STRESS APPRAISAL AND COPING STRATEGIES AS A FUNCTION

OF ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AMONG COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS

by

William Terry Whisnant

Dissertation submitted to the Graduate Faculty of the
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

DOCTOR OF EDUCATION
in

Community College Education

APPROVED:
D (N preit_
Darrel Clowes, Chairm
g 7 : :
T LB A G e

Jofeph Franchina

Js A Alns [

. e -
// John Burton (4(/ ¥¢ ’Weber =

January 17, 1991

Blacksburg, Virginia



LD

il

Leth

VO

s Wt B
;M*Qm{ !

Wss7
C 2z



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I want to acknowledge those who have made valuable
contributions to this dissertation, most significantly, my
children, Gretchen and Jennifer. Each of my daughters
provided unwavering support, understanding and sacrifice
throughout the stages of my doctoral program. Their concern
and love were the underlying theme that made the completion ,
of this effort possible and worthwhile.

I am also grateful to my colleagues at Southside
Virginia Community College. I deeply appreciate the
encouragement of Dr. John Cavan, the close friendship of
Susan Slayton, and the patience and assistance of Bob Upson
in analyzing the data. I especially want to thank Emily and
Dr. Charles Vaughan for their creative stimulation and
intellectual support.

I am very appreciative of my advisory committee for
their criticisms and direction. I want to express
appreciation to Dr. Darrel Clowes, my major advisor, and to
Dr. Joseph Franchina, my scholarly mentor.

Several others were instrumental in the completion of
this effort. Jeff Aper, Mary Hughes, Gene Giovanninni, and

Joanne Lehman were colleagues with continued assistance and

ii



support. Drs. Samuel Morgan and David Alexander proved
themselves to be personal friends as well as academic
mentors.

Finally, I am grateful to those who had faith in me.
Irma Dantzler, Jerry Stinchcomb, Fred Sturmer and Clarence
Green have made contributions not just to this project, but
to my life. The energy, vitality, and enthusiasm necessary
to finish the final stages were generated by Summer Miller.
Her sponsorship of a weekend retreat with friends was a true
labor of love. A special thanks is extended to Joe Cappaert
for his help with logistics during some difficult times. By
knowing each of these people, my life is enriched.

This dissertation is dedicated to my parents, Ted and
Mary Lou Whisnant. Their love and patience make the effort
of a difficult task worthwhile. The path to the summit of
the mountain, gradual at the base, always steepens near the
top. Without their support, this summit would not have been

reached.

iii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...... cescs s e c e s e e e e e s e s s e e ees s e ii
LIST OF TABLES ..ccceeese ce s es e cssccesacs s e e e esesev e vii
CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION .¢¢ecececesccsccoccccss ce e s s s cvaces 1
Statement of the Problem ...ccceceeceees cecessene 3
Purpose of the Study ........ cesecssesesecscs ceo o 3
Significance of the Study ...ccteeeenercesccncans 4
Research Questions ........ ceeooe ceceecesenone .o 5
Research Statements .......ccc.. et e s eccessecssaens 6
Limitations of the Study ..cceeeeeetrcccnoscannns 8
Definition of Terms ......cccce.. ceesececnese ceoee 9
Organization of the Study ........... cececsessane 12

CHAPTER II REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH AND LITERATURE .. 13
Student Variables ...... cececeesscteseeonnns R

Age ..0........'."‘....'."III.....I.' IIIII * o o 18

Gender ® & ® & & & & 0 0 0 0 " B S P S O & 0 S 0" " " S S O e e P " e S 8 e 0 20

Academic PreparednesSsS ..ccssessscssccsscsnsssss 22

Stress Apprasial and Coping Strategies .......... 25

Process Oriented Model of StressS ....ccceceeceves. 25

CHAPTER III METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES ....ccc0ce0eseee 32

Locations ® © 0 ¢ 0 ¢ 0 ¢ 0 5 5 0 S 8 0 00 00 S 0 0SS S GO E S80S e 0 32

Subjects ...t e e
Course Selection .......cccceeee. B 7
Research Design .....ccevevees Ceessscccccnasaasen 35
Data Collection Procedures ...... cecscssssscsseses 36
Instrumentation .....cceeeeeeccccncccess ceecesees 37
Analysis of the Data ....cccceeeeececsncas ceceans 41

CHAPTER IV RESULTS AND FINDINGS OF THE STUDY .......... 45

SECTION I
Characteristics of the Sample and Respondents ... 46

iv



SECTION II

Stress Appraisal and Coping Strategies Among
Various Groups of Students ..............cc000v0e. 52

Analyses of Stress Appraisal ......ccecce0e.n cee. 53

Comparison of Stress Questionnaire by Level of
Academic Achievement ...... Ceesseseccssacensenenn 54

Comparison of Stress Questionnaire by Age

of Student................ ceescccccsssccccssensss 60
Comparison of Stress Questionnaire by Gender

of Student.............. cesececsssesessessscecsecs 66
Analyses of Coping Strategies ......ccveeseensees 72

Comparison of Coping Strategies by Level
of AcademiC PreparedneSS ...ceceseerecccasccsass . 73

Comparison of Coping Strategies by Age
of Student .........0unn..n tesssssssssassscsasses 18

Comparison of Coping Strategies by Gender
of Student......... ceecesseasann Pesscccesccns ce.. 83
SECTION III

Relationship between Stress Appraisal, Coping
Strategies, and Academic Achievement ............ 87

Stress Appraisal .....c.ccceicctcinccnnnes ceessecss 88
Coping Strategies ....... Cecesesssseecasessaneana 95
SECTION IV

Changes in Stress Appraisal and Coping
Strategies ......icieetccccccsssesssssasssssassss 100

Analysis of Stress Appraisal .........ccc... ceee. 101
Analysis of Coping Strategies ...... teeeessaseses 105

Summary of Research Questions and Research
Statements ........ ceessesvens ceessencccesenonay . 109



CHAPTER V SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS ....

Summary .cccececeeees B

Conclusions

Recommendations ...cceeeeecesss

REFERENC

APPENDIC

VITA ....

ABSTRACT

ES .......

ES ® o o 0 0 0 0

® 0 06 0 0 0 000 2 00080000000

A. STUDENT PROFILE QUESTIONNAIRE ..

B. STRESS QUESTIONNAIRE .....

C. STUDENT INSTRUCTIONS

First Presentation of Instruments

D. STUDENT INSTRUCTIONS

Second Presentation of Instruments

E. STUDENT INSTRUCTIONS

Third Presentation of Instruments

F. WAYS OF COPING CHECK LIST

G. EXPECTANCY AND CONFIDENCE SCALES

H. DIFFICULTY SCALE ........ .

® 0 06 0 0 0 0 0o 0000 s 0 000

I. INSTRUCTOR’S SCHEDULE OF DATA COLLECTION ....

vi

113
113
120
125
131
138
139

141

143

145

147

149

152

154

156

158



LIST OF TABLES

Table Page

10

11

12

Comparisons of Three Demographic Variables Between
Students with Complete Files and those with
Incomplete Files ..... cececneen N cesecess 49

Comparison of Frequencies and Percentages of
Demographic Data Between Students with complete
Data Files and Those with Incomplete Data Files ... 50

Comparison of Anticipatory Threat Emotions by
Level of Academic Preparedness at Three
Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire ........... 56

Comparison of Anticipatory Challenge Emotions by
Level of Academic Preparedness at Three Presentations
of a Stress Questionnaire .......ccc0000000e0s0eess 57

Comparison of Outcome Harm Emotions by Level
of Academic Preparedness at Three Presentations
of a Stress Questionnaire ......ccceeeeeeccccns ee.. 58

Comparison of Outcome Benefit Emotions by Level of
Academic Preparedness at Three Presentations of a
Stress Questionnaire ....... ceeecscescsssecsccsssssss B9

Comparison of Anticipatory Threat Emotions by Age at
Three Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire ..... 62

Comparison of Anticipatory Challenge Emotions by Age
at Three Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire .. 63

Comparison of Outcome Harm Emotions by Age at Three
Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire ........... 64

Comparison of Outcome Benefit Emotions by Age at
Three Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire ..... 65

Comparison of Anticipatory Threat Emotions by Gender
at Three Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire .. 68

Comparison of Anticipatory Challenge Emotions by

Gender at Three Presentations of a Stress
Questionnaire .....c.ccc.. teeesesesesecseseseccsscees 69

vii



13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

Comparison of Outcome Harm Emotions by Gender at Three
Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire ........... 70

Comparison of Outcome Benefit Emotions by Gender at
Three Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire ..... 71

Comparison of Problem Focused Coping Strategies by
Level of Academic Preparedness at Three Presentations
of a Ways of Coping Check List .....cic0vevevcecees 75

Comparison of Emotion Focused Coping Strategies by
Level of Academic Preparedness at Three Presentations
of a Ways of Coping Check List...cceeeeesscesccccees 76

Comparison of Social Support Coping Strategies by
Level of Academic Preparedness at Three Presentations
of a Ways of Coping Check List ....cceeevesncecsnee 77

Comparison of Problem Focused Coping Strategies
by Age at Three Presentations of a Ways of Coping
Check List ....iiiitieerereeseossssssssssasassncesss 80

Comparison of Emotion Focused Coping Strategies
by Age at Three Presentations of a Ways of Coping
Check List ....... ceeeccanns ceceeeaes cessssssesnes . 81

Comparison of Social Support Coping Strategies
by Age at Three Presentations of a Ways of
Coping Check List ..... ceeeceens D -

Comparison of Problem Focused Coping Strategies
by Gender at Three Presentations of a Ways of
Coping Check List .....eiiirieceeriencecsceccanenss 84

Comparison of Emotion Focused Coping Strategies
by Gender at Three Presentations of a Ways of
Coping Check List ® & & 9 8 & 5 ¢ 9 0 0 O 9 ¢ O S S 0 @ 8P 00 e e 0000 85

Comparison of Social Support Coping Strategies
by Gender at Three Presentations of a Ways of
Coping Check List ......... Ceecessssesesssessene e . 86

Summary Table for Regression Analysis of

Stress Subscales on Academic Achievement at Three
Presentations of a Stress Questionnaire ........... 92

viii



25

26

27

28

29

30

Summary Table for Regression Analysis of Stress
Questionnaire Subscale Averages on Academic
Achievement .......cceeeeeeuesnsossssscscscssssnsa

Summary Table for Regression Analysis of Combined
Stress Questionnaire Subscales on Academic
Achievement ....... cececescs st et esscecesecsneseaee

Summary Table of Means for Course Grades and
Individual Ways of Coping Check List Subscales ...

Summary Table of Analysis of Variance for Ways of
Coping Check List Subscales ...iceecececcccocccncns

Comparison of Net Differences Between Stress
Questionnaire Subscale Means from Tg to T;
and from Tl to T2 ® & & & 2 0 0 8 & ¢ 0 S O S 0 0 O OO S S S B E eSS L e e

Comparison of Net Differences Between Ways of

Coping Check List Subscale Means from Ty to Ty
and fromTl tOT2 ® ®© @ © 6 ¢ 2 6 ¢ 8 8 8 8 8 6 0 6O GO GGG GO E S eSO

ix

93

94

98

929

104

108



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

As society strives to increase opportunities for its
citizens, higher education increasingly finds itself opening
its doors to a diversity of student’s with and expanding
range of characteristics. College class rolls include more
female students, more older students, and more underprepared
students than ever before. Hodgkinson (1983) contends that
"higher education will have to get used to a smaller
contingent of white, middle-class students from suburban
backgrounds in their entering classes, and will have to
provide new programs in order to attract minorities, older
adults, and programs offered in conjunction with industry,
the military, and other users of educational services"
(p.-1). This diversity of student populations and
educational programs creates an increase in the number and
diversity of factors that contribute to academic
performance.

By adopting an open admissions philosophy, community
colleges identified themselves as the forerunner
specializing in higher education for nontraditional students
and diverse populations. Cohen and Brawer (1982) summarized
the community colleges’ involvement with a diverse student

population in the following manner:
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The community colleges reached out to attract

those who were not being served by traditional

higher education, who could not afford the

tuition, who could not take the time to attend a

college on a full-time basis, whose ethnic

background had constrained them from

participating, who had inadequate preparation in

the lower schools, whose educational progress had

been interrupted by some temporary condition, who

had become obsolete in their jobs or who had never

been trained to work at any job, who needed a

connection to obtain a job, who were confined in

prisons, physically handicapped, or otherwise

unable to attend classes on a campus, or who were

faced with increased leisure time (p. 21).
While the egalitarian attitude adopted by the community
college has led the way in offering higher education to
nontraditional students, four year schools and universities
have also experienced an increase in student diversity.
Federal funds earmarked for the education of minorities,
women, the disadvantaged, and the poor, have created a
market for the inclusion of students into what had
previously been highly selective programs. Over time, such
an inclusion changes the character and the responsibility of
higher education. That responsibility is to stay attuned to

the elements and factors that contribute to changes in the
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learning styles of an increasingly diversified student

population.

Statement of the Problem

By opening its doors to a host of new students (Cross,
1971) , higher education assumed responsibility for looking
beyond the traditional factors of academic performance.
Creating access to higher education is only the beginning of
a much larger mission. Once students are admitted, it is
the task of the institution to provide educational programs
and strategies to enhance probabilities of academic success.
An investigation of the relationship between stress, coping
strategies, and academic performance is one dimension in

assuming that responsibility.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to identify the extent to

which community college students are stressed at specific
points during a semester, how that stress changes over the
period of one semester, and what coping strategies are
chosen to address the stress appraisal of individual
students. As it is used here, stress appraisal refers to
student perception of the relative stress of a given
situation. A second purpose was to explore the

relationships between important demographic variables,
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stress appraisal, coping strategies, and academic
achievement.

The specific purposes were:

1. To investigate the cognitive-transactional theory
of stress developed by Lazarus (1966) and Lazarus and
Folkman (1984). This study was designed to determine if
community college students undergo a cognitively oriented,
process-centered experience of stress and coping as
identified in the Folkman and Lazarus research.

2. To examine the relationship between perceived
stress, coping strategies, and academic achievement.

3. To compare stress and coping strategies among
community college students under age 25 with community
college students aged 25 and over.

4. To compare stress and coping strategies among male
and female community college students.

5. To compare stress and coping strategies among
community college students of two different levels of

academic preparedness.

Significance of the Study

A variety of influences impact upon academic
achievement. While several variables have been studied and
related to academic achievement, little information exists
about the impact of stress and coping strategies on

community college students. Because of their open admission
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policies, community colleges are more likely than other
institutions of higher education to admit students who lack
high promise of academic success. Acquiring information on
how students address stress and adopt coping strategies will
place educators in a better position to determine how the
educational needs of this diverse and nontraditional student
population might best be met.

This study is significant because it examines factors
not usually measured with academic achievement -- namely,
stress and coping strategies -- across groups of different
gender, age, and level of academic preparedness. The
findings will be of assistance to both two and four year
educators advising both traditional and nontraditional
students. By finding statistically significant
relationships between these stated variables and academic
achievement, this study will contribute to the orientation
programs, advising responsibilities, class scheduling, and
counselling programs which colleges offer to their incoming

students.

Research Questions

1. What is the relationship between stress appraisal,
coping strategies, and academic achievement?

2. Do community college students reveal a cognitively
oriented, changing, process-centered experience of stress

and coping strategies?
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3. Are community college students of different
academic levels stressed differently and do they exhibit
different coping strategies at three different stages of
stress presentation during an academic semester?

4. Are community college students of different age
groups stressed differently and do they exhibit different
coping strategies at three different stages of stress
presentation during a academic semester?

5. Are male and female community college students
stressed differently and do they exhibit different coping
strategies at three different stages of stress presentation
during an academic semester?

To address the five research questions proposed in this
study, ten research statements were derived. Research
statements allow for the independent examination of stress
appraisal and coping strategies with each of the student
variables being studied. Two research statements were
required for each of the five research questions. Each
research statement was examined at three points in time
across the semester of data collection. The following are a

list of the research statements.

Research Statements

Research Statement One: There are no differences among four
categories of stress appraisal in relation to academic
achievement for community college students. Measurements
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of stress appraisal occur at three presentations of a Stress
Questionnaire:

A. First week of the semester (Tq)
B. Prior to first major test (T;)
C. After test grades are returned (Tj)

Research Statement Two: There are no differences among
three categories of coping strategies in relation to
academic achievement for community college students.
Measurements of coping strategies occur at three
presentations of a Ways of Coping Check List:

A. First week of the semester (T )
B. Prior to first major test (T;)
C. After test grades are returned (Tj)

Research Statement Three: There are no differences in
stress appraisal for community college students at three
presentations of a Stress Questionnaire:

A. First week of the semester (Tp)
B. Prior to first major test (T;)
C. After test grades are returned (T5)

Research Statement Four: There are no differences in coping
strategies for community college students at three
presentations of a Ways of Coping Check List:

A. First week of the semester (Tg)
B. Prior to first major test (T;)
C. After test grades are returned (Tj)

Research Statement Five: There are no differences between
transfer students and developmental students in stress
appraisal. Measurements of stress appraisal occur at three
presentations of a Stress Questionnaire:

A. First week of the semester (Tg)
B. Prior to first major test (T,)
C. After test grades are returned (Tj)

Research Statement Six: There are no differences between
transfer students and developmental students in coping
strategies. Measurements of coping strategies occur at
three presentations of a Ways of Coping Check List:

A. First week of the semester (Tg)
B. Prior to first major test (T;)
C. After test grades are returned (T;)
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Research Statement Seven: There are no differences between
traditional age college students (25 or under) and
nontraditional age college students (over 25) in stress
appraisal. Measurements of stress appraisal occur at three
presentations of a Stress Questionnaire:

A. First week of the semester (Tg)
B. Prior to first major test (T,)
C. After test grades are returned (T5)

Research Statement Eight: There are no differences between
traditional age college students (25 or under) and
nontraditional age college students (over 25) in coping
strategies. Measurements of coping strategies occur at
three presentations of a Ways of Coping Check List:

A. First week of the semester (Tg)
B. Prior to first major test (T;)
C. After test grades are returned (T,)

Research Statement Nine: There are no differences between
male and female community college students in stress
appraisal. Measurements of stress appraisal occur at three
presentations of a Stress Questionnaire:

A. First week of the semester (Tg)

B. Prior to first major test (T,)

C. After test grades are returned (Tj)
Research Statement Ten: There are no differences between
male and female community college students in coping
strategies. Measurements of coping strategies occur at
three presentations of a Ways of Coping Check List:

A. First week of the semester (Tg )

B. Prior to first major test (T;)
C. After test grades are returned (Tj)

Limitations of the Study

Several limitations of this study should be noted as
one considers the results and conclusions. Every effort has
been made to minimize the number and effect of these
factors.

1. The study is confined to the state of Virginia.
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2. The study includes only those students of higher
education enrolled in the Virginia Community College System
during the fall semester of 1988.

3. The sample is limited to students enrolled in
mathematics classes at the time of data collection.

4. The sample may not represent the full diversity of
community college enrollments.

5. The instruments used are comprised of self-report
items.

6. Measurement error must be assumed to exist in the
instruments used.

7. The study is conducted over the relatively short

time frame of one semester.

Definition of Terms

Because the meaning of several terms used throughout
this study may not be self-evident, the following are
operational definitions of these terms:

Academic achievement refers to student performance as

measured by specific course grades. Academic achievement in
this study is measured at two points. The first point is
measured around the first major math test in the course and
the second measure is comprised of the student’s final grade
for the course.

Academic preparedness is determined by level of

mathematics class in which the student is enrolled. By
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advisement of college personnel, students enroll in either
developmental or regular transfer level courses. Students
enrolled in developmental classes are considered to be lower
in academic preparedness while students enrolled in transfer
level courses are considered to possess average or above
average levels of academic preparedness.

Academically Underprepared students are those with

distinctive characteristics that are perceived by the
academic community to place them at a disadvantage in
contention with students who enter college with the
academic skills necessary for success in college (Rouche,
1967, 1972; Rouche & Kirk, 1973; Moore, 1970, 1971, 1976;
and Kraetsch, 1980).

Ade is a demographic variable determined by the
subject’s self-report and is categorized in this study by
the groupings of 1) twenty-five years or younger, and 2)
over twenty-five years.

Coping strategies are determined by student self-report

responses made to the Ways of Coping Check List. The three
primary coping strategies generated by the Ways of Coping
Check List instrument and used in this study are Emotion
Focused coping, Problem Focused coping, and Social Support
coping.

Developmental course is a course or a selection of
special courses and services designed to remedy student

deficiencies preparatory to entering into a regular (degree,
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diploma, or certificate) program of the college. The term
developmental class is used specifically in this study to
refer to mathematics classes with material content below the
college transfer level.

Gender is a demographic variable determined by the
subject’s self-report and is categorized as either male or
female.

Stress appraisal refers to student self-report
responses made to the Stress Questionnaire. The four stress
appraisals identified by the Stress Questionnaire are
Anticipatory Threat Emotions, Anticipatory Challenge
Emotions, Outcome Harm Emotions, and Outcome Beneficial
Emotions.

Stress Questionnaire is a pencil and paper measure
consisting of fifteen items associated with individual
stress appraisal. The Stress Questionnaire uses a Likert-
type scale to measure the degree or intensity of each itenm.

Transfer course or class is a college level course or
class (generally a mathematics class in this study) that is
taught at community colleges and is transferable to senior
institutions as full college credit.

To, T91, and T, are symbols used in this study to
indicate certain points of time during the semester of data
collection. T indicates the first week of the semester, T,

indicates no more than two days prior to the first major
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test of the semester, and T, indicates the occurrence of
data collection after test grades were received.
Ways of Coping Check List is a pencil and paper measure
consisting of forty items associated with coping strategies.
Respondents mark only those items consistent with their

current situation and/or behaviors.

Organization of the Study

This study is presented in five chapters. Chapter two
consists of a review of the research and literature related
to the theoretical perspectives associated with stress
appraisal, coping strategies, and factors associated to
academic achievement. The research methodology,
instrumentation, and treatment of data are described in
Chapter three. Chapter four reports the results and
findings of the study. Summary, conclusions, and
recommendations for further study are presented in Chapter

five.



CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH AND LITERATURE

The purpose of this study was to explore the
relationship between stress, coping strategies, and academic
achievement. This chapter includes a review of the
literature and related research from which the conceptual
framework of the study was derived.

The ability to accurately predict who might experience
academic success in college has long been of concern to
educators. Grades, persistence, and academic learning have
traditionally been criteria for college success. Over the
years, numerous research studies have related intellective
factors such as achievement tests and high school grades to
academic success. However, the factors involved in academic
achievement are many and do not easily lend themselves to
being quantified. During the 1960’s a surge of literature
concerning nonacademic predictors of academic achievement
(Coombs & Davies, 1967; Crane, 1964) reflected the growing
interest in this area of education. A variety of potential
predictors were researched for their impact upon college
success. Measures of test anxiety (Bronzaft, 1968; Carlson
& Ryan, 1969; Carrier & Jewell, 1966; Crandall, 1969;
Desiderato & Koskinen, 1969; Pervin, 1967; Spielberger,
1966) were among the most popular of the nonacademic

variables studied. 1In general, these studies showed that

13
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anxiety may affect achievement in either direction. Anxiety
generally has positive effects up to a point (that point
depending on the person), but beyond this point it becomes
detrimental.

In their work designed to assist college counselors in
guiding incoming students, Bloom and Peters (1961) offered a
less than encouraging perspective on predicting academic
achievement:

The problem of predicting college success has

probably received more public attention than any

other single problem in education . . . The

reasons for this intense interest are clear. 1In

our society the transition from school to college

is one of the most critical choice points in the

life of the individual.

. « « The problem in academic prediction is to

prevent errors and to cut waste so that real

educational challenges can be offered and mastered

. . . In spite of the many studies which have been

made in order to find accurate predictors of

college success, little progress toward improved

prediction has been noted.

. . . For most colleges, the odds are still 50-50

or less that an entrant will graduate, ie., for

every 100 students admitted to college, 50 or more

will drop out before graduation (p. 8).






