguished Professor and Senior Scientist, and ROBERT J. DOMINGO is a doctoral
candidate, all at the Center for the Study of Higher Education at The Pennsylvania State
University. Address queries to Robert D. Reason, 400 Rackely Building, Penn State Uni-
versity, University Park, PA 16802; telephone: (814) 863-3766; fax: (814) 865-0543; email:
rreason@psu.edu.



272 Tue Review or HigHER EDUCATION — SPRING 2007

ment (NSSE; Kuh, 2001). Along with a measure related to cognitive/academic
development, this measure of social/personal development has emerged
consistently as a robust, albeit self-reported, outcome measure (Kuh, 2001;
Kuh etal.,2001). Filkins and Doyle (2002), Zhao and Kuh (2004) and others
have used this “social and personal competence scale” (with a few minor
deviations) as an outcome measure in studying first-year college students.

Several common findings have emerged from studies using measures
of social and personal competence as a first-year outcome. These studies
highlighted the connection between students’ sense of support at an institu-
tion and their reports of increases in their social and personal competence
(Belcheir, 2001; Filkins & Doyle, 2002; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Filkins and Doyle,
in a study of 1,910 students at six urban institutions, found that students’
ratings of institutional support were the strongest predictors of gains in social
and personal development. Similarly, in a study of the impact of learning
community participation that included more than 38,000 first-year students,
Zhao and Kuh (2004) attributed the larger change in social and personal
competence reported by learning community participants, in part, to the
greater support these students reported. Findings from these two studies
are consistent with the findings from a single-site study of 1,000 students
by Belcheir (2001).

Although one might assume that students’ social and personal compe-
tence is shaped largely by their out-of-class activities, research reveals that
changes in these areas are also attributable to the courses students take,
their experiences within their courses, and the academic majors they choose
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Nelson Laird, Shoup, and Kuh (2005) found
that students who participated in “deep learning” activities—those requiring
higher-order cognitive skills, the integration of knowledge across academic
areas, and reflection on the learning process—reported greater personal
and intellectual development than did students with less exposure to such
activities. Zhao and Kuh (2004) also attributed development in social and
personal domains to the deeper levels of academic engagement required
of learning community participants. Finally, Belcheir (2001) found that
students who reported greater social and personal development were also
more likely to report high faculty expectations, writing multiple drafts of
academic papers, and participating in community-based projects as part of
coursework. Although causal relationships cannot be claimed, the effects
of students’ academic experiences appear to be strong, even in the face of
controls for other factors (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

Although these studies provide guidance for our understanding of how
the first year of college influences the social and personal development of
students, many issues remain. The studies are generally narrow in scope, fo-
cusing on one educational intervention (Zhao & Kuh, 2004) or comparisons
of limited types of students (Filkins & Doyle, 2002). Similarly, Nelson Laird
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and his colleagues (2005) were particularly focused on differences between
academic disciplines in which students were majoring. Thus, while useful,
none of these studies (individually or as a whole) provides a comprehensive
understanding of the development of social and personal competence in
the first year of college.

Using data from nearly 6,700 students and 5,000 faculty members at 30
institutions, our study identifies the individual, organizational, environ-
mental, programmatic, and policy factors that individually and collectively
shape first-year students’ success—in particular, the development of their
social and personal competence. In so doing, we sought to provide a more
complete examination of possible influences on student learning outcomes
than earlier studies have done.

BACKGROUND ON THE FOUNDATIONS OF EXCELLENCE PROJECT

The study was part of the Foundations of Excellence” in the First College
Year Project (http://www.fyfoundations.org), a two-year national research
and development effort to increase understanding of the multiple, inter-
connected factors that influence academic success and persistence among
first-year college students. Foundations Project staff view the first year as
a significant period in students’ academic and personal lives and seek to
facilitate a transformation in the way colleges and universities think about,
package, and present the first year of college to their new students.

Foundational Dimensions and the Underlying Literature

Relying on the research published over the past 35 years (e.g., Pascarella
& Terenzini, 1991, 2005) and on professional experience, project staff' dis-
tilled seven principles, called “Foundational Dimensions®,” that underlie
the structures, activities, and cultures of institutions that are effective in
promoting the success and persistence of their first-year students. The
original dimension statements were subsequently refined in a broad series
of campus-based discussions among faculty members and administrators
on nearly 200 liberal arts and comprehensive university campuses. The
dimensions state that institutions with effective first years:

1. Have organizational structures and policies that provide a compre-
hensive, integrated, and coordinated approach to the first year. Studies of
institutional-level effects on student outcomes indicate that personal and
organizational environments and cultures are more influential forces than

! Foundations of Excellence project members contributing to this phase included John N.
Gardner, Betsy O. Barefoot, Robert D. Reason, Stephen W. Schwartz, Randy L. Swing, Patrick
T. Terenzini, M. Lee Upcraft, and Edward Zlotkowski.
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such structural characteristics as size, control, mission, and selectivity (see,
for example, Berger, 2000, 2001-2002, 2002; Berger & Milem, 2000). This
dimension suggests that institutions vary in important ways in the extent
to which they provide structures, policies, and delivery mechanisms that
support first-year student success.

2. Facilitate appropriate recruitment, admissions, and student transi-
tions through policies and practices that are intentional and that are
aligned with institutional mission. Recent research suggests that the college
withdrawal/success process begins far sooner than the first year of college
(Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001). Studies of the college search and selec-
tion process (Cabrera, Burkum, & La Nasa, 2005; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001;
Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999) and of the intersection of precollege and
post-matriculation factors (Paulsen & St. John, 2002) indicate clear links
between what happens before students enroll and their subsequent success
in college.

3. Assign the first college year a high priority for the faculty. Few college
experiences are more strongly linked to student learning and persistence
than students’ interactions with faculty members. It matters little whether
these contacts entail faculty members’ pedagogical approaches (Johnson
& Johnson, 1995; Qin, Johnson, & Johnson, 1995), interactions in learning
communities, or contacts in the broader context of the major department’s
values and norms (Smart, Feldman, & Ethington, 2000). Such contacts
influence changes in the cognitive, psychosocial, and attitudinal domains
of students’ lives (Berger & Milem, 2000; Volkwein, 1991), as well as their
persistence and degree completion (Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997).

4. Serve all first-year students according to their varied needs. The schol-
arly and practical importance of taking differences among students into
account has become increasingly apparent in studies of conditional (or
interaction) effects. Gender- or race/ethnicity-related conditional effects are
reported in students’ verbal, quantitative, and subject matter competence
(Flowers et al., 1999) and development of higher-order cognitive skills (Flow-
ers, 2000; Terenzini, Springer, et al., 1996). Compensatory effects indicate
that grade performance and several first-year experiences are particularly
important to the subsequent success of students of color (Zea et al., 1997),
low-ability students (Carini, Kuh, & Klein, 2005; Ewell, 2002, 2005), and
first-generation students (Pascarella, Pierson, et al., 2004).

5. Engage students, both in and out of the classroom, in order to develop
attitudes, behaviors, and skills consistent with the desired outcomes of
higher education and the institution’s philosophy and mission. Pascarella
and Terenzini (2005) concluded that “the impact of college is largely deter-
mined by individual effort and involvement in the academic, interpersonal,
and extracurricular offerings on a campus. . . . This is not to say that an
individual campus’s ethos, policies, and programs are unimportant. Quite
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the contrary. But ... . it is important to focus on the way in which an institu-
tion can shape its academic, interpersonal, and extracurricular offerings to
encourage student engagement” (p. 602).

6. Ensure that all first-year students encounter diverse ideas, worldviews,
and people as a means of enhancing their learning and preparing them to
become members of pluralistic communities. Student encounters with
ideas different from those they already hold and with people different from
themselves are related to a variety of positive outcomes: increased knowl-
edge acquisition and subject mastery (Johnson & Johnson, 1995; Johnson,
Johnson, & Smith, 1996); growth in higher cognitive skill development (Dey,
1991; Terenzini, Springer, et al., 1996); more positive self-concept and self-
esteem (Chang, 1999); greater development of interpersonal and leadership
skills (Antonio, 2000, 2001; Hurtado, 1997); more inclusive sociopolitical,
gender-role, racial/ethnic attitudes; and increased civic and community
involvement.

7. Conduct assessments of institutional practices and maintain asso-
ciations with other institutions and relevant professional organizations to
achieve ongoing first-year improvement. Although we know of no studies
of links between institutional assessment and student outcomes, logic sug-
gests they might exist. Institutional assessment implies an interest in student
learning and in increasing institutional effectiveness.

After reviewing 30 years of research, some of it summarized above, Pas-
carella and Terenzini (1991, 2005) concluded that multiple forces operate
in multiple settings to influence student learning and persistence. They also
concluded, however, that with very few exceptions, studies of college effects
on students were highly segmented and based on overly narrow conceptual
perspectives, concentrating on only a handful of relevant factors at a time.
The result, these authors point out, is a body of evidence that “present[s]
only a partial picture of the forces at work” (2005, p. 630) in shaping student
learning and development.

Our study extends previous research by incorporating, both conceptu-
ally and empirically, a broader array of influences than those of the vast
majority of studies of college impact. Students change in many ways, but
this study focused on the extent to which students developed in their social
and personal competence, a psychosocial outcome central to the mission
of all colleges and universities.

METHODS

The study undertook a broad examination of students’ first-year experi-
ences using a conceptual framework based on the Foundational Dimensions
and their underlying research literature. The model is more comprehensive
than those typically adopted, including those of the National Study of
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Student Learning (Pascarella, Whitt, et al., 1996) and the National Survey
of Student Engagement (Kuh, 2001). The study’s purpose was not only to
explore as complete a range of forces as possible influencing student suc-
cess in the first college year, but also to identify those features of the college
experience that appear to be the primary influences.

Conceptual Framework

Guided by Astin’s Input-Environment-Output approach (1993), as
well as the model used in the National Study of Student Learning (see, for
example, Terenzini, Springer, Pascarella, & Nora, 1995), the conceptual
framework adopted for this study hypothesizes that students come to college
with a range of demographic, personal, and academic characteristics and
experiences. These traits shape students’ engagement with various aspects
of their institution, including their curricular, classroom, and out-of-class
experiences and conditions. All of these dynamics occur within, and are
themselves shaped by, an often-overlooked fourth domain, the institutional
context. This context comprises an institution’s organizational character-
istics, structures, practices, and policies, and the campus’s faculty and peer
cultures and environments. Figure 1 offers a graphical representation of the
conceptual framework that we adopted for this study. That framework grew
out of the research literature and provided a sense of order and organization
for the Foundational Dimensions described above, with each of the seven
Foundational Dimensions accommodated at one or more locations within
the conceptual framework.

Figure 1 was developed to guide the study of an array of student learn-
ing outcomes and persistence (Terenzini & Reason, 2005). The outcome
variable(s) portion of the model can be understood to contain any of a
broad assortment of student outcomes, including cognitive development,
psychosocial and attitudinal change, and persistence. This study, however,
focuses on only one of those college outcomes—students’ development of
social and personal competence. The framework implies that growth in
this area is primarily a function of student engagement in three particular
venues: the curriculum (e.g., the courses taken and major field of study), the
classroom (e.g., pedagogical approaches, classroom activities, and instructor
attitudes), and the student's out-of-class activities. Generally, more active
student involvement in the curricular and co-curricular experiences of col-
lege is hypothesized to lead to greater growth (Astin, 1993; Kuh, 2001).

The individual student experience, however, does not occur in discrete
pieces or in isolation from other components of the overall college experi-
ence. Astin (1993), for example, concluded that “the student’s peer group
is the single most potent source of influence on growth and development
during the undergraduate years” (p. 398). As implied in Figure 1, this study
treats the peer environment as a central mediating force, affecting how, and
how much, students change during college.
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Figure 1. Comprehensive model of influences on student learning and persistence.

Although students’ level of engagement is typically treated as an individual
characteristic or as an aggregate (the peer environment), both influences
exist within a still larger setting—the organizational context—which is
frequently overlooked in the college impact literature or which is operation-
alized in terms of such institutional characteristics as type of control, size,
mission, or selectivity. Most studies of between-college effects indicate that
such variables are too remote from the student experience to have much,
if any, effect on student learning (Astin, 1993; Dey et al., 1997; Pascarella
& Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Kuh and his colleagues (2005), however, discuss
how institution-level policies, practices, and climates can influence student
engagement. They also discuss the role that a campus’s “ethos”—or the
institution's system of values—plays in mediating student engagement and,
consequently, student learning.

Finally, this study’s conceptual framework acknowledges that students’
social and personal competence is shaped to some degree by students’
precollege characteristics. These personal and academic backgrounds and
experiences both prepare students for, and dispose them, in varying degrees,
to engage with the learning opportunities their institution offers. In the ag-
gregate, moreover, these characteristics and dispositions can be understood
to reflect the peer environment. Because of our study’s focus on aspects and
components of the first-year experience that influence students’ develop-
ment of social and personal competence (and over which faculty members
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and administrators have some degree of policy or programmatic control),
we treat students’ precollege experiences as control variables.

Design, Population, and Sample

Because of time and resource constraints, the study adopted a cross-sec-
tional, ex post facto survey design. Although a longitudinal design would
have been preferable, Astin (1993) has suggested that college impacts can
also be estimated from the “intensity” of student exposure to various col-
lege influences. For example, students at institutions with a more effective
constellation of first-year programs, services, and experiences would be
expected to develop higher levels of social and personal competence than
similar students at less effectively organized or focused institutions.

Operationally, the target population included first-year students who
were entering institutions belonging to the Council of Independent Colleges
(CIC) or to the American Association of State Colleges and Universities
(AASCU). The study relied on an opportunity sample of 24 CIC and AASCU
institutions (12 from each sector) selected through a competitive process
for participation in the Foundations of Excellence Project. Institutions were
chosen based on their willingness and ability to participate in a year-long
self-study of their first-year experience, not on the current effectiveness of
their first-year offerings. The initial sample of 24 institutions was augmented
by six additional institutions (4 AASCU and 2 CIC) that elected to participate
in the data collections at their own expense.

Following the study’s conceptual framework, project staff gathered infor-
mation from both students and faculty members. The student population
consisted of those first-year students eligible for sampling as part of their
institution’s participation in the National Survey of Student Engagement.
Data in this study come from 6,687 full- and part-time, first-year students
on the 30 participating campuses. Individual student response rates within
institutions ranged from 13% to 66%, with an average institutional response
rate of 38%. The response rate for the overall sample was 33%. Because de-
mographic information for the target first-year population on each campus
was unavailable, the representativeness of the sample remains unknown. Al-
though the use of random sampling procedures by NSSE provides some level
of confidence in the representativeness of the sample, the low response rates
and lack of specific demographic information for the population remain
potential threats and must be considered when interpreting these results.

We defined as eligible faculty members as all tenured, tenure-track, and
non-tenure-track instructional staff of all ranks (i.e., professor, associate
professor, assistant professor, instructor, or lecturer), regardless of their full-
or part-time status. This population definition excluded faculty members
teaching in programs that served only graduate students, who taught only
evening or continuing education division courses, or who held adjunct,
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clinical, or emeritus titles. In most cases, the entire faculty population (as
defined) at a campus was invited to participate. At institutions where the size
of the faculty prohibited a census, we drew a simple random sample of fac-
ulty. Of the 11,282 faculty members contacted, we received usable responses
from 5,024 (a 45% response rate). Respondents from each institution were
weighted to be representative of all faculty members at that institution with
respect to gender, employment status (F/PT), and academic rank. We also
assigned weights to adjust for differing response rates across institutions
within each institutional sector.

Data Collection Procedures

As a condition of participation in the overall Foundations of Excellence
Project, institutions were required to take part in the 2003 or 2004 National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). Adoption of NSSE as one of two
primary data collection instruments not only provided extensive informa-
tion on students’ experiences and outcomes, but also helped minimize study
costs. NSSE provides information on first-year academic and nonacademic
experiences known to influence performance and persistence, as well as self-
reported gains in various educational outcomes (Kuh, 2001).

We designed and administered questionnaires to gather information from
faculty members on their characteristics, pedagogical preferences, profes-
sional activities, and perceptions of their campus’s approach to the first year
of college. The Foundational Dimension statements, along with the study’s
conceptual framework guided the development of items and scales. The
Pennsylvania State University Survey Research Center undertook the data
collection, using both paper and web-based instruments with four waves of
contacts. The chief academic officers on each campus also wrote to faculty
members encouraging their participation.

Variables

Project staff gathered data on a large number of predictor variables and
scales developed to operationalize the four sources of influence on student
learning as delineated in the conceptual framework: students’ precollege
characteristics and experiences; the institution’s organizational structures,
policies, and practices; students’ experiences during their first year (and, in
the aggregate, the peer environment); and the faculty culture.

Control variables. The study controlled for entering students’ sex, race/
ethnicity (White/non-White), age, entry status (native/transfer), enroll-
ment status (full-/part-time), residence (on/off campus), academic major,
parental education, and the year the NSSE was completed. Because of the
relatively small number of students in each historically underrepresented
racial/ethnic category, we collapsed the race/ethnicity variable into the
dichotomous categories of White and non-White. Although necessary for
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meaningful statistical analyses, this practice limits the power of findings to
uncover differences between or among different racial/ethnic groups.

We also included controls for institutional sector (AASCU/CIC) and
degree of urbanicity (rural/suburban/urban). Because of its high correla-
tion with other conventional institutional characteristics, sector served
as a reasonable proxy for institutional size, type of control, mission, and
Carnegie Classification.

Independent variables of primary interest. Project staff developed a set of
measures of institutional performance on each of the Foundational Dimen-
sions listed earlier. Performance indicators were factorially derived scales
developed separately from both the faculty and student responses. These per-
formance-indicator scales were derived in a series of principal components
analyses (with varimax rotations) of relevant sets of items. Only components
loading .40 or higher were retained; we excluded items (with one or two
exceptions) loading above .40 on two or more factors. We developed scale
scores for both student and faculty scales by summing a respondent’s scores
on the component items and dividing by the number of items in the scale
(Armor, 1974). Where items in the same scale had different metrics, scores
on all items within the scale were converted to z-scores to put all items on a
common metric, then added a constant of 10 to eliminate negative z-values.
We then averaged the resulting standardized scores to form a scale score.
Table 1 provides psychometric information for each of the 20 faculty-based
and 7 student-based scales. We did not retain all student- or faculty-based
performance indicators for the final analytical model.

The left-hand portion of Table 1 lists the 20 scales factorially derived from
the Faculty Survey (designed specifically for this project) to operational-
ize all seven of the Foundational Dimensions. As can be seen in the table,
each dimension has between two and five faculty-based scales reflecting
institutional performance on those dimensions with the exception of the
Diversity dimension, which has only a single performance indicator. The
internal consistency reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) of these scales are gen-
erally high: only four of the 20 scales have alphas below the standard .70
level, and eight of the scales have alphas of .80 or higher. Fourteen of the
20 scales have alphas of .75 or higher.? Because of the need to rely on NSSE,
a secondary data source, and because NSSE was designed to measure only
student engagement, we could develop student-based performance indicator
scales for only three of the seven dimensions. As can be seen in the right-
hand portion of Table 1, the alphas for these scales are, overall, moderately
reliable. The Co-curricular Engagement scale has little internal consistency

2 A complete list of the student- and faculty-based performance indicators and their
component items, as well as the Foundational Dimensions® to which each relates, is available
from Robert D. Reason.
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Table 1, cont.

 Source: Faculty Survey, Spring 2004

® Source: 2003 and 2004 responses to the National Survey of Student Engagement
< Not applicable

¢ Number of items comprising the scale

reliability (alpha = .25), probably due, at least in part, to the fact that it
contains only two items. The Cognitive Engagement and Supporting All
Students scales meet or exceed conventional reliability standards (alphas =
.82 and .71, respectively). The alphas for the scales reflecting students’ out-
of-class engagement (.67) and encounters with diversity (.67) fall short of
the conventional .70 standard by only a very slim margin.

Although the reliabilities for several of the scales (both faculty and stu-
dent-based) fall below acceptable levels, we remain generally confident of
the reliabilities of the factor scores. Stevens (2002) offered a set of guidelines
for assessing the reliability of factors derived from the procedure we em-
ployed. According to Stevens, these guidelines suggest that factors could be
considered reliable if (a) several components loaded above .40 in absolute
value and the overall sample size was large or if (b) multiple components
loaded .60 in absolute value regardless of sample size. Tabachnick and Fidell
(1996) also suggest that overall sample size is directly related to estimates
of reliability, with samples over 1,000 generally resulting in reliable factors.
The factors created from both the student and faculty data met these crite-
ria for reliability. Finally, the predictive power of a scale provides a certain
prima facie evidence for reliability: If a scale is a statistically significant
predictor of some criterion measure, the scale can be said to have at least
some reliability.

Students were the unit of analysis in this study. To operationalize the
administrative practices and policies, as well as the faculty environment
on each campus, we averaged faculty scores for each scale, then assigned
the mean faculty-scale score to each student from that institution. We used
these student-based scales in two ways. We computed an individual-level
score for each student on each scale to represent the student’s experience.
The peer environment is represented, for any given campus, as the mean
of the scale scores for students on that campus for those dimensions where
student-based performance indicators could be developed.

Dependent variable. The dependent variable was a six-item 