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ABSTRACT 

 

 The first year of college marks a major life transition for students. First-year students are 

met with complex challenges that include personal and academic stressors. Students not able to 

manage the transition and adapt to the new college environment often experience adjustment 

problems. Despite numerous studies focusing on identifying factors that cause, predict, or 

contribute to academic success and retention of college freshmen, extant literature examining 

strength-based non-cognitive factors of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience is limited. 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship among achievement motivation, hope, 

and resilience and their effects on academic achievement of first-year college students.  

 A sample of 175 first-year college students from a regional public four-year university in 

South Texas was utilized to examine strength-based non-cognitive factors that are predictive of 

academic achievement. The correlational study employed univariate, bivariate, and multivariate 

analyses on data collected using the Achievement Motivation Survey, the Adult Trait Hope 

Scale, and the Brief Resilience Scale. A standard multiple regression was conducted to explore 

the relationship among achievement motivation, hope, and resilience and the extent to which 

they predict academic achievement. Independent-samples t tests were conducted to examine 

differences in achievement motivation, hope, and resilience of first-year college students based 

on gender and ethnicity. 

 Results of the study indicated this combination of strength-based non-cognitive factors 

significantly predicted academic achievement as measured by cumulative GPA at the end of the 

first year of college. Examination of individual relationships found achievement motivation to be 

the most influential component that predicted cumulative GPA. Additionally, positive 
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correlations were found between and among achievement motivation, hope, and resilience and 

cumulative GPA.      

 The study has practical implications for school counselors, college counselors, counselor 

educators, and educators working with current and future first-year college students. Academic 

success in the first year of college requires intentional efforts by students, educators, and 

counselors. Further research is recommended to expand and clarify the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 Every year millions of first-year college students eagerly begin their pursuit of a college 

degree in the hopes that it will lead them to desirable employment and successful lives. 

According to Snyder and Dillow (2013), enrollment for first-year college students “in all 

postsecondary degree-granting institutions increased by 39 percent from 1996 to 2010” (p. 24). 

There are a growing number of applicants wanting to enroll in college that makes the acceptance 

rate more competitive. Once in college, first-year students are met with complex challenges, 

which include personal and academic stressors. Making the transition from successfully 

completing high school to meeting expectations in college is difficult for first-year students. 

Many students manage to make the transition successfully, but others are not able to meet the 

demands of higher education. As a result, academic achievement eludes many first-year college 

students.  

 Conley (2007) defines college readiness as “the level of preparation a student needs in 

order to enroll and succeed—without remediation—in a credit-bearing general education course 

at a postsecondary institution that offers a baccalaureate degree or transfer to a baccalaureate 

program” (p. 5). Many first-year college students believe the mere fact they have been accepted 

by the institution implies they are college ready, possessing the skills and traits needed to 

successfully transition into college and achieve academic success. Upcraft, Gardner, and 

Barefoot (2005) provide a narrow definition of first-year student success “. . . (1) successful 

completion of courses taken in the first year and (2) continuing enrollment into the second year” 

(p. 8). Richardson, Abraham, and Bond (2012) state grade point average (GPA) is the most 

widely studied measure of undergraduate students’ performance in college.  
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 Tinto (2006) claims research findings on student retention supports efforts to promote 

student success. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2010), the retention 

rates for first-time college freshmen returning in their second year varies from the highest rate of 

84 percent in California to 63.3 percent in Alaska. With a retention rate of 73.3 percent, Texas 

ranks 33rd in the United States (NCES, 2010). The Planning and Institutional Research (PIR) 

Office at a regional public four-year university in South Texas reported a fall-to-fall retention 

rate of 57 percent for full-time, first-time bachelor’s degree-seeking undergraduate students who 

entered the institution as freshmen in fall 2012. The institution’s official fall 2012 enrollment for 

full-time, first-time bachelor’s degree-seeking undergraduate students was 1,698 students, 

indicating an astounding 730 students did not return their sophomore year fall 2013.   

 A plethora of literature exists focusing on identifying factors that cause, predict, or 

contribute to student retention and attrition in college. The research established traditional 

academic factors such as high school grade point average (ACT, 2007; Atkinson & Geiser, 2009) 

and admissions test scores (ACT, 2007; Kobrin, Patterson, Shaw, Mattern, & Barbuti, 2008; 

Rothstein, 2004) as strong predictors of academic performance as measured by first year college 

grade point average. Many studies have attempted to identify nonacademic factors that bolster 

academic achievement among college students. According to the American College Testing 

(2007), nonacademic factors such as motivation, academic self-discipline, and self-regulation 

influence academic achievement. Other studies found hope (Snyder et al, 2002; Williams & 

Butler, 2010), emotional intelligence (Nelson & Nelson, 2003; Pritchard & Wilson, 2003; 

Sparkman, Maulding, & Roberts, 2012), academic self-efficacy (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; 

Krumrei-Mancuso, Newton, Kim, & Wilcox, 2013), and optimism (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 

2001) were predictive of first year grade point average, academic achievement, and retention.  
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 A dearth of research has focused on the specific and unique strength-based factors of 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience and how these three factors combine to predict 

academic success among first-year college students. Achievement motivation is defined as “the 

need to perform well or the striving for success, evidenced by persistence and effort in the face 

of difficulties” (McClelland, 1961, p. 36). Hope is defined as “the process of thinking about one's 

goals, along with the motivation to move towards those goals, and the ways to achieve those 

goals” (Snyder, 1995, p. 355). Masten, Best, and Garmezy (1990) define resilience as “the 

process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening 

circumstances” (p. 426).  

Statement of the Problem 

  Enrollment for first-year college students continues to increase; however, retention rates 

remain alarmingly low with as many as one in three first-year students not coming back their 

sophomore year. Research aimed at identifying nonacademic, strength-based factors that predict 

academic achievement can help first-year college students successfully make the transition from 

high school to college. This study seeks to extend the existing research that has been conducted 

on academic achievement by incorporating specific and unique, strength-based factors such as 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience and examining how these three factors combine to 

predict academic success among first-year college students. Extant literature is limited related to 

the examination of the relationship among achievement motivation, hope, and resilience, and 

how they combine to predict academic achievement. This study addresses the gap in the 

literature. 
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Purpose of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship among several strength-

based factors that contribute to academic success. This research explored how achievement 

motivation, hope, and resilience combined to predict academic achievement of first-year college 

students enrolled in a Hispanic-serving institution. Identifying factors that contribute to academic 

success is important for helping students cope with the personal and academic stressors of 

transitioning to college. Furthermore, understanding the impact of nonacademic factors on 

academic achievement can lead to the development of strategies that can be utilized to help 

improve the performance and increase the retention of college freshmen.    

Theoretical Foundations 

 Past and current studies of achievement motivation (McClelland, 1961; Wigfield & 

Eccles, 1992; 2000), hope (Snyder, 1995), and resilience (Richardson, 2002) offered a 

framework for this study of strength-based non-cognitive factors related to academic 

performance of first-year college students. The conceptual framework of this study included the 

following specific theories: achievement motivation theory (McClelland, 1961), expectancy-

value theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992; 2000), hope theory (Snyder, 1995), and metatheory of 

resilience and resiliency (Richardson, 2002). First, McClelland’s (1961) achievement motivation 

theory identifies a set of three distinct needs that are learned, acquired over time, and shaped by 

one’s own life experiences: a need for achievement, a need for affiliation, and a need for power. 

Next, the expectancy-value theory posits achievement choice, performance, and persistence are 

influenced by expectancies and values (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).  

 In addition, Snyder’s (1995) hope theory describes how pathways thinking and agency 

thinking allow individuals to set goals, develop specific strategies to reach their goals, and find 
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the motivation to use those strategies to pursue their goals. Finally, metatheory of resilience and 

resiliency illustrates findings from three waves of resiliency inquiry: resilient characteristics of 

individuals are identified, process of acquiring those resilient qualities is recognized, and 

motivational force driving individuals toward self-actualization is discovered (Richardson, 

2002).  

Research Questions 

 This study sought to determine the relationships among strength-based non-cognitive 

factors, achievement motivation, hope, and resilience, to facets of academic success among first-

year college students. The following research questions were investigated in this study: 

1. What is the relationship between first-year students’ achievement motivation and their 

academic performance as defined by grade point average? 

2. What is the relationship between first-year students’ hope and their academic success as 

defined by grade point average?  

3. What is the relationship between first-year students’ resilience and their academic 

success as defined by grade point average?  

4. To what extent do achievement motivation, as measured by the Achievement Motivation 

Survey; hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale; and resilience, as measured by 

the Brief Resilience Scale, of first-year college students in a Hispanic-serving institution 

predict academic achievement? 

5. To what extent is there a difference in achievement motivation, as measured by the 

Achievement Motivation Survey, of first-year college students based on gender? 

6. To what extent is there a difference in hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale, 

of first-year college students based on gender? 



	  

          	  6 

7. To what extent is there a difference in resilience, as measured by the Brief Resilience 

Scale, of first-year college students based on gender?  

8. To what extent is there a difference in achievement motivation, as measured by the 

Achievement Motivation Survey, of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

9. To what extent is there a difference in hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale, 

of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

10. To what extent is there a difference in resilience, as measured by the Brief Resilience 

Scale, of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

Significance of Study 

 First-year college students face many challenges, and understanding what encourages 

academic achievement is important for helping them meet the expectations in their freshmen 

year in college. A large number of first-year college students are experiencing trouble in meeting 

those expectations and research reflecting the needs of this population is imperative. The study 

has significance to school counselors, college counselors, counselor educators, college 

administrators, and educators by adding to the limited body of knowledge on the strength-based 

non-cognitive factors of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience of successful first-year 

college students.  

 From this study, the impact of strength-based non-cognitive factors on academic 

achievement, specifically achievement motivation, was clarified and supported by empirical 

evidence. Educators and school counselors can better position themselves to implement 

programs that can increase achievement motivation and improve the performance of students. 

Additionally, college counselors can draw on these findings to assist first-year college students 

adapt successfully to college life. Counselor educators can utilize results of this research to 
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educate counselors-in-training about the unique challenges of first-year college students, the role 

school and college counselors play in helping students meet the challenges encountered in the 

first year of college and how interventions focused on strength-based non-cognitive factors can 

help improve the performance and increase the retention of first-year college students.  

 Furthermore, postsecondary educators can implement achievement motivation training 

programs designed to teach achievement thoughts and action strategies in an effort to increase 

students’ need to achieve and academic achievement. In addition, the results help college 

administrators in their efforts to create retention strategies and help first-year college students 

meet the complex challenges of college. 

Population and Samples 

 The population for this study was first-year college students solicited from First Year 

Seminar (FYS) courses in the First Year Learning Communities Program (FYLCP) at a regional 

public four-year university in South Texas. Minimum age of the participants was 18 years. 

Participants were recruited by their seminar instructor during their scheduled First Year Seminar 

(FYS) class. All instructors in the First Year Learning Communities Program (FYLCP) had the 

opportunity to solicit students in their respective classes. The seminar instructors were contacted 

via a listserv used in the FYLCP for seminar instructors only. Instructors willing to seek 

volunteer participation from students were provided with the necessary demographic forms, 

consent forms, and instruments.  Sample size for this study was 175 participants. This was an 

adequate sample size for sufficient power in a multiple regression analysis (Wampold & Freund, 

1987).  
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Instrumentation 

 This study was a quantitative analysis of strength-based non-cognitive factors predictive 

of academic achievement of first-year college students. First-year college students choosing to 

participate signed a consent form (Appendix B) and completed a brief demographic 

questionnaire (Appendix C) and three instruments, the Achievement Motivation Survey (Smith, 

1972), the Adult Trait Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991), and the Brief Resilience Scale (Smith et 

al., 2008). The Achievement Motivation Survey measures achievement thinking, achievement 

behavior, and achievement motivation levels in relation to school, employment, family, 

community, and leisure time situations. The first set of items on the 48-item survey measures 

overall achievement motivation in terms of thinking and action and is answered using a 5-point 

Likert scale ranging from never to always. The Adult Trait Hope Scale measures a person's 

global level of hope. The scale consists of 12 items that comprise two subscales assessing agency 

(motivation to pursue goals) and pathways (strategies to achieve goals) and is answered using a 

8-point Likert scale ranging from definitely false to definitely true.  The Brief Resilience Scale is 

a 6-item scale that assesses resilience as the ability to bounce back or recover from stress and is 

answered using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.  

 Cumulative grade point average (GPA) at the end of the participant's first year in college 

was obtained as a measure of academic achievement. All incoming first-year students were  

assigned a unique 9-character number known as their student identification number by the 

university. Participants provided their student identification number on the demographic form 

granting the researcher access to their cumulative grade point average (GPA) at the end of the 

spring 2014 semester. A list of the students’ identification numbers was sent to the registrar's 

office for gathering of the cumulative grade point averages. Due to the need to match the 
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participants' scores with their grade point averages, code numbers that can be linked to 

identifying information were on the instruments; however, the list connecting identifying 

information with the code numbers was kept in a locked file cabinet and stored in the 

researcher’s locked office. All efforts were made to keep data safe, secure, and confidential.   

Data Analysis 

 Upon the receipt of the sufficient number of completed surveys required, the data was 

collected and statistically analyzed. The predictor variables for this study were measured by the 

scores on the instruments. The data was screened for errors of entry, missing data, and checked 

for outliers, normality, linearity, and homoscedasity. Univariate, bivariate, and multivariate 

analyses were conducted to meet the needs of this study. Frequencies, descriptive statistics, 

independent t-tests, a series of zero-ordered correlation coefficients, and regression analysis were 

employed to evaluate relationships between and among the independent and dependent variables. 

The goal was to determine the best linear combination of achievement motivation, hope, and 

resilience for predicting academic achievement as measured by cumulative GPA among first-

year college students.  

Basic Assumptions 

 The investigation was based on the following assumptions: 

1. The instruments are reliable and valid and measure the constructs they purport to measure. 

2.  Participants comprehended the concepts queried by the instruments and responded to 

questionnaires honestly and to the best of their ability.  

3. Data was collected responsibly and analyzed accurately.  

Limitations 

 The limitations of this study include the following:  
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1. The study employed a convenience sample of students in the First Year Learning 

Communities Program enrolled in First Year Seminar courses at a public four-year university 

in South Texas making generalizability of the results to other populations difficult as the 

potential for demographic representation to be fairly homogenous exists.  

2. The study is narrowed by concentration on only three of the many strength-based non-

cognitive variables that might predict academic success: achievement motivation, hope, and 

resilience. The researcher does not imply that the variables under investigation are the only 

valid factors for predicting academic achievement of first-year college students.  

3. Self-reported responses on questionnaires and surveys will be subject to response bias and 

increased error in reliability and validity. 

Delimitations 

 The following delimitations were imposed on this study: 

1. The population was delimited to first-year college students enrolled in First Year Seminar 

courses at a particular institution in South Texas.  

2. Achievement motivation was measured by the Achievement Motivation Survey (Smith, 

1972). 

3. Hope was measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991). 

4. Resilience was measured by the Brief Resilience Scale (Smith et al., 2008). 

Definition of Terms 

 For the purposes of this study, the following definitions apply: 

Achievement motivation  

 The need to perform well or the striving for success, evidenced by persistence and effort 

in the face of difficulties (McClelland, 1961, p. 36) 
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Achievement Motivation Theory 

 A theory of motivation identifying three learned motivators all individuals have: a need 

for achievement, a need for affiliation, and a need for power (McClelland, 1961) 

Expectancy-Value Theory 

 A theory of motivation explaining how individuals’ expectancies and values influence 

their achievement choice, performance, and persistence (Eccles & Wigfield, 2022; Wigfield & 

Eccles, 2000). 

First year student  

 A student attending any institution for the first time at the level enrolled.   

First Year Learning Communities Program (FYLCP) 

 An innovative nationally recognized program at regional public four-year university in 

South Texas which helps students make successful academic and social transitions from high 

school to the University.  

First Year Seminar 

 A small discussion-based course in which students and their instructors exchange ideas 

and information (Hunter & Linder, 2005). 

Freshman  

 A first-year undergraduate student.    

Grade Point Average (GPA)  

 A measure of scholastic achievement on a 4-point scale and computed by dividing the 

total number of grade points by the number of credits. 
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Hope 

 “The process of thinking about one's goals, along with the motivation to move towards 

those goals, and the ways to achieve those goals” (Snyder, 1995, p. 355).    

Hope Theory 

 A theory of hope subdivided into four categories: goals (targets of mental action 

sequences), pathway thoughts (one’s perceived capabilities at generating workable routes to 

desired goals), agency thoughts (the perceived capacity to use one’s pathways so as to reach 

desired goals), and barriers (Snyder, Rand, & Sigmon, 2005). 

Resilience 

 “The process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or 

threatening circumstances” (Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990, p. 426). 

Metatheory of Resilience and Resiliency  

 A theory postulated as three waves of resiliency inquiry: identifying the resilient 

characteristics of individuals, recognizing the process of acquiring those resilient qualities, and 

discovering the motivational force driving individuals toward self-actualization (Richardson, 

2002).  

Persistence 

 A student’s postsecondary education continuation behavior that leads to graduation. 

Retention  

 A measure of the number of full-time, first-time students who return to the institution the 

following year. 
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Organization 

 The present study focused on the strength-based factors and level of achievement of first-

year college students. This chapter provided an overview of and rationale for the current study. 

Chapter II contains a comprehensive review of the related literature and previous research in this 

area.  Chapter III describes of the research design, methodology, and procedures of the study. 

Chapter IV reports the findings of the study. Finally, chapter V includes a discussion, 

implications, limitations, and recommendations for further research.  
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 This study examined the relationship among strength-based factors and how they 

correlate to predict academic success in the first year of college. This study advanced the 

research of nonacademic strength-based factors associated with successful transition and 

adaptation to college. Chapter two reviews the literature of first-year college students and 

predictors of academic success. The literature related to the following concepts are reviewed: 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience, as well as the theoretical frameworks underlying 

these three strength-based factors.  

The First Year of College 

 The first year of college is marked by considerable transition. Students are met with 

complex challenges including a plethora of personal and academic stressors. Many first-year 

students are unable to make a successful transition from high school to college regardless of how 

optimistic and confident they are in their ability to cope with and adjust to these new challenges. 

Students who are able to effectively adapt to the new academic and social environment of 

college are more likely to persist and successfully earn a degree (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; 

Tinto, 1993).   

 College life presents both opportunities and challenges for young adults. The transition 

from high school to college is viewed as one of the most difficult transition experiences (Conley, 

2007) and can place significant demands on first-year students (Tinto, 1993). In the transition to 

higher education, students encounter a number of challenges and stressors including a greater 

academic workload, new role expectations, separation from family and friends, and increased 

levels of independence and responsibility. The first year of college experience presents students 

with rapidly shifting and conflicting role demands and responsibilities (Pittman & Richmond, 
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2008). Despite the challenges encountered, most college students successfully adjust to college 

life and achieve academic success. However, students not able to adapt and manage the transition 

from high school to college often experience adjustment problems. Students experience personal 

and emotional problems, global psychological distress, somatic distress, anxiety, low self-

esteem, long-term emotional maladjustment, and depression during one’s transition to college 

(Gall, Evans, & Bellerose, 2000; Gerdes and Mallinckrodt,1994; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). The 

transition from high school to college is an acute stressor and source of strain (Gall, Evans, & 

Bellerose, 2000).  

 Students not able to overcome the challenges and stressors of transitioning into college 

terminate their education in their first year. A synthesis of research studies on student persistence 

by Upcraft, Gardner, and Barefoot (2005) noted that “the largest proportion of institutional 

leaving occurs during the first year and prior to the second year” (p. 28). The retention rates for 

first-time college freshmen returning their second year vary from the highest rate of 84 percent in 

California to 63.3 percent in Alaska.   

College Freshmen Retention 

 The retention of students is a major challenge faced by most universities and colleges.  

Research on student attrition is extensive and varied with efforts dating back to the early 

twentieth century. The earliest studies of retention occurred in the 1930s and focused on “student 

mortality”, the failure of students to graduate (Berger & Lyon, 2005). Over the next couple of 

decades, researchers focused on the challenges associated with an increase in the demand for 

higher education and an influx of diverse student population. In the 1960s, there were many 

changes in the makeup of higher education institutions leading to an increase in undergraduate 

retention studies. An increase in research of activities designed to understand retention and the 
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factors surrounding retention led to the development of models for predicting student retention in 

the 1970s. 

 Spady’s (1971) model for student attrition, based on Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide, was 

the first model developed to study retention in higher education. Spady (1971) argued that lack 

of social integration increased students’ risk of dropping out of school. Based on Spady’s (1971) 

model, when students’ individual values, interests, and skills are consistent with those of faculty, 

administrators, and peers, they are better able integrate socially and academically in their 

environment  and more likely to persist (Berger & Lyon, 2005).        

 The most often cited model on student attrition and retention has been Tinto’s (1975) 

Student Integration Model (SIM). Tinto’s (1975) model furthered Spady’s (1971) work and 

maintained that students who fail to successfully integrate academically and socially were at a 

high risk of dropping out. Furthermore, Tinto’s (1975) student integration model posits that the 

degree of academic success students experience influences their levels of commitment to their 

academic goals and commitment to the institution.  

 According to Berger and Lyon (2005), during the 1980s retention research focused on 

enrollment management with universities making retention a pivotal point in their strategic 

planning. Institutions became intentional in their efforts to meet the needs of diverse student 

populations and increase retention. Retention studies in the 1990s continued to focus on the 

diversity of the students, the importance of academic and social integration, and means of 

increasing academic success among students (Berger & Lyon, 2005). In addition, Tinto (1997) 

revised his model on student retention to include external factors influencing student attrition and 

the importance of the classroom where interactions between faculty and students occur, while 

highlighting the first year of college as a crucial time for academic and social integration.   
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  During the twenty-first century, student retention efforts have continued to focus on the 

role of student characteristics along with the role of institutions. Researchers have continued to 

examine demographic, cognitive and non-cognitive factors that impact retention and persistence 

of college students. Tinto (2006) claimed that research on student retention enhances efforts to 

promote student success. The enrollment for first-year college students continues to increase 

annually while retention rates remain alarmingly low with as many as one in three first-year 

students not coming back for their sophomore year (NCES, 2010). In the United States, the 

retention rates for first-time college freshmen returning for their second year varies from 63.3 to 

84 percent (NCES, 2010). Retention of students in higher education is therefore a concern of 

college administrators, educators, and counselors attempting to increase academic success of 

students. 

Predictors of Academic Success 

 One indicator of college performance is grade point average (Richardson, Abraham, & 

Bond, 2012; Lounsbury, Fisher, Levy, & Welsh, 2009). Richardson, Abraham, and Bond (2012) 

argue that predicting performance of undergraduate university students requires being able to 

assess their performance. Students’ performance is frequently measured in terms of grade point 

average (GPA). Research on the unique variables that contribute to academic success is 

extensive. Richard, Abraham, and Bond (2012) synthesized 13 years of research into the 

predictors of scholastic performance as measured by university students’ GPA scores. Research 

findings indicated that demographic factors, traditional cognitive factors, and non-cognitive 

factors are correlates of university students’ GPA.  
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Demographic factors 

 According to Richardson, Abraham, and Bond (2012), the role of demographic influences 

on academic achievement should be explored with diverse populations. Astin (1993) found 

undergraduate students from higher SES groups are likelier to obtain a bachelor’s degree. 

Furthermore, students from high-SES households are more likely to persist than students from 

low-SES households (Cabrera, Stampen, & Hansen, 1990;  St. John, 2003). In a meta-analysis of 

psychosocial and study skill factors predicting college outcomes, Robbins, Lauver, Le, Davis, 

Langley, and Carlstrom (2004) found that both students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 

and female students attained higher GPA scores. Glenn and Van Wert (2010) determined males 

are less likely to persist to and graduate from college. Richardson, Abraham, and Bond (2012) 

determined socioeconomic status influences academic and social adaptation in university 

settings; however, studies on the predictive nature of gender on academic achievement have 

produced mixed results.   

Cognitive factors 

 According to Astin (1993), numerous studies conducted using various instruments and 

methodologies found high school GPA and college entrance exam scores as the two most 

powerful predictors of college GPA. High school GPA and college admissions tests scores 

combined account for approximately 25% of the variance in first-year college GPA (ACT, 2004; 

Hezlett et al., 2001; Mathiasen, 1984; Mouw & Khanna, 1993; Robbins et al., 2004). Traditional 

cognitive factors found to be strong predictors of academic performance include high school 

GPA (ACT, 2007; Atkinson & Geiser, 2009; Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012) and scores 

on college admissions tests, the SAT and ACT (ACT, 2007; Kobrin et al., 2008; Rothstein, 

2004). While the relationships between cognitive abilities and academic achievement are well 
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supported by research, high school GPA and scores on college entrance exams account for a 

modest variance in academic performance as measured by first-year GPA. Therefore, researchers 

have turned their focus to non-cognitive factors to expand an understanding of student academic 

achievement beyond intellectual abilities.  

Non-cognitive factors 

 Numerous endeavors have been made to identify non-cognitive factors that seem to boost 

academic achievement among college students. Robbins et al. (2004) suggested that, unlike 

demographic and traditional predictors of academic achievement, non-cognitive factors are 

useful as points of intervention for increasing and promoting student success because they offer 

an opportunity for change. Some non-cognitive factors examined as possible predictors of 

academic success have included academic self-efficacy, motivation, optimism, emotional 

intelligence, self-regulation, self-esteem, self-concept, and social support.  

 Nelson and Nelson (2003) determined that emotional intelligence skills of time 

management, goal achievement, and assertive communication are significant predictors of 

academic success among college freshmen. After controlling for relevant demographic factors, 

Krumrei-Mancuso et al (2013) found academic self-efficacy (β = .30, p < .01) was the greatest 

predictor of first-semester GPA in a study of 579 first-year college students. Similarly, Chemers, 

Hu, and Garcia (2001) found significant and substantial direct effects of self-efficacy (β = .34, p 

< .001) on academic performance of college freshmen.    

 In a study by Fuertes and Sedlacek (1994) of first-year Asian American students, a 

positive self-concept, the availability of a supportive individual, and a preference for long-term 

goals were found to be predictive of academic success for minority students in college. Dennis, 

Phinney, and Chuateco (2005) found the perceived lack of peer support (β = .30, p < .05) was a 
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significant predictor of college GPA in a study of 100 ethnic minority first-generation college 

students. Furthermore, character strengths of persistence and self-regulation were positively 

related to academic success (Lounsbury et al., 2009). In a systematic review and meta-analysis of 

13 years of research conducted to identify predictors of students’ college GPA, Richardson, 

Abraham, and Bond (2012) found optimism, locus of control, self-esteem, and goal commitment 

to have small correlations with GPA.  

 Extant literature that examines the relationship between achievement motivation, hope, 

and resilience and how these three factors combine to predict academic achievement of college 

freshmen is limited. This study addresses the gap in the literature and provides an understanding 

of the impact of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience on academic achievement. The 

study provides assistance on improving intervention programs attempting to increase academic 

success and retention of first-year college students.   

Theoretical Foundations 

 Various theories have been posited to explain the strength-based, non-cognitive factors of 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience. Achievement motivation theory (McClelland, 

1961), expectancy-value theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), hope theory (Snyder, 1995), and 

metatheory of resilience and resiliency (Richardson, 2002) are four conceptually sound 

paradigms utilized for this study. They provide a framework used to examine first-year college 

students’ achievement motivation, hope, and resilience.  

Achievement Motivation Theory  

 One achievement motivation theory of prominence is McClelland’s achievement 

motivation theory. McClelland (1961) defines achievement motivation as “the need to perform 

well or the striving for success, evidenced by persistence and effort in the face of difficulties” (p. 
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36). McClelland (1961) focused on a set of distinct and clearly defined needs: a need for 

achievement, a need for affiliation, and a need for power. According to McClelland (1961) the 

need for achievement (nAch) is characterized by a strong need to set and accomplish challenging 

goals and receive feedback on progress and level of success. The need for affiliation (nAff) is 

characterized by a desire to belong and be liked, and the need for power (nPow) is characterized 

by a drive to control and influence others and have control over one’s environment (McClelland, 

1961). 

 McClelland’s conceptualization offers a means of measuring the need to achieve in 

individuals in which the achievement motive is represented as the strength of an individual’s 

concern with achievement and not inferred from his or her actual successful achievements 

(McClelland, 1961). McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, and Lowell (1953) established the validity of 

the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) by developing a widely used scoring system for the 

TAT. The TAT is a projective test in which individuals are shown a series of ambiguous pictures 

and asked to give a brief story describing what is happening in each picture. Responses are 

analyzed in terms of themes based on McClelland’s implicit motives: need for achievement, need 

for affiliation, and need for power. McClelland argued implicit motives are relatively stable, 

unconscious needs (McClelland, 1980). McClelland, Koestner, and Weinberger (1989) label the 

need for achievement, affiliation, and power as implicit motives because these motives “drive 

behavior (i.e., energize it), direct behavior (i.e., focus attention on relevant activity), and select 

behavior (i.e., produce better learning or performance)” (p. 696).     

  Furthermore, McClelland identified certain thoughts and behaviors associated with high 

achieving individuals. The thought processes often demonstrated by high achieving individuals 

are as follows (Cueva, 2006; McClelland, 1961; Smith, 2011; Smith & Troth, 1975). 
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1) Achievement Imagery (AI)—A desire for excellence that can be revealed through one of 

the following: Competition with others (CO), Competition with self (CS), Unique 

accomplishments (UA), Long-term involvement (LTI).  

2) Need (N)—Deeply wanting to achieve something. 

3) Action (ACT)—Planned action toward achieving excellence. 

4) Hope of Success (HOS)—Expecting success before it is achieved. 

5) Fear of Failure (FOF)—Worry about failing before it happens. 

6) Success Feelings (SF)—Good feelings after success. 

7) Failure Feelings (FF)—Bad feelings after failure. 

8) World Obstacles (WO)—World obstacles interfering with success. 

9) Personal Obstacles (PO)—Personal obstacles interfering with success. 

10)  Help (H)—Help sought and obtained to achieve success.  

 Summarized below are the behavioral characteristics of high achieving individuals (Cueva, 

2006; McClelland, 1961; Smith, 2011). 

1) Moderate Risk Taking (MRT)—Individuals with a high need to achieve seek out and 

participate in activities involving moderate risks.  

2) Use of Immediate Concrete Feedback to Modify Goals (ICF)—High achieving 

individuals want immediate concrete feedback so they can assess their performance and 

modify their behaviors accordingly.  

3) Personal Responsibility (PR)—High achievers like to participate in activities in which 

they can take personal responsibility for their success and failures.  
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4) Researching the Environment (RE)—High achieving individuals actively and 

purposefully research the environment with the intention of discovering ways in which 

they accomplish their goals.  

 McClelland’s research emphasized the importance of measuring the need for 

achievement (nAch) in individuals and identifying thoughts and feelings associated with high 

achievers. Individuals with a high level of nAch were found to direct their behavior toward 

seeking ways to achieve success regardless of their surroundings (Petty, 2014). Additionally, 

McClelland (1961) postulated that achievement needs are learned and acquired over time; they 

shape one’s life experiences. Educators and counselors can play an important role in motivating 

students. Being able to measure achievement motivation provides educators and counselors in 

primary, secondary, and higher education opportunities to assess and implement programs and 

interventions attempting to increase and maintain students’ achievement motivation.  

Expectancy-Value Theory  

 Wigfield and Eccles (2000) developed an expectancy-value theory of achievement 

motivation based on Atkinson’s (1964) expectancy-value model. Atkinson’s model explains how 

individuals’ expectancies and values influence their achievement, choices, performance, and 

persistence. According to expectancy-value theory, behavior is a function of the perceived 

probability of success and the extent of value placed on tasks or outcomes. Furthermore, the 

efforts individuals exert in their attempts to successfully complete tasks are determined by their 

beliefs about how well they will do and the value they place on the tasks or outcomes (Wigfield 

& Eccles, 2000).  Eccles and Wigfield (2002) argued that expectancies and values are assumed 

to be influenced by beliefs about specific tasks. These social cognitive variables include beliefs 
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about ability, perceived difficulty of task, individual goals, self-schema, and affective memories 

(Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).      

 Friedman and Mandel (2010) found that students’ academic expectancy motivation 

significantly predicted cumulative GPA at the end of the first year of college. Bong (2001) found 

that the value students assigned to the work in the course significantly influences their intent to 

enroll in future courses. Sciarra and Ambrosino (2011) determined the expectations of high 

school students, parents, and teachers are also significant predictors of postsecondary educational 

achievement and attainment with teacher expectations having the strongest effect. School 

counselors and educators are positioned in academic settings with opportunities to utilize 

strategies and approaches for increasing students’ expectancies for success and task values. 

Perhaps by focusing on students’ beliefs, expectancies, values, and goals, educators and 

counselors can further understand and address students’ achievement behaviors. Studies have 

provided evidence of a strong relationship between students’ motivation and academic 

achievement (Wigfield, Eccles, Schiefele, Roeser, & Davis-Kean, 2006; Wigfield & Wentzel, 

2007). 

Hope Theory 

 According to Snyder (1994), hope is a process constantly involving what individuals 

think about themselves in relation to their goals. Snyder defines hope as “the process of thinking 

about one's goals, along with the motivation to move towards those goals, and the ways to 

achieve those goals” (Snyder, 1995, p. 355). In hope theory, “hope reflects individuals’ 

perceptions regarding their capacities to (1) clearly conceptualize goals, (2) develop the specific 

strategies to reach those goals (pathways thinking), and (3) initiate and sustain the motivation for 

using those strategies (agency thinking)” (Snyder, Lopez, Shorey, Rand, & Feldman, 2003, p. 
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122-123). Both pathways and agency thinking are essential in sustaining the successful pursuit of 

goals (Snyder et al., 2003; Lopez, Rose, Robinson, Marques, & Pais-Ribeiro, 2009). Hope 

enables students to set valued goals, identify means to achieve those goals, and find the drive to 

pursue those goals. According to hope theory, types of goals can vary in terms of significance, 

time frame, and the level of perceived probabilities of attainment (Snyder et al., 2003; Lopez et 

al., 2009). In other words, goals can be significant, lifelong pursuits or small, ordinary, 

intentions.        

 Various studies have illustrated the relationships between hope and important aspects of 

students’ lives, particularly in the areas of academic achievement, athletic achievement, physical 

health, psychological adjustment, and interpersonal relationships (Snyder, 2002; Lopez et al., 

2009). In a study of college student athletes, Curry, Snyder, Cook, Ruby, & Rehm (1997) found 

hope significantly predicted semester grade point averages. Furthermore, Onwuegbuzie (1999) 

determined higher levels of hope among graduate students can be substantially related to greater 

reported scholastic and social competence and elevated creativity. Chang (1998) reported high-

hope students have greater problem-solving abilities. Additionally, hope was found to be an 

important predictor of both academic and interpersonal life satisfaction among college students 

(Chang, 1998).  

 More importantly, students with high levels of hope utilize feedback from failure 

experiences in an adaptive manner as a means of improving their performances in the future 

(Lopez et al., 2009). In a 6-year longitudinal study, Snyder et al. (2002) found college freshmen 

with higher hope scores have higher cumulative grade point averages even when controlling for 

entrance exam scores. In addition, higher hope scores reliably predicted a higher likelihood of 

college graduation and not being dismissed due to poor grades (Snyder et al., 2002). Snyder et al. 
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(1991) developed and established the validity of the Hope Scale, also known as the Adult Trait 

Hope Scale. The scale measures individual-differences measure of hope derived from hope 

theory.  

 First-year college students are more likely to achieve academic success in their first year 

of college by engaging in hopeful thinking as described by Snyder et al. (2003). Hopeful 

thinking that is intentional and purposeful can facilitate student success and promote positive 

student outcomes. Furthermore, hopeful thinking can perhaps help students approach learning 

and performing well in college in a goal-oriented manner; including setting specific goals they 

want to pursue in their first year in college. Hopeful thinking requires students to examine 

multiple pathways to reach their desired educational goals. Finally, hopeful thinking requires 

students to initiate and sustain their level of motivation to pursue their goals. From a strength-

based approach, gaining a better understanding of hope and its impact on academic success aids 

school counselors, college administrators, and educators to perhaps develop strategies that will 

foster the academic success of students. 

Metatheory of Resilience and Resiliency 

 Resilience has become a focus of numerous inquiries aimed at identifying strengths 

necessary for successfully overcoming adversity. Variations in the definition of resilience exist 

in the literature. The American Psychological Association (2010) defines resilience as “the 

process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, and even significant 

sources of stress – such as family and relationship problems, serious health problems, or 

workplace and financial stresses.” Masten, Best, and Garmezy (1990) define resilience as ’the 

process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening 

circumstances” (p. 426). Neenan (2009) describes resilience as “a set of flexible cognitive, 
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behavioural and emotional responses to acute or chronic adversities which can be unusual or 

common place” (p. 17). Similarly, Tugade, Fredrickson, and Feldman Barrett (2004) refer to the 

flexibility in response to changing demands and the ability to bounce back from difficult 

experiences as resilience.  

 Metatheory of resilience and resiliency provides an asset-based framework to examine 

strength-based factors of successful first-year college students. Richardson (2002) postulates a 

metatheory of resilience and resiliency as three waves of resiliency inquiry. In the first wave of 

resiliency inquiry, researchers aimed at identifying characteristics of people who overcame 

adversity. Specifically, the first wave of research focused on “phenomenological descriptions of 

resilient qualities of individuals and support systems that predict social and personal success” 

(Richardson, 2002, p. 308). The results included resilient qualities and protective factors that 

helped people “bounce back” from adversity (Richardson, 2002).  

 According to Richardson (2002), “the second wave of resiliency inquiry was a pursuit to 

discover the process of attaining the identified resilient qualities” (p. 308). Researchers aimed at 

identifying the process of coping with adversity in a way in which resilient qualities and 

protective factors are identified and strengthened. Finally, the third wave of resiliency inquiry 

was a multidisciplinary approach resulting in the conceptualization of resilience. Richardson 

(2002) argued individuals have a motivational force that drives them to pursue wisdom, self-

actualization, and altruism. He identified this motivational force as innate resilience. The 

metatheory of resilience and resiliency provides a framework for identifying the resilient 

characteristics of individuals, recognizing the process of acquiring those resilient qualities, and 

discovering the motivational force driving individuals toward self-actualization.      
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 In a meta-analytic study of resilience, Lee et al. (2013) found self-efficacy, positive 

affect, and self-esteem to be strongly correlated with resilience. Southwick and Charney (2012) 

found 10 resilient factors that showed to be effective for dealing with stress: realistic optimism, 

facing fear, moral compass, religion and spirituality, social support, resilient role models, 

physical fitness, brain fitness, cognitive and emotional flexibility, and meaning and purpose.    

Smith, Tooley, Christopher, and Kay (2010) examined resilience in relation to health-related 

measures.  The seminal meaning of resilience as the ability to bounce back from stress, the 

researchers found resilience was related to health-related measures of less negative affect, more 

positive affect, less physical symptoms, and less perceived stress (Smith et al., 2010).  

 First year in college is marked by numerous stressful challenges, and many students 

struggle to bounce back or recover from the stress and challenges of their freshmen year. They 

are not able to successfully adapt to the college environment. Resiliency is critical for academic 

success among first-year college students. School counselors, college counselors, and educators 

can utilize the resiliency paradigm as a comprehensive model for developing resiliency building 

strategies and interventions to help first-year students. More importantly, understanding the 

impact of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience on academic achievement has the 

potential to assist school counselors, college counselors, educators, and college administrators in 

developing strategies that can help improve performance levels and increase the retention rates 

of college freshmen.    

Chapter Summary 

 The intention of this study was to examine the relationship among strength-based, non-

cognitive factors and their effect on academic achievement of college freshmen. An examination 

of the related literature concerns the current study and provides a context for the study. 
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Additionally, this chapter pointed to the need for research in order to facilitate further 

exploration of non-cognitive strength-based factors of first-year college students.  
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CHAPTER III: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship among three strength-based 

factors potentially contributing to academic success of first-year college students enrolled in a 

Hispanic-serving institution. The researcher examined how achievement motivation, hope, and 

resilience  predicted academic achievement as defined by grade point average. Additionally, the 

relationships among strength-based factors were examined. Finally, the researcher investigated 

differences in the confluence of these factors by gender and ethnicity. 

Research Questions 

 The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What is the relationship between first-year students’ achievement motivation and their 

academic performance as defined by grade point average? 

2. What is the relationship between first-year students’ hope and their academic success as 

defined by grade point average?  

3. What is the relationship between first-year students’ resilience and their academic 

success as defined by grade point average?  

4. To what extent do achievement motivation, as measured by the Achievement Motivation 

Survey; hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale; and resilience, as measured by 

the Brief Resilience Scale, of first-year college students in a Hispanic-serving institution 

predict academic achievement? 

5. To what extent is there a difference in achievement motivation, as measured by the 

Achievement Motivation Survey, of first-year college students based on gender? 

6. To what extent is there a difference in hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale, 

of first-year college students based on gender? 



	  

          	  31 

7. To what extent is there a difference in resilience, as measured by the Brief Resilience 

Scale, of first-year college students based on gender?  

8. To what extent is there a difference in achievement motivation, as measured by the 

Achievement Motivation Survey, of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

9. To what extent is there a difference in hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale, 

of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

10. To what extent is there a difference in resilience, as measured by the Brief Resilience 

Scale, of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

Research Design 

 The quantitative study employed an exploratory non-experimental, correlational design. 

A correlation analysis was used to examine the nature and strength of the relationship between 

independent variables and the dependent variable (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). In 

addition, correlation analysis can be utilized to determine the predictive power of the 

independent variables on the dependent variable (Cohen et al., 2003). Specifically, the study was 

predictive in nature in which three nonacademic, strength-based factors, achievement motivation, 

hope, and resilience, were used to explain variation in academic achievement of first-year 

college students. Quantitative data were collected and analyzed to answer the research questions 

and gain insight into variables contributing to student success.   

Participant Selection 

 The study was conducted at a public four-year Hispanic serving institution in South 

Texas with approximately 9,000 undergraduate students enrolled at the start of the 2013-2014 

academic year. The undergraduate student population was predominantly composed of 

Caucasian and Hispanic students, accounting for 39.77% and 46.31% of the population, 
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respectively. Participants were college students enrolled in a First Year Seminar (FYS) course in 

a First Year Learning Communities Program (FYLCP). The university required first-year college 

students to enroll in a seminar class designed to help meet their academic and social needs and 

successfully transition from high school to college. Participants were recruited by their seminar 

instructor during their scheduled First Year Seminar (FYS) class. All instructors in the First Year 

Learning Communities Program (FYLCP) had the opportunity to solicit students in their 

respective classes. The instructors were contacted via the listserv used in the FYLCP for seminar 

instructors only. Seminar instructors willing to seek volunteer participation from students were 

provided with the necessary demographic forms, consent forms, and instruments.  

 Non-probability convenience sampling was used to select participants as the researcher 

relied on voluntary participation from first-year students easily accessible to the researcher. 

Sample size was based on an a priori power analysis conducted using G*Power 3.1 software 

utilizing the minimum level of power considered adequate of 0.80 (Cohen, 1988). The analysis 

yielded a target sample size of approximately 48 participants, an adequate sample size for 

sufficient power in a multiple regression analysis (Wampold & Freund, 1987). The actual 

number of participants in the study was 175 first-year students. Fifty percent of the participants 

were Hispanic (87), thirty-three percent were Caucasian (57), ten percent were African-

American (18), and the remaining seven percent of the participants were Asian (5), American 

Indian or Alaskan Native (2), and Other (6). The participants ranged in age from 18-23 years old, 

with the exception of one participant being age 26 years old.   
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Measures	  

Achievement Motivation Survey 

 The Achievement Motivation Survey (Smith, 1972) assesses achievement thinking and 

behavior and achievement motivation levels in relation to school, employment, family, 

community, and leisure time situations. The Achievement Motivation Survey is a 48-item, self-

report assessment in which respondents indicate on a 5-point Likert scale to what degree they 

found each statement to be true about them using a response scale ranging from 0 = “Never” to 4 

= “Always.”   

The first 27 items assess achievement motivation levels in specific contexts: seven items 

apply to a school environment, seven items to a place of employment, five items to family, three 

items to community, and five items to leisure activities. The other 21 items assess achievement 

cognition and behavior aimed at measuring an individual’s need to achieve and persistence in 

striving for success. An overall mean score for achievement motivation is calculated by dividing 

the total score by 48, the number of items on the instrument.  Scores can range from 0-192, with 

higher scores representing higher levels achievement motivation.    

Fundamental to the Achievement Motivation Survey is McClelland’s achievement 

motivation theory, which identifies three learned motivators all individuals have: a need for 

achievement, a need for affiliation, and a need for power (McClelland, 1961). McClelland 

defines achievement motivation as “the need to perform well or the striving for success, 

evidenced by persistence and effort in the face of difficulties” (1961, p. 36). The items on the 

Achievement Motivation Scale assess relevant aspects of the conceptual domain of achievement 

motivation as defined by McClelland; therefore, content validity has been established. Content 

validity is particularly important for achievement tests to ensure the items tap into the various 
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aspects of the specific construct the assessment is intended to measure (Sapp, 2006). In addition, 

a pilot study is in progress to validate the Achievement Motivation Survey.  

Adult Trait Hope Scale 

 The Adult Trait Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991) measures a person’s level of hope based 

on goal-directed thinking. The 12-item, self-report scale consists of two subscales: the Pathways 

subscale and the Agency subscale each comprised of 4 items with 4 remaining distracter items 

not scored. Fundamental to the Adult Trait Hope Scale is Snyder’s hope theory, which identifies 

two goal-appraisal components: pathways and agency (Babyak, Snyder, & Yoshinobu, 1993). 

Pathways thinking reflects an individual’s belief he or she can generate successful strategies to 

achieve his or her goals, and agency thinking indicates an individual’s motivation to pursue his 

or her goals (Snyder et al., 1991).  

 Respondents use an 8-point Likert scale to indicate the degree they found each item best 

describes them. Responses range from 1 = “Definitely False” to 8 = “Definitely True.”     

An overall score for hope is calculated by adding the scores on the two subscales, the Pathways 

subscale and the Agency subscale. Scores can range from 8 to 64, with higher scores 

representing higher levels of hope.    

 Research demonstrated internal reliability of the Adult Trait Hope Scale with Cronbach 

alphas ranging from .74 to .84 (Snyder et al., 1991). Additionally, Snyder et al. (1991) 

established test-retest reliability reporting correlations of .80 or higher at intervals of 10 weeks or 

more. Using principal components exploratory factor analysis (Snyder et al., 1991) and 

confirmatory factor analysis (Babyak, Snyder, & Yoshinobu, 1993), the two-factor model of 

hope (pathways and agency) was confirmed.  
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 Furthermore, Snyder et al. (1991) determined concurrent validity of the Adult Trait Hope 

Scale by examining other instruments measuring similar concepts such as optimism and self-

esteem. Snyder et al. (1991) found Scheier and Carver’s Life Orientation Test (LOT), an 

instrument used to measure optimism, correlated 0.60 to 0.50 with the Adult Trait Hope Scale. 

Additionally, the Adult Trait Hope Scale correlated 0.58 with Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale 

(Snyder et al., 1991).  Snyder et al. (1991) found the Adult Trait Hope Scale negatively 

correlated with scales measuring concepts considered the opposite of hope such as hopelessness 

and depression. The Adult Trait Hope Scale correlated -0.51 with the Hopelessness Scale and  

-0.42 with the Beck Depression Inventory (Synder et al., 1991).  

Brief Resilience Scale 

  The Brief Resilience Scale (Smith et al., 2008) assesses resilience as the ability to bounce 

back or recover from difficult or stressful situations. The Brief Resilience Scale is a 6-item self-

report scale in which respondents rate the degree to which they agree with an item using a 5-

point Likert scale. Responses range from 1 = “Strongly Disagree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree.” A 

total scale score for resilience is calculated by dividing the total score by 6, the number of items 

on the scale.  Scores can range from 6-30, with higher scores indicating higher resilience.    

 Smith et al. (2008) reported good internal consistency for the Brief Resilience Scale. 

Based on scores across four different samples, the Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient ranged 

from 0.80 to 0.91 (Smith et al., 2008). Additionally, test-retest reliability was moderate with a 1-

month test-retest reliability coefficient of 0.69 and a 3-month test-retest reliability coefficient of 

0.62. Smith et al. (2008) assessed convergent validity of the Brief Resilience Scale by examining 

correlations between the Brief Resilience Scale and other instruments. Smith et al. (2008) found 

positive correlations between the Brief Resilience Scale and measures of resilience, optimism, 
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purpose in life, social support, active coping, and positive reframing. Further assessment of 

convergent validity revealed negative correlations between the Brief Resilience Scale and 

measures of pessimism, alexithymia, negative interactions, behavioral disengagement, denial, 

self-blame, perceived stress, anxiety, depression, negative effect, and physical symptoms (Smith 

et al., 2008).  

Demographic Questionnaire  

 The Demographics Sheet was designed to collect data from the participants. The 

participants indicated (1) student identification number, (2) gender, (3) age, (4) racial or ethnic 

category, (5) if attending college Fall 2014, (6) if registered for Fall 2014, and (7) anticipated 

cumulative grade point average at the end of Spring 2014, their first year in college, by range 

categories. In order to protect the privacy of students, the University assigns all incoming first-

year students a unique 9-character number known as their student identification number. The 

student identification number serves as a universal identification during the course of attendance 

and is used to identify a student in lieu of social security number.       

Data Collection Procedure 

 An email was sent to all seminar instructors in the First Year Learning Communities 

Program (FYLCP) via the listserv used in the FYLCP for seminar instructors only. The email 

presented the research opportunity and included a brief explanation and purpose of the study, 

description of eligible participants, and a request for seminar instructors in the FYCLP to solicit 

students to participate in the study. Seminar instructors willing to seek volunteer participation 

from students were provided with the necessary demographic forms, consent forms, and 

instruments.  
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 Participants completed a consent form, demographic questionnaire, the Achievement 

Motivation Survey, the Adult Trait Hope Scale, and the Brief Resilience Scale. The consent form 

included a brief explanation of the research project, purpose of the study, potential risks, possible 

benefits, privacy and confidentiality issues, and the researcher’s contact information. The 

predictor variables for this study were measured by the scores on the Achievement Motivation 

Survey, Adult Trait Hope Scale, and the Brief Resilience Scale, and data collection of these 

variables concluded on May 6, 2014.  

 The criterion variable of cumulative grade point average (GPA) at the end of the Spring 

2014 semester was collected via university records as a measure of academic achievement. 

Due to the need to match the participants’ scores on the instruments with their grade point 

averages, code numbers that could be linked to identifying information were included on the 

instruments. An email was sent to the Registrar’s Office with a list of the participants’ student 

identification numbers on June 10, 2014 requesting cumulative grade point averages. The 

cumulative grade point averages for all participants were received on August 22, 2014.  

Data Analysis 

 Microsoft Excel and IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 22.0 were 

used for the purpose of data entry, manipulation, and analysis. Additionally, SPSS was used to 

conduct a multiple regression (MR), a correlational procedure used to examine the nature and 

strength of the relationships between predictor variables and a criterion variable (Urdan, 2010). 

Prior to the data analyses, data were screened for clerical entry errors and missing data. In 

addition, model assumptions for normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity were checked. 

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize and organize the data.    
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 To examine the relationship among achievement motivation, hope, and resilience of first-

year college students at a regional public four-year university in South Texas and determine if 

these predictor variables combine to predict the criterion variable of academic achievement, a 

multiple regression was conducted. A standard multiple regression was used to identify 

predictors of academic achievement using a dependent variable and three independent variables. 

The scores on the Achievement Motivation Survey, Adult Trait Hope Scale, and the Brief 

Resilience Scale were used as predictor variables, and cumulative grade point average was used 

as the criterion variable. Multiple regression procedures are widely used in nonexperimental 

research due to their flexibility (Hoyt, Leierer, & Millington, 2006). The regression equation 

produced by multiple regression predicts academic achievement from the three non-academic 

strength-based factors: achievement motivation, hope, and resilience. 
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 

 This chapter includes the results obtained from utilizing the methodology detailed in the 

preceding chapter. The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship among achievement 

motivation, hope, and resilience and the prediction of academic achievement of first-year 

students at a public four-year university in South Texas. This study employed univariate, 

bivariate, and multivariate statistical techniques. The results are presented in narrative format 

along with all relevant data and tables. This chapter presents a description of the demographic 

profile of participants, descriptive statistics of the variables, and results of data analyses for the 

following research questions:  

1) What is the relationship between first-year students’ achievement motivation and their 

academic performance as defined by grade point average? 

2) What is the relationship between first-year students’ hope and their academic success as 

defined by grade point average?  

3) What is the relationship between first-year students’ resilience and their academic 

success as defined by grade point average?  

4) To what extent do achievement motivation, as measured by the Achievement Motivation 

Survey; hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale; and resilience, as measured by 

the Brief Resilience Scale, of first-year college students in a Hispanic-serving institution 

predict academic achievement? 

5) To what extent is there a difference in achievement motivation, as measured by the 

Achievement Motivation Survey, of first-year college students based on gender? 

6) To what extent is there a difference in hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale, 

of first-year college students based on gender? 
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7) To what extent is there a difference in resilience, as measured by the Brief Resilience 

Scale, of first-year college students based on gender?  

8) To what extent is there a difference in achievement motivation, as measured by the 

Achievement Motivation Survey, of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

9) To what extent is there a difference in hope, as measured by the Adult Trait Hope Scale, 

of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

10) To what extent is there a difference in resilience, as measured by the Brief Resilience 

Scale, of first-year college students based on ethnicity? 

Participant Demographics 

 First-year college students enrolled in a First Year Seminar (FYS) course in the First 

Year Learning Communities Program (FYLCP) at a regional, public four-year university in 

South Texas participated in this study. Seminar instructors recruited participants in their First 

Year Seminar (FYS) class. Participants completed the Achievement Motivation Survey, the 

Adult Trait Hope Scale, and the Brief Resilience Scale. One hundred seventy-five participants 

completed the surveys. A descriptive analysis was conducted for the demographic variables 

pertaining to gender, ethnicity, and age. The data set consisted of 57.7% (n = 101) females and 

42.3% (n = 74) male participants. Participants identified as 49.7% (n = 87) Hispanic or Latino, 

32.6% (n = 57) Caucasian, 10.3% (n = 18) Black or African-American, and the remaining 7.4% 

(n = 13) Asian, American Indian or Alaskan Native, and Other. The age of the participants 

ranged from 18-23 years old, with the exception of one participant being 26 years old. The 

average age of participants was 18.8 years (SD = .96). Table 1 provides the basic characteristics 

of the study population. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of the Study Population (n=175) 

     n Percent 

Gender 

   

 

Male 74 42.3% 

 

Female 101 57.7% 

Ethnicity 

   

 

American Indian or Alaska 

Native 2 1.1% 

 

Asian 5 2.9% 

 

Black or African American 18 10.3% 

 

Caucasian  57 32.6% 

 

Hispanic or Latino 87 49.7% 

 

Other 6 3.4% 

Age 18 61 34.9% 

 

19 102 58.3% 

 

20 6 3.4% 

 

21 2 1.1% 

 

22 1 0.6% 

 

23 2 1.1% 

  26 1 0.6% 
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Data Preparation 

 Each participant completed a demographic form, Achievement Motivation Survey, Adult 

Trait Hope Scale, and the Brief Resilience Scale. Demographic and survey data were entered into 

the IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 22.0. Upon entering all data, 

appropriate reverse coding was performed on all negatively keyed items. Before conducting 

analyses, data were screened for accuracy and relevance. Frequency tables were generated for all 

responses and ranges were used to identify any improbable scores across all variables. All scores 

were within the appropriate range between the minimum and maximum score of each scale. In 

addition, data were evaluated for missing or invalid values. There were no missing data. 

Preliminary Analysis 

 Three instruments were used to measure the predictor variables, the Achievement 

Motivation Scale, the Adult Trait Hope Scale, and the Brief Resilience Scale. A descriptive 

analysis was conducted for the predictor variables and criterion variable of the study. Descriptive 

statistics for the scales are presented in Table 2.  

The achievement motivation score on the Achievement Motivation Scale is indicative of 

achievement thinking and behavior and achievement motivation levels in relation to school, 

employment, family, community, and leisure time situations. The achievement motivation scores 

range from 0-192, with higher scores representing higher levels of achievement motivation. The 

mean achievement motivation score for this sample was  M = 126.56 (SD = 25.50).   

The hope score on the Adult Trait Scale reflects a person’s level of hope based on goal-

directed thinking.  Hope scores range from 8 to 64, with higher scores representing higher levels 

of hopeful thinking. The mean hope score for this sample was  M = 53.42 (SD = 6.32). The 

resilience score on the Brief Resilience Scale represents the ability to bounce back or recover 
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from difficult or stressful situations. The resilience scores range from 6-30, with higher scores 

indicating a greater ability to bounce back or recover from difficult experiences. The mean score 

for resilience in this sample was  M = 21.66 (SD = 3.99).  The mean score for academic 

achievement was measured by cumulative GPA at the end of the first year of college.  For this 

study the academic mean score was  M = 2.8 (SD = 0.73) on a four-point system of grading.  

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics of the Independent and Dependent Variables 

   Minimum Maximum Mean SD 

Achievement Motivation 67 192 126.56 25.49 

     Hope 32 64 53.42 6.32 

     Resilience 11 30 21.66 3.99 

     Cumulative GPA 0 4 2.80 0.73 

     Statistical Analyses 

 A series of zero-ordered correlation coefficients and regression analysis were employed 

to evaluate relationships between and among the independent and dependent variables. 

Correlation coefficients calculated using the criterion and predictor variables were examined. 

Statistically significant correlations were found in this study. The following guidelines for 

interpreting correlation coefficients were utilized: 0.50 is large, 0.30 is moderate, and 0.10 is 

small (Cohen, 1988). Positive correlations were found between and among the independent 

variables, achievement motivation, hope, and resilience, and the dependent variable, academic 

achievement as measured by cumulative GPA. Results demonstrated a moderate, positive 
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correlation between cumulative GPA and achievement motivation (r = 0.29). Furthermore, small 

positive correlations were found between cumulative GPA and hope 

(r = 0.19) and resilience (r = 0.15). Correlations are reported in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Zero-Ordered Correlation Matrix among Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

  

Cumulative 

GPA 

Achievement 

Motivation Hope Resilience 

Cumulative GPA ---- 0.29* 0.19* 0.15* 

     Achievement Motivation 

 

---- 0.61* 0.22* 

     Hope 

  

---- 0.38* 

     Resilience       ---- 

*p < 0.05 

     A standard multiple regression analysis was performed between cumulative grade point 

averages and achievement motivation, hope, and resilience scores. Alpha level was set at 0.05. 

Assumptions were tested by examining normal probability plots of residuals and scatter diagrams 

of residuals versus predicted residuals. No violations of normality, linearity, or homoscedasticity 

of residuals were detected. In addition, box plots revealed no evidence of outliers.  

 Regression analysis revealed that the model significantly predicted academic 

achievement as measured by cumulative GPA, F(3, 171) = 5.97, p = .001. R2 for the model was 

0.10, and adjusted R2 was 0.08. This indicates that 8% of the variance in cumulative GPA was 

explained by the model. According to Cohen (1988), this is a small effect. Table 4 displays the 
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unstandardized regression coefficients (B), intercept, and standardized regression coefficients (β) 

for each variable.  

 In terms of individual relationships between the independent variables and cumulative 

GPA, achievement motivation (t = 3.17, p = .002) significantly predicted cumulative GPA, 

uniquely accounting for approximately 5.3% of the variance. Nearly 92% of the predicted model 

was accounted for by achievement motivation, rs = 0.96.  

 Hope (t = -0.32, p = .746) was not significant and uniquely only accounted for less than 

1% of the variance. Similarly, resilience (t = 1.25, p = .212) was not significant and uniquely 

only accounted for less than 1% of the variance. Power was sufficient for this study, 1 - β > .95; 

given the sample size of n = 175, statistical significance would be detected for small effects 

sizes, R2 > 0.06. Results of this regression analysis are reported in Table 4.   

Table 4 

Multiple Regression Results for Academic Achievement (Cumulative GPA) 

    B SE B β t p sr2 rs 

Achievement Motivation 0.01 0.00 0.29 3.17 0.002 0.05 0.96 

        Hope -0.00 0.01 -0.03 -0.32 0.746 0.00 0.60 

        Resilience 0.02 0.01 0.10 1.25 0.212 0.01 0.49 

*p < 0.05 

        Independent-samples t tests were conducted to examine differences in achievement 

motivation, hope, and resilience of first-year college students based on gender. Alpha level was 

set at 0.05. Assumptions were tested by examining box plots and Lavene’s test for equality of 

variances. No violations of normality, linearity, or homogeneity of variance were detected.  
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 No significant differences were found between males (M = 127.53, SD = 26.11) and 

females (M = 125.85, SD = 25.15) in terms of achievement motivation, t (173) = .43, p = 0.67. 

Additionally, no significant differences were found between males (M = 54.11, SD = 5.51) and 

females (M = 52.92, SD = 6.84) in terms of hope, t (173) = 1.23, p = 0.22. Similarly, no 

significant differences were found between males (M = 22.19, SD = 3.80) and females (M = 

21.28, SD = 4.09) in terms of resilience, t (173) = 1.50, p = 0.14. Results of these independent-

samples t tests are reported in Table 5.      

Table 5 

Results of t-tests and Descriptive Statistics Achievement Motivation, Hope, and Resilience by Sex 

    Male       Female       

  M SD n   M SD n t p 

Achievement Motivation 127.53 26.11 74 

 

125.85 25.15 101 0.43 0.67 

          Hope 54.11 5.51 74 

 

52.92 6.84 101 1.23 0.22 

          Resilience 22.19 3.80 74   21.28 4.09 101 1.50 0.14 

*p < 0.05 

          Furthermore, independent-samples t tests were conducted to examine differences in 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience of first-year college students based on ethnicity. 

Alpha level was set at 0.05. Assumptions were tested by examining box plots and Lavene’s test 

for equality of variances. No violations of normality, linearity, or homogeneity of variance were 

detected.  

 No significant differences were found between Caucasians (M = 123.93, SD = 25.68) and 

Hispanics (M = 126.66, SD = 24.05) in terms of achievement motivation, t (142) = -0.65, p = 
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0.52. Additionally, no significant differences were found between Caucasians (M = 52.79, SD = 

6.07) and Hispanics (M = 53.49, SD = 6.58) in terms of hope, t (142) = -0.65, p = 0.52. Similarly, 

no significant differences were found between Caucasians (M = 21.98, SD = 4.19) and Hispanics 

(M = 21.20, SD = 3.71) in terms of resilience, t (142) = 1.18, p = 0.24. Results of these 

independent-samples t tests are reported in Table 6.     

Table 6 

Results of t-tests and Descriptive Statistics Achievement Motivation,  

   Hope, and Resilience by Ethnicity 

            Caucasian       Hispanic       

  M SD n   M SD n t p 

Achievement Motivation 123.93 25.68 57 

 

126.66 24.05 87 -0.65 0.52 

          Hope 52.79 6.07 57 

 

53.49 6.58 87 -0.65 0.52 

          Resilience 21.98 4.19 57   21.20 3.71 87 1.18 0.24 

*p < 0.05 

         Chapter Summary 

 Based on survey responses of one hundred seventy-five first-year college students, 

various analyses were used to answer the research questions. The study explored the role of three 

independent variables in predicting academic achievement of first-year students enrolled at a 

public four-year university in South Texas. Univariate analyses were performed to present the 

demographic profile of participants and descriptive statistics of the variables. Bivariate analyses 

were conducted to explore correlation coefficients for all variables. Furthermore, independent-

samples t tests were conducted to examine differences in achievement motivation, hope, and 
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resilience of first-year college students based on gender, and no significant differences were 

found between males and females. Similarly, independent-samples t tests were conducted to 

examine differences in achievement motivation, hope, and resilience of first-year college 

students based on ethnicity, and no significant differences were found between Caucasians and 

Hispanics.  

 Additionally, multivariate analyses were conducted to determine the best linear 

combination of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience for predicting academic 

achievement as measured by cumulative GPA. This combination of variables significantly 

predicted cumulative GPA, F(3, 171) = 5.97, p = .001, with achievement motivation significantly 

contributing to the prediction. The final chapter contains a discussion of these results.  
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

 This chapter includes an overview of the findings of this study and describes how the  

results relate to existing literature. Limitations to this study, implications for school counselors, 

college counselors, counselor educators, and educators and recommendations for future research 

are also discussed.   

 One of the most challenging life transitions many people experience is the transition from 

high school to college (Conley, 2007). The first year of college continues to be the most critical 

period in students’ academic careers in which they are more likely to terminate their 

postsecondary education. The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship among 

several strength-based, non-cognitive factors that contribute to academic success. The researcher 

explored how achievement motivation, hope, and resilience predicted academic achievement as 

measured by cumulative GPA at the end of the first year of college for students enrolled in a 

South Texas Hispanic-serving institution. This research is part of a larger body of literature 

focused on identifying factors, processes, and relationships which contribute to improving 

academic achievement of first-year college students. More specifically, this study advanced the 

research of nonacademic strength-based factors contributing to successful transition and 

adaptation to college.  

Discussion of Results 

 One hundred and seventy-five first-year college students completed the Achievement 

Motivation Survey, the Adult Trait Hope Scale, and the Brief Resilience Scale. Participants were 

recruited from First Year Seminar courses at a public university in South Texas. Males 

represented a smaller proportion of the sample (n = 74) than females (n = 101). Univariate, 

bivariate, and multivariate analyses were designed to examine the relationship among 
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achievement motivation, hope, and resilience and how these strength-based factors impact the 

academic success of first-year college students.     

 Research questions one through three focused on the relationship between each predictor 

variable and the criterion variable. Composite means and standard deviations were computed for 

each of the predictor variables: achievement motivation, hope, and resilience. The data were 

analyzed using a series of zero-ordered correlation coefficients to determine if associations 

between and among the predictor variables and the criterion variable existed. Furthermore, data 

were analyzed using t-test computations to determine if each individual predictor significantly 

predicted academic achievement as measured by cumulative GPA.   

 Research question four was the overarching research question guiding this study: To what 

extent do achievement motivation, as measured by the Achievement Motivation Survey (AMS); 

hope, as measured by the Adult Hope Scale (ADS); and resilience, as measured by the Brief 

Resilience Scale (BRS), of first-year college students in a Hispanic-serving institution predict 

academic achievement?  The data were analyzed using standard multiple regression to determine 

the best linear combination of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience for predicting 

academic achievement as measured by cumulative GPA. 

 Finally, research questions five through ten focused on examining the influence of 

student demographic data on achievement motivation, hope, and resilience among first-year 

college students. Independent-samples t tests were conducted to examine differences in 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience of first-year college students between males and 

females and Hispanics and Caucasians.  
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The Predicted Model 

 The standard regression model indicated that achievement motivation, hope, and 

resilience significantly predicted cumulative GPA. Although the results of this study suggest 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience collectively predict academic achievement as 

measured by cumulative GPA of first-year college students, achievement motivation seems to be 

the most influential component that predicts cumulative GPA accounting for nearly 92% of the 

predicted model.  

 Extant literature is limited related to the examination of the relationship among 

achievement motivation, hope, and resilience and how they combine to predict academic 

achievement. The results of this study addressed the gap in the literature, supported existing 

theory, and contributed to the current limited knowledge base.  

Demographic Variables 

 The researcher held initial expectations that differences in achievement motivation, hope, 

and resilience would exist between males and females and Caucasians and Hispanics. 

Specifically, the researcher expected males would display higher levels of achievement 

motivation, hope, and resilience than females. Similarly, the researcher expected Caucasians 

would display higher levels of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience than Hispanics. The 

researcher speculated social and cultural factors could be among possible explanations for the 

differences. Independent-samples t tests did not reveal statistically significant group differences 

in the levels of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience based on gender and ethnicity. 

Consequently, the researcher’s initial expectations that group differences in achievement 

motivation, hope, and resilience would exist were not supported by the results of this study.  
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 Studies exploring the role of demographic influences on achievement motivation and 

academic achievement have produced mixed results. Kaushik and Rani (2005) found no 

significant difference in achievement motivation between male and female students. Liu and Zhu 

(2009) reported males have higher levels of achievement motivation than females in a study of 

278 high school seniors. On the other hand, Shekhar and Devi (2012) found females have higher 

levels of achievement motivation than males among undergraduate college students. Glenn and 

Van Wert (2010) found males are less likely to persist to and graduate from college.    

 Some studies suggest ethnicity is a factor in academic success (Fischer, 2007; Gloria, 

Castellanos, Lopez, & Rosales, 2005). In areas of college enrollment, persistence, and 

completion, Carey (2005) found Hispanic students lag behind other minority students. Fischer 

(2007) posited that potential disadvantages for minorities include that they are more likely to be 

first-generation college students, from low socioeconomic status backgrounds, and attend a 

predominantly nonminority campus.  

Achievement Motivation  

 McClelland’s (1961) achievement motivation theory indicates individuals with high 

levels of need for achievement (nAch) direct their behavior toward finding ways to achieve 

success and are persistent in their efforts. Wigfield and Eccles’ (2000) expectancy-value theory 

of achievement motivation explains how individuals’ expectancies and values influence their 

achievement choice, performance, and persistence. In this study, achievement motivation proved 

to be statistically significant in predicting cumulative GPA, suggesting that a higher level of 

achievement motivation contributes to a higher cumulative GPA at the end of the first year of 

college. This finding supports the existing theories on achievement motivation (Eccles & 

Wigfield, 2002; McClelland, 1961; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) and is consistent with prior studies 
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(Wigfield et al., 2006; Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007; Friedman & Mandel, 2010; Bong, 2001) that 

provide evidence of a strong relationship between students’ motivation and academic 

achievement and found a similar construct, academic expectancy motivation, significantly 

predicted cumulative GPA at the end of the first year of college.       

 Most germane to this study, achievement motivation uniquely accounted for 

approximately 5.3% of the variance in cumulative GPA. McClelland argued that achievement 

needs are learned. McClelland’s (1961) research has been fundamental to the development of 

achievement motivation training programs emphasizing achievement thinking and action 

strategies often associated with high achieving individuals. Several studies have been conducted 

on achievement motivation training programs implemented to increase the need to achieve in 

students, more specifically achievement motivation training programs designed to introduce and 

encourage achievement thinking and action strategies in students.    

 In a study by Ryals (1975), eighth and tenth grade students participating in achievement 

motivation training showed improvements in mathematics, English, and social studies over the 

course of the school year. deCharms (1972) found fifth through seventh grade students in an 

achievement motivation program scored at or above grade norms, while students not 

participating in an achievement motivation program tended to fall below expected grade levels. 

Cueva (2006) determined first, second, third, and fourth grade students not only understood 

achievement thinking and achievement behaviors, but they were able to apply the knowledge 

gained from an achievement motivation training program in their school setting.  

 Furthermore, high school students participating in achievement motivation training 

programs demonstrated increased levels of internal control and significant change in 

achievement motivation levels (Lopez, 2008; Smith, 1973). Elias and Rahman (1994) determined 
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university students receiving achievement motivation training displayed a significant increase in 

the affective and cognitive aspects of achievement motivation. These studies illustrate the 

effectiveness of achievement motivation training programs in primary, secondary, and post-

secondary educational institutions, specifically, achievement motivation training programs 

grounded in McClelland’s achievement motivation theory.       

 Hope 

 A small, positive correlation was found between hope and cumulative GPA; however, in 

this study hope was not found to be a significant predictor of academic achievement as measured 

by cumulative GPA. According to Snyder’s (1994; 2002) hope theory, hope allows students to 

set goals they believe to be valuable, develop specific strategies to reach those goals, and find the 

motivation to pursue those goals. Numerous studies have found evidence supporting Snyder’s 

hope theory and illustrating strong relationships between hope and various aspects of students’ 

lives including academic achievement, athletic achievement, psychological adjustment, 

scholastic and social competence, and greater problem-solving abilities (Snyder, 2002; Lopez et 

al., 2009: Curry et al., 1997; Onwuegbuzie, 1999; Chang, 1998). Furthermore, Snyder et al., 

(2002) found freshmen with higher hope scores had higher cumulative GPAs when controlling 

for college entrance exam scores.   

Resilience 

 A small, positive correlation was found between resilience and cumulative GPA; 

however, resilience was not found to be a significant predictor of academic achievement as 

measured by cumulative GPA. Extant research on the relationship between resilience and 

achievement motivation is not salient in the literature. However, studies have found resilience to 

be highly correlated with self-efficacy, positive affect, and self-esteem (Lee et al., 2013). 
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Additionally, specific resilient qualities have been found to be effective for dealing with stress 

(Southwick & Charney, 2012). These studies highlight the three waves of resiliency inquiry 

postulated by Richardson’s (2002) metatheory of resilience: identifying resilient qualities, the 

process of acquiring those resilient qualities, and the motivational force driving individuals 

toward self-actualization.   

Implications 

  First-year college student enrollment continues to increase annually. However, retention 

rates remain alarmingly low with as many as one in three first-year students not coming back for 

their sophomore year. Retention rates continue to warrant the attention of researchers including 

counselors and higher education officials. Research aimed at identifying nonacademic, strength-

based factors that predict academic achievement can help first-year college students successfully 

make the transition from high school to college.  

 The results of this study have implications for educators, school counselors, college 

counselors, and counselor educators by adding to the limited body of knowledge on the strength-

based factors of achievement motivation, hope, and resilience and their effects on academic 

achievement. Understanding the impact of nonacademic factors on academic achievement could 

perhaps lead to the development of strategies that can be utilized to help improve the 

performance and increase the retention of college freshmen. Educators and school counselors 

working with students in primary and secondary grades are expected to address issues related to 

student achievement, performance, motivation, and attrition. Educators and school counselors 

can better position themselves to implement interventions that can increase achievement 

motivation and improve performance of students. More specifically, educators and school 

counselors can utilize achievement motivation training as a program intervention.  
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 McClelland (1961) posited the development of achievement motivation begins early in 

life. An achievement motivation training program based on McClelland’s achievement 

motivation theory consists of introducing the achievement thoughts characteristic of high 

achieving individuals, focusing on the action strategies common among individuals with high 

levels of achievement, and preparing the participants to set goals and monitor their progress 

towards those goals. Achievement motivation training programs can be implemented in 

elementary and secondary schools in order to introduce achievement thinking and action 

strategies designed to increase achievement motivation in children. Furthermore, postsecondary 

educators can implement achievement motivation training programs designed to teach 

achievement thoughts and action strategies through planning, goal setting, and motivational 

games.  

 Based on research cited in this study supporting the efficacy of achievement motivation 

training programs and demonstrating improvements in students’ levels of achievement and 

performance in school (deCharms, 1972; Ryals, 1975; Lopez, 2008; Smith, 1973), achievement 

motivation training programs should be implemented in an effort to increase students’ need to 

achieve and academic achievement. An achievement motivation training program can be 

structured for a classroom setting. The literature demonstrates teachers have been trained in 

using achievement motivation training programs and have successfully implemented these 

programs within their classrooms in elementary and secondary schools and postsecondary 

institutions (Cueva, 2006; Elias & Rahman, 1994; Lopez, 2008; Smith, 1973). Programming for 

first-year college students could include an achievement motivation training program during 

their first semester in college.  
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 One way to provide an effective achievement motivation training program is to 

implement it in three phases. Such a program would include interactive lessons with lecture, 

cooperative learning group activities, motivational games, and exercises (Smith, 1973). 

Furthermore, the program would include goal-setting, decision-making, action strategies, and 

personal responsibility and risk-taking opportunities for students. Using this protocol, instructors 

would introduce the achievement motivation program and inform students of the training 

objective which is to strengthen their need for achievement. The first few weeks of the program 

would focus on teaching achievement thoughts identified by McClelland as the thought 

processes often demonstrated by high achievers: achievement imagery (AI), competition with 

others (CO), competition with self (CS), unique accomplishments (UA), long-term involvement 

(LTI), need (N), action (ACT), hope of success (HOS), fear of failure (FOF), success feelings 

(SF), failure feelings (FF), world obstacles (WO), personal obstacles (PO), and help (H) (Smith, 

2011). Instructors would introduce and teach the achievement thoughts in the first four weekly 

sessions utilizing experiential activities, visual rhetoric illustrating achievement thoughts, stories 

containing achievement thoughts, and group discussion (Lopez, 2008; Smith, 1973). An 

achievement motivation training program for first-year college students modeled after programs 

which have been successfully implemented with adults, adolescents, and children (Cueva, 2006; 

Elias & Rahman, 1994; Lopez, 2008; Smith, 1973) would proceed as follows:  

 Session one:   

a) Introduction to achievement motivation training program 

b) Students are informed of the training program objective 

c) Introduction to achievement thoughts of high achievers 

d) Discussion  
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 Session two: 

a) Discussion of research studies on achievement motivation and characteristics 

of individuals with high achievement motivation 

b) Continue introduction to achievement thoughts of high achievers 

c) Experiential activity  

d) Discussion  

 Session three:  

a) Students review achievement thoughts 

b) Analyze visual representations of achievement thoughts  

c) Writing prompt for students to write reflections in journal 

 Session four:  

a) Students review achievement thoughts 

b) Motivational games 

c) Discussion: students provide personal examples illustrating their experiences 

of achievement thoughts in past situations 

d) Writing prompt for students to write reflections in journal 

 In the next phase of the program, instructors would focus on the action strategies 

identified by McClelland as the behavioral characteristics of high achieving individuals: 

moderate risk taking (MRT), use of immediate concrete feedback to modify goals (ICF), 

personal responsibility (PR), and researching the environment (RE) (Smith, 2011). During this 

phase of the achievement motivation training program, instructors would provide opportunities 

for students’ practical application of the knowledge gained in the first four sessions of the 

program. An outline of the next four sessions of the program follows:  
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 Session five: 

a) Introduction of the four action strategies of high achievers 

b) Discussion of case studies and examples of high achieving individuals 

c) Writing prompt for students to write reflections in journal 

 Session six: 

a) Students review action strategies 

b) Decision-making group activity 

c) Writing prompt for students to write reflections in journal 

 Session seven: 

a) Students review action strategies  

b) Introduction to action game – Origami game  

c) Writing prompt for students to write reflections in journal 

 Session eight: 

a) Students play Origami game 

b) Students document achievement thoughts and behaviors and action strategies 

used in the game 

c) Discussion  

 The final phase of the achievement motivation training program would focus on planning 

and goal setting. Instructors would provide students with the opportunity to develop a personal 

action plan that will help students make a successful transition to college and achieve academic 

success. Phase three of the achievement motivation training program would include the 

following sessions: 

 Session nine: 
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a) Students complete two activities: Who Am I exercise to increase the students’ 

self-awareness and Real and Ideal Self exercise to identify areas where 

discrepancies exist between the students’ real selves and their ideal selves 

b) Discussion  

c) Writing prompt for students to write reflections in journal 

 Session ten: 

a) Students identify areas needing improvement based on activities from 

previous session 

b) Students set specific, measurable goals  

 Session eleven: 

a) Students evaluate their progress towards their goals  

b) Discuss challenges encountered and strategies utilized to overcome challenges 

c) Motivational speaker 

 Session twelve: 

a) Students develop a personal action plan for finishing their first year in college 

successfully 

b) Students identify achievement thoughts and behaviors and action strategies 

they will utilize to increase achievement motivation  

c) Discussion  

 Use of such a program could help instructors teach first-year college students 

achievement thoughts and action strategies identified by McClelland as thought processes and 

behavioral characteristics of high achieving individuals. Students may gain knowledge of 

achievement motivation thinking by applying the knowledge in case studies, experiential 
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activities, and games. Additionally, students may set specific goals and develop a personal action 

plan to help them achieve academic success in their first year of college. Finally, instructors 

would have the opportunity to provide feedback throughout the achievement motivation training 

program. Flexibility and careful evaluation is essential during and after each session to help the 

instructors develop the most effective program for their students (Smith, 1973).  

 This study indicates that college performance and retention are influenced by non-

academic factors such as achievement motivation, hope, and resilience. Specifically, these 

findings can help educators, school counselors, and college counselors in their efforts to improve 

the transition from high school to college and the academic success of first-year college students 

by providing an effective framework of success they can utilize to develop effective programs 

consisting of manufacturing achievement motivation, fostering hope, and teaching resilience. 

College counselors can draw on these findings when working with first-year college students. 

College counselors can utilize strategies that foster hope and build resilience in students by 

developing interventions that notice and reinforce qualities that are key to hopeful thinking and 

resilience.  

 Furthermore, counselor education training programs may benefit from the results of this 

study. In the preparation of future counselors, counselor educators can educate counseling 

students about the unique challenges of first-year college students, the attrition rate between the 

first and second year of college, and how interventions focused on strength-based non-cognitive 

factors can help improve retention of college freshmen. Moreover, school and college counselors 

are expected to use evidence-based practices that effectively address student motivation, 

performance, and retention, and counselor educators can draw on these findings to teach best 

practices to future school and college counselors. In addition, college administrators may utilize 
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the results of this study in their efforts to create retention strategies and help first-year college 

students meet the complex challenges of college 

Limitations 

 The present study contributed to the empirical literature on academic achievement of 

first-year college students.  However, the findings from this study may have been impacted by 

certain limitations which may hinder the generalizability of the results. The limitations 

associated with this analysis generally pertain to the sample utilized in the study.  

 First, this study employed a convenience sample of students enrolled in First Year 

Seminar courses in the First Year Learning Communities Program at a regional public four-year 

university in South Texas. Therefore, a limitation of this study is generalizability, as the potential 

for demographic representation to be fairly homogenous exists. In addition, self-reported 

responses on questionnaires and surveys are subject to response bias and increased error in 

reliability and validity. Individual participants may have selected responses that they believed 

were more acceptable or desired regardless of accuracy. Additionally, the researcher assumed 

that individuals responded honestly.  

 In addition, the study is narrowed by concentration on only three of the many 

nonacademic, strength-based factors that might predict academic success: achievement 

motivation, hope, and resilience. The researcher does not imply that the variables under 

investigation in this study are the only valid factors for predicting academic achievement of first-

year college students.  

 Furthermore, an exhaustive review of the literature clearly established pre-college 

variables of high school GPA and scores on college admissions tests as strong predictors of 

academic performance (ACT 2007; Atkinson & Geiser, 2009; Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 
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2012; Kobrin et al., 2008; Rothstein 2004). Richardson, Abraham, and Bond (2012) “refer to 

such established measures of academic potential and cognitive ability as “traditional” correlates 

of GPA to indicate that the incremental predictive utility of other (non-intellective) factors 

should be demonstrated while controlling for these widely used assessments” (p. 354). This 

study did not control for the students’ pre-college variables of high school GPA or scores on 

college entrance exam scores.  

Future Directions of Research 

 Further research is recommended to expand and clarify the findings of this investigation. 

First-year college students face many complex challenges. Additional research on the impact of 

strength-based non-cognitive factors on academic achievement is needed to help students meet 

the academic expectations of college freshmen. Understanding the influence of non-cognitive 

factors and their impact on academic achievement could prove beneficial in developing and 

implementing effective practices for promoting the transition from high school to college.  

  Research studies are recommended to test an implicit assumption in theory and research 

on achievement motivation, hope, and resilience. More importantly, it is recommended that this 

study be replicated, and the effects of confounding variables be minimized by controlling for 

pre-college variables of high school GPA and college entrance exam scores. Furthermore, similar 

studies could consider sampling from several universities as well as obtaining a more ethnically 

and gender diverse representative sample.   

 In this study, a regression analysis revealed that achievement motivation, hope, and 

resilience significantly predicted academic achievement as measured by cumulative GPA at the 

end of the first year of college. Because of the major influence of achievement motivation on the 

predicted model, additional confirmatory studies should be conducted. Further studies that 
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include qualitative designs perhaps could provide a more-in-depth analysis of the academic and 

social stressors faced by first-year college students. 

Conclusions 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship among achievement motivation, 

hope, and resilience on the academic achievement level of first-year college students. The 

Achievement Motivation Survey, the Adult Trait Hope Scale, the Brief Resilience Scale, and 

cumulative GPA were assessed to address the research questions. Although the regression model 

showed that collectively achievement motivation, hope, and resilience significantly predicted 

cumulative GPA, achievement motivation contributed the most weight regarding the  

meaningfulness of this investigation.  

 The results of this study are of value to school counselors, college counselors, counselor 

educators, and educators working with current and future first-year college students. First-year 

college students are not successful simply by being in college; instead, their success requires an 

awareness of factors related to success. Supporting students who are transitioning from high 

school to college requires school counselors and college counselors to focus on factors that seem 

to predict successful outcomes during their first year of college. It is imperative for counselor 

educators expected to teach best practices to their students to utilize research findings as those 

indicated in this investigation and develop strategies that can be used to address issues related to 

student achievement, performance, motivation, and attrition.  
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Appendix B: Consent Form 
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Appendix C: Demographics Sheet 
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Appendix D: Achievement Motivation Survey Sample Items 

 The Achievement Motivation Survey (Smith, 1972) is a 48-item, self-report assessment 

in which respondents indicate on a 5-point Likert scale to what degree they found each statement 

to be true about them using a response scale ranging from 0 = “Never” to 4 = “Always.”  Sample 

items include, “I can keep my mind on a task for a long period of time.”, “I like to undertake 

projects that involve some risk.”, “I finish things that I start.”, and “I like to know how I am 

performing when working on a task.” (Smith, 1972). 
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Appendix E: The Adult Trait Hope Scale Sample Items 

 The Adult Trait Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991) is a 12-item, self-report scale in which 

respondents use an 8-point Likert scale to indicate the degree they found each item best describes 

them. Responses range from 1 = “Definitely False” to 8 = “Definitely True.” Sample items 

include, “I energetically pursue my goals.”, “Even when others get discouraged, I know I can 

find a way to solve the problem.”, “I usually find myself worrying about something.”, and “I 

meet the goals that I set for myself.” (Snyder et al., 1991).     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  

          	  84 

Appendix F: The Brief Resilience Scale Sample Items 

 The Brief Resilience Scale (Smith et al., 2008) is a 6-item self-report scale in which 

respondents rate the degree to which they agree with an item using a 5-point Likert scale. 

Responses range from 1 = “Strongly Disagree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree.” Sample items include, 

“I tend to bounce back quickly after hard times.”, “It is hard for me to snap back when something 

bad happens.”, and “I usually come through difficult times with little trouble.” (Smith et al., 

2008).  

 

 

 

 


