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ABSTRACT 

This study uses data from the 2011 Community College Survey of Student 

Engagement [CCSSE] to compare students’ engagement in academic pursuits and their 

relationships to fellow students, faculty, and administrators at community colleges that 

host highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapters, with students’ perceptions of these 

attributes at community colleges that do not host Phi Theta Kappa chapters or have less 

involved chapters.  The questions explored are:  (a) Does having a highly-involved Phi 

Theta Kappa chapter on campus affect the level of engagement of all students on campus 

and (b) Does having a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter on campus influence 

students’ views of their relationships with fellow students, faculty and administrative 

personnel?  

The findings indicate that students’ enrollment status, age, gender, first-generation 

status, and race impact students’ level of engagement and their relationships with others 

on campus. The presence and involvement level of Phi Theta Kappa chapters were not 

statistically significant in explaining students’ engagement levels or perceptions of 

campus relationships.  

Community college officials should consider an evaluation of student groups on 

their campuses to determine how closely the groups’ missions match and enhance the 

college’s mission and goals, when budgets are allocated.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

As a staff member of Phi Theta Kappa, the honor society for community college 

students, I often had an opportunity to visit community colleges campuses. During these 

visits and over the course of 20 years, time and time again I would witness small groups 

of dedicated Phi Theta Kappa members provide academically-focused, campus-wide 

activities and initiatives that I believed increased the engagement levels of all students on 

campus. Active Phi Theta Kappa chapters enlivened their campuses by coordinating 

tutoring services for other students; serving as college ambassadors; offering debates, 

speakers, and discussions of academic and current events; and engaging in yearlong 

projects dedicated to improving the academic climate of their community. Their 

purposeful dedication to their colleges and fellow students often brought to mind 

Margaret Mead’s quote, “Never underestimate the power of a small group of committed 

people to change the world ®.1 In fact, it is the only thing that ever has.” Their actions 

have inspired this research into possible associations between student engagement on 

community college campuses and small bands of scholars. 

Years of high unemployment rates, uninspiring job growth, and long-term 

unemployment have had a devastating toll on America’s workforce, and many other 

nations now outperform this country in educational attainment and economic mobility 

(The White House, 2013).  Amid this chaos, community colleges have emerged as vital 

                                                      
1 Note. Used with permission from the Institute for Intercultural Studies.  
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weapons in the war on unemployment and a critical instrument in preparing our 

workforce for a new economy, either through workforce training or preparation for 

transfer and baccalaureate degree attainment.  Students are flocking to community 

colleges for skills training, vocational credentials, and access to economical 

postsecondary education.  Unfortunately, student success at these institutions is not 

guaranteed.  The transfer, graduation, and credentialing rates of community colleges are 

dismal.  Only 18 percent of those who start out in a community college earn their 

bachelors’ degrees within eight years (Bailey & Morest, 2006).  Fifteen percent achieve 

their associates’ degrees and six percent earn certificates (Bailey & Morest, 2006).  While 

promising upward mobility and a chance at the American Dream, in too many cases 

community colleges are failing their students, leaving behind broken promises and 

perpetuating a cycle of opportunity inequity.  

Much work and study are needed in a variety of areas to reverse this disheartening 

situation.  Collaboration between community colleges and four-year institutions is needed 

to boost successful student transfers (Pascarella, 1999).  Strategic partnerships between 

community colleges and corporations that match workforce needs with graduates’ skills 

are critical (Gordon, 2009).  Further research is needed to determine what elements 

contribute to increased student engagement on community college campuses, as such 

engagement is known to enhance the student experience and lead to persistence toward 

educational goals (Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 1991; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & 

Associates, 2005). 
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Scholars agree that the more engaged students are in academically purposeful 

activities, the more they will gain from their college experience and the more likely they 

are to stay in college until they fulfill their educational aspirations (Astin, 1993; Harper & 

Quaye, 2009; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 1991; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & 

Associates, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  The value and necessity of fully 

engaging in the academic and social life of the campus are not always understood and 

appreciated by community college students.  Many times these students are the first in 

their family to attend college. They do not have family or peer role models to teach them 

how to get the most from their college experience.  They may not have experienced 

academic success or engagement in the past, and the value of becoming involved in their 

college, beyond attending classes, is not apparent.  In fact, many have competing, off-

campus responsibilities that hamper their ability to participate in the life of the college.   

To combat this apathy, Kuh (1993) recommends that colleges create an affirming 

and inclusive campus environment that welcomes and encourages participation in in- and 

out-of-class activities.  Considering the diversity of situations and pre-college 

characteristics of community college students, this requirement may be especially 

important on community college campuses.  

While most community college administrators understand the urgency and benefit 

of achieving increased levels of student involvement, little research exists to inform 

decisions related to this goal.  Better utilization of campus student organizations might 

well be part of the answer.  These organizations, working in harmony with the college 
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administration and faculty, may prove to be a budget-friendly resource that can be used to 

promote engagement.   

A student organization found on nearly every community college campus is Phi 

Theta Kappa.  Recognized by the American Association of Community Colleges as the 

honor society for community colleges ("Phi Theta Kappa History”, n.d.), Phi Theta 

Kappa’s mission is to recognize the academic excellence of community college students 

and to provide opportunities for engagement in leadership, service, scholarship, and 

fellowship (“Phi Theta Kappa Constitution”, n.d.).  Highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa 

chapters share a commitment with community college leaders to promote and sponsor 

campus-wide initiatives that provide opportunities for active engagement in purposeful 

educational activities to all students on campus.  While anecdotal evidence suggests that 

community college officials value the positive contributions that highly-involved Phi 

Theta Kappa chapters make, no research has been done to measure quantitatively the 

impact of such chapters on the engagement levels of students on campus or the influence 

that such chapters have on campus relationships.  

A number of instruments exist that are designed to measure campus-wide student 

engagement.  One such instrument, specific to community colleges, is the Community 

College Survey of Student Engagement [CCSSE].  The CCSSE measures students’ 

perceptions of their colleges’ participation in educational practices known to promote 

student engagement (“CCSSE: About the CCSSE Survey”, n.d.).  Student perceptions of 

the degree of friendliness, helpfulness and supportiveness of other students, instructors, 

and administrative personnel on campus are also surveyed.   
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Research Questions 

This study uses the CCSSE survey to compare students’ perceptions of 

engagement and relationships at community colleges that host highly-involved Phi Theta 

Kappa chapters with students’ perceptions of these factors at community colleges that do 

not host Phi Theta Kappa chapters or have less-involved chapters.  The overarching query 

to be answered is: To what extent are engagement levels and students’ relationships with 

other students, faculty, and administrates, as measured by the CCSSE, influenced by the 

presence or absence of a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter?  Specifically this 

study will address the following questions:  

1. Does having a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter on campus 

affect the level of engagement of all students on campus?  

2. Does having a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter on campus 

influence students’ views of their relationships with fellow students, 

faculty and administrative personnel? 

Background 

 

Almost every aspect of community colleges has changed since their inception in 

1901, even their name.  They began as junior colleges, established to provide the first two 

years of postsecondary education and vocational training to predominately White men 

(Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005).  With the passage of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act 

(GI Bill), junior college enrollment surged as World War II veterans sought job training 

and career advancement through subsidized educational benefits (Cohen & Brawer, 

2008).  Soon after, the term “junior college” lost favor in the literature and higher 
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education arena.  This appellation was replaced by “community college” in the Truman 

Commission Report (United States & Zook, 1947) to describe two-year colleges designed 

to serve the areas in which they are located (Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005). 

Further changes occurred at community colleges during the 1970’s as new public 

policies such as need-based financial aid and guaranteed equal access attracted minorities 

and women to higher education.  Low tuition, open access, and accessible geographic 

locations made community colleges the institutional choice for many of these students, 

creating a significant shift in the community college student population (Metzner & 

Bean, 1987; Vaughan, 2006).  Community college enrollment continued to grow through 

2010 as displaced workers sought retraining and skills development, traditional-aged 

students sought low-cost entrance to baccalaureate degrees, and community members 

sought life-long learning opportunities (Levin & Montero-Hernandez, 2009). Today, 

community colleges enroll 48 percent of all undergraduates (Berkner & Choy, 2008).  

Their mission has expanded to include: “serving all segments of society through an open-

access admissions policy that offers equal and fair treatment to all students; 

comprehensive educational programs; teaching and lifelong learning” (American 

Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2010).   

As are all segments of public education, community colleges are struggling with 

shrinking state and local appropriations while answering demands for increased 

accountability in expenditures and student outcomes.  Community college officials face 

the added challenge of efficiently meeting the growing needs of their nontraditional, at-

risk student population.  This population often needs basic support services such as child-
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care, tutoring, advisement, developmental classes, validation of their learning abilities, 

and a host of student services to shore up the weak educational, financial, and social 

foundations upon which they stand.  Many community college officials are intent on 

improving accountability measures while efficiently meeting the needs of their students.  

To accomplish this goal, they are turning to student engagement theory as a key to 

increasing positive student outcomes.  

Student engagement has its roots in Pace’s (1984) theory that the best predictor of 

student success is the quality of their effort.  Astin’s (1984) work on student involvement, 

which he defines as “the amount of physical and psychological energy a student devotes 

to their academic experience” (p. 518), builds on Pace’s theory by suggesting that the 

college has a role in and responsibility for encouraging students to spend time and effort 

on their academic endeavors.  Tinto (1992) suggests that while the attributes and previous 

school experiences of students entering college have an influence on their persistence and 

success, the daily interactions between students, faculty and staff also affects success.  

Student engagement theorists combine elements of these doctrines.  They suggest that 

engagement occurs when students put effort into their studies and colleges put effort into 

eliciting greater student effort (Harper & Quaye, 2009; Kuh, 2009; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & 

Associates, 1991; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005; Rendón, 1994, 2002; 

Rendón, Jalomo & Nora, 2000).  Kuh (2009) explains, “Student engagement represents 

the time and effort students devote to activities that are empirically linked to desired 

outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce students to participate in these 

activities” (p. 683).   
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For community college students, many of whom enter college challenged by 

attributes known to negatively affect completion, the day-to-day college interactions with 

peers, faculty, and administration are important influences on their commitment to 

complete their educational goals.  A challenge for community college officials interested 

in increasing student success is how to shape those interactions so that students feel 

included, involvement in academic endeavors is encouraged, and student effort is 

affirmed.  Rendón (1994, 2002) suggests that colleges must make a particular effort to 

reach out to nontraditional students.  Nontraditional students, women, minorities, first-

generation, and low-income students are not familiar with the systems and social 

structures of higher education. They have not had the social experiences nor developed 

the skill sets needed to take advantage of activities that lead to engagement.  

Additionally, some students may have been treated as incompetent learners in the past 

and many lack the confidence to participate fully in the college experience, making 

inclusion and affirmation especially important.  Thus, Rendón argues, the first step to 

involvement is a validating culture where the college initiates contact with the student 

and encourages involvement by affirming the student’s right to be an involved participant 

in the college (Rendón, 1994). 

There is no doubt that increasing student success, whether through enhanced 

efforts to improve student engagement or through other educational practices, has 

become a critical issue on community college campuses.  Research links completion of a 

postsecondary degree to longer life expectancy, improved quality of life, and improved 

economic status (Institute for Higher Education Policy [IHEP], 1998).  Associate’s 
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degree graduates earn nearly $.4 million more over their lifetimes than high school 

graduates (AACC, 2010a).  Unfortunately, research on the probability of a completing a 

degree is disheartening.  Before the end of their first semester, 14 percent of community 

college students will leave school without earning a credit (McClenney, 2009); and, 

within three years only 16 percent will have earned a degree or certificate, and 42 percent 

will have left without credentials (Berkner & Choy, 2008). 

These data reflect a staggering, pervasive, and discouraging dilemma facing 

community colleges: how to increase retention, persistence, and credentialing rates in the 

face of shrinking budgets and burgeoning enrollment.  As policy makers and economists 

point out, these lackluster retention and degree and credential completion rates 

underscore a disturbing and growing gap in American education between workforce 

needs and Americans prepared for the available jobs.  Experts note the social benefits that 

result from the pursuit of higher education, including reduced crime rates, higher voter 

participation, higher contributions to tax revenue (IHEP, 1998), and push for 

accountability in graduation rates.  President Barack Obama has signaled the significance 

of producing an educated workforce by issuing a call to action to community colleges to 

increase the number of graduates by 5 million by 2020 (The White House, 2009).  In 

2012 he proposed the $8 billion Community College to Career Fund, an initiative 

intended to train two-million workers for high-demand industries (The White House, 

2012).   

Community college educators are quick to point out that attaining Obama’s goal 

will be extremely difficult.  Community colleges’ open admission policy, which attracts 



10 

 

 

 

students who have delayed postsecondary enrollment, are less academically and 

financially prepared than students attending four-year schools, and are more likely to 

enroll part-time, is viewed as a primary obstacle in increasing student success rates.  

Almost 60 percent of traditional-aged students entering community college need at least 

one remedial course (Adelman, 2005), 62 percent are enrolled part-time (Provasnik & 

Planty, 2008), and 84 percent of students are employed at least part-time (Wirt, Choy, 

Provasnik, Rooney, Sen, & Tobin, 2003).  Community college students are more likely to 

be of minority descent and from families of lower socioeconomic status than students at 

public four-year institutions.  Provasnik and Planty (2008) indicate that while the 

majority of community college students are White, 15 percent are Black as compared to 

10 percent at public four-year institutions, and 14 percent are Hispanic as compared to 9 

percent at public four-year institutions.  The percentage of community college students 

who are financially independent of their parents is 29 percent as compared to 11 percent 

at four-year institutions.  Twenty-eight percent of dependent community college students 

come from families with parental annual incomes below $32,000.  The researchers also 

discovered that only 28 percent of community college students in their study had a parent 

with at least a bachelor’s degree.  

Given recent and relentless budget cuts, an open-admission mission, and an at-

risk commuter population, student groups and organizations might provide one tool 

community college leaders can use to raise student success rates.  Campus student groups 

that encourage engagement in the social and academic activities of a campus, such as 

honor societies, bands, and student government, can be a positive influence on the student 
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body.  Through thoughtful and strategic support of such groups, community college 

officials may be able to stretch their resources and gain student partners in their 

commitment to student success. 

Phi Theta Kappa may be such a group.  Established in 1918 ("Phi Theta Kappa 

History”, n.d.), the organization offers programs that encourage campus-wide 

engagement of all students ("Phi Theta Kappa Programs”, n.d.).  In pursuit of this 

mission, local Phi Theta Kappa chapters work with college officials to provide 

opportunities for all students to become engaged in educationally purposeful campus 

activities.  

Past activities of highly-involved chapters include: educational activities to 

inform all students of the value of completing their educational goals; working with 

college officials to determine and complete a project for the college to enhance the 

campus (“Phi Theta Kappa College Projects”, n.d.); peer-to-peer mentoring activities to 

introduce students to student support services on campus; hosting welcoming and 

information booths for new students; planning campus and community service days; and 

acting as student mentors and academic tutors (“Phi Theta Kappa Honors in Action”, 

n.d.).  All these activities are thought to increase levels of student engagement.  Such 

activities are optional and so there are Phi Theta Kappa chapters that do not engage in 

campus-wide activities. 

This study examines the extent to which highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa 

chapters influence the level of campus engagement of all students and if the presence of a 
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highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter affects how students perceive their 

relationships with other students, faculty and administrative staff.   

The study uses data from the CCSSE survey, which asks students to report the 

extent of their involvement in activities known to enhance learning (“CCSSE: About the 

CCSSE Survey”, n.d.).  The five areas of activities measured by the survey are: active 

and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, 

and support for learners.  All students’ scores are used to create national benchmark 

measurements for each area. Benchmarks are used by institutions to pinpoint areas of 

improvement and allow for comparisons across peer colleges (“CCSSE: About the 

CCSSE Survey”, n.d.).  The CCSSE survey also asks students to report the degree of 

friendliness, helpfulness and supportiveness of other students, instructors and 

administrative personnel on campus.  (“The Community College Student Report”, n.d.).  

The CCSSE is a companion to the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE), which was designed to measure student engagement in four-year institutions 

(“CCSSE: About the CCSSE Survey”, n.d.).  Approximately 440,000 students at 700 

colleges in 48 states and five Canadian provinces, Bermuda and the Northern Mariana 

Islands have participated in the CCSSE survey in 2009, 2010, and 2011.  

Using the 2011 CCSSE data, student engagement levels at campuses with highly-

involved Phi Theta Kappa chapters are compared to the engagement levels of students at 

community college campuses not hosting Phi Theta Kappa chapters or chapters that are 

not engaged in Phi Theta Kappa programming, as well as the engagement level of 

students at campuses with chapters that are moderately involved in programming.  This 
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comparative study provides vital information for community college leaders charged with 

making financial and policy decisions regarding student organizations.   

Methods 

 

This quantitative study examines the relationship between the level of 

involvement in Phi Theta Kappa programming exhibited by chapters and the student 

engagement levels demonstrated at the hosting community colleges.  This study also 

examines students perceive in their relationships with fellow students, faculty and 

administrators on campuses with highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapters.  

In 2011 students completed the CCSSE survey in paper format in classroom 

settings at CCSSE member colleges.  The participants were selected to complete the 

CCSSE based on enrollment in randomly selected credit-bearing classes (“CCSSE: 

Cohort data overview, n.d.). 

Data from the Phi Theta Kappa database are used to rank the involvement levels 

of chapters in Phi Theta Kappa programming. Chapters are classified as not involved in 

programming, moderately involved, and highly-involved. Colleges not hosting Phi Theta 

Kappa chapters are also categorized as not involved in programming. 

Overview of the Study 

 

Generally, Phi Theta Kappa chapters are comprised of honor students with a 

grade point average of 3.5 or better. Members are recognized for their academic prowess 

and are provided opportunities to develop leadership and scholarship skills. (“Phi Theta 

Kappa Honor Society Programs”, n.d.).  Local chapters are advised by faculty members. 
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The number of students that accept membership into Phi Theta Kappa, and the 

involvement level of chapters, varies from campus to campus.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

Background 

 

The American middle class is adrift, listing aimlessly in despair amidst a sea of 

broken promises and disillusionment.  Squeezed by a stagnant economy, crushed by debt, 

and pinched by a global labor auction, middle class Americans feel used, without hope, 

finalized.  For the first time in our nation’s history, our children will face downward 

mobility.  Median income in the United States has declined 7 percent since 1999 and the 

number of people working full-time has decreased by 9.4 million since 2007 (DeNavas-

Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2011).  Outsourcing and automation have decreased the number 

of U.S. jobs available to unskilled laborers by 40 percent since the 1950s (Gordon, 2009). 

Today approximately 70 percent of all jobs require specialized skills (Gordon, 2009).  In 

the past 40 years, the percentage of the nation’s income allotted to the middle class has 

decreased by 7 percent and now the top 20 percent of households collect 50 percent of the 

income (Bellow & Overberg, 2011). 

There can be no doubt that in this drastically reshaped reality, higher education 

remains a lifeline, a towrope, a ladder to a better life.  During the recent recession, the 

unemployment rate for high school graduates was 32 percent higher than for those with 

associates’ degrees and almost 50 percent higher than for workers with bachelors’ 

degrees (United States Department of Labor, 2012).  Bachelor’s degree holders earn $1 

million more over their lifetime than those with only high school diplomas (United States 

Census Bureau, 2011) and $ .6 million more than those with associates’ degrees (AACC, 
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2010a).  A postsecondary degree has also been linked to better health and pension 

benefits, a healthier lifestyle, and longer life expectancy (IHEP, 1998; The College 

Board, 2010).  

For low- and middle-class Americans, community colleges, the jewels of the 

American higher education system, offer a glimmer of hope and a pathway to prosperity.  

By providing open, inexpensive, geographically-convenient access to higher education, 

community colleges can retrain and reenergize our workforce, offer affordable lower-

division classes, and in some fields, the opportunity to earn bachelors’ degrees while 

remaining at a local community college (Floyd, Skolnik, & Walker, 2005).  Whether for 

skills training or bachelor’s degree attainment, community colleges could play a pivotal 

role in reawakening the American Dream, destroying a cycle of income inequity, and 

restoring the middle class.   

Unfortunately, nearly one-half of all community college students leave within one 

year. (American College Testing, 2010a).  Six years after enrolling only 46 percent of 

community college students pursuing degrees or certificates have attained that goal or 

transferred to a four-year institution (Radford, Berkner, Wheeless, & Shepherd, 2010).  

Low-income and minority community college students fare even worse (Bailey & 

Morest, 2006).  After eight years, less than 30 percent of low-income and 20 percent of 

Black community college students have completed either a degree or certificate (Bailey 

& Morest, 2006).  This held true even after controlling for academic preparedness 

(Alfonso, Bailey, & Scott, 2005). As a result, some legislatures, such as Ohio’s, are 
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considering higher education funding formulas based on colleges’ ability to retain and 

graduate students rather than on enrollment numbers (Moltz, 2009).   

For those community colleges students who do achieve either a credential or 

degree, 11 percent are “deficiently” prepared for entry level jobs and only 10 percent are 

“more than adequately prepared” (Casner-Lotto, Barrington,  & Wright, 2006) for 

employment.  In a 1996 survey by the Conference Board, employers found community 

college graduates deficient in seven areas of “very important” workforce readiness skills, 

including written communications, oral communication, lifelong learning/self-direction 

and critical thinking (Casner-Lotto, Barrington, & Wright, 2006). These discouraging 

results have led some pundits to suggest that community college funding should be based 

on gains in student learning, graduation and job placement rates (Dougherty and Hong, 

2005).   

These public cries for change coupled with alarming statistics of failing students, 

classrooms bursting with new enrollees, a diverse and vulnerable student population, and 

deep budget cuts as a result of a sputtering economy, have community college educators 

scrambling for answers.  How can the success, graduation and credentialing rates of 

community college students be increased?  What economical and effective tools and 

resources exist to assist community colleges in battling and overcoming these 

disappointing results? 

Many higher education researchers and theorists would suggest that community 

college administrators and faculty answer these questions by exploring student 
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engagement and organizational culture theories.  Tinto (1993) insists that institutional 

cultures can be altered to enhance retention and argues: 

Individual departure from institutions can be viewed as arising out of a 

longitudinal process of interactions between an individual with given attributes, 

skills, financial resources, prior educational experiences, and dispositions 

(intentions and commitments) and other members of the academic and social 

systems of the institution. (p. 113) 

 He suggests that if institutions are serious about retaining students they must nurture an 

institutional culture that prioritizes academic, social, and personal support as well as 

empowers students to seek out that support.  Astin (1993) points out that although 

community colleges are somewhat hampered by their institutional type and structure 

from creating cultures emphasizing involvement, an institution may still discover 

practices, policies, and leadership priorities that offset the disadvantages of these 

institutional structures and create cultures that foster student involvement. 

 Clear evidence exists that efforts to encourage student effort toward learning, 

personal development, and involvement in the campus community, will produce greater 

positive student outcomes.  Pace (1984) emphasized the need for students to invest in 

their education by dedicating time and effort to the endeavor. He writes, “Quality of 

experience and quality of effort are similar concepts, connected with one another in that 

the likelihood of having high quality experience depends on investing high quality effort” 

(p. 6).  Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement focuses on the impact students’ experiences 

have on their development in college.  He postulates that the quality and quantity of 
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student involvement in their educational experience are the most important factors 

contributing to student learning and personal development.  Kuh (1994) encourages an 

examination of college cultures to determine if they foster or discourage such 

involvement in learning.  Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) examine the research on the 

role of the institution in fostering student effort and write: 

But if, as it appears, individual effort or engagement is the critical determinant of 

the impact of college, then it is important to focus on the ways in which an 

institution can shape its academic, interpersonal, and extracurricular offerings to 

encourage student engagement. (p. 602) 

Pascarella and Terenzini also report that “the level of student involvement and integration 

in any of the components of an institution’s academic and social systems can be a critical 

factor in students’ persistence decisions” (p. 426). 

 This link between engagement and persistence and graduation rates is well 

documented and has been extensively studied at four-year institutions (Astin, 1993; 

Harper & Quaye, 2009; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 1991; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, 

Whitt, & Associates, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Less literature is available on 

community college students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), especially regarding research 

devoted to their engagement and academic success.  In an age of unremitting budget cuts 

that slash student services, increase class sizes, and encourage the hiring of part-time 

adjunct faculty, more study of the successful engagement of community college students 

may identify best practices as a key to increasing student success, persistence, and 

credentialing.  
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History of Community Colleges 

 

 Championed by William Rainey Harper, H. Stanley Brown, and other prominent 

nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century educators, community colleges trace their history 

to the first junior college founded in Joliet, Illinois, in 1901 (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).  

Convinced by Harper that freshman and sophomore classes could be successfully taught 

as an extension of secondary education, Brown opened Joliet Junior College by adding 

two years of courses to the high school curriculum (Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005).  The 

concept was that junior colleges were to focus on the first two years of general and 

vocational education, serve as a bridge between high schools and senior colleges, 

professional schools and universities (Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005), and leave universities 

to concentrate on research and professional development (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).  

 By 1940, 575 junior colleges were located in the United States (Cohen & Brawer, 

2008). The passage of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act [GI Bill] in 1944, which 

provided financial assistance for veterans of World War II to pursue higher education, 

created demand for more options in pursuing a degree and brought more students to 

junior colleges, as did the need for skilled workers to assist in the transition from 

armament production to consumer goods (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).   

Junior colleges enjoyed another surge of support from public policy when the 

Truman Commission Report of 1948 called for the establishment of a network of public 

community colleges that would serve the areas in which they were located (AACC, 

2010b).  The report introduced the term “community college” and the network of public, 

community-based colleges envisioned by the Commission came to fruition by the 1960s 
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with the opening of 457 new community colleges, doubling the number operating prior to 

that decade (Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005). 

Both the National Defense Education Act of 1958 and the Higher Education Act 

of 1965 called for direct financial support of higher education institutions by the federal 

government and advanced the theory that increased federal and state support of higher 

education was necessary for the security and welfare of the nation (Altbach, Berdahl, & 

Gumport, 1999).  The 1972 amendments to the Higher Education Act focused on 

increasing access to higher education by providing aid to students based on financial need 

through Basic Educational Opportunity Grants (Altbach et al., 1999).  Access to higher 

education was also expanded through Title IX of the 1972 amendments, which increased 

the federal government’s control over higher education and guaranteed equal access to 

minorities and women (Altbach et al., 1999).  As a result, the number of low-income, 

minority, and women students in higher education increased, especially at the 

geographically and financially accessible community colleges.   

Through the next decades, older students living at home and attending college 

part-time, baby boomers reaching college age, and young men seeking draft deferments 

from the Vietnam War through full-time college enrollment (Vaughan, 2006) fueled 

enrollment in community colleges.  This rapid growth changed the higher education 

landscape and led to 600 new community colleges with expanded missions of 

occupational and vocational programs, remedial programs, adult education, and 

community education (Vaughan, 2006).  While the rate of enrollment in community 

colleges slowed in the 1980s and 1990s (Wirt et al., 2003), the decline in blue-collar jobs 
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in these decades led employees to higher education for advanced education or skills 

retraining (Metzner & Bean, 1987).  By 2007, 1,045 mostly moderate-sized community 

colleges were located in urban, rural, and suburban communities across the nation, 

enrolling 6.2 million students (AACC, 2010a) whose tuition was less than half of that at 

public senior institutions and one-tenth of that at private four-year colleges and 

universities (Provasnik & Planty, 2008).  

Since 2007 full-time enrollment in community colleges has increased by 24 

percent and the percentage of students enrolled in credit-bearing courses has increased by 

17 percent (Mullins and Phillippe, 2009).  Enrollment is being fueled by 7-12 percent 

increases in tuition at public, four-year institutions as compared to 4-9 percent increases 

at community colleges (Fleming, 2004); the continued economic pressure on middle class 

families, which results in more traditional-aged students beginning their postsecondary 

education at community colleges;  the expanded role of the community college in 

remedial education; and an increase in dual enrollment programs that offer students the 

opportunity to enrollment in community colleges while still in high school (Bailey & 

Morest, 2006).   

Community College Students 

While enrollment is climbing, the new entrants, including many displaced 

workers returning to school for skills training, credentials and degrees, are as diverse as 

their social background, work history, educational preparation, and aspirations.  

Community colleges “often have the neediest students, the most academically 
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underprepared, and the economically disenfranchised” (Hobek, 2003).  Minorities make 

up 40 percent of the community college population (AACC, 2010a).   

Provasnik and Planty (2008) report that for the academic year 2003-04, the 

median age of community college students was 24, three years higher than the median 

age of students attending four-year colleges and universities.  Approximately 35 percent 

of community college students are 30 years old or older as compared with 13 percent of 

students at public four-year institutions (Provasnik and Planty, 2008).  Forty percent of 

part-time community college students are employed full-time (AACC, 2010a).  More 

than half, 60 percent, of full-time community college students work part-time (AACC, 

2010a).  First-generation students account for 42 percent of the community college 

population and 16 percent of the community college enrollees are single parents (AACC, 

2010a). 

In increasingly large numbers, community college students are academically 

under-prepared for college level work (AACC, 2000).  Community colleges, as part of 

their open access mission, must accept these students and address this issue in order to 

help students succeed and to improve their institutions’ success rates (AACC, 2000).  In 

fall 2000, 76 percent of postsecondary institutions offered at least one remedial reading, 

writing, or mathematics course; (Parsad & Lewis, 2003) and, remedial courses existed on 

“virtually every community college campus” (AACC, 2000).    

The National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES] (2009) projects that from 

2007 to 2018 the number of students enrolled in higher education who are 25 to 34 years 

old will increase by 25 percent, while the number of traditionally-aged students will 
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increase by only nine percent.  During this same time period, the number of women 

enrolled will increase by 16 percent, as compared to a nine percent increase in the 

number of men enrolled.  Full-time enrollment will increase by 15 percent, while part-

time enrollment will increase by 10 percent.   The percentage of Hispanics enrolled in 

community colleges is projected to increase by 38 percent, Black student enrollment by 

26 percent, Asian and Pacific Islanders by 29 percent, American Indian or Alaska Native 

by 32 percent and White enrollment by four percent (NCES, 2009). 

The increased diversity of college students was first noticed by Cross (1981).  He 

identified a new type of student: an adult returning to school full- or part-time while 

maintaining such responsibilities as employment and family and “whose performance at 

academic tasks in the past has been below average” (p. 12).   Stewart and Rue (1983) 

built on Cross’s portrayal by noting that these new students are at least 25 years old. 

Using the term “nontraditional”, Bean and Metzner (1985) completed the definition: 

Age alone does not seem to reflect completely what we would consider 

nontraditional.  If one defines traditional students as residing on campus, 18-24 

years old, and attending college full-time, it is easiest, though not completely 

satisfactory, to consider as nontraditional students those who lack one or more of 

these characteristics. (p. 488) 

Horn (1996) identified the nontraditional student as one possessing at least one of seven 

characteristics: has delayed enrollment into postsecondary education, attends part-time, is 

financially independent, works full-time while enrolled, has dependents other than a 

spouse, is a single parent, or did not obtain a standard high school diploma.  Among 
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“highly” nontraditional students, those students having four or more nontraditional 

characteristics, 64 percent attended a community college. Further, 89 percent of 

community college students were at least minimally nontraditional (Horn, 1996).  These 

nontraditional characteristics make it more difficult to achieve educational aspirations 

(Horn, 1996). 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1998) describe community colleges as consisting of 

“disproportionate numbers of non-resident, part-time, older, non-white, and working 

class students” (p. 155).  Their review of the literature revealed that poor academic 

achievement in high school, attendance interrupted either by delaying entry into college 

after graduating from high school or stopping out of higher education, being a first-

generation student, lack of involvement and integration in the institution’s academic and 

social systems, working more than 15 hours a week while enrolled, and beginning at a 

community college rather than a four-year institution have an adverse effect on student 

persistence and degree attainment (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).   

In all aspects, community college officials will need creativity, imagination, 

tenacity, and perseverance to encourage this diverse population to persist to its 

educational goals, especially as research shows that the path will be strewn with obstacles 

and challenges.  

Theories of Student Success 

Quality of Effort 

Early efforts to determine what led to student success in higher education 

included Pace’s (1984) work to measure the quality of student effort.  Pace’s theory 



26 

 

 

 

argues that the quality of student effort is the best predictor of student progress toward 

the attainment of educational goals.  He posits that students who capitalize on the 

resources and opportunities in the college setting will gain more than students who do not 

take full advantage of their college’s offerings.  He writes, “The more students put into 

their college experience the more they get out of it” (p. 96).  Pace theorizes that although 

a student’s background attributes may be useful in determining potential, it is the quality 

of a student’s effort that transforms potential to learning outcomes.  He notes that 

colleges have a responsibility to encourage and provide resources devoted to enhancing 

student effort and that it is the college’s role to promote a higher quality of effort from its 

students.  Pace writes, “It is the college that sets the intellectual standards, the quality of 

performance it expects from students, and exemplifies its values by the quality of the 

facilities it provides” (p. 97).  

Theory of Involvement 

Replacing Pace’s quality of effort with the more expansive term “involvement”, 

Astin’s (1984) theory suggests that students who are involved in campus academic 

activities will show more gains in learning and development and are more likely to persist 

in their educational goals.  There are five basic postulates to involvement theory: 

Involvement means the investment of physical and psychological energy in different 

activities; involvement occurs along a continuum, with different students investing 

different amounts of energy toward different objects at different times; involvement can 

be measured quantitatively and qualitatively; the amount of learning and personal 

development resulting from any educational program is proportional to the quality and 
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quantity of student involvement in that program; and that “the effectiveness of any 

educational policy or practice is directly related to the capacity of that policy or practice 

to increase student involvement” (p. 519).  Astin’s (1993) theory has its roots in research 

developed around his inputs-environment-outcomes (I-E-O) model, which he describes 

as: 

Inputs refers to the characteristics of the student at the time of initial entry to the 

institution; environment refers to the various programs, policies, faculty, peers, 

and educational experiences to which the student is exposed; and outcomes refers 

to the student’s characteristics after exposure to the environment. Change or 

growth in the student during college is determined by comparing outcome 

characteristics with input characteristics. (p. 7)  

Astin found that frequent interactions with other students, especially regarding 

academic issues, are positively related to growth in a number of developmental areas 

including leadership abilities, overall academic development, knowledge of a field, 

analytical and problem-solving skills, critical thinking skills, and cultural awareness 

(Astin, 1993).  Likewise, frequent interaction with faculty leads to gains in student 

satisfaction with faculty, quality of instruction and overall college experience, GPA, 

degree attainment, and graduating with honors.  Not surprisingly, Astin’s research 

indicates that the time students spent on family, work, and other non-academic activities 

detracts from their involvement on campus and thus negatively impacts their educational 

development, persistence, and learning (Astin, 1993).  This does not bode well for the 

older, working, first-generation, part-time student population of community colleges. 
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Theory of Validation 

Rendón’s (1994) theory of validation may contain a missing link between 

nontraditional students and Astin’s (1993) theory of involvement.  She posits that while 

involvement through time and energy devoted to academic tasks is critical to successful 

student outcomes, nontraditional students do not know how to become involved in 

activities that promote involvement.  Nontraditional students lack self-confidence, are not 

familiar with the systems and social structures of higher education, have not had the 

social experiences nor developed the skill sets needed to take advantage of activities that 

lead to involvement.   Rendón (1994) suggests that validating experiences such as 

encouragement, affirmation, and support have a significant impact on student 

development and that for nontraditional students, both academic and social validation is 

necessary before they can become involved with the life of the college.  Academic 

validation occurs when “in- and out-of-class agents take action to assist students to trust 

their innate capacity to learn and to acquire confidence in being a college student” 

(Rendón, 2002, p. 40).  Social, or interpersonal validation, occurs when college officials 

encourage student development and social adjustment (Rendón, 2002).   

Rendón (2002) believes that nontraditional students, and their stories, knowledge 

and learning techniques are underappreciated by some faculty members and staff: 

Some faculty and staff view certain kinds of students as incapable of learning, 

assault students with information or withhold information, install doubt and fear 

in students, distance themselves from students, silence and oppress students, 
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and/or create fiercely competitive learning environments that pit students against 

each other. (p. 644).   

She argues that nontraditional students do not do well in this environment and that the 

institution is responsible for mitigating these challenges by providing an academic and 

interpersonal climate that validates, affirms, supports, and enables these students, 

reinforcing the belief that these students can develop fully as students and individuals 

(Rendón, 1994).  This concept, that it is the responsibility of the institution to initiate 

contact with students, is the first of six critical elements that make up Rendón’s theory of 

validation.  The second element states that when validation is present, students thrive. 

They believe they can learn, their self-esteem and self-worth increases, and they believe 

that “they and everything that they bring to the college experience, are accepted and 

recognized as valuable” (p. 44). Without validation students become silent and may feel 

mistrusted and subordinate. Third, involvement and student development cannot occur 

until validation has occurred.  Fourth, validation occurs inside and outside the classroom.  

The fifth element to the theory of validation states that the more students experience 

validation the richer their college experience.  Finally, validation is especially important 

during the first year of college and the first few weeks of class (Rendón, 1994).  

In 2002, Rendón interviewed staff, co-directors, instructors, counselors, students 

and mentors of the Community College Puente project to examine the culture of the 

Puente: 

Institutional agents, not students, are expected to take the first step to not only 

promote involvement but to affirm students as knowers and valuable members of 
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the college learning community.  Validation theory poses that college faculty, 

counselors, and administrative staff take a proactive role in reaching out to 

students to affirm them as being capable of doing academic work and to support 

them in their academic endeavors and social adjustments. (p. 645) 

The Community College Puente project provides specific mentoring, skills development, 

and counseling to Latino community college students to assure their successful transfer to 

four-year colleges.  Rendón found that validating in- and out-of-class experiences, as well 

as efforts to explain the college experience and degree paths, fostered academic success 

and personal growth for the students in the project (Rendón, 2002).  

Tinto’s Interactionalist Theory of Student Departure 

Tinto (1993) suggests that the college experience, and the social and academic 

communities of the college, can influence the willingness of a student to continue at a 

college.   He writes of his longitudinal model of departure: 

[The model] argues that individual departure from institutions can be viewed as 

arising out of a longitudinal process of interactions between an individual with 

given attributes, skills, financial resources, prior educational experiences, and 

dispositions (intentions and commitments) and other members of the academic 

and social systems of the institution.  The individual’s experience in those 

systems, as indicated by his/her intellectual (academic) and social (personal) 

integration, continually modifies his or her intentions and commitments.  Positive 

experiences – that is, integrative ones – reinforce persistence through their impact 
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upon heightened intentions and commitments both to the goal of college 

completion and to the institutions in which the person finds him/herself. (p. 115)  

Tinto (1993) argues that students whose past experiences have not provided the social 

and intellectual skills needed for successful participation in the new college community 

will have difficulty transitioning and becoming incorporated into the college culture.  As 

Tinto notes, “In the ‘typical’ institution, this means that disadvantaged students, persons 

of minority origins, older students and the physically handicapped are more likely to 

experience such problems than are other students ” (p. 97).  Tinto cautions that students 

attending local colleges, such as community colleges, may not have the full experience of 

immersion into a new culture that comes with attending college away from home.  

Further, students attending community colleges face external forces such as family, 

friends, and communities that may not support the students’ decision to attend college. 

These external influences pull students away from full integration into the college 

community. 

Applying Tinto’s model to examine the long-term persistence of community 

college students, Pascarella, Smart, and Ethington (1986) sampled 825 students who 

initially enrolled in 85 community colleges.  They followed these students for a nine-year 

period and found that students who initially enroll in community colleges are 

significantly more likely to persist in the pursuit of bachelors’ degrees if they became 

successfully integrated into the academic and social systems of the institutions they 

attend. They conclude: 
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In short, the student’s experience of college may have an important, unique 

influence on system persistence beyond that of differences in family background, 

secondary-school experiences, individual attributes, and the initial commitments 

with which he or she enters college.  Thus, it may be possible to enhance student 

persistence in postsecondary education through purposeful institutional policies 

and practices designed to enhance student social and academic integration. (p. 66) 

Tinto’s theory that less academically and socially integrated students are more 

likely to depart from college early is supported by Chapman and Pascarella’s (1983) 

findings concerning higher departure rates at community colleges.  The researchers 

studied first-time freshmen entering college in the fall of 1978 at 11 higher education 

institutions and intending to graduate with either associates’ or bachelors’ degrees.  Four 

of these institutions were four-year residential colleges, three were community colleges, 

two were commuter four-year institutions and two were private liberal arts colleges.  The 

study results indicated that community college students were less socially integrated into 

their colleges than any other student group.  Community college students participated in 

fewer organized extracurricular activities, had less informal contact with other students, 

and participated in fewer informal social activities than the university students in the 

study.  Students also differed significantly in their level of academic integration across 

institutional types, with residential students showing the greatest academic integration 

and involvement, and four-year commuter students and community college students 

showing less involvement.  Community college students had less informal contact with 
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faculty on academic matters and participated less in honors programs than liberal arts and 

four-year college students (Chapman & Pascarella, 1983).  

Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) generally affirm the effectiveness of Tito’s model 

in terms of academic and social integration in university settings.  Further, their review 

indicates that research shows that frequent, informal contacts between students and 

faculty concerning intellectual matters are important to the successful academic 

integration of students, which in turn assists students in persisting in their studies 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

Theories of Nontraditional Student Departure 

Research on nontraditional students indicates that they are less likely to have high 

levels of academic and social integration into college society and that this may affect 

their persistence in higher education.   

Chickering (1974) found that students living on campus are more highly 

integrated, socially and academically, into the college campus.  Bean and Metzner (1985) 

posit that older students, who have already developed self-control and values typically 

identified with maturity, are less susceptible to socialization or integration than their 

traditional counterparts, especially since the personal development described by 

Chickering (1969) for undergraduates may not occur for the older student.   

Bean and Metzner (1985) propose that because nontraditional students have more 

pressure from external environmental and social factors, such as work and family, than 

traditional students have, a model of nontraditional student departure should weigh 

external pressures heavily.  Accordingly the Bean and Metzner model, built on Tinto’s 
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(1975) model, recognizes the influence of external factors in pulling students away from 

campus involvement and preventing nontraditional students from spending time with 

other students and faculty, thus preventing them from experiencing the full influence of 

the college experience.   

  As predicted, Metzner and Bean’s (1987) study of 624 nontraditional freshmen 

students at a primarily commuter university found that nontraditional students had less 

interaction with peers, faculty, extracurricular activities, and campus services and greater 

interaction with the non-collegiate, external environment.   

Theory of Engagement 

 Blending aspects of Pace’s quality of effort theory (1984), Astin’s theory of 

involvement (1984), and Chickering and Gamson’s best practices for undergraduate 

education (1987), student engagement theory suggests two elements as critical to student 

success: (a) the more time and effort a student spends on academic tasks, the more 

valuable their learning and experience will be and (b) the institution must exhibit a 

culture that is “inclusive and affirming” and where expectations for performance are 

“clearly communicated and set at reasonably high levels” (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt & 

Associates, 2005, p. 8).  Kuh, et al. (2005) postulate that such an institutional culture will 

naturally accept and encourage teaching practices such as those suggested by Chickering 

and Gamson (1987): student-faculty contact, cooperation among students, active learning, 

prompt feedback, time on task, high expectations, and respect for diverse talents and 

ways of learning.  These practices elicit greater effort and time on task from students, 

encouraging involvement and engendering student success, all cultural elements that have 
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been shown to be positively related to student satisfaction, learning and development and 

persistence (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt, 2005).  Kuh (2009) explains, “Student 

engagement represents the time and effort students devote to activities that are 

empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce 

students to participate in these activities” (p. 683).  Student engagement then is a 

blending of student effort to take advantage of the college environment to achieve 

successful educational outcomes and the institution’s effort to allocate resources and 

arrange its curricula, learning opportunities, and support services to encourage student 

involvement and increased quality of effort contributing to collegiate success (Kuh, 

2009). 

Kuh, et al. (2005), studied 20 colleges and universities, referred to as 

Documenting Effective Educational Practice (DEEP) schools.  These colleges, selected 

for their higher than expected levels of student engagement and graduation rates, were 

found to have inclusive and affirming cultures where academic expectations were 

reasonably high and clearly communicated.   DEEP colleges exhibited six features that 

foster student engagement and success (a) a “living” mission and “lived” educational 

philosophy (p. 24), (b) a focus on learning, (c) a physical environment that enhances 

scholarly activities, (d) clearly defined paths for student success, (e) a commitment to 

constant improvement, and (f) a shared responsibility for quality and student success. 

DEEP schools believe that students need to be taught how to engage in active and 

collaborative academic activities.  Thus, these schools emphasize a supportive 

environment, with high-quality relationships between students, faculty and 
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administration, where students are introduced to and prompted to use resources that will 

enhance their academic and social life (Kuh, et al., 2005).  Teachers and administrators 

are committed to “talent development”, the idea that “every student can learn under the 

right conditions” (p. 77) and faculty and staff make spending time with students a 

priority, especially in research and academic activities.  Students at DEEP schools are 

actively involved in the teaching and learning of their peers.  Peers help other students 

understand faculty expectations and standards, how to balance academic and social 

commitment, and how to connect to other students and the institution (Kuh, et al., 2005).  

Organizational Culture and Climate 

 

The evidence is clear that student success can be enhanced by a campus culture 

that proactively supports, affirms and includes students in the academic and social life of 

the college (Rendón, 1994; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, and Associates, 1991; Kuh, Kinzie, 

Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini (2005)).   

Some critics contend that community colleges have an organizational culture that 

dissuades students from pursuing their initial educational goals.  Clark (1960, 1980) 

contends that rather than raise aspirations, community colleges serve a “cooling out” 

function within higher education, curtailing the ambitions of their students to divert them 

from the higher education track.  Other critics suggest that community colleges have a 

culture of “vocationalizing” education.  That is, community college students are offered 

shorter, vocationally-focused paths of study that redirect them from longer-term 

educational goals and provide more immediate employment choices (Bailey & Morest, 

2006).  Under this system, community college students receive training but life-long 
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learning skills are not developed and there is no real long-term economic advancement.  

Thus critics contend, while some tout community colleges as “democracy’s colleges” 

(Boggs, 2012), in reality students who attend community college “secure for themselves 

positions on the same low-status social rungs as their parents” (Bailey & Morest, 2006, p. 

31). 

Organizational culture is the story, history, and expressed beliefs of an institution 

and its members (Clark, 1970).  It is demonstrated in “what is done, how it is done, and 

who is involved in doing it” (Tierney, 1988, p. 24).  Berger and Milem (2000) emphasize 

that organizational culture is deeply ingrained within an institution and strengthened by 

behaviors repeated by cultural agents and values held and maintained by organizational 

members.  Culture can be changed but only through time and repeated effort to embed the 

new belief into the story and history of the organization. 

Levin and Montero-Hernandez (2009) propose that the day-to-day interactions of 

members of a community interact with the core components of an institution’s culture to 

shape its institutional climate.  In a field study of 13 community colleges, the researchers 

examined the interactions of faculty, administrators and students and found that “culture 

capacities” can be developed and used as tools to create vibrant “caring institutions” (p. 

29).  Caring institutions design and engage in organizational behaviors that enhance the 

organization’s understanding of students and focuses on responding to those needs. To 

assist students succeed through engagement in the life of the college, caring institutions’ 

social agents (faculty, staff) establish respectful, affirming relations with students and 
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provide opportunities for the students to become culturally competent (Levin and 

Montero-Hernandez, 2009).  

Elements of Organizational Culture 

Peer environment. 

 A critical element and influencer of organizational culture are the perceptions of 

the organization’s members (Berger & Milem, 2000).  At community colleges this 

includes the perceptions of the students: what they value and believe, what they 

understand the faculty and staff to expect, and what they believe their peers value.  The 

peer environment conveys to students “what other students value and of what one’s peers 

expect behaviorally, whether in a student’s social or academic world” (Terenzini and 

Reason, 2005, p. 11).  In organizations, the peer environment is distinct from the peer 

group in that it represents the dominant beliefs, values, and behaviors of prevailing peers, 

not necessary the values and beliefs of an individual’s peer group. Thus, especially at a 

college, faculty and administrators can influence and modify the peer environment by 

supporting and encouraging groups that exemplify and strengthen the culture and mission 

of the college.  For community college administrators interested in improving student 

success rates, this could mean examining the level of engagement in academic activities 

found in the peer environment and examining students’ perceptions of their relationships 

with others within the peer environment. 

Out-of-class experiences. 

Boyer (1990) described the ideal campus climate as emphasizing learning in all 

experiences and advocates for “a shared sense of intellectual excitement” (Boyer, 1997, 
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p. 14) in both in- and out-of class activities, especially activities that emphasize service 

and that connect students to new people and ideas.  Terenzini and Reason (2005) identify 

the individual student classroom experiences, curricular, and out-of-class experiences as 

the most immediate set of influences in shaping student success.  Pascarella and 

Terenzini (2005) echo this theory when they conclude: 

What matters is the nature of the experiences students have after matriculation: 

the courses they take…the interactions they have with their peers and faculty 

members outside the classroom, the variety of people and ideas they encounter, 

and the extent of their active involvement in the academic and social systems of 

their institutions. (p. 642) 

Noting that learning occurs both in and out of class and that students spend the 

majority of their time out of class, Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, and Associates (1991) emphasize 

the influence and value of out-of-class experiences.  They advocate for institutional 

policies and practices that provide high quality out-of-class experiences that complement 

the institution’s educational mission, promote engagement, provide a sense of community 

and address skills not taught in class (Kuh et al., 1991).  The researchers studied the 

impact of out-of-class experiences at 14 “involving colleges” (p. 25), so named because 

they exhibited best practices in encouraging student involvement.   Involving colleges 

exhibited a culture of caring and recognized the value of the total student experience, 

making no distinctions between the value of in-class and out-of-class learning 

experiences.  Such colleges envision “what the total student experience ought to be, and 
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resolve to use the institution’s educational resources – curricular and non-curricular, 

formal and informal – to full advantage to enable that experience.” (p. 347) 

Kuh, et al. (1991) found that the policies and practices of involving colleges allow 

faculty, staff and administrators to work together to highlight and focus on the academic 

purpose of the institution.  At these colleges, student learning is enhanced because faculty 

members engage students intellectually in out-of-class discussions and activities; 

“heroines and heroes” (p. 87) on campus are acknowledged to demonstrate that students 

matter; high expectations of academic and social behavior are set; achievements are 

acknowledged; and those contributing to a high-quality campus life are rewarded.  Kuh, 

et al., conclude: 

When all members of a college or university community, including faculty, 

administrators, trustees, staff and students, believe that all aspects of the 

institution’s environment contribute to student learning and personal 

development, the institution can take another step toward realizing its potential 

and fulfilling its obligation to be a community committed to learning in all forms 

and forums. (p. 374) 

Student Organizations. 

Boyer (1990) notes that student groups can contribute to the campus culture in a 

positive manner by providing opportunities for students to feel a part of the community 

and by generating out-of-class activities that bring energy to the campus.  He suggests 

that student groups, lectures, debates, and all out-of-class activities, promote a 
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community of learning and honor students in ways that increase and emphasize the 

academic nature of the institution. 

Through their active involvement in and support for student organizations, 

community college administrators can establish rich opportunities for students to move 

beyond the traditional classroom experience and interact with college officials and peers 

in ways that make them feel welcome, affirmed, and connected to the college.  While 

student organizations can provide enriching opportunities that lead to higher levels of 

engagement for their members, they may also be a tool useful in raising the engagement 

levels of the entire student body.  When community college faculty and staff reward, 

publically acknowledge, and support student organizations dedicated to the shared 

commitment of academic excellence these actions may provide ways to influence the 

peer environment and strengthen the campus climate.  

Phi Theta Kappa 

 

Phi Theta Kappa is found on nearly every community college in the United States.  

Local Phi Theta Kappa chapters recognize the academic achievements of the top scholars 

on campus and engage the student body in educationally purposeful activities that assist 

the campus administration and community with furthering the mission of the institution 

(“Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society Programs”, n.d.).  According to Dr. Humphrey Lee, 

president of Northwest-Shoals Community College: 

If you have the Phi Theta Kappa structure in place on your campus, especially 

with the Honors in Action component, you have a student development program 

 − you don't need to re-invent the wheel. (Phi Theta Kappa, 2010)  
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Phi Theta Kappa’s mission is two-fold: As membership eligibility is determined by 

academic criteria, the society recognizes scholarship by validating its members as proven 

scholars committed to learning and to achieving their educational goals (“Phi Theta 

Kappa Honor Society Constitution”, n.d.).  And, the society provides opportunities for 

sustained academic progress, leadership development, and service learning (“Phi Theta 

Kappa Honor Society Constitution”, n.d.).  

For many community college students, their invitation to join an international 

academic honor society is a watermark in their higher education career.  For many, it is 

their first validation as learners and scholars.  This validation provides the encouragement 

that many need to set higher goals, and acknowledges and rewards their determination.  

Local chapters of Phi Theta Kappa, each led by a faculty member, provide opportunities 

for students to meet and to interact with an academically-focused, friendship group.  

Student organizations such as Phi Theta Kappa afford community college 

administrators an opportunity to encourage student involvement in educationally 

purposeful activities.  When these student organizations engage in campus-wide 

initiatives, the benefits may extend beyond the group membership and may raise the 

engagement level of all students.  Measuring the impact of student organizations is 

especially significant within the current context of budget cuts.  Some presidents may cut 

funding to student programs, when indeed these organizations may offer a low-cost 

alternative and a high-energy solution to building student engagement throughout the 

campus. 
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Phi Theta Kappa’s programs bring members together to examine scholarly topics, 

cultivate leadership skills, and provide timely and beneficial services to campus and civic 

life ("Phi Theta Kappa Programs”, n.d.).  Members work with college administrators, 

community members, and fellow students to solve problems and to raise consciousness 

about critical issues such as college completion, high school drop-out rates, cyber 

bullying and social network concerns, protecting the environment, and raising funds for 

cancer research ("Phi Theta Kappa Society Entry Excerpts: Honors in Action”, n.d.; "Phi 

Theta Kappa Society Entry Excerpts: College Projects”, n.d.).   

Chapters form intellectually vibrant communities that enliven the campus and 

form effective peer mentoring groups which contribute millions of leadership and 

volunteer hours to their colleges and communities ("Phi Theta Kappa Programs”, n.d.).  

Phi Theta Kappa programs are designed to encourage the student body to commit to 

learn, develop critical thinking, sharpen their leadership skills, and learn through service. 

That is, Phi Theta Kappa programs are designed to engage the entire campus in activities 

that foster persistence toward educational goals ("Phi Theta Kappa Programs”, n.d.).  

In a partnership with the American Association of Community Colleges, the 

Association of Community College Trustees, the Center for Community College Student 

Engagement, the League for Innovation in the Community College, and the National 

Institute for Staff and Organizational Development, Phi Theta Kappa chapters work with 

other campus groups to initiate “commit to complete” events and promote retention and 

completion (Community College Completion Corps, 2010).  Chapters have developed 

mentoring programs, provided tutoring, and developed career counseling to offer a 



44 

 

 

 

network of support for at-risk students. Many chapters have funded academic and 

textbook scholarships on their campuses (Community College Completion Corps – PTK, 

2010).  Chapters have conducted research to determine leading causes of failure to 

complete on their campuses, shared results, and tailored resources based on their 

findings. Members have distributed information on campus services targeting retention, 

and tracked completion rates at their colleges (Community College Completion Corps – 

PTK, 2010).  Many chapters work together to plan and promote statewide completion 

events, involving multiple colleges in a single initiative that raises public awareness of 

community colleges and commands the attention of legislators and policymakers 

(Community College Completion Corps – PTK, 2010). 

Measuring Engagement 

There are many instruments designed to measure student engagement, including 

the Community College Survey of Student Engagement [CSSE], which was designed 

specifically for community colleges. The CCSSE measures levels of campus-wide 

engagement and students’ perceptions of their relationships with other members of the 

college community (CCSSE: “About the CCSSE Survey”, n.d.). 

The CCSSE is modeled from the National Survey of Student Engagement 

[NSSE], which measures student engagement at four-year institutions (Kuh, 2001).  As a 

student survey, the NSSE “assesses the extent to which students at four-year colleges and 

universities are participating in educational practices that are strongly associated with 

high levels of learning and personal development” (Kuh, 2001, p. 12).  While the NSSE 

does not assess student learning outcomes directly, it does measure levels of academic 
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challenge, time on task, and participation in other educationally purposeful activities, 

which directly influence the quality of students’ learning and their overall educational 

experience.  Additionally, by asking students to report how they spend their time, the 

quality of their experience, and how they use the resources for learning that their school 

provides, the NSSE questions focus not on the amount of resources a school has but 

rather on the level of student use of an institution’s resources and the extent to which 

institutions use good educational practices (Kuh, 2001).  The NSSE is administered to 

students at a representative cross-section of senior institutions each year in order to 

establish national benchmarks of good educational practices (Kuh, 2001).   

The CCSSE was developed for community colleges by a team at the Center for 

Community College Student Engagement [CCCSE] at the University of Texas at Austin 

in 2001 (CCCSE, 2010a).  The survey provides information on student engagement as a 

key indicator of learning and quality of community colleges (CCCSE, 2010a).  As 

previously mentioned, the CCSSE is administered to community college students and 

asks questions that assess institutional practices and student behaviors that are highly 

correlated with student learning and retention (CCCSE, 2010a).  The CCSSE survey 

attempts to discover how often students engage in rigorous academic activities that 

promote student success and how they take advantage of learning opportunities.  It is 

administered annually and sets national benchmarks for the use of active and 

collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, and 

support for learners.  To assess the level of active and collaborative learning taking place, 

it asks students about their class participation, the frequency with which they work with 



46 

 

 

 

or tutor other students, and their participation in community-based projects as part of 

their courses. Student effort is assessed by asking students about the amount of time they 

spend preparing for class, working on class assignments, and reading books for 

enjoyment and enrichment (CCCSE, 2010b).  To gauge academic challenge, the CCSSE 

asks students about the quality and quantity of reading, synthesizing, organizing, and 

writing they have been assigned during the current year and students are asked to rate 

their examinations according to difficulty (CCCSE, 2010b).  Responses to questions 

related to the frequency of students’ use of academic and student support services, their 

degree of satisfaction with such services, and the quality of support provided by their 

friends and family are used to judge support for learners (CCCSE, 2010b).  The level of 

student-faculty interaction is derived from questions related to the frequency with which 

faculty and students communicate, discuss career plans, and work together on activities 

other than coursework (CCCSE, 2010b).  

Porter (2011) has questioned the validity and usefulness of all college student 

surveys and specifically the NSSE and CCSSE. He writes, “[the surveys] assume the 

college students can easily report information about their behaviors and attitudes, when 

the standard model of human cognition and survey response clearly suggests they cannot” 

(p. 45).  

To illustrate that college students and other survey takers  cannot easily and 

consistently describe their actions and feelings, Porter (2011) points out that even simple 

questions containing terms such as “your” and “income” can be interpreted in a variety of 

ways, making the validity of the responses suspect. The survey results are made even less 
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reliable because the NSSE uses “vague” response options such as “occasionally”, 

“often”, and “very often”, and research clearly indicates that different students assign 

different values to these non-numeric, non-specific response options (Porter, 2011). In a 

final argument regarding students’ ability to report their behaviors accurately in surveys, 

Porter points out that recent research on memory retrieval shows that students cannot 

quickly and accurate recall and report the frequency of their activities, especially when 

asked to recall mundane behaviors such as the number of books they read or how often 

they asked questions in class. As a result, students may use different estimating 

techniques to determine their final answers and may also be influenced by social bias in 

determining their final answers (Porter, 2011). 

Questioning the usefulness of student surveys, Porter (2011) argues that the NSSE 

has an overly broad domain definition and lacks an underlying theory specifying why 

certain items should be included in the instrument, making it of little practical value.  He 

states that the domain is so widely defined that almost any student survey question could 

be included under the areas of “engagement,” “student outcomes,” and “institutional 

quality.” As an example of the lack of research and theory tying the inclusion of specific 

questions to student engagement, he questions how the frequency item: “Used email to 

communication with an instructor” can be a judge of student outcomes as there is no 

theory or research indicating that more or less use of email is tied to increases or 

decreases in student engagement (Porter, 2011). According to Porter, the all-

encompassing area of content that the NSSE attempts to cover, along with the lack of 

justification for the questions asked, calls into question the validity of the instrument. 
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McCormick and McClenney, directors of the NSSE and CCSSE programs, 

respectively, argue that the usefulness of the surveys is undeniable. The first-hand 

information on students’ campus experiences, activities, and behaviors furnished by the 

surveys bridges the gap between higher education research and practice and provides 

administrators and faculty members with tools to measure educational practices on their 

campuses and among different student populations (McCormick & McClenney, 2012).   

According to McCormick and McClenney (2012), the surveys are useful because 

they also add dimension to the national conversation on college quality: “the national 

understanding of college quality is dominated by beauty contests that privilege reputation 

and resources over teaching and learning” (McCormick & McClenney, 2012, p. 308). 

The directors point out that the NSSE and CCSSE results add valuable data to this 

conversation, moving the focus from resources and reputation to successful learning and 

teaching behavior and methods. 

Regarding the validity of the surveys, McCormick and McClenney (2012) argue 

that measures of validity are tied to the interpretations and uses of the data. To that end, 

while Porter is concerned with the exact numeric matching of responses to reality, the 

NSSE and CSSE are designed to provide administrators and faculty with relative 

comparisons between groups of students. That is, the survey does not measure exactly 

how many papers students at each college wrote, but rather whether certain groups of 

students wrote more than others. In this way the survey is useful and the information 

provided is valid for practitioners to examine differences between groups of students, 

relative to other groups of students or peer institutions (McCormick & McClenney, 
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2012). For example, the surveys are useful in determining if first-generation students 

report less student-faculty interaction relative to other groups of students.  

McCormick and McClenney agree with Porter that “vague” response options have 

limitations and that individual students do apply different values to the scales. However, 

citing evidence from the Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement, they argue 

that the discrepancies in how individuals and groups interpret and use these scales “do 

not meaningfully limit how the data are typically used” (McCormick & McClenney, 

2012, p. 315).  

Summary 

Community colleges have been instrumental in increasing access to higher 

education over the past 50 years, especially for first-generation, nontraditional, and low-

income students.  The open-access policy of these institutions does not guarantee success.  

An unacceptable gap exists between the percentage of students who are interested in 

completing a credential and those who are fortunate enough to succeed at that goal.  

Research indicates that community colleges that engender student engagement produce 

more successful students.  Additionally, colleges that support out-of-class experiences 

that promote academically purposeful activities report higher than expected student 

engagement scores and graduation rates.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Methodology 

 

This study compares the 2011 Community College Survey of Student Engagement 

[CCSSE] responses of students attending community colleges that host highly-involved 

Phi Theta Kappa chapters to those of students attending community colleges with 

moderately-involved chapters and responses of students at colleges that do not host Phi 

Theta Kappa chapters or do not have Phi Theta Kappa chapters that are involved with 

programming. The relationship between the presence of highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa 

chapters and the overall level of student engagement, as measured by the five CCSSE 

benchmarks, as well as students’ views of their relationships with staff, faculty, and other 

students in their college communities, are examined.  

This study explores the following questions:  (a) Does having a highly-involved Phi 

Theta Kappa chapter on campus affect the level of engagement of all students on campus 

and (b) Does having a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter on campus influence 

students’ views of their relationships with fellow students, faculty and administrative 

personnel? This chapter presents the research design, conceptual framework, sampling 

procedures, measures, and analysis. 

Research design 

This study uses responses from the 2011 CCSSE to examine the level of academic 

engagement demonstrated by community college students and their perceptions of their 

relationships to fellow students, faculty, and administrators. In order to examine 

relationships between Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement level and students’ responses 
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on the CCSSE, only responses from students attending colleges that administered the 

survey on a campus-level basis were used.  Students’ enrollment status, age, gender, first-

generation status, and race are also examined in relation to engagement levels and their 

perceptions of their relationships with others on campus. An examination of possible 

relationships among college size, Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement level, and student 

engagement levels and perceptions was also conducted.  

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework in Figure 1 diagrams the relationships explored in this 

study.  
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
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Students’ levels of engagement in effective educational practices and their perceptions of 

their relationships with others on campus constitute the dependent variables to be 

examined. Students’ levels of engagement are measured in five CCSSE-designated 

benchmark areas: active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, 

student-faculty interaction and support for learners. The benchmark areas are reflective of 

best teaching practices identified by Chickering and Gamson (1987) as leading to 

increased student learning and engagement.  

As research indicates a relationship between students’ characteristics and their 

self-reported levels of engagement in academic endeavors (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005), those relationships are examined in this study.  

Of particular interest to this study is the extent to which engagement levels and 

students’ relationships with fellow students, faculty, and administrators are related to (a) 

the existence and measure of involvement in programming of the Phi Theta Kappa 

chapter on campus, (b) students’ characteristics, and (c) the size of the college. 

 The existence of a Phi Theta Kappa chapter on campus and the level at which a 

chapter participates in Phi Theta Kappa programming are of interest because a chapter 

may influence the engagement levels of all students on campus. Phi Theta Kappa 

programming is designed to create campus-wide opportunities for collaborative, out-of-

classroom academic experiences involving all students and faculty. Activities such as 

those suggested by Phi Theta Kappa programming are known to promote the academic 

nature of institutions (Boyer, 1990). Thus, chapters that engage their communities in 

programs suggested by Phi Theta Kappa may assist their administrations in increasing 
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student and faculty engagement in the best practices in education as outlined by 

Chickering and Gamson (1987).  

While it is true that the ratio of Phi Theta Kappa chapter members to non-Phi 

Theta Kappa members on any campus is small, a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa 

chapter has influence beyond the number of its chapter members. A small but vocal and 

involved group of Phi Theta Kappa members who create and implement programming 

that involves large numbers of their fellow students in academically purposeful activies 

may have the potential to significantly affect the levels of engagement on campus, much 

more so than a large group of uninvoved Phi Theta Kappa members who are not involved 

on campus. The effect of an engaged chapter will not be measured in terms of involved 

members, but in their ability to raise the level of involvement on the entire campus.   

Finally, connections between college size and students’ levels of engagement and 

perceptions of campus relationships are investigated.  Research shows that smaller 

colleges are more likely and more able to increase engagement and foster positive 

relationships between students and faculty and administrators. (Astin, 1993; Chickering 

& Gamson, 1987).  College size takes on significant importance in this study because 

researchers have determined that among colleges participating in the CCSSE survey “the 

highest-performing small colleges on each benchmark significantly outperform the 

highest-performing large colleges” (“Institutional Location and Size”, n.d.).  

Methods 

The purpose of this study is to examine students’ level of engagement and their 

perceptions of their relationships with other students, faculty, and administrators at 
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community colleges, with attention paid to the role of Phi Theta Kappa chapters in 

influencing these aspects of the student experience on campus. College size and student 

characteristics known to affect students’ engagement in academic endeavors are included 

to provide an in-depth analysis of factors influencing engagement levels.  

The independent variable is the degree to which a college’s Phi Theta Kappa chapter 

is involved in programming designed by the organization. Highly-involved chapters are 

defined as those that in 2011 conducted exemplary, extensive, campus-wide projects 

based on Phi Theta Kappa international programming, resulting in the chapters winning 

Hallmark Awards, being named to the Top 100 Chapters, or achieving the Five Star level 

of the organization’s Five Star Chapter Development Plan. Chapters participating in the 

Five Star Chapter Development Plan and either setting a goal or reaching a One, Two, 

Three, or Four Star level are identified in this study as moderately involved in Phi Theta 

Kappa programming. Chapters that did not set a goal or reach any level of the Five Star 

Plan in 2011 are identified as uninvolved in Phi Theta Kappa international programming. 

As these chapters do not offer activities for members or others on campus, these chapters 

are grouped with colleges that do not host Phi Theta Kappa chapters. 

Phi Theta Kappa Five Star Chapter Development Plan 

The Five Star Chapter Development Plan provides a roadmap for chapters to progress 

from a One Star level to a Five Star level as they increase involvement in Phi Theta 

Kappa programming (“Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society Five Star Chapter Development”, 

n.d.).  Chapters reach Five Star level only by becoming highly-involved in Honors in 

Action and College Project activities, the cornerstones of Phi Theta Kappa programming 
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(“Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society Five Star Chapter Development, n.d.”), and by 

submitting entries in the organization’s annual Hallmark Awards competition (“Phi Theta 

Kappa Honor Society Five Star Chapter Development Requirements, n.d.”).   

Phi Theta Kappa Hallmark Awards 

Phi Theta Kappa Hallmark Awards are given annually to members, faculty advisors, 

college administrators, chapters, and regions (“Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society Hallmark 

Awards”, n.d.).  The Honors in Action and College Project award categories specifically 

reward the work of the chapter in educationally purposeful activities (“Phi Theta Kappa 

Honor Society Hallmark Award Categories”, n.d.).  Award-winning projects in these 

categories involved extensive long-term planning, programming, and multiple events 

occurring between January 2011 and December 2011 (“Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society 

Hallmark Awards”, n.d.).  

Phi Theta Kappa Honors in Action Awards 

Honors in Action Awards recognize outstanding chapter projects related to the Phi 

Theta Kappa Honors Study Topic (“Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society Hallmark Award 

Categories”, n.d.).  The Honors Study Topic is a biennial, interdisciplinary, contemporary 

topic of interest related to global challenges and the human experience (Phi Theta Kappa, 

2010a).  The Topic is designed to foster “a stimulating environment for intellectual 

growth and challenge” (Phi Theta Kappa, 2012a, p. 2) on campuses hosting Phi Theta 

Kappa chapters.  For the calendar year of 2010 and 2011, the Honors Study Topic was 

“The Democratization of Information” (Phi Theta Kappa, 2010a). This Topic was 

subdivided into 10 areas of interest or issues to allow chapters to investigate the Topic 
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within a specific field of study (Phi Theta Kappa, 2010a).  Chapters eligible for Honors in 

Action and Honors in Action – Issue Awards research an area of the Honors Study Topic 

and use their findings and their leadership skills to develop an in-depth, action-oriented 

project related to their research that benefits the college or community (Phi Theta Kappa, 

2010a). Examples of 2011 Honors in Action projects include: 

 hosting a campus forum, surveying students and organizing a Town Hall Meeting 

on the democratization of information and the Civil Rights Movement; 

 hosting lectures at six community colleges on the importance of selecting a major, 

filling out a degree plan and choosing a career;  

 distributing non-partisan voter information, holding voter registration drives, and 

hosting guest speakers to address the issue of voter apathy; 

 conducting a public campus debate on whether the benefits of online screening for 

employers outweighed the risks of privacy invasion for potential job candidates 

on social media sites (Phi Theta Kappa, 2012b). 

These very different endeavors and their shared origin illustrate the commonality of 

all Honors in Action projects.  The efforts of award-winning chapters are highly visible 

on campus, and non-members, faculty and administrators participate by contributing to 

research, by volunteering for service initiatives and by playing key roles in the activities.  

A new Honors Study Topic is introduced every two years. “The Democratization of 

Information” topic was introduced in January of 2010 and so many chapters continued 

their 2010 research, involvement, and Honors in Action projects into 2011. Other 
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chapters continued with their investigation of the Topic, but shifted their area of focus to 

a new issue within the Topic. 

Phi Theta Kappa College Project Awards 

College Project Awards recognize outstanding partnerships between a Phi Theta 

Kappa chapter and the college (“Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society College Project Ideas”, 

n.d.).  Successful College Projects include collaboration between chapter leaders and 

college administrators to determine how chapter members can meet a specific and usually 

urgent campus need.  College Projects have included: 

 determining a cost-effective solution to the need for a student communications 

portal; 

 determining the needs of, and the college’s responsibility to, military veterans 

who are now enrolled in college; 

 determining reasons particular to the local college that cause students to drop out, 

and effecting solutions to encourage retention; 

 creating and stocking a food pantry for students in an area of economic decline 

(Phi Theta Kappa, 2012b).   

Phi Theta Kappa Awards Process 

Award entries are scored by Phi Theta Kappa staff members through a rubric-based 

judging process.  Honors in Action, Honors in Action – Issue, and College Project awards 

are presented to chapters with the highest score in each category.  Additionally, the Top 

100 Chapters are identified by the highest combined scores from Honors in Action and 

College Project entries (“Phi Theta Kappa Society 2011 Top 100 Chapters”, n.d.). It is 
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possible for a chapter to receive Hallmark Awards in multiple categories, and it is 

possible for a chapter to be a multi-year winner.  It is possible to be a Top 100 Chapter 

and not win either an Honors in Action or College Project award. 

Highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa Chapters 

At the Phi Theta Kappa 2012 Annual Convention, 25 chapters were recognized with 

College Project Awards for work completed during the 2011 calendar year (Phi Theta 

Kappa, 2012).  Honors in Action Awards were presented to 50 chapters for their 

exceptional 2011 Honors in Action projects (Phi Theta Kappa, 2012).  Honors in 

Action − Issue Awards were presented to 30 chapters that demonstrated outstanding 

Honors in Action projects related to a specific issue within the Honors Study Topic (Phi 

Theta Kappa, 2012).  The 103 chapters in this study designated as highly-involved Phi 

Theta Kappa chapters were among those recognized with Honors in Action Awards, 

College Project Awards, or named as a Top 100 Chapter for their work during the 2011 

calendar year (Phi Theta Kappa, 2012).  Almost 70 percent of these chapters earned a 

Hallmark Award or were named to the Top 100 Chapters in either 2009, 2010, or both, 

indicating a strong, multi-year presence on campus (Phi Theta Kappa, 2012d).   

Moderately Involved Chapters 

Chapters were categorized as moderately involved if they participated in the Five 

Star Chapter Development Plan and achieved a Level 1-4 status. In 2011, a chapter 

achieving Level 1 completed basic activities related to recognizing academic excellence 

by inviting students to membership and completing a Chapter Annual Report. At Level 2, 

a chapter would have begun exploration of Phi Theta Kappa program offerings, elected 
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local student officers, and met with the college administration to discuss campus needs in 

order to conceptualize a College Project. Chapters participating in the Plan in 2011 began 

their Honors in Actions research and implemented College Projects at Level 3. To 

achieve a Level 3 status, chapters would have planned an Honors in Action project that 

included leadership and service components and involved working with another campus 

group or community organization to implement the project. Chapters that fulfilled all the 

requirements of Levels 1-3 and participated in regional Phi Theta Kappa activities by 

running for a regional student leadership position, hosting a regional meeting, 

participating in a Regional Honors in Action Project, or entering regional awards 

programs, were designated as Level 4 chapters. There are 126 chapters designated as 

moderately involved in this study. 

No Chapters or Not Involved Chapters 

This study identified 132 CCSSE colleges that did not have Phi Theta Kappa chapters 

or had chapters that were not involved in Phi Theta Kappa programming, as evidenced by 

their lack of progress in the Five Star Chapter Development Plan. 

Data Collection 

Community colleges in this study are defined as higher education institutions that 

provide curricula that can lead to an associate’s degree. Technical colleges are defined as 

community colleges.   

The study uses data from the spring 2011 administration of the CCSSE survey. 

Administered by the Center for Community College Engagement, the CCSSE survey 

asks questions related to students’ educational practices, with an emphasis on educational 
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practices known to enhance involvement (“CCSSE: About the CCSSE Survey”, n.d.). 

Based on their answers to survey questions, each student is assigned a score for each of 

five areas of activities: active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic 

challenge, student-faculty interaction, and support for learners.  The scores of all students 

are examined to create national benchmark measurements for each area of activity.  The 

CCSSE survey also asks students about their relationships with other students, faculty 

and administrators, and these answers are examined in this study.  

The CCSSE survey was adapted from the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE) instrument (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 

2008) and originated as project of the Community College Leadership Program at the 

University of Texas at Austin (“CCSSE: About the CCSSE Survey”, n.d.).  The CCSSE 

is administered in a classroom setting to students in randomly selected credit-bearing 

classes at CCSSE member colleges (“CCSSE: About the CCSSE Survey”, n.d.). 

Of the 435 community colleges that participated in the 2011 CCSSE survey, 361 were 

surveyed at the campus level and are included in this study. Colleges that administered 

and identified survey responses on a multi-campus or district level were excluded from 

the study because Phi Theta Kappa chapters operate at the campus level.  

The colleges in this study include 132 colleges that either had an uninvolved Phi 

Theta Kappa chapter or no chapter; 126 colleges with chapters that were moderately 

involved in Phi Theta Kappa programming, as measured by their achievement of a Star 

Level of 1-4 in the Five Star Plan; and 103 highly-involved chapters that reached a Five 

Star level or were named a Top 100 Chapter, or won a Hallmark Award.  
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The data for this study were provided by Phi Theta Kappa and the Center for 

Community College Engagement. The Phi Theta Kappa data were used to determine the 

involvement level demonstrated by each college’s chapter. The CCSSE dataset includes 

responses from the 175,627 students who participated in the survey at the 361 colleges 

included in this study. The Center for Community College Engagement excludes 

respondents for the following reasons:  

 the enrollment status of the student, whether full- or part-time, cannot be 

determined; 

 the student does not answer, or answers “very often” or “never” to all 21 sub-

questions of question 4; 

 the respondent is under 18 years old; 

 it is known that the respondent has already taken the survey or the respondent did 

not affirm in question 3 that he or she  had not previously taken the survey 

(“Understanding Survey Results”, 2012). 

Measurements 

A summary of the variables used in this study is presented in Table 1.  

The dependent variables are the five CCSSE measures of student engagement: active 

and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, 

and support for learners.  

The active and collaborative learning benchmark is made up of responses to seven 

survey items aimed at measuring activities known to enhance learning such as 

collaboration, problem solving, and mastering academically challenging content 



63 

 

 

 

(“CCSSE: Active and collaborative learning”, n.d.). Students are asked how often they 

contribute in class; how often they work with other students in and out-of class; how 

often they discuss ideas and readings outside of class; and if they participate in 

community-based projects as part of regular class assignments. 

Eight items on the CCSSE make up the student effort benchmark. The survey 

questions related to this benchmark ask about the time and effort students put into their 

academic work. Students are asked such questions as: how many drafts of papers they 

prepare; how often they come to class unprepared; and the number of hours per week 

they spend preparing for class.  
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Table 1: Variables, Descriptions, and Response Categories 

Variable Description 
Response  

Category 

Active  

and 

Collaborative 

Learning 

Benchmark 

Survey Questions: 

 

4a       Asked questions in class or contributed 

to class discussions  

 

4b  Made a class presentation  

 

4f  Worked with other students on projects 

during class  

 

4g  Worked with other classmates outside 

of class to prepare class assignments  

 

4h  Tutored or taught other students (paid 

or voluntary)  

 

4i  Participated in a community-based 

project as part of a regular course  

 

4r  Discussed ideas from your readings or 

classes with others outside of class 

(students, family members, co-workers, 

etc.) 

 

 

1=Never 

2=Sometimes 

3=Often  

4=Very Often 

 

Student Effort 

Benchmark 

 

Survey Questions: 

 

4c  Prepared two or more drafts of a paper or 

assignment before turning it in  

 

4d  Worked on a paper or project that required 

integrating ideas or information from 

various sources  

 

4e  Came to class without completing readings 

or assignments  

 

6b  Number of books read on your own (not 

assigned) for personal enjoyment or 

academic enrichment  

 

 

1=Never 

2=Sometimes 

3=Often  

4=Very Often 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1=None  

2= 1  to 4 

3= 5 to 10 

4= 11 to 20 

5=More than 20 
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Table 1: Variables, Descriptions, and Response Categories (continued) 

Variable Description 
Response  

Category 

Student Effort 

Benchmark 

(continued) 

Survey Questions: 

 

10a  Hours spent per week: Preparing for 

class (studying, reading, writing, 

rehearsing, doing homework, or other 

activities related to your program)  

 

 

 

13d1  Frequency of use: Peer or other tutoring  

 

13e1  Frequency of use: Skill labs (writing, 

math, etc.)  

 

13h1  Frequency of use: Computer lab  

 

 

 

0=None 

1= 1-5 hours 

2=6-10 hours 

3=11-20 hours 

4=21-30 hours 

5=More than 30 

hours 

 

 

 

 

 
0=Don’t Know/N.A. 

1=Rarely/never 

2=Sometimes 

3=Often 

Academic 

Challenge 

Benchmark 

Survey Questions: 

 

4p  Worked harder than you thought you could 

to meet an instructor’s standards or 

expectations  

 

 

5b  Amount of emphasis in coursework: 

Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, 

experience, or theory 

 

5c  Amount of emphasis in coursework: 

Synthesizing and organizing ideas, 

information, or experiences in new ways  

 

5d  Amount of emphasis in coursework: 

Making judgments about the value or 

soundness of information, arguments, or 

methods  

 

 

 

1=Never 

2=Sometimes 

3=Often  

4=Very Often 

 

1=Very little 

2=Some 

3=Quite a bit 

4=Very much 
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Table 1: Variables, Descriptions, and Response Categories (continued) 

Variable Description 
Response  

Category 

 

Academic 

Challenge 

Benchmark 

(continued) 

 

5e  Amount of emphasis in coursework: 

Applying theories or concepts to practical 

problems or in new situations  

 

5f  Amount of emphasis in coursework: Using 

information you have read or heard to 

perform a new skill  

 

6a  Number of assigned textbooks, manuals, 

books, or book-length packs of course 

readings  

 

6c  Number of written papers or reports of any 

length  

 

7  Rate the extent to which your examinations 

have challenged you to do your best work  

 

9a  Amount of emphasis by college: 

Encouraging you to spend significant 

amounts of time studying  

 

1=Very little 

2=Some 

3=Quite a bit 

4=Very much 

 

 

 

 

1=None;  

2= 1 to 4 

3= 5 to 10 

4= 11 to 20 

5=More than 20 

 

 

 

 

 

1=Very little 

2=Some 

3=Quite a bit 

4=Very much 

 

 

Student-Faculty 

Interaction 

Benchmark 

Survey Questions: 

4k  Used email to communicate with an 

instructor  

 

4l  Discussed grades or assignments with an 

instructor  

 

4m  Talked about career plans with an 

instructor or advisor  

 

4n  Discussed ideas from your readings or 

classes with instructors outside of class  

 

4o  Received prompt feedback (written or oral) 

from instructors on your performance  

 

4q  Worked with instructors on activities other 

than coursework  

 

 

1=Never 

2=Sometimes 

3=Often  

4=Very Often 
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Table 1: Variables, Descriptions, and Response Categories (continued) 

Variable Description 
Response  

Category 

Support for 

Learners 

Benchmark 

Survey Questions: 

 

How much does this college emphasize: 

 

9b Providing the support you need to help you 

succeed at this college 

 

9c  Encouraging contact among students from 

different economic, social, and racial or 

ethnic backgrounds 

 

9d  Helping you cope with your nonacademic 

responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 

 

9e  Providing the support you need to thrive 

socially 

 

9f  Providing the financial support you need to 

afford your education 

 

13a1 How often did you use academic 

advising/planning services 

 

13b1 How often did you use career counseling 

services 

 

 

 

 

 

1=Very little 

2=Some 

3=Quite a bit 

4=Very much 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0=Don’t Know/N.A. 

1=Rarely/never 

2=Sometimes 

3=Often  

 

Quality of 

relationship 

with other 

students 

11         Mark the number that best represents the  

             quality of your relationships with people at  

             this college. Your relationship with: 

 

a. Other Students 

 

 

Scaled from: 

1=Unfriendly, 

unsupportive, sense 

of alienation 

to: 

7=Friendly, 

supportive, sense of 

belonging 

 

Quality of 

relationship 

with instructors 

b.  Instructors 

 

 

 

Scaled from: 

1=Unavailable, 

unhelpful, 

unsympathetic 

to: 

7=Available, 

helpful,  

sympathetic 
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Table 1: Variables, Descriptions, and Response Categories (continued) 

Variable Description 
Response  

Category 

 

Quality of 

relationship 

with 

administrative 

personnel and 

offices 

 

c. Administrative Personnel & Offices 

 

Scaled from: 

1=Unhelpful, 

inconsiderate, rigid 

to: 

7=Helpful, 

considerate, flexible 

 

 

Level of 

involvement of 

Phi Theta 

Kappa Chapter 

 

 

Extent of involvement of the local Phi Theta Kappa 

chapter in activities known to encourage student 

engagement of student body 

 

No Chapter/No 

involvement = 0; 

Moderate 

involvement = 1; 

Highly-involved = 2 

 

 

College 

Size   

 

 

CCSSE classification of college size. Small is less 

than 4,499 students; medium colleges are those 

with 4,500 – 7,999 students; large colleges are 

those with between 8,000 and 14,999 students. 

Extra-large colleges are greater than or equal to 

15,000 students. 

 

 

1 Small 

2 Medium 

3 Large 

4 Extra-Large 

 

 

Student 

Characteristics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 2       Thinking about this current academic term, 

how would you characterize your 

enrollment at this college? 

  

 

29       Mark your age group 

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

30 Your sex:  

 

 

 

 

1    Less than full-

time 

2    Full-time 

 

 

Under 18 

18-19 

20-21 

22-24 

25-29 

30-39 

40-49 

50-64 

65+ 

 

Male 

Female  
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Table 1: Variables, Descriptions, and Response Categories (continued) 

Variable Description 
Response  

Category 

 

Student 

Characteristics 

(continued) 

 

 

 

34  What is your racial identification?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 36 What is the highest level of education  

              obtained by your father/mother:     

              (Question allows student to specify  

              highest education level obtained by  

              father and mother) 

 

American Indian 

Asian 

Native Hawaiian 

Black 

White 

Hispanic 

Other 

 

 

Not high school 

graduate; 

High school; 

Some college; 

Associate; 

Bachelor; 

Masters; 

Unknown 

 

Note. The questions and response categories for benchmark variables, quality of 

relationship variables, and student characteristics and are reproduced with permission 

from the Center for Community College Student Engagement, Community College 

Survey of Student Engagement 2012.  The University of Texas at Austin. 
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Ten survey items address the academic challenge benchmark. The survey asks 

students to rate the complexity of the cognitive tasks that they are asked to perform.  

Students are asked how much their coursework emphasizes applying theories to 

practical problems; how often they are required to analyze, synthesize, and organize new 

ideas in order to perform new skills; and how many textbooks and papers they are 

assigned. 

The student-faculty interaction benchmark comprises six questions from the 

survey. Questions relate to the frequency with which students discuss grades, career, and 

ideas with faculty outside of class. Students are also asked how often they work with 

faculty on non-coursework activities.  

The fifth CCSSE benchmark, support for learners, is made up of seven survey 

items and asks students how satisfied they are with their college’s commitment to their 

success and college’s support services.  

Three scaled dependent variables measuring students’ perceptions of their 

relationship with other students, faculty, and administrators are examined. Each of these 

variables is given a value based on students’ responses to a question regarding the quality 

of their relationships with other students, faculty, and administrators.  

The independent variable is the degree of involvement in programming exhibited 

by the Phi Theta Kappa chapter. A chapter is defined as highly-involved if it conducted 

exemplary, extensive, campus-wide projects based on Phi Theta Kappa programming in 

2011, resulting in the chapter achieving Five Star level, winning a Phi Theta Kappa 

Hallmark Award or being named a Top 100 Chapter. Chapters defined as moderately 
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involved in programming achieved a level from 1-4 in the Five Star Chapter 

Development Plan. Chapters not participating in the Five Star Chapter Development Plan 

are defined as not involved in programming.  

College size was also considered. The college size variable is based on the 

Carnegie classifications of community colleges and indicates the size of the student body 

of the college. Small colleges are those with fewer than 4,499 students; medium colleges 

are those with 4,500 – 7,999 students; and large colleges are those with between 8,000 

and 14,999 students. Extra-large colleges have 15,000 or more students. 

Student characteristics thought to impact student engagement levels were also 

included in this study. They are: enrollment status, first-generation student status, gender, 

age, and self-disclosed racial identity.  

The enrollment variable is based on students’ responses to a question as to 

whether they were enrolled full-time or less than full-time during the spring semester of 

2011. Students indicating that they were enrolled less than full-time are flagged as part-

time in this study. Prior to analysis, weights, as assigned by CCSSE, were applied to each 

student response to correct for known oversampling of full-time students in the survey 

administration. As the CCSSE is administered by class, full-time students who by 

definition are enrolled in more classes than part-time students are more likely to be 

sampled. To adjust for this bias, CCSSE calculates a weight for each institution based on 

the most recent publicly available Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

[IPEDS] enrollment figures (“Understanding Survey Results”, 2012.). 
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Students who indicated that neither their mother nor father had not progressed 

past high school were given the classification of first-generation. Students who indicated 

that they are at least 25 years old are described as nontraditional-aged in this study. 

Students can identify their race as American Indian, Asian, Native Hawaiian, Black, 

White, Hispanic, or Other. In this analysis, students not indicating Black, Hispanic, or 

White are grouped with Other. The first three categories were combined with Other 

because of the relatively small number of respondents within each of these categories.  

Analysis 

A descriptive analysis was conducted on the categorical variables that describe 

the characteristics of the colleges and students involved in this study.   

Next, the mean student response was computed per college for (a) each of the five 

CCSSE benchmarks: active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic 

challenge, student-faculty interaction, and support for learners, (b) survey questions 

related to relationships on with other students, administrators, and faculty on campus, 

and, (c) responses to individual survey items related to each of the benchmarks.  

“Chapter-involvement-level” groups were then established based on the presence 

and involvement level of Phi Theta Kappa chapters. Colleges without chapters or with a 

chapter that did not participate in Phi Theta Kappa programming were placed into the 

“No Chapter/Not Involved” group. Colleges with chapters exhibiting a moderate level of 

involvement in Phi Theta Kappa programming, as indicated by their achievement of a 

Level 1-4 in the organization’s Five Star Chapter Development Program were labeled 

“Moderately Involved”. The third group was comprised of colleges with “Highly-
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Involved” chapters, as demonstrated by their achievement of a Five Star level, Top 100 

Chapter distinction, or Hallmark Award.  Analysis of variance tests were used to compare 

the student engagement levels and perceptions of campus reported by students across the 

three chapter-involvement-level groups.  

Correlations were calculated to determine if statistically significant relationships 

exist between student engagement levels and their perceptions of relationships with 

others on campus.  

A stepwise multiple regression analysis was performed to determine a model for 

explaining the values of the CCSSE benchmarks and students’ perceptions of their 

relationships with fellow students, faculty, and administrators. Students’ enrollment 

status, age, gender, first-generation status, and race were entered into the regression, 

followed by the Phi Theta Kappa chapter-involvement-level ranking. A final series of 

regression analyses examined the impact of college size on student engagement levels 

and perceptions of their relationships with others on campus. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

The purpose of this study is to examine students’ level of engagement and their 

relationships with fellow students, faculty, and administrators at community colleges, 

with attention paid to the role of Phi Theta Kappa chapters in influencing these aspects of 

the student experience on campus. The research questions addressed are: (a) Does having 

a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter on campus affect the level of engagement of 

all students on campus and (b) Does having a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter 

on campus influence students’ views of their relationships with fellow students, faculty 

and administrative personnel? 

To answer these questions, this chapter presents an analysis of Community 

College Survey of Student Engagement [CCSSE] data from 2011, examining the 

influence of Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement and student and college characteristics 

on the engagement levels of students and their perceptions of their relationships with 

others on campus.  

Profile of Respondents  

This study used 175,627 student responses to the 2011 CCSSE survey from the 

361 colleges selected for this study. Table 2 describes the level of chapter involvement 

and size of the colleges in this study’s sample.  

There are 132 colleges without Phi Theta Kappa chapters, or with chapters that do 

not participate in Phi Theta Kappa programming. These colleges comprise 37 percent of 

the study’s sample. Colleges hosting Phi Theta Kappa chapters that are moderately 
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involved in programming total 126, or 35 percent of the sample. Highly-involved Phi 

Theta Kappa chapters are found at 103, or 29 percent, of the colleges in this study.  

Small colleges, having fewer than 4,500 students, comprise 48 percent of the 

colleges in this study. Schools with 4,500 – 7,999 students, defined as medium-sized 

colleges, make up 27 percent of the colleges. Large schools, those with between 8,000 

and 14,999 students, comprise 17 percent of the colleges included in the study, and extra-

large colleges, those having 15,000 or more students, make up 8 percent of study’s 

colleges. 
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Table 2: College Characteristics   (N=361) 

Characteristic Number 

 

Percentage 

 

 

Phi Theta Kappa Involvement Level 

   

No Chapter/No Involvement 132 36.57% 

Moderate Involvement  126  34.90 

High Involvement 

 

103 28.53 

 

Size 

   

 Small (fewer than 4,500 students) 172  47.65 

 Medium (between 4,500 – 7,999 students) 97  26.87 

 Large (between 8,000 – 14,999 students) 63  17.45 

 Extra-large (15,000 or more students) 29  8.03 
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Table 3: Student Characteristics (N=175,627) 

Characteristic Percentage 

 

Student enrollment status(n=175,627)   

   Part-time 58.1% 

   Full-time 

 

  41.9 

 

Age (n=171,122)   

   18-19 21.6 

   20-21 20.5 

   22-24 14.7 

   25-29 14.6 

   30-39 14.9 

   40-49 8.6 

   50-64 4.5 

   65+ 

 

0.5 

 

Gender (n=171,918)   

   Male 41.0 

   Female 

 

59.0 

 

First-generation (n=175,627)   

   No 71.7 

   Yes 

 

28.3 

 

Race  (n = 168,959)   

  American Indian 2.1 

  Asian 4.2 

  Hawaiian 0.2 

  Black 11.4 

  White  63.3 

  Hispanic 14.8 

  Other 4.1 
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As seen in Table 3, the majority of students in this study, 58 percent, 

characterized themselves as enrolled part-time in the spring of 2011, and 42 percent 

reported they were enrolled full-time. Traditional-aged students, those under 25 years of 

age, comprise 57 percent of the study’s sample, and 43 percent are nontraditional aged 

students. The gender composition of the study’s sample is 59 percent female and 41 

percent male. The majority of the students in the sample, 72 percent are not first-

generation students; 28 percent of the students are first-generation students.  The racial 

identification of 63 percent of the sample’s students is White, 15 percent of students 

identified themselves as Hispanic, and 11 percent as Black. Additional racial 

identifications include American Indian, 2 percent; Asian, 4 percent; Hawaiian, .2 

percent; and Other, 4 percent. In the inferential statistics presented in this study, students 

identifying their race as American Indian, Asian, Hawaiian, or Other are categorized as 

Other. 

Results of Analysis of Variance of Scales 

 One-way analysis of variance tests were conducted to examine associations 

between the level of involvement of a Phi Theta Kappa chapter and (a) mean scores on 

the five CCSSE benchmarks, and (b) responses to questions regarding students’ 

perceptions of their relationships with others on campus. CCSSE computes benchmark 

scores by: (a) reverse coding survey items, where necessary, so that a high score 

represents a desirable academic practice or behavior, (b) converting all survey items to a 

common scale with a range of 0-1, and (c) computing the average score of the items that 



79 

 

 

 

compose the benchmark. The analysis of variance technique allowed for comparisons of 

mean scores in these areas across the three chapter-involvement-level groups.  

Table 4 shows the results of an analysis of variance test of mean scores on the 

CCSSE benchmarks and the quality of relationship variables by level of chapter 

involvement. There were statistically significant differences between the chapter-

involvement-level groups on two of the five CCSSE benchmarks: student-faculty 

interaction levels and support for learners. 
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Table 4: Means and Standard Deviations of Engagement Benchmarks and Quality of Relationships Measures by Chapter 

Involvement Level (N=361) 

  
All 

No Chapter/Not 

Involved 
Moderately Involved Highly-Involved 

  

Benchmark/Quality of Relationships 

Measures 
Mean        s.d.    Mean s.d. Mean  s.d.  Mean  s.d.  F 

Active and Collaborative Learning 0.37 0.03 0.37 0.03 0.36 0.02 0.36 0.03    2.39 

Student Effort 0.47 0.02 0.47 0.03 0.46 0.02 0.46 0.03    0.96 

Academic Challenge 0.57 0.03 0.57 0.03 0.57 0.03 0.57 0.02    0.93 

Student-Faculty Interaction 0.41 0.03 0.41 0.03 0.40 0.03 0.40 0.28 5.45** 

Support for Learners 0.44 0.04 0.44 0.04 0.43 0.03 0.43 0.03   4.09* 

Relations with Other Students  5.53 0.19 5.58 0.20 5.52 0.19 5.48 0.16     8.87*** 

Relations with Instructors  5.69 0.19 5.73 0.23 5.68 0.17 5.65 0.14   4.70* 

Relations with Administration 5.03 0.31 5.11 0.34 5.02 0.30 4.94 0.25     8.41*** 
 

Significance: * p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 

Range = 0 to 1 
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Statistically significant differences among the chapter-involvement-level groups 

were found in the perceptions of students regarding their relationships with other 

students, with faculty, and with administrators.  

Results of Analysis of Variance of Individual Survey Items 

To examine more closely the differences in CCSSE benchmark scores between 

chapter-involvement-level groups, analysis of variance tests were performed on the 38 

individual survey questions that make up the benchmarks. As each survey question is 

designed to discover one aspect of students’ specific educational practices, these tests 

pinpoint the variability in students’ answers to specific survey questions across the 

chapter-involvement-level groups. Responses to each survey item are coded so that a 

high score on the item represents a desirable academic practice or behavior: the survey 

question regarding coming to class unprepared was reverse-coded. The results are 

reported in Tables 5 – 9.  
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Table 5: Means and Standard Deviations of Active and Collaborative Learning Survey Items by Chapter Involvement Level 

(N=361) 

  
All 

No Chapter/Not 

Involved 

Moderately 

Involved 

Highly- 

Involved   

Survey Question Mean  s.d. Mean  s.d. Mean  s.d.  Mean  s.d.  F 

 

How often have you asked questions in class or 

contributed to class discussions? (1-4) 

2.96 0.13 2.98 0.15 2.96 0.12 2.93 0.10 4.01* 

 

How often have you made a class presentation? (1-4) 

 

2.08 0.17 2.08 0.20 2.09 0.15 2.08 0.13 0.10 

How often have you worked with other students on 

projects during class? (1-4) 

 

2.52 0.15 2.54 0.18 2.51 0.13 2.50 0.14 2.28 

How often have you worked with classmates outside 

of class to prepare class assignments? (1-4) 

 

1.91 0.17 1.93 0.18 1.89 0.17 1.91 0.15 1.98 

How often have you tutored or taught other students 

(paid or voluntary)? (1-4) 

 

1.38 0.11 1.40 0.09 1.36 0.09 1.39 0.13 4.56* 

How often have you participated in a community-

based project as a part of a regular course? (1-4) 

 

1.32 0.12 1.34 0.12 1.31 0.09 1.32 0.15 1.81 

How often have you discussed ideas from your 

readings or classes with others outside of class? (1-4) 
2.57 0.11 2.57 0.13 2.57 0.11 2.57 0.10 0.22 

 

Significance: * p < .05   ** p < .01   *** p < .001 
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Table 6: Means and Standard Deviations of Student Effort Survey Items by Chapter Involvement Level (N=361) 

 

All 
No Chapter/Not 

Involved 

Moderately 

Involved 

Highly- 

Involved   

Survey Question Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. F 

 

How often have you prepared two or more drafts 

of a paper or assignment? (1-4) 

 

2.51 0.15  2.51 0.17 2.51 0.14 2.52 0.12 0.08 

How often have you worked on a paper or project 

that required integrating ideas or information from 

various sources? (1-4) 

 

2.77 0.14 2.76 0.17 2.77 0.13 2.77 0.11 0.27 

How often have you come to class without 

completing readings or assignments? (1-4) 

 

3.20 0.10 3.21 0.11 3.20 0.09 3.18 0.11 2.23 

Number of books read on own? (1-4) 

 

2.08 0.11 2.07 0.13 2.08 0.10 2.09 0.09 0.38 

About how many hours do you spend in a typical 

7-day week preparing for class? (1-5) 

 

2.03 0.21 2.03 0.21 2.06 0.22 2.00 0.18 2.85 

How often have you used peer or other tutoring? 

(1-5)  

 

1.10 0.14 1.10 0.13 1.09 0.13 1.12 0.14 0.89 

How often have you used skill labs? (1-5) 1.36 0.18 1.39 0.17 1.33 0.17 1.35 0.19 3.16* 

 

How often have you used the computer lab? (0-3) 

 

1.83 

 

0.21 

 

1.85 

 

0.20 

 

1.81 

 

0.22 

 

1.83 

 

0.20 

 

1.29 

 

Significance: * p < .05   ** p < .01   *** p < .001 
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Table 7: Means and Standard Deviations of Academic Challenge Survey Items by Chapter Involvement Level (N=361) 

  
All 

No Chapter/Not 

Involved 

Moderately 

Involved 

Highly- 

Involved 
  

Survey Question Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. F 

 

How often have you worked harder than you 

thought you could to meet instructors’ 

expectations? (1-4) 

 

2.60 0.11 2.61 0.12 2.61 0.10 2.58 0.10 1.60 

How much has your coursework emphasized 

analyzing the basic elements of an idea, 

experience, or theory? (1-4) 
 

2.89 0.11 2.88 0.12 2.89 0.11 2.90 0.09 0.74 

How much has your coursework emphasized 

synthesizing and organizing ideas and 

information in new ways? (1-4) 

 

2.76 0.11 2.76 0.12 2.77 0.11 2.76 0.09 0.21 

How much has your coursework emphasized 

making judgments about the soundness of 

information, arguments, or methods? (1-4)  

 

2.59 0.10 2.59 0.12 2.60 0.10 2.59 0.09 0.43 

How much has your coursework emphasized 

applying theories or concepts to practical 

problems or new situations? (1-4) 

 

2.70 0.11 2.70 0.12 2.70 0.11 2.69 0.09 0.17 

Significance: * p < .05   ** p < .01   *** p < .001  
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Table 7:  Means and Standard Deviations of Academic Challenge Survey Items by Chapter Involvement Level (continued) 

  
All 

No Chapter/Not 

Involved 

Moderately 

Involved 

Highly- 

Involved   

Survey Question Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. F 

 

How much has your coursework emphasized 

using information you have read/heard to perform 

a new skill? (1-4) 

2.82 0.12 2.85 0.13 2.83 0.11 2.80 0.11 4.99** 

Number of assigned textbooks, manuals, books, 

or book-length packs of course readings? (1-5) 

2.92 0.16 2.95 0.19 2.92 0.13 2.89 0.13 4.03* 

 

Number of written papers or reports of any 

length? (1-5) 

 

2.89 0.22 2.91 0.25 2.87 0.20 2.88 0.19 1.47 

Exams challenge you to do your best work?  

(1-4) 
5.01 0.18 5.01 0.20 5.04 0.19 4.99 0.15 2.41 

 

College encourages you to spend significant 

amounts of time studying? (1-4) 

 

3.02 0.14 3.02 0.16 3.04 0.15 3.01 0.10 1.30 

Significance: * p < .05   ** p < .01   *** p < .001          
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Table 8: Means and Standard Deviations of Student-Faculty Survey Items by Chapter Involvement Level (N=361) 

 

  
All 

No Chapter/Not 

Involved 

Moderately 

Involved 

Highly- 

Involved   

 Survey Question Mean  s.d. Mean  s.d. Mean  s.d.  Mean  s.d.  F 

 

                  

 How often have you used email to communicate 

with an instructor? (1-4) 

 

2.78 0.18 2.78 0.21 2.80 0.17 2.78 0.15  0.41 

How often have you discussed grades or 

assignments with an instructor? (1-4) 

 

2.59 0.11 2.61 0.13 2.59 0.09 2.57 0.09  3.92* 

How often have you talked about career plans with 

an instructor or advisor? (1-4) 

 

2.08 0.14 2.11 0.16 2.07 0.12 2.05 0.13  5.81** 

How often have you discussed ideas from your 

readings or classes with instructors outside of class? 

(1-4) 

 

1.77 0.12 1.80 0.13 1.76 0.10 1.75 0.12 6.28** 

How often have you received prompt feedback 

from instructors on your performance? (1-4) 

 

2.69 0.11 2.70 0.12 2.70 0.12 2.67 0.08  2.98 

How often have you worked with instructors on 

activities other than coursework?  (1-4) 

 

1.43 0.12 1.46 0.12 1.41 0.09 1.41 0.13  8.69*** 

Significance: * p < .05   ** p < .01   *** p < .001 
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Table 9: Means and Standard Deviations of Support for Learners Survey Items by Chapter Involvement Level (N=361) 

  

All 

No 

Chapter/Not 

Involved 

Moderately 

Involved 

Highly- 

Involved 
  

Survey Question Mean  s.d. Mean  s.d. Mean  s.d.  Mean  s.d.  F 

                   

How much does college emphasize providing the support you 

need to help you succeed at this college? (1-4) 

 

2.99 0.13 3.01 0.14 2.99 0.13 2.97 0.10 2.64 

How much does college emphasize encouraging contact among 

students from different economic, social, racial or ethnic 

backgrounds? (1-4) 

 

2.53 0.16 2.55 0.18 2.52 0.15 2.54 0.15 1.11 

How much does college emphasize helping you cope with your 

non-academic responsibilities? (1-4) 

 

1.97 0.14 2.00 0.15 1.95 0.13 1.95 0.12 5.32** 

How much does college emphasize providing the support you 

need to thrive socially? (1-4) 

 

2.19 0.14 2.22 0.17 2.17 0.13 2.17 0.12 5.45** 

How much does the college emphasize providing the financial 

support you need to afford your education? (1-4) 

 

2.60 0.18 2.61 0.22 2.61 0.16 2.56 0.16 2.36 

How often do you use academic advising/planning? (0-3) 

 
1.64 0.14 1.65 0.15 1.64 0.13 1.62 0.15 1.66 

How often do you use career counseling? 0-3) 1.13 0.13  1.14 0.13 1.12 0.13 1.13 0.13 1.33 
 

  Significance: * p < .05  **  p <. 01 *** p < .001
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Table 5 shows that the chapter-involvement-level groups demonstrate statistically 

significant different behavior in two areas of the active and collaborative learning 

benchmark: (a) how often they ask questions or contribute to class discussions, and (b) in 

how often they tutor or teach other students. Students at colleges that do not have 

involved Phi Theta Kappa chapters were more likely to report that they asked questions 

in class. Students attending colleges with moderately involved chapters were less likely 

to report participating in tutoring activities. 

As can be seen in Table 6, the frequency with which students use skills labs is the 

only behavior related to the student effort benchmark that is statistically significant across 

the chapter-involvement-level groups. Students at colleges that do not have involved Phi 

Theta Kappa chapters were more likely to report using skills labs. As the involvement 

level of the chapter increased, students were less likely to report using skills labs.  

The results of an analysis of variance test on survey items related to academic 

challenge are shown in Table 7. There are statistically significant differences between the 

chapter-involvement-level groups’ responses to two survey items within this benchmark: 

(a) the amount of coursework that emphasizes using information learned in class to 

perform a new skill, and (b) the amount of coursework reading assigned. Students at 

colleges that do not have involved Phi Theta Kappa chapters were more likely to report 

that their coursework emphasized using class information to perform a new skill.  More 

coursework reading is assigned at colleges that do not have involved Phi Theta Kappa 

chapters.  
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 Table 8 shows statistically significant differences across the Phi Theta Kappa 

chapter-involvement-level groups on four items within the student-faculty benchmark: (a) 

how often students work with instructors on activities other than coursework, (b) how 

often students speak with instructors or advisors about their career plans, (c) how often 

students discuss ideas from readings or classes with instructors outside of the classroom, 

(d) and how often students discuss grades or assignments with instructors. 

Students at colleges that do not have involved Phi Theta Kappa chapters were 

more likely to report working with instructors on activities other than coursework, 

discussing career plans with instructors and advisors, discussing ideas from class readings 

with instructors outside of the classroom, and discussing their grades and assignments 

with instructors. 

Two survey items related to the support for learners benchmark show statistically 

significant differences between the chapter-involvement-level groups:  (a) how much the 

college emphasizes helping students cope with non-academic responsibilities, and (b) 

how much the college emphasizes providing support for students to thrive socially. 

As indicated by the results displayed in Table 9, students at colleges with highly- 

involved chapters and moderately involved chapters are less likely to report college 

support for their non-academic responsibilities and for their social integration.  

Results of Regression Analysis 

 A stepwise multiple regression analysis was performed to determine which 

student characteristics are most strongly related to engagement levels and students’ 

perceptions of their relationships with others on campus and whether adding the 
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involvement level of the campus’ Phi Theta Kappa chapter adds to the explanatory power  

of the model. It was determined that the student characteristics should be entered into the 

equation first because they are known to be associated with student engagement, while 

the exploratory value of chapter involvement level is unknown. Entering the variables in 

this order allows for an examination of how well the chapter involvement level 

measurement improves the explanatory power of the model. 

As shown in Table 10, sixteen regression models were developed, two models for 

each of the five CCSSE benchmarks and the three relationship variables.  Student 

enrollment status, age, gender, first-generation status, and race were entered in the first 

regression model. The level of involvement demonstrated by the Phi Theta Kappa chapter 

was then entered into the equation to develop the second regression model.  

Chapter Involvement 

All models are statistically significant as shown by significant R2 values. The 

models using only student characteristics explain 15 – 30 percent of the variability in 

engagement levels and 11 – 25 percent of the variability in relationship measurements.  

Adding the chapter involvement level to the models explains an additional 1 – 3 percent 

of variance in engagement levels and in students’ perceptions of their relationships with 

others. 

Active and collaborative learning benchmark scores can be explained by student 

variables (R2 = .20, p < .001). The explanatory power of the model increases (R2 = .21, p 

< .001) with the addition of the Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement variable with a 

change to R2 of .01.  
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Results of the analysis indicate that student characteristics are most useful in 

explaining student effort levels (R2 = .30, p < .001) and academic challenge (R2 = .29, p < 

.001). Entering the Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement level into these models did not 

increase the explanatory value of the models to a statistically significant degree. For 

student-effort levels, the change in R2 is .002 and for the academic challenge benchmark 

the change in R2 is .003.  

Student-faculty interaction scores are associated with student variables (R2 = .15, 

p < .001). Adding the chapter involvement level adds to the explanatory power of the 

model (R2 = .17, p < .05) with a change in R2 of .02, p < .05.  

Student characteristics are statistically significant at explaining levels of support 

for learners (R2 = .26, p < .001). Adding the level of involvement displayed by the Phi 

Theta Kappa chapter adds to the explanatory power of the model (R2 = .28, p < .001) and 

yields a statistically significant change in R2 of .015, p < .05.  

Student characteristics explain 25 percent of the variance in students’ perceptions 

of their relationship with other students in campus; 11 percent of the variance in their 

perceptions of their relationships with instructors; and 15 percent of the variance in their 

perceptions of their relationships with administrators. Adding chapter involvement levels 

increases the variance explained in students’ relationships with other students, (R2 = .28, 

p < .001), and increases the explanatory power of the model by 3 percent (Δ R2 = .026, p 

< .01).  
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Table 10: Stepwise Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables Explaining Student Engagement and Relationships (N=361) 

  

Active and Collaborative 

Learning Student Effort Academic Challenge 

 

Student-Faculty Interaction 

  
Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

 

Characteristic

s  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added  

Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement  

Level Added 

Measure β β  β  β  β β β β 

Chapter Involvement         

   Moderate  
 

-.092 
 

-.044 
 

-.002  -.100 

   High  
 

-.101 
 

-.026 
 

-.056  -.157** 

   No chapter/No 

   involvement   (ref grp) 
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Student Characteristics 

Enrolled       
  

   Part-time -.450*** -.444*** -.386*** -.383*** -.360*** -.361*** -.291*** -.285*** 

   Full-time(ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Age 
      

  

    Nontraditional .272*** .275*** .256*** .258*** .275*** .272*** .062 .061 

   Traditional (ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Gender 
      

  

   Female .089 .086 .309***          .309*** .393*** .391*** .173** .169** 

   Male   (ref grp) --       -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

First-generation 
      

  

   Yes -.152** -.164** .054 .051           -.183** -.188*** .037 .019 

   No (ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Race   
      

  

  Black .069 .070 .182*** .181***           .141** .144** .102* .105* 

  Hispanic .258***       .262*** .205*** .206***     .220*** .225*** -.072 -.064 

  Other .164** .158** .079 .077    .079 .078 .071 .064 

  White  (ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

  
      

  

R2 .197*** .207*** .298*** .299*** .288*** .291*** .147*** .167*** 

Δ R2 
 

 .010 
 

.002 
 

.003  .020* 

Significance: * p < .05  **p <. 01 ***p < .001   
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Table 10: Stepwise Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables Explaining Student Engagement and Relationships (continued) 

  Support for Learners Relationship with students 

Relationship with 

Instructors 

Relationship with 

Administrators 

  

Characteristi

cs  

Chapter 

Involvement  

Level Added 

 

Characteristic

s  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added  

Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement  

Level Added 

Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement  

Level Added 

Measure β β  β  β  β β β β 

Chapter Involvement         

   Moderate   -.088      -.145**  -.131*  -.140* 

   High  -.135*   -.167**  -.143*  -.193** 

   No chapter/No     

    involvement (ref grp) 
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Student 

Characteristics   
          

Enrolled               
   Part-time -.240*** -.235*** -.156** -.147** .072 .081 -.059 -.051 

   Full-time (ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Age 
  

      

   Nontraditional -.012    -.012 .251*** .254*** .152* .155* -.034 -.033 

  Traditional(ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

 

Gender   
        

   Female  .204*** .200*** .157** .154** .092 .089 .161** .156** 

   Male (ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

 

First-generation   
        

   Yes .213***     .198*** .268*** .249*** .153* .136*  .145* .123* 

   No (ref grp) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

 

Race 
        

   Black .279***   .281*** -.122* -.121* -.081 -.080  -.291*** -.288*** 

   Hispanic .284*** .291*** -.035      -.028 .052 .059  -.149* -.139* 

   Other .134** .128** .007 -.003 .040 .031  -.038 -.047 

   White (ref grp)            -- --        -- -- -- -- -- -- 

 

R2 
 .263***           .278*** .253*** .279*** .110*** .130***       .146*** .177*** 

Δ R2    .015*  .026**  .020*  .031** 

Significance: * p < .05  **  p <. 01 *** p < .001 
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The model using student characteristics and Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement 

level to explain students’ relationships with instructors is statistically significant (R2 =.13, 

p < .001) and has more explanatory power than the model with only student 

characteristics.  Adding the level of involvement displayed by the Phi Theta Kappa 

chapter yields a statistically significant change in R2 of .02, p < .05. 

Additional variability in measurements of students’ relationships with 

administrators is explained by adding chapter involvement levels (R2 = .18, p < .01), and 

results in a statistically significant change in R2 of .031, p < .01.  

Student Characteristics 

Enrollment Status. 

Almost 60 percent of community college students are enrolled part-time (AACC, 

2012a). Part-time attendance creates a difficult challenge for students and college 

officials, as it is well documented that part-time students are less engaged than full-time 

students and face greater risks of leaving college without completing their academic goals 

(Horn, 1996; Adelman, 1999; Alfonso, Bailey & Scott, 2005; CCSSE, 2009).  

The results of the current study were consistent with the literature. Students 

enrolled part-time recorded lower levels of engagement on all five benchmarks – active 

and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, 

and support for learners – than full-time students.  Students enrolled part-time were also 

less likely to report positive relationships with other students and administrators. 
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Age. 

Sixty percent of community college students are older than 21 (AACC, 2012a) 

and the average age is 28 (AACC, 2012a).  These adult and nontraditional aged students 

are attracted to the open admissions policies, proximity to major population areas, 

weekend and evening class schedules, and substantial vocational training tracks offered 

by community colleges. Non-traditional-aged students often work full-time while 

attending classes part-time, they do not participate in most collegiate activities, and they 

rarely spend time out of class with faculty or other students (Kasworm, 2003a). Students 

in this age group connect their college experience most strongly with their classroom 

experience, with activities that are related to their continued academic success, and their 

relationship with faculty (Kasworm 1990, 1995, 2003). 

In this study, adult students over 24 years of age were more likely to report 

activities in three of the five benchmarks − active and collaborative learning, student 

effort, and academic challenge. These benchmarks, which focus on classroom learning 

and success, include measurements of students’ classroom participation, efforts preparing 

for class, using skills labs, independent reading, and synthesizing and using classroom 

learning outside the classroom.  Adult students in this study were also more likely to 

report positive relationships with other students and their instructors. 

Gender. 

 Studies indicate that, compared to men, women tend to view their campuses as 

less supportive of their academic and social needs, which in turn adversely affects their 

learning (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Sandler, Silverberg, & Hall, 
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1996).  In this study the engagement levels of females were higher than the engagement 

levels of men in four of the five benchmarks. Being female was also positively associated 

with stronger relationships with other students and administrators but was not related to 

the strength of relationships with instructors.  

These findings may indicate that women continue to feel undervalued in the 

classroom, lending support for work being done to encourage classroom participation by 

women and continued refinement of teaching practices to accept and value the knowledge 

and voices of women.  

First-Generation Status. 

 Little research exists regarding the college experiences of first-generation 

community college students and how those experiences differ from the experiences of 

students who have college-educated parents. In this study, being a first-generation student 

had a statistically significant and negative association with active and collaborative 

learning and academic challenge benchmarks. Items in the academic challenge 

benchmark include: how much has your coursework emphasized analyzing ideas, 

experiences, or theory; how much has your coursework emphasized making judgments 

about the soundness of information, arguments, or methods; how much has your 

coursework emphasized applying theories or concepts to practical problems or new 

situations; and items related to the number of textbooks and papers required.  

Regarding the tendency of first-generation students to have lower scores on the 

active and collaborative learning benchmark, it is possible that, because their parents did 

not have the economic benefits of a college degree, these students’ financial situations 
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tend to require that they work, attend school part-time, and may indicate that they have 

more off-campus responsibilities. All of these situational attributes reduce the amount of 

time a student can spend on active and collaborative learning.  

A positive association was found between being a first-generation student and the 

support for learners benchmark. There was also a positive association between being a 

first generation student and reporting positive relationships with others on campus. 

Race. 

Researchers have identified a number of academic and social challenges 

experienced by minority students at community colleges. Within community colleges 

low-income and minority students are much less likely than White and middle-income 

students to earn credentials or transfer to baccalaureate-granting institutions (Alfonso, 

Bailey & Scott, 2005). Hispanic community college students have the lowest retention 

rates and are least likely to transfer to a four-year institution (Harvey, 2002; Rendón & 

Garza, 1996). 

Hispanic students in this study report significantly higher levels of engagement in 

four of the five benchmarks – active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic 

challenge and support for learners.  Similarly, Black students recorded higher 

engagement scores on the student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction 

and support for learners benchmarks. Black and Hispanic students were more likely to 

report less positive relationships with administrators. Black students also recorded less 

positive relationships with other students.  
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These findings are consistent with research indicating that Hispanic and Black 

students report being more engaged than White students, despite a negative relationship 

between minority status and academic performance (CCSSE, 2005; Hu & Kuh, 2002).   

Researchers indicate that the higher engagement levels reported by minority students may 

be tied to the extensive barriers to educational success many of these students must 

overcome, such as first-generation status, part-time enrollment, and financial instability. 

It may be that the adversity and risks faced by these students require that they put forth 

greater effort and engagement into achieve their educational goals than is required of 

their White counterparts (Greene, Marti, & McClenney, 2008). 

College Size 

 

As research indicates that college size can influence students’ levels of 

engagement, with smaller liberal arts colleges demonstrating higher levels of student 

engagement (Hu & Kuh, 2002; Pascarella, Wolniak, Cruce, & Blaich, 2004), the positive 

influence of a small campus on student engagement levels might be confounding the 

results presented here.   

As shown in Table 11, a chi-squared analysis indicates that there is a statistically 

significant relationship between the level of Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement and 

the size of the college.  Of the 172 small colleges, having an enrollment of less than 4,500 

students, 87, or 51 percent do not host Phi Theta Kappa chapters or host uninvolved 

chapters. Only six extra-large colleges, having an enrollment of 15,000 students or more, 

21 percent, do not host a chapter or have an uninvolved chapter. Thus, the majority of 
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small colleges host uninvolved chapters and the majority of large and extra-large colleges 

host highly-involved chapters.   
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Table 11: Phi Theta Kappa Chapter Involvement Level by College Size (N=361) 

College Size All 
Small 

(size < 4,499) 

Medium 
(4,500 < size < 8,000) 

Large 
(8,000<=size<=14,999) 

Extra Large 
(size >=15,000) 

    2 

  

Chapter Level of 

Involvement 

 

          37.901*** 

No Chapter/Not involved 132 51% 26%    23% 21%   

 

Moderately Involved 
126           33             37 33        38   

 

Highly-Involved 
103           16             37 44        41   
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Regression Analysis by Size 

To determine if the level of Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement can be used to 

explain student engagement levels and students’ perceptions of their relationships with 

others on campus, while controlling for college size, a series of 16 stepwise multiple 

regression analyses were performed for small, medium, large, and extra-large colleges. 

Student characteristics were again entered into the regression first, followed by chapter 

involvement level. As seen in Table 12, in this series of regressions, adding the Phi Theta 

Kappa chapter involvement level to the analysis did not result in a statistically significant 

change in R2 in any of the models explaining CCSSE benchmark scores or in the models 

explaining students’ relationships to administrators or faculty. Adding the chapter 

involvement level did result in a statistically significant change in R2 in the model 

explaining students’ relationships to other students at extra-large colleges. The model 

using only student characteristics explains 45 percent of the variability in students’ 

perceptions of their relationships with other students on extra-large colleges. Adding the 

chapter involvement level to the model explains an additional 22 percent of variance in 

students’ perceptions of their relationships with others. 
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Table 12: Stepwise Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Student Engagement and Relationships, by College Size (N=361) 

  

Active and Collaborative 

Learning Student Effort Academic Challenge 

 

Student-Faculty Interaction 

Size Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

 Characteristic  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added  

Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

Characteristic  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

Small Colleges         
   R2 .203*** .225*** .348*** .356*** .338*** .343*** .122** .146** 

    Δ in R2  .022  .008  .005  .023 

          

Medium 

Colleges  

      
  

R2 .250*** .277** .285*** .304*** .325*** .347*** .145* .171* 

Δ in R2   .027  .020  .022  .026 

 

Large Colleges  

      
  

R2 .251* .252 .321** .343** .467*** .468*** .382*** .389** 

Δ in R2   .001   .022   .001    .008 

          

Extra-Large 

Colleges  

      
  

R2 .437 .475 .333 .383 .337 .361     .424 .469 

Δ in R2   .038   .050   .024  .045 

         
Significance: * p < .05  **  p <. 01 *** p < .001 
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Table 12: Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis Explaining Student Engagement and Relationships, by College Size (con’t) 

  Support for Learners 

Relationship with 

Students 

Relationship with 

Instructors 

Relationship with 

Administrators 

         

  Size Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

Characteristic  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added  

Characteristic  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

Characteristics  

Chapter 

Involvement 

Level Added 

Small Colleges         

   R2 .276*** .295*** .167*** .177***     .092*     .100* .104* .118* 

    Δ in R2 
 

   .019 
 

   .010      .009       .015 

  
    

    

Medium 

Colleges  
        

R2 .378*** .380*** .358*** .367*** .287*** .312*** .196** .208* 

Δ in R2     .002     .009      .025       .012 

 

Large Colleges  
        

R2     .327** .335**     .324** .329** .450*** .456*** .281** .292* 

Δ in R2      .007     .005      .007       .010 

  
    

    

Extra-Large 

Colleges  
        

R2    .584**     .594*    .447    .665**     .552**      .591*     .311      .319 

Δ in R2      .010     .218**       .039       .007 

 

Significance: * p < .05  **  p <. 01 *** p < .001
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Summary 

The analysis indicates that the presence and involvement level of a Phi Theta 

Kappa chapter on campus did not explain scores on the five CCSSE engagement 

benchmarks or students’ perceptions of their relationships with administrators and 

faculty, once the size of the campus is controlled.  The presence and involvement level of 

the Phi Theta Kappa chapter did add explanatory power to students’ perceptions of their 

relationships with other students on extra-large college campuses. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion 

Community college students are more likely to be older, of minority descent, work 

full-time while enrolled part-time, and be the first in their families to attend college 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), attributes known to create barriers to persistence, 

graduation, and credentialing (Astin, 1993; Harper & Quaye, 2009; Tinto, 1993; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). To assist these students, community college educators and 

administrators are investigating engagement theory.  Engagement theory suggests that 

student success is directly related to two elements, among others: (a) the time and effort 

students spend on educationally purposeful activities and (b) a college culture that elicits 

greater effort from students, provides an affirming and inclusive environment, and 

communicates high expectations of student performance (Kun, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt & 

Associates, 2005). 

One financially efficient method of building engagement on community colleges may 

be administrative and financial support of student organizations.  Many student 

organizations, such as honor societies, are financially supported by international non-

profits devoted to enhancing student learning opportunities. These groups validate 

students as learners and may offer programs to further develop leadership, service, and 

scholarship skills.  While members of these organizations may benefit from the positive 

peer groups, opportunities for collaborative learning, and more frequent student-faculty 
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interactions that are offered through group affiliation, it is possible that when these 

student groups lead strong, campus-wide initiatives that the engagement level of the 

entire student body is influenced.  

This study investigates this connection with one such student organization. Phi Theta 

Kappa, as the honor society for two-year colleges, has programming designed to provide 

resources and support that enable chapters to create campus-wide initiatives that involve 

all students in educationally purposeful activities. Specifically, this study asks: (a) Does 

having a highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapter on campus affect the level of 

engagement of all students on campus, and (b) Does having a highly-involved Phi Theta 

Kappa chapter on campus influence students’ views of their relationships with fellow 

students, faculty and administrative personnel?  

To answer these questions, this study used the 2011 Community College of Student 

Engagement [CCSSE] survey data of 175,627 students from 361 colleges to examine the 

associations among student characteristics, Phi Theta Kappa chapter involvement level, 

and college size on student engagement levels and perceptions of campus relationships.  

Student scores on the five CCSSE engagement benchmarks − active and collaborative 

learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, and support for 

learners −  were examined, as well as student responses to questions about their 

relationships with others on campus.   
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Three comparison groups were identified based on Phi Theta Kappa chapter 

involvement level: (a) those campuses not having a Phi Theta Kappa chapter or having an 

chapter not involved in programming; (b) campuses that participate in the Five Star 

Chapter Development Plan, which indicates a moderate level of involvement in Phi Theta 

Kappa programming; (c) and campuses hosting chapters that either won Hallmark 

Awards, achieved Five Star level in the Five Star Chapter Development Plan, or were 

recognized as a Top 100 Chapter for work completed in 2011, indicating a high level of 

involvement in Phi Theta Kappa programming. 

Summary of Findings 

The results support the literature on the influence of personal characteristics on 

student engagement levels.  Significant associations were found between students’ 

enrollment type (part-time or full-time), age, gender, first-generation status, race and their 

levels of engagement and relationships with others on campus. Phi Theta Kappa chapter 

involvement level was not found to significantly explain student engagement levels and 

was not found to influence students’ perceptions of their relationships with others on 

campus. 

Student Engagement at Community Colleges 

Student responses to the survey items related to the CCSSE benchmarks indicate 

institutional practices and student behaviors that produce an appropriate level of 

academic challenge and elicit student effort. Responses also indicate that more work may 
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be needed to provide additional support for learners, create more opportunities for 

student-faculty interaction, and increase the number of active and collaborative learning 

experiences. 

Indicating an appropriate level of academic challenge, the majority of students 

report that critical thinking skills, such as analyzing, synthesizing, and making judgments 

about information, theories, and ideas, are “quite a bit” emphasized in their coursework. 

Additionally, 90 percent of students indicate that they have worked harder than they 

thought they could to meet an instructor’s expectations.   

Responses to survey items related to the student effort benchmark indicate that 98 

percent of students spend time preparing for class, with nearly 40 percent spending 

between one and five hours, 30 percent spending between six and ten hours, and 30 

percent sending more than eleven hours preparing for class. Thirty-five percent of 

students have never come to class without completing their readings or assignments and 

only three percent report coming to class unprepared “very often”.  Of concern are results 

that indicate that nearly 20 percent of students have “never” prepared at least two drafts 

of a paper before turning it in. 

It is interesting to note that only 32 percent of students indicate that their college 

puts “very much” emphasis on providing the support they need to succeed. Other survey 

items included in the support for learners benchmark echo this finding.  Forty percent of 

students report that their college does “very little” to help them cope with non-academic 
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responsibilities; only 10 percent indicate their college provides “very much “ support for 

their social needs; and only slightly more than half, 53 percent, report that their college 

provides more than “some” support for their financial issues. 

As indicated by their responses to survey items included in the student-faculty 

interaction benchmark, meaningful contact between students and faculty is limited, with 

46 percent of students reporting that they have never discussed ideas from readings or 

classes with instructors outside of class; 30 percent indicating that they have never talked 

about career plans with an instructor or advisor; and 70 percent reporting that they have 

never worked with professors on activities other than coursework.  

On items related to the active and collaborative learning benchmark, 66 percent of 

students report that they ask questions or contribute to class discussions “often” or “very 

often”. Less encouraging are results indicating that nearly 40 percent of students have 

never worked with classmates outside of class to prepare for class assignments, 72 

percent have never tutored or taught other students, and 30 percent have never made a 

presentation in class.  

Phi Theta Kappa Chapter Involvement Level 

 When the level of involvement displayed by the local Phi Theta Kappa chapter 

was added to the model explaining student engagement, the change in R2 was modest, (2 

percent or less), but statistically significant for the student-faculty interaction and the 

support for learners benchmarks. Adding the chapter-involvement-level when explaining 
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students’ relationships with others on campus explained 3 percent or less of additional 

variability.  

Chapter Involvement Level and College Size 

 In this study, 51 percent of small colleges did not have involved Phi Theta Kappa 

chapters.  Based on the literature and evidenced by this study, the engagement levels of 

students at these community colleges are higher than the engagement levels reported by 

students at medium, large, and extra-large colleges. Further, 40 percent of the colleges 

with highly-involved Phi Theta Kappa chapters in this study are located at large and 

extra-large schools, where research shows, and this study echoes, students report lower 

levels on the CCSSE benchmarks and in their perceptions of relationships with others on 

campus.  

To determine if the size of the college was influencing the results of this study, a 

series of regression models were run. The results of that series suggest that the presence 

and involvement level of Phi Theta Kappa chapters did not explain students’ engagement 

levels or perceptions of their relationships with administrators or faculty once college size 

was controlled. The presence and involvement level of Phi Theta Kappa chapters did add 

explanatory power to the model explaining students’ perceptions of their relationships 

with other students at extra-large colleges.  

While this study did not show a significant association between the involvement 

level of Phi Theta Kappa chapters, and student engagement levels and perceptions of 
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their relationships with faculty and administrators on campus, anecdotal evidence does 

suggest that student groups can enhance the engagement of students on campus. One 

need only look at the influence of college sports on college social activities and school 

spirit to understand how the values and interests emphasized on campus influence student 

behavior.  As Boyer (1990) discovered, academically focused student groups and campus 

activities can contribute to the academic culture of a college and provide opportunities for 

students to feel welcomed and part of the academic community. For this reason the 

impact of Phi Theta Kappa chapters on campus, as well as the influence of other student 

groups on campus, should be the focus of further research.  

Implications and Recommendations 

This study has implications for the policies and practices of community colleges 

and Phi Theta Kappa. The mission of community colleges and the characteristics of their 

students require that extraordinary measures be taken to ensure student success. The 

characteristics that make community colleges an attractive option for underserved 

students, such as low tuition, part-time enrollment, remedial education, and non-standard 

class hours, are the same characteristics that adversely affect student engagement and 

graduation rates, and yet, community colleges are facing an increasingly urgent appeal 

from the public to increase graduation and credentialing rates. This emphasis on 

accountability has raised new questions regarding best practices and policies in student 

engagement. 
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Phi Theta Kappa, as a non-profit organization dedicated to the recognition of 

academic achievement, offers programs aimed at improving the scholastic and leadership 

skills of their members. In addition, Phi Theta Kappa has a corporate interest in ensuring 

the success of all community college students. To that end, the organization may be 

interested in developing programming that provides developmental opportunities for its 

members while furthering the mission of community colleges. 

Implications for Policy  

For Phi Theta Kappa, the results of this study could prove useful in program 

evaluation and as a guideline for new programming.  Examples of such programs and 

possible avenues for policymaking are:  

 Five Star Chapter Development Plan:  Are there aspects of this blueprint for 

chapter development that should be redesigned to further encourage engagement 

and inclusion of other students individually and in cooperation with other groups 

on campus?  

 College Project vs. Hallmark Awards:  The College Project is a cooperative 

venture dictated by the community college administration and fulfilled by the 

chapter, to benefit the college. Hallmark Awards provide recognition for chapter 

projects that integrate scholarship, leadership and service efforts into a 

community service project. Does one of the aforementioned directions for 

recognition yield more positive results to the student and the college? Should Phi 
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Theta Kappa’s international programs focus on promoting involvement in the 

local college community (College Project), rather than emphasizing projects off 

campus (Honors in Action)?  

Phi Theta Kappa could further use this study to communicate the value and necessity 

of stressing inclusivity rather than elitism. Communications could emphasis to Phi Theta 

Kappa members the value of contributing to positive relationships among members of the 

college community, based on shared values of scholarship, and reinforcing the premise 

that the scholar has the responsibility to share knowledge.  

Implications for community colleges could include an evaluation of student groups to 

determine how closely the groups’ missions match and enhance the college’s mission and 

goals. When student group budgets are allocated, a review of the degree to which 

different student groups and their programs align with the college mission, emphasize 

inclusiveness, and encourage participation in academically engaging activities should be 

conducted. 

Implications for Practice  

Phi Theta Kappa’s leadership could consider evaluating their programs, faculty 

advisor and chapter officer development plans to emphasize joint ventures with 

community colleges as key strategies for chapter success. Such goals may enhance 

student engagement levels and enhance relationships among students, faculty, and 

administrators on campus, leading to successful student outcomes and further the mission 
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of Phi Theta Kappa by raising the level of awareness of the organization on campus, 

enhancing the brand, and providing more opportunities to encourage students to work to 

meet the requirements for membership. 

National organizations desirous of forging a link with community colleges could 

develop programs that encourage engagement and align with the mission of the colleges 

and communities they serve. The shared projects and goals of college administrations and 

student groups could develop partnerships to impact colleges in a positive manner. 

Limitations 

 

 Limitations to this study include the use of self-reported data. The CCSSE survey 

asks students to report and judge their engagement levels and community college 

experiences and some studies have supported the theory that self-reported data should be 

used with care. There is some evidence that students may use different baselines to 

measure their college experiences (Pascarella, 2001). Maxwell and Lupus (1994) found 

that some students tend to overestimate their academic accomplishments while low-

achieving students tend not to report at all.  This difference may make comparisons of 

students’ self-reported engagement levels especially difficult given the diverse student 

bodies found at community colleges.  Research also exists that supports self-reported data 

as a valid method of measuring student behavior, perceptions and outcomes (McClenney, 

Marti, & Adkins, n.d.; Gonyea, 2005). 



115 

 

 

 

Only three questions on the CCSSE are used to judge students’ perceptions of 

others on campus. The questions are very broad and may support conflicting 

interpretations. For example, students are asked to rate fellow students on their degree of 

friendliness and supportiveness. Because a person can be friendly and non-supportive the 

students’ answers may contain a degree of ambiguity.  

 The colleges participating in the CCSSE survey have self-selected to participate 

in the study. The effect of this self-selection is unknown. 

As full-time students are enrolled in more classes than part-time students, they 

may be overrepresented in the 2011 CCSSE cohort (“CCSSE: Part-time students 

underrepresented”, n.d.).   To adjust for this the Center for Community College 

Engagement applies a weighting procedure, based on the most recent IPEDS enrollment 

figures and uniquely calculated for each institution (“CCSSE: Cohort Data Overview”, 

n.d.).  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Given the findings regarding the academic challenge benchmark, it would be 

interesting to study the differences between the academic paths taken by first-generation 

students and the paths taken by community colleges students whose parents attended 

college. Are first-generation students more likely to enroll in classes requiring less 

academic depth and challenge?  



116 

 

 

 

A qualitative study that included the voices of Phi Theta Kappa advisors, student 

officers, and college administration might be effective in pinpointing associations 

between student engagement on campus and the activity level of a Phi Theta Kappa 

chapter. Such narratives could eliminate many of the various aspects of campus life 

associated with student engagement levels and bring forth data to provide insight into 

specific Phi Theta Kappa events, experiences and programs that encourage student 

engagement.  

An area of future resource that could further Phi Theta Kappa’s understanding of the 

nuances of chapter activities would be an examination of campus engagement by activity 

type. Such research would inform decisions about developing programs and activities 

aimed at partnering with community colleges to enhance engagement or developing 

programs aimed at providing members-only programs that assist Phi Theta Kappa 

members. Such research should be supplemented with the voices of the community 

college population. In particular it would be interesting to conduct a qualitative study of 

campuses with highly active Phi Theta Kappa chapters involved in projects suggested and 

championed by college administrators. Such a study could highlight contributions to the 

college environment by such chapters and offer data for future Phi Theta Kappa program 

development. 

More research is needed to determine the effects of local student groups affiliated 

with the college on student engagement levels and on perceptions of others. That is, 
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research is needed on student organizations with unrestricted membership, such as book 

clubs, art clubs, and debate clubs that are local to the college. Studies examining possible 

associations between participation in community college sports, student body support of 

sports teams, and the academic focus of campuses might also yield information on 

student engagement.  

Conclusion 

According to the National Employment Law Project, 21 percent of job losses during 

the recession of 2009 came from lower-wage occupations; 60 percent came from the 

middle-skills, middle-wage area; and 19 percent came from high-wage occupations 

(National Employment Law Project, 2012). Further, during the recovery, 58 percent of 

new jobs were in the lower-wage occupations; 20 percent in higher-wage occupations; 

and a dismal 22 percent in the middle-skills sector (National Employment Law Project, 

2012). The resulting squeeze of the middle-class and downward shift in employment 

opportunities have placed even greater pressure on community colleges to fulfill their 

mission of providing advancement through education to their constituents. As a variety of 

environmental variables continue to make this an increasingly difficult proposition, more 

research and innovation on how to provide opportunity effectively is needed, and is 

needed quickly. One area that warrants study and effort is partnerships between student 

groups and college administrators to ensure that all parties on campus are working toward 

common goals that aid students in their pursuit of their educational goals.   
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