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Abstract 

Social adjustment plays a critical role in student persistence at college. Social media such as 
Facebook, used widely by this population, have the potential to positively enhance students’ 
transition to college by encouraging connection and interaction among peers. The present study 
examines the role Facebook plays in students’ social adjustment during their first year of college 
using survey data (N = 338) collected from students at a private, liberal arts college in the 
Midwest. We develop and test a model that includes both traditional and Facebook-specific 
predictors of social support and social adjustment, as well as explore the role that these factors 
play in predicting students’ enrollment status the following year. Results indicate positive 
relationships between two Facebook variables the number of Facebook Friends students have at 
the college and their engagement in collaborative behaviors with classmates through the site and 
measures of social support and social adjustment, as well as a positive relationship between social 
adjustment and persistence at the university. 

Gray, R., Vitak, J., Easton, E. W., & Ellison, N. B. (2013).  Examining social adjustment to 
college in the age of social media: Factors influencing successful transitions and persistence. 
Computers & Education, 67, 193-207. doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2013.02.021 

Highlights     

► Role of Facebook in social integration to college and student persistence examined.   
► Model of student adjustment includes technology use and traditional predictors.   
► Academic collaboration behaviors on Facebook predictive of social support.  
► Social support strongly predictive of social adjustment to college.  
► Implications of social technology use for new college students assessed. 
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1. Introduction 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2011), college enrollment has increased 38% 
since 1999. More students than ever before are currently enrolled in college, and with good 
reason: obtaining a college degree provides a number of benefits including increased job 
opportunities and increased lifetime earnings potential (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2011). In addition to these tangible benefits, attending college serves an important socialization 
function in the lives of young people. For many young adults, moving to college rep- resents their 
first experience living outside their parental household, a move typically associated with 
increased autonomy. Beyond aca- demic learning, these “emerging adults” (Arnett, 2000) are 
engaging in a form of social learning, whereby they learn how to socialize with others, develop 
deeper cultural awareness and critical thinking skills, and negotiate interpersonal and group work 
challenges (Astin, 1993). The extent to which new students are able to manage this transition and 
socially integrate into the institution is an important factor for determining future success, as 
measured through traditional academic markers, such as grades (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & 
Gonyea, 2008; Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2004) and college persistence (Astin, 
1993; Kuh et al., 2008). 

In addition to more long-standing opportunities to meet and interact with other students (e.g., 
shared residential spaces and student organizations), today’s generation of students enters the 
college environment with access to social media tools offering communication affordances that 
may prove beneficial for the adjustment process. Social mediadincluding social network sites 
(SNSs), personal blogs, and geographically bounded discussion forumsdmay ease students’ 
transition from high school to college by providing them with informa- tional and social support 
as well as a way to find and connect with other students. Of these social media tools, Facebook is 
the site most embedded in the lives of U.S. college students (Hargittai, 2007; Smith, Salaway, & 
Caruso, 2009). Like other SNSs, Facebook contains social and technical affordances that enable 
individuals to engage in relational maintenance activities, learn about others, and exchange a 
variety of resources, including emotional support (Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield, & Vitak, 2010). 
These tools may reshape the ways young people connect with others during their transition to 
college. For instance, Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) speculate that Facebook might 
ameliorate “friendsickness” (Paul & Brier, 2001), the distress associated with missing old friends 
after moving away to college. 

Beyond the purely social purposes for which students use SNSs, such as connecting and 
communicating with existing friends, many students have repurposed these sites for academic 
activities (Lampe, Wohn, Vitak, Ellison, & Wash, 2011) and associate them with positive 
benefits, such as the ability to connect with other students about course-related work (Dahlstrom, 
de Boor, Grunwald, & Vockley, 2011). For example, in a national study by the non-profit 
organization EDUCAUSE, more than half of U.S. college students reported using SNSs for 
purposes such as communicating with classmates about school (Salaway, Caruso, & Nelson, 
2008), and more than one-quarter of students reported using a SNS as part of a class (Smith et al., 
2009). 

The present study considers the role that both traditional markers of adjustment and various 
characteristics of Facebook use play in students’ social adjustment to college and, subsequently, 
their persistence at the institution. We test the role Facebook plays in students’ social adjustment 
to collegedincluding their integration into the college community and formation of college-based 
tiesdwhich research suggests is one of the most important predictors of persistence (Astin, 1993; 
Haussmann, Schofield, & Wood, 2007). Factors shown to be important in the literature, such as 
race and first-generation status (i.e., first in their family to attend or graduate from college), are 
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included to account for the effect of Facebook use on persistence above and beyond these control 
variables. To analyze these relationships, we develop and test a model that focuses on the critical 
role of social adjustment to college and the role that Facebook plays in this process. Following 
analysis, we discuss theoretical and practical implications of social media’s role in the college 
adjustment process. 

2. Social adjustment to college 

Arnett (2000) frames the period between the ages of 18–25 as “emerging adulthood,” a critical 
developmental stage when individuals are transitioning from adolescence to adulthood. During 
this period, individuals determine the kind of person they will be in regards to issues such as 
personal values and perspectives, love, and livelihood. This liminal developmental stage is 
important because individuals are able to experiment with their identity within a context that is 
often free from the constraints of parental oversight that characterize adolescence or the 
responsibilities associated with adulthood. Moving away to college can play a key role in this 
process, in that it typically leads to in- creases in emerging adults’ autonomy, spurred by changes 
in residence, places of employment, and the formation of new circles of friends (Arnett, 2000). 
College students are expected to make a series of adjustments to cope with their new ways of life; 
these adjustments range from academic assimilation to personal, emotional, and social 
adjustments (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Hiester, Nordstrom, & Swenson, 2009). 

The majority of students who drop out of college do so in the first year (Rausch & Hamilton, 
2006), suggesting the transition process is a significant factor in student success. Social 
adjustment to a college environment is one facet of student adjustment and serves as one of the 
most critical activities emerging adults undertake that predicts success in college and beyond 
(Baker & Siryk, 1989; McEwan, 2011). As defined by Gerdes and Mallinckrodt (1994), social 
adjustment is the process by which students become integrated into the campus community, build 
support networks, and negotiate the new freedoms afforded by college life. Student adjustment, 
by contrast, is a com- bination of students’ social, personal-emotional, and academic adjustment 
along with their reported feelings of commitment to the institution (Baker & Siryk, 1989). 
Students who report difficulty socially adjusting to college are more likely to suffer from feelings 
of loneliness, anxiety, and depression (Mounts, Valentiner, Anderson, & Boswell, 2006). 
Understanding how students adjust to college has long been of interest to institutions of higher 
education, and research has examined this process in order to advise educators of differences 
across diverse student populations (Hertel, 2002; Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996; Kaczmarek, 
Matlock, Merta, Ames, & Ross, 1994; Owens, Lacey, Rawls, & Holbert-Quince, 2010) and to 
evaluate the use of certain programs or innovative steps to improve overall student adjustment 
(Abe, Talbot, & Geelhoed, 1998; Mayhew, Stipeck, & Dorow, 2011). 

Social integration and adjustment can be measured through students’ reported satisfaction with 
(and the quality of) informal in- teractions with faculty, staff, and peers (Jones, 2010; Kraemer, 
1996; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). Because of the strong relationships between social 
adjustment, successful transition to college, and persistence, many researchers have explored 
predictors of social adjustment in order to enhance the student experience by way of 
implementing support systems where needed (Lau, 2003; Mayhew et al., 2011). Personal 
characteristics (e.g., race, self-esteem), individual behaviors (e.g., socializing with peers and 
faculty), and stressors in students’ lives influence the level of social adjustment that students 
report (Chartrand, 1992; Elliott, Alexander, Pierce, & Richmond, 2009; Hays & Oxley, 1986; 
Hurtado et al., 1996). 

2.1 Personal background characteristics and social adjustment 



THIS	
  COPY	
  IS	
  FOR	
  RESEARCH	
  AND	
  EDUCATIONAL	
  PURPOSES	
  ONLY	
  
	
  

A primary focus in the literature centers on students’ race/ethnicity, and researchers have 
highlighted some of the struggles that minority students face at college, as well as how these 
challenges historically have predicted college adjustment. In general, Caucasians are more likely 
than minorities to attend higher education institutions (both private and public). In a meta-analytic 
study of Latino adjustment to college, for example, Quintana, Vogel, and Ybarra (1991) found 
that Latino students typically were more affected by financial stress than Anglo-American 
students, and the resulting psychological stress was associated with reduced intent to continue in 
school (Chartrand, 1992). More recent research shows that Latino students who are socially and 
academically engaged at college and who are able to navigate diverse ethnic campus 
environments report a greater sense of connection with the university (Nuñez, 2009). 

Scholarship on college transition and persistence has also explored African American students’ 
challenges to social adjustment. Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, and Hagedorn (1999) 
compared the college transition outcomes experienced by White students and African American 
students and discovered varied effects of race on adjustment to college. African American 
students reported fewer positive social experiences with student peers and also performed slightly 
lower academically than White students, suggesting that there are different facets of the transition 
to college, such as socialization, that may be more difficult for minority students (Cabrera et al., 
1999). In fact, more recent research supports the idea that the discrepancy between African 
American and White students’ rates of retention and academic success at college stems from 
challenges to African Americans’ social adjustment, not from a lack of academic preparedness as 
previously believed (see Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010). The campus we studied is more diverse than 
many other private colleges, with minorities accounting for one third of the student population 
(“Fast Facts,” 2012); thus, we use this opportunity to explore the role of race/ethnicity on 

adjustment: 

RQ1: What is the relationship between race/ethnicity and social adjustment to college? 

In some cases, students venturing to college may be the first from their families to do so. “First-
generation” students are those who are the first individuals in their immediate families to attend 
college; it is important to note, however, that some scholarly research also considers those 
individuals whose parents attended but did not graduate college to be first generation students 
(Ishitani, 2003). First-generation students often have more difficulty adjusting and persisting in 
school than their peers. A 1998 U.S. Department of Education report found that first-generation 
students were less likely to complete postsecondary education programs in both 4-year and 2-year 
in- stitutions than were those who had family members with previous college experience (Nuñez 
& Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). Past research has examined the gap between first-generation students 
and their counterparts, finding that first-generation students may not get the same level of support 
as others to help with the adjustment process (Hertel, 2002; Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, 
& Covarrubias, 2012; York- Anderson & Bowman, 1991). For example, first-generation students 
are less likely to receive information about “college culture” from their parents and may not 
receive the same degree of support (financial or otherwise) to attend college (York-Anderson & 
Bowman, 1991). Hertel’s (2002) comparison of first-generation with second- and third-generation 
students found that social adjustment was significantly lower for first-generation students. Finally, 
Stephens et al. (2012) found first-generation students faced steeper challenges when the college 
stressed independence as the path to success, as opposed to colleges that were more community-
oriented. Therefore, we expect first-generation students will not socially adjust as well as non-
first generation students. 

H1: First-generation students will report lower levels of social adjustment to college than those 
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who are not first-generation students. 

2.2. Social support and adjustment to college 

Beyond personal characteristics, students’ ability to develop meaningful connections affects their 
successful adaptation to college. As noted by Gerdes and Mallinckrodt (1994), developing and 
maintaining a local support network is one of the key predictors of student adjustment. Support 
can take a variety of forms, including emotional support (e.g., cheering up a sad friend), financial 
support (e.g., providing a loan), and instrumental support (e.g., helping a friend move). 
Developing a local support network, in addition to skills such as learning to manage new social 
freedoms and assimilating to social life, is essential to social integration at college (Gerdes & 
Mallinckrodt, 1994; Hays & Oxley, 1986). Thus, the concept of social capitaldin particular, 
bonding social capitaldis a useful framework for considering students’ support networks and their 
relationship to social adjustment to college. 

Social capital can be understood as the accumulation of resources to which one has access 
through his or her social network (Coleman, 1988). Of primary interest to our study is bonding 
social capital, which is generally associated with one’s closer ties and access to emotional and 
social support (Putnam, 2000). Coping with the college transition and having access to 
emotionally close others is critical during a student’s first year in post-secondary education (Hays 
& Oxley, 1986). In one recent study, first-year students’ participation in peer-led support groups 
led to reduced loneliness and higher perceptions of social support with regard to the college 
transition (Mattanah et al., 2010). These groups served as a social support intervention, which 
positively affected the participating students’ levels of social adjust- ment. Bonding social capital 
speaks to individuals’ perceived access to social support within their social networks (Putnam, 
2000), and access to social support better positions students to transition successfully during their 
first year of college. Therefore, we expect those with higher perceptions of bonding social capital 
within their college network to report higher social adjustment to college. 

H2: Perceived bonding social capital positively predicts social adjustment to college. 

One’s perceptions regarding access to social resources are influenced by the proximity of others, 
and research suggests that residing in on-campus dormitories is associated with higher social 
adjustment levels in students. In a study exploring the impact of living environment on college 
adjustment, Enochs and Roland (2006) found that first-year college students adjusted more easily 
when they were able to gain high levels of independence in their first year living away from home. 
Kaya (2004) found that students were more likely to socially adjust to college when they 
perceived their residence hall cohorts as cohesive and as a source of social support. Cohabitation 
with fellow students has been associated with higher levels of peer support, more contact with 
faculty members, and overall more successful adaptation to the college experience (Pascarella, 
1984), and social adjustment “reflects the degree to which students have integrated themselves 
into the social structures of university residencies and the broader university” among other kinds 
of social integration (p. 135, Credé & Niehorster, 2012). Arguably, the advantages sustained by 
on-campus residency are likely to enhance the social support resources to which students have 
access, as captured by the concept of bonding social capital. Therefore, we expect those who live 
on campus will report higher perceptions of bonding social capital within their college network 
than those living off campus. 

H3: On-campus residency positively predicts perceived levels of bonding social capital at college. 

3. Role of technology in facilitating social adjustment 
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As the literature demonstrates, students’ feelings of connection with and integration into the 
college community are important factors in determining their college experience and whether 
they persist at a particular institution. Historically, institutions have attempted to assist students in 
this process through activities such as extended orientation programs, social opportunities like 
organization fairs and mixers, and first-year seminar classes focused on building classroom 
community (ACT Inc., 2010). Nearly a decade ago, the Pew Internet Project found 79% of 
students agreed that online communication tools like email and instant messaging positively 
impacted their academic experiences by giving them routes to contact faculty members, 
coordinate with peers, and stay socially connected to others (Jones, 2002). Given the more 
sophisticated feature-set found in social media compared to these early tools, we expect that 
Facebook and other SNSs represent a powerful avenue through which students can connect with 
their peers at the institution and thus adjust more easily to college life. 

SNSs such as Facebook were built to support relationship maintenance, and articulated 
connections (“Friends”) on these sites tend to reflect offline relationships (boyd & Ellison, 2007). 
A unique feature of sites like Facebook is that they lower the transaction costs associated with 
identifying others and finding out more about them, which could help identify those with 
particular resources or facilitate future interactions (Ellison et al., 2010). Research suggests that 
college students are using Facebook to engage in “social information-seeking,” or finding out 
more information about others around them (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2011)dinformation 
that could potentially help students establish common ground with one another and serve as a 
social lubricant. Social media sites such as Facebook enable students to interact with other 
students and faculty and to find and share information related to extracurricular activities and 
group socializations (Heiberger & Harper, 2008). DeAndrea, Ellison, LaRose, Steinfield, and 
Fiore (2011) describe a study of a residence hall-focused online platform introduced at a large 
public university that offered students the ability to share information with one another before 
moving to campus. Findings suggest that use of the online forum contribute to students’ 
perceptions of bridging self-efficacy, which assesses the extent to which they expect to be able to 
interact with faculty outside of the classroom, connect with diverse others, and get helpful 
information from their residence advisors (DeAndrea et al., 2011). This work suggests that, even 
prior to arrival at one’s first year in college, students can use SNSs to develop a peer network and 
reduce uncertainty about the college experience. 

Exploring the influence of Facebook use on first-year students’ social and academic integration, 
Madge, Meek, Wellens, and Hooley (2009) found that many students who registered on Facebook 
prior to commencing studies used it both to keep in touch with friends from home and to meet 
fellow students in shared residence halls and courses. Over half of their sample became Facebook 
Friends1 with future classmates via Facebook (Madge et al., 2009). As previously noted, the 
number of friends a student has at one’s institution is positively related to social adjustment (Hays 
& Oxley, 1986), and we might expect that connections articulated on a SNS would play a similar 
role. McEwan (2011) suggests that newer college students may be making greater use of 
Facebook because they are working to grow their “university-affiliated social network” (p. 9). 
Some researchers have asserted that students may even socialize with one another more online 
than face-to-face (Heiberger & Harper, 2008). It may be that the iteration of these peer ties by 
way of Facebook “friendship” both affirms connections initiated offline and facilitates social 
interaction (and, potentially, provisions of support) between these ties in the future. The above 
research shows that social adjustment is positively associated with both the amount of time spent 
hanging out with friends (Hurtado et al., 1996) and the number of friends one has who are fellow 
students (Hays & Oxley, 1986). More recent research shows that connecting with other students 
online is an important aspect of the socialization process in college (Heiberger & Harper, 2008). 
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Therefore, we expect that Friending fellow students at the college will be positively associated 
with social adjustment to college. 

H4: The number of Facebook Friends the student reports at the college positively predicts social 
adjustment to college. 

Although it is intuitive to expect that having more Facebook Friends would be associated with 
access to more (and potentially more diverse) resources, past work has shown that the number of 
perceived “actual” friends on the system is more important for predicting social capital levels 
than the total number of contacts among undergraduate students (Ellison et al., 2011). Although 
the researchers did not define “actual” friends for their participants, presumably these would 
include some relationships outside of the university, such as high school friends. Ranney and 
Troop-Gordon (2012) found that connecting online with friends from home appears to be most 
beneficial to those with fewer quality face-to-face friendships. A recent study by Kalpidou, 
Costin, and Morris (2011) found that how long students had been in school moderated the 
relationship between the size of their Facebook Friend network and their academic and emotional 
adjustment: among first-year students, the number of Facebook Friends was negatively associated 
with adjustment, while for upperclassmen, the variables were positively correlated. Following 
past research (Ellison et al., 2011), we believe participants’ reported “actual” friends is a measure 
of the meaningful and relevant connections they have on the site, as opposed to all articulated 
“Friends” on the site (which can number in the hundreds), and thus may be an important factor in 
predicting social adjustment to college. Therefore, we expect those students who report having 
more “actual” friends on Facebook will report higher levels of social adjustment to college. 

H5: The number of actual friends on Facebook positively predicts social adjustment to college. 

3.1 Social media’s role in facilitating academic interactions 

In addition to adjusting to a new living environment, college students must also adjust to the 
university-level academic environment, which may be significantly more challenging to students 
than their previous educational experiences. As with the rest of their college experience, students 
go through these changes together, and research points to the potential for SNSs to both help and 
to hinder students’ academic performance. For example, a recent ECAR survey (Dahlstrom et al., 
2011) found that one in four students considers Facebook “valuable” or “extremely valuable” for 
his or her academic success (although more than 53% reported Facebook’s academic value to be 
limited or non-existent). Conversely, Junco (2011) found that Facebook use by college students 
also had the potential to be negatively associated with student engagement. Time spent using 
Facebook was positively associated with time spent participating in co-curricular activities but 
negatively related to student engagement, as measured by the National Survey of Student 
Engagement scale (Junco, 2011). Later research by Junco and Cotten (2012) found that students 
who reported using Facebook and other communication technologies while doing schoolwork 
performed worse academically than students who did not use these technologies while studying. 
When looking at social outcomes, however, positive effects of SNS use have been found. 
According to the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI; 2007), first- year college students 
who spend more time on Facebook also tend to be more satisfied with their social lives, more 
involved with on-campus activities, and more closely connected with their university peers. 

Using Facebook for purposes of collaborating with other students may help students adjust to 
college because these activities, such as talking about homework or classes more generally, 
provide the opportunity to engage in focused, sustained, and prolonged interactions with other 
students, potentially enabling these students to develop friendships and exchange other kinds of 
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social support. In a survey of first-year university students, Madge et al. (2009) found that a small 
percentage of students were using Facebook for informal educational purposes such as discussing 
classwork and organizing meetings for group projects. Likewise, Lampe et al. (2011) explored 
factors that predicted use of Facebook for ad-hoc collaborative activities such as arranging a 
study group or asking for help in a class. As these kinds of collaborative, SNS-enabled group 
activities often require prolonged interaction with others over time, it is possible that they help 
students both directly – when students engage in activities related to stronger academic 
performance – but also indirectly, as they provide a foundation for more social exchanges and the 
formation of meaningful support relationships. In light of these findings, engaging in Facebook-
based collaborative behaviors should help students’ social adjustment to college, above and 
beyond use of institutional resources such as academic tutoring. Therefore, we expect that using 
Facebook to collaborate with peers on schoolwork will be associated with higher levels of social 
adjustment. 

H6: The propensity to use Facebook for collaboration positively predicts social adjustment to 
college. 

4. Persistence at university 

While more students than ever enter institutions of higher education, persistencedthe decision to 
stay in college as opposed to dropping out prior to obtaining a degreedremains a key obstacle for 
institutions and students, with the steepest drop in re-enrollment occurring between the first and 
second years: in 2010, 26.6% of first-year students left their four-year private colleges (ACT, Inc., 
2010). According to Tinto (1975), “persistence in college is. not simply the outcome of individual 
characteristics, prior experiences, or prior commitments. [but also] the outcome of a longitudinal 
process of interactions between the individual and the institution (peers, faculty, administration, 
etc.) in which he is registered” (p. 103). Theoretical perspectives on college student development 
and retention focus on the strong re- lationships between student engagement, integration, and 
persistence (Astin, 1978, 1993; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1993). Astin (1993) specifically 
reemphasized the primacy of social support noting that “.the student’s peer group is the single 
most potent source of influence on growth and development during the undergraduate years” (p. 
398). Astin’s work highlights the importance of friendship circles, even above faculty support, 
and points to ways in which these relationships may deepen the connection between the student 
and the facilitating institution. Other research has focused on the impact of other factors on 
persistence, such as academic preparedness, including high school GPA and test scores (Allen, 
1999; Astin, 1997; Mattern, Shaw, & Kobrin, 2010), and demographic factors such as gender and 
race (Astin, 1997; Astin, Korn, & Green, 1987; Tinto, 1975). However, Haussmann et al. (2007) 
described the student’s “sense of belonging” as the key factor that contributed to retentiondand 
defined this sense of belonging as primarily social and more important than demographic or even 
academic consider- ations. Therefore, we expect that the degree to which students’ perceive they 
have socially adjusted to the college should lead to a higher rate of persistence, or an increased 
likelihood that the student returns to college the following year. 

H7: Social adjustment to college positively predicts persistence at the university. 

Residing on campus has been previously linked to student persistence at college. An earlier 
review of research on student persistence revealed that living in residence halls – particularly 
within the first year – was associated with an increased likelihood not only of graduating from 
college but also of graduating within four years (Peltier, Laden, & Matranga, 1999). Schudde 
(2011) found causal support that on- campus residency improved retention, with on-campus 
residents increasing their probability of persisting into the second year by 3.3 percentage points. 
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Research by Velez (1985) showed that students who lived on campus were more socially 
integrated into college life and were 43% more likely to finish college. Given the demonstrated 
connection between social adjustment and persistence, and that on-campus residency has been 
related to perceptions of social support and social integration, it is likely that on-campus residents 
will be more likely to persist at college than their off-campus peers. Therefore, we expect that 
living on campus is associated with greater persistence in college than living off campus. 

H8: On-campus residency positively predicts persistence at the university. 

In addition to social adjustment factors, academic performance also contributes to students’ 
likelihood to persist. Tinto (1975) distin- guishes between “voluntary” and “involuntary” 
departure: students who cannot meet the academic expectations of the faculty leave because of 
their unsatisfactory performance. Students with higher grade point averages (GPAs) – i.e., their 
cumulative academic scores – in the first year are less likely to leave involuntarily. Academic 
success also reinforces loyalty to the institution as students are more likely continue studying in 
an environment where they find academic success (Bean, 2005). While social integration remains 
a key predictor of student persistence, students with higher GPAs, reflecting successful academic 
integration, face one less obstacle to continuing at the institution. Therefore, we expect the GPA 
of students in their first year of college will be associated with their continued enrollment at the 
school the following fall. 

H9: Students’ first-year university GPA positively predicts persistence. 

5. Method 

The research site for this study is a 4-year, open enrollment, private liberal arts college with 
approximately 12,500 undergraduates, of which 3600 are first-year (including transfer) students. 
The first-year student cohort in 2010 included slightly more women than men and 37% minority 
enrollment. Note that African American (19%) and Latino (12%) enrollment at this institution is 
much higher than other private liberal arts universities (9% and 7.5%, respectively; see Wei et al., 
2009). In our sample, 56% of participants were female and 42.3% were racial minorities 
(including 16% African American, 8% Latino, and 3.6% Asian). Approximately 11% of our 
sample reported that neither parent had attended college and another 34% reported that neither 
parent had finished college. 

It is important to note that this college is one of the few private, four-year institutions in the U.S. 
with an open admissions policy, meaning that over 90% of the students who complete and submit 
an application are admitted. Selectivity has been studied as an institutional factor that impacts 
student persistence, but is usually correlated with academic preparedness, since selective 
institutions are less likely to admit underprepared students (Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2006; Lee, 
2001). While less research exists on how selectivity impacts social integration, community 
colleges are primary examples of open enrollment institutions that are present across the United 
States and internationally (Borglum & Kubala, 2000), with high acceptance rates identified as one 
of their biggest draws (Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005). Increasingly, they are the focus of research 
on student persistence and college adjustmentdmost early research on these topics concentrated 
on four-year selective admissions schools (Borglum & Kubala, 2000; Feldman, 1993; Phillippe & 
Sullivan, 2005). 

5.1. Procedure 

The present study includes two primary datasets. Because the first year has been identified as a 
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critical year for retention issues (ACT, 2010), we collected survey data from first-year college 
students and then used enrollment data from the next academic year to deter- mine whether our 
participants re-enrolled at the school or not (our measure of retention). To gather data, we utilized 
the college’s first-year writing courses. All incoming students who have not completed an 
equivalent writing course at another college or university are required to participate in one of 
several versions of the course. First-year writing instructors were inviteddon a volunteer basisdto 
distribute paper versions of the survey to their students during March and April of 2011. Of 114 
classes being offered during spring semester, we received surveys from 28 classes for a final 
dataset including responses from 569 students. Following cleaning of data and removal of non-
Facebook users (N = 39), 338 cases were used in the final analyses. A pen and paper survey was 
used to offset potential biases present in online surveys. This dataset was then merged with data 
from the college’s registrar in September 2011, including students’ first-year GPA and re- 
enrollment status. 

5.2. Measures 

Unless otherwise noted, all scale items were measured on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = 
Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly Agree). 

The survey instrument included a number of measures regarding students’ perceptions of their 
social adjustment to college, perceptions of social capital, and Facebook use, in addition to a 
number of demographic variables. Students were classified as first-generation students when 
neither parent had attended college (0 = first-generation; 1 = not first-generation). The college’s 
registrar provided participants’ first- year cumulative GPA and re-enrollment status for the 
students’ second year. Persistence was operationalized as being enrolled in the institution on the 
first day after the final deadline to change schedules for the Fall semester after the survey was 
fielded. These enrollment data were coded as a dichotomous variable (where 1 = re-enrollment in 
the fall 2011 semester). Re-enrollment data were collected six months after the survey was 
fielded. University staff with approved access to student data merged survey and university data 
using a code assigned for each respondent in order to protect participants’ privacy. See Table 1 
for descriptive statistics of these variables. 

Self-esteem was included in analyses as a control variable, as it has been previously linked to 
Facebook use (e.g., Steinfield, Ellison, & Lampe, 2008) and student adjustment (e.g., Friedlander, 
Reid, Cribbie, & Shupak, 2007; Mooney, Sherman, & Lo Presto, 1991). Mooney et al. (1991) 
found strong, positive correlations between self-esteem and four kinds of college adjustment 
(academic, social, personal, and attachment). Due to concerns about participant fatigue and 
limitations on the length of our questionnaire imposed by the research site, self-esteem was 
measured using the single item, “I have high self-esteem,” which has previously been validated as 
a sufficient measure of self-esteem and shows high convergent validity with the multi-item 
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Robins, Hendin, & Trzesniewski, 2001). 

5.2.1. Social adjustment to college ��� 
This measure includes is adapted from the 19-item “social adjustment” subscale of the Student 
Adjustment to College Questionnaire (SACQ) developed by Baker and Siryk (1989). The other 
dimensions of this scale not included in this study are personal/emotional adjustment (15 items) 
and academic adjustment (24 items). One item (“I enjoy living in a dormitory”) was not included 
because not all students live in dorms. Confirmatory factor analysis showed the 18-item scale 
proved a poor fit to the data, c2(135) = 604.86, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.76, RMSEA = 0.10. Through 
analysis of the scale, seven items were removed for low loadings, leading to an 11-item scale that 
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provided an adequate fit to the data, c2(39) = 90.85, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.962, RMSEA = 0.06. This 
11-item scale (alpha = 0.867, M = 3.61, SD = 0.66) was used in all analyses. Means and standard 
deviations of all included items are provided in Table 2. 

Table 1. Demographics for full sample included in analysis (N = 338). 

Items M/N (%) SD 
Sex 

 Male 144 
(42.6%)  

 Female 189 
(55.9%)  

 Age 19.6 2.12 
 Father's education 
 Less than high school degree 19 (5.6%)  
 High school degree 76 (22.5%)  
 Some college 84 (24.9%)  
 College degree + 158 

(46.7%)  
 Mother's education 
 Less than high school degree 16 (4.7%)  
 High school degree 49 (14.5%)  
 Some college 102 

(30.2%)  

 College degree + 171 
(50.6%)  

 First generation status 
 First generation students 37 (10.9%)  
 Non-first generation students 301 

(89.1%)  
 Race/ethnicity 

 White 195 
(57.7%)  

 African American 54 (16.0%)  
 Hispanic/Latino 27 (8.0%)  
 Asian 12 (3.6%)  
 Other 50 (14.8%)  
 High school GPA (obtained from college) 2.97 0.59 
 Cumulative college GPA (obtained from college) 3.03 0.70 
 Residence 

 On campus 187 
(55.3%)  
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Items M/N (%) SD 

 Off campus 151 
(44.7%)  

 State of residency 

 Out-of-state 141 
(41.7%)  

 In-state 196 
(58.0%)  

 Average annual household income (estimated from 2009 Census data for 
extended zip codes) $90,010 $39,899 

 

5.2.2. Bonding social capital 
���This five-item measure (alpha = 0.74, M = 3.21, SD = 0.72) was adapted from previous research 
(Williams, 2006) to reflect the extent to which participants felt they had access to emotional and 
meaningful support at the university. Sample items include: “There are several people at [college 
name] I trust to help solve my problems,” and “If I needed an emergency loan of $100, I know 
someone at [college name] I could turn to.” Confirmatory factor analysis showed this scale to be 
a good fit to the data, c2(5) = 11.157, p = 0.05, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.983. 

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for social adjustment to college scale (N = 338). 

Itemsa M SD 

I am satisfied with social participation. 3.42 1.00 

I am satisfied with social life. 3.65 1.03 

I have good friends to talk about problems with. 4.05 0.94 

I have several close social ties. 3.75 1.04 

I am adjusting well to college. 4.02 0.82 

I feel lonely a lot. (reversed) 3.50 1.18 

I am satisfied with extracurricular activities. 3.18 1.02 

I am very involved with college social activities. 2.74 1.00 

I am meeting people and making friends. 3.83 0.96 

I am pleased about my decision to attend this college. 3.99 0.96 

I have difficulty feeling at ease with others at college. (reversed) 3.59 1.01 

Full Scale (α = 0.868) 3.61 0.66 
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aScale ranges from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree. 

 

5.2.3. Academic support services 
In addition to the support students receive from their peers, many institutions have formalized 
support systems to help students with the academic demands of college, such as tutoring centers. 
We included a single item, “I use academic support services like tutoring centers and academic 
advisors” (M = 3.27, SD =1.12), as a control variable so we could identify the role that SNSs play 
in social adjustment to college above and beyond the impact of institutional support systems. As 
this variable is a single-item measure and asks about specific behavior enacted by students, we 
assume this construct is mainly error free. 

Table 3. Loading factors for items included in composite variables included in path analysis. 

 

CFA 
loading 

Social adjustment to college questionnaire (SACQ)a 

 I am satisfied with social participation. 0.67 

 I am satisfied with social life. 0.81 

 I have good friends to talk about problems with. 0.62 

 I have several close social ties. 0.65 

 I am adjusting well to college. 0.65 

 I feel lonely a lot. [reverse-coded] 0.57 

 I am satisfied with extracurricular activities. 0.45 

 I am very involved with college social activities. 0.53 

 I am meeting people and making friends. 0.80 

 I am pleased about decision to attend this college. 0.53 

 I have difficulty feeling at ease with others at college. [reverse-coded] 0.45 

 Facebook collaboration (I use Facebook to…)b 

 Arrange a meeting for a group project. 0.68 

 Ask a classmate for help in the class. 0.83 

 Help manage a group project. 0.84 
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CFA 
loading 

 Contact another student with a question related to class or schoolwork. 0.92 

 Discuss classes or schoolwork. 0.81 

 Arrange a face-to-face study group. 0.82 

 Collaborate on an assignment in a way my instructor would like. 0.80 

 Bonding social capitala 

 There are several people at [college] I trust to help solve my problems. 0.64 

 If I needed an emergency loan of $100, I know someone at [college] I could turn to. 0.53 

 There is someone at [college] I can turn to for advice about making very important 
decisions. 0.77 

 The people I interact with at [college] would be good job references for me. 0.61 

 I do not know anyone at [college] well enough to get them to do anything important. 
[reverse-coded] 0.60 

aItems were measured on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = Strong Disagree to 
5 = Strongly Agree. 

bItems were measured on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = Very Unlikely to 
5 = Very Likely. 

 

5.2.4. Facebook use variables 

We included three Facebook-specific variables in analyses to capture different uses of the site: 

• Actual friends probes users’ perceptions of more meaningful ties within their Facebook 
network through the question, “Approximately how many of your TOTAL Facebook 
Friends do you consider to be ‘actual’ friends?” On average, participants reported 194 
“actual” friends on the site (median = 95, SD = 371). When comparing participants’ 
median reported number of total Friends and actual friends, our participants reported that 
approximately 19% of their Facebook Friends were actual friends, which is slightly lower 
than found in previous research using college students at another, larger university 
(Ellison et al., 2011). ��� 

• College friends (M = 64, median = 30, SD =102) captures students’ perceptions of how 
many of their Facebook Friends are fellow students at the college (“Approximately how 
many of your TOTAL Facebook Friends are at [college name]?”). On average, students 
reported that 10% of their total Facebook Friends were enrolled at the college. ��� 

• Propensity to use Facebook for positive collaboration (Lampe et al., 2011) is a 9-item 
measure that captures the likelihood that students will coordinate online or offline 
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academic collaboration via Facebook. All items were prompted by “How likely are you 
to use Facebook for the following things?” with response options ranging from 1 = Very 
Unlikely to 5 = Very Likely. Sample items included using Facebook “to arrange a 
meeting for a group project” and “to discuss classes or schoolwork.” Confirmatory factor 
analysis revealed the original, nine-item scale was a poor fit to the data, c2(27) = 291, p < 
0.001, CFI = 0.88, RMSEA = 0.17, so two items were removed, producing an adequate 
scale, c2(8) = 13.6, p > 0.05, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.05. This seven-item scale (alpha = 
0.926, M = 3.68, SD = 0.86) was used in all analyses. 

Table 4. Correlation coefficients for all variables included in analyses (N = 338). 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) 
(1) SACQ 1             
(2) 
Persistence 0.132* 1            
(3) Bonding 
social capital 0.693** 0.128* 1           
(4) GPA 0.029 0.124* 0.116* 1          
(5) 
Residence 0.023 −0.044 0.127* 0.124* 1         
(6) 
Academic 
support 
services 

0.172** 0.008 0.203** 0.022 −0.041 1        

(7) 
Facebook 
collaboration 

0.136* 0.011 0.140** 0.125* 0.094 0.004 1       

(8) Actual 
friends 0.235** 0.021 0.209** 0.046 0.127* 0.132* 0.138* 1      
(9) 
Facebook 
friends at 
college 

0.240** −0.005 0.099 −0.038 0.021 −0.012 0.105 0.325** 1     

(10) Race: 
Latino −0.089 −0.002 −0.130* −0.040 −0.205** −0.052 0.017 −0.088 −0.007 1    
(11) Race: 
Black 0.097 −0.077 −0.027 −0.216** −0.060 0.105 −0.051 0.089 0.103 −0.179** 1   
(12) First 
generation 
status 

0.014 −0.008 0.033 0.035 0.047 −0.017 −0.080 0.054 0.063 −0.282** 0.027 1  

(13) Self-
esteem 0.360** −0.025 0.257** −0.020 0.013 0.091 0.021 0.157** 0.091 −0.037 0.203** 0.079 1 

Note: *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01. 
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Table 5. Summary of hypotheses and results. 

Hypothesis Finding 
H1: First-generation students will report lower levels of social adjustment to college 
than those who are not first-generation students. 

Not 
supported 

H2: Perceived bonding social capital positively predicts social adjustment to college. Supported 
H3: On-campus residency positively predicts perceived levels of bonding social 
capital at college. Supported 

H4: The number of Facebook Friends the student reports at college positively 
predicts social adjustment to college. Supported 

H5: The number of actual friends on Facebook positively predicts social adjustment 
to college. 

Not 
supported 

H6: The propensity to use Facebook for collaboration positively predicts social 
adjustment to college. 

Not 
supported 

H7: Social adjustment to college positively predicts persistence at the university. Supported 

H8: On-campus residency positively predicts persistence at the university. Not 
supported 

H9: Students' first-year university GPA positively predicts persistence. Supported 
 

5.3. Data analysis 

Factor loadings for the three scaled variables included in this analysis can be found in Table 3. To 
test the relationship between the variables, which include three dependent variables, a path model 
was proposed and tested using AMOS version 19 (Arbuckle, 2010). As path analysis cannot be 
run on data with missing values, cases that were missing observable data such as residence, 
persistence, and race values were deleted from the dataset. We also performed listwise deletion 
for individuals missing more than one value for items within the main scales of interest: social 
adjustment to college, bonding social capital, and propensity to use Facebook for collaboration. 
For those cases only missing one value for an item within those scales, we performed a missing 
value imputation allowing the participant’s mean for other items within the scale to replace that 
missing value. All variables were treated as manifest variables, including scales. Although the use 
of single- item measures of latent variables does not control for error as efficiently as a scale and 
can underestimate correlations (Cooper & Richardson, 1986), several of our single-item measures 
indicate true variables (such as residence, re-enrollment/persistence, and race), whereas others 
such as self-esteem have been validated as a single-item measure in previous research (Robins et 
al., 2001). Goodness of fit was determined following Hu and Bentler’s (1999) criteria that 
comparative fit indices (CFI) over 0.95 and RMSEA values below 0.06 indicate a good fit 
between hypothesized model and observed data. Exogenous variables in the proposed model 
included self-esteem, use of academic support services, “actual” friends, Facebook friends at 
school, propensity to use Facebook for collaboration, first-generation status, race, cumulative 
college GPA, and on-campus residence. Predicted endogenous variables were bonding social 
capital, social adjustment to college, and persistence at college. See Table 4 for correlations 
between variables and Fig. 1 for the proposed path model. 
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Figure 1. Proposed path model. 

6. Findings 

The proposed path model was entered into AMOS, but analyses revealed the model was a poor fit 
to the data, c2(63) = 203.45, p < 0.000, RMSEA = 0.082, CFI = 0.693. There were no significant 
differences across racial minorities (RQ1) or first-generation student status (H1) in terms of 
students’ degree of social adjustment. H3, which predicted a positive relationship between living 
on campus and perceptions of bonding social capital, was supported (b = 0.132, p < 0.05). The 
number of Facebook Friends at the college also predicted student adjustment (b = 0.157, p < 
0.001), supporting H4, as did perceived bonding social capital (b = 0.657, p < 0.001), supporting 
H2. Neither the number of actual friends on Facebook (H5) nor use of Facebook for academic 
collaboration (H6) significantly predicted social adjustment. When looking at the three predictors 
of persistence at the university, only social adjustment (b = 0.117, p < 0.05) and GPA (b = 0.134, 
p < 0.05) were significant, while residence (b = -0.060, p > 0.05) was unrelated. Therefore, H7 
and H9 were supported, while H8 was not. See Fig. 2 for full details of this model and Table 5 for 
a full summary of supported and unsupported hypotheses. 
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Figure 2. Proposed path model with coefficients. 

Following this analysis, a number of changes were made to the model to achieve one that fit the 
data better and still reflected previous research in this area. Non-significant paths were removed. 
A covariance path was added between the number of college friends participants reported on 
Facebook and their engagement in Facebook-enabled collaborative behaviors. As social 
adjustment and bonding social capital were strongly correlated (r = 0.59), paths were tested 
between several variables and bonding social capital to determine if they were having an indirect 
effect on social adjustment. 

The final model was a good fit to the data, c2(25) = 28.56, p > 0.05, RMSEA = 0.021, CFI = 
0.989. As in the previous model, bonding social capital (b = 0.635, p < 0.001) and the number of 
Facebook Friends at the college (b = 0.163, p < 0.001) significantly predicted social adjustment. 
Revised paths from use of academic support services (b = 0.192, p < 0.001) and Facebook 
collaboration (b 1⁄4 0.128, p < 0.05) to bonding social capital were significant, and residence 
retained a significant positive path (b = 0.127, p < 0.05) to bonding social capital. The path from 
residence to GPA was significant (b = 0.121, p < 0.05), such that students who lived on campus 
reported higher GPAs than those who lived off campus, while the non-significant path from 
residence to persistence was dropped. The resulting model showed direct effects of bonding 
social capital and Facebook Friends from school and indirect effects of self-esteem, use of 
academic support services, and Facebook collaboration behaviors on social adjustment to college 
and direct effects of social adjustment to college and cumulative college GPA on persistence in 
college. The final model explained 53% of the variance in social adjustment, 13% of the variance 
in bonding social capital, and 3% of the variance in students’ persistence. See Fig. 3 for the full 
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model, including standardized betas for all paths. 

 

7. Discussion 

The question of how to ensure successful social adjustment to college is a significant issue for 
society, especially as institutions aim to increase access to higher education for minority and first-
generation students, who traditionally have had less access to these resources. How acclimated 
and connected students feel to their social environment has been shown to affect their transition 
to college life and thus their decision to persist at the university (Astin, 1993; Haussmann et al., 
2007). Of course, some of the reasons why students drop out of university are structural (e.g., a 
lack of financial resources), fairly intractable, and unlikely to be mitigated by social interventions. 
But the extent to which students feel socially integrated within the university and connected to 
other members of the community, especially other students, is a factor that can potentially be 
ameliorated by the use of new communication technology platforms. Social media tools appear to 
be well-suited for addressing these social factors because they are designed to maintain 
relationships and act as a ‘social lubricant’ (Ellison et al., 2011), enabling students to find 
common ground and learn more about others on campus. Conversely, SNSs could have the 
opposite effect, stymieing the integration process by encouraging new students to stay enmeshed 
in high school peer groups or retarding the developmental process by enabling parents to retain 
control over the activities of their recently matriculated children or remain too emotionally 
enmeshed in their everyday lives. 

This study sought to empirically assess the role of social media in hindering or helping the 
college transition process. First, our study set out to explore new relationships (and confirm 
existing ones) between students’ social adjustment to college and background characteristics such 
as race and self-esteem. The unique open-enrollment policy of our research site, a private four-
year college, gave us access to a very ethnically and racially diverse sample, as well as a larger 
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number of first-generation students than may be found at more selective colleges. Past research 
on social adjustment has found varying effects of race and ethnicity, typically finding that those 
students in the racial minority had more difficulty adjusting to college than their non-minority 
counterparts (Cabrera et al., 1999; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010; Hurtado et al., 1996; Quintana et 
al., 1991). In the present study, no significant difference was found in social adjustment levels 
between minority (i.e., African-American and Latino) students and non-minority students. 
Whereas past research has found that minorities face more challenges to college adjustment in 
predominately White contexts, perhaps the diverse composition of this campus meant that 
students experienced less difficulty socially integrating and finding peers with culturally similar 
backgrounds. An optimistic interpretation of this finding suggests that as campuses become more 
diverse, minority students may face fewer challenges to social adjustment. Additionally, whether 
or not a student was the first in his or her family to attend college did not significantly affect 
social adjustment to college in our study. First-generation students reported a comparable level of 
social adjustment to non-first-generation students. This issue should be explored in future studies 
to determine whether this finding – which is unexpected given earlier research on the topic – is 
indicative of a general trend whereby first-generation students are better supported by institutions 
in regards to social adjustment, or whether attributes of this particular college (such as its location 
in an urban setting or its looser acceptance policy) are responsible. 

The use of social media tools such as Facebook may serve to scaffold the social adjustment 
process for students from diverse back- groundsdincluding minorities and first-generation college 
students. For instance, profiles contain signals of identity (such as hometown or music 
preferences) that can help students find common ground with one another (Lampe, Ellison, & 
Steinfield, 2007). Although Lampe et al. (2007) found that the number of “referent” fields (such 
as high school and hometown) completed in students’ Facebook profiles were more predictive of 
total number of Facebook Friends than including “interests” such as favorite music, these findings 
may need to be re-assessed given changes to the SNS user experience since 2007 and the fact that 
more recent research has found that total number of Friends may not be as important as the more 
meaningful relationships users have on the site. Researchers may wish to shift their emphasis 
from the total number of ties to those who are seen as more relevant, such as “actual” Friends 
(Ellison et al., 2011), Facebook Friends in one’s residence hall (DeAndrea et al., 2011), or, as in 
our study, Friends at the university. On a related note, the prominence of the profile within the 
Facebook user experience has diminished over time, as user practices have shifted (see Ellison & 
boyd, 2013). Future research could explore the role of identity information in the profile to see 
how it relates to social adjustment to the university, especially in colleges smaller than the one 
studied by Lampe et al. (2007). Our work examined predictors of social adjustment such as 
number of (Facebook) Friends at the university, but future work could look at specific behaviors 
on the site, profile field completion, or more granular data about interactions with other students 
at the institution to better understand the exact role that social media play in the process of social 
adjustment. 

Because of the established fundamental role of support networks to student adjustment (Gerdes & 
Mallinckrodt, 1994; Hays & Oxley, 1986), we expected bonding social capital, a concept 
conveying the extent to which individuals can access emotional and meaningful support, would 
predict students’ social adjustment. This hypothesis was supported, with bonding social capital 
positively predicting the degree to which students felt they were adjusting socially to college, 
based on a scale that assessed a variety of dimensions of social adjustment, including getting 
along with roommates, participating in extracurricular activities, and feeling satisfied with one’s 
social life. Also as expected, we found a positive association between on-campus residence and 
bonding social capital. Past research demonstrated that students who resided in dormitories 
believed that residence halls provided social support and increased feelings of connection with 
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others (Kaya, 2004) and that living on campus was associated with higher levels of peer support 
and overall adaptation to college life (Pascarella, 1984). Our findings suggest students living on 
campus may perceive increased support, potentially due to the proximity of associated ties around 
them, and are more likely to report being socially adjusted to the college experience. 

Above and beyond the factors suggested by the literature on student socialization, the primary 
question animating this research is how students’ use of Facebook might facilitate their transition 
to college, specifically their social adjustment to the life changes inherent in this process. In order 
to address this question, we explored three specific Facebook variables: participants’ connections 
to other university students through Facebook, their self-reported number of “actual” friends on 
the site, and their use of Facebook for academic collaboration. Past research has shown that 
connecting to “actual Friends” through Facebook is associated with perceptions of both bonding 
and bridging social capital among college students (Ellison et al., 2011); thus, we anticipated that 
these connections would also enhance student per- ceptions of social adjustment. The number of 
connections students form at college has also been positively associated with social adjust- ment 
(Hays & Oxley, 1986), and as a result, we hypothesized the number of fellow students 
represented in one’s Facebook network would positively predict social adjustment to college. 

Interestingly, the number of Facebook Friends who are fellow students predicted social 
adjustment while the number of perceived “actual friends” in one’s Facebook network did not 
significantly (i.e., p < .05) predict either social adjustment or bonding social capital. These results 
suggest that, in terms of social adjustment to college, localized ties on the site are more important, 
supporting Hays and Oxley’s (1986) findings that the number of other students befriended is 
more predictive of social adjustment to college than the overall density of one’s network or the 
number of new acquaintances made in general. As Madge et al. (2009) point out, some students 
begin connecting and communicating online before arriving on campus their first year, and 
McEwan (2011) suggests that this development of a “university- affiliated network” is important 
to newer college students. Despite students reporting that only around 10% of their Facebook 
Friend network was comprised of friends at their school, in this study those who had more 
Facebook Friends on campus appeared to be at an advantage in terms of social adjustment over 
those who had connected with fewer classmates. Even this small representation of college friends 
within larger Facebook social networks is impactful for student adjustment. This finding is 
intuitive, as the social information that is shared through Facebook, including information about 
upcoming events and information about individuals that can help strengthen re- lationships and 
establish common ground, should lead students to feel more connected. Students who have higher 
levels of social adjustmentdthose who are participating in extra-curricular activities and engaging 
with their fellow students through various other activitiesdare likely to have met, and Friended, 
more of their fellow students on Facebook than those who do not participate in activities that 
would lead them to develop a connection to the college. Many of these students are likely 
connecting on both Facebook and face-to- face, meaning these relationships may benefit from 
multi-modal relational reinforcement or opportunities to exchange support. Our data do not 
enable us to establish the directionality of this relationship, but future research could employ 
longitudinal data collection strategies to clarify this relationship. 

The findings regarding actual friends are more difficult to parse out, insofar as the addition of this 
variable weakened the model and was ultimately removed. In creating this variable, Ellison et al. 
(2011) were interested in capturing a more nuanced measure of users’ Facebook Friendsdnot just 
the number of connections, which could include hundreds of individuals with whom users had 
little to no formal rela- tionship, but rather those Friends who represented more meaningful 
relationships within users’ social network. In their analyses, Ellison et al. (2011) found that the 
number of actual friends college students reported was a stronger predictor of their perceptions of 
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social capital than the total number of Friends users had on the site. In our study, we focus only 
on first-year college students. These individuals typically encounter many other students during 
their daily activities; however, their core network of ties most likely includes connections from 
home, including family and high school friends. Therefore, the unclear relationship between 
actual friends and social adjustment is not completely surprising; while students’ hometown 
friends can provide emotional support during the transition to college, they may be unable to help 
with many of the other social aspects of this transition, particularly after students have had a 
chance to make meaningful connections with students at their university. Likewise, the measure 
of bonding social capital employed in this study focused on perceptions of bonding among 
students’ relationships with others at the college (as opposed to generalized perceptions of 
support). Future research using a sample of students who have spent more time on campus, such 
as seniors, or employing longitudinal data could contribute to our understanding of the 
relationship between adjustment to college and shifting networks of actual friends, Friends at 
college, and other tiesdand how these transform over time. 

Findings regarding students’ propensity to use Facebook for collaboration also deviated from 
those posited in our proposed model. Using Facebook to coordinate group projects and discuss 
classes did not directly predict social adjustment to college but rather predicted social adjustment 
indirectly by way of students’ perceptions of bonding social capital at the college. Informal 
academic collaboration may enhance students’ perceptions of social support because these 
interactions also support relationship development. 

Students’ use of academic support and tutoring services likewise had an indirect relationship with 
social adjustment to college through bonding social capital. Use of academic support services and 
counseling has previously been shown to positively relate to social adjustment and integration 
(Grant-Vallone, Reid, Umali, & Pohlert, 2003); thus, we utilized this measure as a control in our 
model. Although the use of these services did not directly predict social adjustment to college, the 
indirect path through bonding social capital suggests that students who seek out this kind of 
academic support may perceive they have access to resources through closer ties and social 
support networks. Interactions with those who offer these services on campus, be they staff 
members or other students, may influence the sense of support students have at school, which in 
turn positively influences their social adjustment within the college transition. 

Whether or not a student completes his or her college degree has been associated with a number 
of personal, academic, and social factors such as academic preparedness (Astin, 1997), on-
campus residence (Velez, 1985), anddarguably the most significantdsocial adjustment (Astin, 
1993; Haussmann et al., 2007). Thus, our proposed model accounted for each of these factors as 
influences of persistence, as measured by students’ re-enrollment at the institution for the 
following academic year. Specifically, we proposed that one’s academic college success, 
perceived level of social adjustment, and on-campus residence would positively predict re-
enrollment. While one’s degree of social adjustment to college and their first-year GPA were in 
line with predictions, the relationship between students’ residence and persistence is not as clear. 
We expected that, in line with past research (see Peltier et al., 1999; Velez, 1985), living on 
campus would benefit students with regard to persistence. On-campus living did positively relate 
to bonding social capital, indicating that living on campus is associated with supportive 
relationships and meaningful ties; however, there may be external factors at work here that our 
data collection effort did not incorporate. For example, we asked students simply whether or not 
they lived on or off campus, but we did not further probe off-campus students regarding whether 
they lived in apartments with other students, with non-classmate roommates, with their families, 
or otherwise. Another distinction emerging in post-hoc analyses related to race: White students 
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were more likely to live on campus (c2 1⁄4 27.31, p < 0.001), while Latinos were more likely to 
live off campus (c2 1⁄4 20.40, p < 0.001). Future research should more closely examine the 
relationship between living factors and students’ social adjustment and persistence. 

8. Limitations 

A number of limitations to this dataset should be acknowledged. First, causal relationships cannot 
be established from cross-sectional data. Second, survey data were collected during students’ 
second semester at the college, which means our sample does not include stu- dents who may 
have left after or during their first semester of college. Other researchers have referred to the first 
semester of college as a “weeding out” period, suggesting social adjustment during the first few 
months of college is critical to persistence. Caution should be taken in generalizing the findings 
of the present study to other colleges and universities, as the chosen college is very unique in 
terms of its admission policy and, consequently, its student body. The use of single-item 
measures for latent variables in path analysis allows for more error than validated scales, and thus, 
our correlations, particularly for those involving self-esteem and the use of academic support 
services, may be underestimated in the path model. Future research in this domain utilizing path 
analysis may be able to draw stronger conclusions with full scales for these variables. 

Future research should continue to explore the impact that technologies like Facebook have on 
students’ adjustment to collegedboth in terms of their social adjustment and other adjustment 
characteristics not captured in this surveydat other types of educational institutions, as well as to 
explore potential negative outcomes of social media use in addition to the positive ones, such as 
those found by Junco (2011) and Junco and Cotten (2012). Finally, our low R2 for persistence 
(with two predictors) suggests that a number of other factors are involved in students’ decision to 
return to college following their first year. 

9. Conclusion 

Practitioners and scholars in a number of fields have explored the factors that contribute to 
students’ adjustment to college. Researchers have consistently found that students’ sense of 
integration within and support from their college community is an essential component to future 
success at the institution. The present study has examined the role of traditional predictors in this 
process alongside consideration of Facebook useda commercial social media site designed to 
support social connection and interaction. Through analysis of data collected from students at a 
private, liberal arts college in the Midwest, we have found that technologies such as Facebook 
may indeed support pro- social outcomes related to students’ adjustment to college, which in turn 
increases the likelihood that students will return to college the following year. 

This study also adds to a growing corpus of studies (e.g., Pasek, more, & Hargittai, 2009) 
debunking media reports that link use of social media like Facebook to negative academic 
outcomes such as lower grades. While unable to establish a causal relationship between variables, 
the data presented here suggest that specific uses of Facebookdnamely to connect with classmates 
at the college and to collaborate on academic projectsdhelp students feel more connected to the 
college, which may subsequently increase the likelihood that they will persist beyond their first 
year. This is especially important for first-generation and minority students, who are historically 
less likely to attend (and finish) college. This research complements other work that uses 
perceptions of access to resources (as captured in measures of bonding social capital) and 
highlights the fact that SNS use can have meaningful outcomes. Contrary to some popular 
depictions that Facebook is merely a forum for sharing breakfast choices and party photographs, 
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SNSs have the potential to serve as a medium for meaningful support at a critical time of 
transition in students’ lives. 
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