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Abstract

Career counseling with college students requires one to utilize information obtained

from a variety of sources, such as academic information and degree of comfort in an

academic setting that may be useful in the career exploration and decision-making

process.

The purpose of this paper is to present the results of a study investigating the

relationship between the Learning Environment scale of the 1994 Strong Interest

Inventory to twelve scales of the scales on the College Student Inventory (CSI).

While the Learning Environment Scale offers important information, it my not be the

most accurate indicator of academic comfort for first year college students (Harmon,

Hansen, Borgen & Hammer, 1994; Swanson & Hansen, 1985). The CSI may be a more

valid measure of academic comfort for this population of first year college students.

It was hypothesized that each of the scales of the CSI would be positively related to

the Learning Environment Scale.

The sample consisted of 115 first year students at a large Midwestern university,

who were recruited to participate in a program designed to enhance their academic

performance and promote career exploration and decision-making.

Results suggest that further validation of the Learning Environment scale needs to be

conducted for use of this scale with first year college students.
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Validating the Learning Environment Scale of the Strong Interest Inventory

For Use With First Year College Students

Career counseling often overlaps with many life issues and personal

concerns. Many researchers and clinicians have argued for an increased use of a

variety of measures in career counseling. Spokane (1991) has been a strong

advocate for using several measures of personality in career interventions.

Lowman (1991) emphasized the importance of integrating many domains in the career

counseling process such as abilities, interests, and personality. The 1994

revision of the Strong Interest Inventory is one such measure that includes

Personal Style Scales, such as namely the Work Style Scale, the Learning Environment

Scale, and the Leadership scale, and the Risk Taking/Adventure Scale. Each of these

Personal Style Scales reflects Lowman's recognition of emphasis on the importance of

various domains in career decision-making. The Personal Style Scales provide

counselors and psychologists with opportunities for addressing education, work and

personal living with an assumption that individuals' express their personalities through

their

occupational preferences and life choices. Thus, the Personal Style Scales address

the importance of incorporating many aspects of an individual in the career

decision-making process (Borgen and Harmon, 1996).

It is also apparent that the use of interest inventories alone are not

sufficient to help individuals make career decisions and broaden options. This

is particularly true for college age students, who are at developmental stages
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that are crucial to making life long decisions. The development ofinterests is based on

multiple influences that must be addressed by counselors and

psychologists in order to effectively intervene with individuals in the career

decision-making process. When working with students, it is also important for

counselors to be aware of the importance of one's educational and academic

comfort as an influence on career preferences and decision-making.

When working with college student populations, it is important helpful to utilize

information obtained from a variety of sources. One source of information for counselors

to use is the Learning Environment scale of the Strong Interest Inventory. It is important

for counselors to incorporate this information into the interpretation of results to enhance

the career information for the client. The Learning Environment scale is a useful scale, as

it provides students with information regarding their degree of comfort in an academic

setting. High scores have traditionally been are more reflective of students who are more

comfortable in academic settings, while low scores are more reflective of students who

may be more uncomfortable, and possibly at risk for dropping out of school (Hansen &

Campbell, 1985). For the 1994 revision of the Strong Interest Inventory, the Learning

Environment scale was intended to "differentiate people who prefer academic learning

environments from those who prefer more practically oriented, hands-on learning

situations" (Harmon, Hansen, Borgen, & Hammer, 1994, p.158). The Learning

Environment Scale was reportedly developed using a contrasted groups method that

identified 49 items which differentiated those with a master's or Ph.D. degree from those

with a technical or trade school degree.
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While the Learning Environment scale offers important information, it may not be the

most accurate indicator of academic comfort for undergraduate or especially first year

students. A number of problems are likely associated with the Learning Environment

scale at this time. Swanson & Hansen's (1985) study found that samples of students who

earned bachelors and master's degree could not be differentiated on the Academic

Comfort scale of the 1985 Strong Interest Inventory (a predecessor to the Learning

Environment scale correlating at .64 to .69 with the new scale but containing more

science content, see Harmon et al., 1994). Further, higher scores tend to correlate with

increased number of years of education. Thus, this may not be the best measure for first

year students still in school. Swanson & Hansen (1985) also found that students who

scored in the lowest quartile on the Academic Comfort scale still had adequate grade

point averages. Finally, they found differences in scores related to students' educational

expectations, with higher expectations correlating with higher scores on the scale thereby,

potentially yielding confusing information to an individual. A further limitation of the

Learning Environment scale is that the normative sample is based on individuals

obtaining Ph.D. degrees, who are tenured, employed adults. Indeed, the test manual

suggests that college students are likely to score as much as one standard deviation below

the normative sample (Harmon, et al., 1994). Yet, Harmon and her colleagues did report

that the Learning Environment scale produced large mean differences across educational

majors in predictable ways.

These limitations of this scale offer support emphasize the need for continued research

and validation of the scale for use with college students, particularly first year
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students, who may need more intense career interventions and retention programs. In

fact, little independent research has emerged on the Learning Environment scale as

distinct from the old Academic Comfort Scale. Thus, the validity of the Learning

Environment scale for first year students may continue to be questionable, as well as and

its use potentially confusing for many individuals in general.

The purpose of this poster session will be to present the results of a pilot study

investigating the relationship between the Learning Environment scale of the

1994 Strong Interest Inventory to twelve scales of the scales on the College Student

Inventory (CSI). The CSI is a measure that may be more been widely appropriate for use

used with first year college students.

The College Student Inventory (CSI) is a 194-item questionnaire that enables

counselors to assess students' academic, career and personal needs. This

questionnaire yields information regarding students who may be at risk for

academic, career or personal difficulties. Risk factors that the CSI may reveal

include weak educational goals/values, poor study habits, first-generation

college student, undecided major and low receptivity for receiving institutional

help. There are a total of twenty scales on the CSI of which this study will

look at the relationship between the Learning Environment scale of the Strong

Interest Inventory and the following scales of the CSI (study habits,

intellectual interests, academic confidence, desire to finish college, attitude

toward educators, ease of transition, openness, career planning, receptivity to

support services, academic assistance, personal counseling, and career
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counseling). It is hypothesized that each of these scales will be positively related to

the Learning Environment scale.

Program:

First year college students were recruited to participate in a ten-hour college success

program. All entering first year students at a large Midwestern university were mailed a

brochure about the program. The program required a minimal fee. All participants were

self-selected and participated on a voluntary nature. The program offered a ten-hour

intensive instruction/training, with a four-hour intensive training session prior to the start

of the first semester classes. The program instruction and training emphasized

self-awareness through the assessments, setting and achieving goals; learning effective

study skills and learning skills to manage academic stress and anxiety. Additional

content included midterm study skill reviews, time management strategies, and reviews of

campus resources. Finally, discussion of career exploration and planning, based on

assessment results was conducted. All students were given the College Student

Inventory, the Learning & Study Strategies Inventory and the Strong Interest Inventory.

However, the Strong Interest Inventory was given at a later date than the other two

assessments, resulting in a reduction in the total number of Strong Interest Inventories to

be included in the total sample.

Sample:

The sample consisted of first year students at a large Midwestern university, who were

recruited to participate in a program designed to enhance their academic performance,

ease their transition to the university, and promote career exploration and
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decision-making. A total of 115 students comprised the sample. Students of color

represented 14.7% of the participant group with African Americans comprising 1.7%,

Asians 7.8%, Hispanic/Latino 2.6%, and Caucasians representing 81.7%. Summary

results of the College Student Inventory suggest that participants had the following

characteristics: 26% had a high risk for college drop out; 54% indicated that they would

benefit from career counseling; 30% indicated a need for academic assistance, and 33%

indicated that they would benefit from personal counseling.

Method:

All subjects enrolled in the intervention program were asked to complete the CSI and

the LASSI prior to the first training session. Results of these two assessments were

interpreted with subjects at a four hour training session. Subjects were then asked to

return for three additional training sessions and were asked to complete the Strong

Interest Inventory at one of these three times. Subjects were also mailed a letter and

called numerous times to increase the completion rate. A total of 115 students had

complete data for the CSI and the LASSI. Unfortunately, only 31 students completed the

Strong Interest Inventory. A total of 31 subjects were used to analyze the data. Because

of the limited data returned for the Strong Interest Inventory, the Learning Environment

Scale was separated into three groups based on the overall score. Learning group one

included subjects who scored less than 40 (N = 10). Learning group two included

subjects who scored between 40 and 49 (N = 15). Finally, learning group three included

subjects who scored 50 or more (N = 6). It should be noted that high scores on the

Learning Environment scale have traditionally been more reflective of students who are
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more comfortable in academic settings, as opposed to lower scores being more reflective

of students who may be more uncomfortable, and possibly at risk for dropping out of

school (Hansen & Campbell, 1985). An ANOVA was conducted to test the hypothesis

that there would be no differences between the scales of the CSI, LASSI and Strong

Interest Inventory with respect to the Learning Environment Scale.

Results:

The results of this study should be interpreted with caution due to the very limited

sample size. The authors caution that this study should be viewed as a pilot project and

are hopeful with respect to obtaining a large sample size in the future, as the program will

continue. Overall, the results of the ANOVA revealed only three significant differences.

There was a significant difference between the Artistic scale and the Leaning

Environment Scale or (Learning Style Group) F(2, 28) = 5.10, p = .013. There was also

a significant difference between the Predicted Academic Difficulty scale and Learning

Style Group F(2, 28) = 4.26,p = .024. Finally, there was a significant difference

between Intellectual Interests and Learning Style Group F(2, 28) = 3.69,p = .038. The

first table included in this paper reports the means and ANOVA results.

Additional graphs showing the profile results of each of the three assessments (CSI,

LASSI, and Strong Interest Inventory) compared to the three Learning Style groups are

also included. These results have been included merely for additional information and

suggest some interesting findings, however, these results will not be discussed in great

detail in this paper due to the limited sample size and nonsignificant results.
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Conclusions:

It was hoped that the results of this study would produce evidence that the Learning

Environment scale is a valid and appropriate measure of academic comfort for use with

first year college students. Unfortunately, the results did not provide significant results to

support the validity of the Learning Environment Scale in relation to the College Student

Inventory Scales as a sound measure of academic comfort for use with first year college

students.

Research that continues to contribute to our understanding of the relationships

between academic preferences and comfort is necessary to further understand and

account for the occupational decision making processes for students. Addressing the

learning environment is important for many reasons such as retention, but most

importantly to provide students with ample opportunities to make future career decisions

that are effective and consistent with their interests, self-efficacy, expectations, and

academic comfort and performance in related areas.

It is apparent that this pilot study had many limitations, particularly the small sample

size of data for the Learning Environment scale and limited generalizability for use with

various ethnic populations. However, the results do offer further support for the

hypothesis that the Learning Environment scale may not be appropriate for use with first

year college students and does indeed need further validation for use with this population.

The results may also imply that the CSI is in fact, a good measure academic comfort and

learning style that may be superior to the Learning Style scale of the Strong Interest

Inventory.
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It is apparent that achievement and career development of individuals

varies considerably. Educational and counseling practices need to adequately

meet the needs of all individuals, to prepare them with academic and career

decision making skills that are needed for achievement and success in the highly

technological society that we live in. Only when these processes and influences

are addressed, understood, and incorporated into learning and counseling

environments will career counseling practices be the most effective and

successful.

In conclusion, it is hoped that this poster presentation has provided results that support

the continued emphasis for more research and further validation of the Learning

Environment scale of the Strong Interest Inventory in the career counseling process, and

confidence in the measure for use with a first year college student population.

While the results are limited, they do offer support for the continuation of further research

of this scale as well as a greater understanding about the factors that influence academic

achievement and career decision-making of first year college students.
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