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College students at a large Western university (N = 729) were surveyed about
19 potential faculty attitude and behavior items and the items relative impact
on student's thoughts about leaving the university. Three issues have a
significant impact on predicting student thoughts about leaving the university:
faculty members being supportive of student needs, returning telephone calls
and e-mails in a timely fashion, and being approachable. The magnitude of the
impact of these items on student retention also varies as a function of gender
and year in school. Faculty members need to be aware of the impact their
attitudes and behaviors have in students' decisions to leave the university.

Research of relevant issues affecting retention and attrition continues to be a
primary concern for colleges and universities. Student attrition represents a sig-
nificant financial loss for the school and a potential loss of productivity for the
individual. Researchers have extensively studied what phenomena affect and
ultimately predict a student's decision to remain in school or not Although
academic advising and faculty-student interactions have been identified as
primary contributors to student attrition rates in a handful of studies (Belcheir,
1998; Braunstein & McGrath, 1997; Braxton, Duster, & Pascarella, 1988;
Johnson, 1997; Lamport, 1993; White & Bigham, 1983), the preponderance of
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faculty held different beliefs, i.e., faculty attribute academic advisement and
classroom teaching as most important, whereas administrators view academic
advocacy as most important. Both believed that working with first-year students is
relevant, but they disagreed on which campus activities offered for freshmen are
the most important. An important study by Mohr, Eiche, and Sedlacek (1998)
established that senior students are more likely to finish their education if they
have meaningful contact with faculty and advisors as opposed to being referred
toward student services for information.

As discussed above, the majority of research conducted on retention and
attrition at universities has focused on the ability of students to adapt to various
aspects of college life (e.g., academic readiness, social interaction). The present
study has been designed to specifically look at faculty influence on student
attitudes and behaviors toward remaining or leaving an institution and the results
show strong evidence that there are three faculty attitudes and/or behaviors that
do affect retention.

METHOD

Participants
The sample (n = 729) of undergraduate students swveyed consisted of 348

females and 301 males, mean age of 24.9 years. The remaining 80 students
did not give information regarding their gender. The racial demographics were
nine African-Americans, 20 Asian American/Pacific Islanders, 594 Caucasians,
42 Hispanics, and 15 Native Alaskan! American Indians. The 49 remaining
participants either chose the "Other" category or did not respond to the question.
The class level of participants were: 174 Freshman, 181 Sophomores, 163 Juniors,
and 189 Seniors. Twenty-two students failed to provide their grade level. Data
collected from graduate students (n = 40) has been excluded from the analyses.

Materials
The pilot survey consisted of 82 faculty attitude and behavior statements. A

4-point Likert-tyPe scale was used to measure the degree to which each statement
would affect the student's decision to leave the university. Additionally, a yes/no
scale was used to determine whether that item alone would cause the student to
leave. A convenience sample (n = 157) was obtained A copy of the pilot survey

can be obtained from the authors.
The final survey consisted of a concise, one-page, 27-item inventory. The

first 19 items were measured on a 4-point Likert-tyPe scale 0-3 (0 = not at all

likely, 3 = extremely likely). The fmal eight questions regarded the demographics
of the student, plans for graduating from the university, general educational goals,
and a question about if the student had thought about leaving the university
because of faculty attitudes or behaviors.
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Procedure

Five locations were selected on the university campus to administer the survey.
Various hours throughout five consecutive days were chosen in order to obtain
a diverse sample. The survey locations were: a) a student union building; b) a
building that houses the Business department; c) a building used for multiple
purposes; d) a building that houses the Education department; and e) a building
that houses the Health Science department.

All students were encouraged to complete the survey; faculty and staff
members were precluded from participation. Students were given a one-page
survey and asked to circle their responses on the survey. They were told that their
responses were confidential and anonymous. Students were allowed to take as
much time as necessary to complete the survey. however most students required
only five minutes.

Descriptive Statistics

1 avle I cunuuns we 1':1 IaCWIY annuue ano venavlOr suuemems mal were

included on the survey. ranked from highest to lowest according to the mean
(standard deviations are also included).

Differences between Groups

Gender and year in school were included for analysis in this section. Race was
not included due to the low number of minority students at the university.

Regarding gender, females tend to be more prone to leaving the university due
to a particular faculty attitude or behavior than males. Significant differences
were detected on the following items: professor humiliates students who ask
questions during class, 1(643)'" 2.59,p < .01 (MaleM= 1.32,SDoc 1.15; Female
M= 1.56, SD = 1.11); faculty use of sexual innuendoes, 1(641) - 5.03,p < .001

(Male M =.19, SD = 0.92; Female M = 1.20, SD = 1.13); faculty members who
insult students, 1(642) = 2.14,p <.006 (Male M= 1.49, SD = 1.16; Female M=
1.14, SD = 1.13); professors who blatantly admit racism, 1(642) = 3.25,p <.001
(MaleM"" 1.20, SD'"'1.22; FemaleM= 1.51,SD= 1.22); professors'lackofhelp
for handicapped students, 1(635) = 2.13, P < .05 (Male M.. 1.11, SD = 1.10;
Female M"" 1.30, SD = 1.12); lack of empathy and compromise on requirements
from professors for extenuating circumstances, 1(644) = 2.18,p < .01 (Male M=
1.49, SD - 1.06; Female M = 1.12, SD = 1.00); and faculty members who do
not return phone ca1ls1e-mails in a timely fashion. 1(641) = 2.92, P < .05 (Male M =
1.03, SD = 0.93; Female M = 1.25, SD = 0.91).

Fewer demographic differences emerged when examining year in school.
In general, students further along in their education (sophomores, juniors, and

RESULTS



Table 1.

( ,

Faculty members who insult students 1.60 1.14 720
-, ,,c.

1.58 1.m 724

An overall sense that the faculty does not care for students 1.58 1m 717

Professor humiliates students who ask questions during
class 1.44 1.11 723

Professors who blatantly admit racism 1.36 1.22 723

Lack of student support from faculty 1.30 .98 723

Professor requires more than 2 hours of homework for every
hour of class 1.27 1.04 721

Professors' lack of help for handicapped studen1s 1.20 1.11 714

Professor seems unapproachable 1.17 .92 725

Faculty member who does not return phone callsle-malls
in a timely fashion 1.14 .95 722

Professors that put down religion in the classroom 1.11 1.07 722

Faculty who require volunteer hours outside the classroom
as part of a grade 1.07 1.04 721

Faculty use of sexual innuendoes 1.00 1.05 719

Faculty requires out-of-class activities (e.g., attending
concerts or workshops) .96 .93 723

Faculty who base entire course on 100 poin1s .88 .97 721

Faculty that grade on a standard grading scale
(e.g., 90%. 80%, 70%, 60%) .86 1.10 720

Faculty who grade entirely on papers (no tests given) .77 .87 722

Faculty's negative attitude toward athletics .64 .86 721

Faculty that dress inappropriately .42 .75 726

Note: Participan1s responded on a scale from 0 = not at all likely to 3 = extremely likely
for each Item and the item's impact it might have on the student leaving the university.

Lack of empathy and compromise on requirements from
professors for extenuating circumstances (e.g., death of
family member, car wreck)

FACULTY ATTITUDES I 127

Faculty Attitude and Behavior Statements Ranked from
Highest to Lowest Acrording to Mean

n



128 I LUNDQUIST. SPAlDING AND LANDRUM

seniors} were more sensitive (i.e., greater likelihood of withdrawing) to the 19
faculty attitude and behavior statements than freshmen. Significant differences
were observed on the following items: professor humiliates students who ask
questions during class, F(3,702} = 4.52, P < .004 (Freshman M = 1.20, SD = 1.12;
Sophomore M = 1.49, SD = 1.16; Junior M = 1.63, SD = 1.09; Senior M = 1.50,
SD = 1.05); faculty use of sexual innuendoes, F(3,700} = 4.460, P < .004
(Freshmen M = .80, SD = 1.00; Sophomore M =.93, SD = 1.08; Junior M = 1.15,
SD = 1.02; Senior M = 1.14, SD = 1.08); an overall sense that the faculty does not
care for students, F(3,696} = 3.279, P < .021 (Freshmen M = 1.38, SD = 1.07;
Sophomore M= 1.61, SD = 1.11; Junior M= 1.69, SD = 1.06; Senior M= 1.69,
SD = 1.O4); and lack of student support from faculty, F(3,702} = 2.875, P < .035
(FreshmenM= 1.13, SD = 0.98; SophomoreM= 1.37,SD=0.96;JuniorM= 1.41,
SD = 0.96; Senior M = 1.35, SD = 1.00).

Predictions

Students' response to the question, "I have thought about leaving the university
because of faculty attitudes and behaviors," was best predicted by their scores on
the following three items: a) lack of student support from faculty (b =.250, 4.570,
P <.00 I); b) faculty members who do not return phone calls or e-mails in a timely
fashion (b = .212, 3.864,p < .001); and c) professors who seem unapproachable
(b =.214, 3.806,p < .001). These three predictor items were determined through

multiple regression analyses.

Reliability

The retention survey demonstrated good reliability. The inter-item reliability
was assessed on the 19 statements with Cronbach's a = 0.85.

Validity

The survey demonstrated the first evidence of construct validity. Factor analysis
using a varimax rotation, eigenvalue = 1.0, and factor loadings >.50 were used

to elicit common themes or patterns in the data. The three factors that emerged
were labeled as: a) faculty that insult and humiliate students; b) class requirements;
and c) faculty negative attitudes and inappropriate behaviors. See Table 2 for
the factors and factor loadings that emerged.

Demographics

The total sample (n = 729) of students surveyed was a close representation of
the overall demographics of the university undergraduate student population.
Table 3 illustrates the demographic comparison.



Faculty that insult
and humiliate
students

Class
requirements

Faculty negative
attitudes and
inappropriate
behaviors
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Faculty members who insult students

Professors who blatantly admit racism

.833

.808

An overall sense that the faculty does not
care for students .785

.750

.743

Professor humiliates students who ask
questions during class

Professors' lack of help for handicapped
students
lack of empathy and compromise on
requirements from professors for extenuating
circumstances (e.g., death of family member,
car wreck) .72B

.613

.529

Lack of student support from faculty

Faculty use of sexual innuendoes

Faculty member who does not return phone
calls/e-mails in a timely fashion .517

Faculty requires out-of-class activities (e.g.,
attending concerts or workshops) .771

.757

.620

.601

.589

.538

Faculty requires more than 2 hours of
homework for every hour of class

Faculty that grades on a standard grading
scale (e.g., 90%, 80%, 70%, 60%)
Faculty who require volunteer hours outside
the classroom as part of a grade

Faculty who base entire course on 100 points
Faculty who grade entirely on papers (no tests
given)

.762inappropriatelyFaculty that dress

Professors that put down religion in the
classroom .608

.579

.529

Faculty's negative attitude toward athletics

Faculty use of sexual innuendoes
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Table 3. Demographic Comparison between Survey Sample
and the University Population

Group Survey sample University population

Gender
Female
Male

Race
American Indian/Alaskan Native
African American
Caucasian
Hispanic
Asian American/Pacific Islander

Grade level
Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior

Average age

This study presents evidence that faculty attitudes and behaviors do affect
retention in this sample. The results from the present study suggest that faculty can
significantly contribute to student retention by using the following strategies:
a) being supportive of students' needs; b) returning phone calls and e-mails in a
timely manner; and c) being approachable. These preventative strategies are based
on the results presented in this article. While much work in the retention literature
has focused on student-related factors of retention (e.g., demographic charac-
teristics, student factors outside of the university's control), the present study
demonstrates that faculty have an impact on a student's thoughts about leaving the

university.
Based on the demographic information provided by students, it appears that

females are more prone to leaving the university due to a specific faculty attitude
or behavior than males. This pattern was consistent across all items that exhibited
significant differences. Regarding year in school, freshman students were the least
influenced to leave the university due to faculty attitudes and behaviors compared
to students further along in their academic careers. Juniors and seniors scored
highest for leaving the university due to faculty attitudes and behaviors on items

57.0%
43.0%

53.6%
46.6%

2.2%
1.3%

87.4%
6.2%
2.7%

1.1%
1.3%

85.3%
4.4%
2.0%

23.9%
24.8%
22.4%
25.9%

29.4%
21.2%
16.7%
22.2%

25.524.9

DISCUSSION



that exhibited significant differences. This was consistent with the fmdings of
Mohr et at. (1998) that indicated seniors are more likely to complete their degree if
they have regular and worthwhile interaction with faculty. While race was a
variable of interest, we were not able to make confident conclusions due to the low
number of minority students at the university and, therefore, analyses pertaining
to race were not included

Participants who scored high on the three predictor items are the students who
have thought of leaving the university because of faculty attitudes and behaviors.
Conversely, students who indicated that they bad not thought of leaving the
university due to faculty attitudes and behaviors scored low on these three
predictor items: a) lack of student support from faculty; b) faculty members who
do not return phone calls or e-mails in a timely fashion; and c) professors who
seem unapproachable.

The inter-item reliability of the survey instrument was examined, with a
resulting Cronbach's a = 0.85. This suggests that respondents answered the 19

faculty attitude and behavior statements in a consistent format. The patterns
of responses were consistent enough to believe that participants were respond-
ing to one general, overall construct (retention). In the present study, we also
examined the factor analytic results and found that three factors emerged:
a) faculty that insult and humiliate students; b) faculty with excessive course
demands; and c) faculty negative attitudes and inappropriate behaviors. Based
on these results, initial evidence of construct validity has been exhibited for
this survey. As with any psychological instrument, more studies are needed to
confirm and replicate the psychometric properties of this newly created
measurement device.

The swvey sample appears representative of the university population in every
category (i.e., gender, race, grade level, and age). The similarities between the
swvey sample and the university population insure a close representation and
the results of this survey can be accurately correlated to the university student

population.
Faculty attitudes and behaviors at the university do have an affect on student

retention. This conclusion is consistent with previous studies that identified
faculty-student interactions as a primary contributor to student attrition (Belcheir,
1998; Braxton et al., 1988; Lamport, 1993; White & Bigham, 1983). The majority
of studies conducted in this field have examined factors that universities do not
necessarily have control over, such as student integration, socialization, academic
readiness, and personal or fmancial problems (Belcheir, 1997c; Payne et aI., 1996;
Schurr, et al., 1997). While these factors are valid contributors to student retention,
the present study was innovative in that it examined the affect of faculty attitudes
and behaviors from the perception of currently enrolled students rather than
students who bad already left the university. Surprisingly, 15.3 percent of students
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement "I have thought about leaving the
university because offaculty attitudes and behaviors." We believe that this study is
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unique because it focused on an area where it seems that the faculty can have some
influence--their own attitudes and behaviors in the teaching environment.

While this survey was able to identify faculty attitudes and behaviors that affect
student retention at the university, it did not examine the frequency to which
students had experienced negative attitudes and behaviors nom faculty. In the
future, more research is needed to identify specific attitudes and behaviors that
occur in and outside of the classroom between faculty and students. Research
should also be conducted to determine the nequency of positive and negative
faculty-student interactions and its relation to student retention and attrition. In
sum, faculty attitudes and behaviors have been linked to presently enrolled
students' thoughts about leaving the university. Faculty members need to know
that their influence spans across the educational domain-oot only are they
involved in knowledge delivery, but they also influence the student's larger choice
of whether or not to remain in school.
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