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Last fall, thousands of first year and transfer students at dozens of CCCU schools took a survey called “The CIRP.” The survey tells us a great deal about our students: their family and demographic backgrounds, faith, academic preparation, values, goals, political and social attitudes, and why they said they came to college. The CIRP is potential gold to our campuses. It can tell us how our students are different from students on other campuses. It can also tell us how our students are different from those that arrived a few years ago. In this way, we can know how the CCCU student population has shifted across time. Last February, a publication that was released during the Forum for Christian Higher Education documented how students compare to those on other campuses. In this newsletter, we examine how CCCU students entering last fall compared to those that entered in 1994.

2000 “FIRST-YEARS” WERE OLDER WHEN THEY STARTED COLLEGE: More students seem to be waiting a year after high school before starting college. In 1994, 27% of our first year students were 19 years old, while in 2000, 36% were. In that same time period, the percentage of students 18 years old dropped from 69% to 60%, a substantial decrease. Either students are graduating from high school when they are older (which seems unlikely) or they are waiting to go to college.

THEY ARE WEALTHIER: First-year students in 2000 were nearly twice as likely as students in 1994 to report family incomes of $100,000 or more (18% in 2000, 10% in 1994). Given their greater familial wealth, it is not surprising to see that they were less likely to express concerns about paying for college. The percentage having “major” concerns about paying for college dropped from 22% in 1994 to 16% in 2000. The percentage saying they had “no concerns” increased from 23% in 1994 to 30% in 2000. Note that in this same period, tuition at most of our institutions increased at a pace that far outstripped inflation. These findings suggest that accumulation of personal wealth increased at a pace that may have outstripped our increases in tuition.

THEY ARE FINANCING COLLEGE DIFFERENTLY: Students are more likely to use state and college funds, and less likely to use federal loans and personal savings. For example, in 1994, 23% reported using state scholarships and grants to pay for college. In 2000, 28% reported using state sources of funding. In 1994, 36% reported college-sponsored scholarships of at least $1500; this year 46% did. Four years ago 65% reported using personal savings to finance college, but this year only 57% did. In 1994, half of all students reported using Stafford/Guaranteed Student Loans to pay for their education. In 2000, only 43% did.

THEY WEIGHT FACTORS DIFFERENTLY WHEN CHOOSING OUR COLLEGES:

Religious affiliations seem to be increasingly important to students. Size of college seems to be less important. In 2000, 71% of our students said our schools’ religious orientations affected their decision. In 1994, 66% did. In 2000, 53% said that size of the school affected their college choice. In 1994, 59% said so. 

THEY VOLUNTEER MORE: Three indicators of volunteerism were all up in 2000 compared to prior years. More students said they had volunteered at least occasionally in the prior year (89% in 2000 compared to 82% in 1994). More said they spent time each week volunteering (76% in 2000 vs. 68% in 2000). More anticipated serving as volunteers in college (41% in 2000 vs. 32% in 1994).

THEY ARE MOVING TO THE MIDDLE OF THE ROAD: Though the majority of 2000 first year students labeled themselves as politically conservative, the conservative majority is smaller in 2000 than it was in either 1994 or 1996. In 1994, more than 60% of CCCU first year students reported being conservative or far right politically. In 2000, that number dropped to 54%. That drop is accounted for by an increase in students saying they are middle-of-the road (as opposed to liberal or far left). In 1994, 31% reported middle-of-the-road views. In 2000, that number increased to 37%. This movement towards the middle is seen in specific social views as well. More students in 2000 than in earlier years agreed that the death penalty should be abolished; fewer believed that criminals got too many breaks in our legal system. Fewer students in 2000 believed that homosexual relationships should be against the law. More endorsed retaining affirmative action in determining college admissions. More agreed that the wealthy should pay a higher percentage of income tax than they currently do. More agreed that racial discrimination is still a problem in America. Thus, views on specific issues moderated as more students labeled themselves middle-of-the-road politically. 

THEY ARE LESS INTERESTED IN POLITICS: Their interest in politics has diminished as their views have become more moderate. In 1994, 32% of our students reported that “keeping up to date in politics” was an important or essential personal goal. In 1996, that number dropped to 27%, and in 2000, it dropped even more, to 24%. In 1994, one student in five reported having frequent discussions about politics. In 1996, slightly more than one in six did, and in 2000, one in seven did. This diminished interest in politics among our students is part of a national trend reported in the 2000 edition of Higher Education Research Institute’s annual volume, The American Freshmen. 

THEY HAVE DIFFERENT DEGREE ASPIRATIONS: The percentage of students who say they aspire to a bachelor’s degree is nearly half what it was in 1994 (18% in 2000 vs. 33% in 1994). The change seems to be predominantly for two reasons. First, more students say they will pursue master’s degrees (48% in 2000 compared to 40% in 1994). Second (and somewhat alarmingly), more students say they don’t ever expect to receive any kind of college degree (4% in 2000, vs. 0.6% in 1994). The percentages saying they want doctoral or professional degrees has not changed much in the past six years.

THEY HAVE BETTER HIGH SCHOOL GRADES: In 1994, 21% reported an A or A+ average in high school. In 1996 that increased to 24%. In 2000 it increased again, to 28%. The increase in good grades could be due either to our schools becoming more selective over time or to grade inflation in the high schools. The evidence suggests that we are becoming more selective: self-reported average SAT scores have risen since 1996 to1124 (1994 scores were not “re-centered” and therefore not directly comparable). In that same period, the correlate on between SAT scores and GPA stayed relatively constant. This combined evidence suggests that increases in GPA indicate real increases in academic ability.

MORE EXPECT TO HAVE GOOD GRADES IN COLLEGE: As their high school grades have increased, so have their expectations for their college performance. In 1994, 54% expected to make at least a B average in college. That increased to 57% in 1996, and 62% in 2000. If the current rate of change continues, by 2029 all our students will come in expecting to earn a grade of B or higher!

THEY PLAY A LOT MORE VIDEO AND COMPUTER GAMES: In 1996, 31% reported playing video games at least a bit each week. In 2000, that percentage climbed to 59%. The  increase in high school grades correlated with an increase in playing video and computer games. One assumes this relationship is not cause and effect.

Our first-year students are clearly changing. Compared to just a few years ago, it appears that we are seeing older, wealthier, and possibly smarter students (given their better grades and SAT scores). They are also distinctive compared to students at other schools – they are more serious about their faith, more conservative, and more altruistic. So we see changes and distinctive qualities in our students - so what? This question - the hardest question - is saved for the end. Restated, the question is, “How do we put this information to work?” I suggest we do two things with the findings: educate ourselves and ask more questions that can lead to change.

Self-education: These data are tremendously helpful to students themselves, to faculty (particularly those new on our campuses), to administrators and to trustees as they seek to understand the social landscape. Incoming students can benefit from understanding their class as a whole. Programming might be put in place in an orientation course that asks students to think about their strengths and weaknesses compared to students at other types of schools. New professors, particularly those coming straight out of Research I universities, can save time in acclimating themselves to their new environment by learning the student distinctives. Administrators, who find themselves charged with creating programs for students, probably have less contact with students than others who live their professional lives on campus. These surveys provide a structured way to “get to know” students. Finally, trustees, who only visit campus occasionally, can gain wisdom about those they are overseeing through the CIRP and other assessment surveys.

 

Asking Questions: Good information often raises more questions than it answers. I think these findings fit into that category. There are major issues raised by these findings. Here are some examples: If our first-year students are coming in wealthier, are their expectations for campus services rising to an inappropriately high level? If our students are largely conservative in their social views, are they able to think in appropriate ways about more liberal social views? Are we providing experiences that stimulate, but don’t shatter, students’ conservative faith?

How do we expose our students to multiculturalism when our campuses are so heavily dominated by white students? Do we need to educate our first year students differently about grade inflation and course difficulties as their grade expectations have risen? The CIRP findings merit open-ended conversations about the need for change on our campuses in response to the distinctive and changing student landscape. Reading a summary of the findings should be the beginning of a process leading toward campus improvement.

The CCCU schools participating in the 1994, 1996, and 2000 CIRP surveys have not been constant. Therefore, some of the differences are attributable to differences in the schools participating as opposed to the types of students at our institutions. This alternative explanation for change should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. 


