Dorothy L. Mercer

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN OLDER WOMEN
UNDERGRADUATES WHEN COMPARED
BY MARITAL STATUS

The purpose of this study is ti assess the relationship between marital status and other
variablesin older women undergraduates (over 25)and to apply these findingsto advising.
Psychological adjustment variablesvaried by marital statusasdid some sociodemographic
and academic variables. Using t-tests and ANOVAs, married students compared to non-
married studentswerefound to be consistently better adjusted (happier, more satisfied, hav-
ing higher self-efficacy in getting what was wanted in life): and were lesslikely to be full-
time students. Divorced students were generally more heterogeneousthan other groupswhile
having more financial problemsthan non-divorced studentsand, surprisingly, also having
higher sdlf-esteem. Single studentswere lesswell adjusted, experienced major financial stress,
had poorer grades, yet persisted to graduation at a higher rate than non-singles. The older
fermal e students may require added attention fromuniversity personnel tomake higher educa-
tiona positive experience. | mplicationsand recommendations for advisorsare discussed for
all marital status categories.

Older studentsare coming to college in increasing numbers and arefilling seats in classrooms
being vacated by younger students (Trendsin Higher Education, 1982). Research on this popula-
tion has changed dramatically over the past three decades. Early studies primarily reported
frequenciesincluding itemssuch as sociodemographic variables(Halfter, 1963; Hansen & Len-
ning, 1963), reasonsfor return to school (Bross, 1967; Durcholz & O’'Conner, 1973; Erickson,
1968; L etchworth, 1970), and academic achievement (Carnegie Commission,1973; Hull, 1970;
Lunneborg, Olch & DeWolf, 1974).

Later studies often focused on barriers, such asinstitutional, situational, and dispositional,
to education for older students(Cross, 1981; Ekstrom, 1972). These barriers make higher educa-
tion moredifficult for this population which already often leadsa complex life offering little
flexibility. Several studiessuggested it isthese barrierswhich contributeto attrition for older
students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; DelDin, 1980; Mardoyan, Alleman & Cochran, 1983).

Studies to date have usually either chosen to group all older studentstogether, or have
separated them by sex (Carnegie Commission, 1973; Hansen & Lenning, 1963; Reed & Mur-
phy, 1975) or by age (Halfter, 1962; Y oung, 1977). Comparative marital status hasseldom been
a selected variable by which to study these students. When marital status has been used,
generally only onespecific group isstudied such asmarried students (Gilbert, 1982) or welfare
mothers (Young, 1977).
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56 D. L. Mercer

It is interesting that marital status has not been viewed as an important variable for
hypothesis testing when the Census Bureau says that of the women 25 and older who begin
college, singlesare most likely to complete a degree followed by marrieds, with divorced women
third, and with widows being the least likely to get a degree (1984). In previousstudiessingle
studentsranged from 5% (Sands & Richardson, 1984) to 25% (Geisler & Thrush, 1975), mar-
ried students varied from 58% (Geisler & Thrush, 1975) to a norm of 75-77%, and divorced
students ranged from 8% (Erickson, 1968) to 15% (Magill & Cirksena, 1978). Some of thein-
consistent findings between studies could be a consequence of summing findingsacross marital
status categories despite having varying proportionsof subjectsin different categories. Byrne's
(1960) finding that married older students get better grades than single older studentsisin
arare study comparing subjects by marital status. There hasalso been little emphasis on ef-
fects of psychological variables such as life satisfaction (a cognitive measure) and happiness
(an emotional measure) on this older student population (Campbell, Converse & Rodgers, 1976).

The purpose of this paper isto identify whether, and if so, in what ways, older women
students belonging to different marital status groups differ in sociodemographic, academic,
and psychological variables and in retention in school. It is hypothesized that older women
students are nonhomogeneous across marital status categories and that these categories of
women will differ significantly on some variables. It isalso hypothesized that graduates will
be better adjusted psychologically than dropouts across all categories of marital statussince
it isassumed that better adjusted people can better handle the problems (or barriers) of re-
turning to college and will be more likely to persist to a degree. Advising may possibly then
need to be tailored according to the woman's marital status.

Advisors who work with older students may be helped in their work by understanding:
1) whether knowing an older femal e student's marital status will hel p make educated guesses
about directions to takein advising, 2) if there arespecial problemsencountered by members
of different marital statusgroups, and 3) whether members of any marital status group(s) are
at more risk for dropping out. If it can be determined that given marital categories are more
at risk for particular problems (financial, academic, emotional, etc.), advisors may be more
quick toidentify potential or devel oping problems. Advisors can then assist students by refer-
ring for counseling, suggesting course load adjustments, steering toward facilitative campus
services or networks, or providing pre-entry group or individual orientation to likely prob-
lems which students could encounter.

METHOD

Participants

Undergraduate women who were at least 25 years old upon registration for fall term 1984
at a large university in a medium-sized midwestern city were contacted in three mailings at
two-week intervals in May/June 1986. Questionnaires were deliverable to 584 of the 628
students randomly selected by computer using 1984 addresses. O the 363 respondents(62.2%
response rate), 194 (53.7%)had graduated, 41 (11.5%)had withdrawn from school, 107 were
current students, and 19 had stopped out for a term or transferred. The three dropouts who
left because they achieved all they wanted at school were not included in the analyses of
dropouts. Two were mistakenly identified by the computer asbeing in thetargeted group and
were not used in tabulations.
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The subjects mean age was 34.6. Twenty-eight percent weresingle, 50.4%married, 17.7%
divorced, 2%widowed or separated, and 2%did not give their marital status. Although 28%
were not employed, the rest were evenly divided between those who were employed one-
fourth-, one-half-, three-fourths- and full-time.

A magjority (89.4%)had attended college one or more previoustimes. The most frequently
cited single reason for not completing collegeearlier wasthe lack of a purpose or god (22%).
Mo returned for avariety of personal reasons(50.6%)although career reasons held astrong
second place (44.2%). HAf attended full-timein their last year of school, 38%attended part-
time, and 13%did both.

Their mean grade point average (GPA) from previous college experience was 3.01, while
their mean current cumulative GPA had improved to 3.17.

Instrument

The survey included questions with multiple response options on sociodemographicvariables,
academic variables, grades, and psychological adjustment, plus one open-ended question re-
questing other comments about their college experience. Psychological adjustment was
measured using Rosenberg's Self-Esteem Scale (1965), Duttweiler's Internal Control Index
(1984), and a series of four-point scales on other variables. A post card thanking people for
participating wassent two weeksafter the initial mailing, and a new cover letter and survey
(with self-addressed stamped return envel ope) were sent to nonresponders after four weeks.

Analysis

Single, married, and divorced categories were treated separately by summing across all
categories of marital status except the one currently of interest. This allowed testing of
significanceby two-tailed t-testson separate pairso groups. These comparisonswere 1) single
women compared to all of the rest o the respondents who are here called the non-singles,
2) married women compared to all of those not married, and 3) divorced women compared
to al who were not divorced.

Following analysis o the full subject pool, only those who dropped out of school or
graduated were compared within the single, married, and divorced marital statuscategories.
Again, two-tailed t-tests were used for sociodemographic and academic variables. One-tailed
t-tests were used for psychological adjustment variables since graduates were predicted to
be better adjusted. Finally, two-way ANOVAs (marital status by graduates/dropouts) were
used to tease out the separate and/or interaction effects of marital status and educational
status. The level of significance was set a priori at p<.05.

RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS

Comparisons of Sociodemographic, Academic, and Psychological Variables by Marital
Status

Comparisonsamong all subjectsare shown in Table1l. More significant relationshipswere found
using two-tailed t-tests when comparing single with non-single and married/not married
categoriesthan werefound for divorced/not divorced comparisons. Pairwise differenceswere
most striking (p <.001) on the variables o income, presence and number o children, age,
perceptions o adequacy of/problems with finances and hours o employment, number o
reasons for previous withdrawal, efficacy in getting what is wanted in life, and happiness
duri Nng school. Other strongly significant differences(p<.01) show in enrollment status, life
satisfaction, and self-esteem.
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Single/Non-Single ® Compared to non-singlewomenin thestudy (non-single includesdivorced,
widowed, and separated as well as married women), singlewomen were clearly younger and
lesslikely to have children (both p=.001). They also reported the lowest household income
during school (p<.001). While 3.0% of them had incomes at or above $40,000 (the highest
category offered), 38.6% had incomes under $5,000 and 61.2% had incomes under $10,000
whilein school. Despite usually having no dependents, singlesfound their annual household
incomeduring school to be lessadequate and reported morefinancia problemsthan non-singles
(both p<.001). These findingscontrast with thefact that they reported more hours per week
of employment than did other subjects (p=.037).

Educationally, single women were more often full-time students than were non-single
women (p = .002). Singlesaccumulated more education prior to this entry to school (p=.048)
and gave fewer reasons for previous dropping out of college than did non-singles (p=.003).
Although al were generally good students, singles had a lower cumulative GPA than non-
singles (p=0.15).

Several psychologica adjustment factors were significantly different for single women.
Singleswere less satisfied during school (p=.015), found less happinessduring school (p=.005),
had moredifficulty getting what they wanted fromlife(p=.005), and had poorer self-esteem
(p=.006) than was true for non-single women.

Responses to open-ended questions suggest that these singles may have incurred debts
while returning which they perceived asonly payable by stayingin school to complete a degree,
despite the unpleasantness of beinga student. Many also reported how disappointed they were
once they left school that noone had better prepared them for the job market in their chosen
fields.

Thesefindingssuggest that older single women may be in school at some cost to themselves.
They may be stressed financially, may juggle more classes with more hours of employment
than others, may not feel very good about their lives, and may be underinformed about post-
college life.

Advisors may want to pay particular attention to this group, being sure students get ac-
curate information on the job market in their areas of interest and in other fields they may
wish to pursue. An advisor, being the person most likely to see them on a one-to-one basis,
may help by recognizingtheir feelingsof oddnessand isolationin the midst of ayounger popul a
tion are compounded by not having family with whom to discussthings at theend of the day.
Helpful outreach may includesuggestionsfor social and professional networkingoptions and/or
offering oneself as a support/sounding board to be used as needed. These students may be
the part of the older femal e clientele most needing to be channeled to older student support
services on campus.
|
Married/Non-Married ® Married women were morelikely to have children, and to have more |
of them, than non-married women (both p=.001). They were older (p=.001) and had higher |
family incomesthan other subjects (p< .001). Incomesat or above $40,000 were reported by
33.5%0df the marrieds. Their second most frequent incomewasin the $30,000t0 $34,999range, |
with the bracket of $35,000t0 $39,999beingin third place. Marrieds considered their income,
to be more adequate than did non-marrieds (p<.001). They experienced fewer financial
problemsthan their counterparts (p=.001) while working fewer hours per week (p=0.25).
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Table 1
All Subjects by Murital Stalus

Dependent Single Marrietl Divorced
Variable (N = 101) (N = 182) (N = 65)
vs. Not Single vs. Not Married  vs. Not Divorced
(N = 260) (N = 179) (N = 296)
two-tailed t:
Income HLYTE *** b LiHE *** ¢ T £ SR
Having Children 14400 *** h .81 ***¢ .84
Number of Children 13.71 *** b 082t g 14X
A 944 *** h =N e I HZ
Income Adequacy 3046 *** b Ty 2 T B L §
Financial Problem 4.44 """ a 667 *** d 245 o
Hours Employed 2 a d.86 T d 194 * e
# Reasons for Previous Withdrawal 3,14 ** b Al 424 *** &
Getting What Is Wanted In Life ZEE*" b 1.0 **" ¢ 2=
Happiness During School 2ET " b 324 e A
Enrollment Status J.18 ** @ J.11 == -d il
Life Satisfaction During School 2A46° b A 11 ** e RiT)
Self-Esteem 280 ** b I.76 2 e
Life Satisfaction Since School 112 2.07-** ¢ .86
Cumulative GPA 246 b an (1
Present GPA Minus Previous GPA ar 1.94 BT "
Years of Pre-entry Education 194 * a 1.0 22
Number of Reasons for Return Al LuF = d A4
Locus of Control 1.25 Gz 1.22
Expect Degree Without Break? A 47 Ly

*p<.05; ** p<.0l; *** p<.001
Higher score for a = single; b = not single; ¢ = married; d = not married; e = divorced; f = not divorced.

Married women were lessoften full-time students than were non-married women (p=.008).
They also listed fewer reasons for the last return to school than did non-married women
(p=.050). All were generally good students with cumulative GPAs similar to those of
non-marrieds.

Marrieds claimed more satisfaction both during and since leaving school than did all non-
marrieds (both p=.002). Additionally, they experienced more happiness during school (p < .001)
and saw themselvesas more able to get what they wanted out o life (p=.005) than did non-
married women.
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Intheir open-ended responses, several married women expressed that they felt their marital
status bound them geographically. Others reported their biggest stresses were in balancing
too many roles, in the problems o commuting (and parking), and in finding child care (for
those with younger children).

Advisors may concentrate on keeping this group abreast of the current local job market
and job market forecast and on helping them find the best courses for their purposes which
fit their limited time slotsor alerting them to alternative course formatssuch as correspondence
and/or television courses. Continued encouragement o their long-term effortstoward reaching
their degree goal isa must for these women. Advisors may aso need to become advocates
encouraging their campus to provide adequate child care for their older students' children.

Divorced/Non-Divorced ® Divorced students were the most heterogeneous group on several
measures, which led to fewer differences between them and the rest of the population.
Although divorced women did not differ from non-divorced women in age or in the presence
or number o children, income variableswere highly significant differentiators. Their household
incomeswere lower than those o non-divorced women (p< .001). Divorcees most frequent
income was $5,000t0 $9,999, followed by income under $5,000. Incomesat or above $40,000
were reported by 6.2%of the divorced. They found their annual household income during
school to be less adequate than did non-divorcees (p=.016) and experienced financial prob-
lems more often than non-divorcees (p=.037). Divorced women were employed more hours
per week than those who were non-divorced (p=.047).

Although divorced women differed little from others on academic variables, they gave
more reasons for previous withdrawal(s) than did those who had never experienced divorce
(p=.001). Cumulative GPAs were almost exactly equal for divorcees and non-divorcees.

Divorced women had higher self-esteem (p=.050) than did non-divorced women. Thisfind-
ing could be dueto pridein their accomplishment of going back to school despite afailed mar-
riage, or it could be due to some self-examination process which many people experience as
aresult of divorce. Another explanation may be that among those women whose marriages
had failed, only those with stronger self-esteem took the risks of returning to school. This
finding is of great interest, but since it was unexpected, no follow-up questions were built
into the design. No other psychological adjustment differences were found.

Due to the diversity found among the women in the divorced group, marital status pro-
videsfewer cluesfor advising strategies than for any other group. Financially, divorced women
students express difficulties similar to those of single students. However, they appear to be
better adjusted asa whole. The presence ofchildren in the home seemsto differentiate those
divorceeswho experience multiple role strain. These parents may need referralsfor networking
with othersto offer respite from constant responsibility and to trade support and tipson han-
dling single parenting and combining it with college.

Comparisons of Dropouts and Persistersby Marital Status

Examination of findingson single women who graduated versussinglewomen who withdrew,
married graduates versus married withdrawers, and divorced graduates versus divorced
dropouts suggests that the marital status of women in this study was an important variable
in their persistence/attrition status (See Table 2).

When comparing the 194 graduates in the study to the 38 dropouts, graduates differed
from dropouts proportionately only amongthe singles. Singlesincluded 28%af the graduates
but only 16%of the dropouts (p=.044). Married women included 47%df the graduates and
63% o the dropouts; 19% of the graduates and 21% of the dropouts were divorced.
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Although several findings in the above section were at the p=.001 level of significance,
the most highly significant findingsin this section are at the p=.01 level. Interestingly, no
differences were found in age or in GPA variables between graduates and dropouts in any
group.

Singlegraduates were more likely to attend full-time than were single dropouts (p= .003),
and more expected to get a degree whilein school thistime(p=.004). They also reported more
life satisfaction during school than single withdrawers (p=.036), but the categories were
reversed when the single withdrawers claimed more life satisfaction since leaving school than
did single graduates (p=.050).

Married graduates were employed fewer hours weekly during school than were married
dropouts (p=.028), were more likely to attend school full-time (p=.039), and more often ex-
pected to get a degree this time (p=.007).

Married graduates enjoyed more satisfaction with their lives after leaving school (p=.036)
and had higher self-esteem (p=.026) than did withdrawers. They also saw themselves as
being more able to get what they wanted out of life than did the married dropouts(p=.017).

Table 2
Dropouts Compared to Persisters Within Marital Status Categories

Dependent Single Married Divor ced
Variable Graduates Graduates Graduates
(N = 55) (N =91) (N =37
vs. Dropouts vs. Dropouts vs. Dropouts
(N =6) (N =24 (N=298
two-tailed t:
Enrollment Status 282°*%g 200" g dor =t g
Expect Degree Without Breaks 352*¢g 2.B7 ** g 1.BS
Financial Problem 77 TR 2RO g
Income .55 Zh 250 d
Hours Employed 1.73 .89 ** d 1.04
Income Adequacy .64 B3 1,44
Number of Children 1.24 .26
Cumulative GPA .59 | 1.62
onetailed t:
Getting What Is Wanted In Life 288 420 * g a0
Self-Esteem 2.2 HIEEE | 4.0 =
Life Satisfaction Since School 33 d 62" g 216
Life Satisfaction During School 368 * g 0z 1.3z
Cope with Crises 212 1.B2 dbb* @
Happiness During School I.1B 2,70 216

*p<.05; ** p<.0l
g =-graduates score higher; d = dropouts scor e higher
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Divorced withdrawersapparently did not need a collegedegree for economic security since
they claimed significantly moreincome (p=.037) and more adequacy of income (p=.040) than
did divorced graduates. Although no differences werefound in employment between graduated
and withdrawn divorcees, those who graduated were morelikely to have attended school full-
time than were those who withdrew (p=.003).

Divorced graduates were more confident of their ability to get what they wanted out of
life than were divorced women who dropped out (p=.029), claimed to be more able to cope
with crises (p=.030), and expressed higher self-esteem (p=.024).

These comparisonsshow that graduates were distinguished by carrying more credit hours
in al categoriesof marital status. Incomedifferencesonly differentiated divorcees, and hours
of employment was not a significant variable within any marital status group. Except among
divorced women, the expectation of getting a degree whilein school thistime wasimportant
inidentifyinggraduates. When adjustment variablesdiffered significantly, they were generally
in thedirection of better adjustment for graduates. Although single students as a whole had
evidenced poorer psychological adjustment than others, single graduatesdid report morelife
satisfaction during school than single dropouts.

These findingssuggest that grades, employment, and incomemay all bedifficult problems
for older students while in school but that they are lesslikely to be the causesfor dropping
out. Although single studentswere more likely than othersto graduate, as a wholethe women
in thisstudy who were better adjusted and determined to get a degree thistime were more
likely to remain in school. Perhaps, then, advisorsshould worry lessabout thestudents' finan-
cia problems. Advisors may focus instead on helping women build self-confidence in their
coping ability and discover parts of their lives where they can gain satisfaction or a sense of
mastery.

Mo of the married students who dropped out indicated that they intended to complete
their education later. This return was most often dependent on family demands lessening.
Their checklists on issues about leaving as well as their open-ended responses primarily in-
dicated that their multiple roles required a reprioritization of goalsfor now, but that they
would tend to their educational aimslater. Advisorsmay wish to encourage married students
to be realistic about juggling multiple roles. An alternative approach may be to discuss the
possibility of discontinuingsome of their roleswhile remainingin school. Older women students
who do make multiple re-entrances to and exitsfrom higher education should be encouraged
to do so without feeling guilty or incompetent.

Two-way Analyses of Variance by Marital Status and Criterion Groups

In an attempt to differentiate whether the above findings were the effects of dropout/per-
sister status, marital status, or both, aset of comparisons using analysisof variance wasmade
between dropouts and graduates using marital statusas a second independent variable. Alpha
was set to p< .01 in the ANOVAsand in Tukey's post hoc pairwise comparisons (120 df) to
compensate for problems of finding significance by chance with multiple ANOVAs

While no interaction effects were significant, seven main effectsfor marital status and
four main effectsfor criterion groups (graduatesversus dropouts) werefound (Table 3). Since
the resultsshown in Table 1 used all 361 subjectsand the ANOVAs used only the 225 women
who graduated or withdrew and gave their marital status, someresults here vary from earlier
findings.
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The strongest effect for marital status wason theincome variable. Married students' mean
incomesaf $30,000-34,999were much higher than the meansd $5,000-9,999f or singlestudents
(HSD = 1.121) and $10,000-14,999for divorced students (HSD = 1.246). Both the marrieds
(mean age = 35.93, HSD = 2.295) and the divorcees(mean age = 35.78, HD = 2.950) were
older than the singles (mean age 30.64). Perhaps the older of the subjects have accumulated
life experience and maturity which better enable them to handle the return to school.

Married students appear to have a better quality of lifethan others. Compared to singles,
they believed they were getting more of what they wanted out of life (HSD = .308), were
more satisfied with their lives during school (HSD = .333), were happier during school (HSD
= .266), and claimed an overall advantage of being better adjusted according to a composite
adjustment scale (HSD = .409). Compared to divorcees, married students were more satisfied
with their lives once they were out of school (HSD = .398) and showed a better composite
adjustment (HSD = .506). Divorced and single students did not differ on psychological variables.

Table 3

F-Ratio from Two-Way ANOVAs (Marital Status X Graduates/Dropouts) for 13 Dependent
Variables

Dependent Interaction
Variable Main Effects Effects

Marital Criterion

Status Groups df

f =

Income (1) 58.0962 - 2. (e} 4,070 222
Age (1) (2) 19,5602 =+ JGE AT it
Getting What Is Wanted in Life (1) f.0as * 1.7AT 3842 plr's)
Happiness During School (1) 5833 ¢ 1737 K70 plylel
Adjustment Scale (1) (3) 5,750 * 3052 263 151
Life Satisfaction During School (1) 5502 = AT 1505 183
Life Satisfaction Since School (3) 4005 L. 270 ELL1]
Expectation of Degree (4) S0l A6 B4 ** 113 1B
Enrollment Status (4) 1.631 17.807 ** 1.411 222
Hours Employed (5) 3821 s " AT 223
Cumulative GPA (4) 4. 60}] bbbl * A58 a2l
Ability to Cope/Handle Crises 023 4£.070 A7T2 L
Self-Esteem Scale 1. 443 a.052 2GR 220

fpalll] "t peliall

(1) = married higher than single in Tukey's post hoc analysis
(2) = married higher than divorced in Tukey's post hoc analysis
(3) = divorced higher than single in Tukey'spost hoc analysis
(4) = graduates higher than dropouts

(5) = dropouts higher than graduates

$S9008 981] BIA 0Z-01-GZ0Z 1e /woo Alojoeignd-poid-swid-yewssiem-ipd-swiid)/:sdyy Wwol) papeojumo(



64 D. L. Mercer

Main effectsfor criterion groups account for several academic and one other difference.
Compared to dropouts, graduates were more often full-time students, had higher GPAs, were
more sure during their college careers that they would graduate this time without further
breaks from school, and were employed fewer hours per week during school.

Although marital status groups were thus differentiated by several psychological adjust-
ment factors, they did not differ on any educational variables. Conversely, the attrition ver-
sus graduation groups were differentiated primarily by educational variables as well as by
hours of employment. The lack of interaction effectsis particularly noticeable.

These results suggest that the differential interventions by marital status groups recom-
mended earlier may more affect older students' experience while in school than their attri-
tion status. Apparently marital statusis not a highly important variable in attrition for this
group. Advisors rolesmay therefore be to assist older studentsin having a positive experience
in school (and becoming satisfied rather than critical alumni). With employed students, ad-
visors may point out their increased possibilities of attrition and discuss relative advantages
and disadvantages of working versus carrying more classes.

SUMMARY

This study supports the hypothesisthat older undergraduate women do differ on some, but
not all, sociodemographic, academic, and psychological variables when studied by differing
marital status categories. Furthermore, other differences appear when controlling for
dropoutlpersister status and when using both dropoutlpersister status and marital status as
independent variables. Although not all psychological adjustment variablesdiffer as predicted
infavor of better adjustment among graduates, several effects were found in that direction.
Only one finding (single graduates being less satisfied than single dropouts since leaving school)
wasin the opposite direction from that predicted. Thismay beareflection of the severestress
which many single students seem to experience during school combined with the disillusion-
ment many of them reported with the work world upon graduation.

The better psychological adjustment among the married women is striking. They seemed
comfortable with their somewhat slower pace through (or in and out of) school. They seemed
to have more problems with their multiple roles than with finances, which tended to be a
stronger deterrent to other students.

Divorced students were more diverse than either married or single students, especially
on the psychological adjustment variables. Whilesingle parenting among divorcees could have
made their lives more difficult, some divorced parents as well asdivorced non-parents were
managing well while others were stressed. Marital status alone does not give us much infor-
mation about thisgroup. Perhaps more useful data could be obtained if future analyseswere
performed separately for divorced parentsand divorced non-parents. It might be discovered
that the divorced non-parents resemble the always single group and the divorced parents could
be a unique sub-group.

O al groups studied here, single students may give the most cause for concern to the
higher education community. They reported inadequateincomeas well as poorer psychologica
adjustment and poorer grades (although none were in the probationary statusrange) than other
students. Although they graduated at a higher than expected rate, they frequently reported
disgruntlement with school. They often cited their own determination to succeed in what they

perceived asa hostile educational setting. Many felt trapped, believingthat they had tofinish
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the undergraduate degree asthe only possible route to relieving the indebtedness they had
incurred by returning to school. They spoke of inadequate support systems and o having to
give upindependent living, returning to live with familiesor in dormitories. Several werevery
critical of the inflexibility of the university bureaucracy, of faculty who seemed to them to
be threatened by older or worldly-wisestudents, and of what they perceived as punitive finan-
cial aid arrangements ("'l can't eat what | spent last year').

Some complained bitterly after graduation that they had been inadequately advised about
the possibilities for employment in their chosen field and wished that they had been better
advised when choosing a major or a career field. A few deeply regretted having made the
sacrificesto get the degree and wished they had simply quit before their investment became
greater than their likely payoff.

Theresults df thisstudy suggest that academic advisors may want tofurther extend their
effortsto studentswho may feel aloneor isolated in the university (which could includesome
divorced studentswithout families), steering them to servicesavailable in the university. These
students arelikely to appreciate and benefit from: 1) assistance in increasing their awareness
of possiblesourcesof financial assistance within and outside the university for older students
and of the potential job market for older women in their chosen fields, 2) suggestions for
employment in the school while astudent, 3) extra attention to converting previoustranscripts
to comply with current graduation requirements, and 4) a supportive presence for whatever
they need to discuss while in school. Some of those whose psychological adjustment seems
to be detrimental to their academic progress may need more active encouragement from their
advisors to seek counseling.

For some students who are in school for career reasons, the most useful role an advisor
could play may beto assist them in assessing the cost-effectiveness of school: whether being
inschool isreally worth the coststhey may be paying versustheir likelihood of getting ahead
in the job market as a result of their particular educational plan.

Thisstudy islimited, particularly in the analysesof graduatesversus dropouts within the
marital status categories, by the relatively small numbers of dropouts. Since these are sub-
jectswho are more difficult to reach, alarger scale study would give more definitive results.

Results of thisstudy could also be different in other settings such asin a smaller school,
alarge-city school, or acommunity college. More information should be gathered, too, on what
these older studentsspecifically want from the school, on the support systemswhich are useful
in and outside the school, on the relative stressfulness of various problemsthe studentsface,
and on differences between single parentsand other single (and/or divorced) students. Most
importantly for advisors, future research which compares older students by marital status
categories should specifically inquire as to what the students received from their advisors,
an evaluation of what they received, and what they wish they had received. Furthermore,
other variables than marital status need to be studied to find causes for attrition in this
population.

Thisstudy has only begun to touch on the effects of marital statuson older female students
and has raised particular concern for the older single woman student. Perhaps othersin ad-
vising can suggest further differential waysto reach out to these students.

$S800E 98] BIA 0Z-01-GZ0Z 1e /woo Aiojoeignd-pold-swiid-yewssiem-pd-awiid//:sdiy woil papeojumoc]



66 D. L. Mercer

References

Bean, J. P., & Metzner, B. S. (1985). A conceptual model of nontraditional undergraduate student attrition. Review
of Educational Research. 55:4, 485-540.

Bradburn, N. M. (1969). Tk« structure of psychological well-being. Chicago: Aldine.
Bross, D. R. (1967).Night college courses for the older women. Adult Leadership. 15:7, 233-234.

Bryne, M. M. (1960).Characteristics of dropout and dropin liberal arts students at Lansing Community College and
identificationof institutionally controllable variables affectingstudent holding power. Doctoral Disserta-
tion, Michigan State University.

Campbell, A., Converse, P. E., & Rodgers,W. L. (1976).The quality of American life: Perceptions, evaluations, and
satisfactions. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Carnegie Commission (1973).Priorities for action. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Cross, K. P. (1981).Adultsaslearners: Increasing participation and facilitating learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

DelDin, B. . (1980).A descriptive and analytical study on adult students who voluntarily withdrew fromMichigan
State University during fall term, 1979. Doctoral Dissertation, Michigan State University.

Durcholz, P., & O’Connor, J. (1973).Why women go back to college. Change Magazine. 5:8, 52-53.

Duttweiler, P. A. (1984).The internal control index: A newly developed measure of locus of control. Educational
and Psychological Measurement. 44, 209-221.

Ekstrom, R. B. (1972).Barriers to women's participation i n post-secondary education: A review of theliterature.
Princeton: Educational Testing Service.

Erickson, M. B. (1968).An analysis of selected characteristics and needs of adult undergraduate students attending
Michigan State University fall term 1966. Doctoral Dissertation, Michigan State University.

Geisler, M. P., & Thrush, R. S. (1975).Counseling experiences and needs of older women students. Journal of the
National Association for Women Deans, Administrators and Counselors. 39:1, 3-9.

Gilbert, M. G. (1982).The impact of graduate school onthe family: A systems view. Journal of College Student Per-
sonned, 23:2, 128-135.

Halfter,|. T. (1962).The comparative academic achievement of women. Adult Education. 12:2, 106-115.

Hansen, G. K., & Lenning, 0. T.(1973).Differenced n characteristics and outlooks of men and women college students
at various age levels. Paper presented at the North Central Special Interest Group for Community College
Research, Ann Arbor, July. ERIC Document Reproduction Service: ED 078 840.

Hull, D. (1970).Maturity asa variable in predicting academic success. Columbia, Missouri: Missouri University Col-
lege of Education. ERIC Document Reproduction Service: ED 045 039.

Letchworth, G. E. (1970). Women who returnto college: Anidentity-integrity approach. The Journal of College Stu-
dent Personnel. 11:2, 103-106.

Lunneborg, P. W., Olch, D. R., & DeWolf, V. (1974).Prediction of college performancein older students. Journal
of Counseling Psychology. 21:3, 215-221.

Magarrell, J. (1981).The enrollment boom among older Americans: Oneinthree college studentsisnow over 25 years
old. The Chronicle of Higher Education. (May 4): 3.

Magill, K., & Cirksena, K. (1978). Problems and i nfor mati onneeds of women re-entering higher education. Stanford:
Stanford University Center for Research on Women.

Mardoyan, J. L., Alleman, E., & Cochran, J. R (1983). Adapting university counseling centers to meet the needs
of an older student body. Journal of College Student Personnel. 24:2, 138-143.

Reed, J. G., & Murphy, M. T. (1975).Academic performanceof mature adults and veterans. College and University.
50:2, 129-144.

Rosenberg, M. (1965).Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Sands, R., & Richardson, V. (1984).Educational and mental health factorsassociated withthe returnof mid-lifewomen
to school. Educational Gerontology. 10, 155-170.

Trends in higher education. (1982). T Chronicle of Higher Education. 24:17 (June 23): 10.

U.S. Bureau of the Census. (1984).Current population reports. Educational Attainment inthe United States: March
1981 and 1980. Series P-20, No. 390, August.

U.S. Bureau ofthe Census. (1983).Current population reports. School Enrollment: October 1981 (Advance Report).
Series P-20, No. 373, February.

Young, B. H. (1977).Welfare mothersin college. Journal of College Student Personnel. 18:1, 38-44.

AUTHOR IDENTIFICATION NOTES

Part of the costs of thisstudy were paid by the Department of Human Relations, Division of
Women's Programs, Diana Algra, Director, Michigan State University.

Requestsfor reprints should be sent to the author at the Department o Psychology, 102
Cammack Building, Eastern Kentucky University, Richmond, Kentucky 40475.

$S9008 93} BIA 0Z2-01-5G2Z0Z e /woo Alojoeignd-pold-awiid-yiewlayem-jpd-awiid//:sdiy woly papeojumoq



