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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to determine whether resiliency and institutional commitment have an effect on college students’ persistence by ethnicity and gender. The theoretical framework used to identify them was Tinto’s theory of student persistence (p. iii). College persistence was measured by resiliency and institutional commitment.
Seventeen males and 35 females, Black and Hispanic, were selected from the overall population of 52 students who were part of a TRIO Support Services program at a regional four year college in Long Island. The students completed a Family History Knowledge and Persistence Survey.  
To further examine the data, frequency analysis was conducted for each item that made up the variables. There were 10 items for the resiliency variable and 9 for institutional commitment. The results showed no significant difference for gender and ethnicity for institutional commitment and resiliency variables. 
In the case of gender, institutional commitment showed greater differences for females (66.7%) who agree than males (47%) in sense of belonging. In the same way, females (60%) reported they would appeal to a committee if they had a problem at the college in comparison to males (47%). In the case of resiliency, males had a tendency to select the unsure category. For example, in the item “I want to graduate from the college I am currently attending” 23.5% of males selected unsure whereas females did not select unsure.  
In the case of ethnicity, the institutional commitment responses showed that a slightly higher percentage of Black students (93.4%) agreed that they would leave the college if it did not offer their major than Hispanic students (77.7%). The data also suggests that Black students had a higher percentage of agreement (86.6%) than Hispanic students (66.6%) did when asked if their “college would give me the education I want.” resiliency shows that Blacks (13.3%) would not try harder if a task is very difficult whereas a smaller percentage of Hispanics (3.7%) reported they would not try harder.   In contrast, a higher percentage of Hispanic students (25.9%) were unsure or agreed (62.9%) they have learned to overcome obstacles from relatives whereas 6.7% of Black students were unsure and 86.6% agreed. 

Although not specifically one of the factors studied the findings of the item analysis for institutional commitment and resiliency may reflect the important role that academic advisement and major selection play in retention and persistence. The data highlights an opportunity for colleges to enhance their advisement and career counseling process to retain students who believe they may need to transfer because their college does not offer their desired major. 

Introduction
The purpose of this study was to determine whether resiliency and institutional commitment have an effect on college students’ persistence by ethnicity and gender. As the college population in the United States continues to diversify and economic times reinforce the need to retain students, factors that affect persistence and retention continue to be of paramount importance to enrollment management of colleges. The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) reports that 30.9% minority students were enrolled in degree-granting institutions in 2005 (p. 1). Of that population, 12.7% were categorized as Black and 10.8% were Hispanic. In a 10 year period, 1995 to 2005, degree-seeking institutions experienced a 27% increase in female attendance as compared to 18% for males. Degree seeking institutions grant associates or higher degrees and participate in Title IV federal financial aid programs.

Using a six year graduation formula the 1998 freshmen cohort’s average graduation rates for women in 2004 was 60% compared to 54% for men. Overall Whites graduated at a higher percentage than Black or Hispanic students. Black students from the same cohort experienced an 18% lower graduation rate than White students while Hispanics recorded a 12% lower rate than Whites (http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2007/2007161.pdf).
Given the diversity of the current college population, the topic of retention and persistence has become essential to the management of colleges. As the college population has diversified Tinto (1987, 1993) has called upon researchers and administrators to continue to expand their knowledge to include factors that affect such diverse populations. 

This study examined the differences in gender and ethnicity on persistence using the concepts of institutional commitment and resiliency identified by Tinto. The students who participated were part of the TRIO Support Services program at a Long Island College.
Definition of Terms

Persistence is progressively moving towards completing their college education. The definition includes students who remain enrolled and stop-outs (Hoyt & Winn, 2004; Miller, 2006; Tinto, 1987, 1993).

Institutional commitment is actively being engaged in conduct required to remain at the college currently enrolled. Actions may include understanding and following processes and regulations that assist students in remaining enrolled (Miller, 2006; Tinto, 1987, 1993). 
A particular aspect of institutional commitment deemed important in the analysis of this study was “the individual’s perception of the degree to which those experiences meet his/her needs and interests” (Tinto, 1987. 1993, p. 45).

Resiliency is the ability to recover from challenges by removing barriers to achieving identified tasks and goals. Examples of barriers may be the inability to meet rising costs of tuition, low academic self-concept and social esteem, and lack of awareness as to how to navigate the college system (Miller, 2006; Morales, 2008; Tinto, 1987, 1993).  

TRIO Support Services Program is a federally funded U.S. Department of Education grant program to assist first-generation low-income students who are U.S. citizens in their pursuit of an academic degree (Miller, 2006; http://www.dowling.edu/sss/index.shtm). 
Literature Review

Institutional commitment has been identified by researchers as an important component of college persistence (Tinto, 1987, 1993; Strauss & Volkwein 2004). Strauss et al. (2006) stress that in the era of accountability institutional commitment can be used as a measure of colleges’ success in educating and graduating their students. Students’ initial and subsequent commitment to their college can impact not only their persistence but also the degree to which a student gets involved with peers, faculty and extracurricular activities. Involvement in college from both the academic and social perspective can enhance their educational experience and strengthen students’ commitment to the institution (Seidman, 2005).  
There are 13 key propositions framed in Tinto’s interactionalist theory which exhibit the complexity of retention and persistence. The term initial commitment includes “commitment to attending a specific institution which in turn is defined as institutional commitment” (Seidman, 2006, p. 110). Seidman (2006) interchanges the idea of “loyalty” with institutional commitment (p. 220). Tinto identifies several factors that may impact students’ commitment to their initial college of choice: family members being graduates, the influence of family and friends, and the fact that graduating from that particular college will increase their ability to gain a career in the field they desire (Tinto, 1987, 1993). 

Resiliency is an aspect of persistence which has received increased attention in research especially for students who may be at-risk to be academically successful (Harnish, 2005; Horn & Chen, & Adelman, 1998; McMillan & Reed, 1994; Morales, 2008).  In response to the growing diversity of students and critiques of Tinto’s theory (Guiffrida, 2006), Morales (2008) proposes that additional research needs to be conducted in this area as there is not a comprehensive theory which addresses “the challenge of increasing academic achievement rates for students of color.” 
( p. 1). Morales research study used The Resilience Cycle as the foundation. The Resilience Cycle is composed of 5 spokes (p. 2):

Spoke 1: The student realistically recognizes her or his major risk factors.

Spoke 2: The student manifests and/or seeks out protective factors that have the potential 
to offset or mitigate negative effects of risk factors.

Spoke 3: The student manages her or his protective factors in concert to propel toward high academic achievement.

Spoke 4: The student recognizes the effectiveness of the protective factors and continues to refine and implement them.

Spoke 5: The constant and continuous refinement and implementation factors, along with the evolving vision of the student’s desired destination, sustain the student’s progress.  

Morales’ qualitative research was conducted over an eight year period beginning in 1997 with 50 students, 21 women and 19 men. Each participant had completed enough credits to be considered a first semester sophomore and had attained at least a B average or higher. None of the students’ parents had attended college and all students self-identified themselves as minority students. All met the criteria for being successful and resilient students.  The results of the student identified several key factors: “persistence in the face of setbacks” (p. 5); internal locus of control (p. 6); and continuous forward progression in the pursuit of college success even in the event of new obstacles. McMillan and Reed (1994) noted that “despite incredible hardships and the presence of at-risk factors, some students have developed characteristics and coping skills that enable them to succeed” (p.1). An additional important factor reported was the ability to ask for help when needed.
In this study persistence is measured by institutional commitment and resiliency.
Research Questions

1)  Does institutional commitment and resiliency differ between female and males? 
 Table 1. Independent Samples Test

Male (N=16), Female (N=33)

	
	MM
	MF
	SD-M
	SD-F
	t
	df
	p

	Commitment     
	33.06


	33.03
	5.20
	5.58
	.019
	47
	.985

	Resiliency
	41.94
	44
	5.27
	3.24
	-1.723
	49
	0.091


Table 1 shows…….no significant differenences between female and male in commintment and resiliciency


Table 2 shows the institutional commintment frequency of responses by item. In comparing male and females, the data suggests that a higher percentage of females (80%) than males (64.7%) “would not stay at their college if it did not offer the specific major they wanted”. Also, a higher percentage of females (66.7%) than males (47%) “felt a sense of belonging.”
 


 Table 2. Institutional Commitment Item Analysis by Gender
[image: image1.emf]Item Male Female

D U A D U A

12 My education at __ will help secure future emplyment. 5.9 23.5 70.6 2.9 20 77.1

44 My college can give me the education I want. 5.9 0 70.6 2.9 0 77.1

9 I am confident I have made the right decision in choosing 82.4 5.8 0 71.4

to attend _________.

40 If I needed to stop attending school, I would eventually 17.7 0 76.5 5.8 0 74.3

return to my college.

37 I feel I belong at ________. 0 0 47 5.7 0 66.7

14 I would appeal to a committee if I had a problem at my 11.8 0 47 8.6 0 60

college.

50 My close friends rate ______ as a quality institution. 5.9 0 67.1 11.4 0 51.4

20 It is very important for me to graduate from _________ 11.8 0 47 28.6 0 51.4

as opposed from some other school. 

29 I will stay at my college even if it does not offer 64.7 0 11.8 80 0 8.6

the exact major I want. 


D= Disagree or Strongly Disagree
U= Unsure

A= Agree or Strongly Agree

Table 3. shows Resilicency frequeny analysis by item and by gender…..In examining the resiliency items, the male unsure average tended to be higher than females. For example, 23% of males responded they were unsure to the following questions:  “I want to graduate from the college I am currently attending,” that “I like to try new things,” and “I ask for help when I need it.” In contrast, only 2.9% of females were unsure when asked if they like to try new things and ask for help. To a lesser degree, male students were unsure about being “proud of my ability to juggle home, work, and school schedules “(11.8%) and that they “would find a way to pay expenses in order to stay in my college” (17.6%). Only 2.9% of females were unsure if they “would find a way to pay expenses in order to stay in my college.” Both males (23.5%) and females (17.1%) were unsure about having “learned to overcome obstacles from my relative’s stories.”  Just as a side note. The SPSS data file was reviewed to investigate whether one person’s responses were responsible for the identical percentages for disagree and unsure responses to questions 3, 16, 11, 32, and 28. It was confirmed that the responses were from different surveys
Table 3.Resiliency Item analysis by Gender
[image: image2.emf]Item Male Female

D U A D U A

47 I am determined to reach my goals 0 0 100 0 0 97.1

5 I can usually overcome obstacles 0 5.9 94.1 2.9 2.9 94.3

41 I am proud of my ability to juggle home, work, and school 11.8 11.8 76.4 0 0 100

schedules.

34 I would find a way to pay expenses in order to stay in my 0 17.6 82.4 0 2.9 97.2

college.

1 I try harder if a task is very difficult. 5.9 0 94.1 5.7 2.9 91.5

3 I want to graduate from the college I am currently attending. 0 23.5 76.4 2.9 0 97.2

16 I am the one in control of my life. 5.9 5.9 88.2 8.6 0 88.6

11 I like to try new things. 0 23.5 76.5 5.8 2.9 91.4

32 I ask for help when I need it. 17.6 23.5 58.8 2.9 2.9 94.3

28 I have learned to overcome obstacles from my relative's 5.9 23.5 70.5 14.3 17.1 68.6

stories.


D= Disagree or Strongly Disagree

U= Unsure

A= Agree or Strongly Agree

. 
Research Question Two

2) Does institutional commitment and resiliency differ between Black and Hispanic students?
Table 4. Independent Samples Test
Black (N=14), Hispanic (N=25)

	
	MB
	MH
	SD-B
	SD-H
	t
	df
	p

	Commitment     
	32.21


	33.48
	4.93
	6.12
	-.661
	37
	.513

	Resiliency
	44.13
	43.34
	4.62
	4.08
	.566
	439
	.575


Table 4 shows the independent sample t-test  differences between black and Hispanics in commintenn and resicles… it shows no differences between them.


Table 5 shows results of…….explain The results for institutional commitment showed that a high percentage of Black and Hispanic students would not stay at their college if it did not offer the exact major they wanted.  The percentage of Black students (93.4%) who agreed that they would leave if the college did not offer their major was slightly higher than Hispanic students (77.7%). The data also suggests that Black students had a higher percentage of agreement (86.6%) than Hispanic students (66.6%) did when asked if their “college would give me the education I want.” Interestingly, when asked “if I need to stop attending school, I would eventually return to my college,” Hispanic students had a higher percentage of agreement (81.5%) than Black students (66.6%).  Both Black students and Hispanic students responded similarly (60% and 59.2% respectively) when questioned if they felt a sense of belonging at the college. 
Table 5 Institutional commitment Item analysis by Ethnicity

[image: image3.emf]Item Black Hispanic

D U A D U A

12 My education at __ will help secure future employment. 0 20 80 3.7 25.9 70.4

44 My college can give me the education I want. 0 86.6 3.7 66.6

9 I am confident I have made the right decision in choosing 6.7 0 53.4 3.7 0 77.7

to attend _________.

40 If I needed to stop attending school, I would eventually 20 0 66.6 7.4 0 81.5

return to my college.

37 I feel I belong at ________. 0 0 60 7.4 0 59.2

14 I would appeal to a committee if I had a problem at my 0 0 60 14.8 0 55.5

college.

50 My close friends rate ______ as a quality institution. 6.7 0 40 14.8 0 59.2

20 It is very important for me to graduate from _________ 40 0 40 14.8 0 62.9

as opposed from some other school. 

29 I will stay at my college even if it does not offer 93.4 0 6.7 77.7 0 11.1

the exact major I want. 



Table 6 shows…….In contrast to the gender findings, a low percentage of Black students disagreed (6.7%) and were unsure (6.7%) that they “want to graduate from the college I am currently attending; I am the one in control of my life; I like to try new things; I ask for help when I need it; and I have learned to overcome obstacles from my relative’s stories.” Hispanic students disagreed (11.1%) when asked if they like to try new things and ask for help. In contrast, a higher percentage of Hispanic students (25.9%) were unsure or agreed (62.9%) they have learned to overcome obstacles from relatives whereas 6.7% of Black students were unsure and 86.6% agreed. 
Table 6. Resiliency Item Analysis By Ethnicity [image: image4.emf]Item Black Hispanic

D U A D U A

47 I am determined to reach my goals 0 0 100 0 0 96.3

5 I can usually overcome obstacles 0 6.7 93.3 3.7 3.7 92.5

41 I am proud of my ability to juggle home, work, and school 0 6.7 93.4 3.7 0 96.3

schedules.

34 I would find a way to pay expenses in order to stay in my 0 6.7 93.4 0 7.4 92.5

college.

1 I try harder if a task is very difficult. 13.3 0 86.7 3.7 0 96.3

3 I want to graduate from the college I am currently attending. 6.7 6.7 86.7 7.4 92.6

16 I am the one in control of my life. 6.7 6.7 86.6 11.1 0 85.2

11 I like to try new things. 6.7 6.7 86.7 3.7 7.4 88.8

32 I ask for help when I need it. 6.7 6.7 86.7 11.1 3.7 85.1

28 I have learned to overcome obstacles from my relative's 6.7 6.7 86.6 11.1 25.9 62.9

stories.


Discussion

Our findings suggest that although the group statistics did not show significant differences between ethnicity and gender; however, the item analysis revealed significant differences in some of the items within the variables. 
The results suggest that Black students are more certain that they would leave their current college if it did not offer the major they wanted. At the same time, a significant percentage of both Black and Hispanic students noted that they did not feel a sense of belonging at their college. A question for further research may be if students’ sense of belonging was higher would they leave the college to pursue a different major or would they consider changing their major. As many employers are looking for transferable skills, success within any major may be as important as the major itself. Researchers have identified a sense of belonging as an important aspect of persistence; therefore, further research into this area is suggested (Tinto, 1987, 1993; Strauss, 2004; Seidman 2005).   
In particular, regarding levels of resiliency, the percentage of males who responded that they were unsure may suggest that in the face of additional obstacles such as asking for help and being proud of their ability males may not be as resilient as females. Furthermore, Hispanic and Black students responded that they were unsure more than females on resiliency factors. These results appear to agree with the findings of Morales’ (2008) research and McMillan et al.’s (1994) literature review.

The findings of the item analysis for institutional commitment and resiliency may reflect the important roles academic advisement, major selection, and career counseling play in the retention and persistence process. The data highlights a possible opportunity for colleges to enhance their advisement and career counseling to retain students who believe they may need to transfer or stop-out because their college does not offer their desired major. 
Due to traditional age students’ inexperience in the world of work, it might be advantageous for career development and academic advisement to partner in helping students understand that a variety of majors can lead to the same career path. Other than specific credentialed fields such as accounting and nursing, many employers seek candidates from a wide range of majors. Along with additional programming, academic advisors may want to use transitional advising (Kincanon, 2009) in order to advise student into their second or third major choices. 

In today’s world of transferable skills, students may chose to remain at a college where they are doing well academically and socially rather than transfer for a specific degree. Given the percentage of unsure responses for males, Black and Hispanic students on resiliency and the reported response to institutional commitment, a consolidation of student success programs to educate students about options and support their development might be a way to retain successful students.
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