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Background/Context: Studies have shown that students from low-income backgrounds are 
particularly at risk of not succeeding in college and that, once in college, students from the 
lowest socioeconomic groups complete college at a fraction the rate of student from the high-
est socioeconomic groups. College presents unique challenges for students from adverse back-
grounds. To adequately support such students in college, we must first understand the kinds 
of programs and support services that enable students from adverse backgrounds to cope with 
stressors encountered during college.

Purpose /Objective: The purpose of the study was to improve understanding of the fac-
tors that enable students from adverse backgrounds to cope with the college environment in 
pursuit of a bachelor’s degree. The analyses addressed the following research questions: (1) 
Among students from adverse backgrounds, do the services and supports encountered dur-
ing college enhance their ability to positively cope with the college environment? (2) Are the 
associations between college services and supports, and positively coping with the college en-
vironment conditional on gender, identifying as a student of color, year in college, or level of 
adversity experienced prior to college?

Research Design: The study utilized multivariate regression techniques to analyze survey 
data. The first analytic stage involved regressing each of the three Coping with the College 
Environment Scales on distinct blocks of variables. The second analytic stage tested for 
conditional effects by gender, identifying as a student of color, the number of adversities 
experienced prior to college, and HAA Scholarship application year as a proxy for year of 
initial college entry.

Conclusions/Recommendations: The study’s main findings include: having a mentor 
while in college as well as during high school had a positive influence on college coping; 
self-efficacy significantly and positively influenced all three dimensions of coping with the 
college environment; and several relationships differed between females (vs. males) and 
first-year (vs. other) students.
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Overall, the study responds to calls for additional research in this arena, builds on the litera-
ture on college coping, readiness and success, and extends previous validation research on 
dimensions of coping with college through analysis of a robust sample of college students. The 
study reaffirms the importance of college scholarship programs in providing researchers a lens 
through which to study and learn from unique populations of students.

Given the growing diversity in the U.S. postsecondary system and the ac-
companying increase in students from all backgrounds, including low-in-
come or otherwise challenging upbringings, educators and policymakers 
concur that failing to effectively support college students from adverse 
and severely underresourced backgrounds endangers our nation’s social 
and economic vitality (e.g., Engberg & Allen, 2011; Kaufman & Bradbury, 
1992; Wyner, Bridgeland, & DiIulio, 2007). In order to adequately support 
such students in college, we must first understand the kinds of programs 
and support services that enable students from adverse backgrounds to 
cope with stressors encountered during college (Ackermann & Morrow, 
2007; Savitz-Romer, Jager-Hyman, & Coles, 2009). Based on her study of 
trends in student health data spanning three decades, Sax (1997) high-
lighted the need for additional research examining students’ behaviors in 
relation to campus services, and Struthers, Perry, and Menec (2000) have 
called for greater understanding of how college personnel can more effec-
tively help students positively adapt when confronted with academic stress.

Research on educational success clearly identifies the kinds of adverse 
backgrounds that most disadvantage students in terms of accessing and 
succeeding in college. These backgrounds include students from low 
socioeconomic households, students who lack consistent parental in-
volvement, students who frequently change primary and secondary 
schools, and students from underrepresented racial/ethnic groups (e.g., 
Baker & Siryk, 1984; Banyard & Cantor, 2004; Grodsky & Jackson, 2009; 
Horn, 1997; Horn, Chen, & Adelman, 1998; Kaufman & Bradbury, 1992; 
Wolniak, Rude, Gebhardt, & Hoffer, 2011). Students that meet one or 
more of these categories tend to be disadvantaged in their access to the 
kinds of economic, social, and cultural resources associated with success-
ful progression into and completion of college (Perna, 2006; Wolniak et 
al., 2011).

Students from low-income backgrounds are particularly at risk of not 
succeeding in college. Reports have shown that as many as 60% of low-
income students fail to enroll in a college or university immediately follow-
ing high school graduation, compared to roughly 16% of students from 
families earning more than $100,000 (Bozick & Lauff, 2007). Among 
first-generation students, roughly 47% do not enroll in a postsecond-
ary institution, versus 13% of students from families with two advanced 
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degrees (Bozick & Lauff, 2007). Once in college, students from the low-
est socioeconomic quartile graduate college within five years at half the 
rate of student from the highest quartile, even after controlling for fac-
tors such as grades, major field of study, and institution attended (Ross et 
al., 2012). College presents unique challenges for students from adverse 
backgrounds and a student’s ability to cope with challenges influences his 
or her likelihood of timely college completion (Banyard & Cantor, 2004; 
Pritchard & Wilson, 2003).

The disadvantages students face while growing up in the lowest socio-
economic strata are compounded when hardships are encountered in the 
home, such as when a parent experiences unemployment, when a family 
member battles addiction, or when confronted with an abusive relation-
ship or other forms of trauma (Banyard & Cantor, 2004; Min & Sherraden, 
2011). Among students who face the most severe hardships during high 
school, performing well academically and aspiring to attend college may 
not be enough to overcome the barriers presented by their family or so-
cial circumstances. Even among resilient students who manage to main-
tain good academic standing despite adverse conditions, achieving the 
social and economic rewards that accompany a college education may be 
relatively less determined by their academic ability, performance, or as-
pirations, and more determined by barriers associated with their lack of 
wealth, social position, or difficult home lives.

The purpose of the present study is to improve our understanding of 
the factors that enable students from adverse backgrounds to cope with 
the college environment in pursuit of a bachelor’s degree. We examined 
survey data collected from a unique sample of college students from ad-
verse backgrounds who participated in a college scholarship program in 
order to address the following research questions: 

Question 1. Among students from adverse backgrounds, do the 
services and supports encountered during college enhance their 
ability to positively cope with the college environment? 

Question 2. Are the associations between college services and sup-
ports, and positively coping with the college environment condi-
tional on gender, identifying as a student of color, year in college, 
or level of adversity experienced prior to college?

By addressing the first question, we highlight support mechanisms 
that foster coping with the college environment, such that campuses and 
sponsored programs may use the results to improve delivery of services 
or shape future interventions aimed at supporting students from adverse 
backgrounds. By addressing the second question, we identify differences 
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in coping with college based on gender, race/ethnic, adversity experi-
enced prior to college, and whether coping mechanisms change during 
the college years. Altogether, the study advances previous efforts to mea-
sure and understand coping tendencies among college students; most 
notably, Ackermann and Morrow’s (2007) validation study based on a 
single institution sample of college students. By employing a multivari-
ate framework to analyze a sample of college students from across the 
United States who had experienced adversity prior to college, we con-
tribute new evidence on the measurement and prediction of coping with 
the college environment.

COPING WITH COLLEGE

College students come into contact with a variety of stressors when faced 
with the social, academic, and other demands accompanying their college 
experience (Bewicka, Koutsopoulou, Miles, Slaad, & Barkhame, 2010; 
Palmer & Rodger, 2009). A student’s ability to effectively cope with his or 
her college environment has been found to be an important antecedent 
to a variety of outcomes, such as engagement in the academic and social 
environment on campus (e.g., Torres & Solberg, 2001), sense of belonging 
(Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002), and commitment to 
maintaining college enrollment and academic motivation (Berger, 1997; 
Struthers et al., 2000), as well as an indirect influence on postsecondary 
retention and completion (Tinto, 1993).

Among students from adverse backgrounds, succeeding in college can 
be an unattainable goal without the help of outside interventions, and 
success may ultimately depend on a confluence of support structures and 
services found within the institutional context as well as those provided by 
programs outside the formal institutional structure. For example, among 
those demonstrating an increased likelihood of dropping out of college are 
students with histories of childhood abuse (Duncan, 2000), and retrauma-
tization while in college has been reported to be highly probable for col-
lege students with prior experiences of physical or sexual abuse (Banyard 
& Cantor, 2004). In addition, studies show that college graduation rates de-
crease substantially in the presence of a disability, and especially for students 
with severely debilitating conditions (Brown, Takahashi, & Roberts, 2010; 
DeBerard, Glen, & Deana, 2004; Frieden, 2005). While most colleges and 
universities are sufficiently equipped to respond to students’ health needs, 
few possess sufficient understanding of how specific aspects of the college 
experience may act to reduce students’ risk-factors (Sax, 1997).

Effective student support mechanisms tend to be associated with non-
academic support programs such as those targeting social relationships 
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and creating supportive communities aimed at helping students adjust 
to and navigate college life (Mechur Karp, 2011; Scott-Clayton, 2011). 
Mentoring has also been identified as beneficial for providing students 
with support that enhances college transitions, outcomes, and fostering 
educational aspirations (IHEP, 2011). In their study of dimensions of 
problem-focused and emotion-focused coping among 203 college stu-
dents, Struthers et al. (2000) found evidence suggesting that coping is a 
learned trait that, along with academic performance, can be improved 
by increased motivation. Struthers and colleagues suggested that student 
coping would ultimately benefit from utilizing campus-based services 
that teach students study skills and time management strategies and by 
faculty who understand the connections between motivation, perfor-
mance, and coping.

The evidence points to the need to develop constructs that capture 
the multidimensionality of coping strategies employed by college stu-
dents. To that end, Sheu and Sedlacek (2004) examined attitudes to-
wards seeking help and coping strategies among first-year college stu-
dents and tested for differences by gender and race. Results from their 
single-institution study suggested that male (vs. female) students and 
Asian (vs. White and vs. Black) students were more likely to utilize avoid-
ant coping strategies. Females were found to be more likely than men to 
utilize health-related services, and Black students appeared more willing 
to seek help with time management and study skills than their Asian and 
White counterparts (Sheu & Sedlacek, 2004).

Adding to this literature, Ackermann and Morrow (2007) made an 
important contribution by conducting a principal component analysis 
of a single institution sample of college students. Their results identified 
six distinct coping strategies: (1) planning and self-management, (2) 
seeking support from institutional resources, (3) seeking support from 
friends, (4) seeking support from family, (5) spirituality, and (6) escape 
through substance use. With the exception of coping through escape, 
the other five components represent positive means of coping with the 
college environment through problem-focused strategies (planning and 
self-management and seeking support from institutional resources) and 
emotion-focused strategies (spirituality, seeking family support, seeking 
support from friends). Analyses of the six components revealed gender 
differences in coping strategies. Reinforcing the findings from Sheu and 
Sedlacek’s (2004) study, Ackermann and Morrow found that men more 
often engaged in avoidance coping strategies such as substance abuse.
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COLLEGE READINESS AND SUCCESS

Studies of entering college students have shown the importance of stu-
dent and family characteristics, as well as social contexts in understanding 
perceptions and choices surrounding college enrollment (e.g., Crockett 
et al., 2007; Engberg & Wolniak, 2010; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Perna, 
2006, Perna & Titus, 2005). It is well documented that students from high-
er socioeconomic households—those households in which parents’ pos-
sess higher income and educational levels—have access to the kinds of 
resources that increase the likelihood of successfully transitioning to col-
lege (Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011; Engberg, 2012; Grodsky & Jackson, 2009; 
Horn, 1997; McDonough, 1997). Adding to this research, a host of policy 
reports have focused on risk factors and support mechanisms for students 
preparing for and transitioning into college (e.g., Domina, 2009; Horn et 
al., 1998; IHEP, 2011; Kaufman & Bradbury, 1992).

Once in college, studies have highlighted the positive influence of 
several “protective factors” (Katz, 1997) that may enhance a college stu-
dent’s ability to stay in good standing and progress towards a degree 
when confronted with challenging circumstances. Key among those pro-
tective factors are ongoing strong relationships with parent figures and/
or high expectations for academic success (Engle, Bermeo, & O’Brien, 
2006; Katz, 1997). The amount and type of financial aid received has also 
been shown to significantly influence outcomes such as college enroll-
ment and persistence (Perna, 2006). At the same time, significant class-
based differences exist in the relationship between financial aid and col-
lege outcomes, particularly for students who are most financially at risk 
(Paulsen & St. John, 2002). 

Personality or noncognitive traits frequently shown to be positively 
associated with measures of college success and overcoming adversity 
across a diverse range of college students include self-efficacy, motivation, 
and resilience or “grit” (Banyard & Cantor, 2004; Duckworth, Peterson, 
Mathews, & Kelly, 2007; Sedlacek, 2004; Stage, 1989; Wang & Gordon, 
1994). For example, the noncognitive factors Sedlacek (2004) identified 
as important correlates of college success among non-traditional students 
included variables such as access to a strong support person and measures 
of self-concept. Duckworth et al. (2007) focused on perseverance, over-
coming adversity, and long-term goal orientation to examine undergradu-
ate student achievement. Adding to this literature is a body of research 
examining self-efficacy. Building on Bandura’s (1977) notion that self-effi-
cacy influences college outcomes by way of enhanced motivation, several 
studies have found evidence that academic dimensions of self-efficacy are 
important predictors of college grades, persistence, and aspects of career 
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development (e.g., Gifford, Briceño-Perriott, & Mianzo, 2006; Gore, 2006; 
Kitsantas, Winsler, & Huie, 2008; Pajares, 1996; Wright, Jenkins-Guarnieri, 
& Murdock, 2013). Zajacova, Lynch, and Espenshade (2005) contributed 
evidence on the relative influence of stress and self-efficacy on the aca-
demic performance of non-traditional (predominantly immigrant and mi-
nority) college students.

Based on our review of the literature, evidence indicates a student’s 
ability to cope with the college environment is associated with a host of 
positive educational outcomes, such as academic motivation, engage-
ment, and progression towards completion, and that protective factors 
such as strong relationships with others—and that noncognitive traits are 
associated with many of the same outcomes. What has not been previ-
ously examined is if, and to what extent, protective factors and individual 
student characteristics may together influence dimensions of coping with 
the college environment. The present study contributes to the literature 
in this way. By including in the analyses a set of measures identified as 
important for capturing the influence of student inputs and college en-
vironments, our results provide evidence on the unique effects of stu-
dents’ socio-demographic backgrounds, psychosocial characteristics such 
as self-efficacy and academic motivation, and malleable factors related to 
access to and utilization of services and supports including mentoring, 
sponsored awards and financial aid, and campus-based services (Astin, 
1993; Pascarella, 1985; Struthers et al., 2000; Tinto, 1993; Zajacova et al., 
2005). In addition, by examining a broad sample of college students and 
by predicting each scale within a multivariate framework we add new evi-
dence on the validity of Ackermann and Morrow’s (2007) Coping with the 
College Environment Scales.

RESEARCH CONTEXT

The study represents one part of a comprehensive research effort de-
signed to identify areas of disadvantage and to describe why certain stu-
dents are able to succeed academically despite their different risk factors. 
Data resources for the study stem from a survey administered in 2012 to 
all enrolled undergraduate recipients of a scholarship award from the 
Horatio Alger Association (HAA) Scholarship Program. These students 
were enrolled in a variety of different stages of undergraduate education 
and across a range of four-year postsecondary institutions. The distinguish-
ing characteristics of HAA Scholars include the level of adversity they have 
experienced and their challenging life circumstances prior to entering 
college, in combination with demonstrated academic potential and active 
involvement in their schools and communities. While the unique qualities 
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of the HAA Scholars limit our ability to generalize their educational expe-
riences and outcomes to the broader population of college students, in-
formation on the HAA Scholars as they progress through college provides 
a unique and valuable opportunity to examine individual attributes, sup-
port structures and educational experiences that affect students’ abilities 
to overcome adversity and to achieve educational and life success. 

THE HORATIO ALGER ASSOCIATION SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM

The HAA Scholarship Program is one of the longest running and largest 
need-based college aid programs in the United States. Since 1984, the 
HAA has awarded nearly $90,000,000 in scholarships to more than 16,000 
high school graduates and members of the armed forces, supporting them 
in the pursuit of a college education. On average, the HAA Scholarship 
Program receives over 30,000 applications per year, approximately 8,000 
of which are fully completed and reviewed. From this applicant pool, more 
than 100 National Scholarships and approximately 800 State Scholarships 
are awarded annually to students from all 50 states, Puerto Rico, and the 
District of Columbia. The direct monetary award ranges from $20,000 
among National Scholars, to roughly $5,000 among state and other schol-
arship recipients, distributed throughout the Scholars’ college years. 
Scholars receive additional support in the form of laptops, internship op-
portunities, and other financial matching gifts provided through college 
and university partnerships. In order to stay in the program and continue 
receiving support services and monetary awards, Scholars are required to 
maintain a grade point average of at least 3.0. For Scholars who continue 
to face the kinds of adversity they experienced prior to college, the HAA 
program provides additional support through access to a crisis hotline. 
Altogether, the HAA Scholarship Program is an individualized, multifac-
eted, and comprehensive effort to support its scholarship recipients (for 
more information on the HAA Scholarship Program, see https://www.
horatioalger.org/scholarships/index.cfm).

The defining quality among the population of HAA Scholars is the 
level of adversity they have experienced prior to applying to the HAA 
Scholarship Program, in combination with having maintained aspira-
tions for a postsecondary education. Scholarships are awarded based 
on a panel review process that takes in to account applicants’ financial 
need, high school grades, and involvement in cocurricular and com-
munity activities. At the center of the selection process is a weighting 
algorithm that ranks applicants according to critical financial need, ad-
versity, academic achievement, work history, community service, and ex-
tracurricular school involvement.
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In 2012, the 101 recipients of the HAA National Scholarship achieved 
on average a high school grade point average (GPA) of 3.7 and SAT 
score of 1607 (ACT score of 24.7), while stemming from households 
that earned on average annual incomes of just over $16,000. The nearly 
800 recipients of the HAA State Scholarship similarly maintained a high 
school GPA of 3.6, SAT score of 1566 (ACT score of 23), and came from 
homes that earned an average of $21,500 per year. In terms of adversities 
experienced during high school, more than 85% of the HAA National 
and State Scholars contained in our analytic sample had critical financial 
need, about 40% experienced the death, incarceration, or abandonment 
of a parent or guardian, one-third lived in a household with alcohol or 
drug abuse, and a roughly 12% had experienced homelessness. Results 
from the present study should be viewed in lieu of the unique qualities of 
the study population.

METHODS

DATA

Data for the study were based on a 2012 Undergraduate Survey adminis-
tered to all HAA Scholarship award recipients who were enrolled in col-
lege during the 2011–2012 academic year. The Undergraduate Survey was 
administered as an online questionnaire between December 16, 2011 and 
January 31, 2012, yielding 1,872 completed cases for a 44% response rate. 
The information gathered from the Undergraduate Survey consisted of 
socioeconomic and demographic backgrounds; experiences with and at-
titudes towards adversity; educational experiences; financial aid; career 
preparation and aspirations; mentors and role models; attitudes related 
to students’ community, politics and society, and self; and access to HAA 
program services. 

After accounting for missing data in the variables contained in the mod-
els, the analytic sample consisted of 1,496 enrolled college students. As 
shown in Table 1, the majority of respondents were female (66%) and 
White (54%). Nearly two out of every five (38%) students in the analytic 
sample were first-generation college students, and had experienced an 
average of 2.5 serious adversities prior to college. In terms of exposure 
to mentors, 42% of the analytic sample had a mentor during high school 
and 35% had a mentor while in college. Recipients of the HAA National 
Scholarship comprised 15% of the sample, while 85% were recipients of 
HAA’s other, less sizable awards. Two out of every three students analyzed 
received other (non-HAA) sponsored awards. In addition, to cover their 
educational expenses, students in the analytic sample relied relatively less 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics Among 2011–2012 Enrolled College 
Students (N = 1496)

SOURCE: 2012 HAA Undergraduate Survey

Notes: In addition to the variables shown, the study included dichotomous mea-
sures to control for students within HAA Scholarship years 2000 to 2011. The ma-
jority of enrolled students were Scholarship recipients in the years 2011 (28.9%), 
2010 (20.9%), 2009 (19.9%), 2008 (19.0%), and 2007 (8.2%). The remaining 
3.1% were 2006 to 2000 recipients. 
1 Grants and loans were based on the survey question: How much of the past year’s 
educational expenses (room, board, tuition, and fees) were covered from the fol-
lowing sources? Response options included: 0 = None, 1 = Less than $1,000, 2 = 
$1,000–$2,999, 3 = $3,000–$5,999, 4 = $6,000–$9,999, 5 = $10,000 or more.
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on loans and more on sources of financial aid that do not require repay-
ment (institutional, state, or other scholarships and grants).

In addition to descriptive statistics, we have generated zero-order 
correlations among the study’s variables. As presented in Appendix A, 
correlations ranged in value from 0.00 to 0.40 among the study’s inde-
pendent variables (not including the correlations among ascribed cat-
egorical characteristics, such as between being Black and White, which 
are negative and not amenable to interpretation). Relatively large and 
statistically significant (p < 0.05) correlations were found between: (i) ac-
ademic motivation and coping through planning and self-management 
(r = 0.36); (ii) having a mentor during high school and during college 
(r = 0.40); (iii) coping through use of institutional resources and utiliz-
ing academic services (r = 0.35); and (iv) among all three measures of 
utilizing campus services (r = 0.44 to 0.55). It is common to use Cohen’s 
(1988) guidelines to interpret coefficient size, where 0.10, 0.30, and 0.50 
represent small, moderate, or large associations, respectively. However, 
while correlation coefficients are useful for identifying associations be-
tween pairs of variables, one should employ caution when interpreting 
magnitudes which differ according to the study’s design (Hempill, 2003) 
and do not account for confounding factors.

VARIABLES

Outcome Variables

The outcome variables consists of three factorially derived constructs based 
on 20 survey questions adapted from Ackermann and Morrow (2007), in 
which students were asked: When confronted with stressful situations, how of-
ten do you deal with stress in any of the following ways? Students indicated 
how often they use various strategies on a four-point scale (0 = Never, 1 = 
Sometimes, 2 = Often, 3 = Very often). The three components that result-
ed from the factor analysis and demonstrated sufficient interitem reliabili-
ties mirrored elements of Ackermann and Morrow’s results, as follows: 
(1) planning and self-management (six items, alpha = 0.759); (2) seek-
ing support from institutional resources (five items, alpha = 0.828); and 
(3) seeking support from family and friends (three items, alpha = 0.726). 
Table 2 presents the constituent items for each scale, reflecting three of 
the six scales Ackermann and Morrow developed. Items related to escap-
ing through substance use (e.g., drinking, smoking, etc.), and spirituality 
(e.g., reading the bible, praying, attending church) did not converge into 
reliable factors, while items found within two of Ackermann and Morrow’s 
scales (seek support of friends and seek support of family) converged into 
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a single “family and friends” construct. Our factor analysis thus resulted in 
three reliable scales that capture dimensions of positively coping with the 
college environment.

Independent Variables

The independent variables included measures of institutional and pro-
gram services and support systems related to mentoring (having a men-
tor while in high school and having a mentor during college), spon-
sored awards and financial aid received (receipt of the HAA National 
Scholarship versus other HAA Scholarship awards; receipt of any other 
sponsored program awards; and the amount of educational expenses 
covered through grants, scholarships, or loans), and the frequency of 
college services utilized. The measures of college services utilized were 

Table 2. Constituent Items for Coping with College Environment Scales

SOURCE: 2012 HAA Undergraduate Survey

Note: All items were adapted from Ackermann and Morrow (2007) and based on 
the question: When confronted with stressful situations, how often do you deal 
with the stress in any of the following ways? 0 = Never; 1 = Sometimes; 2 = Often; 3 
= Very often. Additional items that failed to load into a single construct with alpha 
> 0.600 include: I go to an on-campus event (e.g., lecture, meeting) with friends; 
I talk to a school counselor; I smoke a cigarette; I hang out with friends; I go out 
and party; I read the Bible, pray, go to church/temple.
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scaled constructs adapted from the Cooperative Institutional Research 
Program’s (CIRP) 2011 Your First College Year Survey, representing 
health and counseling services (three items, alpha = 0.784), career ser-
vices and academic advising (three items, alpha = 0.799), and academic 
advising and writing support (two items, alpha = 0.653). Table 3 lists the 
constituent items contained in each scale. 

Control Variables

A variety of measures were included in the analytic models to account for 
sociodemographic and other background characteristics (gender, race/
ethnicity, first-generation college student, and adversities experienced 
during high school), as well as two scaled constructs: one representing 
academic motivation (eight items, alpha = 0.758), and another represent-
ing self-efficacy (seven items, alpha = 0.749). Both are shown in Table 3. 
We additionally included a set of dummy variables to control for the year 
students received the HAA Scholarship award.

ANALYSIS

Our analytic strategy consisted of a two stage design. The first analytic 
stage consisted of multivariate linear regression in which each of the 
three Coping with the College Environment Scales were regressed on 
three blocks of variables: (1) socio-demographic and background char-
acteristics, (2) academic and psychosocial constructs, and (3) services 
and supports consisting of exposure to mentoring, sponsored awards 
and financial aid, and frequency of college services utilized. Each block 
of variables was incrementally entered into the model to identify the 
unique variance explained per block, and to isolate the net effects of 
variables within each block on dimensions of Coping with the College 
Environment. Because students are clustered according to the year they 
applied to and received the HAA Scholarship award, we included a set of 
dummy variables in every model analyzed to control for students’ appli-
cation year. By estimating fixed-effects models in this way we controlled 
for the average effects of application year (and number of years students 
had received HAA program support), while focusing the analyses on the 
primary independent variables (Kreft, 1996).

The second analytic stage included testing for conditional effects by 
gender, identifying as a student of color (Asian, Black, Hispanic, or 
Other/Multiracial), the number of adversities experienced prior to col-
lege, and HAA Scholarship application year as a proxy for year of ini-
tial college entry. Based on a significant improvement in overall mod-
el fit (i.e., statistically significant increase in R2) in combination with 



Teachers College Record, 118, 010305 (2016)

14

Table 3. Constituent Items for Academic Motivation, Self-Efficacy, and 
College Services Scales

1 Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following state-
ments. 1 = Strongly disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neither agree nor disagree; 4 = 
Agree; 5 = Strongly agree. Items adapted from WNSLAE (2012).
2 Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following 
statements. 1 = Strongly disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neither agree nor disagree; 
4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly agree. Items adapted from the Wabash National Study of 
Student Learning (WNSLAE, 2012).
3 Since entering college, how often have you utilized the following services? 0 = 
Never; 1 = 1 or 2 times per term; 2 = 1 or 2 times per month; 3 = Once a week; 4 = 
2 or 3 times per week; 5 = Daily. Items adapted from Your First College Year Survey 
(CIRP, 2011).
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statistically significant individual interaction terms, we re-estimated the 
model among subsamples disaggregated according to the student char-
acteristics identified from significant interaction terms (e.g., females 
only, first-year students only, etc.). This approach allowed us to compare 
the relative strength of the independent variables among different sub-
populations of students (see Pedhazur, 1982). 

LIMITATIONS

We have identified at least three key limitations to the study that should 
be taken into consideration when interpreting the results. First, while 
studying populations of college students from adverse backgrounds is a 
worthwhile endeavor, it is important to note that the particular cohort of 
students in our study does not represent a generalizable population of 
college students. For example, compared to national averages, the schol-
arship recipients examined in the study came from considerably lower 
socioeconomic households, and were academically higher achieving and 
more involved in community activities while in high school (Wolniak et al., 
2011). Despite this limitation, by analyzing data among a unique sample 
of scholarship recipients who have been awarded the scholarship based on 
their academic standing in combination with exposure to severe adversity 
and adverse conditions prior to college, the study offers a lens into the 
utility of support services for students who run a greater risk of failure.

Second, we are aware of no previous studies that sought to predict cop-
ing with college environment measures within a multivariate framework, 
and we recognize that other researchers may prefer alternative approach-
es to operationalizing and specifying the analytic model. Other individual 
or contextual factors not assessed as part of this study may have had im-
portant effects on dimensions of college coping, and future studies may 
consider including additional variables according to a particular policy or 
institutional practice. In order to maintain parsimony, we selected vari-
ables based on the evidence contained in past literature on college cop-
ing, readiness, and success. 

Third, the study’s variables were based on self-reported survey data. Self-
reported measures have been thoroughly critiqued in the survey method-
ology, psychology, and higher education literature, containing warnings 
about bias and stating concern that college students lack the ability to 
reliably recall and understand complex processes when filling out a sur-
vey (e.g., Herzog & Bowman, 2011; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Porter, 2011). 
While a thorough review of this literature is beyond the scope of this paper, 
we were careful to reduce self-reported bias. Most notably, by adapting and 
refining for clarity survey items from well-established and validated survey 
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projects, by capturing information from a large, multi-institutional student 
sample, and by examining first-year and non-first-year students separately, 
we have made every attempt to reduce the threat of bias in our analyses. 

RESULTS

With our first set of analyses we regressed each of the Coping with the 
College Environment Scales on variables consisting of socio-demographic 
and background characteristics, academic and psychosocial constructs, and 
a variety of services and supports that students come in contact with during 
college. Table 4 presents the resulting estimated effects, where the unstan-
dardized metric coefficient estimates (B) represent the average, statistically 
adjusted change in the dependent variable that is expected from a unit in-
crease in the predictor variable, in the original units of measure. Also shown 
in the table are standardized coefficient estimates (Beta) representing the 
standard deviation (SD) change in a dependent variable associated with 
a one SD change of the independent variable, holding constant all other 
variables in the model. B coefficients are useful for comparing effect sizes 
between models with the same dependent variable, while Beta coefficients 
are useful for comparing the effects sizes of specific variables within a given 
model. Each block of predictor variables accompanies an associated coef-
ficient of determination (R2), indicating the percent of variance in the de-
pendent variable that is explained by the block of variables simultaneously.

Table 4 illustrates that socio-demographics and background characteris-
tics explain considerably more variance in coping with college through the 
support of family and friends (9.3% or R2 = 0.093) than either of the other 
coping scales. Specifically, female students are significantly more likely than 
males to cope with the college environment through the support of family 
and friends (B = 0.478, Beta = 0.282), and White students are more likely 
to draw on family and friends to cope than their Asian (B = -0.270, Beta = 
-0.102), or Black (B = -0.135, Beta = -0.062) counterparts. In addition, the 
more students experienced adversity prior to college, the less they utilized 
family and friends to cope with college stress (B = -0.031, Beta = -0.063), possi-
bly reflecting that the adversities experienced prior to college may have been 
closely tied to family or social circles and served to detach students from past 
acquaintances. Female (vs. male) students also more often utilized planning 
and self-management to cope with college (B = 0.137, Beta = 0.098).

Across all three dimensions of college coping, academic motivation and 
self-efficacy were strong, positive predictors. This was particularly true for 
coping through planning and self-management, in which students’ lev-
els of academic motivation and self-efficacy accounted for nearly 18% 
of the variance explained (R 2= 0.175), and roughly 80% of the variance 
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Table 4. Estimated Effects of Services and Support Systems on Coping 
with the College Environment (N = 1496)

SOURCE: 2012 HAA Undergraduate Survey

Notes: In addition to the variables shown in the table, every model contained di-
chotomous measures to control for students within HAA scholarship years (1998 
to 2011).  The reported Block R-sq for each model is net of the variance explained 
from the scholarship year variables and the preceding variable block(s).  

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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explained by the overall model (R2 = 0.216). In terms of all three coping 
with college scales, the more academically motivated students were and 
the greater sense of control they expressed, the more they coped posi-
tively when confronted with stress. 

In terms of student services and support systems, having a mentor dur-
ing college significantly increased coping through utilizing institutional 
resources, while having a mentor during high school was positively associ-
ated with drawing on the support of family and friends. The level of HAA 
Scholarship received (the more sizeable National Scholarship versus other 
HAA awards), receipt of other sponsored awards, or receipt of grants or 
loans, had negligible effects on students’ tendencies to cope with college 
across any of the dimensions. Thus, it appears that financial means of sup-
porting students do not enhance coping strategies related to planning and 
self-management, drawing on institutional resources, or turning to family 
and friends. It may be that financial aid is critical for college access and per-
sistence, but not for coping strategies during a given academic year. 

Alternatively, students’ tendencies to cope with the college environ-
ment by way of institutional resources were significantly influenced by 
frequently utilizing services available on campus. Career and enrollment 
services (including financial aid advising, career services, and academic 
advising) were positively associated with coping through planning and 
self-management (B = 0.078, Beta = 0.083), as well as coping through the 
use of institutional resources (B = 0.169, Beta = 0.156). Students who more 
frequently used academic services related to studying advice and using the 
campus writing center were more likely to report institutional resources 
as a means of coping (B = 0.218, Beta = 0.224). Finally, the more frequent-
ly students accessed health services such as the student health center or 
counseling services, the more they consult family members and friends 
to handle stressors. Altogether, more frequent utilization of college ser-
vices enhanced students’ ability to cope with their college environment 
through drawing on institutional resources, such as talking with profes-
sors, academic advisors, or peer groups (R2 = 0.122).

The second set of analyses identified that the relationships between ser-
vices and support and dimensions of coping with the college environment 
were not general across all students in the sample, but conditional on 
being a first-year students (see Table 5) and gender (see Table 6). The re-
lationships identified above were not conditional on the level of adversity 
experienced prior to college or identifying as a student of color. This find-
ing suggests that variables’ associations with dimensions of college coping 
do not vary across students from relatively more versus relatively less ad-
verse backgrounds, or for those who identified as being a Student of color 
(Asian, Black, Hispanic, or other/Multiracial) versus White. B coefficients 
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are presented in the tables for comparing estimated effects between mod-
els based on different subpopulations of students.

As shown in Table 5, the results indicate that having a mentor in college 
is uniquely helpful among non-first-year students in terms of coping with 
college through drawing on institutional resources (B = 0.249). In terms 
of college services, among first-year students, coping by way of planning 
and self-management was significantly and positively related to frequency 
of utilizing career and enrollment services (B = 0.205), while negatively 
related to accessing health services (B = -0.144). For both first-year and 
non-first-year students, utilizing career and enrollment services was posi-
tively related to coping through the use of academic advisors, classmates, 
study groups, and other institutional resources, while the relationship was 
significantly greater among first-year students (B = 0.316 vs. 0.087).

Table 6 presents estimated effects conditional on gender. Specifically, 
having a mentor while in high school significantly increased the ten-
dencies of female students to draw on the support of family and friends 
(B = 0.114). Differences were also found in the relationship between cop-
ing through family and friends and receiving sponsored awards or loans. 
Unique among female students, the more loans they took out to help cov-
er the costs of attending college, the more they drew upon the support of 
family and friends to cope with college (B = 0.027). Unique among male 
students was the negative association between receiving sponsored awards 

Table 5. Estimated Metric Effects (B) of Services and Support Systems 
Conditional on First-Year Student Status

SOURCE: 2012 HAA Undergraduate Survey

Notes: All estimated interaction effects were based on the fully specified models 
shown in Table 2.  Sub-sample of first-year students: n = 433. Sub-sample of non 
first-year students: n = 1063.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
^ Estimated (B) coefficients for First-Year vs. Non First-Year students significantly 
differ at p < 0.01.
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other than the HAA scholarship and drawing on the support of family 
and friends (B = -0.147). Furthermore, the kinds of college services uti-
lized differed in their associations with coping between females and males. 
Utilizing campus health services was associated with coping through sup-
port of family and friends only among female students (B = 0.163). In 
addition, while utilizing academic services was positively associated with 
drawing on institutional resources for coping with college stress, the re-
lationship was stronger among female students (B = 0.257 vs. B = 0.144).

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The current study employed multivariate regression techniques specifi-
cally to improve our understanding of the factors that influence the 
ability of students from adverse backgrounds to cope with the college 
environment. Data were collected as part of the 2012 Undergraduate 
Survey administered to all HAA Scholarship award recipients who were 
enrolled in college during the 2011–2012 academic year. By analyzing 
data among a unique sample of scholarship recipients who have been 
awarded the scholarship based on their academic standing in combina-
tion with exposure to severe adversity and harsh background conditions, 
the study offers a lens into the utility of support services for students who 
run a greater risk of failure.

Table 6. Estimated Metric Effects (B) of Services and Support Systems 
Conditional on Gender

SOURCE: 2012 HAA Undergraduate Survey

Notes: All estimated interaction effects were based on the fully specified models 
shown in Table 4.  Sub-sample of female students: n = 989. Sub-sample of male 
students: n = 507.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

^ Estimated (B) coefficients for Female vs. Male students significantly differ at p 
< 0.10.
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Our analyses addressed two research questions. The first question 
asked about the services and supports that are related to scaled measures 
of coping with the college environment among our sample of college 
students. The second question examined if the relationships found were 
conditional on students’ gender, year in college, or level of adversity 
experienced prior to college. In answering these questions, the results 
yielded five main findings.

First, mentoring in college was positively associated with coping with 
college by seeking support from institutional resources, while mentoring 
during high school was positively associated with coping by seeking sup-
port from family and friends. This finding confirms earlier reports from 
Ackermann and Morrow (2007) regarding the type of supports sought 
out by college students in their attempts to better cope with college life. 
In our analytic sample there is an apparent shift in mentoring between 
high school and college. During high school years family and friends were 
the main source of support, while Scholars tend to rely more on inte-
grated institutional resources for support during college. In their article 
Ackermann and Morrow hypothesized that “students do not turn to their 
friends and family about issues related to classroom comfort” (p. 144). 
Based on our results, one could argue that a common support mechanism 
during both high school and college is that of ease of access relative to 
physical proximity and availability, rather than type of stressor (coping 
with life issues versus coping with academic challenges). In that regard, 
institutional resources (teachers, counselors, etc.) did not demonstrate 
strong correlations with mentoring in high school, nor did family and 
friends demonstrate strong correlations with mentoring in college.

This evidence points to the need to further examine the relationship 
between having a mentor and college coping. College mentorship can 
be somewhat limited by design due to institutional constraints on human 
resources. In contrast, during the high school years family and friends 
“can be there when you need them,” offering emotional support and ad-
vice to students without restrictions. For college students, the prescribed 
nature of institutional mentoring may therefore negatively impact their 
perceptions of the quality of available support services and levels of trust 
towards the available mentoring services found on their college campus. 
Examining the availability, delivery, and effectiveness of mentoring ser-
vices across different college contexts, and across students from different 
backgrounds, offers a salient direction for future study.

Second, sponsored awards and financial aid had negligible general influ-
ence across the three dimensions of Coping with the College Environment, 
while the relationships uncovered were conditional on gender. While this 
finding seems to run contrary to the larger challenges facing today’s youth 
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in managing college financing and the associated stress, the results are 
somewhat consistent with Paulsen and St. John’s study (2002) showing 
that among poor and working-class students, choosing a college because 
of low tuition or financial aid considerations had negative or no effect on 
persistence. Paulsen and St. John attributed the findings to class-based 
differences in perceptions and expectations related to college costs. In 
terms of our results, all study participants were recipients of at least some 
financial assistantship through the HAA Scholarship program (15% of the 
analytic sample received HAA National Scholarships, 85% received other 
HAA awards), and 66% of the sample received more than one sponsored 
scholarship award. Not having to personally procure funds for either the 
entire tuition cost or a large part of it, and being less reliant on loans, 
could explain why someone might not employ different coping strategies 
based on financial aspects of college. In other words, the existence of fi-
nancial support during college may subdue the perceived importance and 
influence on coping with the college environment.

Third, students’ ability to cope with the college environment through 
planning and self-management, seeking support from institutional resourc-
es, and seeking support from family and friends was positively associated with 
frequency of utilizing college services, though different services predicted 
different dimensions of coping. Strong internal regulation (such as plan-
ning and self-management) and increased levels of connectedness (based on 
utilizing institutional resources) appear to be critical elements in sustaining 
or increasing “adaptive capacity”; a term used by Zolli and Healy (2012) to 
describe a person’s ability to adapt to changed circumstances while fulfilling 
one’s core purpose. This finding offers insight into the relationship between 
available college services, frequency of use, and coping tendencies. One 
could argue that there is a cyclical dynamic between planning, self-manage-
ment and physical connectedness on one end, and frequency of utilizing col-
lege services on the other. Increased use of college services enhances inter-
nal regulation, as well as connectedness to the college community. However, 
more work is needed to understand how institutional resources may promote 
basic planning, self-management, and participation traits among students 
from adverse backgrounds, and to foster more frequent and undeterred use 
of college support services to strengthen students’ adaptive capacities.

Fourth, self-efficacy was the only variable in the model to have a signifi-
cantly positive association with all three dimensions of coping with the col-
lege environment, while academic motivation was significantly associated 
with two of the three dimensions (planning and self-management, and 
seeking support from institutional resources). This finding compliments 
Zajakova et al.’s (2005) study of 289 entering college students, in which self-
efficacy was found to be the strongest predictor of academic performance. 
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Similarly, Gifford et al. (2006) in their study of over 3,000 first year students 
demonstrated the positive effects of self-esteem and internal locus of control 
in attaining higher GPA scores. Our results further support findings from 
Kitsantas et al. (2008) study of 243 undergraduate, predominantly first-se-
mester students at a large, public university who enrolled in introductory-
level courses; for these students, self-efficacy and time management skills 
were strong predictors of academic performance during the first semester.

Among the specific population of our study who experienced severe 
adversity in their lives, self-efficacy perceptions could be viewed through 
a particular lens. Rana, Qin, Bates, Luster, and Saltarelli (2011) use 
the term “survival optimism” to describe notions of self-efficacy among 
Sudanese youth that have relocated to the United States and demonstrate 
educational resilience. These young men and women, having survived the 
horrors of civil war and armed conflict in their native country managed to 
maintain a sense of confidence about their prospect in graduating high 
school and college in the United States. To a certain degree, the HAA 
Scholars included in our study similarly demonstrated a form of “survival 
optimism”; although they did not experience conflict within a war zone, 
many of them were exposed to prolonged incidents of urban strife, physi-
cal, sexual, and psychological abuse, and deprived of basic life qualities. 
Academic motivation and engagement may be a proxy for “survival opti-
mism,” enabling students from adverse backgrounds to effectively draw 
upon available resources in order to cope with the college environment.

Our results are in agreement with corresponding research on resilience 
that indicates perceptions of well-being and competence among college 
students is associated with a healthy sense of self-worth, productive and 
meaningful engagement with others, and the existence of substantive life 
goals (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000). If we consider well-being as the 
end product of successful coping, then findings from our study confirm 
previous research that identified internal locus of control, social integra-
tion and support as positive coping mechanisms (Banyard & Cantor, 2004; 
Lee, Keough, & Sexton, 2002; Torres & Solberg; 2000).

The fifth and final main finding stemmed from our examination of 
differences by students’ demographic characteristics and year of initial 
college entry. Our results indicate that White students are more likely to 
draw on family and friends to cope than their Asian or Black counterpart. 
This finding should be interpreted in combination with previous research 
suggesting Black students’ harbor more positive attitudes towards seeking 
help and are more willing than White and Asian students to utilize study 
and time management skills (Sheu & Sedlacek, 2004).

Furthermore, our examination of conditional effects identified that ex-
posure to mentoring, sponsored awards and financial aid, and frequency 
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of using college services yielded differential influences on coping with the 
college environment for females (vs. males) and for first-year (vs. other) 
students. These results echo findings from the National Evaluation of the 
Federal TRIO Program’s Student Support Services (SSS), which targets 
low-income, first-generation and disabled students (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2010). Participation in an SSS program during the first year of 
college was found to have the largest positive and statistically significant ef-
fect on students’ GPA scores, semester credits earned, and retention. In addi-
tion, our results confirm past findings indicating that female students tend to 
rely more on emotion-focused coping (Ackermann & Morrow, 2007; Matud, 
2004) and complement Sheu and Selackek’s (2004) finding that female stu-
dents may generally be more likely to utilize positive coping strategies. It 
is thus important for college practitioners to identify gender related differ-
ences in coping mechanisms and tailor corresponding services accordingly.

When studying the interaction effects for first-year (vs. other) students, 
results point towards a process of “reorganizing one’s adaptive capacity” 
upon entering college, a concept Holling (2001) described in his research 
on resilience. Extending Holling’s model to college students, it may be 
that first year college students experience a release phase upon entering 
college that entails a global change in overall conditions. Students under-
go changes in the external and internal resources developed during their 
high school years to adapt to, cope with, and succeed in their respective 
environments. In college, academic demands and expectations become 
significantly more complex and challenging, and the availability of emo-
tional supports through friends and families may lessen because of dis-
tance. Therefore, pre-existing resources might be less applicable or useful 
to students once in college. At the time of our study, which took place 
after the end of the first semester for freshmen students, “reorganization” 
is starting to occur through recombination of, and experimentation with, 
new and integral resources found through college services. In that sense, 
institutional resources may be used only on an as-needed basis, and used 
more frequently during the first college year than in subsequent years 
as students learn more about the function and usefulness of resources. 
Such a process fits within the larger changes that occur among college 
students during their undergraduate years. Echoing the conclusion from 
their 1991 book, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) state that “the evidence 
indicates not only that individuals change on a broad developmental front 
during college but also that the changes are of a mutually consistent and 
supportive nature . . . [and] that the changes coincident with college at-
tendance usually involve the whole person and proceed in a largely inte-
grated manner” (p. 578). It falls upon administrators and college practitio-
ners to enhance existing mechanisms, or add new mechanisms, to reach 
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first-year students and help guide them through their first encounters with 
institutional processes and resources.

Drawing on 2012 Undergraduate Survey data among a unique population 
of college student recipients of the HAA Scholarship award, we identified 
factors associated with dimensions of coping with the college environment. 
The results provide empirical evidence that may be used to improve student 
services, resources, and program interventions that enhance students’ ability 
to effectively and positively cope with stressors confronted during college. 
By analyzing a unique population of students whose backgrounds include 
exposure to severe adversity and harsh conditions, the findings offer a lens 
into the utility of resources among students who may benefit most from 
interventions and additional support.

The study provides additional postulates regarding the impact of sup-
port mechanisms that can positively influence college students’ trajectories 
(Ackermann & Morrow, 2007). Results may be used to enhance the post-
secondary success of students from the most adverse backgrounds who, 
based on national indicators, are at greater risk of not completing a post-
secondary education, not from a lack of academic ability or aspiration, but 
due to a lack of resources or the recurrence of adversity (Engberg & Allen, 
2011; Horn, 1997; Perna, 2006). By tailoring interventions and design-
ing support programs around the knowledge that students’ frequent use 
of college services and exposure to mentors fosters coping strategies, we 
can enhance students’ abilities to positively manage college stress. What’s 
more, support programs that act to strengthen at-risk students’ sense of 
control over their current circumstances hold the promise of enhancing 
postsecondary educational experiences. In that regard our results call for 
a careful recalibration of existing support programs towards identifying 
and consequently empowering students’ internal resources by aligning 
them with contextual challenges, expectations, and opportunities.

By contributing new empirical evidence on the determinants of different 
dimensions of coping with the college environment, the study responds to 
calls for additional research in this arena (Sax, 1997; Struthers et al., 2000), 
builds on the literature on college coping, readiness and success, and ex-
tends Ackermann and Morrow’s (2007) initial validation of dimensions of 
coping with college through analysis of a more robust sample of college stu-
dents. More generally, the study reaffirms the importance of college schol-
arship programs in providing researchers a lens through which to study and 
learn from unique populations of students. Ultimately, the findings we have 
presented here may be useful for enhancing the design and delivery of in-
stitutional measures that illuminate the different coping strategies students 
employ on any given campus in order to enhance the institution’s ability to 
reach students most in need of additional support.



Teachers College Record, 118, 010305 (2016)

26

REFERENCES

Ackermann, M. E., & Morrow, J. A. (2007). A principal components analysis and validation 
of the Coping with the College Environment Scale (CWCES). Journal of College Student 
Retention, 9, 133–148. 

Astin, A. W. (1993). What matters in college? Four critical years revisited. San Francisco, CA: Jossey 
Bass.

Baker, R. W., & Siryk, B. (1984). Measuring adjustment to college. Journal of Counseling 
Psychology, 31, 179–189.

Bandura, A. (1993). Self-efficacy: Towards a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological 
Review, 84, 191–215. 

Banyard, V. L., & Cantor, E. N. (2004). Adjustment to college among trauma survivors: An 
exploratory study of resilience. Journal of College Student Development, 45, 207–221.

Bastedo, M. N., & Jaquette, O. (2011). Running in place: Low-income students and the 
dynamics of higher education stratification. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 
33, 318–339.

Berger, J.B. (1997). Students’ sense of community in residence halls, social integration, and 
first-year persistence. Journal of College Student Development, 38, 441–452.

Bewicka, B., Koutsopoulou, K., Miles, J., Slaad, E. & Barkhame, M. (2010). Changes in 
undergraduate students’ psychological well-being as they progress through university. 
Studies in Higher Education, 35, 633–645.

Bozick, R., & Lauff, E. (2007). Education longitudinal study of 2002 (ELS:2002): A first look at the 
initial postsecondary experiences of the sophomore class of 2002 (NCES 2008–308). Washington, 
DC: National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. 
Department of Education.

Brown, S. E., Takahashi, K., & Roberts, K. D. (2010). Mentoring individuals with disabilities 
in postsecondary education: A review of the literature. Journal of Postsecondary Education 
and Disability, 23, 98–111.

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum.

Cooperative Institutional Research Program’s (CIRP) (2011). Your first college year survey. 
Retrieved from http://www.heri.ucla.edu/researchers/instruments/YFCY/2011YFCY.
pdf 

Crockett, L. J., Iturbide, M. I., Torres Stone, R. A., McGinley, M., Raffaelli, M., & Carlo, 
G. (2007). Acculturative stress, social support, and coping: Relations to psychological 
adjustment among Mexican American college students. Diversity and Ethnic Minority 
Psychology, 13, 347–355.

DeBerard, M. S., Glen, I. S., & Deana, C. J. (2004). Predictors of academic achievement 
and retention among college freshmen: A longitudinal study. College Student Journal, 38, 
66–80.

Domina, T. (2009). What works in college outreach: Assessing targeted and schoolwide 
interventions for disadvantaged students, Education Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 31, 
127–152. 

Duckworth, A. L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M. D., & Kelly, D. R. (2007). Grit: Perseverance 
and passion for long-term goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 1087–1101. 

Duncan, R. D. (2000). Childhood maltreatment and college drop-out rates. Journal of 
Interpersonal Violence, 15, 987–995.

Engberg, M. (2012). Pervasive inequality in the stratification of four-year college destinations. 
Equity & Excellence in Education, 45, 575–595.



TCR, 118,  010305 Factors Associated With College Coping

27

Engberg, M. E., & Allen, D.J. (2011). Uncontrolled destinies: Improving opportunity for 
low-income students in American Higher Education. Research in Higher Education, 52, 
786–807.

Engberg, M. E., & Wolniak, G. C. (2010). Examining the effects of high school contexts on 
postsecondary enrollment. Research in Higher Education, 51, 132–153.

Engle, J., Bermeo, A., & O’Brien, C. (2006). Straight from the Source. What Works for First-
Generation College Students. Washington, DC: The Pell Institute for the Study of 
Opportunity in Higher Education.

Frieden, L. (2005). NCD and the American with Disabilities Act: 15 years of progress. National 
Council on Disability: Washington, DC. Retrieved from http://www.ncd.gov/
publications/2005/06262005. 

Gifford, D. D., Briceño-Perriott, J., & Mianzo, F. (2006). Locus of control: Academic 
Achievement and retention in a sample of university first-year students. Journal of College 
Admission, 191, 18–25.

Grodsky, E., & Jackson, E. (2009). Social stratification in higher education. Teachers College 
Record, 111, 2347–2384.

Gore, P. A., Jr. (2006). Academic self-efficacy as a predictor of college outcomes: Two 
incremental validity studies. Journal of Career Assessment, 14, 92–115.

Hemphill, J. F. (2003). Interpreting the magnitudes of correlation coefficients. American 
Psychologist, 58, 78–80. 

Herzog, S., & Bowman, N. A. (Eds.), (2011). Validity and limitations of college student self-
report data. New Directions for Institutional Research (Number 150). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

Hoffman, M., Richmond, J., Morrow, J., & Salomone, K. (2002). Investigating “sense of 
belonging” in first-year college students. Journal of College Student Retention, 4, 227–256.

Holling, C. S. (2001). Understanding the complexity of economic, ecological and social 
systems. Ecosystems, 4, 390–405.

Horn, L. J. (1997). Confronting the odds: Students at risk and the pipeline to higher education. NCES 
Report No. 98-094. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics. 

Horn, L. J., Chen, X., & Adelman, C. (1998). Toward resiliency: At-risk students who make it 
to college. Office of Educational Research and Improvement, Washington, DC: U.S. 
Department of Education.

Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP). (2011). The role of mentoring in college access 
and success. Retrieved from http://www.ihep.org/publications/publications-detail.
cfm?id=144

Katz, M. (1997). On playing a poor hand well: Insights from the lives of those who have overcome 
childhood risks and adversities. New York: W. W. Norton & Company.

Kaufman, P., & Bradbury, D. (1992). Characteristics of at-risk students in NELS:88. NCES 
Report No. 92-042. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center 
for Education Statistics.

Kitsantas, A., Winsler, A., & Huie, F. (2008). Self-regulation and ability predictors of academic 
success during college: A predictive validity study. Journal of Advanced Academics, 20, 42–68.

Kreft, I. G. (1996). Are multilevel techniques necessary? An overview including simulation studies. 
Unpublished manuscript. Los Angeles: California State University.

Lee, R. M., Keough, K. A., & Sexton, J. D. (2002). Social connectedness, social appraisal and 
perceiving stress in college women and men. Journal of Counseling and Development, 80, 
355–361.

Luthar, S. S., Cicchetti, D., & Becker, B. (2000). The construct of resilience: A critical 
evaluation and guidelines for future. Child Development, 71, 543–562.



Teachers College Record, 118, 010305 (2016)

28

Matud, M. P. (2004). Gender differences in gender and coping styles. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 37, 185–194.

McDonough, P. M. (1997). Choosing colleges: How social class and schools structure opportunity. 
Albany: State University of New York Press.

Mechur Karp, M. (2011). Toward a new understanding of non-academic student support: Four 
mechanisms encouraging positive student outcomes in the community college (CCRC Working 
Paper No. 28, Assessment of Evidence Series). Retrieved from http://ccrc.tc.columbia.
edu/media/k2/attachments/new-understanding-non-academic-support.pdf

Min, Z., & Sherraden, M.(2011). Assets and liabilities, race/ethnicity, and children’s college 
education. Children & Youth Services Review, 33, 2168–2175. 

Nisbett, R. E., & Wilson, T. D. (1977). Telling more than we know: Verbal reports on mental 
processes. Psychological Review, 84, 231–259. 

Pajares, F. (1996). Self-efficacy beliefs in academic settings. Review of Educational Research, 66, 
543–578.

Palmer, A., & Rodger, S. (2009). Mindfulness, stress, and coping among university students. 
Canadian Journal of Counselling, 43, 198–212.

Pascarella, E. T. (1985). College environmental influences on learning and cognitive 
development: A critical review and synthesis. In J. C. Smart (Ed.), Higher education: 
Handbook of theory and research (Vol. I, pp. 1–64). New York: Agathon.

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (2005). How college affects students: A third decade of research 
(Vol. 2). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Paulsen, M. B., & St. John, E. P. (2002). Social class and college costs: Examining the financial 
nexus between college choice and persistence. Journal of Higher Education, 73, 189–236.

Pedhazur, E. J. (1982). Multiple regression in behavioral research: Explanation and prediction. New 
York, NY: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Perna, L. W. (2006). Studying college access and choice: A proposed conceptual model. In 
J. C. Smart (Ed.) Higher education: Handbook of theory and research, Vol. XXI (pp. 99–157). 
The Netherlands: Springer.

Perna, L. W., & Titus, M. A. (2005). The relationship between parental involvement as social 
capital and college enrollment: An examination of racial/ethnic group differences. 
Journal of Higher Education, 76, 486–518.

Porter, S. R. (2011). Do college student surveys have any validity? Review of Higher Education, 
35, 45–76. 

Pritchard, M. E., & Wilson, G. S. (2003). Using emotional and social factors to predict 
student success. Journal of College Student Development, 44, 18–28. 

Rana, M., Qin, D. B., Bates, L., Luster, T., & Saltarelli, A. (2011). Factors related to 
educational resilience among Sudanese Unaccompanied Minors. Teachers College Record, 
113, 2080–2114.

Ross, T., Kena, G., Rathbun, A., KewalRamani, A., Zhang, J., Kristapovich, P., & Manning, 
E. (2012). Higher education: Gaps in access and persistence study (NCES 2012-046). U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Washington, DC: 
Government Printing Office.

Savitz-Romer, M., Jager-Hyman, J., & Coles, A. (2009). Removing roadblocks to rigor: Linking 
academic and social supports to ensure college readiness and success. Washington, DC: Institute 
for Higher Education Policy.

Sax, L. J. (1997). Health trends among college freshmen. Journal of American College Health, 
45, 252–264.

Scott-Clayton, J. (2011). The shapeless river: Does a lack of structure inhibit students’ progress at 
community colleges? (CCRC Working Paper No. 25, Assessment of Evidence Series).  
Retrieved from http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attachments/shapeless-river.pdf



TCR, 118,  010305 Factors Associated With College Coping

29

Sedlacek, W. E. (2004). Beyond the big test: Noncognitive assessment in higher education. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Sheu, H., & Sedlacek, W. E. (2004). An exploratory study of help-seeking attitudes and 
coping strategies among college students by race and gender. Measurement and Evaluation 
in Counseling and Development, 37, 130–143.

Stage, F. K. (1989). Motivation, academic and social integration, and the early dropout. 
American Educational Research Journal, 26, 385–402. 

Struthers, C. W., Perry, R. P, & Menec, V. H. (2000). An examination of the relationship 
among academic stress, coping, motivation, and performance in college. Research in 
Higher Education, 41, 581–592.

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition (2nd ed.). 
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Torres, J. B., & Solberg, S. (2001). Role of self-efficacy, stress, social integration, and family 
support in Latino college student persistence and health. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
59, 53–63.

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development, 
Policy and Program Studies Service. (2010). National evaluation of student support services: 
Examination of student outcomes after six years. Washington, DC: Author.

Wabash National Study of Liberal Arts Education (WNSLAE). (2012). Motivation. Retrieved 
from http://www.liberalarts.wabash.edu/study-instruments/#motivation 

Wang. M., & Gordon, E. (Eds.), (1994). Educational resilience in inner-city America: Challenges 
and prospects. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Wolniak, G. C., Rude, J. D., Gebhardt, Z., & Hoffer, T. B. (2011). Understanding educational 
resilience: Evidence from phase one of the success study of the Horatio Alger Association Scholarship 
Program. Chicago, IL: NORC at the University of Chicago.

Wright, S. L., Jenkins-Guarnieri, M. A., & Murdock, J. L. (2013). Career development among 
first-year college students: College self-efficacy, student persistence, and academic 
success. Journal of Career Development, 40, 292–310. 

Wyner, J. S., Bridgeland, J. M., & DiIulio, J. J. (2007). Achievement trap: How America is failing 
millions of high-achieving students from lower-income families. Landsdowne, VA: Jack Kent 
Cooke Foundation.

Zajacova, A., Lynch, S. M., & Espenshade, T. J. (2005). Self-efficacy, stress, and academic 
success in college. Research in Higher Education, 46, 677–706.

Zolli, A., & Healy, A. M. (2012). Resilience: Why things bounce back. New York: Free Press.



Teachers College Record, 118, 010305 (2016)

30

 
2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

7.
8.

9.
10

.
11

.
12

.
13

.
14

.
15

.
16

.
17

.
18

.
19

.
20

.
21

.
22

.

1.
 C

op
in

g:
 P

la
n

n
in

g 
&

 
Se

lf
-m

an
ag

em
en

t
31

25
11

-0
1

-0
6

08
02

-0
1

01
-0

4
36

31
03

06
-0

0
-0

0
02

03
02

11
09

2.
 C

op
in

g:
 I

n
st

it
ut

io
n

al
 

re
so

ur
ce

s
29

02
02

-0
9

11
-0

0
-0

0
01

-0
4

29
12

14
19

01
00

-0
2

02
19

31
35

3.
 C

op
in

g:
 F

am
ily

 &
 

Fr
ie

n
ds

28
-1

1
08

01
-0

2
-0

1
-0

1
-0

3
10

14
08

07
-0

3
02

-0
0

07
12

09
09

4.
 F

em
al

e
-0

7
05

-0
0

-0
4

04
06

07
09

-0
2

-0
5

00
-1

2
06

00
09

-0
3

-0
5

-0
1

5.
 A

si
an

-3
7

-1
5

-1
1

-1
1

-0
5

-1
2

-0
1

11
-0

1
-0

2
-0

0
-0

1
06

-0
6

01
02

-0
1

6.
 W

h
it

e
-4

7
-3

6
-3

6
-0

9
02

-1
5

-0
1

-1
3

-0
7

00
02

-0
3

03
-0

6
-1

8
-2

3

7.
 B

la
ck

-1
4

-1
4

01
01

11
08

08
07

-0
3

-0
4

-0
2

09
11

20
24

8.
 H

is
pa

n
ic

-1
1

13
-0

0
08

04
10

00
01

01
-0

0
-1

0
-0

3
02

05

9.
 O

th
er

/m
ul

ti
ra

ci
al

06
08

05
-0

2
04

04
03

00
02

01
-0

1
01

05

10
. F

ir
st

-g
en

er
at

io
n

13
10

-0
4

05
02

01
-0

7
-0

3
01

01
02

07

11
. A

dv
er

si
ty

-0
1

-1
1

13
06

25
02

02
05

04
-0

3
-0

0

12
. A

ca
de

m
ic

 m
ot

iv
at

io
n

18
10

07
-0

3
-0

2
-0

3
-0

3
07

18
22

13
. S

el
f-e

ffi
ca

cy
06

10
-0

1
02

01
-0

1
-0

6
-0

2
03

14
. H

S 
m

en
to

r
40

06
01

01
00

05
12

13

15
. C

ol
le

ge
 m

en
to

r
07

07
05

04
02

09
09

16
. H

A
A

 n
at

io
n

al
 

sc
h

ol
ar

sh
ip

02
16

-0
9

01
-0

0
-0

5

A
PP

EN
D

IX

Ze
ro

-O
rd

er
 C

or
re

la
ti

on
s 

A
m

on
g 

Va
ri

ab
le

s 
(N

 =
 1

49
6)



TCR, 118,  010305 Factors Associated With College Coping

31

 
2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

7.
8.

9.
10

.
11

.
12

.
13

.
14

.
15

.
16

.
17

.
18

.
19

.
20

.
21

.
22

.

17
. O

th
er

 a
w

ar
d

17
-1

6
-0

3
-0

2
-0

8

18
. G

ra
n

ts
 &

 s
ch

ol
ar

sh
ip

s
-0

8
-0

2
-0

2
-1

1

19
. L

oa
n

s
06

07
06

20
. H

ea
lt

h
 s

er
vi

ce
s

55
44

21
. C

ar
ee

r 
&

 e
n

ro
llm

en
t 

se
rv

ic
es

55

22
. A

ca
de

m
ic

 s
er

vi
ce

s

SO
U

R
C

E
: 2

01
2 

H
A

A
 U

n
de

rg
ra

du
at

e 
Su

rv
ey

N
ot

e:
 U

n
de

rl
in

ed
 v

al
ue

s 
ar

e 
st

at
is

ti
ca

lly
 s

ig
n

ifi
ca

n
t 

(p
 <

 0
.0

5)
. A

ll 
de

ci
m

al
s 

w
er

e 
om

it
te

d 
an

d 
co

rr
el

at
io

n
s 

ro
un

de
d 

to
 t

h
e 

n
ea

re
st

 
h

un
dr

ed
th

. N
ot

 s
h

ow
n

 in
 th

e 
ta

bl
e 

ar
e 

di
ch

ot
om

ou
s 

m
ea

su
re

s 
of

 s
tu

de
n

ts
’ s

ch
ol

ar
sh

ip
 y

ea
r 

(1
99

8 
to

 2
01

1)
.



Teachers College Record, 118, 010305 (2016)

32

GREGORY WOLNIAK, PhD, is Director of the Center for Research on 
Higher Education Outcomes and a clinical associate professor of Higher 
Education at New York University. Dr. Wolniak’s scholarship and writing 
aim to advance our understanding of education in society and the role of 
the higher education system in influencing student access, opportunity, 
and development. A common theme in his scholarship is the examination 
of points of transition, including pathways into college, as well as socio-
economic and labor market outcomes that result from the college expe-
rience. Wolniak’s recent publications have appeared in the High School 
Journal (An Examination of the Moderating Effects of the High School 
Socioeconomic Context on College Enrollment, 2014, Vol. 97), Review of 
Higher Education (College Student Engagement and Early Career Earnings: 
Differences by Gender, Race/Ethnicity, and Academic Preparation, 2013, 
Vol. 36), and Teachers College Record (College Student Pathways to the STEM 
Disciplines, 2013, Vol. 115).

PANAGIOTIS (PANOS) REKOUTIS, PhD, has been working for two de-
cades with children, adolescents, and young adults with various forms of 
developmental delays and learning difficulties in the United States and 
abroad. His scholarly work includes numerous lectures, presentations, 
and professional workshops, as well as teaching courses at New York 
University, Long Island University, and A. T. Still University. Dr. Rekoutis 
is the co-founder of ReDiscoverKids, a private practice that focuses on the 
successful reframing of lifestyles and empowering disadvantaged individu-
als through clinical assessment, intervention, and consultation regardless 
of age or adversity. His research interest focuses on modalities of recov-
ery and rebuilding contexts that can accommodate personal needs and 
goals for individuals with a variety of adversities. One of his recent publica-
tions includes: Rekoutis, P. A. (2013). Parents of Children with Autism: LAP 
Lambert Academic Publishing, AG & Co. KG, ISBN 13: 9783659144165.


