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Low first-year university retention rates continue to impact negatively on funding, enrolments and public perception of higher education institutions around the world. Today’s student has many competing roles: student, worker, partner, parent, child, sibling and friend. Social Exchange Theory is explored as a model for understanding student decision-making behaviour regarding continuation of study.  We propose that students continually evaluate the cost/benefits associated with each of their life roles, and invest in those roles that are relatively rewarding and disinvest in those that they perceive as relatively costly.  Increasing numbers of roles does not appear to be related to intentions to leave study.  We suggest that other factors such as optimism, motivation and self-management contribute to the strength of a role and its power to negotiate dominance within the SET framework.
Introduction

Low university retention rates continue to impact negatively on funding, enrolments and public perception of higher education institutions in Australia (McInnis, 2001), the UK and Europe (Moortgat, 1996; Yorke, 1998); and the United States of America (Tinto, 1993).  Despite fifty years of research and increasing pressure on universities to be accountable and efficient, and on staff to address and resolve the issues associated with retention, attrition rates have remained largely unchanged at 23% -25% across the higher education sector in Australia (DEST, 1999), the UK (Times Higher Ed Suppl, 2002) and the USA (McInnis, 2001).  The first year of higher education is of great importance since this is where the majority of departures occur (Yorke, 1999:3) and has been recognised as the key to many students’ experiences of and later success in higher education (McInnis, 2001; Pargetter et al., 1998; Tinto, 1993). 

The Australian first year population is increasingly diverse, consisting of equal proportions of adolescent school-leavers and older students (McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000). Despite this increasing diversity, during the period 1994 to 1999 there remained a constant proportion of first year students (33%) considering deferring or leaving study in first semester (McInnis & James, 1995; McInnis et al, 2000). McInnis et al (2000) reported increases in the number of full-time students in employment and in the proportion of students who find it difficult to motivate themselves to study. However there have also been major changes in teaching and learning, as universities move toward online learning so that students are spending less time in structured contact sessions and on campus.  There is a much greater need for students to manage their time and be responsible for their own learning and their education, in an overall complex life.

The sociological model of student retention theorised by Tinto (1993: Figure 1) is the most influential as a basis for understanding student attrition from higher education around the world (Yorke, 1999, p8).  Tinto proposes that students enter higher education with a ‘history’, that is, certain characteristics, expectations, skills, goals and commitments that are re-evaluated on the basis of their ability to integrate socially and academically into the institution. For Tinto, the failure of integration leads to departure. The model is quite discrete in that it has little recognition of the effects of external factors such as policy and the role of the institution in shaping academic and social integration or student perceptions of higher education. Whilst Tinto’s model identifies factors that contribute to student dropout, it does not give any indication of the relative importance of any factor.  More importantly, it does not shed light on how students reach the point of deciding to drop out.
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Figure 1.
A simplified Tinto model of institutional departure (Tinto, 1993; p.114)

We are interested in the psychological aspects of this model, particularly those surrounding the point at which students revisit goals, intentions and commitments and decide to leave study. Students are psychological beings and the collective sociological issues surrounding their participation in higher education are subordinate to the individual’s perception of their social environment. Whilst academic and social integration in Tinto’s model are behavioural constructs, they are also the psychological consequence of interaction with elements of the institution. Students’ personal interpretations of their various roles within higher education and life context shape their decisions and behaviours. Thus we believe that students’ behaviour and decision to leave study are psychologically motivated. We propose and explore a model to describe the psychological processes associated with student decisions to leave or persist with higher education.

Social Exchange Theory (SET)
The theory of social exchange (SET)(Emerson, (1981), proposes that people invest in relationships that are relatively rewarding and disinvest in those that they perceive as relatively costly.  People strive to minimize costs and maximize rewards and then base the likeliness of developing a relationship with someone on the perceived possible outcomes. When the positive outcomes associated with a relationship (e.g. happiness, satisfaction, financial security etc.) are perceived to be greater than the costs, then a greater investment is made to enhance that relationship. Although SET is most commonly employed to understand the nature of interpersonal relationships, we propose its use to investigate intrapersonal relationships: relationships between the selves.
The Competing Selves

The idea that the “self is multiple” has a long history dating back to philosophers such as Plato (Ainslie, 1986, p.139). James (1890/1950 authorised version) averred that “a man has as many social selves as there are individuals who recognize him [sic] and carry an image of him [sic] in their mind”(p.294). Each of us holds images in our minds of our various selves, and is able to access these various selves. Thus we have both Now selves and Future possible selves which includes both those we hope for, and those we fear. 

More than merely playing a role as son or daughter, we have experience of ourselves as a son or daughter, a brother or sister, a worker, and a team mate. Sometimes, we experience these selves singularly, at other times we experience ourselves more complexly, as a worker and a team mate simultaneously. At times these selves operate comfortably in tandem, at other times they may compete with each other in the moment. An example of the tension caused by competing selves could occur when a sick child makes demands on the parent self for time and attention, at the same time that the worker self is called on to meet the demands of an urgent deadline.
Individuals’ views of their selves include potential (future) selves or possible selves, which include both hoped-for selves and feared selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Some of these possible selves may be well developed and fully described and considered core, while others may be more peripheral and less developed. While some of these possible selves have a positive focus, others are imbued with negative feelings and negative connotations. It is therefore possible to consider both positive and negative possibilities for the self, or positive and negative possible or future selves (Buirs & Martin, 1997). Possible selves have been found to exercise a motivational role in achievement. Leondari, Syngollitou and Kiosseoglou (1998) found that students with elaborated positive selves (selves that are richly perceived and about which they hold mentally organized information) outperformed other students academically and showed greater persistence in tasks. However, realising a desired goal depends on an individual’s capacity to hold the desired possible self dominant in the working self-concept, that is, to remain focused on that desired possible self. An active positive self energises and organises the individual’s activities in its own pursuit (to support its own success) and effectively neutralises other competing selves by making them less accessible. 

Approach to this study

In this paper we use data from the First Year @ Griffith Survey (Zimitat, 2002) to test the usefulness of a Social Exchange Theory framework to understand the first year experience and retention.  We propose that students with more competing “now” selves are less able to invest in their student self and more likely to cease study. Investment in their student self may be based upon reward and satisfaction with that role and its context. We have chosen a retrospective approach, analysing survey data designed to answer other research questions regarding the first year experience (Zimitat, 2002). The method has merit, in that it provides a means of testing several factors that are important to this research without duplication of research effort in data collection; however, it affords no opportunity to answer additional questions relevant to the exploration of competing selves. We have undertaken a post-hoc analysis of the experiences of full-time students with different roles as reported by Zimitat (2002) to seek evidence for competing selves in the lives of students, and rewarding factors that contribute to the development of an elaborated or “strong” student-self that can successfully compete and negotiate with other selves. Zimitat’s groups of students include: full-time students, students who are the primary income earner in household, and full-time students who are the primary income earner and carer in their household. For simplicity, the first group is referred to as students without other responsibilities, whilst the latter two groups are often referred to as students with other responsibilities.

The First Year Experience

Competing now selves 

Students’ lives appear to be occupied by an “increasing number of activities and priorities that compete with the demands of university” (McInnis et al., 2000 p.4) and in some cases, students are spending more time in paid employment than on campus. A recent study (McInnis & Hartley, 2002) of how students manage work and higher education studies has indicated that levels of conflict between study and work were not as great as expected on the basis of the earlier work (McInnis et al, 2000). Those who cope well with studying whilst working long hours are flexible but organised so that they can juggle commitments, concentrate on specific core tasks, and where possible manipulate employment commitments as study demands change. Those who are less effectively able to manage employment and study change their expectations towards passing, make decisions often in favour of employment rather than study, and may also change enrolment status from full-time to part-time enrolment. Older students, levels of academic commitment and involvement, and study motivation and management were important influences on academic grades. However, for younger students’ lower grades were related to high course contact hours, a willingness to skip classes and singificant work/study conflict (McInnis & Hartley, 2002).

A recent survey of first year students at Griffith University showed that 40% of students spent an average of 11 to 15 hr/week in academic study (Zimitat, 2002). Thus, for many students, the time investment in the student-self approximates the time investment in the worker-self. Further, the Griffith survey showed that in addition to the demands of studenthood and employment, many students are also faced with family responsibilities. Analysis of data from Zimitat (2002) shows that 22% of students identified as the primary income earner for their household, with half (10.6%) employed full-time. Similarly, 17% of students identified as primary carer in their household, with one third (5.5%) employed in full-time employment. These data do not shed light on other selves that may exist in the lives of student e.g. sporting selves, romantic selves etc, but clearly, a large proportion of the student population (33%) has additional roles (or selves) that compete for attention and time. 

Competition among these selves for investment of time and effort is dynamic, changing on a daily basis as personal needs and daily challenges in life arise.  Some selves may be elaborated or strong, requiring constant investment, e.g. the worker self demands a Monday to Friday, 36hr week.  Other selves may also be important, but more flexible.  At another level, competition is mediated by satisfaction and rewards.  For example, a sense of achievement from good exam results may compel a student to engage a babysitter to free-up time for study. In the same way, the current self may compete with the possible self, making an evening out with friends seem more immediately rewarding than doing research for an assignment. What are these satisfying and rewarding factors that mediate the negotiating power of the student-self so that it persists?
Connection with campus and engagement with learning experiences  

Zimitat (2002) reported that full-time students without other responsibilities spent significantly more time on campus and were more involved with on-campus social and sporting activities that those in full-time employment with, or without caring responsibilities.  Rather than socialize on campus, full-time students with other responsibilities tend to ‘stick to themselves” and perhaps as a consequence report having made fewer friends at university. The nature of some teaching and learning experiences also differ among these groups.  Generally, students across all groups described similar perceptions of the level of intellectual challenge and engagement designed into teaching and learning experiences. However, full-time students without other responsibilities reported lectures to be less interesting and less stimulating than full-time students with other responsibilities. Full-time students without other responsibilities also showed a lower level of interaction with academic staff and informal study groups than full-time students who were primary income earner and primary carer for their household. 

Motivation & Effort 

All full-time first year students, with or without other responsibilities, reported a strong desire to do well in their university studies (Zimitat, 2002). Despite this, the majority of all full-time students reported sporadic study efforts throughout the semester. Full-time students without other responsibilities reported significantly lower levels of satisfaction from study and more difficulties with motivation to study than did full-time students with other responsibilities (Zimitat, 2002).  There was a low correlation between personal satisfaction from study, motivation and serious thoughts of leaving university studies in the groups of full-time students without other responsibilities, and full-time students in full-time employment (Spearman coefficient = 0.25 and 0.26 respectively).  In terms of effort invested in study, the majority of full-time students reported that they made “the minimum effort necessary to pass their courses”, but were largely satisfied with the assessment outcomes from that level of investment (Zimitat, 2002). 
Satisfaction 

There were no significant differences among the three groups in terms of their overall satisfaction with teaching, or their perception of the overall positive benefit of their university experience to date. Of the students who had indicated intentions to discontinue study, the majority of students in each group reported low levels of personal satisfaction from studying, though this correlation was significant in only full-time students without other responsibilities (Spearman rho=0.335).  Furthermore, there was also some correlation (Spearman rho=0.197) between low perceptions of course quality and considerations of leaving study.

Zimitat (2002) found that students who had considered leaving their studies but decided to stay, did so because although they were not satisfied with all aspects of their university experience, they chose to stay for reasons that were important to them.  Factors in their decision making were identified as maintaining new friendships that they had made, the convenient location of the campus, availability of unique course offerings at Griffith and that the university provided a good environment.

Commitment through time investment 

There is evidence to suggest that students are making decisions about where to spend time and emotional energy or effort.  Full-time students in all groups indicated that they would like to spend more time involved with on-campus activities if they were able, consistent with the notion that they may have to invest, or are choosing to invest their time elsewhere. Similarly, whilst many students made “the minimum effort necessary to pass their courses”, approximately 85% indicated that they would be willing to spend more time and effort to get better results. While students were happy to reduce time spent with family and sport to invest in increased university effort for better results, none was keen to reduce the time spent in paid employment (where appropriate) or relaxing or “hanging out” with friends.  Many students who had seriously considered leaving university studies indicated that they were making only the minimum investment in their studies (i.e. enough to pass).

Persistence in higher education studies

Nearly half of the surveyed full-time students who were primary income earners in their household had seriously considered leaving studies (Zimitat, 2002), whereas only 40% of full-time students without other responsibilities and 34% of those who were both primary income earner and primary carer in their household indicated such thoughts. In the group of full-time students without other responsibilities, there was a modest correlation between the perceived benefits of university experience and intentions to stay at university (Spearman rho=0.355).  However of those who seriously considering leaving study, the majority (55-70%) in each group was doing so despite positive perceptions of course quality and overall benefits from university study. 
The Possible Selves  

The term ‘possible selves’ describes the future representations of self that individuals construct for themselves (Markus and Nurius, 1986). These possible selves can be seen as the elements of the self-concept that represent what individuals could become, would like to become, or are afraid of becoming.  The reasons full-time students give for staying at university reflect the important influence of the students’ possible selves, both the hoped for and the feared selves, in their persistence.  Evidence of the possible selves is revealed in free text responses to the question “Why did you choose to stay at Griffith?” The students said they ‘want a degree and to do well in life’; ‘want better employment prospects’, ‘want to be able to provide for a future family’, ‘want to be a teacher and have a good career’. One student feared ‘end[ing] up in retail my whole life’, another did not want to go back ‘to working 84 hours [a week] in a mine.  Overwhelmingly the students emphasised the importance of completing their studies to improve their employment opportunities and their future life style.

Appropriateness of Social Exchange Theory

This discussion is intended to explore the possibilities of using Social Exchange Theory to examine first-year-student’s decision making regarding continuing or leaving university study. Surveys of first year student cohorts clearly indicate that students of today have lives in which they have many different roles and responsibilities (McInnis et al, 2000; Zimitat, 2002).  Given the retrospective nature of this study, we are unable to identify many other selves that may be important in students’ lives.  However, of the roles considered here, decisions to leave university study appear to be unrelated to the number of roles or selves existing in the lives of first year students.

Central to our application of social exchange theory is the proposition that high levels of satisfaction and perceived benefits and rewards from study lead to increased investment in the student self at the expense of other selves, and this results in continuation of university study. The vast majority of students report a strong desire to do well in their studies; however, the effort put into study does not seem to match that desire since many of these students invested only a minimum effort in their studies. Thus “studenthood” seems to have a low priority and nearly 50% of students who reported serious considerations of leaving study had made the absolute minimum investment into their studies.  Intention to leave study was related to overall dissatisfaction with the quality of teaching and lack of perceived benefits of the university experience by full time students who were not employed full time or were the primary carer for their household.  In terms of personal satisfaction, more than half of students who indicated serious thoughts of discontinuing study also reported that they derived low levels of personal satisfaction from studying. This is consistent with the view of Kuh (1993) and Tinto (1993) who suggest that students who are positive about their identification as students and who gain satisfaction from their role as student are more likely to continue with their studies.  Zimitat’s study (2002) sheds some light on how students conceptualise their role and their identity; however, establishing a measure of the strength of the student-self and satisfaction with studenthood are needed for further consideration of SET to understand retention, particularly as it applies to the negotiating power of and amongst selves.

In conjunction with the above, SET assumes that roles are independent and competitive and that they are defined largely by time-on-task. Clearly there are examples where the role of student and worker may be collaborative or synergistic. Collaboration in roles may occur when one role demands physical presence, while allowing cognitive engagement in another. For example a nurse on late shift may have three quiet hours on the ward, in which she can choose to watch TV or study. Synergism may arise when course assessment is based upon work-related observations or research. Collaboration or synergy between roles may be coincidental or planned, or actively managed by the individual when s/he is consciously aware of the possibilities for collaboration and synergy between roles.  This notion is consistent with our finding that individuals with more roles are less likely to cease study than those with fewer roles.  They may be able, through metacognitive strategies, to negotiate seemingly competing selves to operate collaboratively or synergistically.

Orientation to the future and investment decision-making

Insight into the student decision-making process regarding investment in the student self and continuing study comes primarily from data reflecting first year student’s possible selves.  Possible selves are considered important because of their role as catalysts for behaviour (Anderman & Anderman, 1999) and as psychological resources that play an important role in motivating and defending the self across the life span (Cross & Markus, 1991). They are thought to influence the motivation process in two ways: on the one hand by providing a clear goal to strive for - if they are positive - and to avoid if they are negative; on the other hand, by energizing an individual to pursue the actions necessary for attaining a possible self ((Ruvolo & Markus, 1992)Anderman & Anderman, 1999) and such examples were clearly seen in students’ reasons for continuing study. In a case example, one student has a hoped-for self with a successful career as an accountant and a feared self as returning to work as a manual labourer*, the balance of the influence of these selves exerts a strongly motivational influence on the student to persist. Leondari et al (1998) claim possible selves can exert a strong influence on how one initiates and structures actions to realise positive possible selves or to prevent negative possible selves from such realisation.  
Human beings view themselves not merely as who or what they are, but also, and importantly, as who or what they have the potential to be (Chang, 2001).  This power of possibility represents an important determination of how they exist and is influenced by a range of possibilities from expectations of good things, or optimism, to expectations of bad things, or pessimism. Attitudes, such as optimism for the future, have a direct influence on motivation to study and on work ethic (Rosseel, 1989; Tiger, 1979).  Importantly, it is mostly associated with an expectation of a material or social future that is regarded as desirable, advantageous or pleasurable by the evaluator. Responses to the Zimitat survey (2002) show that full-time students were optimistic that their degree would lead to better employment opportunities, to careers of choice and to improved choices about their futures (Zimitat, 2002). Social exchange theory is regarded as an explicitly economic model of human behaviour focusing on rational choice assumptions; however, in this case, where satisfaction with the self is pivotal in decision making, we find evidence that attitudes and emotions may modify the ways in which individuals think about the exchange processes.   We postulate that optimism is a crucial variable that influences students to plan for a future and work steadily towards that future, towards the promises of future rewards. We also suggest that optimism about the future (regarding study outcomes and career) renders the investment of time and emotional energy in the student self as important and necessary.

Optimism about one’s ability to achieve, based upon past achievements, also influences the investment in study. There was evidence that such feelings of achievement had made some students optimistic about their abilities to complete their studies. One student said that the decision to continue with university studies came as a result of not failing the previous semester, another because of doing well in exams. Bandura (1977) refers to such optimism about achieving goals and being able to meet academic challenges as ‘self-efficacy’. This example of student recognition of competence at university studies demonstrates how increased optimism about their studies, leads to greater satisfaction with studies, which ultimately influences persistence. 

Proposed Social Exchange Theory & Optimism Framework

The principles of social exchange, of investing in relationships that are relatively rewarding and disinvesting in those that they perceive as relatively costly, are predicted to influence the decision-making. In terms of the situation where the social self is competing with the possible graduate self, optimism and satisfaction act as moderators, assisting the social self to either delay social gratification in favour of studying for examinations, or find ways of gratification that serve both the possible self and the social self, such as going to the library to research with friends.  Optimism that such a possible graduate self is attainable, works to tip the investment in favour of behaviour that supports the possible self, and thus works towards persistence in completing the university course. 
We propose a framework (Figure 2) that attempts to describe the elements and processes involved in the investment decision. The category of selves is not finite, and the number and strength of identification with these selves is a dynamic process. Each of these competing selves exerts an influence on the amount of time and emotional energy invested in them. The extent to which investment in any of these selves delivers satisfaction, feelings of optimism or meets the goals for that self, determines if the investment is continued, increased, decreased or discontinued. The extent to which the individual is aware of the expectations and responsibilities of each role, relationships between the roles and their ability to manage collaboration and synergies between the roles may be viewed as a metacognitive lens. In terms of first year students, students who are motivated and gain satisfaction in study and who react positively to quality teaching and perceive benefit from their university experiences will invest strongly in their now student self in a positive reinforcement loop. Future selves and optimism regarding the outcomes of studenthood further enhance the investment in the now student self.  We propose that as students become more aware of their roles and opportunities for collaboration or synergies between the roles, and their ability to manage those roles optimally – motivation and satisfaction increase leading to greater investment in their student role. The dynamic nature of the competing selves means that investment decisions are reviewed frequently as selves exert their presence in the student’s life.  Given the dynamic nature of this model, aspects of time perception, such as a student’s orientation to the present, past or future, might also shed light on the investment decisions.


Figure 2.  Social exchange theory and optimism framework for considering student retention.


Conclusions

The exploration of social exchange theory and competing selves in this discussion paper was based on Australian reports of the first year student experience (McInnis et al, 2000; McInnis & Hartley, 2002) and a retrospective analysis of data from the First Year @ Griffith survey (Zimitat, 2002). Our initial proposition, that students with more competing “now” selves are less able to invest in their student self and more likely to cease study, was not supported. An increase in the number of roles stated by students did not relate to an increased likelihood of ceasing study. However, McInnis & Hartley (2002) suggest that older students with many commitments perform better than younger students with similar commitments, so this may require closer examination particularly in terms of the development and elaboration of the student self.

There was evidence that satisfaction with a now student-self and positive view of a possible-self, arising from the student-self, influenced an investment in the student self and decision making about continuing university study. From this preliminary examination it appears that social exchange as a framework for investigating decisions about how university students decide to invest time and effort in university studies is limited, but does warrant further study. Particular to this task is a need to assess students’ awareness of a student self, their perceptions of the relationship/s between their competing selves and their ability to manage their competing “now” selves.  We suggest that individuals with an elaborated student self may be able to move competitive selves into collaborative or synergistic relationships to facilitate persistence in higher education studies.
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