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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN OLDER WOMEN
UNDERGRADUATES WHEN COMPARED
BY MARITAL STATUS

The purpose of this study is to assess the relationship between marital status and other
variablesin older women undergraduates(over 25)and to apply thesefindingsto advising.
Psychological adjustment variablesvaried by marital statusasdid some sociodemographic
and academic variables. Using t-tests and ANOVAs, married students compared to non-
married studentswerefound to be consistently better adjusted (happier, moresatisfied, hav-
ing higher self-efficacyin getting what was wanted i n life). and were lesslikely to be full-
time students. Divorced studentswere generally more heterogeneousthan other groupswhile
having morefinancial problemsthan rumdivorced studentsand, surprisingly, also having
higher sdlf-esteem. Sngle studentswerelesswell adjusted, experienced major financial .stress,
had poorer grades, yet persisted to graduation at a higher rate than non-singles. The older
femal estudentsmay requireadded attention fromuniversity personnel to makehigher educa-
tion a positiveexperience. Implications and recommendati onsfor advisor sare discussed for
all marital status categories.

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

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

Studies to date have usually either chosen to group all older students together, or have
separated them by sex (Carnegie Commission, 1973; Hansen & Lenning, 1963; Reed & Mur-
phy, 1975) or by age (Halfter, 1962; Y oung, 1977). Comparativemarital status hasseldom been
a selected variable by which to study these students. When marital status has been used,
generally only one specific group isstudied such asmarried students (Gilbert, 1982) or welfare
mothers (Y oung, 1977).
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It isinteresting that marital status has not been viewed as an important variable for
hypothesistesting when the Census Bureau saysthat of the women 25 and older who begin
college, singlesare most likely to completea degreefollowed by marrieds, with divorced women
third, and with widowsbeingtheleast likely to get adegree (1984). In previousstudiessingle
students ranged from 5% (Sands & Richardson, 1984) to 25%(Geider & Thrush, 1975), mar-
ried students varied from 58% (Geider & Thrush, 1975) to a norm of 75-77%, and divorced
students ranged from 8% (Erickson, 1968) to 15%(Magill & Cirksena, 1978). Some of thein-
consistent findingsbetween studies could be a consequenced summing findings acrossmarital
statuscategoriesdespite having varyingproportionsadf subjectsin different categories. Byrne's
(1960) finding that married older students get better grades than single older studentsisin
arare study comparingsubjects by marital status. There has also been little emphasison ef-
fectsof psychologica variables such aslife satisfaction (a cognitive measure) and happiness
(an emotional measure) on thisolder student popul ation (Campbell, Converse & Rodgers, 1976).

The purpose of this paper isto identify whether, and if so, in what ways, older women
students belonging to different marital status groupsdiffer in sociodemographic, academic,
and psychologica variablesand in retention in schooal. It is hypothesized that older women
students are nonhomogeneousacross marital status categories and that these categories of
women will differ significantly on somevariables. It isalso hypothesized that graduates will
be better adjusted psychologicallythan dropouts across all categoriesof marital status since
it isassumed that better adjusted people can better handle the problems (or barriers) of re-
turning to collegeand will be more likely to persist to a degree. Advising may possibly then
need to be tailored according to the woman's marital status.

Advisorswho work with older students may be helped in their work by understanding:

1) whether knowing an older female student's marital statuswill help makeeducated guesses
about directionstotakein advising, 2) if therearespecial problemsencountered by members
of different marital statusgroups, and 3) whether membersdf any marital status group(s) are
at more risk for dropping out. If it can be determined that given marital categoriesare more
at risk for particular problems(financial, academic, emotional, etc.), advisors may be more
quick toidentify potential or devel opingproblems. Advisorscan then assist students by refer-
ring for counseling, suggesting course load adjustments, steering toward facilitative campus
services or networks, or providing pre-entry group or individual orientation to likely prob-
lems which students could encounter.

METHOD

Participants

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

A majority (89.4%)had attended collegeone or more previoustimes. The most frequently
cited single reason for not completing collegeearlier wasthe lack of a purposeor goal (22%o).
Mo returned for avariety o personal reasons(50.6%)although career reasonsheld a strong
second place (44.2%).Hdf attended full-timein their last year of school, 38%attended part-
time, and 13%did both.

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

I nstrument

The survey included questionswith multi pl e response options on sociodemographicvariabl es,
academic variables, grades, and psychol ogical adjustment, plus one open-ended question re-
questing other comments about their college experience. Psychological adjustment was
measured using Rosenberg's Self-Esteemn Scale (1965), Duttweiler's Internal Control Index
(1984), and a series o four-point scaleson other variables. A post card thanking people for
participatingwassent two weeksafter theinitial mailing, and a new cover letter and survey
(with self-addressed stamped return envel ope) were sent to nonrespondersafter four weeks.

Analysis

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

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

RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS

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

Comparisonsamongdl subjectsareshownin Tablel. Maresignificant relationshipswerefound
using two-tailed t-tests when comparing single with non-single and married/not married
categoriesthan werefound for divorced| notdivorced comparisons. Pairwise differenceswere
most striking (p<.001) on the variablesdf income, presence and number of children, age,
perceptions of adequacy oflproblems with finances and hours o employment, number of
reasons for previous withdrawal, efficacy in getting what is wanted in life, and happiness
during school. Other strongly significantdifferences(p<.01) show in enrollment status, life
satisfaction, and self-esteem.
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Singlemon-Single ® Compared to non-singlewomenin thestudy (non-singleincludesdivorced,

widowed, and separated aswell as married women), single women were clearly younger and

lesslikely to have children (both p<.001). They aso reported the lowest household income
during school (p<.001). While 3.0% d them had incomes at or above $40,000 (the highest

category offered), 38.6% had incomes under $5,000 and 61.2% had incomes under $10,000
whilein school. Despite usually having no dependents, singlesfound their annual household
incomeduringschooal to be lessadequateand reported morefinancial problemsthan non-singles
(both p<.001). Thesefindingscontrast with thefact that they reported more hours per week
o employment than did other subjects (p=.037).

Educationally, single women were more often full-time students than were non-single
women (p = .002). Singles accumulated more education prior to thisentry to school (p=.048)
and gave fewer reasonsfor previousdroppingout o college than did non-singles (p=.003).
Although all were generally good students, singles had a lower cumulative GPA than non-
singles (p=0.15).

Several psychologica adjustment factors were significantly different for single women.
Singleswerelesssati sfied during school (p =.015), found less happi nessduring school (p = .005),
had moredifficulty getting what they wanted from life (p=.005), and had poorer self-esteem
(p=.006) than was true for non-single women.

Responses to open-ended questions suggest that these singles may have incurred debts
while returning which they perceived asonly payableby stayingin school to completea degree,
despitethe unpleasantnessd being astudent. Many aso reported how disappointedthey were
oncethey left school that no one had better prepared them for the job market in their chosen
fields.

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

Advisors may want to pay particular attention to this group, being sure students get ac-
curate information on the job market in their areas o interest and in other fieldsthey may
wish to pursue. An advisor, being the person mogt likely to see them on a one-to-onebasis,
may help by recognizingtheir feelingsd oddnessand isolationin the midst of ayounger popula-
tion are compounded by not havingfamily with whom to discussthingsat theend o theday.
Helpful outreach may includesuggestionsfor socia and professional networkingoptionsand/or
offering onesdlf as a support/sounding board to be used as needed. These students may be
the part of the older femal e clientele most needing to be channel ed to older student support
Services on campus.

Married/Non-Married ® Married women were morelikely to have children, and to have more
o them, than non-married women (both p<.001). They were older (p< .001) and had higher
family incomesthan other subjects(p < .001). Incomesat or above $40,000 were reported by
33.5%d the marrieds. Their second most frequent income wasin the $30,000to $34,999range,
with the bracket of $35,000t0 $39,999beingin third place. Marriedsconsidered their income
to be more adequate than did non-marrieds (p<.001). They experienced fewer financial
problemsthan their counterparts (p <.001) while working fewer hours per week (p=0.25).
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{ Tabl e 1

All Subjects by Marital Status

N

%‘ Dependent Single Married Divorced

\ Variable (N = 101) (N = 182) (N = 65)

i vs. Not Single vs. Not Married  vs. Not Divorced

A (N = 260) (N = 179) (N = 296)

:

: two-tailed t:

: Income 10.78 *** b 13.98 *** ¢ 5.14 *** f

$ Having Children 14.40 *** b 891 *** ¢ 1.89

: Number of Children 13.71 *** b 6.92 *** ¢ 1.00

N Age 9.48 *** b 3.99 *** ¢ 1.82

; Income Adequacy 3.96 *** b 7.00 *** ¢ 4.11 *** f

t Financial Problem 4.44 *** a 6.57 *** d 245 * e

§ Hours Employed 210* a 3.86 *** d 1.98* e

? # Reasons for Previous Withdrawal 3.18** b .51 4.28 *** e

% Getting What Is Wanted In Life 282 ** b 4.06 *** c 1.33

% Happiness During School 287** b 3.24 *** ¢ .34

% Enrollment Status 3.19 ** a 3.11 ** d .29

{ Life Satisfaction During School 246* b 3.11 ** ¢ .67

\ Self-Esteem 2.80 ** b 1.76 220* e

% Life Satisfaction Since School 1.12 3.07* ¢ 1.96

| Cumulative GPA 245* b 30 .06

{ Present GPA Minus Previous GPA .37 1.34 227* e

E Years of Pre-entry Education 1.98* a 1.30 .22

: Number of Reasons for Return .40 1.97* d .99

L Locus of Control 1.25 .02 1.22

4 Expect Degree Without Break? .91 47 .07

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

{

E Married women were lessoften full-timestudents than were non-married women (p = .008).

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

z‘ non-marrieds.

i Marriedsclaimed more satisfaction both during and sinceleaving school than did all non-

9 marrieds(both p=.002). Additionally,they experienced more happinessduring school (p<.001)

{ and saw themselves as more able to get what they wanted out o life (p=.005) than did non-
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Intheir open-endedresponses, several married women expressed that they felt their marital
status bound them geographically. Others reported their biggest stresses were in balancing
too many roles, in the problemsaof commuting (and parking), and in finding child care (for
those with younger children).

Advisorsmay concentrate on keeping this group abreast o the current local job market
and job market forecast and on helping them find the best coursesfor their purposes which
fit their limited timedotsor a ertingthem to alternati ve course formatssuch as correspondence
and/or television courses. Continued encouragement o their long-termeffortstoward reaching
their degree god isa must for these women. Advisors may also need to become advocates
encouraging their campusto provide adequate child care for their older students' children.

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

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

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

Due to the diversity found among the women in the divorced group, marital status pro-
videsfewer cluesfor advisingstrategiesthan for any other group. Financially, divorced women
students expressdifficultiessimilar to those o single students. However, they appear to be
better adjusted asa whole. The presence of childrenin the homeseemsto differentiate those
divorceeswho experiencemultiplerolestrain. These parentsmay need referral sfor networking
with othersto offer respitefrom constant responsibility and to trade support and tipson han-
dling single parenting and combining it with college.

Comparisonsof Dropoutsand Persisters by Marital Status

Examinationd findingson singlewomen who graduated versussingle women who withdrew,
married graduates versus married withdrawers, and divorced graduates versus divorced
dropouts suggeststhat the marital status o women in thisstudy was an important variable
in their persistence/attrition status (See Table 2).

When comparing the 494 graduates in the study to the 38 dropouts, graduates differed
from dropouts proportionately only among the singles. Singlesincluded 28%d the graduates
but only 16%af the dropouts (p=.044). Married women included 47%of the graduates and
63%d the dropouts; 19% o the graduates and 21%d the dropouts were divorced.
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Although several findings in the above section were at the p<.001 level of significance,
the most highly significant findingsin this section are at the p<.01 level. Interestingly, no
differences were found in age or in GPA variables between graduates and dropouts in any
group-

Singlegraduateswere morelikely to attend full-timethan were single dropouts (p=.003),
and more expected to get a degree whilein school thistime (p=.004). They also reported more
life satisfaction during school than single withdrawers (p=.036), but the categories were

reversed when the singlewithdrawers claimed more lifesatisfaction sinceleavingschool than
did single graduates (p=.050).

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

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

Tabl e 2
Dropouts Compared to Persisters Within Marital Status Categories

Dependent Single Married Divor ced
Variable Graduates Graduates Graduates
(N = 55) (N =91) (N = 37)
vs. Dropouts vs. Dropouts vs. Dropouts
(N =6) (N = 24) (N=28)
two-tailed t:
Enrollment Status 282*¢g 2.00* g 3.09 ** g
Expect Degree Without Breaks 352*¢g 287 ** g 1.85
Financial Problem 77 .78 28 * g
Income .55 .25 2650* d
Hours Employed .. 173 1.89 ** d 1.09
Income Adequacy .64 91 1.88
Number of Children 1.24 .1.26
Cumulative GPA .59 b7 1.62
onetailed t:
Getting What Is Wanted In Life 2.98 429* ¢ 396 * g
Self-Esteem 2.30 3.94* ¢ 406 * g
Life Satisfaction Since School 3.36*d 362* g 2.16
Life Satisfaction During School 3.68*¢g .02 1.32
Cope with Crises 212 1.82 3.66* ¢
Happiness During School 1.18 2.70 2.16

*p<.05; ** p<.01
g = graduates score higher; d = dropouts scor e higher
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Divorced withdrawersapparently did not need a collegedegreefor economic security since
they damed significantly moreincome (p=.037) and more adequacy of income(p=.040) than
did divorced graduates. Although no differenceswerefound in employment betweengraduated
and withdrawn divorcees, thosewho graduated were morelikely to have attended school full-
time than were those who withdrew (p=.003).

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

These comparisonsshow that graduates were distinguished by carryingmorecredit hours
indl categoriesd marital status. Income differencesonly differentiated divorcees, and hours
o employment was not asignificant variablewithin any marital status group. Except among
divorced women, the expectation of getting a degreewhilein school thistimewasimportant
inidentifyinggraduates. When adjustment variabl esdifferedsignificantly, they weregenerally
inthedirection of better adjustment for graduates. Although single students as a whole had
evidenced poorer psychological adjustment than others, singlegraduates did report morelife
satisfaction during school than single dropouts.

Thesefindingssuggest that grades, employment, and income may all be difficult problems
for older students whilein school but that they are lesslikely to be the causesfor dropping
out. Althoughsinglestudents were morelikey than othersto graduate, asa wholethe women
in thisstudy who were better adjusted and determined to get a degree this time were more
likely to remainin school. Perhaps, then, advisorsshould worry lessabout thestudents' finan-
cial problems. Advisors may focusinstead on helping women build self-confidence in their
coping ability and discover partsof their liveswhere they can gain satisfaction or a sense of
mastery.

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

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

In an attempt to differentiate whether the above findings were the effects of dropout/per-
sister status, marital status, or both, aset of comparisonsusinganaysisd variancewasmade
between dropoutsand graduates using marital status asa second independent variable. Alpha
was set to p< Ol in the ANOVAs and in Tukey’s post hoc pairwise comparisons (120 df) to
compensatefor problemsd finding significance by chance with multiple ANOVAs

While no interaction effects were significant, seven main effectsfor marital status and
four main effectsfor criteriongroups(graduatesversusdropouts) werefound (Table3). Since
the resultsshownin Table 1 used all 361 subjectsand the ANOVAsused only the 225 women
who graduated or withdrew and gavetheir marital status, someresultsherevary fromearlier
findings.
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Thestrongest effect for marital statuswason theincomevariable. Married students' mean
incomesd $30,000-34,999were much higher than the meansadf $5,000-9,999for singlestudents
(HSD = 1.121) and $10,000-14,999for divorced students (HSD = 1.246). Both the marrieds
(mean age = 35.93, HD = 2.295) and the divorcees (mean age = 35.78, HD = 2.950) were
older than the singles(mean age 30.64). Perhaps the older of the subjects have accumulated
life experience and maturity which better enable them to handle the return to school.

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

Table 3

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

\Iaariable Man Effects Intgfa&t;g "

Maritd Criterion

Status Groups df

f=

Income (1) 58.952 ** 2.090 4.070 222
Age (1) (@) 19.502 ** .590 .357 223
Getting What |s Wanted in Life (1) 6.098 * 3.737 3.942 223
Happiness During Schoal (1) 5.833 * 1.737 .870 222
Adjusment Scde (1) (3) 5.750 * 3.052 .263 151
Life Satisfaction During Schodl (1) 5.502 * 172 1.895 183
Life Satisfaction Since Schod (3) 4.905 * 1.002 3.270 190
Expectation d Degree (4) .601 35.943 ** 205 183
Enrollment Status (4) 1.631 17.807 ** 1.411 222
Hours Employed (5) 3.921 10.105 * .087 223
Cumulative GRPA (4) 3.601 9.669 * .158 221
Ability to Cope/Handle Crises .023 4.070 672 223
SHf-Esdeem Scde 1.493 3.052 2.692 220

* p<.01; ** p<.001

(1) = married higher than singlein Tukey'spogs hoc analysis
(2) = married higher than divorced in Tukey's pogt hoc analysis
(3) = divorced higher than single in Tukey'spogt hoc analysis
(4) = graduates higher than dropouts

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

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

These resultssuggest that the differential interventions by marital status groupsrecom-
mended earlier may more affect older students' experience whilein school than their attri-
tion status. Apparently marital statusis not a highly important variable in attrition for this
group. Advisors rolesmay therefore beto assist older studentsin having a positiveexperience
in school (and becoming satisfied rather than critical alumni). With employed students, ad-
visorsmay point out their increased possibilitiesof attrition and discussrelative advantages
and disadvantages of working versus carrying more classes.

SUMMARY

Thisstudy supports the hypothesis that older undergraduate women do differ on some, but
not all, sociodemographic,academic, and psychological variables when studied by differing
marital status categories. Furthermore, other differences appear when controlling for
dropoutlpersister status and when using both dropoutlpersister status and marital status as
independent variables. Although not all psychological adjustment variablesdiffer aspredicted
infavor o better adjustment among graduates, several effects werefound in that direction.
Only onefinding (single graduates beingless satisfied than single dropoutssinceleaving school)
wasin theoppositedirectionfromthat predicted. Thismay beareflection o theseverestress
which many single students seem to experience during school combined with the disillusion-
ment many of them reported with the work world upon graduation.

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

Divorced students were more diverse than either married or single students, especialy
onthe psychological adjustment variables. Whilesingle parenting among divorceescould have
made their livesmore difficult, some divorced parentsaswell as divorced non-parentswere
managing well while otherswere stressed. Marital status alone does not give us much infor-
mation about thisgroup. Perhaps more useful datacould be obtained if future analyses were
performed separately for divorced parentsand divorced non-parents. It might be discovered
that the divorced non-parents resemblethe alwayssinglegroup and thedivorced parentscould
be a unique sub-group.

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

perceived asa hostileeducational setting. Many felt trapped, believingthat they had tofinish
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the undergraduate degree as the only possible route to relieving the indebtedness they had
incurred by returning to school. They spoke df inadequate support systemsand o havingto
giveupindependent living, returningtolivewith familiesor indormitories. Several werevery
critical o theinflexibility o the university bureaucracy, of faculty who seemed to them to
bethreatened by older or worldly-wisestudents, and o what they perceived as punitivefinan-
cial aid arrangements ("'l can't eat what | spent last year').

Some complained bitterly after graduationthat they had beeninadequately advised about
the possibilitiesfor employment in their chosen field and wished that they had been better
advised when choosing a major or a career field. A few deeply regretted having made the
sacrificesto get the degree and wished they had smply quit beforetheir investment became
greater than their likely payoff.

Theresultsdf thisstudy suggest that academic advisorsmay want to further extend their
effortsto studentswho may feel aloneor isolated inthe university (which could includesome
divorced students without families), steeringthemto servicesavail ablein the university. These
studentsarelikely to appreciate and benefit from: 1) assistancein increasing their awareness
o possiblesourcesar financial assistancewithinand outsidethe university for older students
and o the potential job market for older women in their chosen fields, 2) suggestionsfor
employment in the school whilea student, 3) extraattention to converting previoustranscripts
to comply with current graduation requirements, and 4) a supportive presencefor whatever
they need to discusswhile in school. Some o those whose psychological adjustment seems
to be detrimental to their academic progress may need more active encouragementfromtheir
advisors to seek counseling.

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

Thisstudy islimited, particularly in the analysesdf graduates versusdropoutswithinthe
marital status categories, by the relatively small numbersd dropouts. Since these are sub-
jectswho are more difficult to reach, alarger scale study would give moredefinitive results.

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

Thisstudy hasonly beguntotouch onthe effectsd marital statuson older femal estudents
and hasraised particular concernfor the older single woman student. Perhaps othersin ad-
wising can suggest further differential waysto reach out to these students.
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