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ABSTRACT
Students entering college with a pre-selected major have often developed some beliefs
and knowledge related to their major. Domain identification (DI) and interest are two constructs
that could be particularly useful to researchers and practitioners examining the first year
experiences of college students within their prospective major. This dissertation examines how
first year college students and their professors perceive DI and interest in a prospective science
major within the context of courses designed to introduce students to their major.

This dissertation uses a manuscript format to examine DI and interest through theoretical
analysis and the lived experiences of first year college students and their professors. The
theoretical manuscript (Chapter 3) compares the theory and research supporting Osborne and
Jones’ model of DI as well as Hidi and Renninger’s (2006) and Krapp’s (1999, 2002) models of
interest development. The two empirical manuscripts (Chapters 4 and 5) qualitatively explore
perceptions of first year college students and their professors by focusing on the following areas:
(a) first year college students’ perception of their DI and interest in their prospective major, (b)
professor’s perceptions and support for their first year students’ DI and interest in a prospective
science major, and (c) the similarities and differences between these perceptions.

Taken as a whole, the findings of these manuscripts highlight the theoretical and practical
distinctions between the two constructs. Although the models are similar in framing DI and
interest as value-based concepts that develop through experience, they each possess a distinct
theoretical framing and definition for value. This distinction between the value components of DI
and interest is emphasized in the students’ descriptions of their current major’s relevance to their
future goals and aspirations. Themes emerging from both of the qualitative studies are generally
consistent with Osborne and Jones’ (2011) model of DI; however, the findings of these studies
did not fully align with Hidi and Renninger’s (2006) model of interest. The comparison of
student and faculty perceptions provided support for some methods the professors used to
encourage the development of DI and interest in their students.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

When students arrive for their first year of college, they bring with them prior educational
experiences that shape their perceptions of the academic experiences they encounter at a
collegiate level and inform their initial choices in college (Astin, 1993; Thompson, 2007; Tinto,
1993). Students who enter college with a pre-selected major have chosen their major based on a
variety of academic and social experiences outside of the college context. They have already
developed some beliefs, knowledge, interests, and values related to their major. They likely can
see themselves fitting into the major and have probably started to make it part of their identity. In
examining the first year experiences of college students within their prospective major, domain
identification and interest are two motivation constructs that could be particularly useful to
researchers and practitioners.

Domain identification describes “the extent to which an individual defines the self
through a role or performance in a particular domain” (Osborne & Jones, 2011, p. 132), whereas
interest encompasses both an individual’s affective and cognitive engagement with a domain, as
well as the individual’s predisposition to re-engage with the domain (Renninger, 2010). In an
educational context, a domain can be defined generally, such as “academics”, or more
specifically as a school subject (e.g., math or science) or academic discipline (e.g., engineering
or biochemistry). Domain identification and interest are constructs that develop from an
individual’s educational and social experiences and influence later academic outcomes
(Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Tauer, 2008, Osborne & Jones, 2011;

Renninger, 2010). Additionally, both of these constructs focus attention on the impact of the



value that an individual holds for a domain on later academic, social, and emotional outcomes
(Renninger, 2010; Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Walker, Greene, & Mansell, 2006).

The initial courses that undergraduate students take in their prospective major provide
them with an opportunity to increase their domain knowledge and the value they hold for the
domain. Ideally, these courses provide students with an opportunity to envision themselves
within the domain of their major. Through their initial courses, students have academic and
social experiences that may reinforce, negate, or cause them to re-evaluate their prior
experiences and perceptions (Harackiewicz et al., 2008). In each of these cases, students’ interest
in and identification with the major may further develop or weaken.

Rationale

Although domain identification and interest have been examined within a college
population, I designed my dissertation to explore these two constructs within the context of the
transition of first year students into their prospective major. Particularly, my purpose was to
examine how first year college students and their professors make meaning of interest in and
identification with the prospective major within the context of courses designed to introduce
students to their prospective majors. Understanding factors that influence students’ interest in
and identification with the major are especially important in some majors, such as those in
science, because there is currently a lack of graduates in those fields. A better understanding of
why students choose to stay or leave the major during their first year is critical to retaining
students in these majors.

Domain Identification
Existing research on domain identification examines different areas of domain

identification such as academic identification, math identification, or engineering identification



(Jones, Paretti, Hein, & Knott, 2010; Osborne, 1997b; Osborne & Walker, 2006; Schnittka,
Brandt, Jones, & Evans, 2012). Although theoretical models provide a description of how the
development of domain identification should occur, further research is needed to understand how
students develop different domain identifications (Osborne & Jones, 2011; Voelkl, 1997). My
research study focused on students who are entering college with a pre-selected major and
participating in an introductory course related to their major, as these students had potentially
begun to develop some level of identification with their major.

Researchers have tended to use quantitative, self-report questionnaires and large-scale
datasets to develop an understanding of domain identification in relation to other motivation and
performance constructs (Osborne 1997a, 1997b; Voelkl, 1996, 1997). These studies tend to use
one of a small set of measures of domain identification. However, two of the more widely used
measures of domain identification (Osborne, 1997b; VVoelkl, 1996) are based on different
operational definitions of identification (identification with academics, Osborne, 1997b; and
identification with school, Voelkl, 1996). The authors of both of these measures report the need
for improved measurement of the construct, as do Osborne and Jones (2011) in their review of
domain identification. In addition, the language used in these measures, though derived from the
operational definitions and theoretical models of identification, is similar to the language in items
of several related constructs such as academic self concept, importance, interest, and attainment
value (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010). Examining how students talk about their identification with
the prospective majors could provide a basis for revisions to current measures or the
development of new measures of domain identification rooted in both theory and the experiences

and perceptions of individuals.



Interest

Much of the research on interest as a motivation construct has focused on the types of
activities that trigger or “catch” interest and students’ responses to triggered interest (Alexander,
Kulikowich, & Schulze, 1994; Hoffman, 2002; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007; Mitchell, 1993).
More recent research has focused on the development of interest, particularly how individuals
move through the situational and individual interest phases of the Four Phase Model of interest
proposed by Hidi and Renninger (2006) and the methods by which others (e.g., parents, teachers,
peers, mentors) can influence or support this development (Barron, 2006; Kunter, Baumert, &
Koller, 2007; Pugh, Linnenbrink-Garcia, Koskey, Stewart, & Manzey, 2010; Renninger, 2010;
Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Thoman, Sansone, Fraughton, & Pasupathi; 2012). Hidi and
Renninger’s (2006) model of interest integrated prior research on situational and individual
interest with researchers examining two levels of situational interest (triggered and maintained)
and two levels of individual interest (emerging and well developed).

The first year of college is a transition point for many students and provides a context for
examining how interests develop or change within the student. Harackiewicz et al. (2008)
reported that that interest development in introductory courses was related to both academic
performance and later course choice of college students who participated in an introductory
psychology course. They used self-report measures and quantitative analysis of situational and
individual interest in their study. Rather than using quantitative measures to examine the
relationships between interest and other concepts, my dissertation research includes qualitative
studies that explore the nuances of how students experience, reflect upon, and describe their

interest in their prospective major.



Intersections Between Domain Identification and Interest

Domain identification and interest are similar constructs that share many dimensions.
Domain identification and interest both develop through the experiences (academic or otherwise)
of individuals within a specific domain (Renninger, 2009). Both constructs include, at least in
part, the value an individual holds for a domain. As value-based constructs, domain identification
and interest are different from motivation constructs based on self-belief. Belief constructs such
as self-efficacy and academic self-concept are based on individuals’ perceptions of their level of
skill (Dennison, Zarrett, & Eccles, 2007; Pintrich, 2003; Wigfield & Cambria, 2010). These
perceptions are related to and can impact the value that individuals develop for a domain, but
belief constructs do not describe the underlying value or importance of a domain to an
individual. Finally, within both domain identification and interest, as individuals develop a
greater value for the domain through experience they begin to self-identify as being part of the
domain (Osborne & Jones, 2011; Renninger, 2010).

The two constructs have a high level of similarity, but they are theoretically different.
Whereas value for the domain is the key component of domain identification® (Osborne, 1997b;
Osborne & Jones, 2011), the interest construct incorporates affective and cognitive components
as well as value. Interest is initially engaged through an emotional response to an activity and
increases as an individual develops content knowledge within the domain. Positive affect and
increasing domain knowledge then lead the individual to develop value for the domain
(Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2010; Renninger, 2010). Thus, while the two constructs overlap,

particularly when describing individual interest, they are theoretically different. However, the

! Voelkl (1997) also includes sense of belonging within a model of identification with school.
See the literature review section of this document for a description of this alternative model of
identification.



concepts have rarely been examined together to determine whether individuals, particularly in
their lived experience, distinguish between interest and domain identification when reflecting on
the level of value that they hold for their prospective major.
Incorporating the perceptions of professors
Researchers of both domain identification and interest have noted the influence of others
(e.g., teachers, parents, peers, mentors) on the development of the constructs (Barron, 2006;
Kunter et al., 2007; Osborne & Jones, 2011; Pugh et al., 2010; Renninger, 2010; Renninger &
Hidi, 2011; Steele, 1997; Thoman et al., 2012). Prior studies within these two constructs have
examined the impact of teaching strategies on interest (Kunter et al., 2007), the impact of
instructors’ domain interest on their students’ level of interest (Long & Hoy, 2006), and the role
of teachers from the perspectives of students (Jones, Osborne, Paretti, & Matusovich, 2012;
Long & Hoy, 2006). However, research is needed to examine teachers’ perceptions of their
students’ interest and domain identification. A better understanding of teacher perceptions and
where these perceptions overlap students’ self-perceptions of interest and identification is needed
to provide a stronger basis to design interventions and improve instructional strategies to support
development of interest and identification in the science domains.
Research Questions
| designed the present research to examine the motivation constructs of domain

identification and interest through the individual perspectives of first year college students and
their professors in the domain of science. The studies involved in my dissertation were framed by
a set of research questions that guided the process of data collection and analysis:

e RQ 1: How do first year college students perceive their interest in and identification with

their prospective science major?



e RQ 2: How do professors of first year students perceive their students’ interest in and
identification with their prospective science major?
e RQ 3: How do professors support first year students’ interest in and identification with a
prospective science major?
e RQ 4: How are the perceptions of students and faculty related to the prospective science
major interest and identification similar and different?
Outline of Dissertation
This dissertation follows a manuscript format that is different from most traditional
dissertations in that it includes three complete manuscripts. In Chapter 2, | present a literature
review providing a background and theoretical framework for the three manuscripts that follow.
Chapters 3, 4, and 5 include the three manuscripts: a theoretical manuscript and two empirical
studies. Chapter 3 (Manuscript 1) closely examines the constructs of domain identification and
student interest, elucidating the overlaps, intersections, and gaps between these two concepts.
Chapter 4 (Manuscript 2) is a qualitative examination of first year college students’ perceptions
of their own identification with and interest in their prospective science majors. The participants
of this study were first year college students who had chosen to major in the science domains of
physics or biochemistry. Chapter 5 (Manuscript 3) is a qualitative examination of how the
faculty within first year courses for biochemistry and physics majors perceive their students’
development of identification with and interest in physics or biochemistry. This study also
integrated the emergent themes from the faculty interviews with the themes emerging from the
student interviews in Chapter 4 in order to compare the faculty perceptions of student interest

and identification with their students’ self-perceptions.



Significance of the Research Project

The studies | conducted provide a more nuanced view of the constructs of domain
identification and student interest. The theoretical manuscript provides a close comparison of
current models of the concepts. Examining domain identification and interest using a qualitative
methodology provides a better understanding of how students and professors reflect upon and
describe their identification with and interest in a domain. Understanding the perceptions of
students also helps to clarify how these constructs develop within students. Finally, by focusing
on the perceptions of students and professors, | have developed a better understanding of the
intersection between domain identification and interest in the lived experiences of first year
college students.

Practically, developing a better understanding of how students and professors perceive
domain identification and interest provides researchers and practitioners with more information
for developing interventions and instructional strategies to support the constructs. These studies
also provide findings about the elements of first year introductory seminar courses that faculty
and students perceived supportive of the development of interest in and identification with the
domain of their prospective major.

Assumptions and Limitations
Reflexivity
During the data collection phase of this dissertation, 1 worked as a graduate assistant in
the Office of First Year Experiences at Virginia Tech and helped to support Pathways to Success
courses for both freshman and transfer students. In addition, I spent several years reading about
and participating in studies related to domain identification. As a researcher, | sought to remain

cognizant of my own biases and to remain open to the themes that emerged from the data.



Volunteer Bias
Student participants in the qualitative study volunteered to be interviewed. These
students’ experiences and perceptions should not be considered as representative of other

students in the course.
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature

The purpose of this literature review is to provide a background and theoretical
framework for the manuscripts that follow in Chapters 3, 4, and 5. The review is divided into
three sections. The first section describes the models and research associated with domain
identification. The second section examines literature related to domain identification within a
first year college context. The third section describes the models and literature related to the
development of interest within an educational setting.

Domain Identification

The study of domain identification, or the valuing of a specific academic, vocational, or
relational domain, can provide researchers examining college student development with a
framework to examine how students develop an identity related to their major. The concept of
domain identification provides researchers and practitioners with a narrowly focused perspective
of identity development. For those interested in how experiences in college impact students from
the first college courses through the choice of career, examining domain identification may
provide more specific outcomes than examining an individual’s holistic identity development.

Domain identification has emerged from an alternative conception of what comprises an
individual’s identity; in other words, how we answer the question “Who am 1?”” This model of
identification is based on an alternative view of the self as compared to the psychosocial and
cognitive development theories of identity development. In those global perspectives of identity
development, the Self is viewed as a whole; whereas domain identification is rooted in the
perception that an individual’s Self is actually comprised of multiple selves (James, 1890).

Psychosocial and cognitive development models are rooted in or in response to Erikson’s (1968)
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theory of development over the lifespan where models of domain identification developed from
William James’ view of the multiple selves.

In this section, | will closely examine the literature related to domain identification. I will
first explore the two different perceptions of the concept (i.e., domain identification and
identification with school) that have developed in the past two decades. | will examine the
operational definitions, models, and outcomes related to identification in these different
conceptualizations and reflect on the aspects of identification that overlap and differ between the
two conceptualizations. Finally, I will connect domain identification to the context of first year
student development by discussing how identification with academics domains may relate to
current models of college impact.

Domain identification is a concept that has been used within two different lines of
motivation research: the study of stereotype threat and engagement. When researchers are
examining domain identification through the lens of stereotype threat theory, they tend to use the
conceptualization put forward by Steele (1992, 1997) and Osborne (1995, 1997b). However,
researchers who are examining domain identification through the lens of engagement
(particularly emotional engagement) tend to use the conceptualization of identification with
school put forward by Finn (1989) and Voelkl (1996, 1997). Researchers tend to use very similar
terminology when referring to identification, such as identification with academics, identification
with school, academic identification, or, more broadly, domain identification. Nonetheless, the
two conceptions describe two different ways to perceive identification from the foundation level
of the operational definition, through how the concept is modeled, and finally on where the

emphasis is placed in the results of studies.
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Operational Definitions of Identification

Valuing and self-esteem. Steele (1992) first connected domain identification to the study
of academic motivation by placing academic identification as a central element of stereotype
threat theory (Osborne, Keller, & Jones, 2007). Stereotype threat theory describes the depressed
performance of individuals from stigmatized groups (groups associated with a negative
stereotype) in high stakes performance contexts due to the anxiety of confirming a negative
stereotype. In describing stereotype threat theory, Steele (1997) was clear to note that in order to
be affected by stereotype threat, an individual must have a high identification with the domain.
He defined academic identification as the extent to which an individual forms a relationship with
the “domains of schooling,” so that his or her self-esteem or self-regard depends in large part on
their achievement in academic domains (Steele, 1997, p. 616).

Osborne and his colleagues (e.g., Osborne & Jones, 2011) further refined the definition of
identification with academics as the selective valuing of a domain as important to the self-
concept or self-esteem of an individual. This definition is based in the symbolic interactionist
conception of self-esteem, in which the feedback an individual receives from the environment (in
terms of academic performance, among other things) is filtered through the individual’s
perceptions of the outcomes and evaluation of the importance of the domain to their self-esteem
(Osborne & Jones, 2011). Thus, individuals are impacted more by their performance (whether it
is high or low) in a domain that they value greatly, rather than in a domain in which they place
little value (Osborne, Walker, & Rausch, 2002).

Valuing and belonging. Finn (1989) and Voelkl (1996, 1997, 2012) have suggested a
different definition of identification that is based with the study of the process of withdrawal

from school. Finn (1989) first put forward the definition of identification with school as one part
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of the Participation/Identification model describing how students are drawn to engage with or
withdraw from school. Finn (1989) describes identification as how an individual perceives the
congruence between the self and an object (e.g., institution, family, group). Students who are
identified with school feel that they are “discernibly part of the school environment and that
school constitutes an important part of their own experience” (Finn, 1989, p. 123), thus the
student both feels a sense of belonging with the school and values his or her success in school-
related experiences. Finn explicitly excludes self-esteem from this definition of identification, as
he notes that self-esteem is an individual’s judgment of worthiness of the individual’s self.
Valuing, in this definition of identification refers to the student finding worth in the goals and
experiences related to the institution of school.

Voelkl’s (1996, 1997) definition of identification with academics builds on Finn’s
definition by adding the element of pride. Voelkl (1997) expands the idea of belonging to include
both a sense that one belongs in the school and a sense of pride for belonging in the school.
Thus, the membership at the school becomes part of one’s self-definition (Voelkl, 1997). Voelkl
(1997) also expands the definition of valuing to incorporate both valuing of school as an
institution and valuing of the school as a method of personal advancement.

My Analysis of the Operational Definitions

Examining the operational definitions of identification used by this set of researchers
highlights several differences in their conceptualizations (see Table 1). Primarily, Finn (1989)
and Voelkl (1996, 1997, 2012) include belonging as a component of identification, whereas
Steele (1997) and Osborne (1997b) do not. Another key difference between the two conceptions
is the connection between identification and self-esteem. For both Steele and Osborne,

identification is linked to self-esteem, in that defining the self through the academic domain
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serves to link academic achievement/performance to the individual’s overall self-esteem.
Whereas, Voelkl notes that identification with school shows that an individual has “incorporated
it as a significant part of his or her self-concept” (1997, p. 296); Finn explicitly distances his
conception of identification from research on self-esteem.

These differences are rooted in how the researchers focus the concept of identification.
For both Steele and Osborne, identification describes the relationship between an individual and
the “domains of schooling” (Steele, 1997, p. 616), whereas for Finn and Voelkl, identification
describes the relationship between an individual and an institution of schooling. Thus, what an
individual is identifying with is different in the two sets of definitions.
Models of Academic Identification

Regardless of how identification with academics is defined, two aspects are similar in all
cases: domain identification is related to both prior academic experiences and future academic
outcomes. Steele (1997), Osborne (2004), Osborne and Jones (2011), Finn (1989), and Voelkl
(1996, 1997) have all offered explanations or models of how these relationships work that vary
in level of complexity, in organization, and in related concepts. As with the operational
definitions, Steele’s and Osborne’s explanations are closely related, as are Finn’s and Voelkl’s
explanations. Also, the model put forward by Osborne can be seen as building on Steele’s
explanation of domain identification; similarly, Voelkl’s model builds on that put forward by
Finn.

Domain identification. Steele’s (1992, 1997) focus in explaining the precursors and
outcomes related to domain identification is to show how identification is impacted by negative
stereotypes (see Figure 1). In this explanation, domain identification develops through an

individual’s perceptions, experiences, and evaluation of the environment (Steele, 1997). Steele
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(1997) describes this process as a self-assessment, through which the individual tacitly considers
his or her own skills and abilities within the given domain as well as the possibility of
succeeding within the domain. Steele makes clear that individuals do not develop a relationship
with a domain based purely on interests and prior successes. He proposes that an individual’s
self-assessment is highly influenced by the perceptions of peers, family, and teachers, who either
purposefully or inadvertently encourage or discourage and individual’s pursuit of certain
academic domains or goals (Aronson & Steele, 2005). This may occur through the level of
access a student is given to academic experiences and support, the level of acknowledgement of
academic successes, and the climate of the academic setting (e.g., is the climate within the
academic context warm and encouraging or chilly and discouraging; Aronson & Steele, 2005).
An individual may be less likely to form or maintain domain identification if she or he does not
feel a sense of belonging or that people similar to him or herself (e.g., in gender, race, ethnicity)
have been successful.

Once formed, Steele (1997) proposed that domain identification should help students
sustain their academic motivation through the ups and downs of academic experience. This level
of stability has been observed in laboratory measures of domain identification during studies of
stereotype threat where the domain identification of participants was not significantly decreased
even in the context of a primed stereotype threat (Lesko & Corpus, 2006; Steele & Aronson,
1995; more recently mentioned in Osborne, Kellow, & Jones, 2007). However, domain
identification can be impacted when students suffer a series of negative academic experiences. In
order to protect the individual’s overall self-esteem, he or she may begin to devalue the domain

by claiming not to care about the domain or to discount performance by claiming that the



test/assessment was biased against them (Aronson & Steele, 2005; Schmader, Major, &

Gramzow, 2001; Steele, 1997).
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Figure 1. Model of academic identification adapted from the text of Steele (1997).

In a study of college students, Schmader, Major, and Gramzow (2001) found that, for

European Americans and Latino students, devaluing was related to lower academic performance

(as measured by GPA); however, for African American students, devaluing was related to

perceptions of injustice. Steele posited that chronic devaluing a domain in response to negative

outcomes or perceptions may lead the individual to dis-identify with the domain (Steele, 1992,

1997). By dis-identifying with a domain, the individual adjusts the level of value that he or she

places in the domain so that negative outcomes or assessments have less impact on the

individual’s overall self-esteem. Stereotype threat becomes part of the model when an originally

highly identified, stigmatized individual receives repeated academic outcomes that appear to
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confirm the negative stereotype. As stereotypes emphasize both lack of ability and lack of
belonging (Cohen & Steele, 2002), if a student begins to believe that they are confirming a
stereotype this brings both their competence and their belonging in the domain into question
(Aronson & Steele, 2005; Steele, 1997).

Even though domain identification is a fundamental component of stereotype threat
theory, Steele has not proposed a testable model of domain identification. As a result, researchers
examining the impact of stereotype threat on domain identification have used a variety of
methods to describe and measure identification. These measures frequently ask students to
respond to two statements (e.g., | am good at math, Math is important to me) or assume high
identification by including only participants who have high SAT scores in the domain (math or
verbal) or who are enrolled in vigorous courses in the domain (Aronson et al., 1999; Smith &
White, 2001; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Domain identification
has rarely been examined as a dependent variable in stereotype threat studies. The level of
domain identification is used primarily in stereotype threat studies to examine how students who
are highly identified with a domain respond in high stereotype threat contexts (Keller, 2007;
Smith & White, 2001).

Identification with academics. Osborne (1997a, 1997b) shifted a line of stereotype
threat research to examine the relationship between domain identification and performance.
Rather than experimental studies, Osborne and colleagues examined domain identification
through large-scale datasets and longitudinal studies (Osborne, 1995; Osborne, 1997b; Osborne
& Walker, 2001). The results of these studies highlight relationships that form the basis for the
model of domain identification developed by Osborne and his colleagues (Osborne, 2004;

Osborne & Jones, 2011). Through this model, Osborne and his colleagues show the relationships



18

between domain identification, social and motivational background factors, and academic and
behavioral outcomes (see Figure 2).

Osborne (1997b) investigated differences in domain identification among different
groups and different academic subjects using National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELYS)
data for 8", 10", and 12" grade students. In this study, domain identification was measured by
the correlation between grade point average (GPA) and self-esteem as well as through academic
achievement and self-esteem. The results showed that domain identification for most groups
tended to decrease over the high school years in almost all academic areas. The correlations were
different between different groups (male, female, White, Hispanic, and African American) and
within the groups for different academic subjects (math, reading, history, and science). While the
correlations between academic achievement and self-esteem decreased for most groups over
time, the results for African American males stood out. The correlations between achievement
and self-esteem were similar or higher to other groups at eighth-grade and 10™-grade, only
science achievement was statistically in 12"-grade and the relationship was negative. Similarly,
the relationships between grades and self-esteem were in line with other groups at 8" grade, but
began dropping in 10", By 12th-grade, the only statistically significant relationship was in
science.

To examine the possible displacement of self-esteem (shifting identification away from
academic domains to other areas) Osborne (1997b) also examined the changes in the correlation
between self-esteem and popularity and self-esteem and athletic prowess (both self reported by
the student) over the three grades. For African American males, both variables shifted from a
non-significant correlation to a significant correlation leading Osborne (1997b) to suggest that

this group of students may have been shifting the centrality of different domains, thus as
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academic domains became less central to self-esteem, social or athletic domains may have
become more central.

The results of this study highlight the relationship between domain identification and
background factors related to group, and the possibility for change over time in identification. In
addition, Osborne (1997b) showed some level of domain difference in identification in that
students could identify with one subject more than another.

Osborne and Rausch (2001) extended the examination of domain identification using the
NELS database to study a theorized outcome of academic dis-identification, which is the
increased likelihood of withdrawing from school. Hypothesizing that withdrawal from school
comes after academic dis-identification, they compared academic identification two years prior,
for students who withdrew from school by 10™- or 12"-grade with that of students who remained
in school. The results of this study highlight the connection between academic identification and
both positive and negative academic outcomes (persisting or withdrawing from school).

Osborne and Rausch (2001) found substantial differences in academic domain
identification (as measured by the correlation between GPA and self-esteem) between students
who withdrew from school and those who remained. Students who withdrew from school had
significantly lower identification with academics two years prior to withdrawing than students
who remained in school. This result supports the assertion by both Steele (1997) that withdrawal
from school is part of a longer process through which the student shifts away from valuing
academics as a part of self-esteem. For students in nearly all gender and race/ethnicity groups,
the relationship between GPA and self-esteem was not significant up to two years before they
physically withdrew from school. When the groups were compared, students who persisted in

school had significantly higher (with the exception of African American 12™-grade males)
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correlations and effect sizes for academic identification than their counterparts up to two years
prior to withdrawal.

Using NELS dataset, Osborne (1997b) and Osborne and Rausch (2001) were able to test
the concept of academic domain identification using large datasets and longitudinal data.
However, this method is limited in several ways: (a) the large dataset provides researchers with
the capability to examine differences between groups, but this method does not provide the
ability to follow individual students; and (b) researchers cannot control the exact measures used
or variables included in the large scale datasets, thus rather than use a measure of academic
identification, the concept is measured indirectly through the correlation between the measure of
self-esteem and self-reported GPA or academic achievement. Nonetheless, the results of these
studies do provide insight into differences between groups begin to define some of the
relationships in Osborne’s model of academic identification.

Osborne (1997a) developed an instrument to specifically measure identification with
academics/school. Unlike the studies using large databases, this instrument was designed to
examine identification at the level of the individual student, to look at more specific outcomes
related to identification with the academic domain, and to provide a tool that could potentially
help community colleges to target students with low academic identification for interventions to
improve academic outcomes. Entering students were given the School Perceptions Questionnaire
and the Rosenberg Self-View Inventory (a measure of self-esteem). The students’ GPAs were
collected at the beginning of the study, at the end of the first semester, and two years later.
Students’ academic standing (withdrawn, academic probation, Dean’s list) and graduation status

were also collected after two years.



21

Identification with academics significantly predicted GPA after one semester and again
after two years, even when controlling for sex, race, and self-esteem. In addition, students at
different levels of academic standing had significantly different levels of identification with
academics. A high level of identification with academics (as measured upon entering community
college) was related to positive academic outcomes such as achieving Dean’s List or Honor’s
standing; whereas a low level of academic identification was related to withdrawal, academic
dismissal, or academic probation. The results of this study provide additional support for a
relationship between academic identification and positive and negative academic outcomes.

The academic outcomes associated with domain identification were also examined
through a longitudinal study of secondary students (Osborne & Rausch, 2001; Osborne &
Walker, 2006; Osborne, Walker, & Rausch, 2002). The study followed students for two years
after entering a diverse, inner city high school. Entering ninth graders were given a set of
questionnaires measuring identification with academics, self-esteem, learning behaviors, and a
set of cognitive and motivation constructs. School records were also examined at the end of each
school year to gather GPA, days absent, and number of behavioral referrals (Osborne & Walker,
2006).

Osborne and his colleagues found that academic domain identification was related to a
number of positive academic and behavioral outcomes. When the various measures were
examined at the entry to ninth-grade, identification with academics in students was positively
correlated with learning goals and performance goals, as well as with the intrinsic valuing of
academics, perceived ability, self regulation, and both deep and shallow cognitive processing
(Osborne & Rausch, 2001). When the entire group of students was examined, identification with

academics, measured upon entering, was positively related to both ninth- and 10™-grade GPA
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and negatively related to ninth- and 10"-grade absenteeism and number of behavioral referrals.
These results demonstrate a relationship between academic identification and other motivation
constructs. In addition, the researchers showed that the relationship between academic

identification and behavioral outcomes encompasses minor occurrences (behavior referrals) as

well as the larger outcomes such as withdrawal from school.
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Figure 2: Model of domain identification adapted from Osborne and Jones (2011).

The model of domain identification put forward Osborne and his colleagues describes the
process by which a set of social and academic background factors impact domain identification
and related motivation constructs which, in turn, impact behavioral and academic outcomes. The
background factors in this model of identification developed by Osborne and Jones (2011) are
similar to the self-assessments described by Steele (1997). These factors include group
membership (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, class); family, peer, and community environment;
school climate; and both formal and informal educational experiences (see Osborne & Jones,

2011 for more information). Through this set of precursors, Osborne’s model of domain
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identification is linked to other motivation constructs such as a student’s feelings of interest,
sense of control, belief that the domain is useful for both long and short term goals, and sense of
belonging. These motivation constructs can be viewed as aspects of a student’s prior educational
experiences; their perception of school climate; and the input they receive from their family,
peers, and community based on their group membership. As background factors the construct
impact the student’s development and maintenance of identification with an academic domain
(Osborne & Jones, 2011).

This model of domain identification differs from Steele’s description of identification in
regards to the path from the precursors to the outcomes of identification. Steele and other
stereotype researchers describe a fairly direct path linking a set of social and academic precursors
to the development of domain identification and then linking level of domain identification to the
risk of stereotype threat (Steele, 1997). Osborne and Jones (2011) have created a more complex
model of identification which includes the relationship between the academic and social
background factors and domain identification but goes farther to show the inter-relationship
between identification; effort and persistence; and the goals, beliefs, and self-schemas that are
related to academic success. These concepts working in concert are then related to academic
engagement and outcomes. Osborne and Jones (2011) hypothesize that, in general, higher
identification with academics is closely related to greater effort to succeed; persistence when
faced with failure or frustration; and the goals, beliefs, and self-schemas that support academic
success. Conversely, low domain identification is related to low effort in the domain; low
persistence; and the lack of goals, beliefs, or self-schemas that support academic success.

Individuals with low domain identification will not be as motivated to engage in academic
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activities, nor will their self-esteem be related to the academic outcomes that they receive
whether those outcomes are positive or negative.

Walker, Greene, and Mansell (2006) provided support for this model, showing in a study
of upper-level undergraduates that identification with academics was correlated with other
motivation and cognitive engagement constructs and was negatively related to amotivation. They
found that identification with academics, as measured with Osborne’s (1997b) School
Perceptions Questionnaire, was statistically correlated with self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation,
and meaningful cognitive engagement. Meaningful cognitive engagement was described as
relating new information to prior knowledge to construct more complex cognitive structures
(Walker et al., 2006, p. 4). Identification with academics was negatively correlated with
amotivation, which could be described as the lack of any type of motivation. Thus, individuals
who scored high on identification with academics tended to score low on amotivation.
Additionally, the researchers, using path analysis, found that identification with academics, along
with self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation, predicted meaningful cognitive engagement. These
results support Osborne and Jones’ (2011) model of identification with academics, both by
showing that identification with academics is statistically related to other motivation constructs
and by showing that the concept predicts a unique amount of the variance in cognitive
engagement.

Osborne and Jones (2011) explain that domain identification is likely cyclical. Thus,
while domain identification may be a stable concept, it is not static, and could be impacted by
frequent positive or negative academic outcomes. In this way, Osborne and Jones’s (2011) model
still incorporates the possible impact of stereotype threat. An individual’s identification with a

domain may decrease if he or she begins to receive academic outcomes that do not reflect his or
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her perception of ability or if the climate of the domain begins to emphasize negative
stereotypes. Alternatively, this model shows how shifts in school climate or other precursors may
also work to increase students’ identification with the academic domain (see Osborne & Jones,
2011 for a detailed explanation of strategies to increase identification).
Participation/ldentification model. On first view, Finn’s (1989) model appears to have
many differences from other conceptualizations of domain identification. As noted in the
operational definition, identification in this model refers to the institution of school rather than
the domain of “schooling” or academics. Additionally, identification with school incorporates
both a sense of belonging and value for school. Within this model, participation in academic
experiences impacts academic outcomes that in turn impact identification with school (see Figure
3). Teacher quality and ability are also included as variables that are related to participation,
academic outcomes, or identification (Finn, 1989). Finn describes the model as recursive or
cyclical, so that identification is impacted by the other components of the model, but in turn

impacts a student’s level of participation.

Teacher -
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Figure 3: Participation/ldentification Model adapted from Finn (1989).
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Many of the components of Finn’s (1989) model are similar to the previous models.
Participation and academic outcomes are aspects of prior educational experiences that are
background factors in Osborne and Jones’s (2011) model. Teacher quality can be viewed as one
aspect of school climate and perceptions of ability are included of Steele’s (1997) self-
assessments. In the previous models these components were described as precursors to
identification, as they are in this model; however, in Steele (1997) and Osborne’s (year for
referenced model) explanations, identification was related to both academic engagement and/or
academic outcomes. Finn’s (1989) model describes a more fluid view of identification where
identification with school is more directly impacted by academic outcomes and in turn more
directly impacts an individual’s participation in school activities.

Finn (1989) connects both components of identification with school to other branches of
research. Belonging is described as the sense of belonging that an individual feels with the
institution. From this perspective, belonging is related to concepts such as attachment, bonding,
emotional engagement, and involvement (Finn, 1989; Finn & Voelkl, 1993). Finn (1989)
describes valuing as similar to the concept of commitment — in this case an individual’s
commitment to the role of student (p. 124). Finn also points to research that breaks commitment
into two components: commitment to learning and commitment to place. Thus, Finn (1989)
suggests that identification is an “internal state” with external manifestations that are exhibited
through participation in school experiences (p. 127). Finn connects identification to academic
outcomes through the argument that “active participation is the minimal essential condition for
formal learning to occur” (1989, p. 127).

Similar to Steele’s (1992, 1997) conception of academic identification, Finn’s (1989)

Participation/ldentification model developed from research on student withdrawal from school.
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However, whereas Steele focused on the possible negative outcomes related to stigmatized
students with high academic identification, Finn’s (1989) model suggested that withdrawal was
linked to a cycle of lack of participation and low identification. In the Participation/ldentification
model, nonparticipation leads to unsuccessful school outcomes which lower identification with
school. As students cycle through this model, decreasing identification translates to emotional
withdrawal from school, whereas decreasing participation translates to physical withdrawal from
school (Finn, 1989).

Finn (1989) asserts the need for measures of the different elements of identification with
school because his model is based on research of vocational identification. However, Finn’s later
research on the Participation/Identification model was focused on the examining the participation
side of the model that linked participation with engagement among different populations using
large-scale dataset and large, longitudinal studies (Finn & Cox, 1992; Finn & Voelkl, 1993).

Identification with school. Just as Voelkl refined Finn’s (1989) definition of
identification with school, she also refined the model of identification and participation and
developed a measure of identification with school (Voelkl, 1996, 1997). This refined view of
identification with school is also tightly focused on the relationships between school experiences,
identification, and outcomes. In developing this model, Voelkl (1996) incorporated Finn’s
conceptualization of identification with school and his research on the impact of participation on
engagement (Finn & Cox, 1992; Finn & Voelkl, 1993) with the research by Goodenow and
Grady on the relationship between a students’ sense of belonging and their level of engagement
in school, expectation of success, and valuing of schoolwork (Goodenow, 1993; Goodenow &

Grady, 1993).
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Voelkl simplified Finn’s (1989) model by grouping participation and perceptions of
achievement together as prior school experiences (see Figure 4). These school experiences then
are directly related to identification with school, which is comprised of sense of belonging and
value for school. Voelkl (1997) described the outcomes of identification with school as cyclical,
wherein students who are more highly identified with school are more likely to have positive
experiences (e.g., academic achievement and participation) that increase their sense of belonging

and value for school, and consequently, their identification with school.

Identification with School

Achievement .
Belonging

School Experiences >

Participation

( )

Figure 4: Model of identification with school adapted from the text of Voelkl (1997).

Voelkl (1997) developed the Identification with School Questionnaire to measure
individual’s levels of valuing of school and sense of belonging with school. Using this
instrument, she has tested aspects of identification with school with middle and high school
student samples. She found, similar to Osborne and Walker’s (2001) findings of with high school
students, that race and gender impacted student’s identification with school. Among a large

sample (~3,500) of eighth-grade students from Tennessee and contrary to popular assumptions,
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African American students had statistically higher levels of identification with school than white
students, and female students had higher levels of identification with school than male students.
White, male students had a significantly lower identification with school than all other groups
(Voelkl, 1996).

Voelkl (1997) then compared longitudinal measures of academic achievement and
participation among a smaller sample (~1,300 student) of eighth graders from Tennessee with
their level of identification with school. Using regression, VVoelkl found that while gender, race,
forth-grade achievement, and eighth-grade participation predicted a statistically significant,
though small, percentage of the variance in identification with school for all students, the results
were different when the sample was divided into groups. For African American students, only
eighth-grade participation significantly predicted variance in identification, whereas for white
students all of the variables (gender, forth-grade achievement, and eighth-grade achievement)
predicted variance in identification. These results supported Voelkl’s (1997) assertion that there
are both achievement and behavioral (participation) precursors to identification with school.

Voelkl and Frone (2001) highlight an outcome related to low identification with school in
a study in which they examined the relationships among identification with school, academic
performance, academic self-efficacy, and cheating for a small (~300) sample of working, full-
time high school students. They found that gender (male), age (younger), lower academic
performance, lower identification with school, and lower academic self-efficacy were all related
to academic cheating. The students who were both low achieving and had a low identification
with academics were most likely to cheat in school, while students with a high identification with
school were less likely to cheat regardless of their performance. Voelkl and Frone (2001)

connected academic cheating with both fear of failure and a sense of alienation from school.
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Thus, students who have a history of negative school experiences (through low academic
achievement and academic self-efficacy as well as lack of participation) are more likely to feel
alienated from school (with a low sense of belonging and value for academics) and act in ways
that violate school rules and procedures. VVoelkl and Frone (2001) suggested that improving
identification with school can play a role in preventing negative behaviors such as academic
cheating. Educators can do so by working to include at risk students in class activities, setting
reasonable levels of academic achievement, and ensuring that students’ efforts within the
classroom do not go un-noticed (Voelkl & Frone, 2001).
My Analysis of the Models of Academic Identification

Domain identification is a concept that is an important component of an individual’s
academic motivation, and is closely connected to a number of other components of motivation
and achievement. Researchers studying identification have approached the concept from several
different perspectives by examining the role of identification in stereotype threat theory, in
student engagement, in academic motivation, and in student success. Several commonalities
emerge when the models are closely examined: the impetus for model development, the abstract
level of the value component, and the inclusion of academic performance. However, these
commonalities are balanced by two key differences between the models: (1) the inclusion or
exclusion of belonging as a component of identification and (2) the internal or external focus of
the models (see Table 1).

Impetus for model development. The impetus for examining domain identification, for
both Steele (1997) and Finn (1989), was the desire to better understand dis-identification and
withdrawal from school. Finn (1989) described identification as one part of the participation-

identification model of withdrawal. He suggested that participation in academics leads to
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increased academic success and increased identification with school, whereas lack of
participation leads to decreased academic success, decreased identification, and increased
likelihood of withdrawal from school. Steele (1992, 1997) highlighted the impact of negative
stereotypes on domain identification in his description of stereotype threat theory in an attempt to
understand why African American students were leaving high school and college. The initial
desire to understand why students are emotionally and physically disassociating with academics
frames the development of both models with researchers focusing on the relationships between
academic environments, academic performance, and theorized reasons for withdrawal or dis-
identification.

Value. Aside from the initial impetus for developing a model of identification, these
models also connect identification with a sense of value for school, suggesting that students are
more likely to continue with their schooling if they value the institution of school or the domain
of schooling. Value, in all of these models, describes the abstract value that an individual would
have for school, either the domain of school or the institution of school (Smith, Estudillo, &
Kang, 2010; Voelkl, 1996). The abstract nature of the valuing component is described in the
operational definitions and then manifest in the valuing items included in measures of
identification associated with these models. Academic domain identification measures developed
by several stereotype threat researchers (Aronson et al., 1999; Keller, 2007; Spencer, Steele, &
Quinn, 1999), as well as measures developed by Voelkl (1996) and Osborne (1997) include
items asking individual to rate how important the domain is to them, such as: “math is important
to me” (Aronson et al., 1999, p. 33), “school is important to life” (Voelkl, 1996, p. 764), and
“school is very boring for me” and “I'm not learning what I feel is important” (Osborne, 1997b,

p. 63).



Table 1

Comparison of Key Aspects of the Four Models of Academic Identification
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What is the
Components of individual Related Where does
Researcher identification Operational Definition identifying with? outcomes belonging fit?
Steele Valuing e The extent to which an Schooling/ Academic Self-Assessment
individual forms a Academicsasa  Performance precursor
relationship with the domain
domains of schooling
Osborne Valuing e Selective valuing of a Academicsasa  Academic Part of several
domain as important to self- domain engagement and  background factors
esteem or self-concept performance
Finn Valuing and sense e Sense of belonging with School as an Participation Component of
of belonging school institution and Academic identification
¢ Value for success in school Outcomes
Voelkl Valuing and sense e Sense of belonging in School as an Participation Component of
of belonging school and sense of pride for institution and identification

belonging in school

Value for school as an
institution and for schooling
as a path to personal
advancement

Achievement
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By focusing on the more abstract value for the domain or institution, domain
identification researchers have distinguished identification from other value-based concepts such
as attainment value. Attainment value is the personal value that an individual places on doing
well on a task or activity (Eccles, 2009; Eccles & Wigfield, 2000). Eccles (2009) has recently
restated her conceptualization of attainment value to connect this concept to identity. In terms of
attainment value, an individual places a higher value on tasks and chooses to participate in
activities that allow them to “fulfill their identities or are consistent with their identities” (Eccles,
2009, p. 83). Even though Eccles has incorporated identity into her conceptualization of
attainment value, the description still remains focused on the task level rather than the domain
level (Osborne & Jones, 2011).

Academic performance. In each of these models, domain identification is linked with
academic performance; however, the relationship of the two concepts varies among the models.
Steele (1997) describes domain identification as directly impacting academic outcomes; Osborne
and Jones (2011) also show domain identification leading to academic outcomes though acting in
concert with other variables; Finn (1989) and Voelkl (1996) suggest that academic outcomes and
achievement impact identification with school, while also noting that the concepts are likely
cyclical. The recursive nature of domain identification makes academic performance both a
possible antecedent and an outcome. Both Steele (1997) and Osborne and Jones (2011) include
prior academic experiences as a background factor leading to identification. Thus, a student’s
perception of identification with an academic domain is influenced by previous positive or
negative academic outcomes. The student’s level of identification may then impact current and

future academic outcomes from participation in class to performance on high-stakes exams.
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Sense of belonging. The sense of belonging is a key component of Finn (1989) and
Voelkl’s (1996) models of identification with school. A significant portion of each author’s
literature review is devoted to explaining the importance of belonging to identification, while
only one to two paragraphs are devoted to explaining the importance of valuing school. Over half
of the items on Voelkl’s (1996) Identification with School questionnaire are related to sense of
belonging. Yet, neither Steele (1997) nor Osborne (1997a, 1997b) includes sense of belonging as
a component of domain identification. This difference leads to the models of identification
frequently being selectively used in identification research. At times Voelkl’s (1996) model of
identification and instrument are cited or used by researchers interested in sense of belonging and
engagement (e.g., Wang, Willet, & Eccles, 2011) who do not make reference to Osborne or
Steele. Conversely, researchers examining identification in relation to stereotype threat or value
refer to the models and instruments used by Steele or Osborne (e.g., Smith, Estudillo, & Kang,
2010; Walker et al., 2006). These studies often have different purposes, and as a result, while the
study may refer to identification with academic as a key variable, the aspect of identification that
is studied is different.

Steele (1997) and Osborne (1997a, 1997b) do not incorporate sense of belonging as a
component of domain identification; however, belonging is not excluded from their explanations
of the concept. Steele (1997) describes the individual’s sense of belonging within the domain as
one of the self-assessments that leads to domain identification. Osborne and Jones (2011) do not
explicitly include a sense of belonging within their model of domain identification, but discuss
how fostering a sense of belongingness can be an important precursor that can affect one’s
academic domain identification. In Osborne and Walker’s (2001) study, students completed both

the value-based School Perceptions Questionnaire and Voelkl’s (1996) Identification with
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School Questionnaire. The two instruments were highly correlated (r = .78) leading the
researchers to combine them into one larger instrument with a Cronbach’s alpha of .91.

In contradiction to these findings, Walker, Winn, Arnold, and James (2008) did not find a
strong relationship between sense of belonging and academic identification in a recent study of
college students. Sense of belonging was measured using Goodenow’s (1993) Psychological
Sense of School Membership scale and identification with academics was measured using
Osborne’s (1997b) School Perceptions Questionnaire. Although the researchers found a
moderate correlation between belonging and identification with academics (r = .35), belonging
was not found to be a statistically significant predictor of identification with academics.

The need for greater understanding of how the sense of belonging is related to domain
identification is highlighted by the differences in the placement of sense of belonging among the
models and the measurement of belonging in the associated research.

Extent to which identification is filtered through the individual’s perceptions. The
placement of sense of belonging within the model of domain identification (either as a precursor
or component of identification) is indicative of a larger difference between the two
conceptualizations of identification to the extent to which the model is filtered through an
individual’s perceptions of value and sense of belonging.

For both Finn and Voelkl, identification describes the relationship between the individual
and an external institution. Finn (1989) noted that self-esteem is an individual’s judgment of the
worthiness of the individual’s self and is shown through the individual’s attitudes and actions in
relation to him or herself not in the attitudes directed toward an external institution (p. 134). Finn
and Voelkl have developed models of identification with school that show identification is an

internal, latent variable that develops from externally observable and measureable concepts, such
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as participation and academic outcomes. Both of these components can be observed through a
student’s behavior, including involvement in class, performance on classroom assessments,
interaction with peers and teacher, and so forth. Finn’s research following his presentation of the
Participation/ Identification model includes a focus on the connection between participation and
academic outcomes (Finn & Cox, 1992; Finn & Voelkl, 1993) with a particular focus on the
relationship between observed participation and academic outcome hypothesizing that these
show the development of identification.

Voelkl’s (1996) Identification with School Questionnaire included a number of questions
that appear to measure students’ perceptions of sense of belonging with school and value for
school (e.g., “I feel proud being a part of my school”; “School is important to life”; “School is
one of my favorite places to be”). These items incorporate the student’s internal sense of
belonging and perception of value. However, even when including statements that gauge the
individual’s internal sense of pride or value for the institution of school, Voelkl (1996) did not
include items that push students to relate the importance of school to their sense of self or self-
esteem. The Participation/Identification model provides a broadly focused view of identification
with school; however, the model, as described by Finn and Voelkl, does not provide an
explanation for why students with similar academic backgrounds and ability may respond
differently to the same academic outcome. Even Voelkl’s (1996, 1997) initial testing of her
measure showed differences between groups in terms of identification with school and the
impact of participation on academic outcomes. The Participation/Identification model provides
researchers with a model for examining of the aspects of school or class environment that
positively or negatively impact student’s sense of belonging and value (for the institution), and

thus, their identification with the class or institution.
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Steele (1997) and Osborne (1997a, 1997b) conceptualize domain identification as the
selective valuing of a domain such that an individual’s sense of self-esteem is connected to
outcomes in the domain. This conceptualization of domain identification stands in contrast with
Finn and Voelkl primarily because an individual’s response to academic outcomes is filtered
through his or her value for the domain. This conceptualization shifts domain identification to an
internal mechanism. For Steele (1997) and Osborne (1997a, 1997b), individuals do not develop
an identification with an institution; rather, identification becomes the internal construct or filter
through which a student’s perceptions of a domain, past experiences with the domain, feelings of
support from peers and family, and current expectations determine how they will choose to react
to an academic outcome.

By approaching the concept of domain identification as an internal construct or filter
Osborne and Steele have developed models of identification that embrace the complexity of
student’s prior social and academic experiences as well as their perceptions about academic
domains. In addition, Osborne and Jones (2011) have integrated other motivation constructs
known to impact academic outcomes into the model of academic identification making it
possible to test the direct and indirect relationships between these constructs.

Academic Identification in a First Year Context

Researchers have begun to examine the role that identification plays in college students’
persistence and success with in a domain, such as engineering (Beam et al., 2009; Jones et al.,
2010; Ladesic & McClellan, 1995; Rippon, Collofello, & Hammond, 2011) or music education
(Jones & Parkes, 2010). Most of the research on identification and domain identity has been
conducted in scientific and medical fields. Further, this research has been reported within

particular fields, but not as commonly in journals aimed at a more general college student
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development audience. For example, a search of the Engineering Village set of online databases
returns over 200 articles and conference presentations related to the development of engineering,
math, or STEM (science, technology, or engineering) identity or identification in first year
students. However, a search of the articles in the Journal of College Student Development, one of
the top tier college student development journals, returns no articles related to identification with
academics or domain identification among first year students. Identity development is a topic
that has been frequently explored in the journal as a search of identity and first year students (or
freshman) returned over one hundred responses. These articles examine identity through a
psychosocial or cognitive development lens (Bergerson & Huftalin, 2011; Cullaty, 2011;
Strayhorn, 2011); while the authors frequently place identity development within a social context
(e.g., gender, ethnic, racial, or sexual orientation) they do not examine the impact of academic or
domain identification on college-related outcomes.

Even though academic identification is not yet part of the student development lexicon,
the concept is closely related to vital aspects of college student development and retention.
These concepts are all components of a student’s involvement and integration into the academic
environment (Astin, 1993; Terenzini & Reason, 2005; Tinto, 1993). Osborne’s (1997b) study of
incoming community college students showed a long-term relationship between identification
with academics and engagement related outcomes. As noted above, incoming students with
higher levels of identification with academics were more likely to have higher GPAs and higher
academic standing both one semester and two years after entering. These findings suggest that
students who value schooling as an important part of their overall self, may be more likely to be
the students who become engaged and involved in a college setting. In addition, Voelkl and

Frone (2001) found that older secondary students who are struggling academically and have low
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identification with their school (i.e., who do not value the school or feel that they belong) are
most likely to report cheating in an academic setting.

These studies of academic identification are similar to Walton and Cohen’s (2007) study
of African American computer science students’ sense of belonging in an academic setting.
Students’ perception of their social fit within the academic program impacted their sense of
belonging in the program. An intervention with a set of these first year African American
students to increase their sense of belonging in their field increased academic outcomes (i.e.,
GPA) over the control group for at least two semesters following the intervention.

Student Interest

Until recently, the concept of interest was used as an umbrella term to include a range of
related areas of study. These areas of study included the examination of external aspects of
activities that make some classroom activities more interesting (Hidi & Baird, 1986; Mitchell,
1993), the relationship between more interesting learning activities and learning (Alexander,
Kulikowich, & Schulze, 1994; Sansone, Weir, Harpster, & Morgan; 1992), and the exploration
of why some learners choose to persist or re-engage with learning content while other students
do not (Prenzel, 1992). A theoretical framework dating back to Dewey (1913) connected these
lines of study in which interest is related to an object (activity, area of content, or field of study)
and engagement with the object of interest provides the learner with a sense of pleasure. This
positive emotional response leads the learner to develop a level of personal meaning and value
for the object of interest (Dewey, 1913; Schiefele, 1991). Most of the research on interest as a
motivation construct has focused on two separate conceptions of interest. Researchers examining
situational interest examined the types of activities that trigger or “catch” interest with the

understanding that this type of interest emerged from specific features in the environment and
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may be context specific (Alexander, Kulikowich, & Schulze, 1994; Hidi & Baird, 1986;
Hoffman, 2002; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007; Mitchell, 1993; Schraw & Lehman, 2001).
Researchers examining individual interest defined the concept as a psychological disposition that
was consistent within an individual across different environments (Alexander, 2003, Lawless &
Kulikowich, 2006; Renninger, Hidi, & Krapp, 1992; Schiefele, 1991). These researchers focused
on how the personal interests of learners could impact how they respond to learning situations.

Recently, interest researchers have begun to synthesize the research on situational and
individual interest into models of interest development (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Krapp, 2002;
Krapp, 2007). Hidi and Renninger (2006) and Krapp (2002, 2007) have proposed separate, but
complementary, models of the development of interest within an educational context integrating
research on both situational and individual interest. The developmental process described in
these models is drawn from showing situational and individual interest as empirically distinct but
highly related concepts (Ainley et al., 2002; Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008; Mitchell, 1993).
Hidi and Renninger (2006) and Krapp (2002, 2007) propose methods by which situational
interest may develop or grow into individual interest.
Four-Phase Model of Interest Development

Hidi and Renninger (2006) describe interest as a psychological state of engaging both
cognitively and affectively with “particular classes of objects, events, or ideas” (p. 112); a
predisposition to re-engage with this content over time; and a construct that is comprised of the
knowledge, stored value, and feelings related to the content which result from the individual’s
engagement with the content over time (Renninger, 2010). This working definition integrates
aspects of prior operational definitions of both situational and individual interest (Prenzel, 1992;

Schiefele, 1991). Hidi and Renninger suggest that the growth in affect or positive feelings, stored
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knowledge, and stored value are the key components propelling the development of interest from
an externally supported situational interest to an internally supported individual interest. In
describing the components of interest Hidi and Renninger define affect as the positive (generally)
feelings that an individual connects with engagement with a subject matter (Renninger, 2010).
They define stored knowledge as changes in cognitive structure related to engagement with the
content and stored value as the combination of feelings of competence and the emotions related
to engagement with the content (Renninger, 2010; Schiefele, Krapp, Prenzel, Heiland, & Kasten,
1983).

Development of interest in the Four Phase model of interest is related to the different
components of interest. Hidi and Renninger (2006) propose that situational interest is initially
triggered by an affective response to an engagement with an activity or piece of content material.
This affective response leads individuals to re-engage with the material and in the process
develop knowledge related to the specific material and the larger content topic. As this happens,
Hidi and Renninger propose that individuals also begin to develop stored value for the content
area.

Hidi and Renninger (2006) also integrate situational and individual interest in their Four
Phase model of interest development. Hidi and Renninger (2006) propose that the phases of
interest development are sequential in that an individual is highly unlikely to develop an
individual interest in a content area without initially showing a situational interest in some
aspects of the area. However, they do not specify the amount of time that an individual will stay
in a certain phase, suggesting that individuals may never move beyond a triggered or maintained

situational interest or may move quickly through triggered and maintained situational interest to
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levels of individual interest. Individuals may also regress or decrease interest at any phase of
interest development if their interest is not supported.

Phase 1: Triggered situational interest. The initial phases of interest are externally
supported with the individual initially making an emotional/affective connection with a specific
activity or task (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Mitchell, 1993). This phase of situational interest may
be triggered by a structured, in-class educational activity or an informal, unstructured event such
as viewing a television show, visiting a museum, or reading a magazine article. Mitchell (1993)
described trigger or “catch” activities within a secondary math setting (e.g., group work, puzzles,
or computers) as providing “a change of pace or variety to the usual state of affairs” (p. 427).
Triggered situational interest may also come from novelty, physical activity, personal relevance,
or connection to individual interests (Alexander, Kulikowich, & Schultze, 1994; Palmer, 2009;
Renninger, Ewen, & Lasher, 2002; Schraw & Lehman, 2001).

In all of these examples, the affective response is externally supported and leads the
individual to pay attention to the content or activity. This phase of interest may be fleeting if the
individual’s interest is not held or maintained past the initial activity or topic. Renninger (2010)
suggests that the external support of interest is important at this stage as the learner may be
drawn to the activity or content, but having a low amount of stored content knowledge or value
may not pursue the triggered interest further without some level of external support. External
support may come from the structure of the activity (e.g., a scaffolded computer program; Hidi &
Renninger, 2006) or from other individuals.

Phase 2: Maintained situational interest. As an individual reengages with the topic or
content her interest may become maintained. Reengagement may be supported through a number

of different means. Mitchell (1993) suggested that while students responded to novelty and
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variety to “catch” interest, more was needed to “hold” it. Through focus groups with secondary
math students, Mitchell suggested that meaningfulness and involvement were two facets of
content that held students’ interest beyond a specific activity. Mitchell described meaningful
content as the mathematic content that students perceived to be meaningful to their daily lives.
Mitchell used involvement to describe the degree to which students felt they were active
participants in the learning process. Other researchers have found that students perceived their
coursework as more interesting when the instructor used autonomy-supportive teaching methods,
such as taking the students’ perspective and providing students with some control over activities
(Palmer, 2009; Tsai et al., 2008); when students had the opportunity for social involvement
(Barron, 2006; Palmer, 2009); and when students find value or personal relevance in the material
(Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Hulleman, Durik, Schweigert, & Harackiewicz, 2008).

The means of support for student interest described by Mitchell and other researchers
continues to be primarily external with 