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and their enviromments: (1) anthropological vignettes; (2)
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In this paper; I wish to analyze some of the theoretical and method-
ological frameworks emplcycd in the study of ecllege environments and their
effects on students. Fmphnsis 15 placed on the less commenly used orientations-=
ot inﬁ because of thelr intrinsic worth, but also because a discussion of
them throws Into relief some of the underlying assumptions of the more
commoniy used frameworks.

The Following general approaches have been used ro describe, measure,
and classify colleges and their environments: (1) anthropological vignettes;
(2) conventional (nominal) typologies; (3} attributes of members; (4) demo-
graphic, near-demographic, physical, and related institutionsl characteristics:
{5) social atructural and social srganizational dimensions; and (7) "climata¥
of the college (as measured by aggregating the perceptions of individuals
in the college of the events, conditions, practices, opportunities, and
presaures of the total environment).

Many, perhapg most, investigators of college envircmnmente use only one
specific approach to college mssessment--presumably the one that best fits
each investigator’s theoretical orientation or the research question at
hand, Some researchers, although essentially employing only cne approach
with 1ts attendent measuring instruments, do make use of instruments from
other approaches to valldate nr help interpret the primary instruments of
their own studiea. Other investigators egres relatively eclectic in that the
overall college envircomment it meassured in e& number of ways, presumably
beceuse of the assumption by the researcher that a variety of approaches i=s
needed to ensure satisfactory understanding. This sort of eclectic approach
might beneficlally be taken one srep further by investigating the possible
causal relationships among the environmental variables under study.

There 18 nearly complete consensus among educational researchers that a
student confronts many environments in college. This is usually taken ts mean

that & student 13 not only in some one overall enviromment; he also participates
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in one or more coilzge zuhenvironments es w2ll g3 2xperiencing his own

[

individuallv-tailored ernviromment, a8 it w2, But {t s2ems to wme that
analysts of either colliege subenvivommerts ¢r iniividually parcefved and
constructed environments still assume in practiice cnly one overall or global
enviromment, slbelt one mesaured in a number of ways as part of a number

of appro:chs . That i3, the underlying zssumption {more often than not
made implicitly) iz that the methods and approaches to the asszssment of

the gereral ¢ollege coviromment may vary, but they ars all getting at the
same thing-=namely, the one overall environment of each enllege.

It might be usaful, however, to conceive of several distinct (although
jnterrelated) overall environments for any college or university. It is
therefore possible that the different instruments, representing different
asgessment approaches, In one degree or another actually measure different
total or general environments. Moreover, it is plausible that certain of these
environments conceptually and empirically "precede” others of these environ-
ments. In short, some overall enviromments may be seen as causally dependent
upon others. As s gimple Example,l it may be posited that the aggregatively
percelved envirommental "climate" of a college 18 in part determined by the
actual patrzern of the college members' behaviors and activities, both of
which in turn are partially determined Ey rocial organizational features of
the college., Finally, demographic and related institutional features of the
college may causally affect each cflthase three envifﬂﬁmentsgz

One reason for assessing differences among colleges 1s an interest in

the differential impacts of different college enviromments. The meaning of
Himpact? 1a problematic, Usually the phrase "college impact' refers to
college-~induced change in students. The most common way toc guage ehénge ia
to calculate a difference score (corrected or uncorrected for unrellability
and o, "er artifactual components) for students at two different points in

time (usually when entering and when lesving college). To define and measure
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"impact™ exclusively in terms of change is too narrow an interpretation and

operationalization nf the concept, however. Under certsin conditions non-change

or stability may also indicate impact {sece Feldman, 1969).

In recent years there has been increasing use of models that focus on
college outcomes tather than on change and stability. This, in part, is due
to the advacacy and use by Alexander Astin and his associates of a two-stage
input-cutput model (Astin and Panos, 1966, 1971), The attempt is to explain
the variation in student outcome on some variable by using a variety of input
characteristics of studenis and the characteristics of their colleges, The
model does nct fully resolve the conceptual and methodologicel difficulties
arising from the multicollinearity of student Input and college environmental

outcome
variables., Other procedures-=-inciuding the use of path analytic techniques--

HY

have been suggested as possible sclutions (see Astin, 1970, Creager, 1971,
and Feidman, 1971b).

Any eof the various outcome procedures, including the two-stage input=output
desizn, has the benefit of belng appropriate for assessing college impacts on
variables (such a® dropping out of college) for which it is not possible to
calculate a full-fledged change score. More than this, the current models
forusing on cutcomes have the great value of "forcing" the investigator to
include multiple student ingut variables when examining the association between
environmental variables and student outcome(s). Finally, as Cronbach and
Furby (1970) persuasively argue, a change score is in some ways a rather
artifiéai construct. Their article should be carefully read for the. statement
of thelr rezsons why research persanneledecision problems might be better
handled by methoda that concentrate on using student inputs and college
characteristics to predict and explain student cutcomes.

Whether focusing on college student change, stability, or outcome, analysts
explicitly or implicitly make two important decislons concerning conceptual
distinctiens and emphases. The first involves a specification of what it is

about the student that may or may not change during the college years: just
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what are the properties of students that can be affected; and how are changes

or outcomes best interpreted? Seéﬁndly, thgfe iz s decision about the degree

of emphasis to be placed on tane following two general sets of influences involved
in student change, stability, or outcome: (1) internal psychological mecnanisms
of the srudent, and {2) contents, forms, and processes of sonial structural

& arrangements and pressures of the school and the larger society. These

matters are handled in different ways in each of the three categories of
orientations that I would now like to discuss.

In the first of these~-the developmental spproach-=student variables are
chosen that elither are direct "growth" variablesa or are variables more or less
directly interpretable in such terms. Change, stability or ocutcome is seen
as indicating the degree to which the individual has or has not attained a
higher level as a personality--for example, a higher level of maturation, or
greater self-actualization, or increased ego~identity stabilization, or some
such. Although the social impetus for change, stability or outcome may be
anmlyzed in this approach, there typically is more systematic concern paid
to individual psychological dynamics; envirommental and social structural
parameters tend to be considered only Insofar as they immediately impinge on
perscnality development.

What I wish to stress at this point is that a developmental framework==-
even though it underlies a good deal of the work on college students and
appears to be the most frequently used, if not dominant, approach==is only one
of several usabla frameworks. An obvious value of this approach is that it
extends to late adolescence and esrly adulthood a8 theoretical framework that
is widely used in analyzing the periods of infancy, childhood, and early
adolescence. Moreover, it is focused on matters of great interest to many'
counselors, teachers, educators, andrzesearchers {namely, the underlying
psychological and maturational processes linked to college environments). But
in using this approach, certain risks are run. Since not all changes (even

of psychological attributes) are necessarily conmnected with maturity, the
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framework may be=-and I think has been--vsed inepprepriately. In such cases,

an Interpretation of data is made in terms of maturity when it is not justified,
thus leading in effect to misinterpretation. Furthermore, as I have argued in
detail elsewhere(Feldman, 1972), underlying this approach ares the assumptions
af the "gocdness™ and naturalness™ of certaln changes and outcomes, Changes
and outcomes are viewed in the value~laden terms of individual Yprogress.®

It seems tc me that such assumptions and viewpoints have not always been
warranted in interpreting dats, edvising students, or drawing policy implications.
In addition to not always avoiding these risks, those using a developmental
approach have a tendency to overly "psychologize' the measurement of environ-
ment and the interpretetion of structural arrangements and social pressures,

Investigators working within the other two theoretical approaches to be
discussed tend to choose student dimensions of change, stabllity, or outcome
that either are not necessarily interpretable in terms of maturity and personality
growth or are clearly uninterpretable in such terms8. The emphesis of both of
these approaches 1s conslderably more on the structures and dynsmics of social
pressures Impinging on students than on the internal psychological dynamics
tnitiating change, buttressing stablility, or leading to certain outcomes,
Moreover, these approaches are focused on important dimensions either ignored
or underplayed by the developmantalists,

In the first of these alternative approaches=«the social organizational
approach--investigators conceutrate initially and primarily on the variation
among colleges. The emphasis is on describing, analyzing, and measuring
organizational and social structural chevacteristlics and arrangemeﬁts of colleges,
whether or not these features have implications for student development and
maturity. As an aspect of examining college differences, certain differential
impacts in terms of student change, stability or outcome are predicted and
perhaps found. These of course may be interpreted within a developmental
framework; but they need not be, and the social organizational approach in
and of itself does not "demandﬂ.deveiepmengal interpretations on the part of
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the investigator. Indeed, the soclal organizational orlentation i3 generally
neutral about or orthogonal to a developmental approach.

In the other alternative to the developmental framework, theorists
concentrate on the distinctive life-cycle and larger social-system context of
college students by emphasizing the societal functions of higher education.

The impact of college is analyzed In terms of the movement of students within
a general, national social system In which college 15 a subsystem in interaction
with other subsystems,

One part of this approach 18 concerned with the certification and
hypothesized gate-keeping function of higher education. Rather than focusing
on changes in Individual traits and attributes (or lack of such changes), the
focus 18 on the ways in which college (1) certifies students for cerca;n so¢ial
and occupational poslitions in the world of the middle and upper=-middle class,
(2) channels them in these directions, and (3) to some extent ensures them of
entrance to such positions.

Specific changes in behaviors, attitudes, and psycholeogical attributes
are not inevitably discussed within a certification or gate-keeping context.
When they are, the digcussion is geénerally in terms of how colleges, wittingly
or unwittingly, prepare students for their new roles in given social structures,
As Walter Wallace (1964) has put it, colleges "shape students toward statuses
and roles for which they have never before been eligible' (p. 303). Apart
from the specific skills, motives, and attitudes that they may need in their
future positions, college students have attached to them during college new
and validated soclal statuses to which the new personal qualities are appropriate.
The individual student i{s incorporated into new Bocial posmitions within college,
after which he may be routinely motivated and encouraged to take on the quali-
ties appropriate to these positions. Moreover, as a student progresses
through college, those around him define and label him according to the positions
he hopes to occupy when he leaves college as well as by the new positions he

o . occupies in college. 1In addition to (and as part of) othera' view of him, he
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is given opportunities to engage in behaviors that were previously either not open
to him, not particularly feasible, or not easily do-able. As new social identities
are pressed upon him, gnd as he is gilven the structural opportunities to practice
and enact their behavioral implications, the student may well begin to conceive
of himself as being a different person from what he once was. It may be hypoth-
esized, in addition, that any change in overall self=conception in turn leads
to changes in a variety of more specific psychological and scttitudinal attributes,

In sum, then, researchers interested In life=cycle movement of students
ocassionzlly may examine such psychological characteristics as abilities,
aptitudes, predispositional traits, and self-conceptions. But they tend to do
8o only as a concomitant aspect of thelr primary focus on properties that are
attached to the individual student by the group==that is, social roles within
college, antitipated roles after college, imputed current and future social
identities, types of certification, and the like, Personality development per
se is not a focus. Developmentalists may wish, or course, to interpret the change,
stability and outcomes posited or empirically documented by these researchers
in terms of personality growth. They should be aware, however, that some of the
changes and outcomes will scem to them negative--that is, evidence of decreased
maturity and personality regression. What 18 even more likely is that they will
find some or even m%? of these outcomes simply uninterpretable within a develop-
mental framework,

Although it cannot be a considgratian here, it should be noted that the
alternstive models to the develcpmental framework have blases, ambiguities, and

risks of their own. Hence, just as esach of the three theoretical approaches
described 12 valuable for different reasons, #ach has limitations. Each indeed

may be neceasary to the study of college students, but no one of them is suffieient,
The next atep 18 to specify more completely the conditions under which it is fruit-
ful to use one approach rather than another. It 1s slso of importance to explore
the interfaces among these approaches as well as the wéys in which they can be

combined or integrated in the analysis of college impacts.
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Notes

1. See Feldman (1971a) for elaboration of this example.

2, I am not arguing against the usefulness of studying college subenviron-
ments and °~ -dividually percelved and canstru#ted enviromments. Research
efforts in these areas have become a8 deservedly {mportant part of the study
of college enviromments. If anything, I would like to see even more work In
these areas=-particularly in the specification of the causal relationships
among subenvironments and individually experlienced enviromments, and among
each of these with the various kind; of overall enviromments.

3. An example: Bidewell and Vreeland (1963) offer a typology of colleges as
social organizations based on the variability among colleges in the scope of
the client-member (i.e., student) role and the variability of goals ("moral"
or “Ytechnical”), from which predictions arc made about the direction, intensity,
and homogeneity of students' value and attitude changes. These changes are

not interpreted as personality development.
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