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Problem 

One of the most significant issues for higher education in the early 21st century is 

student success. Research studies indicate that a large number of freshman community 

college students are unsuccessful in their academic endeavor. However, there is 

insufficient research conducted to determine the holistic causes of this problem. Current 

research focuses on two types of traditional predictors: cognitive (ability, academic 

factors) and non-cognitive (affective, non-academic factors). It seems, however, that 

traditional cognitive and non-cognitive predictors alone are inadequate measures for 

determining students’ full potential because they cannot account for the psychological 

processes that contribute to and influence a student’s behavioral engagement. Although 



 

 

several research endeavors established connections between psychological predictors and 

students’ academic performance, there are a limited number of research studies analyzing 

the impact of individual well-being on student academic success. To address this gap in 

the research, this study seeks to examine the interrelationship among the six dimensions 

of Psychological Well-Being (PWB), the student cognitive attributes (high school grade 

point average [GPA] and American College Test [ACT] scores) and the community 

college student first-year, first-semester (FYFS) college GPA. The purpose of this study 

was to examine the interplay between the cognitive and multi-dimensional psychological 

variables, and the extent to which they may influence one another regarding their impact 

on freshman student GPA. The study specifically analyzes the interrelationship between 

the six dimensions of PWB and students’ scores on prior cognitive indicators (high 

school GPA and ACT scores) to create a prediction model that illustrates how these 

variables contribute to academic success measured by Southwestern Michigan College 

(SMC) students’ FYFS GPA. 

Method 

A non-experimental, predictive, correlational design was used in this quantitative 

study. The participants in this study were FYFS students (n = 174) enrolled at SMC in 

the fall of 2015. A 42-item version of Ryff’s PWB scale was administered to all 

participants. This questionnaire is designed to measure PWB among six dimensions: 

Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive Relations With Others, 

Purpose in Life, and Self-Acceptance. Students’ prior academic achievement records 

(high school GPA and ACT scores) and the FYFS student GPAs were obtained from 

SMC’s Banner Data Standards System. Student demographic variables (Age, Gender, 



 

 

Ethnicity, Major, and Parents’ Educational Level) were obtained from a student self-

reported demographic questionnaire. 

Results 

Seven linear regression models were built to answer the research questions. 

Models 2, 6, and 7 arrived at the same results as the best-fit models. Models 2, 6, and 7 

revealed that high school GPA had a statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA 

(F[1, 135] = 72.87, p < .001). For each point higher in the student’s high school GPA, his or 

her FYFS GPA increased by an average of 0.79, 95% CI (0.61, 0.97). The resulting 

adjusted R2 value was 0.35, indicating that approximately 35% of the variation found in 

FYFS GPA can be explained by students’ high school GPA. Model 2 arrived at its model 

fit without considering any of the psychological factors. However, Models 6 and 7 

arrived at their model fits after considering the psychological factors, and concluded that 

PWB factors do not contribute to explaining any unique variance in students’ FYFS GPA. 

Conclusion 

The findings of this research study revealed that high school GPA is the strongest 

predictor of students’ FYFS college GPA. The study revealed that approximately 35% of 

the variation found in the rural community college students’ FYFS GPA can be explained 

by the students’ high school GPA. I also concluded that even though I do not endorse 

Models 3 and 4, these models together suggest that there might be evidence to support a 

marginally significant relationship between Positive Relations With Others and FYFS 

GPA. Positive Relations With Others as a PWB variable emerged to be more important 

than the other PWB variables in its contribution to explaining 3.2% of the variation found 

in the FYFS GPA. Therefore, given the limitations of the study, dismissing the idea that 



 

 

students’ PWB dimensions contribute to their FYFS GPA would be premature. In light of 

current research, further research studies that would avoid the limitations of this study 

should validate this idea. Furthermore, in order to determine truly the effect of PWB 

dimensions on students’ FYFS GPA, a longitudinal research on a larger sample size in 

urban and rural college settings should be carried out. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of Chapter 1 is to provide information on the background and 

identification of the problem. This chapter will also address the purpose of the study, to 

create a prediction model to illustrate the extent to which the cognitive and multi-

dimensional psychological variables affect first-year, first-semester (FYFS) student grade 

point average (GPA) at Southwestern Michigan College (SMC). This chapter also 

includes research questions, research methodology, theoretical framework, significance 

of the study, definitions of terms, limitations, and delimitations; and will conclude with 

an overview of the research methodology. 

Background of the Problem 

One of the most significant issues for higher education in the early 21st century is 

student success. Community college students represent more than 40% of the 

undergraduate enrollment in the United States (American Association for Community 

Colleges, 2012). According to a survey by the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES, 2014a), 37% of first-time students entering two-year colleges do not return for 

the second year of studies. It has been estimated that freshmen college students’ academic 

failure costs over $1.2 billion in federal and state funds (Gaston, 2012). 

Early college leaving is associated with negative consequences for students and 

their families. A student leaving college without having completed his or her program of 
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study may also be exposed to various psycho-social problems. Dissatisfaction with 

college experience, disruption of life plans, and being jobless are some of the many such 

possible negative outcomes (Radford, Berkner, Wheeless, & Shepherd, 2010). 

From an institutional point of view, data on enrollment projections support 

program planning and budgeting. The prediction of enrollment provides the basis from 

which to predict both the number of new students and the number of returning students. 

By studying the variables that contribute to student success, higher educational 

institutions are better able to predict both enrollment and retention of students. 

From a student-centered point of view, this information is equally important to 

colleges interested in identifying and providing services for students at risk of dropping 

out. In order for a college to identify ways to provide intervention with students likely to 

drop out, the institution must be able to predict the types of students who are more likely 

to leave and to identify ways to intervene with students prone to dropping out. 

First-year, first-semester college GPA is one of the major contributing predictors 

of early drop-out from college (McGrath & Braunstein, 1997, p. 398). The GPA remains 

the single best indicator of college students’ academic performance (Bandura, 1997; 

Brown, Lent, & Larkin, 1989; Frisby, 2001; Hackett, Betz, Casas, & Rocha-Singh, 1992; 

Iventosch, Thomas, & Rohwer, 1987; Lauver et al., 2004; Multon, Brown, & Lent, 1991). 

The vast majority of community colleges are “open admission” higher education 

institutions, only requiring a high school diploma or General Educational Development 

(GED) for entry. Student motivation and desire to study are strong; however, most of 

these first-generation students come unprepared for the challenges of college (Freeman et 

al., 2007; Messick, 2013; Sedlacek, 2004; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984; Warburton, Bugarin, 
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& Nunez, 2001; Wolters, Shirey, & Pintrich, 1996). A study of student responsibility 

indicated that 74% of community college students are not prepared academically or 

psychologically for what is expected in their first year of studies (Howell, 2012, p. 126). 

Most community college students are low-income, first-generation college students 

without role models for educational success. These students are easily discouraged in 

their academic endeavors, often lack a sense of control over their futures, and have 

difficulty envisioning their long-term goals (Fike & Fike, 2008; Jerald, 2001; Maxwell, 

1997). 

Furthermore, the first year of college constitutes a time of substantial transition 

for incoming students (Fisher & Hood, 1987; Goodnough & Ripley, 1997; Kerr, Johnson, 

Gans, & Krumrine, 2004; Mattanah, Hancock, & Brand, 2004). Freshman students vary 

greatly in their ability to cope with and adjust to new challenges. Research points out that 

the students who adapt effectively to their new social and academic environment are 

much more likely to be successful at college (Thomas, Inentosch, & Rohwer, 1987, pp. 

351–352; Tinto, 1993, p. 107). 

In the early 21st century, students’ academic performance in higher educational 

institutions has preoccupied educational research (DeBerard, Julka, & Spielmans, 2004; 

Howell, 2012; Robbins et al., 2004). A great deal of attention has been paid to improving 

college students’ first-year experience (Brown et al., 1989; Hackett et al., 1992; Robbins 

et al., 2004; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). There is a relatively large body of 

research on the prediction of college GPA. The research focuses on two types of 

traditional predictors: cognitive (ability, academic factors) and non-cognitive (affective, 

non-academic factors). 
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For decades, researchers have relied on cognitive measures such as high school 

grades and admission test scores to predict college student success (Braxton, Hirschy, & 

McClendon, 2011; Braxton, Shaw Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997; Rendón, Jalomo, & Nora, 

2000; Ryff, Keyes, & Hughes, 2003). These traditional predictors of student success have 

long been solid predictors of student persistence and first-year college GPA. High school 

GPA and the American College Testing (ACT) scores have been consistently identified 

as predictors of success outcomes such as first-year college student GPA (ACT, 2008; 

Chen, 2012; Geiser & Santelicek, 2004; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonya, 2008; 

Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004; Millikin & Woodruff, 2010; Moores & Klas, 1989; 

Noble, 1991; Pascarella, Terenzini, Pierson, & Wolniak, 2004; Pryor, Eagan, Blake, 

Berdan, & Case, 2012; Reason, 2009; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006; Robbins et 

al., 2004; Sawyer, 2010; Walpole, 2003, 2007). 

This preference for the cognitive predictors has also been reflected in the 

admission process. The traditional and the most popular criteria that college 

administrators have used to seek out the best students for their institutions are 

standardized tests of verbal and mathematical skills, and prior record of academic 

achievement such as high school GPA (Mouw & Khanna, 2013). The research on 

admission practices validated the functionality of standardized tests and high school GPA 

in predicting students’ academic success in college (Feldhusen & Jarwan, 1995; Fleming 

& Garcia, 1998; Wright, Palmer, & Miller, 1996). 

Even though a portion of the variance in the students’ academic performance can 

be explained by standardized cognitive tests and high school GPA, research identifies 

that a significant amount of variance remains unexplained (Coyle & Pillow, 2008; 
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Kobrin, Patterson, Shaw, & Mattern, 2008; Roberts, Kuncel, Shiner, Caspi, & Goldberg, 

2007). Non-cognitive variables have been defined in various ways in the literature. Some 

researchers have seen them as extracurricular, non-academic activities relating to 

adjustment, motivation, and perception (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Cohen, Friendlander, 

Kelemen-Lohnas, & Emore, 2009), while others have used the term to describe 

academically-related skills, achievement motivation, and academic self-efficacy (Le, 

Casillas, Robbins, & Langley, 2005; Robbins et al., 2004, pp. 263–267). 

It seems, however, that traditional cognitive and non-cognitive measures alone are 

not sufficient enough to predict students’ full potential as those cannot account for the 

psychological processes that contribute to and influence a student’s behavioral 

engagement (Bean, 2005; Frisby, 2001; O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007; Poropat, 2009; 

Schreiner & Louis, 2011; Sedlacek, 2004). Research points out that psychological factors 

are crucial for students making the transition to college (Bean, 2005; Bowman, 2010; 

Cicognani et al., 2008; Duran, 1986; Frisby, 2001; Haynes, 2003; King & Cooley, 1995; 

Lauver et al., 2004; Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008; Pritchard & Wilson, 2003; Schreiner & 

Louis, 2011; Sedlacek, 2004; Sheu & Lent, 2009). 

Psychological factors are important because they account for internal assets that 

can enhance the prediction of students’ college GPA (Robbins et al., 2004; Sedlacek, 

2004). It is important that the psychological factors are malleable (Robbins et al., 2004,   

p. 272), meaning that strategically developed interventions at the individual, classroom, 

and program to help students to succeed at college. 

Although several research endeavors established connections between 

psychological predictors and students’ academic performance (Freeman et al., 2007; 
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Messick, 2013; Wolters et al., 1996), there are a limited number of research studies 

analyzing the impact of individual well-being on student academic success. According to 

Bowman (2010), a student’s individual well-being and individual positive psychological 

functioning is an important factor in successfully completing college (p. 184). Pritchard 

and Wilson (2003) found that the ability to navigate emotional stressors encountered at 

college successfully is an important factor in positive adjustment and subsequent 

retention (pp. 19–21). 

These findings have particular relevance during the FYFS of college as students 

begin to navigate the academic, social, and financial challenges of college life (Cooke, 

Bewick, Barkhan, Bradley, & Audin, 2006, pp. 507–510). Lee, Michaelson, Olson, Odes, 

and Locke (2009, pp. 306–307) suggested that within the college population, 

psychological difficulties are most evident among students first entering college. Bewick, 

Koutsipoulou, Miles, Slaa, and Barkham (2010) found that first-year undergraduate 

students experience heightened distress and a significant reduction in well-being when 

they begin college (p. 644). This is consistent with research by Cooke et al. (2006), which 

found that increased strain is put on students at the start of college. Furthermore, research 

indicates that college stress negatively influences overall life satisfaction (p. 507). 

According to Weinstein and Laverrghetta (2009), this has particular implications for 

student academic performance as a decline in life satisfaction correlates positively with 

reduced academic performance (pp. 1161–1162). 

Even though there is extensive research highlighting the relationship between 

Psychological Well-Being (PWB) and college student success, research studies have 

typically utilized only symptom measures to rate the well-being of students. These 
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measures are designed to target specific areas of psychological difficulties, such as self-

esteem, stress, and depression (Kenny & Perez, 1996; Wintre, Bowers, Gordner, & 

Lange, 2006; Walker, 2009). The results of studies utilizing such indicators of well-being 

point to global psychological distress, somatic distress, low self-esteem, and anxiety as 

indicators of psychological functioning and subsequent attrition (Holmbeck & Wandrei, 

1993, pp. 74–75; Langston & Cantor, 1989; Wintre & Yafee, 2000, pp. 21–23). 

A model developed by Ryff (1989) creates an overall model of positive 

functioning of a person. Ryff argued that previous models have little theoretical basis and 

therefore, neglected important aspects of well-being (p. 1073). In lieu of affective aspects 

of well-being, Ryff pointed to the stability of life-satisfaction rating scales in measuring 

well-being. Furthermore, PWB is defined as positive functioning, a reflection of one’s 

perception to be able to face and deal with life challenges (Ryff & Singer, 1998, p. 18). 

Ryff (1989) proposed the concept of PWB as a multidimensional construct of 

positive psychological functioning that consists of six distinct facets: (a) Self-

Acceptance—the extent to which an individual “possesses a positive attitude toward the 

self; acknowledges and accepts multiple aspects of self including good and bad qualities; 

feels positive about past life” (p. 1072); (b) Positive Relations With Others—the extent to 

which an individual “has warm, satisfying, trusting relationships with others; is 

concerned about the welfare of others; capable of strong empathy, affection, and 

intimacy; understands give and take of human relationships” (p. 1072); (c) Autonomy—

the extent to which an individual “is self–determining and independent; able to resist 

social pressures to think and act in certain ways; regulates behavior from within; 

evaluates self by personal standards” (p. 1072); (d) Environmental Mastery—the extent 
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to which an individual “has a sense of mastery and competence in managing the 

environment; controls complex array of external activities; makes effective use of 

surrounding opportunities; able to choose or create contexts suitable to personal needs 

and values” (p. 1072); (e) Purpose in Life—the extent to which an individual “has goals 

in life and a sense of directedness; feels there is meaning to present and past life; holds 

beliefs that give life purpose; has aims and objectives for living” (p. 1072); and (f) 

Personal Growth—the extent to which an individual “has a feeling of continued 

development; sees self as growing and expanding; is open to new experiences; has sense 

of realizing his or her potential; sees improvement in self and behavior over time; is 

changing in ways that reflect more self–knowledge and effectiveness” (p. 1072). Each 

dimension forms one of the six subscales on the instrument developed by Ryff: the Scales 

of Psychological Well-Being (SPWB). 

The Ryff SPWB (1989) have undergone testing, and several studies demonstrated 

that Ryff’s conceptualization of PWB is empirically sound. Research has widely 

supported the existence of six dimensions of well-being (Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; 

Kling, Seltzer, & Ryff, 1997; Kwan, Barker, Richardson, Wagner, & Austin, 2009; Ryff 

& Keyes, 1995; Ryff, Schmutte, & Lee, 1996; Schmutte & Ryff, 1997). 

Ryff’s conceptualization suggests that well-being is an evaluative feature that 

changes in response to developmental milestones and life events, while at the same time 

maintaining enduring features (Ryff & Keys, 1995, pp. 720–721). Bowman (2010) 

suggested that this model of PWB has relevancy for the successful completion of life 

transitions across contexts (p. 192). 
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This has particular implications for FYFS students as they experience one of the 

most significant transitions in life. Haynes, Sorrentino, Olson, and Szeto (2007) referred 

to entering college as a period characterized by “extensive variability and role 

exploration, without clear normative expectation” (p. 360). While this period may prove 

to have positive outcomes, there is also increased risk. 

The FYFS at college is a significant stressor for students. This transitional time 

has the potential to impact students’ PWB greatly, leading them to question their own 

identity and purpose in life and consequently, affect their academic success (Bowman, 

2010, pp. 194–196; Hinton, Miayamoto, & Chiesa, 2008, pp. 89–90). 

Statement of the Problem 

The NCES (2014a) has reported that a large number of freshman community 

college students are unsuccessful in their academic endeavor. However, there is 

insufficient research conducted to determine the holistic causes of this problem. Current 

research approaches overemphasize the influence of cognitive attributes on student 

academic success (ACT, 2014; Chen, 2012; Geiser & Santelicek, 2004; Kuh et al., 2008; 

Lotkowski et al., 2004; Moores & Klas, 1989; Noble, 1991; Pascarella et al., 2004; Pryor 

et al., 2012; Reason, 2009; Reason et al., 2006; Robbins et al., 2004; Sawyer, 2010; 

Walpole, 2003). 

Several researchers have found evidence cognitive attributes and non-cognitive 

factors are closely linked to college student GPA (Bean, 2005; Coyle & Pillow, 2008; 

Duran, 1986; Frisby, 2001; King & Cooley, 1995; Kobrin et al., 2008; O’Connor & 

Paunonen, 2007; Poropat, 2009; Roberts et al., 2007; Schreiner & Louis, 2011; Sedlacek, 

2004). However, little research has been done on connecting cognitive attributes and 



 

10 

multi-level psychological dimensions of individual well-being and their effect on student 

academic success. To address this gap in the research, this study sought to examine the 

interrelationship among the six dimensions of PWB, the student cognitive attributes (high 

school GPA and ACT scores), and the community college student FYFS college GPA. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study examined the interplay between the cognitive and multi-dimensional 

psychological variables and the extent to which they may influence one another regarding 

their impact on freshman student GPA. The study specifically analyzed the 

interrelationship between the six dimensions of Psychological Well-Being and students’ 

scores on prior cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) to create a 

prediction model that illustrates how these variables contribute to academic success 

measured by Southwestern Michigan College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework that guided this study brings together two disciplines: 

higher education and psychology. This study, within the discipline of higher education, 

was grounded in Astin’s (1984) Input-Environment-Output (IEO) Model. The IEO Model 

outlines the interconnected relationships among input variables—or the characteristics 

and experiences with which students enter college; environmental variables—or 

experiences students encounter in college; and output variables—or the results of 

students’ interacting and experiencing college. 

In this study, however, different from the multilevel nature of the original model 

used by Astin (1984), I restricted the model to be at the individual level. In this modified 

version of the IEO Model, students’ cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT 
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scores) and the six dimensions of PWB are treated as the input of the model. Students’ 

academic success (FYFS GPA) was treated as the outcome of the conceptual model as 

shown in Figure 1. 

This study, within the discipline of psychology, highlights the research on human 

positive functioning (Keyes & Haidt, 2003; Ryff, 1989; Seligman, 2011), which forms 

the basis for conceptualizing a holistic view of student well-being. The concept of PWB 

(Ryff, 1989) was based on the premise that “being well” “encompasses a range of 

characteristics and perceptions; that is, positive functioning constitutes much more than 

one’s current level of happiness” (p. 1070). The theoretical framework of PWB is 

grounded in Maslow’s (1968) concept of self-actualization, Erikson’s (1959) 

psychosocial stage model, and Jung’s (1947) formulation of individuation (Ryff, 1989,    

p. 1069). 

Incorporating these perspectives, Ryff (1989) developed a model of PWB that 

encompasses six dimensions: autonomous functioning and decision making, mastery of 

one’s environment, seeking opportunities for personal growth, maintaining positive 

relationships with others, having a sense of purpose in life, and accepting and thinking 

positively about oneself. Although it is correlated with other constructs, “Psychological 

well-being is theoretically and empirically distinct from life satisfaction, happiness, self-

esteem, and locus of control” (Ryff & Keyes, 1995, p. 721). Psychological Well-Being 

contributes to a range of critical outcomes in life, including increased social support, 

greater life satisfaction, and improved physical health (Bowman, 2010, pp. 187–188; 

Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason, 1991; Ryff, 2008, p. 4). 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model. Input-output: Students’ six dimensions of PWB, cognitive 

aptitude, and academic performance. 
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Research Questions 

This study sought to answer the following research questions:  

Research Question 1: What percentage of variance in Southwestern Michigan 

College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the students’ prior 

academic cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores)? 

Research Question 2: What percentage of variance in Southwestern Michigan 

College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the students’ six 

dimensions of Psychological Well-Being? 

Research Question 3: Which of the cognitive and psychological variables are 

relatively the most important in predicting the Southwestern Michigan College students’ 

first-year, first-semester college GPA? 

Significance of the Study 

The study set forth this supposition: Student academic success should be analyzed 

holistically based on cognitive attributes and non-cognitive dimensions of PWB. Given 

current assessment practices in higher education, studies such as this are important for 

many reasons. One of the contributions that this study made is a current and up-to-date 

profile of freshman community college students’ PWB. Another strength of the study is 

the result of investigating how student PWB and cognitive abilities relate. 

The biggest contribution is that this study delineated the interrelationship among 

the six dimensions of PWB, students’ cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT 

scores), and academic performance (GPA). This research is unique as it delineated a 

predictive model of cognitive and PWB variables of freshman college students’ academic 

success in a single campus study, a rural community college. 
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Research points out that institutions should determine for themselves if the results 

found in nationwide research studies can be generalized to their institution. Tinto 

asserted, “Models of student persistence should be institution-specific . . . [and] uniquely 

interact with characteristics of their particular student populations” (as cited in Gillespie 

& Noble, 1992, p. 12). Perfetto (2002) and Sinatra-Ostlund (1988) recommended that 

institutions planning to use predictive equations in admissions decisions conduct their 

own campus search (p. 32). Stumpf and Stanley (2002) believed institutions should 

conduct within-institution analysis of predictive variables correlating to retention of its 

own student body if they want “definitive information” (p. 1051). That information, if it 

leads to improved student-institutional fit, can, in turn, lead to the improved performance 

of students (Lang, Dunham, & Alpert, 1988, p. 212). 

A campus model for freshman students’ success can inform the institution about 

the differences that exist on that campus and provide prescriptions for success (Sinatra-

Ostlund, 1988, p. 13). This study looks at cognitive and psychological variables that 

could provide a means to predict freshman student academic success at SMC. 

Although this research created the SMC Model for the prediction of freshman 

students’ academic success, through research grounded in the literature, it can provide 

other similar institutions with a framework for conducting such research on their own 

campuses. 

Definitions of Terms 

Academic Success: For the purpose of this study, student success was narrowly 

defined according to academic achievement in the form of student FYFS GPA. 
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American College Testing (ACT): Standardized test for high school achievement 

and college admission. American College Testing assessment, with multiple choice tests 

covering four skill areas, English, Mathematics, Reading, and Science, “measures high 

school students’ general educational development and their capability to complete 

college-work” (ACT, 2008, p. 11). 

Cumulative College GPA: GPA is a mathematical method of describing academic 

success for students in high school and college (Soh, 2010, p. 29). Each letter grade is 

given a whole number value: A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, and F = 0. The average of these 

values for all course work with a letter grade is student’s cumulative GPA. 

Ethnicity: Indicates a shared genealogy and cultural traits. The ethnicity of 

participants is examined based on the following groups: African American, Non-

Hispanic, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, Hispanic, White, 

Non–Hispanic, and other (Aragon & Johnson, 2008, pp. 148–149). 

Psychological Well-Being (PWB): According to Ryff (1989), PWB is a 

multidimensional construct comprised of six areas of positive functioning: (a) Self-

Acceptance—the extent to which an individual “possesses a positive attitude toward the 

self; acknowledges and accepts multiple aspects of self including good and bad qualities; 

feels positive about past life;” (b) Positive Relations With Others—the extent to which an 

individual “has warm, satisfying, trusting relationships with others; is concerned about 

the welfare of others; capable of strong empathy, affection, and intimacy; understands 

give and take of human relationships;” (c) Autonomy—the extent to which an individual 

“is self–determining and independent; able to resist social pressures to think and act in 

certain ways; regulates behavior from within; evaluates self by personal standards;”       
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(d) Environmental Mastery—the extent to which an individual “has a sense of mastery 

and competence in managing the environment; controls complex array of external 

activities; makes effective use of surrounding opportunities; able to choose or create 

contexts suitable to personal needs and values;” (e) Purpose in Life—the extent to which 

an individual “has goals in life and a sense of directedness; feels there is meaning to 

present and past life; holds beliefs that give life purpose; has aims and objectives for 

living;” and (f) Personal Growth—the extent to which an individual “has a feeling of 

continued development; sees self as growing and expanding; is open to new experiences; 

has sense of realizing his or her potential; sees improvement in self and behavior over 

time; is changing in ways that reflect more self–knowledge and effectiveness” (p. 1072). 

Thriving in life depends on the degree to which one sees him/herself functioning in these 

areas. 

Southwestern Michigan College (SMC): Community college established in 1964, 

located in Dowagiac, MI, with a branch campus in Niles, Michigan. 

Traditional Student: A college student under the age of 24, never married, often 

working part-time (Kinsella, 1998, p. 534). 

Nontraditional Student: A college student older than 24 years of age or one who 

has had a break in education, often a single parent or married with children, working full-

time (Kinsella, 1998, p. 535). 

Limitations 

Various limitations affected the predictive validity and generalizability of this 

study. A threat to the external validity of the study was the small sample and the fact that 

all freshman students attended a small rural community college in southwestern 
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Michigan. The term external validity refers to “the extent to which the results and 

conclusions of a study can be generalized to other people and settings” (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 1984, p. 108). It may not be possible to generalize the results of this study 

to freshman community college students in other regions of the United States. 

Another limitation may be due to the homogeneity of the sample. This study 

included FYFS students in a rural community college in southwestern Michigan. The 

sample was predominantly Caucasian, with a total of 122 (70.1%) participants falling 

under this ethnicity, followed by 21 African Americans (12.1%), 4 American Indians 

(2.3%), 9 Hispanics (5.3%), and 12 collectively classified as other (6.9%). The absence 

of racial diversity will inhibit the transferability of findings to more diverse institutions of 

similar mission and size. 

Furthermore, because this study measured freshman students’ PWB, no claims 

can be made about what causes changes in PWB over time. Findings from longitudinal 

design could better explain changes in PWB and their effect on students’ academic 

performance. 

Delimitations 

There were several delimitations of this study. First, the data set was intentionally 

limited to a single institution. Delimiting the study to a single institution controlled for 

differences in the levels and nature of engagement among institutions. Furthermore, the 

delimitation to a particular institution raised certain issues as to the generalizability or, 

perhaps more appropriately, the transferability of the results of the study. 

Second, this research focused on FYFS students at SMC. While qualitative 

research is also needed to understand better the relation between cognitive and 
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psychological variables of students during the next semesters of studies, the current study 

does not explore this facet. 

Overview of the Research Methodology 

This quantitative study used a non-experimental, predictive, correlational design. 

The participants in this study were FYFS students enrolled in SMC in the fall of 2015. 

Prior academic achievement records (high school GPA and ACT scores) and 

demographic variables (age, gender, ethnicity) of the FYFS college students was obtained 

from the SMC Banner database. 

Students were asked to fill out an online self-report: A 42-item version of Ryff’s 

(1989) SPWB. This questionnaire is designed to measure PWB among the six dimensions 

outlined previously: Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive 

Relations With Others, Purpose in Life, and Self-Acceptance. In the version utilized in 

this study, there are seven items per dimension. Responses are based on a 6-point Likert 

scale (6 = strongly agree, 5 = agree, 4 = agree slightly, 3 = disagree slightly, 2 = disagree, 

and 1 = strongly disagree). The SPWB have demonstrated sound psychometric properties 

across a variety of middle-aged adult populations (Ryff & Singer, 1998, pp. 9–11), across 

cultural and lingual contexts (Akin-Little & Little, 2008, p. 192; Ma, Tan, & Ma, 2012,   

p. 61), and with college student populations (Bowman, 2010, p. 196; Burns & Machin, 

2009, p. 362; Chang, 2006, pp. 1004–1005; September, McCarrey, Baranowsky, Parent, 

& Schindler, 2001, pp. 220–222). 

In scoring the SPWB, the total score represents the sum of 42 items. Negatively 

scored responses were reversed in the final scoring process so that high scores indicated 

high self-ratings on the dimensions assessed. Scores were not categorized by a cutoff 
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point indicating low vs. high well-being; rather, overall well-being scores were indicated 

on the distribution of responses. The questionnaire may be viewed in Appendix G. 

The data was analyzed using standard multiple regression analyses in order to 

explain the degree to which the GPA scores of the FYFS SMC students can be predicted 

from the students’ prior academic achievement (high school GPA and ACT scores) and 

the six dimensions of PWB. 

Exploratory analyses were performed looking at the contributions of the SPWB 

subscales and cognitive attributes. Stepwise and hierarchical regression analyses were 

employed to identify relatively the most important predictors of the FYFS college 

students’ GPA. 

Summary 

This study addressed the issue of the academic success of the FYFS community 

college students at SMC. The research sought to establish the effect of cognitive 

attributes (high school GPA and ACT scores) and the six dimensions of PWB and to 

create a prediction model to illustrate how these variables contribute to students’ 

academic success measured by the students’ FYFS GPA. I used Ryff’s (1989) 42-item 

PWB instrument to collect data on students’ six dimensions of PWB. I expected that 

students’ cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores) and their six dimensions 

of PWB (Autonomy, Positive Relations With Others, Purpose in Life, Personal Growth, 

Environmental Mastery, and Self-Acceptance) would contribute to their FYFS college 

GPA. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Process of Sorting Resources 

To discover evidence and documentation for this study, searches were conducted 

using Andrews University’s James White Library’s Academic Search Complete 

(EBSCO), the OmniFile Full Text Select, Education and Psychology Citation Index, Sage 

Publications, and ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. Some journals were found within 

the James White Library’s periodicals list after having been mentioned in the reference 

sections of other articles, but were unavailable through any of the search engines of the 

library. Articles have been included from as early as 1975 if they were seminal studies, 

but most are from 1995 to November 2014. In addition, I made use of the James White 

Library Interlibrary Loan program. At times, articles were located using various search 

engines. Several books were found using the James White Library’s digital, online 

catalog. 

Search criteria included, but were not limited to cognitive predictors of college 

student success, non-cognitive predictors of college student success, psychological 

predictors of college student success, college student PWB, and the SPWB (Ryff, 1989). 

Purpose and Organization 

The purpose of this literature review is to answer several questions. First, how 

does my research relate to and expand research studies on community college student 
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academic success? Second, how do cognitive variables (high school GPA and ACT 

scores) predict college students’ academic performance? Third, what are some 

approaches to examining non-cognitive variables that influence students’ academic 

performance? Fourth, how do the six dimensions of PWB link with the freshman college 

students’ academic success? Fifth, why have I chosen to research PWB within the 

measures of freshman community college student academic success? 

This review of literature begins with a description of college student academic 

success and how it is defined and assessed based on student cognitive attributes. Next, the 

research studies the influence of traditional non-cognitive attributes (academic self-

efficacy, academic achievement motivation, and academic engagement) on student 

academic performance. Third, early 21st century research studies on students’ 

psychological functioning and its influence on their academic success are introduced. 

Fourth, Ryff’s (1989) six dimensions of PWB are defined and examined. Fifth, the link 

between freshman college students’ academic success and the six dimensions of PWB is 

explored, with the results of several studies presented. 

Pre-College Cognitive Predictors 

The academic success of college students, particularly during their FYFS of 

studies, is a major concern for colleges and universities (Bean & Bradley, 1986; Horn & 

Kojaku, 2001; House & Keeley, 1997; Noble & Sawyer, 1987; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1998; Pike & Saupe, 2002; Ting, 1997). The research on the predictive value of 

standardized test scores and high school academic achievement is extensive. Research on 

this topic dates back to 1917, when high school grades were used to predict class standing 

at Harvard University (Mouw & Khanna, 2013, p. 331). According to a survey of degree-
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granting institutions by the NCES (2014a), standardized test scores and high school GPA 

are two of the most commonly measured constructs used to evaluate students for 

admission. Research studies consistently point out that the best predictors of freshman 

college students’ GPA are their high school GPA and their standardized test scores 

(Adebayo, 1993, 2008, p. 16; Noble & Sawyer, 2002, p. 19; Pascarella, Duby, Miller, & 

Rasher, 1981, pp. 331–332). 

Researchers found ACT scores and high school GPA were the most common 

variables in predicting freshman college students’ GPA. Chou and Huberty (1990) used 

multiple regression analysis to analyze ACT scores and high school GPA to predict 

freshman college students’ GPA for a group of 3,337 students. The results of the 

regression analysis found that both variables were significant predictors of college 

success (pp. 178–179). There seems to be a general agreement regarding high school 

GPA and ACT composite score as indicators for college students’ academic success 

(Curs & Harper, 2012; Grimes, Rezek, & Campbell, 2013). 

Furthermore, both variables were found to be significant predictors of freshman 

college student GPA. However, some studies indicated high school GPA as the most 

predictive factor (Cheng, Ickes, & Verhofsadt, 2012; Honken & Ralson, 2013; Rowenton 

& Bare, 1991). 

ACT Composite Score 

The ACT composite standardized test score has been used since 1959 by 

Midwestern and Western states’ higher educational systems as a measure of student-level 

college readiness (ACT, 2014; Radunzel & Noble, 2012). The ACT composite score is a 

scaled score ranging from 1 to 36 and is derived from subscales of the same range in 



 

23 

reading, English, math, and science. The ACT composite score had decades of research 

to rely upon to help predict how well students finishing high school are likely to perform 

in their first year of college (ACT, 2014). The acceptance of the use of ACT in the 

prediction of college success is well-researched (Stumpf & Stanley, 2002, p. 1047). 

Coyle and Pillow (2008) found that ACT scores proved to be a significant predictor of 

cumulative college GPA, accounting for 14.1% of the variance (p. 723). Myers and Pyles 

(2012) conducted a study of 420 first-time freshmen to determine the predictive power of 

ACT scores on FYFS college GPA. The results of the regression analysis showed there 

was a significant relationship between the variables, with ACT scores accounting for 

16% of the variance in college GPAs (pp. 83–85). In the academic year of 2013–2014, an 

average of 1.4 million students a year took the ACT nationwide with an average 

composite score of 21.0 (ACT, 2014). While ACT scores have been used as a predictor of 

college success for many years, the National Association for College Admission 

Counseling (NACAC) cautioned higher educational institutions about relying too heavily 

on standardized entrance examinations, stating that tests of this type should not be 

considered as the sole predictor of college success (Zwick, 2007, p. 13). 

High School Grade Point Average 

GPA is an accepted indicator of student success (Cheng et al., 2012; Mourad & 

Hong, 2011; Sparkman, Maulding, & Roberts, 2012). High school GPA is typically 

organized as whole number values associated with letter grades. Most often, each grade is 

given a whole number value (A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, and F = 0). The mean of these 

values for all courses with a letter grade is the student’s cumulative GPA (Soh, 2010, p. 

29). In a study of student data from three cohorts followed for four years from 26 
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institutions, Bridgeman, Pollack, and Burton (2008) found a strong relationship between 

high school GPA and first-year college GPA (pp. 18–21). 

Wolfe and Johnson (1995) used forward multiple regression to develop a model 

with the most predictive combination of variables on college GPA for 201 college 

students. The results of the study found that high school GPA had the highest predictable 

ability, followed by ACT scores (p. 180). Noble and Sawyer (2002) conducted a study 

using ACT scores and high school GPA as predictors of different levels of college GPA. 

Logistic regression was used to find the predictive ability of these variables. The findings 

of the study indicated high school GPA as the strongest predictor of college GPA (p. 32). 

Research studies consistently point out that students’ high school GPA is an appropriate 

data point to use as a measure of their college academic success (Curs & Harper, 2012; 

Grimes et al., 2013; Hu, 2001; Shavelson, 2010). 

Non-Cognitive Predictors 

There is a “broad body of theoretical perspectives and research indicating the 

influence of non-cognitive predictors on students’ academic performance” (Marti, 2008, 

p. 4). Pascarella and Terenzini (1998) identified 3,000 studies conducted in the second 

half of the 20th century that addressed the influence of non-cognitive factors on students’ 

performance (p. 158). Thus, it seems to be beyond the reach of this literature review to 

conduct such an exhaustive review of all previous work in this area. Therefore, the first 

part of the literature review pertaining to non-cognitive attributes related to student 

academic performance will focus on the traditional non-cognitive variables that have 

received extensive attention in the second half of the 20th century: academic self-

efficacy, academic achievement motivation, and academic engagement. The second part 
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of this section of the literature review will focus on the research studies on psychosocial 

and psychological functioning variables predicting student academic success which 

emerged in the early 21st century. Theories of well-being will be presented and the use of 

Ryff’s (1989) SPWB to predict freshman college students’ academic success will be 

analyzed. 

Academic Self-Efficacy 

Bandura’s (1977, 1997) social cognitive theory has been used for decades as a 

framework for explaining college students’ development, as well as their academic 

persistence and integration. Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as one’s belief in one’s 

capability to complete successfully domain specific tasks related to a specific outcome   

(p. 43). The social cognitive theory centers on human agency as the vehicle of change (an 

agentic perspective) and the efficacy belief system as the foundation of human agency 

(Bandura, 2001, pp. 5–8; also 1986, 1989). In other words, it is the individual with an 

internal locus of control working to create change for himself or herself based on self-

efficacy beliefs, rather than change having come about as the result of external forces. 

Bandura (1997) theorized that self-efficacy beliefs influence behaviors, level of 

goal commitment, and degree of persistence in the face of perceived challenges or 

obstacles. He also identified the personal agency or causal capability as an integral 

component of self-efficacy. Furthermore, the level of perceived self-efficacy one 

experiences is directly related to the level of control that that individual perceives 

regarding his or her ability to achieve a desired outcome (pp. 63–66). According to 

Bandura, four main factors influence self-efficacy: (a) personal experience of success 

after attempting a specific task, (b) experiences of vicariousness after observing success 
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of peer group members, (c) acceptance of encouragement that a given task could 

realistically be achieved, and (d) psychological and emotional responses to a given event 

or experience. Further, behaviors and perceptions of available options are influenced by 

self-efficacy beliefs (pp. 78–79). Bandura contended that students who have experienced 

past academic successes or observed someone in their peer group be successful would 

have higher levels of academic self-efficacy than students who experienced low levels of 

academic achievement (p. 91). 

The relationship between student academic self-efficacy and student performance 

has been supported by numerous studies (Brady-Amoon, 2009; Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 

2001; Gore, 1987; House, 1995; Lent, Brown, & Gore., 1997; Multon et al., 1991; 

Zajacova, Lunch, & Espenshade, 2005). Findings from previous research studies show 

the level of academic self-efficacy was positively correlated to persistence and academic 

performance (Hsieh, Sullivan, & Guerra, 2007; Lent et al., 1997; Multon et al., 1991). 

However, voices criticizing the higher educational institutions’ reliance on findings from 

the self-efficacy studies have surfaced. For example, Braxton (2000) noted that adoption 

of an academic self-efficacy theory by researchers of higher education as an appropriate 

theoretical framework for student success models is not adequately measuring student 

psychosocial attributes. Kahn and Nauta (2001) suggested researchers should consider 

including constructs from the social cognitive theory such as outcome expectations and 

performance goals in future studies of multidimensional student success models (p. 635). 

Academic Achievement Motivation 

Motivation as an academic engagement factor refers to cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral indicators of student investment in and attachment to education (Klasner & 
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Pistole, 2003; Le et al., 2005, p. 493). Many studies have established a positive 

relationship between achievement motivation and student academic performance 

(Atkinson & Litwin, 1990; Reeve, Heggestad, & George, 2005; Robbins et al., 2004; 

Sorrentino, Bobocel, Gitta, Olson, & Hewitt, 1988). However, in summarizing findings 

from early research on the relationship between the need for achievement and ratings or 

objective measures of performance, Meece, Anderman, and Anderman (2006) pointed 

out there were inconsistent results across studies and a non-significant relationship was 

reported in many of the previous research projects (Steers & Braunsterin, 1976; Tziner & 

Elizur, 1985; Yukl & Latham, 1978). Meece et al. (2006) argued that much of this 

research was characterized by small sample sizes and measures of need for achievement 

with questionable psychometric characteristics (p. 496). The results from recent large-

scale studies also indicated that measures of need for achievement and achievement 

motivation yielded relatively weak correlations with measures of academic performance 

(Dudley, Orvis, Lebiecki, & Cortina, 2006; Durik, Lovejoy, & Johnson, 2009). 

It is important that various psychological motivational goals such as mastery, 

performance, and performance avoidance have been found to exert an influence on 

student academic success (Barron, Harackiewicz, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002; 

Durick, Lovejoy, & Johnson, 2009; Mattern, 2005). Ridgell and Lounsbury (2004) 

contended that personality and work drive could be influential in student performance 

(pp. 610–611). Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, and Deci (2004) also noted in their 

study that engaging in learning behaviors with an intrinsic goal resulted in academic 

success and better-tested student performance than engaging in behaviors with an 

extrinsic goal (p. 251).  
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Student Academic Engagement 

Student engagement is another non-cognitive construct that researchers tend to 

look at in the process of finding predictors for academic performance. The premise for 

the student engagement construct is that the students learn the most when they “practice” 

a subject regularly. The more they practice and get feedback on their writing, analyzing, 

or problem solving, the more academically engaged they become (Kuh, 2005, p. 101). 

Exploring this relationship at the college level, Astin (1970a, 1970b, 1984) 

presented a widely-accepted student involvement theory. The theory states that the more 

involved a student is in college experiences, the greater the results are in student learning, 

personal development, and persistence. A number of works support Astin’s theory: 

(Astin, 1984, 1993; Bowen, 1982; Boyer & Sedlacek, 1988; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; 

Pace, 1979, 1985; Pascarella, 1985; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Thomas & Chickering, 

1984; Tinto, 1993). 

Svanum and Bigatti’s 2009 study examined the relationship between academic 

course engagement and subsequent college success over a five- to six-year period among 

256 undergraduate students enrolled in a psychology course. Their findings indicated that 

academic course engagement added significant explanatory power to students’ GPA and 

strongly predicted degree attainment (Svanum & Bigatti, 2009, p. 127). Kuh et al. (2008) 

conducted research among 6,193 first-year undergraduate students trying to decipher the 

links between student engagement and two key outcomes of college: academic 

achievement and persistence. They concluded importantly in their studies that adding 

student engagement, as well as student psychological characteristics, in addition to prior 

achievement indicators, into the model significantly increased the explained variance in 
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students’ academic performance and better predicted students’ persistence in their 

second-year study (pp. 559–561). 

Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that a student’s academic involvement 

exerted a statistically significant influence on his or her intellectual development (p. 113). 

A student’s level of engagement in academic and academic-related tasks and activities 

positively influenced knowledge acquisition and academic skill development (Kuh, 2005; 

Kuh & Hu, 2001; Pike, 1999; Watson & Kuhn, 1996). A student’s voluntary time and 

effort invested in non-assigned reading positively influenced standardized measures of 

reading comprehension, writing skills, and science reasoning (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005, p. 120). 

Berger and Milem (1999) argued in their study of the relationship among 

students’ behavioral involvement, perceptual integration, and college persistence that 

early involvement in the fall significantly predicted spring involvement and students’ 

persistence in school (p. 155). Among all the perspectives of student involvement, 

involvement with faculty members had a significant, positive effect on students’ 

subsequent institutional commitment. 

Kuh (2005) found a positive correlation between engagement and academic 

performance for freshman students. The findings indicated a significant relationship 

among student psychosocial characteristics, utilization of student services, and successful 

completion of coursework (pp. 37–38). 

Findings from Kuh’s (2009) extensive interviews revealed that experiences 

beyond the classroom made substantial contributions to student learning and personal 

development (p. 687). Seniors reported that learning and developmental outcomes 
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included self-awareness, autonomy, confidence, altruism, critical thinking ability, social 

and practical competence, knowledge acquisition, academic skills, application of 

knowledge, esthetic appreciation, vocational competence, and a sense of purpose (pp. 

690–693). Moreover, quality of student effort correlates significantly with student 

persistence (Ory & Braskamp, 1994; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998; Tinto & Russo, 

1994). These studies found the relationship between effort and gain is not a simple 

measure of student ability, but a significant outcome of student involvement. 

Psychological Predictors 

In the last decade of the 20th century and in the early 21st century, there has been 

an important shift in emphasis and conceptualization of which variables best predict 

students’ academic success. Especially those research studies conducted in the early 21st 

century question the functionality of and the existing sole reliance on cognitive and 

traditional non-cognitive (self-efficacy, achievement motivation, and academic 

engagement) factors to predict college students’ academic success. Since the results of 

some studies assessing the impact of cognitive and traditional non-cognitive variables on 

the academic performance of freshman students have found mixed results (Hood, 2002; 

Riehl, 1994; Ting, 1998), there is a growing concern that those variables alone cannot 

adequately predict the academic success of college freshman students (Arbona & Novy, 

1990; Hood, 2002; Pike & Saupe, 2002; Ting, 1998). 

President Richard Atkinson from the University of California at Berkeley was one 

of the first advocates for abolishing the use of standardized tests when considering 

applicants for college admission. Robbins et al. (2004) listed 16 colleges and universities 

that agreed that “there is an overemphasis on test preparation and test performance that 
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do not necessarily speak to the applicants’ real potential to succeed in college after 

admission” (p. 104). In response to the debate and concerns over the limited predictive 

power that cognitive factors and traditional non-cognitive factors possess, there has been 

an increased interest in the role of psychological functioning factors in understanding 

college outcomes. 

A significant number of research studies on the prediction of academic success for 

college students focuses on influence on psychological factors such as need for 

achievement and level of happiness (Williams, 2008, pp. 721–723). Diverse psychosocial 

factors, including family background, academic and social experiences, as well as 

personal attributes, have been found to have a significant impact on the overall 

performance of freshman college students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Fleming, 1985; Stahl 

& Pavel, 1992).  

Angela Duckworth (2016), in her book, Grit: The Power of Passion and 

Perseverance, discusses the impact of students’ grit on their academic success. 

Duckworth defines grit as perseverance and passion for long-term goals and, therefore, an 

important measure of intelligence. Duckworth states, “During the several years of 

teaching, I grew less and less convinced that talent was destiny and more and more 

intrigued by the returns generated by effort” (p. 20). Students who start with a self-

centered purpose (this feels good and is fun) stay motivated over time and are, 

consequently, looking for a deeper purpose: “Purpose that requires a second revelation: I 

personally can make a difference” (p. 163). Duckworth explains further that grit 

emphasizes stamina, which distinguishes it from other related personality factors, such as 

the five-dimension conscientiousness. Although grit shares the achievement aspect of 
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conscientiousness, it requires sustained effort and interest in goals: “The gritty individual 

approaches achievement as a marathon; his or her advantage is stamina” (p. 188). 

The Approaches to Predicting Student Success study by Cohen et al. (2009) from 

the California Community College discussed student success. The researchers explored 

this subject in terms of perceived skills of students and faculty, assessment test as student 

success predictors, study skills, and advising variables relating to student success. The 

findings of the study pointed out that one must also consider “nonintellectual,” or 

personality characteristics, as predictors (p. 69). 

PWB factors, such as the level of anxiety, interest, and need for achievement are 

also tied to academic success. Researchers have recognized the interaction between the 

aspects of the student’s personality and his/her social environment (Abrams & Jernigan, 

2008; Langston & Cantor, 1989; Mallinckordt, 2000; Oswald & Clark, 2003; Paul & 

Brier, 2001; Rafanelli et al., 2000; Ruini et al., 2003; Strage, 1999). There is a growing 

number of research studies that use psychological functioning factors, such as personality 

traits and attitudes, to predict academic success (Bauer & Liang, 2003). College 

admission administrators also try to quantify the individual differences in these non-

cognitive attributes among college students and subsequently account for the variation in 

students’ academic performance (Nixon & Frost, 1990; Wesley & Oskamp, 2005). 

Nixon and Frost’s study (1990) utilized a 37-item inventory, which measured 

students’ study habits and attitudes towards their academic ability, to predict students’ 

academic goals and their college GPAs (r = .58, p < .0001), and academic self-concept 

and college GPAs (r = .56, p < .0001). Based on their findings, they argued that students 

who were goal-oriented and had high self-concepts tended to have higher GPAs than 
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their peers who had lower self-concept and lacked well-set goals (p. 1082). Shaughnessy, 

Zechmeister, and Zechmeister (2012) examined the functionality of psychological factors 

upon a group of college freshman students by conducting a multiple regression analysis. 

The results indicated that three personality factors (reasoning, emotional stability, and 

privateness) were significant predictors of the participants’ final grades (p. 113). 

In a study conducted by Sadler and Tai (2001), the relationship among students’ 

demographics, high school background variables, and their grades in an introductory 

college courses were examined. They included 1,933 students from 18 colleges in the 

research. The researchers conducted multiple regression analysis to predict the course 

grade. The results of the study indicated that the type and location of high school, student 

ethnicity, parents’ level of education, and student gender were among the significant 

predictors of students’ grades (Sadler & Tai, 2001, pp. 124–125). 

Wesley and Oskamp (2005) looked at student ability, high school achievement, 

and procrastinating behavior as predictors of cumulative college GPA among 244 

undergraduate students. Students’ procrastinating behavior was measured by a 10-item 

self-handicapping scale and a 5-item procrastination assessment scale. The findings of the 

study suggested that procrastination accounted for a significant proportion of the 

observed variance in students’ cumulative GPA, in addition to ACT scores and high 

school GPA (p. 171). 

Toomela (2008) conducted research on the relationship between level of 

education and non-cognitive characteristics of mind (characteristics adaptations) among 

1,495 18- to 23-year-old Estonian men and found that, after accounting for background 

variables such as parents’ level of education, personality dimensions, and cognitive 
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abilities, non-cognitive characteristics of mind remain correlated with higher levels of 

education (p. 23). In a study of five dimensions of college success, knowledge and 

mastery of general principles were found to be the most significant predictors of the 

status of students, while the dimensions of continuous learning and adaptability 

significantly predicted the rate of change over collegiate growth (Shivpuri, Schmitt, 

Oswald, & Kim, 2006, p. 78). 

Multiple learning styles have also been shown to influence student collegiate 

performance. Dickinson and O’Connell (1990) studied the impact of amount and quality 

of study time and concluded that the time students spent organizing could be a significant 

predictor of their GPA (Dickinson & O’Connell, 1990, p. 229). Steinberg et al. (2009) 

confirmed the importance of study time in students’ college performance by pointing out 

that students working more hours outside school per week performed more poorly on 

average than those working fewer hours (p. 31). The differences in study approach and 

habits may also result in differences in college performance. Nixon and Frost (1990) 

reviewed prior research in the area and found that when preparing for examinations, 

participation in a study group was negatively related to academic success. They provided 

additional evidence of a moderate correlation between solitary study and academic 

success (pp. 1081–1082). 

Despite a growing number of research studies on psychological variables 

pertaining to student academic success, a very limited number of those studies have 

examined college students’ PWB. Most studies of PWB have focused on adults and 

examined demographic and health factors that correlate with PWB. For example, PWB 

“is positively and consistently associated with measures of physical health, whereas other 
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forms of well-being have weak relationships with health” (Ryff et al., 2006, p. 91). 

Levels of PWB tend to change over the life span. For example, Autonomy and 

Environmental Mastery tend to increase with aging; however, Purpose in Life and 

Personal Growth tend to be lower among older adults (Ryff, 1989, 1991; Ryff & Keyes, 

1995; Ryff & Singer, 1998). 

A significant number of research studies dedicated to examining PWB as related 

to the mental health status of college students are being published. Substance abuse, 

depression, self-harm and suicide, eating disorders, and anxiety disorders are emerging as 

the most commonly occurring mental health problems among the college student 

population (Tosevski, Milovancevic, & Gajic, 2010). A large number of research studies 

have focused on college adjustment processes such as college sense of belonging, social 

adjustment to college, and student PWB (Hurtago & Carter, 1997; Locks, Hurtago, 

Bowman, & Oseguera, 2008; Mendoza-Denton, Downey, Purdie, Davis, & Pietrzak, 

2002; Mounts, 2004). The research points out that these forms of well-being “are 

associated with student academic success” (Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007,         

p. 817). 

According to Bowman (2010), positive psychological functioning is an important 

factor for academic success (p. 185). Research points out that participants who are 

emotionally healthy are more likely to succeed (Avery, Wernsing, & Mhatre, 2011; 

Wintre et al., 2006, p. 129). Pritchard and Wilson (2003) found that the ability to navigate 

emotional stressors encountered at college successfully is an important factor in positive 

adjustment and subsequent retention (p. 23). 
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These findings have particular relevance during the FYFS of college as students 

begin to navigate academic, social, and financial challenges (Cooke et al., 2006, pp. 511–

512). Lee et al. (2009) suggested that within the college populations, adjustment 

difficulties are most evident among students first entering college (p. 308). Bewick et al. 

(2010) found that first-year undergraduate students experienced heightened distress and a 

significant reduction in well-being when they began college (pp. 638–639). This is 

consistent with research by Cooke et al. (2006), which found that increased strain was put 

on students at the start of college (p. 511). Furthermore, research has indicated that 

college students’ stress negatively influences their overall life satisfaction (Weinstein & 

Lavergheta, 2009, p. 1162). 

Theories of Well-Being 

A recent search of PsychINFO for the keyword well-being identified 14,896 

citations. The interest in researching well-being at the scholarly level appears both strong 

and broadly-based. However, specific conceptualizations of well-being vary widely. One 

movement receiving significant attention refers to itself as positive psychology (Ryff, 

Singer, & Love, 2004). Initiated primarily through the work of Seligman (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), this domain was described by Lent (2004) as a “hybrid 

enterprise,” comprised of media-savvy forays (e.g., Seligman’s best-selling book, 

Authentic Happiness, 2011), professional associations such as the International Positive 

Psychology Association (IPPA), and scholarly compendiums such as the Oxford 

Handbook of Positive Psychology (Snyder & Lopez, 2009). 

The topic was further featured in special issues of The American Psychologist in 

2000 and The Counseling Psychologist in 2006, while publishers have also launched The 
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Journal of Positive Psychology and The Journal of Happiness Studies within the past 

decade. However, while the proponents of positive psychology clearly appear to have 

propelled awareness and promotion of adaptive human functioning beneficially, this 

broad movement does not necessarily allow for containment within a definable construct 

that can be operationalized and explored empirically. However, two well-defined 

conceptualizations of well-being have emerged, which are based on significant empirical 

support. 

The first, often referred to as hedonic well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000), stresses 

pleasure and happiness and, therefore, relies upon an individual’s ability to determine his 

or her own self-assessment of these emotions (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 71). Further, 

hedonic well-being has become conflated in the literature with the concept of subjective 

well-being (SWB), with subjectivity reinforcing the idea of happiness as an ultimately 

self-determined state (Keyes & Magyar-Moe, 2003). According to Diener (2009), SWB 

possesses three distinct features. First, SWB is subjective and does not depend upon 

external, objective conditions, such as health or material wealth. Second, SWB requires 

positive evaluations, not simply the absence of negative evaluations. Third, SWB is 

typically conceived of as a summation of all aspects of an individual’s life (Diener, 2009, 

p. 31). Therefore, SWB has become typically operationalized in terms of three 

constructs—self-reported assessment of positive affect, absence of negative affect, and 

life satisfaction—and is often measured with instruments such as the Positive and 

Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988, pp. 1067–1068) and the 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985, p. 73). 
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Subjective Well-Being has become the predominant conceptualization of well-

being within the literature, presumably due in part to the fact that SWB makes no claims 

regarding the goals or behaviors through which SWB is enhanced. Thus, as Ryan and 

Deci (2000) pointed out, SWB is amenable to a bottom-up empirical approach, allowing 

for acknowledgment of whichever casual mechanisms demonstrate relatedness to the 

construct (p. 72). 

A second view on well-being posited that it is not simply a function of happiness, 

but rather of living life well. Instead of pursuing hedonic enjoyment, individuals find 

well-being through efforts to pursue one’s true self (Waterman, 1993, p. 681). 

Eudaimonic well-being, therefore, suggests that participants will feel happy when they 

live congruently with their values and purposes in striving to achieve the full 

actualization of their individual potentials. Often referred to as PWB, it differs from SWB 

in the suggestion that the gratification of hedonic desires, while satisfying in the short 

term, may not lead to well-being in the long term. Conversely, PWB theory suggests that 

certain negative experiences, such as enduring temporary hardship in pursuit of a goal, 

may ultimately enhance overall well-being. 

Another differentiating aspect of PWB is its lack of strict reliance upon subjective 

assessments of well-being. As Diener (2009) suggested, eudaimonia does not represent 

happiness from an internal judgment, but from a value framework, such that the 

evaluation of well-being may come via external observation as much as from self-report 

(p. 47). Within this conceptualization, however, is the implicit acknowledgment that 

PWB relies upon a specified set of agreed-upon values by which to establish criteria for 

external assessment. 
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Conceptualizations of Psychological Well-Being 

While SWB has achieved a seemingly agreed-upon operationalization in the 

literature, PWB, as a more value-based construct, has spawned a variety of formulations. 

For example, Waterman (1993) perceived PWB as a sense of personal expressiveness, 

consisting of meshing with these activities in ways not typical of most daily endeavors, 

feeling intensely alive, feeling complete or fulfilled while engaged in these activities, 

believing one does what one was meant to do, and feeling as if this is “who one really is” 

(p. 680). However, while capturing the essence of PWB, this concept of personal 

expressiveness “somewhat confounds temporal timeframes, as some of its components 

imply in-the-moment experiences similar to the moment-to-moment awareness of 

hedonic happiness” (Ryff & Keyes, 1995, p. 721). 

Another more recent construct is Ryan and Deci’s (2001) self-determination 

theory, which proposes that the failure to satisfy both physiological and psychological 

needs results in pathology and ill-being. Conversely, satisfaction of three basic needs 

across the lifespan—competence, autonomy, and relatedness—contribute to “an ongoing 

sense of integrity and well-being or ‘eudaimonia’” (p. 74). 

Seeking to provide a more theoretical grounding for PWB, Ryff (1989) noted 

earlier conceptualizations of well-being sprouted mostly from measures to assess positive 

and negative affective states, as well as life satisfaction. Thus, the measures seemingly 

guided the theory, rather than the reverse. To remedy this, Ryff proposed a 

comprehensive theoretical perspective of eudaimonia, based on the works of several 

influential scholars. Ryff (1989) began by agreeing with other scholars that Aristotle, in 

his Nicomachean Ethics, suggested the most important of human goods one can achieve 

is eudaimonia (p. 1070). However, unlike scholars who translated this term to mean 
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happiness (e.g., Bradburn, 1969, p. 67), Ryff suggested the term actually implied the 

notion of living up to one’s potential. Ryff, therefore, sought to integrate a variety of 

theoretical perspectives on positive functioning and adaptive human development into a 

more parsimonious summary of well-being, including such concepts as Maslow’s (1968) 

self-actualization, Rogers’ (1961) notion of a fully functioning individual, and Erikson’s 

(1959) psychosocial stage model (Trabattoni, 2004). Noting a significant overlap among 

these and other theorists’ conceptualizations of positive psychological functioning, Ryff 

(1989) then proposed “these points of convergence in the prior theories constitute the 

core dimensions of the alternative formulations of psychological well-being” (pp. 1070–

1071). Ryff’s efforts of consolidation thus produced six dimensions: Self-Acceptance, 

Positive Relations With Others, Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, Purpose in Life, and 

Personal Growth, as described in Chapter 1. 

Citing a lack of credible assessment procedures for the underlying theoretical 

constructs informing her model, Ryff (1989) also developed a robust measure of their six 

dimensions. The SPWB have since been utilized in an expansive number of 

investigations of PWB, with a search of the Social Sciences Citation Index indicating 789 

citations of Ryff’s original 1989 article. Thus, the SPWB assessment has become the 

preeminent measure of PWB. 

Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Model 

A PWB Model developed by Ryff (1989) expands upon discrete well-being 

variables to create an overall model of positive functioning. She argued that previous 

models have little theoretical basis, and therefore, have neglected important aspects of 

well-being (pp. 1070–1072). In lieu of affective aspects of well-being, Ryff pointed to the 
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stability of life satisfaction rating scales in measuring well-being. Ryff demonstrated that 

PWB skills and perceptions are crucial for successfully engaging in meaningful 

relationships, navigating one’s environment, and realizing one’s fullest potential. 

Ryff’s (1989) Model encompasses the qualities of Self-Acceptance, Positive 

Relations With Others, Environmental Mastery, Purpose in Life, Autonomy, and Personal 

Growth. Self-Acceptance specifically refers to positive appraisals of oneself and events 

that occurred in the past. Ryff described Self-Acceptance as a primary feature of mental 

health status (p. 1074). Self-Acceptance has particular implications across life-span 

theories, as it encompasses acceptance with the current self as well as with past events. 

According to Ryff, the ability to develop Positive Relations With Others is an indicator of 

maturity and refers to the presence of meaningful interpersonal relationships. 

Environmental Mastery is another indicator of mental health, capturing the ability to 

manage one’s environment effectively. This involves the individual’s ability to choose 

and create an environment he or she feels comfortable in. 

Purpose in Life is a measure of an individual’s goals, intentions, and direction. 

According to Ryff (1989), this contributes to the belief that one’s life is purposeful and 

meaningful. Autonomy encompasses the other dimensions of well-being such as self-

determination and independence. Individuals who demonstrate autonomous functioning 

evaluate themselves from within, rather than relying on the approval of others. The 

Personal Growth dimension is a measure of development as an individual, with a focus 

on the ability to achieve goals while concentrating to strive for further growth. 

Although it is correlated with other constructs, “PWB is theoretically and 

empirically distinct from life satisfaction, happiness, self-esteem, and locus of control” 
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(Ryff, 1989, p. 1079). Psychological Well-Being contributes importantly to a range of 

critical outcomes in freshman college students’ life, including “increased social support, 

greater life satisfaction, and improved physical health” (Bowman, 2010, p. 192). 

Ryff’s (1989) Model of PWB captures a broad array of conceptions of self. The 

six dimensions associated with PWB closely align with established developmental 

outcomes in higher education. For instance, Kegan’s (1995) concept of self-authorship 

(Baxter-Magolda, 2001, p. 92) includes cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 

components (p. 117). Students who are self-authored specifically tend to think 

independently, know themselves, have healthy personal relationships in which other’s 

opinions are valued (but not relied upon exclusively), and have internally-focused goals. 

These perceptions and behaviors overlap substantially with the PWB dimensions of 

Autonomy, Self-Acceptance, Purpose in Life, and Positive Relations With Others. Like 

self-authorship, PWB encompasses “the use of certain skills and perspectives that are 

useful for overcoming challenges and effectively navigating one’s life” (Smider, Essex, 

& Ryff, 1996, p. 367). 

Ryff’s unique conceptualization suggests well-being is an evaluative feature that 

changes in response to developmental milestones in life events, while at the same time 

maintaining enduring features (Schmutte & Ryff, 1997, p. 554). It has been suggested 

that this Model of PWB has relevancy for the successful completion of life transitions 

across contexts (Bowman, 2010, p. 194). 

This has particular implications for freshman college students as they experience 

the transitional phase of emerging adulthood. Emerging adulthood is defined as the 

period ranging from the late teens through the twenties, with particular emphasis on ages 
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18 to 25 (Salmela-Aro, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2007, p. 697). Haynes et al. (2007) referred to 

emerging adulthood as a period characterized by “extensive variability and role 

exploration, without clear normative expectations” (p. 360). 

The transition from high school to college is a significant stressor during the 

period of emerging adulthood. Positive PWB functioning is especially important for the 

FYFS college students. Although college transitions can be difficult for all students 

(Upcraft et al., 2005, pp. 9–10), FYFS community college students often have even 

greater difficulty adjusting to college (Terenzini et al., 1994, p. 62; Zwerling & London, 

1992, p. 91). 

Research conducted by Bowman (2010) demonstrates the specific ways in which 

Ryff’s (1989) dimensions of PWB capture the process of development within the higher 

educational environment. The study, which examined the extent to which college 

experiences were associated with the development of PWB during the freshman year, 

resulted in finding many aspects of college life impacted PWB. Bowman (2010) 

specifically found that involvement in co-curricular activities was positively related to 

gains in Personal Growth, Positive Relations With Others, and Purpose in Life. 

Furthermore, being appropriately challenged academically was positively related to gains 

across all dimensions of the SPWB (pp. 196–197). 

Concluding Statement 

Research studies point out that traditional cognitive and non-cognitive predictors 

alone are inadequate measures to predict student success because these variables cannot 

account for the psychological processes that contribute to and influence a student’s 
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behavioral engagement. Research highlights the fact that psychological factors are crucial 

for students making transition to college. 

This study’s quest was to illustrate the interplay between the cognitive and multi-

dimensional psychological variables and the extent to which they may influence 

freshman students’ GPA. This research study was designed to analyze the 

interrelationship between students’ scores on the six scales of PWB (Autonomy, Positive 

Relations With Others, Purpose in Life, Personal Growth, Environmental Mastery, and 

Self-Acceptance) and their scores on prior cognitive aptitude indicators (high school 

GPA and ACT)  in order to create a prediction model, which would illustrate how these 

variables contribute to the academic success measured by rural community college 

students’ FYFS GPA. My hope was that this examination of the effects of pre-college 

cognitive variables and PWB dimensions on rural community college freshman students’ 

academic success will yield important information for college administrators, faculty, and 

student’s advisors. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

General Introduction 

This study examined the interplay between the cognitive and multi-dimensional 

psychological variables and the extent to which they may influence one another regarding 

their impact on freshman students’ GPA. The study specifically analyzed the 

interrelationship between the six dimensions of PWB and students’ scores on prior 

cognitive aptitude measures (high school GPA and ACT scores) to create a prediction 

model that illustrates how these variables contribute to the academic success measured by 

community college students’ FYFS GPA. 

The Research Questions 

In order to accomplish the purpose of this study, the following research questions 

are asked:  

Research Question 1: What percentage of variance in Southwestern Michigan 

College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the students’ prior 

academic cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores)? 

Research Question 2: What percentage of variance in Southwestern Michigan 

College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the students’ six 

dimensions of Psychological Well-Being? 
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Research Question 3: Which of the cognitive and psychological variables are 

relatively the most important in predicting Southwestern Michigan College students’ 

first-year, first-semester college GPA? 

Research Design 

This quantitative study used a non-experimental, predictive, correlational design. 

The participants in this study were FYFS students (n = 174) enrolled at SMC in the fall of 

2015. A 42-item version of Ryff’s (1989) SPWB was administered to all participants. 

This questionnaire is designed to measure PWB among the six dimensions: Autonomy, 

Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive Relations With Others, Purpose in 

Life, and Self-Acceptance. Prior students’ academic achievement records (high school 

GPA and ACT scores) and the FYFS student GPA was obtained from the SMC’s Banner 

Data Standards System. Student demographic variables (age, gender, ethnicity, major, 

parents’ educational level) were obtained from a student self-reported demographic 

questionnaire. 

Population and Sample 

The participants in this study were 174 FYFS students (56 males and 114 

females) during the Fall Semester of 2015 at SMC. 

Students completed a consent form (Appendix C) which indicated whether or not 

they would be willing to take part in this research study. The students also completed a 

voluntary release information form (Appendix D) to grant the investigator permission to 

collect their high school GPA and ACT scores and FYFS college GPA from the college’s 

computerized records. A demographic questionnaire was also given, asking students to 
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report their gender, race, age, major, and parents’ educational level (Appendix E). This 

information was used to further inform data analysis. 

Before beginning this study, an application for approval of the research study was 

submitted to the Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRB) 

at SMC (Appendix B). Both SMC campuses, Dowagiac and Niles, were sampled for a 

more accurate representation of the SMC student population. An incentive of winning 

one of twenty $25 debit cards was offered to all participants in the study. 

Definitions of Variables 

The following list of definitions defines the terms used in this study. The 

dependent variable is the students’ FYFS student GPA. The data collected to answer the 

research questions, the independent variables, included pre-college factors (high school 

GPA and ACT score) and six dimensions of PWB (Appendix A). Student demographic 

characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity, major, and parents’ educational level) were the 

moderator variables. The eight independent variables are defined as follows: 

1. American College Testing (ACT): This is a standardized test for high school 

achievement and college admission. American College Testing assessment, with multiple 

choice tests covering four skill areas (English, Mathematics, Reading, and Science), 

measures high school students’ general educational development and their capability to 

complete college work. 

2. Cumulative College Grade Point Average (GPA): This is a mathematical 

method of describing academic success for students in high school and college. Each 

letter grade is given a whole number value: A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, and F = 0. The 

average of these values for all course work with a letter grade is student’s cumulative GPA. 



 

48 

3. Autonomy: This variable measures the degree to which a student is self-

determined and independent, is able to resist social pressures to think and act in certain 

ways, regulates behavior from within, and evaluates self by personal standards. 

4. Purpose in Life: This variable measures the degree to which a student has 

goals in life and a sense of directedness, feels there is meaning to present and past life, 

holds beliefs that give life purpose, and has aims for objectives of living. 

5. Positive Relations With Others: This variable measures the degree to which a 

student has warm, satisfying relationships with others; is concerned about the welfare of 

others; is capable of strong empathy, affection, and intimacy; and understands the give 

and take of human relationships. 

6. Personal Growth: This variable measures the degree to which a student has a 

feeling of continued development, sees self as growing and expanding, is open to new 

experiences, has a sense of realizing his or her potential, and sees improvement in self 

and behavior over time. 

7. Environmental Mastery: This variable measures the degree to which a student, 

has a sense of mastery and competence in managing the environment, controls a complex 

array of external activities, makes effective use of surrounding opportunities, and is able 

to choose or create contexts suitable to personal needs and values. 

8. Self-Acceptance: This variable measures the degree to which a student 

possesses a positive attitude toward self; acknowledges and accepts multiple aspects of 

self, including good and bad qualities, and feels positive about past life. 
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Instrumentation 

A 42-item version of Ryff’s (1989) SPWB was administered to all participants. 

This questionnaire is designed to measure PWB among the six dimensions outlined 

previously: Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive Relations 

With Others, Purpose in Life, and Self-Acceptance. 

The original structure of the assessment included 20 items for each of six 

dimensions, resulting in a 120-item scale. Estimates of each scale’s internal consistency 

for a sample of community volunteers were as follows: Self-Acceptance, .93; Positive 

Relations With Others, .91; Autonomy, .86; Environmental Mastery, .90; Purpose in Life, 

.90; and Personal Growth, .87 (Ryff, 1989). In addition, the following estimates of test-

retest reliability were acquired for a 117-person sample over a 6-week interval: Self-

Acceptance, .85; Positive Relations With Others, .83; Autonomy, .88; Environmental 

Mastery, .81; Purpose in Life, .82; and Personal Growth, .81 (Ryff, 1989). 

Given concerns about the convenience of administration, a variety of shorter 

versions has been subsequently developed and distributed by the original author, 

including ones containing 12, 18, 42, 54, and 84 items, with a range of 2 to 14 items per 

dimension. Most recently, significant explorations and discussions have centered upon 

the 42-item version of the scale (Abbott et al., 2006; Abbott, Ploubidis, Huppert, Kuh, & 

Croudace, 2010; Springer & Hauser, 2006). In response to questions regarding the factor 

structure of the 42-item SPWB raised by Springer and Hauser (2006), Ryff and Singer 

(1998) suggested that factor analyses performed on this version support the theory-driven 

six-factor model originally proposed by Ryff (1989). Ryff herself gave her “personal 

recommendation” on the use of the 42-item SPWB (Abbott et al., 2010, p. 359). 

Therefore, the 42-item version was used in this study as it appeared sufficiently robust to 
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cover the six dimensions adequately, while allowing for more convenient administration 

when compared to the full 120-item version. 

The SPWB have demonstrated sound psychometric properties across a variety of 

middle-aged adult populations (Ryff & Singer, 1998), across cultural and lingual contexts 

(Akin-Little & Little, 2008; Ma et al., 2012), and with college student populations 

(Bowman, 2010; Burns & Machin, 2009; Chang, 2006; September et al., 2001). In the 

version utilized in this study, there are seven items per dimension. When administered to 

a college-aged population, Chronbach’s alphas for the 42-item version of this measure 

have been found to range from .77 to .86 (Bowman, 2010). The items in the 42-item 

questionnaire are divided equally among positive items and negative items. Responses 

are based on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately disagree, 3 = 

slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree, 5 = moderately agree, 6 = strongly agree). 

In scoring the SPWB, the total score represented the sum of 42 items. Negatively 

scored responses were reversed in the final scoring process so that high scores indicated 

high self-ratings on the dimensions assessed. Scores were not categorized by a cutoff 

point indicating low vs. high well-being; rather, overall well-being scores were indicated 

on the distribution of responses. Sample items for each dimension were as follows: I am 

not afraid to voice my opinions, even when they are in opposition to the opinions of most 

people (Autonomy); I am good at juggling my time so that I can fit everything that needs 

to be done (Environmental Mastery); When I think about it, I have not really improved 

much as a person since I was younger (Personal Growth); I often feel lonely because I 

have few close friends with whom I share my concerns (Positive Relations With Others); I 

enjoy making plans for the future and working to make them a reality (Purpose in Life); 
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When I look at my life so far, I am pleased with how things have turned out (Self-

Acceptance). A demographic questionnaire was also given, asking students to report their 

gender, race, age, major, and parents’ educational level. This information was used to 

inform further data analysis. See Appendices F and G. 

Procedure 

The data collection material for this study included five sections: an informed 

consent form (Appendix D), a voluntary release of information form (Appendix E), 

demographic information (Appendix F), Psychological-Well Being Survey (Appendix G), 

and pre-college cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores) and FYFS college 

GPA. 

Since this research study involved human subjects and included student academic 

data, the first step was to obtain approval from the IRB at SMC (Appendix B) and the 

IRB at Andrews University (Appendix C). Once the IRB authorizations were obtained, 

the process of collecting data began. All of the data for this study was collected during 

the fall of 2015. Ryff’s (1989) SPWB and the demographic questionnaire was 

administered to freshman students during the first four weeks of the Fall Semester of 

2015. 

Freshman students were asked via e-mail sent from the Institutional Research 

Department at SMC to participate in an online survey about their PWB. An incentive of 

winning one of twenty $25 debit cards was offered. Students received the first e-mail 

during the first week of classes. A second e-mail was sent to all students as a reminder 

during the second week of classes. A third e-mail was sent during the third week of 

classes. A fourth e-mail was sent during the fourth week of classes. The online survey 
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was opened for students to complete it during the first four weeks of the semester. 

Students were assured that their participation was voluntary and that their responses 

would be kept confidential. 

Before completing the online demographic and PWB questionnaires, students 

were first asked to complete an informed consent form (see Appendix D) and a voluntary 

release of information form (see Appendix E). They were prompted to provide their SMC 

Student Identification Number. They were unable to go on and complete the demographic 

survey (see Appendix F) and the PWB questionnaire (see Appendix G) until this 

information was provided. The number was used to track students’ high school GPA and 

ACT scores and the FYFS college GPA from the Banner Data Standards System in the 

SMC’s Registrar’s Office. A complete list of the first-year, first-semester freshmen from 

the Fall 2015 cohort was obtained from the Office of Institutional Research at SMC. 

Student sensitive data, including student names and student ID numbers, were deleted. 

Student names, which were considered confidential, were assigned numerical codes. 

Students’ high school GPA data were expressed as a numeric value between 0.0 

and 4.0 in the student records required for this research. Students’ FYFS college GPA 

also utilized a 0.0 to 4.0 scale calculated by the student record system from letter grades 

entered by individual instructors upon student completion of individual courses during 

the fall semester of 2015. American College Testing composite score data were a numeric 

value included in student records. In the instance of this research, the values ranged from 

1 to 36 in whole numbers. Students’ FYFS final cumulative GPA was collected. As GPA 

was reported in the traditional numeric range from 0.0 to 4.0 in the SMC data system, no 

coding or re-labeling was required to make use of data for analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

The data containing student records at SMC is not available in a public system. 

Due to the protected nature of the data contained in the student records, only a few 

individuals with job-related needs are able to view complete student records. At SMC, 

the Director of Institutional Research was the only one to access and sanitize the data 

needed for this research. 

IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 23, statistics software, 

was used to analyze the data and determine the relationship among the cognitive 

variables (high school GPA and ACT scores), the six dimensions of PWB (Autonomy, 

Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive Relations With Others, Purpose in 

Life, and Self-Acceptance), and FYFS college students’ GPA. Across all analyses, eight 

independent variables were used: The six dimensions of PWB and the pre-college 

cognitive attributes (high school GPA and ACT score). 

Research Question 1 was addressed with the two pre-college cognitive attributes; 

Research Question 2 was addressed with the six dimensions of PWB; and Research 

Question 3 was addressed using all eight cognitive and psychological variables. 

Students’ demographic characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity, major, and parents’ 

educational level) were collected to describe the data sample. Consistent with previous 

studies (Pascarella et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005), first generation students were defined 

as those whose parents did not attend any postsecondary education (1 = first generation, 0 

= other). In addition, a series of coded variables was used to indicate race/ethnicity, 

which included African American, American Indian, Asian, Hispanic, Caucasian, and 

students who did not report their race or ethnicity. Other demographic variables include 
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gender (0 = female, 1 = male) and age to determine if students are traditional college age 

(0 = 18–24) or non-traditional college age (1 = 25 and above). 

The data were analyzed using hierarchical and forward stepwise Ordinary Least 

Squares (OLS) regression analyses in order to explain the degree, to which the GPA 

scores of the FYFS SMC students can be predicted from the students’ prior academic 

achievement (high school GPA and ACT scores) and the six dimensions of PWB. 

This method allowed the assessment of the relationship among the eight 

independent variables and one dependent variable. Ordinary Least Squares regression is 

the most appropriate method for conducting a study like this, since there is one 

continuous and approximately normally distributed dependent variable and more than one 

continuous (and only continuous) independent variable. The purpose of OLS regression is 

to determine the amount of variance in a dependent variable accounted for by each 

independent variable. The goal of a maximally parsimonious model is “to select the 

fewest independent variables necessary to provide a good prediction of a dependent 

variable where each independent variable predicts a substantial and independent segment 

of the variability in the dependent variable” (Tabachnick, Fidell, & Osterlind, 2001,        

p. 186). The OLS regression analysis was run to see if any variable or a combination of 

variables can be used as a predictor of student success and to develop a theory that has 

the greatest explanatory power. 

Exploratory analyses were performed investigating the relative outcome or 

ordering of the cognitive variables. A similar analysis was completed using non-

cognitive, PWB subscale variables for the sample population. This form of research was 

selected since it fits the form of a predictive model. Stepwise regression and hierarchical 
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regression analyses were employed to identify relatively the most important predictors of 

the FYFS college students’ GPA. 

Treatment of Data 

Once students filled out the demographic form and SPWB, the information they 

provided was stored in a locked Banner Data Standard System database hosted by the 

Department of the Institutional Research at SMC with the researcher having password-

secured access. 

In order to provide confidentiality while preserving student traceability, students’ 

identifiers (names and student ID numbers) were removed and replaced with numbers 

corresponding with the alphabetical order of students’ names. Data gathered for each 

student included: (a) Demographic characteristics (gender, ethnicity, age, major, and 

parents’ educational level), (b) pre-college cognitive attributes (high school GPA and 

ACT scores), (c) SPWB scores, and (d) FYFS college GPA. 

In the dual role of the employee at SMC and student in this research, I was 

committed to eliminating any breach of student identity during this research. As an 

employee, I had regular contact with administrative staff who were asked to provide 

anonymous student data for research. Throughout the research, every effort was made to 

maintain an appropriate professional distance from these individuals and the data systems 

they managed. All requests for data and any necessary follow up communication was 

shared with each individual’s direct supervisor. While all raw student data was securely 

destroyed at the completion of this research, the results of the research were shared with 

the Director of Institutional Research at SMC. 
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Summary 

The third chapter has delineated the research methodology used during this study 

of the influence of students’ prior cognitive attributes (high school GPA and ACT scores) 

and their scores on the six scales of PWB factors on freshman community college 

students’ GPA. A complete description of the participants, the setting, the variables, the 

instrumentation, the procedures, the design, and the statistical analyses performed has 

been included. This study contributed to the literature by delineating a prediction model 

of freshman community college students’ academic success based not only on pre-college 

cognitive attributes, but also on a students’ PWB factors. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

In previous chapters, the problem of a large number of freshman community 

college students unsuccessful in their academic endeavor has been discussed. The 

insufficient research conducted to determine the holistic causes of the problem was 

delineated. Current research approaches emphasizing the influence of cognitive attributes 

on student academic success were described. Also, several research studies showing 

evidence that cognitive attributes and non-cognitive factors are closely linked to college 

student GPA were highlighted. This study examined the interplay between the cognitive 

and multi-dimensional psychological variables, and the extent they influence one another 

regarding their impact on freshman students’ GPA. The study analyzed the 

interrelationship between the students’ six dimensions of PWB and their prior cognitive 

aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) to create a prediction model that illustrates 

how these variables contribute to the academic success measured by rural community 

college students’ FYFS GPA at SMC. 

Description of the Sample 

Participants in this study (n = 174) were FYFS students during the Fall Semester 

of 2015 at SMC. The demographic information on each participant’s gender, age, 

mother’s highest educational attainment, father’s highest educational attainment, and 
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ethnicity was collected. Observations were obtained from 174 participants and, for each 

variable, between 2.3% and 3.4% missing data was present. Data included 56 males 

(32.2%) and 114 females (65.5%). Five participants were below age 18 (2.9%), 160 

between the ages of 18 and 24 (92%), and five participants aged older than 25 (2.9%). 

Participants’ mother’s highest educational attainment was split closely between college 

and no college, with 77 (44.3%) having a college degree, and 93 (53.4%) having no 

college degree. Father’s highest education attainment was less evenly distributed with 56 

(32.2%) having a college degree, and 114 (65.5%) having no college degree. The sample 

was predominantly Caucasian, with a total of 122 (70.1%) participants falling under this 

ethnicity, followed by 21 African Americans (12.1%), 4 American Indians (2.3%), 9 

Hispanics (5.3%), and 12 collectively classified as other (6.9%) (see Table 1). 

Key variables in this study included both cognitive and psychological factors, where 

psychological factors were computed from the six psychological dimensions of Ryff’s 

(1989) SPWB. These items are each mean composites from six-point Likert scales and 

include Environmental Mastery (M = 3.92, SD = 0.85), Personal Growth (M = 4.84, SD = 

0.72), Positive Relations With Others (M = 4.44, SD = 0.78), Purpose in Life (M = 4.61, 

SD = 0.88), Self-Acceptance (M = 4.16, SD = 1.02), and Autonomy (M = 4.21, SD = 0.83). 

Cognitive factors include participants’ high school GPA (M = 2.92, SD = 0.75), ACT 

scores (M = 20.3, SD = 3.98), and the dependent variable, FYFS college GPA (M = 2.84, 

SD = 0.92). All items were measured across a sample size of n = 174 with the exception 

of high school GPA, which had a sample size of 169. College GPA showed the strongest, 

and statistically significant, correlations with high school GPA (r = .39, p < .01) and ACT 

scores (r = .26, p < .01), and weaker correlations with Positive Relations (r = .18, p < .05) 
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Table 1 

Frequencies and Percentages for Demographic Variables (n = 174) 

 

 

 

  

Variable 

Participants 

Frequency Percentage 

Gender   

Male 56 32.2 

Female 114 65.5 

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 174 100.0 

Age   

Below 18 5 2.9 

18–24 160 92.0 

25 and older 5 2.9 

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 174 100.0 

Mother Education   

College Degree 77 44.3 

No College Degree 93 53.4 

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 174 100.0 

Father Education   

College Degree 56 32.2 

No College Degree 114 65.5 

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 174 100.0 

Ethnicity   

African American 21 12.1 

American Indian 4 2.3 

Caucasian 122 70.1 

Hispanic 9 5.3 

Other 12 6.9 

Missing 6 3.4 

Total 174 100.0 



 

60 

and Self-Acceptance (r = .17, p < .05). There is a fair amount of correlation existing 

among the psychological factors. These correlations range from the lowest between 

Purpose in Life and Autonomy (r = .26, p < .01) to the highest between Environmental 

Mastery and Self-Acceptance (r = .73, p < .01) (see Table 2). 

Results by Research Question 

In order to address three research questions, a series of seven ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression models were constructed. OLS regression is a well-established 

method, and is both a reasonable and defensible approach when the independent and 

dependent variables are continuous so long as the modeling assumptions are met 

(Howell, 2012, p. 123). All assumptions were verified for each model constructed. 

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 studied the effect of the students’ prior academic cognitive 

factors (high school GPA and ACT scores) on their FYFS GPA. Models 1 and 2 sought 

to determine the proportion of variance in FYFS GPA explainable by students’ prior 

academic cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores). 

Model 1 used simultaneous entry to include both high school GPA and ACT 

scores in the model, regardless of whether both contributed to explaining the dependent 

variable, FYFS GPA. Model 2 implemented forward stepwise regression to eliminate 

non-contributing variables and generate a more parsimonious model. Models were only 

constructed on complete data sets, and it should be noted that not all students had scores 

on the ACT. Out of the 174 students, 31 students did not possess ACT scores and were 

thus omitted from the modeling process for Models 1 and 2. In both cases, initial fits also 

revealed six extreme outliers, which were filtered from the data set for continued  
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations (n = 174) 

 Descriptives  Correlations 

Variable n M SD  HSGPA ACT ColGPA EnvMastery PGrowth PosRel PurposeLife SelfAccept Autonomy 

HSGPA 169 2.92 0.75   —                 

ACT 174 20.30 3.98  .54**  —               

ColGPA 174 2.84 0.92  .39** .26**  —             

EnvMastery 174 3.92 0.85  .13 -.11 .08  —           

Pgrowth 174 4.84 0.72  .06 -.16 .09 .51**  —         

PosRel 174 4.44 0.78  .07 -.02 .18* .53** .52**  —       

PurposeLife 174 4.61 0.88  .07 -.16 .15 .49** .59** .48**  —     

SelfAccept 174 4.16 1.02  .10 -.15 .17* .73** .57** .56** .65**  —   

Autonomy 174 4.21 0.83  .05 -.01 -.02 .37** .38** .27** .26** .50**  — 

Note. **p < .01, significant correlation 

 *p < .05, significant orrelation 
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modeling toward Research Question 1. Removing these outliers improved the model’s 

interpretive reliability, as outliers can have a powerful and undue influence on linear 

regression models, which causes them to disproportionately model the outliers over linear 

average members of the population (Howell, 2012). The resulting sample size was n = 

137. Demographic information can be found in Table 3, and statistics and correlations are 

displayed in Table 4. 

Upon removal of the outliers, both model fits were satisfactory. Model 1 found 

that when included simultaneously in the model, high school GPA is statistically 

significant (F[1, 135] = 58.23, p < .001), but ACT scores are not (F[1, 135] = 1.61, p = .21). 

This suggested that despite the known correlation existing between ACT score and FYFS 

GPA shown in Table 2, high school GPA is the stronger statistical predictor of the 

students’ FYFS GPA. That is to say the ACT scores were unable to explain any unique 

variance that was not explained by high school GPA. The explanation for this may be 

because there is only moderate correlation between high school GPA and ACT scores (r 

= .59). With non-significant variables found in Model 1, Model 2 was built for a more 

parsimonious model of the impact of cognitive factors on FYFS college GPA. 

Model 2 implemented forward stepwise regression and found that students’ ACT 

scores did not have any statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA, and that high school 

GPA had a statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA (F[1, 135] = 72.87, p < .001). For 

each point higher in high school GPA, FYFS GPA increased by an average of 0.79, 95% 

CI (0.61, 0.97). The resulting adjusted R2 value was .35, indicating that approximately 

35% of the variation found in FYFS GPA can be explained by students’ high school GPA  
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Table 3  

Frequencies and Percentages for Demographic Variables (n = 137) 

Characteristic          Frequency Percent (%) 

Gender   

Male 44 32.1 

Female 91 66.4 

Missing 2 1.5 

Total 137 100.0 

Age   

Below 18 5 3.6 

18–24 130 94.9 

25 and older 0 0.0 

Missing 2 1.5 

Total 137 100.0 

Mother Education   

College Degree 65 47.4 

No College Degree 70 51.1 

Missing 2 1.5 

Total 137 100.0 

Father Education   

College Degree 49 35.8 

No College Degree 86 62.8 

Missing 2 1.5 

Total 137 100.0 

Ethnicity   

African American 9 6.6 

American Indian 3 2.2 

Caucasian 100 73.0 

Hispanic 5 3.6 

Other 9 6.6 

Missing 4 2.9 

Total 137 100.0 
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Table 4  

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations: Models 1 and 2 

 Descriptives  Correlations 

Variable n M SD  HSGPA ACT ColGPA 

HSGPA 137 3.01 0.66  —   

ACT 137 20.31 4.05  .59** —  

ColGPA 137 2.88 0.88  .59** .28** — 

Note. **p < .01, significant correlation 

 *p < .05, significant orrelation 

 

(see Table 5). The equation for Model 2 is as follows: FYFS GPA = .509+.787∗High 

SchoolGPA+error. 

Residual plots were visually inspected and confirmed for independence and 

homoscedasticity. The residuals were checked for normality by performing a Shapiro-

Wilk test. The Shapiro-Wilk test is a test that takes a series of observations—in this 

study, residuals—and compares their distribution to the normal distribution. The null 

hypothesis for a Shapiro-Wilk test is that the data points are normally distributed. Thus, 

when the p-value is returned as a result of the test, a p-value greater than .05 indicates 

that there is evidence the data follow a normal distribution. When the p-value is below 

.05, this serves as evidence that the data do not come from a normal distribution (Howell, 

2012). The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed that the residuals from the model were normally 

distributed (W = .985, p = .075). 

To answer Research Question 1, I concluded in favor of Model 2. The 

assumptions of linear regression were satisfied. Namely, the residuals were shown to be 

normally distributed, homoscedastic, and independent. All of independent variables were 

continuous, and each showed a weak to moderate linear relationship with the dependent  
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Table 5 

Models 1 and 2: Simultaneous Entry and Stepwise Regression Entry 

 

 

 

 Model 1: Simultaneous Entry  Model 2: Stepwise Regression 

Variable B SE B Β t p 95% CI  B SE B β t p 95% CI 

Intercept 0.73 0.33 na 2.200 .030 (0.07, 1.39)  0.51 0.28 na 1.790 .080 (-0.05, 1.10) 

HS GPA 0.87 0.11 0.66 7.630 <.001 (0.65, 1.10)  0.79 0.09 0.59 8.540 <.001 (0.61, 0.97) 

ACT Composite Score -0.02 0.02 -0.11 -1.270 .210 (-0.06, 0.01)        

Adjusted R2    0.350       0.350   

F for change in R2    37.410       72.870   

p    <.001       <.001   
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variable, FYFS college GPA. While this is true for both Models 1 and 2, variable 

selection indicated that ACT scores were superfluous and did not need to be retained in 

the model. Moreover, their relationship with FYFS GPA was weaker than the relationship 

between high school GPA and FYFS GPA and failed to explain any unique variance. The 

results of Model 2 showed that the same adjusted R2 and overall fit quality can be 

achieved even upon omitting ACT as a predictor variable in the model. For these reasons, 

I found Model 2 to be preferable to Model 1. It should be noted as part of the fitting 

process for Models 1 and 2 that participants without ACT scores were excluded from the 

analysis. Because stepwise regression was used, Model 2 persists with omitting those 

participants without ACT scores, despite not including the variable in the final model. A 

third, but not discussed model was built using only high school GPA to predict FYFS 

GPA, in which those without ACT scores were not omitted from the sample. The third 

model also indicated quality fit statistics (r = .53, 𝑟𝑎𝑑𝑗 
2  = .28), was statistically significant 

(F[1, 162] = 63.06, p < .001), and residuals were approximately normally distributed. I thus 

concluded that the data indicate a moderate linear relationship between high school GPA 

and FYFS college GPA. 

Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 examined what percentage of variance in SMC students’ 

FYFS GPA was explained by the students’ six dimensions of PWB. Model 3 was fit by 

using simultaneous entry into a standard linear regression model, while Model 4 utilized 

stepwise regression to cut down on potential multicollinearity and determine which, if 

any, of the psychological factors best predicts FYFS GPA. Model 3 identified two major 

outliers that were omitted for the remainder of its fitting process. The resulting sample 
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size for examining Research Question 2 was n = 172. Demographic information for 

variables can be found in Table 6 and descriptive statistics and correlations on the subset 

of participants can be found in Table 7. 

Upon removal of the outliers, the model fit was satisfactory. Simultaneous entry 

revealed that none of the psychological factors was statistically significant. The most 

significant was the effect of Positive Relations With Others, which found that for every one 

point higher in the Positive Relations composite a person scored, the FYFS GPA 

increased by an average of 0.18 (F[1, 165] = 2.78, p = .097), 95% CI (-0.033, 0.394). The 

adjusted R2 for this model was .03, suggesting that 3% of the variance in FYFS GPA can 

be explained by the psychological factors. The exploratory data analysis revealed that a 

moderate degree of multicollinearity exists among the psychological factors. Variance 

Inflation Factor (VIF) statistics ranged from 1.37 to 2.58 (see Table 8). 

This offers a partial explanation toward why there is no immediate statistical 

significance of any specific psychological factor. While visual inspection of the residuals 

for independence, homoscedasticity, and normality yield satisfactory results, formal 

normality assessments came back significant, suggesting that the data do not come from a 

normal distribution. It is known, however, that OLS regression models are robust to 

moderate violations of normality (Box, 1962). In addition to this, formal tests for 

normality are not without limitations (Ghasemi, 2012). Due to concerns about 

multicollinearity and fit, I did not endorse Model 3. Consequently, I proceeded to Model 

4. In Model 4, I continued to use linear regression as the analysis method of choice; 

however, I employed variable selection techniques to simplify the model and to reduce 

the degree of multicollinearity that could pose a threat to model validity. 
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Table 6 

Frequencies and Percentages for Demographic Variables (n = 172) 

Characteristic          Frequency Percent (%) 

Gender   

Male 56 32.6 

Female 112 65.1 

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 172 100.0 

Age   

Below 18 5 2.9 

18–24 158 91.9 

25 and older 5 2.9 

   

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 172 100.0 

Mother Education   

College Degree 76 44.2 

No College Degree 92 53.5 

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 172 100.0 

Father Education   

College Degree 56 32.6 

No College Degree 112 65.1 

Missing 4 2.3 

Total 172 100.0 

Ethnicity   

African American 21 12.2 

American Indian 4 2.3 

Caucasian 120 69.8 

Hispanic 9 5.2 

Other 12 7.0 

Missing 6 3.5 

Total 172 100.0 
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Table 7 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations: Models 3 and 4 

 Descriptives  Correlations 

Variable n M SD  ColGPA EnvMastery PGrowth PosRel PurposeLife SelfAccept Autonomy 

ColGPA 172 2.87 0.89  —       

EnvMastery 172 3.94 0.63  .08 —      

PGrowth 172 4.83 0.73  .12 .52** —     

PosRel 172 4.44 0.78  .20** .51** .51** —    

PurposeLife 172 4.61 0.88  .17* .49** .59** .48** —   

SelfAccept 172 3.84 0.79  .17* .67** .54** .53* .60** —  

Autonomy 172 4.21 0.84  .16* .37** .38** .27** .27** .49** — 

Note. **p < .01, significant correlation 

 *p < .05, significant orrelation 
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Table 8  

Collinearity Diagnostics (n = 172) 

 Collinearity Diagnostics 

Variable n Tolerance VIF 

Autonomy Mean 172 0.731 1.368 

EnvMaster Mean 172 0.497 2.014 

PGrowth Mean 172 0.531 1.883 

PosRel Mean 172 0.619 1.615 

PurposeLife Mean 172 0.524 1.909 

SelfAccept Mean 172 0.388 2.577 

 

 

Model 4 implemented a forward stepwise regression technique to reduce the 

degree of multicollinearity and isolate any meaningful psychological variables that may 

explain some of the variance seen in FYFS GPA. An F-test probability of .05 was used 

for entry, and I used a probability of .1 for removal. Preliminary model fitting found the 

same two extreme outliers as found in Model 3 These outliers were omitted for continued 

fitting for Model 4. The descriptive and correlation information found in Table 7 

continues to apply to Model 4. The forward stepwise regression discovered that Positive 

Relations With Others, when other psychological factors are removed from the model, 

had a statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA (F[1, 171] = 6.163, p = .014). 

Results revealed that for every one point higher an individual scored on the 

Positive Relations With Others scale, their FYFS GPA improved by an average of .22, 

95% CI (0.052, 0.388). The adjusted R2 for this model was .032, suggesting that one 

PWB variable, Positive Relations With Others, is capable of explaining 3.2% of the 

variance found in FYFS GPA. This result is comparable to the result found in Model 3, 

suggesting that the parsimonious model is capable of explaining the same amount of 
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variance as the model that included all variables (see Table 9). The equation for Model 4 

is as follows: First Semester GPA = 1.899+.22 ∗ 𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑅𝑒𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠+error. 

Residual plots were inspected and confirmed for homoscedasticity and 

independence, though a formal normality assessment via the Shapiro-Wilk test showed 

that the residuals do not follow a normal distribution (W = 0.954, p < .01). The residuals 

showed a very slight left skew, but histograms and Q-Q plots—visual inspection tools for 

the histogram—suggested that whatever the deviations from normality being detected by 

the Shapiro-Wilk test are, they are slight, and thus again I do not think this alone 

constitutes a significant enough departure from normality to draw into serious question 

the results from Model 4 (Box, 1962). Models 3 and 4 together suggested there might be 

evidence to support a marginally significant relationship between Positive Relations With 

Others and FYFS GPA, although this relationship is notably weak. Nevertheless, Positive 

Relations With Others as a PWB variable is shown to be more important than the other 

PWB variables in its contribution to explaining FYFS GPA. Consequently, Models 3 and 

4 helped me conclude that while personal relations with others is perhaps the strongest of 

the psychological variables in determining first-semester GPA, further research studies 

are needed to provide evidence to support the existence of a meaningful relationship. 

Research Question 3 

Research Question 3: Which of the cognitive and psychological variables are 

relatively the most important in predicting the SMC students’ FYFS college GPA? 

To answer Research Question 3, I took three different approaches to modeling. In 

Model 5, hierarchical regression was used, with cognitive variables taken to be the first 
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Table 9 

Models 3 and 4. Simultaneous Entry and Stepwise Regression Entry 

 Model 3: Simultaneous Entry  Model 4: Stepwise Regression 

Variable B SE B β t p 95% CI  B SE B β t p 95% CI 

Intercept 2.14 0.54 na 3.97 <.001 (1.08, 3.21)  1.9 0.38 na 4.96 <.001 (1.14, 2.66) 

PosRel 0.18 0.11 0.16 1.67 .100 (-0.03, 0.39)  0.22 0.09 0.20 2.59 .01 (0.05, 0.39) 

EnvMastery -0.15 0.15 -0.11 -0.98 .330 (-0.44, 0.15)        

PGrowth 0.02 0.13 0.02 0.17 .870 (-0.23, 0.27)        

Autonomy -0.14 0.09 -0.13 -1.48 .140 (-0.32, 0.05)        

PurposeLife 0.07 0.1 0.07 0.68 .500 (-0.14, 0.28)        

SelfAccept 0.17 0.14 0.16 1.28 .200 (-0.09, 0.44)        

Adjusted R2    0.03       0.03   

F for change in R2    1.88       6.69   

p    .09       .01   
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block, and psychological variables taken to be the second block. All variables within each 

block were entered into the model. The goal of this approach was to determine whether or 

not the addition of the psychological variables contributed to explaining variation in 

FYFS GPA. Model 6 used a forward stepwise regression on all cognitive and 

psychological variables simultaneously. Given what I discovered from Models 3 and 4, 

that the psychological variables show a moderate amount of multicollinearity, the goal 

was to determine whether there are any psychological variables that play a role alongside 

the cognitive variables in explaining FYFS GPA. Finally, Model 7 combined the ideas of 

Models 5 and 6. Model 7 used hierarchical regression, with stepwise regression variable 

selection criteria within each block. Again, since I was aware of moderate collinearity 

among the psychological variables, this helped me determine whether or not any 

psychological variables, when entered via stepwise regression and thus circumventing 

potential problems arising from multicollinearity, contribute to explaining additional 

variation in FYFS GPA. 

Model 5 implemented hierarchical regression with cognitive variables entered 

first, followed by psychological variables. This model identified one major outlier, which 

was removed from the model building process. The resulting sample size was n = 141. 

Demographic variables information can be found in Table 10 and descriptive statistics 

and correlation variables can be found in Table 11. 

As in Models 1 and 2, I noticed that the reduction in sample size was due to the 

use of complete cases only, and 31 students were without ACT scores. Results of the 

model showed that the addition of the cognitive block provides a significant improvement 

over a baseline model, with high school GPA being the significant cognitive variable 



 

74 

 

 

 

Table 10  

Frequencies and Percentages for Demographic Variables (n = 141) 

Characteristic Frequency Percent (%) 

Gender   

Male 45 31.9 

Female 94 66.7 

Missing 2 1.4 

Total 141 100.0 

Age   

Below 18 5 3.5 

18–24 134 95.0 

25 and older 0 0.0 

Missing 2 1.4 

Total 141 100.0 

Mother Education   

College Degree 65 46.1 

No College Degree 74 52.5 

Missing 2 1.4 

Total 141 100.0 

Father Education   

College Degree 49 34.8 

No College Degree 90 63.8 

Missing 2 1.4 

Total 141 100.0 

Ethnicity   

African American 17 12.1 

American Indian 3 2.1 

Caucasian 102 72.3 

Hispanic 5 3.5 

Other 10 7.1 

Missing 4 2.8 

Total 141 100.0 
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Table 11 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations (n = 141) 

 Descriptives     Correlations    

Variable n M SD  HSGPA ACT ColGPA EnvMastery PGrowth PosRel PurposeLife SelfAccept Autonomy 

HSGPA 141 2.97 0.75  —         

ACT 141 20.31 4.00  .54** —        

ColGPA 141 2.85 0.91  .45** .25** —       

EnvMastery 141 3.92 0.62  .13 -.11 .10 —      

PGrowth 141 4.80 0.73  .06 -.16 .08 .55** —     

PosRel 141 4.39 0.79  .12 -.02 .22** .46** .51** —    

PurposeLife 141 4.57 0.91  .07 -.16 .16* .48** .59** .49** —   

SelfAccept 141 3.81 0.80  .12 -.11 .15* .64** .55* .51** .62** —  

Autonomy 141 4.19 0.85  .03 -.02 -.08 .35** .34** .25** .24** .47** — 

Note. **p < .01, significant correlation 

 *p < .05, significant orrelation 
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(F[2, 138] = 37.41, p < .001). The adjusted R2 for the cognitive block was 0.349, 

suggesting that the cognitive block is capable of explaining 34.9% of the variation in 

FYFS GPA. The addition of the psychological block showed no significant improvement 

to the model (F[6, 132] = 1.86, p = .092] over the cognitive block. The adjusted R2 

following the addition of the psychological block was found to be 0.22. Overall, the 

model including both blocks still showed significant improvement over a baseline model 

(F[8, 132] = 5.93, p < .001]. However, given that the F-test for the change in R2 was not 

significant, coupled with signs of a fair amount of correlation among the variables within 

the psychological block, interpretation of the coefficients—particularly of the 

psychological variables—may be unreliable (see Table 12). 

I refrained from endorsing this model in favor of a more parsimonious and less 

volatile conclusion to come from future model adjustments. Before proceeding, however, 

I noticed that a Shapiro-Wilk test on the residuals of this model showed them to be 

normally distributed (W = .986, p = .176), and visual inspection suggested that the 

Table 12 

Collinearity Diagnostics (n = 141) 

 Collinearity Diagnostics 

Variable n Tolerance VIF 

AutonomyMean 141 0.745 1.343 

EnvMasterMean 141 0.520 1.923 

PersonalGrowthMean 141 0.513 1.949 

PosRelationsMean 141 0.634 1.578 

PurposeLifeMean 141 0.501 1.995 

SelfAcceptMean 141 0.394 2.539 

HS GPA 141 0.668 1.497 

ACT Composite 141 0.654 1.529 
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residuals were independent and homoscedastic. Details of the model coefficients can be 

found in Table 13. 

Model 6 uses a forward stepwise regression on both cognitive and psychological 

variables simultaneously. An F-test probability of .05 was used for entry, and a 

probability of .1 was used for removal. Given what I knew about the strength of the 

relationship among the psychological factors, the goal of this approach was to avoid the 

volatility of having multiple correlated psychological variables in the model at once, and 

to determine the strongest psychological factor(s), if any, capable of explaining any 

unique variations in FYFS GPA alongside the cognitive variables. The model identified 

six major outliers that were omitted from the model construction process. Upon outlier 

removal, n = 137 participants remained in the study. Descriptive statistics and 

correlations can be found in Table 14. 

The results of the stepwise regression mirrored those results found in Model 2, 

which was found to be a satisfactory model that satisfied all assumptions of linear 

regression, including independent and normally distributed residuals. None of the 

psychological variables were statistically significant, and of the cognitive variables, only 

high school GPA was significant. The change in R2 F-test was similar to the Model 2 

results (F[1, 135] = 72.87, p < .001) with an adjusted R2 of .35. The equation of the fitted 

Model 6 was equivalent to the equation found in Model 2, as were the confidence 

intervals for the coefficients. See Table 15 for model fit details. 
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Table 13 

Model 5. Hierarchical Regression: Block Entry 

 Block 1: Cognitive Factors  Block 2: Cognitive & Psychological Factors 

Variable B SE B β t p 95% CI  B SE B β t p 95% CI 

Intercept 1.19 0.37 na 3.19 .002 (0.45, 1.93)  0.81 0.69 na 1.17 .240 (-0.56, 2.17) 

HS GPA 0.54 0.11 0.44 4.91 <.001 (0.32, 0.76)  0.49 0.11 0.40 4.38 <.001 (0.27, 0.71) 

ACT Composite 

Score 
0.00 0.02 0.02 0.16 .870 (-0.04, 0.04)  0.01 0.02 0.05 0.53 .600 (-0.03, 0.05) 

PosRel        0.20 0.11 0.17 1.82 .070 (-0.02, 0.41) 

EnvMastery        -0.07 0.15 -0.05 -0.49 .630 (-0.38, 0.23) 

PGrowth        -0.06 0.13 -0.05 -0.45 .650 (-0.32, 0.20) 

Autonomy        -0.18 0.09 -0.17 -1.99 .050 (-0.37, 0.00) 

PurposeLife        0.08 0.11 0.08 0.78 .440 (-0.13, 0.29) 

SelfAccept        0.13 0.14 0.11 0.92 .360 (-0.14, 0.39) 

Adjusted R2 0.19 
0.22 

F for change in R2 17.49 
1.86 

p <.001 
.09 
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Table 14 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations (n = 137) 

 Descriptives  Correlations 

Variable n M SD  HSGPA ACT ColGPA EnvMastery PGrowth PosRel PurposeLife SelfAccept Autonomy 

HSGPA 137 3.01 0.66   —         

ACT 137 20.31 4.05  .60**  —        

ColGPA 137 2.88 0.88  .59** .28**  —       

EnvMastery 137 3.93 0.62  .10 -.12 .10  —      

PGrowth 137 4.82 0.72  .002 -.17* .05 .534**  —     

PosRel 137 4.41 0.78  .13 -.02 .18* .45** .50**  —    

PurposeLife 137 4.58 0.91  .05 -.15* .16* .48** .58** .51**  —   

SelfAccept 137 3.84 0.78  .05 -.12 .12 .63** .53* .49** .62**  —  

Autonomy 137 4.21 0.84  -.08 -.02 -.08 .34** .32** .26** .22** .46**  — 

** p < 0.01, significant correlation 

* p < 0.05, significant correlation 
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Table 15 

Model 6. Forward Stepwise Regression: Simultaneous Entry 

 Model 5: Simultaneous Entry  Model 6: Stepwise Regression 

Variable B SE B β t p 95% CI  B SE B Β t p 95% CI 

Intercept 0.81 0.69 na 1.17 .24 (-0.56, 2.17)  0.43 0.45 na 0.97 .33 (-0.45, 1.31) 

HS GPA 0.49 0.11 0.40 4.38 <.001 (0.27, 0.71)  0.52 0.09 0.43 5.71 <.001 (0.34, 0.71) 

PosRel 0.20 0.11 0.17 1.82 .07 (-0.02, 0.41)  0.20 0.09 0.17 2.29 .02 (0.03, 0.37) 

ACT Composite Score 0.01 0.02 0.05 0.53 .6 (-0.03, 0.05)        

EnvMastery -0.07 0.15 -0.05 -0.49 .63 (-0.38, 0.23)        

PGrowth -0.06 0.13 -0.05 -0.45 .65 (-0.32, 0.20)        

Autonomy -0.18 0.09 -0.17 -1.99 .05 (-0.37, 0.00)        

PurposeLife 0.08 0.11 0.08 0.78 .44 (-0.13, 0.29)        

SelfAccept 0.13 0.14 0.11 0.92 .36 (-0.14, 0.39)        

Adjusted R2 0.22 0.22 

F for change in R2 5.93 5.25 

P <.001 .02 
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The results of Model 6 and its mirroring of Model 2 gave me more insight into the 

nature of the explanatory power of these variables. Model 6 shows that when both 

cognitive and psychological variables are subjected to the entry and removal criteria 

associated with stepwise regression, none of the psychological variables exhibit a 

significant ability to explain any unique variance in FYFS GPA when cognitive factors 

are present. This is in close agreement with Model 4, which told me that only Positive 

Relations With Others variable was capable of explaining any of the variance in FYFS 

GPA, and that the variance explained was only 3%, thus making Positive Relations a very 

weak predictor. Model 6 suggests that this 3% is non-unique, and is no longer significant 

in the presence of high school GPA as a predictor. Consequently, I found that Model 6 

provides the same fit as Model 2, but when coupled with the results from other models, 

Model 6 provides additional information pertaining to the non-significance of the 

psychological variables that is not provided from Model 2.  

Model 7 combines the techniques used in Models 5 and 6: hierarchical regression 

and stepwise regression. Here, I entered two blocks into the regression model. I started by 

entering the cognitive variables, followed by the psychological variables. Within each block, 

stepwise regression was performed to determine whether or not each variable, within its 

corresponding block, contributes to explaining unique variance in FYFS GPA. As with 

Model 6, an F-test probability of .05 was used for entry, and .1 was used for removal. 

Model 7 also identified six outliers, and these outliers were the same as identified in Models 

6, 2, and 1. The resulting number of participants was n = 137. Model 7 found that there 

was no statistically significant improvement resulting from the psychological block. In 

fact, none of the psychological variables made it through the entry criteria of the stepwise 
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regression, and the resulting model was similar to Models 2 and 6: only high school GPA 

was a significant predictor of FYFS college GPA, and the R2, model coefficients, and 

hypothesis tests are all the same. Table 16 provides information on model fit. 

The result of Models 5, 6, and 7 answer Research Question 3 by suggesting that 

there is no unique effect of psychological variables on FYFS college GPA. High school 

GPA is consistently a strong predictor of FYFS GPA. Model 5 revealed that when the 

psychological variables were all entered simultaneously as a block, this block showed no 

significant improvement to the overall fit of the model. From the correlation table 

associated with Model 5, I noticed that the psychological variables show a moderate 

amount of correlation with one another, thus making interpretation of any psychological 

variables’ coefficients in the model unreliable. Consequently, I chose not to interpret 

these coefficients, as I felt this invites confusion and is not the strongest model available. 

The complete table of model results can, however, be found in Table 16. Models 6 and 7 

both impose selection criteria on all variables entered into the model. Model 6 uses 

stepwise regression on all cognitive and psychological variables simultaneously and finds 

that none of the psychological variables explain any unique variance in FYFS GPA, 

while high school GPA is a strong predictor. The results of this model agree with the 

results of Model 2, which I found to be a good fit. Moreover, this model provides 

information regarding the lack of significance of the psychological approach found in 

Model 5, but implements stepwise regression selection criteria within each block. Like 

Models 5 and 6, Model 7 also finds no significance of the psychological variables in 

explaining FYFS GPA. Also, like Models 5 and 6, Model 7 finds high school GPA to be 

a strong predictor of FYFS GPA. The fit of Model 7 was unsurprisingly similar to the 
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Table 16 

Model 7. Hierarchical Regression and Stepwise Regression 

 Block 1: Cognitive Factors  Block 2: Cognitive & Psychological Factors 

Variable B SE B β t p 95% CI  B SE B Β t p 95% CI 

Intercept 0.73 0.33 na 2.20 .030 (0.07, 1.39)  0.81 0.69 na 1.17 .240 (-0.56, 2.17) 

HS GPA 0.87 0.11 0.66 7.63 <.001 (0.65, 1.10)  0.49 0.11 0.40 4.38 <.001 (0.27, 0.71) 

ACT Composite 

Score 
-0.02 0.02 -0.11 -1.27 .210 (-0.06, 0.01)  0.01 0.02 0.05 0.53 .600 (-0.03, 0.05) 

PosRel        0.20 0.11 0.17 1.82 .070 (-0.02, 0.41) 

EnvMastery        -0.07 0.15 -0.05 -0.49 .630 (-0.38, 0.23) 

PGrowth        -0.06 0.13 -0.05 -0.45 .650 (-0.32, 0.20) 

Autonomy        -0.18 0.09 -0.17 -1.99 .050 (-0.37, 0.00) 

PurposeLife        0.08 0.11 0.08 0.78 .440 (-0.13, 0.29) 

SelfAccept        0.13 0.14 0.11 0.92 .360 (-0.14, 0.39) 

Adjusted R2 0.35 0.22 

F for change in R2 37.41 1.86 

p <.001 .09 
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Fits of Models 6 and 2. Thus, all of the models implemented to answer Research 

Question 3 point to the same conclusion: none of the psychological variables is capable 

of explaining a unique variance of FYFS college GPA, while high school GPA is 

consistently a strong predictor of FYFS college GPA. Hence, I concluded in favor of 

Models 6 and 7 to answer Research Question 3. 

Before proceeding, it is worth noting an important departure that Models 5 

through 7 have from Models 3 and 4. Models 5 through 7 include ACT scores as a 

variable throughout the model fitting process. This variable had missing values on 31 

participants, thus reducing the sample size from the 172 found in Models 3 and 4, to the 

sample sizes found in Models 1, 2, 5, 6, and 7, which were between 137 and 141. For 

brevity, and because testing the significance of ACT scores as a cognitive variable 

alongside the psychological variables is important, I omitted additional models where 

ACT was not used as a potential cognitive variable. This increased the sample size for 

Models 5 through 7. However, while the coefficients and R2 values did in fact change, the 

results did not: high school GPA continues to be a strong predictor of FYFS GPA, while 

none of the psychological variables appear to be significant. 

Summary of Major Findings 

This chapter contains a summary and analysis of the statistical testing done to 

answer the research questions introduced in the first chapter. 

Research Question 1 asked: What percentage of variance in SMC students’ FYFS 

GPA can be explained by the students’ prior academic cognitive factors (high school 

GPA and ACT scores)? 
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Two linear regression models were used to answer this question. Model 1 entered 

both cognitive factors simultaneously into the model to see what variables explained 

FYFS GPA. Model 2 followed this result by employing stepwise regression to remove 

any non-significant variables from the model. Model 1 indicated that when the students’ 

prior academic factors (high school GPA and ACT scores) were included simultaneously 

in the model, high school GPA was statistically significant (F[1, 135] = 58.23, p < .001), 

but ACT scores were not (F[1, 135] = 1.61, p = .21]. Model 2 indicated that students’ ACT 

scores did not have any statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA, and it was thus 

removed. By contrast, high school GPA had a statistically significant effect on FYFS 

GPA (F[1, 135] = 72.87, p < .001). For each point higher in a student’s high school GPA, 

his or her FYFS GPA increased by an average of .79, 95% CI (0.61, 0.97). The resulting 

adjusted R2 value was .35, indicating that approximately 35% of the variation found in 

FYFS GPA can be explained by students’ high school GPA. The residuals for Model 2 

were inspected to confirm that the modeling assumptions of linear regressions were met. 

Visual inspection confirmed independence and homoscedasticity, while a Shapiro-Wilk 

test suggested that the residuals were approximately normally distributed (W = .985, p = 

.075). I concluded in favor of Model 2 that ACT scores do not explain any unique 

variation in FYFS college GPA, and that high school GPA is the stronger of the two 

cognitive factors. 

Research Question 2 asked: What percentage of variance in SMC students’ FYFS 

GPA can be explained by the students’ six dimensions of PWB? 

Two linear regression models were constructed to address this question. Model 3 

used simultaneous entry of all psychological factors into the model, while Model 4 
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implemented stepwise regression to reduce multicollinearity and determine the strongest 

psychological variable in explaining variation in FYFS GPA. Model 3 revealed that none 

of the psychological factors was statistically significant. The most significant was the 

effect of Positive Relations With Others, which found that for every one point higher in 

the Positive Relations composite a student scored, his or her FYFS GPA increased by an 

average of .18 (F[1, 165] = 2.78, p = .097), 95% CI (-0.033, 0.394. The adjusted R2 for this 

model was .03, suggesting that 3% of the variance in FYFS GPA can be explained by 

psychological factors. 

However, this model should be treated with a fair amount of caution, as Table 7 

points out a reasonable amount of correlation existing among these variables. While not 

enough to pose a serious threat to the model, it does cause model coefficients to be 

unstable, and thus inferences drawn from them should not be without reservation. Model 

4 implemented a forward stepwise regression technique to reduce the degree of 

multicollinearity and to isolate any meaningful psychological variables that may explain 

some of the variance seen in FYFS GPA. The variable selection technique revealed that 

Positive Relations With Others, when other psychological factors were removed from the 

model, had a statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA (F[1, 171] = 6.163, p = .014). 

Results found that for every one point higher a student scored on the Positive Relations 

With Others scale, his or her FYFS GPA improved by an average of .22, 95% CI (0.052, 

0.388). The adjusted R2 for this model was .032, suggesting that Positive Relations With 

Others variable was capable of explaining 3.2% of the variance found in FYFS GPA. 

Between Models 3 and 4, Model 4 is preferable as it does not introduce multicollinearity 

concerns. I noticed, however, that not all modeling assumptions were met, as the Shapiro-
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Wilk test indicated that residuals do not follow an approximately normal distribution    

(W = .954, p < .01). Additionally, I noticed that the relationship between Positive 

Relations With Others and FYFS GPA is weak, with the psychological variable only 

explaining 3% of variation. It is plausible that the significance of this result is entirely 

due to sample size and may not represent a clinically meaningful effect. Thus, I 

cautiously endorsed the results of Model 4. 

Research Question 3 asked: Which of the cognitive and psychological variables 

are relatively the most important in predicitng the SMC students’ FYFS college GPA? 

Three linear regression models were constructed to answer this question. Model 5 

used hierarchical regression, treating cognitive factors as the first block and psychological 

factors as the second block. Model 6 used stepwise regression on all cognitive and 

psychological factors simultaneously to determine which, if any, variables made it into the 

model without being forced, and to cut down on potential multicollinearity stemming from 

the correlated psychological variables. Model 7 used hierarchical regression, with each 

variable within each block subjected to stepwise selection criteria, before being entered 

into (or removed from) the model. Model 5 revealed that the cognitive block showed a 

statistically significant improvement over the baseline model (F[2, 138] = 37.41, p < .001) 

and explained 34.9%  of the variance found in first-semester GPA. The most significant 

cognitive variable was again high school GPA. By contrast, the psychological block did 

not contribute to explaining any of the variance in FYFS GPA. The change in R2 test 

showed (F[6, 132] = 1.86, p = .092). The adjusted R2 for the model, with both cognitive 

and psychological blocks, was .22. While the full model compared to a baseline model 

was statistically significant (F[8, 132] = 5.93, p < .001), it would be unwise to interpret 



 

88 

 

coefficients associated with this model for two reasons: the threat of multicollinearity 

between the psychological variables and the non-significance of the additional 

psychological block. As such, I employed the stepwise regression techniques in Models 6 

and 7 to help find a better model. Models 6 and 7 arrived at a similar model fits as Model 

2. That is, neither showed a significant effect of the psychological variables, and high 

school GPA consistently had a statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA (F[1, 135] = 

72.87, p < .001). For each point higher in a student’s high school GPA, his or her FYFS 

GPA increased by an average of 0.79, 95% CI (0.61, 0.97). The resulting adjusted R2 

value was .35, indicating that approximately 35% of the variation found in FYFS GPA can 

be explained by students’ high school GPA. I acknowledged from Model 2 that the 

modeling assumptions of linear regression were satisfied. 

The agreement of Models 6 and 7 with Model 2 provides further evidence for the 

non-significance of the psychological variables in explaining FYFS GPA. Model 2 

arrived at its model fit without considering any of the psychological variables. However, 

Models 6 and 7 arrived at their model fits even after considering the psychological factors 

and concluded that they did not contribute to explaining any unique variance in FYFS 

GPA. This also provided evidence for the suspicion in Model 4 that there may not 

actually be a unique relationship between the Positive Relations psychological variable 

and FYFS GPA, and if one exists, it is weak and is buried under the relationship between 

the cognitive factors and FYFS GPA. Consequently, I concluded in favor of Models 2, 6, 

and 7, and found that the relationship among the cognitive variable, high school GPA, 

and FYFS GPA is strong and dominates any potential relationships that may exist 

between the psychological variables and  FYFS GPA. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The NCES (2014a, 2014b) has reported that large numbers of freshman 

community college students are unsuccessful in their academic endeavor. There is, 

however, insufficient research conducted to determine the holistic causes of this problem. 

Current research approaches overemphasize the influence of cognitive attributes on 

student academic success (ACT, 2014; Chen, 2012; Geiser & Santelicek, 2004; Kuh et 

al., 2008; Lotkowski et al., 2004; Moores & Klas, 1989; Noble, 1991; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1998; Pryor et al., 2012; Reason, 2009; Reason et al., 2006; Robbins et al., 

2004; Sawyer, 2010; Walpole, 2003). 

Several researchers have found evidence that cognitive attributes and non-

cognitive factors are closely linked to college student GPA (Bean, 2005; Coyle & Pillow, 

2008; Duran, 1986; Frisby, 2001; King & Cooley, 1995; Kobrin et al., 2008; O’Connor & 

Paunonen, 2007; Poropat, 2009; Roberts et al., 2007; Schreiner & Louis, 2011; Sedlacek, 

2004). However, insufficient research has been done on connecting cognitive attributes 

and multi-level psychological dimensions of individual well-being and their effect on 

student academic success. The reviewed literature and data gathered by the researcher of 

students’ cognitive attributes (high school GPA and ACT scores) and dimensions of 
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PWB provided a foundation for this study of the cognitive and psychological attributes 

that affect SMC students’ FYFS GPA. 

The theoretical framework that guided this study represents an intersection of two 

disciplines: higher education and psychology. Within the discipline of higher education, 

this study was grounded in Astin’s (1984) IEO Model. 

In this study, different from the multilevel nature of the original model used by 

Astin (1984), I restricted the model to be at the individual level. In this modified version 

of the IEO model, students’ cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) and 

the six dimensions of PWB are treated as the input of the model. Students’ academic 

success (FYFS GPA) was treated as the outcome of the conceptual model. 

Within psychology, this study was grounded in Ryff’s (1989) concept of PWB, 

which is based on the premise that “being well” encompasses a range of characteristics 

and perceptions; that is, “positive functioning constitutes much more than one’s current 

level of happiness” (p. 1073). She developed a model of PWB that higlights six 

dimensions: autonomous functioning and decision making, mastery of one’s 

environment, seeking opportunities for personal growth, maintaining positive 

relationships with others, having a sense of purpose in life, and accepting and thinking 

positively about oneself. Ryff’s unique conceptualization suggests that well-being is an 

evaluative feature that changes in response to developmental milestones in life events, 

while at the same time maintaining enduring features (Schmutte & Ryff, 1997, p. 554). 

Positive PWB functioning is especially important for the FYFS college students. 

Although college transitions can be difficult for all students (Upcraft et al., 2005, p. 7), 
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FYFS community college students often have even greater difficulty adjusting to college 

(Terenzini et al., 1994, p. 71; Zwerling & London, 1992, p. 91). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the interplay between the cognitive and 

multi-dimensional psychological variables and the extent they may influence one another 

regarding their impact on freshman student GPA. The study analyzed the interrelationship 

between six dimensions of Psychological Well-Being and students’ scores on prior 

cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) to create a prediction model that 

illustrates how these variables contribute to the academic success measured by the 

Southwestern Michigan College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA. 

Research Methods 

Research Questions 

Research Question 1 asked: What percentage of variance in Southwestern 

Michigan College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the 

students’ prior academic cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores)? 

Research Question 2 asked: What percentage of variance in Southwestern 

Michigan College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the 

students’ six dimensions of Psychological Well-Being? 

Research Question 3 asked: Which of the cognitive and psychological variables 

are relatively the most important in predicting the Southwestern Michigan College 

students’ first-year, first-semester college GPA? 
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Research Design 

This study was a quantitative, non-experimental, predictive, correlational design. 

The participants in the study were FYFS students enrolled at SMC in the fall of 2015. 

Prior academic achievement records (high school GPA and ACT scores) and 

demographic variables (age, gender, ethnicity) of the FYFS college students were 

obtained from the Banner database hosted by the SMC Registrar’s Office. 

Students were invited to fill out an online self-report: A 42-item version of Ryff’s 

(1989) SPWB. This questionnaire is designed to measure PWB among the six dimensions 

outlined previously: Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive 

Relations With Others, Purpose in Life, and Self-Acceptance. In the version utilized in 

this study, there are seven items per dimension. Responses are based on a 6-point Likert 

scale (6 = strongly agree, 5 = agree, 4 = agree slightly, 3 = disagree slightly, 2 = disagree, 

and 1 = strongly disagree). The SPWB have demonstrated sound psychometric properties 

across a variety of middle-aged adult populations (Ryff & Singer, 1998, p. 19), across 

cultural and lingual contexts (Akin-Little & Little, 2008, p. 192; Ma et al., 2012, p. 61), 

and with college student populations (Bowman, 2010, 186; Burns & Machin, 2009,         

p. 363; Chang, 2006, p. 1007; September et al., 2001, p. 224). 

In scoring the SPWB, the total score represented the sum of 42 items. Negative 

score responses were reversed in the final scoring process so that high scores indicate 

high self-ratings on the dimensions assessed. Scores were not categorized by a cutoff 

point indicating low vs. high well-being; rather, overall well-being scores were indicated 

on the distribution of responses. Sample items for each dimension are as follows: I am 

not afraid to voice my opinions, even when they are in opposition to the opinions of most 
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people (Autonomy); I am good at juggling my time so that I can fit everything in what 

needs to be done (Environmental Mastery); When I think about it, I have not really 

improved much as a person since I was younger (Personal Growth); I often feel lonely 

because I have few close friends with whom I share my concerns (Positive Relations With 

Others); I enjoy making plans for the future and working to make them a reality (Purpose 

in Life); When I look at my life so far, I am pleased with how things have turned out 

(Self-Acceptance). 

The data were analyzed using standard multiple regression analysis in order to 

explain the degree the GPA scores of the FYFS SMC students can be predicted from the 

students’ prior academic achievement (high school GPA and ACT scores) and the six 

dimensions of PWB. Exploratory analyses were performed looking at the contributions of 

the PWB subscales and cognitive attributes. Stepwise and hierarchical regression 

analyses were employed to identify relatively the most important predictors of the FYFS 

college students’ GPA. 

Summary of Literature Review 

The literature review sought to establish a theoretical and empirical basis for the 

study, and examined prior studies relevant to the influence of cognitive, non-cognitive, 

and psychological attributes on college freshman students’ GPA. This review of literature 

begins with a description of college student academic success and how it is defined and 

assessed based on student cognitive attributes. Next, the research studies the influence of 

traditional non-cognitive attributes (academic self-efficacy, academic achievement 

motivation, and academic engagement) on student academic performance. Third, early 

21st century research studies on students’ psychological functioning and its influence on 
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their academic success are introduced. Fourth, Ryff’s (1989) six dimensions of PWB are 

defined and examined. Fifth, the link between freshman college students’ academic 

success and the six dimensions of PWB is explored, with the results of several studies 

presented. 

Pre-College Cognitive Predictors 

Research studies found that ACT scores and high school GPA are the most 

common variables in predicting freshman college students’ GPA (Bean & Bradley, 1986; 

House & Keeley, 1997; Noble & Sawyer, 1987; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998; Pike & 

Saupe, 2002; Ting, 1997). The ACT composite standardized test score has been used 

since 1959 by Midwestern and Western states’ higher educational systems as a measure 

of student-level college readiness (ACT, 2008). The acceptance of the use of ACT in the 

prediction of college success is well-researched (Stumpf & Stanley, 2002, p. 1047). High 

school GPA is also a widely accepted indicator of student college success (Cheng et al., 

2012; Mourad & Hong, 2011; Sparkman et al., 2012). Research studies consistently point 

out that students’ high school GPA and their ACT scores are appropriate data points to 

use as a measure of their college academic success (Curs & Harper, 2012; Grimes et al., 

2013; Hu, 2001; Shavelson, 2010). 

Non-Cognitive Predictors 

There is a “broad body of theoretical perspectives and research indicating the 

influence of non-cognitive predictors on students’ academic performance” (Marti, 2008, 

p. 4). Pascarella and Terenzini (1998) identified 3,000 studies conducted in the second 

half of the 20th century that addressed the influence of non-cognitive factors on students’ 

performance (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998, p. 37). Since it was beyond my reach to 
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conduct such an exhaustive review of all previous work in this area, I concentrated on 

major aspects of it. The first part of the literature review pertaining to non-cognitive 

attributes related to student academic performance focused on the traditional non-

cognitive variables that have received extensive attention in the second half of the 20th 

century: academic self-efficacy, academic achievement motivation, and academic 

engagement. The second part of this section of the literature review focused on the 

research studies on psychosocial and psychological functioning variables predicting 

student academic success that emerged in the early 21st century. 

Bandura’s (1977, 1997) social cognitive theory has been used for decades as a 

framework for explaining college students’ development, as well as their academic 

persistence and integration. The social cognitive theory centers on human agency as the 

vehicle of change (an agentic perspective) and the efficacy belief system as the 

foundation of human agency (Bandura, 2001, pp. 5–9). The relationship between student 

academic self-efficacy and student performance has been supported by numerous studies 

(Chemers et al., 2001; Gore, 1987; House, 1995; Lent et al., 1997; Multon et al., 1991; 

1997; Zajacova et al., 2005). Findings from previous research studies show that the level 

of academic self-efficacy was positively correlated to persistence and academic 

performance (Hsieh et al., 2007; Lent et al., 1997; Multon et al., 1991). 

Motivation as an academic engagement factor refers to cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral indicators of student investment in and attachment to education (Klasner & 

Pistole, 2003; Le et al., 2005, p. 493). Many studies have established a positive 

relationship between achievement motivation and student academic performance 

(Atkinson & Litwin, 1990; Reeve et al., 2005; Robbins et al., 2004; Sorrentino et al., 
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1988). Various psychological motivational goals such as mastery, performance, and 

performance avoidance have been found to exert an influence on student academic 

success (Barron et al., 2002; Durik et al., 2009; Mattern, 2005). 

Student academic engagement is another non-cognitive construct that research 

studies found as a significant predictor of academic performance. Exploring this 

relationship at the college level, Astin (1970a, 1970b, 1984) presented a widely accepted 

student involvement theory. The theory highlights that the more involved a student is in 

college experiences, the greater the results are in student learning, personal development, 

and persistence. A number of studies support Astin’s theory (Astin, 1993; Bowen, 1982; 

Boyer & Sedlacek, 1988; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Pace, 1979, 1985; Pascarella, 

1985; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Thomas & Chickering, 1984; Tinto, 1993). 

Psychological Predictors 

In the last decade of the 20th century and in the early 21st century, there has been 

an important shift in emphasis and conceptualization of what variables best predict 

academic success. Especially those research studies conducted in the early 21st century 

question the functionality of and the existing sole reliance on cognitive and traditional 

non-cognitive (self-efficacy, achievement motivation, and academic engagement) factors 

to predict college students’ academic success (Arbona & Novy, 1990; Hood, 2002; Pike 

& Saupe, 2002; Ting, 1998). 

Research studies point out that psychological factors are important because they 

account for internal assets that can enhance the prediction of students’ college GPA and 

persistence to graduation, beyond what can be projected by pre-college preparation alone 

(Atkinson & Litwin, 1990; Barron et al., 2002; Dudley et al., 2006; Durik et al., 2009; 
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Mattern, 2005; Reeve et al., 2005; Robbins et al., 2004; Sedlacek, 2004; Sorrentino et al., 

1988). 

A significant number of research studies on the prediction of academic success for 

college students focus on influence on psychological factors such as need for 

achievement and level of happiness (Williams, 2008, pp. 724–726). Diverse psychosocial 

factors, including family background, academic and social experiences, as well as 

personal attributes, have been found to have a significant impact on the overall 

performance of freshman college students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Fleming, 1985; Stahl 

& Pavel, 1992). 

Despite a growing number of research studies on psychological variables 

pertaining to student academic success, a very limited number of those studies have 

examined college students’ PWB. Most studies of PWB have focused on adults and 

examined demographic and health factors that correlate with PWB (Hurtago & Carter, 

1997; Locks et al., 2008; Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002; Mounts, 2004). 

Theories of Well-Being 

In the late 20th century and early 21st century two well-defined 

conceptualizations of well-being have emerged. The first, often referred to as hedonic 

well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000), stresses pleasure and happiness and, therefore, relies 

upon an individual’s ability to determine his or her own self-assessment of these 

emotions (pp. 70–73). A second view on well-being posits that it is not simply a function 

of happiness, but rather of living life well. Instead of pursuing hedonic enjoyment, 

individuals find well-being through efforts to pursue their true selves (Waterman, 1993, 

p. 681). Eudaimonic well-being, therefore, suggests that participants will feel happy 
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when they live congruently with their values and purposes in striving to achieve the full 

actualization of their individual potentials. 

Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Model 

A PWB Model developed by Ryff (1989) expands upon discrete well-being 

variables to create an overall model of positive functioning. Her model encompasses the 

qualities of Self-Acceptance, Positive Relations With Others, Environmental Mastery, 

Purpose in Life, Autonomy, and Personal Growth. Self-Acceptance specifically refers to 

positive appraisals of oneself and events that occurred in the past. Ryff (1989) described 

Self-Acceptance as a primary feature of mental health status (p. 1074). Self-Acceptance has 

particular implications across life-span theories, as it encompasses acceptance with the 

current self as well as with past events. According to Ryff, the ability to develop Positive 

Relations With Others is an indicator of maturity and refers to the presence of meaningful 

interpersonal relationships. Environmental Mastery is another indicator of mental health, 

capturing the ability to manage one’s environment effectively. This involves the 

individual’s ability to choose and create an environment he or she feels comfortable in. 

Purpose in Life is a measure of an individual’s goals, intentions, and direction. 

According to Ryff (1989), this contributes to the belief that one’s life is purposeful and 

meaningful. Autonomy encompasses the other dimensions of well-being such as self-

determination and independence. Individuals who demonstrate autonomous functioning 

evaluate themselves from within, rather than relying on the approval of others. The 

Personal Growth dimension is a measure of development as an individual, with a focus 

on the ability to achieve goals while concentrating to strive for further growth. 
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Ryff’s unique conceptualization suggests that well-being is an evaluative feature 

that changes in response to developmental milestones in life events, while at the same 

time maintaining enduring features (Schmutte & Ryff, 1997, p. 554). It has been 

suggested that this model of PWB has relevancy for the successful completion of life 

transitions across contexts (Bowman, 2010, p. 194). 

This has particular implications for freshman college students as they experience 

the transitional phase of emerging adulthood. Emerging adulthood is defined as the 

period ranging from the late teens through the twenties, with particular emphasis on ages 

18 to 25 (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007). Haynes et al. (2007) referred to emerging adulthood 

as a period characterized by “extensive variability and role exploration, without clear 

normative expectations” (p. 360). 

The transition from high school to college is a significant stressor during the 

period of emerging adulthood. Positive PWB functioning is especially important for the 

FYFS college students. Although college transitions can be difficult for all students 

(Upcraft et al., 2005, p. 11), FYFS community college students often have even greater 

difficulty adjusting to college (Terenzini et al., 1994, p. 69; Zwerling & London, 1992). 

Summary of Findings 

This study examined the interplay between the cognitive and multi-dimensional 

psychological variables and the extent they may influence one another regarding their 

impact on FYFS, community college student GPA. The study analyzed the 

interrelationship between the six dimensions of PWB and students’ scores on prior 

cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) to create a prediction model that 

illustrates how these variables contribute to the academic success measured by the 
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community college student FYFS GPA. Participants in this study (n = 174) were 

ethnically and gender diverse FYFS students during the Fall Semester of 2015 at SMC. 

Research Question 1 asked: What percentage of variance in Southwestern 

Michigan College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the 

students’ prior academic cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores)? 

Two different linear regression models were used to answer this question.    

Model 1 entered both cognitive factors simultaneously into the model to see what 

variables explained FYFS GPA. Model 2 followed this result by employing a stepwise 

regression to remove any non-significant variables from the model. Model 1 indicated 

that when the students’ prior academic factors (high school GPA and ACT scores) were 

included simultaneously in the model, high school GPA was statistically significant    

(F[1, 135] = 58.23, p < .001), but ACT scores were not (F[1, 135] = 1.61, p = .21]. Model 2 

indicated that students’ ACT scores did not have any statistically significant effect on 

FYFS GPA, and it was thus removed. By contrast, high school GPA had a statistically 

significant effect on FYFS GPA (F[1, 135] = 72.87, p < .001). For each point higher in a 

student’s high school GPA, his or her FYFS GPA increased by an average of .79, 95% CI 

(0.61, 0.97). The resulting adjusted R2 value was .35, indicating that approximately 35% 

of the variation found in FYFS GPA can be explained by students’ high school GPA. The 

residuals for Model 2 were inspected to confirm that the modeling assumptions of linear 

regressions were met. Visual inspection confirmed independence and homoscedasticity, 

while a Shapiro-Wilk test suggested that the residuals were approximately normally 

distributed (W = .985, p = .075). I concluded in favor of Model 2 that ACT scores do not 
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explain any unique variation in FYFS college GPA, and that high school GPA is the 

stronger of the two cognitive factors. 

Research Question 2 asked: What percentage of variance in Southwestern 

Michigan College students’ first-year, first-semester GPA can be explained by the 

students’ six dimensions of Psychological Well-Being? 

Two linear regression models were constructed to address this question. Model 3 

used the simultaneous entry of all psychological factors into the model, while Model 4 

implemented stepwise regression to reduce multicollinearity and determine the strongest 

psychological variable, if any, in explaining variations in FYFS GPA. Model 3 revealed 

that none of the psychological factors was statistically significant. The most significant 

was the effect of Positive Relations With Others, which found that for every one point 

higher a student scored in the Positive Relations composite, his or her FYFS GPA 

increased by an average of .18 (F[1, 165] = 2.78, p = .097), 95% CI (-0.033, 0.394). The 

adjusted R2 for this model was .03, suggesting that 3% of the variance in FYFS GPA can 

be explained by psychological factors. However, this model, as I explained in Chapter 4, 

should be treated with a fair amount of caution. Table 7 points out a reasonable amount 

of correlation existing among these variables. While not enough to pose a serious threat 

to the model, it does cause model coefficients to be unstable and thus, I concluded, 

inferences drawn on them should not be without reservation. 

Model 4 implemented a forward stepwise regression technique to reduce the 

degree of multicollinearity and isolate any meaningful psychological variables that may 

explain some of the variance seen in FYFS GPA. The forward stepwise regression 

technique revealed that Positive Relations With Others, when other psychological factors 
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were removed from the model, had a statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA       

(F[1, 171] = 6.163, p = .014). Results showed that for every one point higher an individual 

scored on the Positive Relations With Others scale, his or her FYFS GPA improved by an 

average of .22, 95% CI (0.052, 0.388). The adjusted R2 for this model was .032, 

suggesting that one PWB variable, Positive Relations With Others, is capable of 

explaining 3.2% of the variance found in FYFS GPA. This result is comparable to the 

result found in Model 3, suggesting that the parsimonious model is capable of explaining 

the same amount of variance as the model that included all variables. 

Models 3 and 4 together suggest there might be evidence to support a marginally 

significant relationship between Positive Relations With Others and FYFS GPA, 

although this relationship is notably weak. Nevertheless, Positive Relations With Others 

as a PWB variable is shown to be more important than the other PWB variables in its 

contribution to explaining FYFS GPA. Consequently, models three and four helped me to 

conclude that personal relations with others is perhaps the strongest of the psychological 

variables in determining FYFS GPA. 

Research Question 3 asked: Which of the cognitive and psychological variables 

are relatively the most important in predicting the Southwestern Michigan College 

students’ first-year, first-semester college GPA? 

Three linear regression models were constructed to answer this question. Model 5 

used hierarchical regression, treating cognitive factors as the first block and 

psychological factors as the second block. Model 6 used stepwise regression on all 

cognitive and psychological factors simultaneously to determine which, if any, variables 

made it into the model without being forced, and to cut down on potential 
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multicollinearity stemming from the correlated psychological variables. Model 7 used 

hierarchical regression, with each variable within each block subjected to stepwise 

selection criteria before being entered into (or removed from) the model. Model 5 

revealed that the cognitive block showed a statistically significant improvement over the 

baseline model model (F[2, 138] = 37.41, p < .001) and explained 34.9% of the variance 

found in FYFS GPA. The significant cognitive variable was again high school GPA. By 

contrast, the psychological factors did not contribute to explaining any of the variance in 

FYFS GPA. The change in R2 test showed (F[6, 132] = 1.86, p = .092). The adjusted R2 

with both blocks was .22. While the full model compared to a baseline model was 

statistically significant (F[8, 132] = 5.93, p < .001), it would be unwise to interpret 

coefficients associated with this model for two reasons: the threat of multicollinearity 

between the psychological variables and the non-significance of the additional 

psychological block. As such, I employed the stepwise regression techniques in Models 6 

and 7 to find a better model. Models 6 and 7 arrived at similar model fits as Model 2. 

That is, high school GPA had a statistically significant effect on FYFS GPA (F[1, 135] = 

72.87, p < .001). For each point higher in a student’s high school GPA, his or her FYFS 

GPA increased by an average of .79, 95% CI (0.61, 0.97). The resulting adjusted R2 value 

was .35, indicating that approximately 35% of the variation found in FYFS college GPA 

can be explained by students’ high school GPA. It is known from Model 2 that the 

modeling assumptions of linear regression were satisfied. 

The agreement of Models 6 and 7 with Model 2 provided further evidence for the 

non-significance of the psychological variables in explaining FYFS college GPA. Model 

2 arrived at its model fit without considering any of the psychological factors. However, 
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Models 6 and 7 arrived at their model fits even after considering the psychological factors 

and concluded that they do not contribute to explaining any unique variance in FYFS GPA. 

Consequently, I concluded in favor of Models 2, 6, and 7 and found that the 

relationship between the cognitive variable, high school GPA, and FYFS GPA is both 

strong, and dominates, any potential relationships that may exist between the 

psychological variables and FYFS GPA. 

I also concluded that even though I did not endorse Models 3 and 4, these models 

together suggest there might be evidence to support a marginally significant relationship 

between Positive Relations With Others and FYFS GPA. Positive Relations With Others 

as a PWB variable emerged to be more important than the other PWB variables in its 

contribution to explaining FYFS GPA. 

Discussion of Major Findings 

The expectation of this research study was that cognitive factors (high school 

GPA and ACT scores) and six dimensions of PWB (Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, 

Personal Growth, Positive Relationships With Others, Purpose in Life, and Self-

Acceptance) affect community college students’ FYFS GPA. The theoretical model was 

constructed using Astin’s (1984) IEO Model. In this study, however, rather than the 

multilevel nature of the original model used by Astin, I restricted the model to be at the 

individual level. Therefore, in this modified version of the IEO Model, students’ 

cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) and six dimensions of PWB were 

treated as the input of the model. Students’ academic success (FYFS GPA) was treated as 

the outcome of the conceptual model. 
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The prediction Models 2, 6, and 7 arrived at similar model fits and validated the 

theoretical model. However, of the eight dependent variables, seven did not attain 

statistical significance. The results of this study revealed that the relationship between the 

cognitive variable, high school GPA, and FYFS GPA is strong and dominates any 

potential relationships that may exist between the psychological variables and FYFS 

GPA. As such, this study’s modified application of Astin’s (1984) IEO Model, which 

posits that the input of the model, cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) 

and six dimensions of PWB influence FYFS GPA, was only minimally supported. 

These findings suggest that sample size might have been a factor in the failure of 

seven of the eight parameters in the model to reach statistical significance. Minimal 

sample sizes of 150 have been recommended for collecting and evaluating data for 

prediction models (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2009; Loehlin, 2004). The sample 

size for this study was 174 FYFS students (56 males and 114 females), which places it 

above the minimum recommended number. However, samples of 200 or as many as 400 

have been recommended in order to obtain precise parameter estimates and avoid 

standard errors (Loehlin, 2004), to preserve statistical power, and to obtain more precise 

results and greater accuracy (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). In some instances I was 

unable to obtain n = 150 because of the type of statistical procedures used. 

The failure of seven of the parameters in the theoretical model to reach statistical 

significance could also be attributed to some measurement issues, which might have 

results in unreliable coefficients. In several cases I actually used a sample of less than 

150. Psychological variables showed a moderate amount of correlation with one another, 

thus making interpretation of any of the psychological variables’ coefficients unreliable. 
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However, beyond the discussion of statistical significance, the large effect size of 

high school GPA on FYFS GPA also indicates a practical significance. Huck (2012) 

discussed the importance of attending to both statistical and practical significance when 

reporting and interpreting the results. Huck observed that “statistics can yield results that 

are statistically significant without being important in a practical manner” (p. 401). In the 

present study, the strong effect of high school GPA on FYFS GPA may be indicative of 

the strength of the relationship of PWB factors and high school GPA, and may hold 

implications, upon further research, for practice. 

The absence of statistically significant PWB factors and the emergence of high 

school GPA as the only significant cognitive predictor of FYFS GPA in the prediction 

model may be explained both empirically and theoretically. Small sample size may have 

resulted in a lack of sufficient statistical power. In addition, the failure of seven of the 

eight independent variables in the model to reach statistical significance could be 

attributed to some measurement issues, which might have resulted in unreliable 

coefficients. However, the moderate correlations among the PWB variables point to a 

possible mediating effect of PWB variables on cognitive variables (high school GPA and 

ACT scores). 

Conclusion 

The findings of my study revealed that only high school GPA proved to be 

statistically significant in prediciting students’ FYFS GPA. These findings are consistent 

with those of previous studies. However, given the limitations of the study, which I am 

discussing next, dismissing the idea that students’ six PWB dimensions and their prior 

cognitive attributes (high school GPA and ACT scores) contributed to their FYFS GPA 
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would be premature. In light of current research, further studies that would avoid these 

limitations may validate this idea of a connection between FYFS GPA and the PWB 

dimensions. Furthermore, to truly determine the effect of PWB dimensions, high school 

GPA, and ACT scores on students’ FYFS GPA, a longitudinal research study in urban 

and rural college settings should be carried out. 

Limitations of the Study 

Creswell (2013) observed, “Limitations are potential weaknesses or problems 

with the study that are identified by the researcher” (p. 253). Despite the efforts taken to 

reduce confounding variables in the present study, several limitations remain. First, this 

project utilized the self-report method, PWB questionnaire, which some may consider 

being “inherently flawed” within an objectivist paradigm of research (Howell, 2012, p. 

121). A self-report measure cannot deliver the “truth,” but only a person’s perception of 

the truth. Therefore, some might object to the validity of self-report information. 

One aspect of self-report data collection that may be especially important to 

consider for future projects like this is social desirability, which was unfortunately not 

assessed in this study. Previous research has found that college students in a university 

setting are likely to engage in positive-impression-management to researchers (Terenzini 

et al., 1994, p. 65). In addition, students from rural areas, where social behaviors are 

closely scrutinized by others, may be specifically prone to inflate positive attributes and 

minimize negative aspects of themselves (Slama, 2014, p. 227). Therefore, skewing in 

reporting was possible on the six dimensions of SPWB administered in this study. 

Second, the threat to the external validity of the study was the small sample and 

the fact that all FYFS students attended a small rural community college in Southwestern 
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Michigan. Consequently, the results of this study are specific to SMC students and cannot 

be generalized to freshman community college students in other regions of the United 

States. Some authors have intimated that a culture of rurality exists and differs from the 

dominant culture in American society (Slama, 2014, p. 248; Wagonfeld, 2003, p. 31). 

Various researchers have articulated ideas of what characterizes rural culture. Researches 

agree that rural culture tends to be more collectivistic or communal than does urban 

culture in the United States. Strong family bonds and family trust (Esterman & Hedlund, 

1995, p. 86) and strong community kinship networks (Halfacre, 1995; Gibbs, 2000; Kirby 

& Conlon, 2005, p. 6) have been empirically noted as potential hallmarks of rural culture. 

Keller and Murray (1982) have suggested that the culture of rurality differs in 

quantitative and qualitative ways from the overall culture in the United States. Because 

each rural community stands alone and is somewhat isolated from other communities, a 

value of “keeping my feelings to myself” (p. 58) and distrust of outsiders is common. 

Taking this into consideration, exploratory work on rural students in college, 

including their potential differences from urban students, is necessary to understand the 

contributors to the PWB of rural community college students. This kind of understanding 

is a precursor to determining whether or not students from rural communities value 

dimensions of PWB differently from students in urban communities. A number of studies 

have considered the implication of living in a rural community on college students 

(Keller & Murray, 1982; Slama, 2014; Woodward & Frank, 1988). The studies suggested 

that rural communities often share different cultural values than urban communities in the 

United States. These values include an emphasis on hard-work and self-reliance, 

importance of family, and conformity to group norms (Esterman & Hedlund, 1995; 
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Laursen & Collins, 1994). Russell and Elder (1997) reported that students from rural 

communities performed significantly better in academics when they experienced support 

systems in their lives (Russell & Elder, 1997, p. 171). 

Another limitation is due to the homogeneity of the sample. The data included 

174 observations, 114 females (65.5%) and 56 males (32.2%), ages 18–25. The sample 

was predominantly Caucasian, with a total of 122 (70.1%) participants falling under this 

ethnicity, followed by 21 African-Americans (12.1%), 4 American Indians (2.3%), 9 

Hispanics (5.3%), and 12 collectively classified as other (6.9%). Consequently, the 

absence of age and racial diversity inhibits the transferability of findings to more diverse 

institutions of similar mission and size. 

Furthermore, because this study measures freshman students’ PWB, no claims can 

be made about what causes changes in PWB over time. Findings from a longitudinal 

design could better explain changes in PWB and their effect on students’ academic 

performance. 

Recommendations 

The current study raises several possible recommendations for both practitioners 

and educational researchers. 

For Practice 

The following possible recommendations for practice have been drawn from the 

study: 

1. In order to interpret the prediction’s model results, administrators, teachers, 

and staff at community colleges must take into consideration the uniqueness of the 
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experience of college students coming from a rural community (Esterman & Hedlund, 

1995; Laursen & Collins, 1994). 

2. This study found that 35% of the variation found in FYFS GPA can be 

explained by students’ high school GPA. Administrators, teachers, and staff at rural 

community colleges should consider finding ways to partner with area high schools to 

offer high school students targeted academic services and activities (e.g., college 

connection, dual enrollment, early assessment, summer bridge programs). 

3. The forward stepwise regression analysis implemented in this study revealed 

that the Positive Relations With Others variable, when other psychological factors are 

removed from the model, has a statistically significant effect on the students’ FYFS 

student GPA, explaining 3.2% of the variance. Administrators, teachers, and staff at rural 

community colleges can consider finding ways to bolster students’ Positive Relations 

With Others in the following ways: a) linking students with people and places that feel 

nurturing and supportive to them; b) involving parents in student orientation and offering 

specific, targeted suggestions on empowering their children emotionally; and c) having a 

professional staff member at a community college to provide year-to-year consistency, 

organization, programming, and guidance for freshman students. 

For Future Research 

The following recommendations for further study are based on the reported 

results and related conclusions of this research: 

1. Further quantitative research will be necessary to validate the findings of this 

research—perhaps, a longitudinal study exploring the same basic variables with student 

data from other community colleges, in urban and rural settings. 
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2. Additional research with a larger and a more heterogeneous sample should be 

conducted. The current study consisted of 70.1% Caucasian students. Ethnicity was, 

therefore, not considered a variable in the model. 

3. This study was a quantitative, non-experimental, predictive, correlational 

design. Qualitative research on FYFS students’ PWB dimensions affecting their FYFS 

GPA may help researchers understand what potential differences are perceived by rural 

and urban students in regards to their PWB. 

4. A multi-level prediction model could be developed to include institutional and 

teacher characteristics. 

5. The prediction model developed in this study could be modified in future 

exploratory studies to investigate the mediating effect of environmental and behavioral 

factors on student’s cognitive attributes (highs school GPA and ACT score), dimensions 

of PWB, and the influence of these attributes and dimensions on students’ FYFS GPA. 
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TABLE OF VARIABLE DEFINITIONS 

 

Variable Name Conceptual Definition Instrumental Definition Operational Definition 

Autonomy Autonomy, the first 

dimension of 

Psychological Well-Being 

(PWB), represents the 

degree to which someone 

is, “self-determine and 

independent, able to resist 

social pressures to think 

and act in certain ways, 

regulates behavior from 

within, and evaluates self 

by personal standards” 

(Ryff, 1989, p. 1072). 

Autonomy was measured 

by answering items 

representing this variable 

on the questionnaire: 1, 7, 

13, 19, 25, 31, and 37. 

Participants indicated a 

response (strongly 

disagree, moderately 

disagree, slightly disagree, 

slightly agree, moderately 

agree, strongly agree) for 

each of the seven 

questions. 

Responses were measured 

on a six-point scale with 

1=strongly disagree, 

2=moderately disagree, 

3=slightly disagree, 

4=slightly agree, 

5=moderately agree, and 

6=strongly agree. An 

overall score for the 

Autonomy is calculated 

by finding the mean of all 

responses, producing a 

value between 1 and 6. 

Purpose in Life  Purpose in Life, the 

second dimension of 

Psychological Well-Being 

(PWB), represents the 

degree to which someone, 

“has goals in life and a 

sense of directedness, 

feels there is meaning to 

present and past life, 

holds beliefs that give life 

purpose, and has aims and 

objectives for living” 

(Ryff, 1989, p. 1072). 

Purpose in Life was 

measured by answering 

items representing this 

variable on the 

questionnaire: 5, 11, 17, 

23, 29, and 35. Participants 

indicated a response 

(strongly disagree, 

moderately disagree, 

slightly disagree, slightly 

agree, moderately agree, 

strongly agree) for each of 

the seven questions. 

Responses were measured 

on a six-point scale with 

1=strongly disagree, 

2=moderately disagree, 

3=slightly disagree, 

4=slightly agree, 

5=moderately agree, and 

6=strongly agree. An 

overall score for the 

Purpose in Life is 

calculated by finding the 

mean of all responses, 

producing a value 

between 1 and 6. 

Positive Relations 

With Others 

Positive Relations With 

Others, the third 

dimension of 

Psychological Well-Being 

(PWB), represents the 

degree to which someone, 

“has warm, satisfying 

relationships with others, 

is concerned about the 

welfare of others, is 

capable of strong 

empathy, affection, and 

intimacy, and understands 

the give and take of 

human relationships” 

(Ryff, 1989, p. 1072). 

Positive Relations With 

Others were measured by 

answering items 

representing this variable 

on the questionnaire: 4, 10, 

16, 22, 28, 34, and 40. 

Participants indicated a 

response (strongly 

disagree, moderately 

disagree, slightly disagree, 

slightly agree, moderately 

agree, strongly agree) for 

each of the seven 

questions. 

Responses were measured 

on a six-point scale with 

1=strongly disagree, 

2=moderately disagree, 

3=slightly disagree, 

4=slightly agree, 

5=moderately agree, and 

6=strongly agree. An 

overall score for the 

Positive Relations with 

Others is calculated by 

finding the mean of all 

responses, producing a 

value between 1 and 6. 
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Variable Name Conceptual Definition Instrumental Definition Operational Definition 

Personal Growth Personal Growth, the 

fourth dimension of 

Psychological Well-

Being (PWB), represents 

the degree to which 

someone, “has a feeling 

of continued 

development, sees self as 

growing and expanding, 

is open to new 

experiences, has sense of 

realizing his or her 

potential, sees 

improvement in self and 

behavior over time, and is 

changing in ways that 

reflect more self-

knowledge and 

effectiveness” (Ryff, 

1989, p. 1072). 

Personal Growth was 

measured by answering 

items representing this 

variable on the 

questionnaire: 3, 9, 15, 

21, 27, 33, and 39. 

Participants indicated a 

response (strongly 

disagree, moderately 

disagree, slightly 

disagree, slightly agree, 

moderately agree, 

strongly agree) for each 

of the seven questions. 

Responses were 

measured on a six-

point scale with 

1=strongly disagree, 

2=moderately 

disagree, 3=slightly 

disagree, 4=slightly 

agree, 5=moderately 

agree, and 6=strongly 

agree. An overall 

score for the Personal 

Growth is calculated 

by finding the mean of 

all responses, 

producing a value 

between 1 and 6. 

Environmental 

Mastery 

Environmental Mastery, 

the fifth dimension of 

Psychological Well-

Being (PWB), represents 

the degree to which 

someone, “has a sense of 

mastery and competence 

in managing the 

environment, controls 

complex array of external 

activities, makes effective 

use of surrounding 

opportunities, and is able 

to choose or create 

contexts suitable to 

personal needs and 

values” (Ryff, 1989,  

p. 1072). 

Environmental Mastery 

was measured by 

answering items 

representing this 

variable on the 

questionnaire: 2, 8, 14, 

20, 26, 32, and 38. 

Participants indicated a 

response (strongly 

disagree, moderately 

disagree, slightly 

disagree, slightly agree, 

moderately agree, 

strongly agree) for each 

of the seven questions. 

Responses were 

measured on a six-

point scale with 

1=strongly disagree, 

2=moderately 

disagree, 3=slightly 

disagree, 4=slightly 

agree, 5=moderately 

agree, and 6=strongly 

agree. An overall 

score for the 

Environmental 

Mastery is calculated 

by finding the mean of 

all responses, 

producing a value 

between 1 and 6. 

Self-Acceptance Self-Acceptance, the 

sixth dimension of 

Psychological Well-

Being (PWB), represents 

the degree to which 

someone, “possesses a 

positive attitude toward 

the self, acknowledges 

and accepts multiple 

aspects of self, including 

good and bad qualities, 

and feels positive about 

past life” (Ryff, 1989, p. 

1072). 

Self-Acceptance is 

measured by answering 

items representing this 

variable on the 

questionnaire: 6, 12, 18, 

24, 30, 36, and 42. 

Participants indicate a 

response (strongly 

disagree, moderately 

disagree, slightly 

disagree, slightly agree, 

moderately agree, 

strongly agree) for each 

of the seven questions. 

Responses is measured 

on a six-point scale 

with 1=strongly 

disagree, 

2=moderately 

disagree, 3=slightly 

disagree, 4=slightly 

agree, 5=moderately 

agree, and 6=strongly 

agree. An overall score 

for Self-Acceptance is 

calculated by finding 

the mean of all 

responses, producing a 

value between 1 and 6. 
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Variable Name Conceptual Definition Instrumental Definition Operational Definition 

American College 

Testing (ACT) 

ACT is the standardized 

test for high school 

achievement and college 

admission. ACT 

assessment, with multiple 

choice tests covering four 

skill areas, English, 

Mathematics, Reading, 

and Science, measures 

high school students’ 

general educational 

development and their 

capability to complete 

college-work (ACT, 

2014). 

ACT assessment is 

divided into four 

multiple choice subject 

tests: English, 

mathematics, reading, 

and science reasoning. 

Subject test scores 

range from 1 to 36. All 

scores are integers. The 

English, mathematics, 

and reading tests also 

have subscores ranging 

from 1 to 18. The 

composite score is the 

average of all four tests 

(ACT 2014) 

The student ACT 

assessment test score 

was retrieved from the 

SMC Banner 

Information Data 

System and was coded 

for all freshman 

students: scores 30–

36=4, scores 29–23=3, 

scores 22–16=2, 

scores 15–9=1, scores 

8–0=0. 

High School GPA GPA represents the 

average number of grade 

points a student earns for 

each graded high school 

course. “Grade points are 

points per course credit 

assigned to a passing 

grade” (NCES, 2014a). 

The four-point GPA 

scale is used by the 

High School Transcript 

Study to compute each 

student’s GPA. Grade 

“A” equals four points. 

The scale progresses 

down to zero points for 

the letter “F” (NCES, 

2014a). 

The student high 

school GPA data was 

retrieved from the 

SMC Banner 

Information Data 

System and was coded 

for all freshman 

students: A=4, B=3, 

C=2, D=1, F=0. 

First-year, first-

semester college 

student GPA 

The GPA represents the 

average number of grade 

points a student earns for 

each graded FYFS college 

course. “Grade points are 

points per course credit 

assigned to a passing 

grade” (NCES, 2014a). 

The four-point scale is 

used by the Higher 

Education Institutions 

Transcript Study to 

compute each student’s 

GPA Grade “A” equals 

four points. The scale 

progresses down to zero 

points for the letter “F” 

(NCES, 2014a). 

The student FYFS 

college GPA data was 

retrieved from the 

SMC Banner 

Information Data 

System and was coded 

for all freshman 

students: A=4, B=3, 

C=2, D=1, F=0. 
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APPENDIX B 

APPLICATION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH AT 

SOUTHWESTERN MICHIGAN COLLEGE 
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The following application was used to request permission to conduct research 

with SMC students, faculty and/or staff. The Research Review Committee (RRC) 

reviewed the research proposal to verify that Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

permissions had been granted by the appropriate partner university/college as well as 

coordinates scheduling of projects on campus. This completed application was returned 

to Dr. Angela Evans, Director of Institutional Research, aevans14@swmich.edu. 

1. Project Title: 

The Influence of Cognitive and Psychological Well-Being Factors on Freshman 

Community College Student GPA: A Prediction Model 

2. Principal Investigator: 

Name: Barbara Karwacinski 

Department: Curriculum and Instruction 

Email: bkarwacinski@swmich.edu 

College/University: Andrews University 

Phone: 269.471.6361 

3. Status: 

 Faculty 

X Student 

 Other (please specify) 

4. Is this study being/has been reviewed by an IRB (Institutional Review Board) 

at another institution? 

X Yes (please see attached IRB proposal and approval with this application) 

 No 

5. State the purpose of the research. Include major hypothesis and research 

design: 

This study examines the interplay between the cognitive and multi-dimensional 

psychological variables, and the extent they may influence one another regarding their 

impact on freshman student GPA. Specifically, the study analyzes the interaction 

between the six dimensions of Psychological Well-Being (PWB) and students’ scores on 

mailto:aevans14@swmich.edu
mailto:bkarwacinski@swmich.edu
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prior cognitive aptitude (high school GPA and ACT scores) to create a prediction model 

that illustrates how these variables contribute to the academic success measured by the 

community college student first- year, first-semester GPA. 

The study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

Research Question 1: What percentage of variance in SMC students’ FYFS GPA 

can be explained by the students’ prior academic cognitive factors (high school GPA and 

ACT scores)? 

Research Question 2: What percentage of variance in SMC students’ FYFS GPA 

can be explained by the students’ six dimensions of PWB? 

Research Question 3: Which of the cognitive and psychological variables are 

relatively the most important in predicting the SMC student first-year, first- semester 

college GPA? 

Research Design 

This quantitative study will use a non-experimental, predictive, correlational 

design. The participants in this study are FYFS students enrolled at SMC in the Fall 

Semester of 2015. A 42-item version of Ryff’s (1989) SPWB will be administered to all 

participants. This questionnaire is designed to measure PWB among the six dimensions: 

Autonomy, Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive Relations With Others, 

Purpose in Life, and Self-Acceptance. 

Prior student academic achievement records (high school GPA and ACT scores) 

and the FYFS student GPA will be obtained from the Banner Data Standards System. 

The student demographic variables (Age, Gender, Ethnicity, Major, Parents’ Educational 
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Level) will serve as moderator variables and will be obtained from a student self-reported 

demographic questionnaire. 

6. Describe the population you are studying and how they are being selected: 

The participants in this study are freshman students at SMC in Fall Semester of 

2015. Both SMC campuses, Dowagiac and Niles, will be sampled for a more accurate 

representation of the SMC student population. Students who are enrolled into their FYFS 

at SMC in Fall of 2015 will be invited to participate. 

7. Provide a description of the procedures to be followed. Include copies of 

questionnaires, interview protocol or description of project to allow the RRC to 

understand the nature of participants’ involvement: 

A 42-item version of Ryff’s (1989) SPWB will be administered to all participants. 

This questionnaire is designed to measure PWB among the six dimensions: Autonomy, 

Environmental Mastery, Personal Growth, Positive Relations With Others, Purpose in 

Life, and Self-Acceptance. 

In the version utilized in this study, there are seven items per dimension. The 

items in the 42-item questionnaire are divided equally between positive items and 

negative items. Responses are based on a 6-point scale (1=strongly disagree, 

2=moderately disagree, 3=slightly disagree, 4=slightly agree, 5=moderately agree, 

6=strongly agree). 

Participant responses will be divided into one of two categories per dimension: 

high scorer or low scorer. A high scorer refers to an individual who possesses the 

qualities that encompass the dimension while a low scorer does not possess these 
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qualities. For example, within the Self-Acceptance variable a higher scorer has a positive 

attitude towards the self, whereas a low scorer feels dissatisfied with self. 

A demographic questionnaire will be also given, asking students to report their 

Gender, Ethnicity, Age, Major, and Parents’ Educational Level. This information will be 

used to further inform data analysis. 

Study Procedures 

The data collection material for this study will include five sections: an informed 

consent form (Appendix C), a voluntary release of information form (Appendix D), a 

demographic information (Appendix E), Psychological-Well Being Survey (Appendix F), 

pre-college cognitive factors (high school GPA and ACT scores), and first-year, first- 

semester college GPA. 

Freshman students will be asked via e-mail sent to their SMC e-mail address to 

participate in an online survey about their PWB. Students will receive the first e-mail on 

September 10th. A second e-mail will be sent to all students as a reminder on September 

17th. A third e-mail will be sent on September 24th. A fourth e-mail will be sent on 

September 31st. The survey will be opened for students to complete it during the first 

four weeks of the Fall semester. The first day to complete the survey will be September 

10th; the last day to complete the survey will be October 8. Students will be assured that 

their participation is voluntary, and that their responses would be kept confidential. 

Before completing the online demographic and PWB questionnaires, students first 

will be asked to complete an informed consent form (see Appendix C) and a voluntary 

release of information form (Appendix D). They will be prompted to provide their first 

and last names and the SMC Student Identification Number (SIN). They will be unable to 
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proceed to completing the demographic survey (see Appendix E) and the PWB 

questionnaire (see Appendix F) until this information is provided. The student name and 

SIN number will be used to track the student’s high school GPA and ACT scores, and the 

FYFS college GPA from the SMC Banner Data Standards System. 

8. Describe any potential harm and/or benefits to be experienced by research 

participants: 

There is no potential harm to research participants associated with this study. 

An incentive of winning one out of twenty $25 each visa debit cards will be 

offered to those students who participate in the research study. 

9. Describe the specific methods by which confidentiality or anonymity will be 

protected, including the use of data coding systems, how and where data will be stored, 

who will have access to it, how long it will be stored, and what will happen to the data 

after the completion of the study. 

In order to provide confidentiality while preserving student traceability, all 

student identifiers (names and student ID numbers) will be removed and replaced with 

numbers corresponding with the alphabetical order of students’ names. Data gathered for 

each student will include: (a) demographic characteristics (gender, ethnicity, age, major, 

and parents’ educational level, (b) pre-college cognitive attributes (high school GPA and 

ACT scores), (c) SPWB scores, and (d) FYFS college GPA. Data will be stored in a 

locked Banner Data Standard System. The researcher will have access to the password 

secured data till the completion of the study. 

10. Please describe the timeline for your research project: 

All of the data for this study will be collected during the Fall Semester of 2015, 
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September 10–December 22. Ryff’s (1984) SPWB and the demographic questionnaire 

will be administered to freshman students during the first four weeks of the Fall Semester 

of 2015. The student high school GPA and ACT scores will be retrieved from the SMC 

Data Banner System from October 10–17. The student FYFS GPA will be retrieved from 

the SMC Data Banner System at the end of the Fall Semester of 2015, December 18–22. 

Date submitted: July 24, 2015. 
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APPENDIX C 

APPLICATION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH AT 

ANDREWS UNIVERSITY 
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June 25, 2015 

Barbara Karwacinski  Tel: 574-272-0234  Email: bkarwacinski@swmich.edu  

RE: APPLICATION FOR APPROVAL OF RESEARCH INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS 

IRB Protocol #: 15-087 Application Type: Original Dept.: Curriculum & Instruction Review 

Category: Expedited Action Taken: Approved Advisor: John Matthews  Title: The influence of 

cognitive and psychological well-being factors on freshman community college student GPA: A 

prediction model. 

This letter is to advise you that the Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed and approved 

your IRB application of research involving human subjects entitled: “The influence of cognitive 

and psychological well-being factors on freshman community college student GPA: A prediction 

model” IRB protocol number 15-087 under Expedited category. This approval is valid until June 

05, 2016. If your research is not completed by the end of this period you must apply for an 

extension at least four weeks prior to the expiration date. We ask that you inform IRB whenever 

you complete your research. Please reference the protocol number in future correspondence 

regarding this study. 

Any future changes (see IRB Handbook pages 10-11) made to the study design and/or consent 

form require prior approval from the IRB before such changes can be implemented. Please use 

the attached report form to request for modifications, extension and completion of your study. 

While there appears to be no more than minimum risk with your study, should an incidence occur 

that results in a research-related adverse reaction and/or physical injury, (see IRB Handbook page 

11) this must be reported immediately in writing to the IRB. Any project-related physical injury 

must also be reported immediately to the University physician, Dr. Reichert, by calling (269) 

473-2222. Please feel free to contact our office if you have questions. 

Best wishes in your research. Sincerely, 

Mordekai Ongo 

Research Integrity & Compliance Officer 

Institutional Review Board, 4150 Administration Drive, Room 322, Berrien Springs, MI 49104-

0355 Tel: (269) 471-6361 Fax: (269) 471-6543 E-mail: irb@andrews.edu  



 

125 

 

APPENDIX D 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
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TITLE OF THE STUDY: The Influence of Cognitive and Psychological Well-Being 

Factors on Freshman Community College Student GPA: A Prediction Model 

Andrews University 

Curriculum and Instruction Department 

Barbara Karwacinski 

karwacin@andrews.edu 

bkarwacinski@swmich.edu 

269.782.1467 

574.272.0234 

You are being asked to take part in a dissertation research project that I am conducting as 

a doctoral student in the Curriculum and Instruction Department, at the School of 

Education at Andrews University, under the supervision of Professor John Matthews and 

Professor Tammy Overstreet. 

My research is focused on understanding cognitive and psychological well-being factors 

that relate to a freshman student academic success. 

You are asked to take part in a research study. The purpose of this study is educational 

with the intent to create a prediction model for a freshman community college student 

academic success. You may not benefit personally from this study; however, your 

participation may provide a long-term benefit by identifying the cognitive and 

psychological well-being factors associated with the freshman student academic success. 

All first-year, first-semester SMC students are invited to participate in this study. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. Neither your status as the SMC student nor 

your grade in any course will be affected if you choose not to participate in this study. 

You may refuse to join, or you may withdraw consent to be in the study, for any reason, 

without penalty at any time. 

As a participant in this study, you will be asked to indicate your level of agreement to 

forty-two (42) statements. The survey is estimated to take 10–15 minutes to complete. 

There are no costs associated with the completion of this survey. 

Your answers to the survey items will be strictly confidential. Only summary results of 

the study will be reported. The individual responses will not be included in any report. 

Should you choose to sign the informed consent form and complete the enclosed 

questionnaire, you name will be entered into the drawing of twenty ($25 each) debit 

cards. 

Please provide the complete mailing address where we should send your debit card. 

Address             

City        State    Zip      

mailto:karwacin@andrews.edu
mailto:bkarwacinski@swmich.edu
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CONSENT 

 

I have been given the chance to read this consent form. I understand the information 

about this survey. I state that I am 18 years old and willing to participate in this study. 

 

Name (type your first and last name      

 

Please check the appropriate box below.  

 

 Yes, I agree to participate in the study. 

 

 No, I do not agree to participate in the study. 
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APPENDIX E 

VOLUNTARY RELEASE OF INFORMATION FORM 

 



 

129 

 

I have read the informed consent form and understand that participation in this study 

requires that information regarding my high school GPA, ACT scores, and first-year, 

first-semester college GPA will be obtained from the Southwestern Michigan College 

Registrar’s Office. I give my permission for these records to be released to the 

investigator. 

 

Banner ID number     

 

Name (type your first and last name)      

 

Please check the appropriate box below. 

 

 Yes, I agree. 

 

 No, I do not agree. 
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APPENDIX F 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION FORM 
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All information provided on this form will be kept confidential and will only be used to 

create a demographic summary when results of the study are reported. None of the 

information will ever be reported with names or other identifiable information attached. 

 

Name (print clearly)      

 

Student ID#     

 

Gender       Male   Female 

 

Age        18–24   25 and above 

 

Did your mother graduate from college?   Yes    No 

 

Did your father graduate from college?  Yes    No 

 

Ethnicity:   African American    Asian    Caucasian 

 

   American Indian    Hispanic   Other    
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APPENDIX G 

INSTRUMENT FORMATTED FOR PARTICIPANTS 

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Name (print clearly)      

 

Student ID#     

 

 

Directions: For each of the twenty items below, check mark (√) one number (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

or 6) from the choice listed that best describes your response. Please answer every item. 

The choices are:  

 

 

 1. I am not afraid to voice my opinions, even when they are in opposition to the 

opinions of most people. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 2. In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I live. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 3. I am not interested in activities that will expand my horizons. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 4. Most people see me as loving and affectionate. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 5. I live life one day at a time and don't really think about the future. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 6. When I look at the story of my life, I am pleased with how things have turned 

out. 

 
1  strongly disagree 

2  moderately disagree 

3  slightly disagree 

4  slightly agree 

5  moderately agree 

6  strongly agree 

 7. My decisions are not usually influenced by what everyone else is doing. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

  



 

135 

 

 8. The demands of everyday life often get me down. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 9. I think it is important to have new experiences that challenge how you think 

about yourself and the world. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 10. Maintaining close relationships has been difficult and frustrating for me. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 11. I have a sense of direction and purpose in life. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 12. In general, I feel confident and positive about myself. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 13. I tend to worry about what other people think of me. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 14. I do not fit very well with the people and the community around me. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 15. When I think about it, I haven't really improved much as a person over the 

years. 

1   strongly disagree
 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 16. I often feel lonely because I have few close friends with whom to share my 

concerns. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 17. My daily activities often seem trivial and unimportant to me. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 18. I feel like many of the people I know have gotten more out of life than I have. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 19. I tend to be influenced by people with strong opinions. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 20. I am quite good at managing the many responsibilities of my daily life. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

 6   strongly agree 

 21. I have the sense that I have developed a lot as a person over time. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

 6   strongly agree 

 22. I enjoy personal and mutual conversations with family members or friends. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 23. I don't have a good sense of what it is I'm trying to accomplish in life. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 24. I like most aspects of my personality. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 25. I have confidence in my opinions, even if they are contrary to the general 

consensus. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 26. I often feel overwhelmed by my responsibilities. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 27. I do not enjoy being in new situations that require me to change my old 

familiar ways of doing things. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 28  People would describe me as a giving person, willing to share my time with 

others. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 29. I enjoy making plans for the future and working to make them a reality. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 30. In many ways, I feel disappointed about my achievements in life. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 31. It's difficult for me to voice my own opinions on controversial matters. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 32. I have difficulty arranging my life in a way that is satisfying to me. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 33. For me, life has been a continuous process of learning, changing, and growth. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 34. I have not experienced many warm and trusting relationships with others. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 35. Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not one of them. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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 36. My attitude about myself is probably not as positive as most people feel about 

themselves. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 37. I judge myself by what I think is important, not by the values of what others 

think is important. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 38. I have been able to build a home and a lifestyle for myself that is much to my 

liking. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 39. I gave up trying to make big improvements or changes in my life a long time 

ago. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree  
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 40. I know that I can trust my friends, and they know they can trust me. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 41. I sometimes feel as if I've done all there is to do in life. 

1   strongly disagree 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 

 42. When I compare myself to friends and acquaintances, it makes me feel good 

about who I am. 

1   moderately disagree
 

2   moderately disagree 

3   slightly disagree 

4   slightly agree 

5   moderately agree 

6   strongly agree 
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