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Abstract: The current research examined several factors that may contribute to college students’ academic performance and 
retention from six introductory sociology classes that were taken by freshmen and sophomore.  A total of 214 students 
completed one online survey mid-September, which investigates student’s demographic, family, school related backgrounds, 
and variables with regard to their psychological well-beings; and one written value affirmation written survey was given in 
classrooms in the late October of the same semester. With the inclusion of several control variables such as gender, race, 
school attendance, substance use, and other demographic as well as sociological factors, the findings suggest that student’s 
academic performance was positively related to the intervention, class attendance, parental household income, expectation of 
educational attainment, and financial aids.  Student’ short term retention (taking classes in the following semester) was 
positively related to prior semester GPA, financial aids and gender. The value intervention has no direct correlation with the 
retention.  The implications of the findings were further discussed in the conclusion. 
 
Index Terms: GPA, retention, value affirmation, financial aids, and college students 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Literature in education has exercised and evaluated 
many theory-informed practices that may help 
students’ performance. One of them is Values-
Affirmation Intervention, which students contemplate 
personal values and beliefs and seems to help 
increase self-esteem, self-efficacy and improve the 
ability to cope with stressors and increase academic 
performance. (Tibbetts et al., 2016).  The current 
study intends to extend the examination of the effects 
of value-affirmation on college student performance 
and retention while many relevant control variables 
are examined to provide robust evaluation of value-
affirmation impacts. 
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Researchers have studied the effects of value 
affirmation on teenage as well as college students 
with various results.  Brady and associates’ (Brady et 
al., 2016) recent longitudinal studies of freshmen and 
sophomore college students reported the intervention 
increased Latino students’ academic performance, 
confidence in dealing with stressors, and sense of 
belonging in school.  Another longitudinal study of 
798 biology undergraduate students found that the 
intervention had positive impacts on academic 
performance regarding first-generation students, 
while continuing-generation did not exhibit 
significant changes (Haarackiewicz et al., 2016).  
Furthermore, Cook and the associates (Cook et al., 
2012) conducted the intervention on middle school 
students and found that individuals who had the 
lowest initial performance and disposition benefited 
the greatest from the intervention.  However, some 
studies conducted oversea seem to suggest different 

results. For example, Jong and the associates (Jong et 
al., 2016) studied young ethnic minority teenagers in 
the Netherlands and found that the intervention had 
little or no effect on the sense of belonging or 
academic performance of students.  Jong et al., 
suggested that the interventions may not be effective 
outside of the United States (Jong et al., 2016).   
 
Somepromising findings from value affirmation 
interventions studies focus on student self-affirmation 
(Liu & Steele, 1986; C. M. Steele, 1988; C. M. Steele 
& Liu, 1983) through expressive writing. One prior 
research conducted inthree classrooms in a single 
school suggested that values affirmation reduced the 
gap in grade pointaverage (GPA) between African 
American and Caucasian students by 40%, an effect 
that persisted over 2 years (Cohen et al., 2009).  In 
addition to GPA, the researchers investigated the 
potential impacts of self-affirmation on standardized 
achievement tests administered at the beginning and 
the end of the school year.  Theadditional outcomes 
showed how stereotype threat and self-affirmation 
could influence test performance in real-world 
settings and how the impacts of self-affirmation may 
unfold during the school year. 
 
According to the literature, values affirmation—in 
which individuals focus on things that are important 
to them—is anespecially promising form of self-
affirmation that has been empirically supported to 
have beneficial effects onnumerous outcomes in 
laboratory experiments, mostly involving 
undergraduate students in theUnited States (Brady et 
al., 2016; Harackiewicz et al., 2016; McQueen & 
Klein, 2006).  Because self-worth is multidimensional 
(Crocker& Wolfe, 2001), individuals can compensate 
in one area of values for the deficit of another value, 
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such as group identity, and thereby maintain a 
positive overall sense of themselves (Sherman & 
Cohen, 2006).  
 
To examine the potential influences of the value 
affirmation intervention on students’ academic 
performance and retention, the inclusion of several 
related variables is necessary so the impacts of the 
intervention on the students’ school performance are 
not spurious or repressed.  For instance, Silvestri 
(2003) found that the greater the number of absences, 
the greater the influence on students’ course grades 
and performance.  A large-scale study covering 175 
schools and 90,118 students during the 1994/1995 
school years reported that alcohol had a slight yet 
significant negative impact on GPA and academic 
performance; furthermore, the effect is observed 
among male students but not female. Nevertheless, 
female students who drank regularly were more likely 
to report problems or difficulties in school.  Owen’s 
(2003) study of two community college students 
found a positive relationship between age and GPA.  
Arria and the associates’ (Arria et al., 2015) 
longitudinal study of 1,117 college freshmen 
suggested the use of marijuana served as a mediating 
variable in the relationship between attendance and 
GPA.  Finally, studies show that the relationship 
among GPA, class attendance and the intervention 
may be varied among different races (Brady et al., 
2016; Cook et al., 2012; Gayles, 2012). 
 
There are a number of ways to engage in values 
affirmation, butexpressive writing is the most 
commonly used approach, especially among large 
groups of students as one would find in a school 
setting (Yeager & Walton, 2011).  The current study 
proposes that value affirmation through expressive 
writing could improve students’ class academic 
performance (in fall semester of 2017) by validating 
their achievement goals and adjusting their learning 
methods to learning effectiveness.  Furthermore, the 
expressive value affirmation writing may directly 
and/or indirectly facilitate their decision to enroll in 
the following semester (spring semester of 2018).  To 
propose the hypotheses,  
 
III. METHODS 
 
In the Fall semester of 2017, we conducted two 
surveys, one online and the other one with in-class 
expressive value affirmation writing, in six sociology 
introduction classes (SOCI 1301)that were taught by 
three instructors, and each taught twoof the six 
classes.The online survey was given in the third week 
of the fall semester of 2017 for students’ personal 
demographic data, psychological well-beings, beliefs, 
and behavioral questions.  The second survey was an 
in-class expressive writing survey that was conducted 
in the midterm of the semester, approximately 5 
weeks after the first online survey was done.  The 

first of the two classes taught by an instructor was 
given one types of expressive writing that students 
were asked to pick the 3 most important values to 
them from the given expressive writing intervention; 
while the second class taught by the same 
instructorwas asked to pick the 3 least important 
values to them.  Therefore, each of the 3 instructors 
had one class complete the first type of the 
intervention questionnaire while the other class 
completed the second type of intervention 
questionnaire. There were a total of 279 students in 
the six classes.  A total of 214 students (76.7% 
response rate) completed the online survey which 
investigates student’s demographic information, 
family and school related backgrounds, and some of 
their psychological states.   
 
Among 214 students who completed online survey, 
166 (77.6% of the 214 students, or 59.5% of the total 
279 sociology instruction class students from the six 
participating classes) completed either of the 
expressive surveys while 48 did not respond to the in-
class written survey.About one-third of the 214 
students were male students (33.2%). Almost all 
students were full-time students (207 or 99.5%).  
37.6% of online survey respondents were African 
Americans, 36.6% were European Americans, 7.5% 
were multi-racial, 13.1% were Mexican Americans, 
and 4.7% were Asian Americans.  More than four-
fifths (82.6%) of the surveyed respondents lived 
within 20 miles of distance from the campus.  A 
similar percentage (82.2%) of the respondents said 
they were college ready after they graduated from a 
high school.  There, 202 students responded to the 
question of their self-expectation on education 
attainment, and nearly 90% (89.6%) of respondents 
expect to receive a college degree or higher.  Two 
hundred and five students reported their parents’ 
household incomes; 47.8% of these households had a 
total income of $44,999 or less, and 20% of 
households made at least $10,000 annual income.  
Almost 28% of students considered themselves 
somewhat or far liberal while 25.5% of students 
would said they are rather conservative in political 
views.  Almost half of the responded students said 
they are neutral in political view. 
 
Among 279 students in the sixparticipating SOCI 
1301 classes, 51 students (18.3%) did not return to 
register in the spring semester of 2018.  Among the 
212 students who completed at least the online survey, 
79 students (37.3%) held some form of employment. 
 
Although not all students participated in either survey, 
we were able to have their GPAs and attendance 
grades provided through their instructors.  Among all 
279 students in the six classes, 29% of students 
received 2.0 GPA or below in Fall semester of 2017 
(Fall_GPA) classes, 32.2% received a 
Fall_GPAbetween 2.01 and 3.0, and 38.8% received 
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3.01 GPA or higher.  With regards to students’ GPA 
in sociology introduction classes (SOCI_GPA), 
38.7% (or 106 students) received a GPA of 2.0 or 
lower,26.6% (or 73 students) received a B (3.0), and 
34.7% of students earned an A (4.0) in the sociology 
introduction class.  Finally, slightly more than four-
fifths of students (81.4%) continued to take courses in 
Spring 2018, which is the variable to measure 
student’s retention in the current study.  
 
To investigate the potential impacts of the value 
affirmation writing intervention on academic 
performance and retention, student’s class attendance 
is a critical variable to serve as a control variable.  
Due to a minor variation in calculating attendance 
among the three instructors, the current study 
standardized the different measures into a variable of 
attendance grade to represent student’s overall 
attendance performance. 
 
IV. RESULTS 
 
The zero order correlations among the academic 
performanceand demographic variables suggest that 
students’ Fall_GPA, SOCI_GPA, Attendance Grade, 
and Retention (Takes classes in Spring2018) are 
significantly correlated (p <.001). 
 

Table 1. Zero-order Pearson Correlations of Academic 
Performance and Demographic Variables. 

 
 Pair-wise deletion for missing cases. Only 214 
cases completed either one or both surveys. 
+ indicates p <.10; * p < .05; ** p< .01 and *** p 
< .001. 
 
GPA variables, SOCI 1301 class attendance and 
registration in Spring semester of 2018 are 
significantly correlated as shown in Table 1.   
Moreover, students who completed both surveys 
show significantly better performance in academic 
performance and class attendance, as does their 
retention in spring semester of 2018.   Students in 
three classes that were given the “choosing the three 
most important values in their life (coded ‘1’)” 
showed significantly lower attendance grades than 
their counterparts in the other three classes which 
were given written survey of “choosing the threeleast 
important values in their life (coded ‘0’)” (r = -.177, p 

< .01).  Gender, student status (full- or part-time 
students), and the distance of their current residence 
from the campus, were not correlated to any of the 
academic performance variables.Male students, 
compared to females, were more likely to live far 
distance from campus, and male students were less 
likely to be a full-time student (r = .147, p < .05; r = -
.130, p < .10; respectively, these results are not 
shown in Table 1).  The results shown in Table 1 
suggest some expected significant correlations among 
the study variables, but they may not be completely 
reliable due to the lack of inclusion of control 
variables. 
 
In OLS regression analyses, completion of classroom 
written value affirmation survey (ComWriSur) was 
significantly correlated to SOCI_GPA (B =.869/b 
= .287, p < .001, R2 = .082). However, the coefficient 
was attenuated (B = .156/b = .051) to nonsignificant 
when students attendance grade was added into the 
analysis (B = .043/b = .652, p < .001, R2 = .451).  The 
similar results also show on the other two dependent 
variables: students’ Fall semester 2017 GPA and 
students’ current accumulated GPA (See Table 2).  In 
other words, students who completed written surveys 
in class did not significantly perform better than those 
students who did not complete the written survey. 
The differences in their GPAs were mostly attributed 
to their class attendance instead, or we can conclude 
that students who attended classes frequently were 
more likely to complete the written survey (those who 
did not complete the written survey were either 
absence on the date of the survey or less willing to 
complete it even if they were in the class that date.) 
 
Table 2. The Impact of Completion Value Affirmation Written 

Survey on Students’ SOCI 1301 GPA (SOCI_GPA), Fall 
Semester GPA (Fall_GPA) and Current Accumulated GPA 

(Curr_GPA) 

Models by  
Dependent 
Variables 

 
SOCI_G
PA 
B/Beta 

SOCI_G
PA 
B/Beta 

FALL_
GPA 
B/Beta 

CURR_ 
GPA 

B/Beta 
(Constant) 2.149**

* 
-
.952*** 

.357 .530* 

Completed 
expressive 
writing in 
class 

.869/.
287 

.156/.
051 

-.046/-
.020 

.002/.
001 

Attendance 
Grade 

- .043/ 
.652*** 

.029/ 

.583*** 
.027/ 
.570*** 

 R2 .082 .451 .332 .325 

B/Beta indicates Unstandardized/Standardized 
Coefficients. 
+ indicates p <.10; * p < .05; ** p< .01 and *** p 
< .001. 
 
By adopting backward stepwise regression analyses 
with ten theoretically informed control variables such 
as financial status, feeling bored of seating in classes, 
expected educational attainment, gender, and 
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proposed value affirmation variables, the following 
are the summary of the stepwise regression results 
(nonsignificant control variables were omitted from 
Table 3 for parsimonious reasons).  Students’ 
accumulated GPA was not only significantly related 
to their attendance grade (B = .028/b = 597, p < .001) 
but also showed significant difference between 
students in either classes that received written surveys 
of “the three most important values (coded ‘1’)” or 
“the three least important values (coded ‘0’)” (B 
= .276/b = .154, p < .01, R2 = .348). 
 
Further regression analyses found that Attendance 
Grades (AG), Parents’ Household Income (PHI), 
Students’ Expected Educational Attainment (SEEA), 
and if students received Survey either Most- or Least- 
Important Values (SMLIV) are significantly 
associated with the student’s SOCI 1301 GPA 
(SOCI_GPA), Fall semester GPA (Fall_GPA), and 
Current accumulated GPA (Curr_GPA).  Additionally, 
if students received financial aid, it was slightly 
related to Curr_GPA, and male students received 
significantly lower SOCI_GPA.   
 
Finally, the stepwise regression analysis results 
suggest that Fall_GPA (B = .144/b = .390, p < .001) 
and “if students received financial aids” (B = .109/b 
= .131, p < .05) was related to students’ continuation 
of their study on the current campus.  Being a male 
student was slightly related to the outcome variable, 
but it was only marginally statistically significant (B 
= .080/b = .107, p < .10).  In this model, Fall_GPA 
was included instead of Attendance Grade due to 
student’s attendance in one class being less 
meaningful in the analysis and due to the high 
correlation between attendance and GPA 
(multicollinearity).  The results thus suggest that 
students who received higher GPA in the prior 
semesterand/or financial aids were more likely to 
continue their study, and males might also be more 
likely to have higher retention rate. 
 

Table 3.  OLS Regression Results on Students’ Academic 
Performance and the following Retention (non-significant 

independent variables are omitted for parsimonious reasons) 

 
 

B/Beta indicate Unstandardized/Standardized 
Coefficients. 
+ indicates p <.10; * p < .05; ** p< .01 and *** p 
< .001. 
V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
The current research examined the factors that may 
contribute to college students’ academic performance 
and retention from six introductory sociology classes 
that were taken by freshmen and sophomore.  Most 
past studies studying in the area frequently used the 
Pearson product moment correlation coefficient to 
examine the relationship between GPA and its 
correlates such as gender, race, school attendance, 
substance use, and other demographic as well as 
sociological factors. Some studies adopted 
multivariate analysis, but the inclusion of related 
important control variables was omitted so the 
examined correlations could be less conclusive.  The 
value-affirmation intervention had been reported in 
regard to its impacts on students’ academic 
performance, self-confidence (and its similar 
variables), sense of belonging in school (Brady et al., 
2016; Cook et al., 2012; Harackiewicz et al., 2016; 
Jong et al., 2016),racial stereotype threat (Shnabel et 
al., 2013), and social belonging (Shnabel et al., 2013).   
 
The current research did find significant correlations 
between value affirmation intervention and GPAs, 
but they were explained by students’ attendance when 
the latter was added to the analysis.  The results seem 
to suggest that having the intervention (both types of 
intervention questionnaires were not differentiated in 
the analysis) may not improve the student’s 
concurrent GPA (SOCI_GPA), spillover GPA 
(Fall_GPA), and accumulated GPA (Curr_GPA).  
The intervention was further specified to compare 
students who completed two different types of the 
intervention questionnaires.  The results suggested 
that students who completed “choosing the three most 
important values in their life” were significantly more 
likely to have higher all three GPA variables.  In 
other words, the positive value affirmation was 
positively related to students’ academic performance 
while student’s attendance, family household income, 
expected educational attainment, financial aids, and 
several other control variables were included in the 
analysis.  However, student’s continuation to register 
in the following semester was not significantly 
related to the variable.  In fact, the current study’s 
preliminary findings suggest that only three factors 
may be related student’s retention; namely, prior 
semester GPA (Fall_GPA), financial aids, and males 
(gender).   
 
It is likely that the positive intervention may be 
indirectly related to retention mediated through 
student’s academic performance, which is still an 
encouraging finding in high education for student 
academic performance and retention. The future 
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study may further study this yet identified hypothesis 
and help further clarify the relationships among these 
variables. 
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