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Abstract 

Combining a theory of developmental ecology, as researched and articulated most 

famously by Bronfenbrenner (as cited in Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010), concepts 

from Astin (1999), and foundational components from Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and 

Associates’ (2010) work on college student success, I will illustrate how best to expand 

ecological models and understand why some students are surpassing others, even within similar 

environments. Including hardiness as a factor helps us to better examine why certain students 

progress developmentally and others stagnate. Examining and understanding components and 

definitions of student success also allows researchers to interrogate what other social-identity 

models may be ignoring when they study student development. 
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Expanding Ecological Models of Development to Understand Student Development Progress 

Introduction 

We often talk about college student development as though it is something that happens 

to students; as if it is a simple change in perception of their self; as if simply going to college and 

being around differences in opinions, appearances, and styles of learning, one will progress 

through different developmental stages. A student’s hardiness (Kobasa 1982; as cited in Bartone, 

Ursano, Wright, and Ingraham, 1989, p. 327) may be inextricably tied to a student’s perception 

of barriers in college and their ability to cope with stressors. Thus, incorporating multiple 

theoretical frameworks and borrowing a measurement of hardiness from psychology, we can 

better understand differences between the developmental progressions of students in similar 

environments. 

Involved Students 

Looking at the all too familiar group of involved students on college campuses, they seem 

to have certain inclinations to seek academic and extra-curricular opportunities. Without research 

into the demographics, but knowing the predominant identities of college students, one can 

assume that involved students are stereotypically White females. However, when we do find 

highly involved populations or individuals that do not identify as being part of the dominant 

identity, what is it that sets them apart? I will use Astin’s (1999) definition of involved as a 

student who “devotes considerable energy to studying, spends much time on campus, participates 

actively in student organizations, and interacts frequently with faculty members and other 

students” (p. 518). Astin’s research on involved students is also cited by Kuh et al. (2010)
1
 to 

                                                 
1
 I used an e-reader version of Kuh et al.’s (2010) published book. I found how to cite e-reader 

versions from http://blog.apastyle.org/apastyle/2011/06/how-do-you-cite-an-e-book.html. I cited 

the quote using the section heading and the paragraph in which the quote was found. 

http://blog.apastyle.org/apastyle/2011/06/how-do-you-cite-an-e-book.html
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show how “the time and energy students devote to educationally purposeful activities is the 

single best predictor of their learning and personal development (“Why Effective Educational 

Practice Matters”, par. 1). So, if this is a great predictor of development, then how can we better 

understand what involved students are doing, feeling, or experiencing that lead them to pursue 

their own personal development? 

Risk-Taking and Hardiness 

Part of this understudied aspect of student development may be the assessment of risk-

taking as a factor for pursuing developmental growth. This relates to an individual’s ability to 

actively pursue opportunities that lead to one’s development. One can insert the idea of risk-

taking into any theory and it adds in the person’s ability to choose to progress or choose to stay 

“safe.” In the case of staying safe, the student might only superficially develop past their current 

developmental stage. Borrowing from psychology, we can utilize ideas such as resilience, 

commitment, challenge, and excitement for growth from Kobasa’s hardiness scale (1982; as 

cited in Bartone, Ursano, Wright, and Ingraham, 1989, p. 327). Bartone et al. (1989) describe a 

hardy person as one who has “a kind of zest for life and living that leads one to perceive changes 

as exciting and as opportunities for growth” (p. 319). Perhaps hardy personalities are common in 

those students who are described or self-describe themselves as involved. Perhaps other common 

traits of involved students are persistence and motivation. According to Kuh et al. (2010), 

research shows not only academic preparation but also motivation as the best predictors of 

student success. Through student engagement, we can perhaps bridge the gap in academic 

preparedness, but that leaves finding motivation up to the student. 
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Environmental Factors 

This is where an ecological view of a student’s environment comes into play. Motivation 

can be an external force or an internal force. Minimal opportunities for growth academically and 

personally, even if only perceived, are external forces that act upon a student’s motivation. 

Student persistence may also be affected by the perception or experience of oppressive climates. 

Scarcity of resources beneficial to a student’s identities, whether those identities are 

marginalized, or are simply underrepresented at the institution, also play into the external forces 

that may prevent a student’s motivation to seek opportunities for growth. I raise marginalized 

identities in relation to an institution because, as Kinzie, Gonyea, Kuh, Umbach, Blaich, and 

Korkmaz (2007) assert in their research, “undergraduate women participate more frequently than 

their male counterparts in educationally purposeful activities” and perhaps developmentally 

purposeful activities as well (p. 2).  

Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1989; 1993; as cited in Evans et al., 2010) suggests that there are 

contextual factors that he categorizes as part of the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, or 

macrosystem that all interact differently for each individual causing difference in experience 

despite similar demographics. For one student, the microsystem might consist of social 

interactions online and in-person. The online interactions may be with friends who are working 

full-time and thus may contribute to the student’s disengagement because those online friends 

take a lot of time and lead to in-person and off-campus activities that have nothing to do with 

academic growth. This might lead to disengagement with the student’s residential hall members 

and a drop in grades. However, another student might benefit from their off-campus friends and 

online friendships because they can supplement the lack of support one might feel for certain 

identities, such as having worked full-time before coming to college or being the only male in an 
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education class. More specifically, we can consider student-faculty relationships as part of the 

microsystem for the student, but also as part of the culture (or the mesosystem) of the faculty 

seeking out or encouraging academic relationships with students. If the climate of faculty is 

perceived as welcoming to any males in the field of education or African-American women in 

science and the faculty that are connected with the student have space in their microsystem for 

engagement with the student, then a beneficial relationship can be created and maintained within 

the macrosystem of the institution, the exosystem of the culture of faculty, and the overlapping 

and intersecting microsystems of the student and the faculty.  

Environmental Interactions with Hardiness and Risk-Taking 

These systems all interact and intersect with each other and are part of another aspect of 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s (2006; as cited in Evans et al., 2010) ecological theory: Time. 

Events that occur in a student’s life during their time in college occur in a time-continuum that 

affects how the student is able to receive or perceive the interactions within the context of the 

systems mentioned above. This is also where hardiness comes back into play (Bartone et al., 

1989). Bartone et al. assert that because of the research of Kobasa et al. (1982; as cited in 

Bartone et al., 1989) “there is good evidence that hardiness is an especially salient dimension in 

influencing how people process and cope with stressful life circumstances” (p. 319). College is 

undoubtedly a stressful time for many college students, but it would be interesting for research 

on college student engagement and success to start incorporating their resilience in stressful 

times and their ability to seek out challenges as opportunities for growth. 

If we look closer at the microsystems that a student is interacting with on a daily basis in 

college, then we can see that it is not only a student’s hardiness, but their perception of stress that 

interact with their environment. Using psychology, we should look closer into a student’s daily 
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interactions; students are creating opportunities for themselves despite stress and challenges that 

their microsystems/mesosystems create. We need to look at a student’s willingness to take risks 

that help them develop and mature intellectually, personally, and/or professionally. This risk-

taking and level of hardiness needs to be examined while looking at the opportunities available 

in the context of the student (i.e., looking at the interplay of their micro-, meso-, exo-, and 

macro-systems) and a student’s perceived and actual support systems in those environments. 

Contributions of Combining Theories 

Borrowing Kobasa et al.’s (1982; as cited in Bartone et al., 1989) hardiness scale from 

psychology and implementing it in order to understand how a student interacts with her or her 

environment is one way that we can encourage ecological models to change and grow. We can 

interrogate these ecological models with the incorporation of many of the models cited in Evans 

et al.’s (2010) collection of student development theories to see why different students with the 

same opportunities succeed, fail, or stagnate in college. By using an ecological model and 

measuring hardiness, we may be more apt to understand a students growth in terms of their 

development along any of the models of racial/ethnic development, faith/spirituality 

development, moral development, learning or self-authorship, or along many other models and 

theories of social-identity development (Cross & Phagen-Smith, 2001; Renn, 2004; Helms, 1995; 

Fowler, 1981; Kohlberg, 1976; Gilligan, 1982; Kolb, 1981; Baxter-Magolda, 1992; all as cited in 

Evans et al., 2010). 

Conclusion and Suggestions for Further Study 

More research is needed to understand why certain students are taking vested interests in 

their own social-identity development and if or how this is related to their developmental 

progress along any given model for identity-development. A research question might appear as 
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follows: When students learn about their self-identity, positionality, and epistemology from a 

theoretical or developmental framework, can they better support their own progress through 

stages of development?  

Although more research is needed, using a combination of developmental theories can 

clearly provide a more versatile view of student development that benefits and credits those 

students who are met with minute differences in their environment. These differences may range 

from varying levels of hardiness, differences in perception or presence of barriers to their own 

identity development, or desires to take risks and therefore progress developmentally, 

cognitively, emotionally, or socially. Combined, the theoretical underpinnings, assumptions, and 

components of ecological models, social-identity models, and psychological understandings can 

interrogate each other to form a better, more holistic theory of student development. 
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