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Assessing TRIO/Student Support Services Leadership, Institutional 

Structure, and Student Six-Year Graduation Relationships 
 
 

Valerie Wallingford, Bemidji State University
 

The U.S. Department of Education allocates over $300,000,000 annually to TRIO Student Support Services projects. 
However, little research has been conducted regarding specific factors that lead to project success. This study 
investigated whether there was higher six-year student graduation rates when TRIO/SSS directors possessed 
transformational leadership characteristics and when the TRIO/SSS projects were more integrated into the hosts’ 
institutional structures. To examine these correlations, 209 TRIO/SSS directors in the upper mid-west were asked to 
complete the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire and a researcher-developed survey regarding each project’s 
six-year graduation rates and the degree of project integration within their institutional structure.  The results 
showed significant correlations between transformational leadership, project integration within the institutional 
structure, and six-year student graduation rates.  

INTRODUCTION 

Funded by U. S. Department of Education grants and originating from the Economic Opportunity Act 
of 1964 in response to the administration's War on Poverty, educational opportunity outreach programs 
were created to assist school administrators and teachers in motivating and supporting students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to progress from middle school through post-baccalaureate programs. 
President Lyndon B. Johnson articulated the need for these programs in his Great Society Speech at the 
University of Michigan, citing increased urbanization, a high percentage of adults (greater than 25%) with 
less than a high school diploma, and an economy that soon would demand workers with advanced 
technical education (Johnson, 1964). 

The first program authorized was Upward Bound, which has been used to provide support to ninth 
through twelfth grade students as they prepare for college entrance. As part of the 1965 Higher Education 
Act, the second outreach program, Talent Search, was created for administrators to encourage individuals 
ages 11 to 27 to complete high school or earn a Certificate of General Educational Development (GED) 
and enroll in postsecondary education. In 1968, Student Supports Services (SSS), a third educational 
opportunity outreach program initiated by the Higher Education Amendments, was implemented to help 
administrators and faculty at community colleges and universities to increase retention and graduation 
rates of disadvantaged students in postsecondary educational programs. These three federal programs 
became known as TRIO. Today, TRIO consists of seven outreach support programs designed to help 
administrators, teachers, and faculty serve and assist students at high risk (low income, first generation, 
and students with disabilities) in the progression from middle school through post-baccalaureate 
programs. The additional programs are Veterans Upward Bound, Upward Bound Math-Science, 
Educational Opportunity Centers, and Ronald E. McNair Achievement (U.S. Department of Education, 
Office of Post-secondary Education, Federal TRIO Programs, n.d.). 

Today there are 1,034 individual TRIO/SSS projects in the United States that are awarded over 
$300,000,000 annually (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Post-secondary Education, 2010). Given 
the substantial amount of funds awarded to TRIO/SSS projects at a time when institutional accountability 
and performance are being closely monitored by local, state, and federal officials, two conditions seem to 
be imperative in order for projects to maintain both credibility and viability. First, TRIO/SSS project 
directors must be effective leaders; second, projects be fully integrated institutionally. These conditions 
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would ensure that individual projects and the TRIO/SSS program as a whole are able to maximize 
retention outcomes leading to increased graduation rates.  This study set out to determine if these two 
conditions were true in the Mid-America Association of Educational Opportunity Program (MAEOPP) 
region. 

RESEARCH PROBLEM 

Administrators at the U.S. Department of Education have spent billions of dollars and significant time 
in the development, implementation and evaluation of TRIO projects (U.S. Department of Education, 
Archived Information, n.d.; Brazzeller, 2001; U.S. Department of Education, Office of Post-Secondary 
Education, 2005). However, little research has been conducted regarding specific business factors that 
lead to the success of these projects. It is clear, however, that student attrition leads to increased costs 
associated with institutional operations and finance, and students who drop out are also adversely 
affected, both economically and personally (Swail, 2006). Conversely, student retention helps ensure 
stable and continuing revenue sources and increased graduation rates for institutions (Kuh, & et al, 2005). 
To increase effectiveness, administrators need data to determine what leadership characteristics and 
organizational structures may result in greater success. 

The purpose of this study was to examine three variables: transformational leadership characteristics 
of TRIO/SSS directors, institutional integration of TRIO/SSS projects, and six-year graduation rates of 
TRIO/SSS participants at those institutions, and to determine whether there were correlations among the 
variables. A review of literature revealed no other research quantifying the impact of transformational 
leadership characteristics of TRIO/SSS directors on six-year graduation rates, nor research studying 
TRIO/SSS project integration within host institutions and its impact on six-year graduation rates.  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Three factors influence the economic success of colleges and universities: graduation of students, the 
organizational structure of the institutions, and institutional leadership. Graduation is dependent upon 
student retention. Early college retention models were grounded in the belief successful adaptation to the 
university environment could be attributed to appropriate student personality traits. Current retention 
models are concerned more with the way that colleges and universities can help students transition to and 
complete higher education, making retention/graduation a university-wide concern. Among certain at-risk 
populations—those students who are first generation college students, minorities, or persons of lower 
socio-economic status—attrition is a significant problem. The following literature review is organized 
into three areas: retention/graduation, organizational structure and leadership. 

Retention/Graduation 

In the United States, there are only 20 four-year schools that have graduation rates over 50 percent 
and 50 percent or more of their students are underrepresented. The graduation rates are not the only 
difference; they have programs in place for successful graduation and retention (Corpus, 2009). There are 
about 50 colleges in the United States with 6-year graduation rates under 20 percent. By the numbers, 
these colleges are failing. They have failed to create a system that successfully retains students (Finder, 
2006). 

A large body of research has examined the issues of retention/graduation and attrition. Braxton (2001-
2002) found that historically student departure has been a significant problem for colleges and 
universities. “High institutional rates of student departure negatively impact the enrollments, budgets, and 
public perception of many colleges and universities” (p. 1). Student retention and degree attainment are 
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critical components in college and university success and accountability. Levitz, Noel & Richter (1999) 
wrote: 

As budgets tighten, competition for students increases, resources shrink and regents, 
legislators, taxpayers, and prospective students and their families take up the cry for 
institutional accountability, institutions that put students first will succeed, even excel, 
just as their students will. (p. 31)  

The American College Testing Program found that between 1998 and 2004 approximately 25% of 
first year students at four-year public colleges did not return for their second year of school, and that this 
high rate of attrition can negatively affect not only institutional budgets but also public perceptions of the 
institutions themselves (2004). Tinto (1993) found that the highest attrition rates were among 
disadvantaged students.  

At higher education institutions nationwide, the interest in student retention practices and the related 
research which serves to guide them has been renewed by a recent emphasis on linking accountability 
with funding (AASCU, 2006; Finder, 2006; Corpus, 2009, Blankenship, 2010, Pelletier, 2011). 

Carey (2004) stated, 

America’s colleges and universities have a serious and deep-rooted problem: far too 
many students who enter our higher education system fail to get a degree. Even among 
the students most likely to succeed—those who begin their college career as full-time 
freshmen in four-year colleges and universities—only six out of every ten of them, on 
average, get a B.A. within six years. This translates into over a half a million collegians 
every year, a group disproportionately made up of low-income and minority students, 
who fall short of acquiring the credentials, skills and knowledge they seek. (p. 1). 

Overview of Retention Theories 

Summerskill’s (1962) research suggested that elements of a student’s personality are the major 
reasons for persistence and leaving. His work marked the beginning of a new era in retention research. 
Since then, many other researchers and theories have appeared in the literature.  

Spady’s (1970) retention theory marked the turning point from viewing retention in terms of what the 
student brings to college to viewing retention as a function of the interaction between the student and the 
campus. His theory suggests that the interaction between student attributes and the institutional 
environment determines departure decisions. Spady (1970) believed that when a student’s social system 
breaks up it is linked to an earlier failure to integrate into the life of that environment. This model of 
student attrition links the student departure to a prior failure of the student to become socially and 
academically integrated within the institutional environment. He found social integration to be the most 
important factor in student attrition. This increase in social integration increased satisfaction with the 
college environment which, in turn, increased the student’s commitment to the institution. 

Building on Spady’s (1970) earlier work, Tinto (1975) introduced what has become the foundation 
for most of the collective current theory on retention. Tinto’s (1975) student retention model consists of a 
series of complex academic and social interactions between a student and the college environment, 
referred to as the ‘degree of fit’ between the student and the campus environment. The model takes into 
consideration individual student traits, including pre-entry college attributes, academic goals and 
commitment, and also considers the relationship between persistence and the student’s level of academic 
and social integration. Spady (1970) was the first to examine the value of the student being involved with 
life at and within the institution, and Tinto (1975) concluded that a student’s contact with faculty outside 
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the classroom directly impacted retention. Tinto recommended that colleges implement effective retention 
plans to ensure students are integrated into their new environment. In his student retention model, he 
explained retention as a longitudinal process of interactions between the student and the institutional 
environment. Terenzini and Pascarella (1980) reviewed the validity of Tinto’s retention model and, 
consistent with Tinto’s research, found that the degree and type of academic integration is a strong factor 
in the decision to leave college. 

Tinto’s (1987) model of student attrition looked at the changing nature of integration. Tinto (1987) 
proposed that institutions have their own cultures made up of the traits and behaviors of those that reside 
in them, similar to other human communities. Tinto (1993) stated that departure from college serves as a 
“barometer of the social and intellectual health of institutional life as much as of the experiences of 
students in the institution” (p. 5). He also stated that attrition results from interactions between a student 
and his or her institutional environment. He argued that retention is a function of motivation and 
academic strength on the part of the student, integrated with the academic and social characteristics of the 
institution. Academic traits include one’s abilities to perform in a college setting and social traits include 
one’s abilities to integrate into a social system. According to this theory, the match between an individual 
and the institution shapes what are called the goal and institutional commitments. According to Tinto, the 
stronger the commitment to completing college along with the level of institutional commitment to 
student success, the greater the college student persistence will be. The integration of the student, both 
academically and socially, leads to greater levels of student commitment to the institution and to 
achieving his/her goals and higher education persistence. 

Tinto (1993) revised his theory by adding environmental variables and intentions. 

Kennedy and Scheckley (1999) examined attrition and persistence in the higher education literature 
and found that the interaction/relationship between the institution and student or institutional fit explained 
attrition most consistently. This research served to re-affirm Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) conclusions. It 
also lends support to current trends in retention practices and recommendations.  

Current Trends in Retention/Graduation Research and Practices 

In order for students to be successful, institutions must provide a solid foundation as freshmen 
transition into the college environment. However, the first academic years tend to be the least satisfactory 
for students (Noel, 1985; Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1993; Boyer Commission, 1998). Students struggle with the 
academic, emotional, and social transition from high school to college, while institutions struggle to meet 
students where they are academically and then bring them along to where they need to be in order to be 
successful in their freshman year.  

Because of the negative economic impact associated with attrition (Braxton 2001-2002), colleges and 
universities must make a concerted effort to retain students. Integrated retention programs include 
academic factors. As student academic and social integration into the campus community increases so 
does the likelihood of student retention and graduation (Asera, 1998; Tucker; 1999; O’Brien & Shedd, 
2001). The institutional community must be engaged in a coordinated and comprehensive effort across 
divisions to provide retention programs that address both academic and non-academic factors in an 
integrated approach (Holmes, Ebbers, Robinson, & Mugenda, 2000-2001; Pathways to College Network, 
2004; Carey, 2005; AASCU, 2006; Finder, 2006; Corpus, 2009; Woosley & Miller, 2009; Blankenship, 
2010; Pelletier, 2011). Legislators and government are holding higher education institutions more 
accountable and requiring that they align their systems to support student success and clearly document 
student learning outcomes (Pelletier, 2011). 
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Retention and TRIO/SSS Projects 

While it is commonly recognized that the first year of college is a crucial point for all students, for 
disadvantaged populations the transition to college can be especially difficult. Successful transition to 
postsecondary education is key—60% of first-generation, low-income students who leave higher 
education without attaining a degree do so after the first year (Tinto, 1993). Tinto (1993) investigated the 
reasons that students drop out of college and found that the highest attrition rates were among 
disadvantaged students (minorities and persons of lower socio-economic status).  

Organizational Structure 

A review of the literature in the area of organizational structure in higher education reveals that this 
area is undergoing major reform on many college campuses. The traditional hierarchy and departmental 
divisions within organizational structures are increasingly being viewed as outdated and ineffective, and 
are being replaced by more integrative, collaborative efforts with a view toward creating a much more 
student-centered climate that will better support student success, retention, and graduation rates. The 
problematic nature of the traditional structure of higher education organizations is discussed in this 
section. Additionally, the more effective, current practices and characteristics of institutions that have 
moved away from the traditional organizational structure toward a more modern approach are reviewed. 

Traditional Organizational Structure 

The administrative structure of most colleges and university systems is bureaucratic (Baldridge, et al., 
2000; Gumport & Snydman, 2002). While many corporations changed their organizational structures 
some twenty years ago, colleges and university administrators have been slow to respond to changing 
needs within the industry of educational delivery (Karabell, 1998). These administrators have continued 
to maintain a top down approach, interacting with employees in the traditional autocratic way rather than 
embracing the practices of transformational leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1995, 1998; Bensimon, Neuman, 
& Birnbaum, 2000; Birnbaum, 2000; Wergin, 2001).  

In their critique of traditional organizational structure, Baldridge, et al. (2000) suggested that 
universities are systems of organized anarchy (also, Bennis, 1989 & 2003; Fincher, 1987) with little 
centralized coordination; with vague, ambiguous, competing, and contested goals; and with significant 
vulnerability to the external environment. Within a university, programs and activities generally are 
departmentalized. Structurally, this creates within the institution individual silos with individual goals, 
although departments and divisions may be loosely coupled (Kuh, 1996).   

The premise that colleges and universities operate in silos springs from the essentially vertical 
structures of these institutions. Their various divisions, such as colleges, business offices, student affairs 
departments, etc., seem to exist and work in parallel with each other, being more concerned with their 
own objectives than those of the school as a whole (Kuh, 1996; Keeling, Underhile, & Wall, 2007). 
Additionally, colleges within institutions and other departments compete with one another for scarce 
resources which further leads to promoting the concerns of their own divisions over working toward 
broader institutional goals. 

Other studies have also shown that various divisions within institutions operate with ambiguous 
purposes in vertical structures that are only loosely linked (Mintzberg, 1979; Cohen & March 1986; 
Fincher, 1987; Weick, 2000; Baldridge et al., 2000; Bennis, 1989 & 2003; Keeling, et al., 2007). The 
basis for this indistinctness is that it allows for artistic thinking and respects and encourages the autonomy 
of different disciplines. However, the vertical structure of these institutions and their ensuing divisional 
ambiguity don’t seem to fit in with the current emphasis on accountability and horizontal assessment. 
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Institutions are increasingly being called on to measure and report on their performance horizontally 
(Callan, Finney, Kirst, Usdan, & Venezia, 2006). 

Many of the seemingly unsystematic organizational structures within universities are characterized by 
a lack of integration resulting from decentralized management, bureaucracy, and non-standardized 
practices (Karabell, 1998). Although these structures may allow many individuals the opportunity to 
provide input into decisions, campus consensus is rarely achieved which tends to limit the scope of 
leadership initiatives to one building or one academic department (Karabell, 1998). 

Collaboration among departments or divisions tends to be for a single event in response to a 
temporary need, and throughout the collaboration process, each division or department maintains its 
distinct and separate identity (Weick, 2000). Kezar (2005b) found that groups who attempt to work 
together in a cross-functional manner to support student success often find that institutional structures 
stand in the way, and that their work sometimes goes unrewarded. Further complicating the issue, 
universities are staffed by educators who demand a say in decision-making processes, but who have little 
or no understanding of the issues involved in organizational management (Baldridge, et al., 2000). 

Helgesen (1990) summed up much of the current movement away from the traditional organizational 
structure when he stated: 

The traditional organizational architecture, with its presumptions of underlying 
hierarchical order, its emphasis on rank, boundary and division has outlived its usefulness 
as a metaphor by which we relate individuals to the institutions that employ their labor 
and shape their lives. (p. 271) 

Baldridge, et al. (2000) suggest that many colleges and universities are attempting to move away from 
the traditional vertically-oriented structure toward a more horizontal integration across academic and 
administrative departments. This provides a foundation for improved student services, and increases 
student success, persistence, and graduation rates. Economically and politically this paradigm shift is also 
beneficial for the institutions (Karabell, 1998). 

A Modern Perspective 

How different aspects of organizational structure at institutions of higher education affect student 
outcomes, such as retention and graduation rates, has been examined by several studies Baird (1988) 
suggested that student perceptions of the institutional environment impact retention decisions. Baird 
(1988) and Berger and Milem (2000) suggested that studying institutional structure helps us understand 
how institutional environments affect students. Fiske (2004) and Carey (2005) reported that the most 
success in increasing institutional retention rates has been in making student success part of the 
institutional culture. In addition, Tinto’s (1993) examination of student behavior via an organizational 
point of view also suggests that colleges and universities are organizations and organizational structure 
does affect students.  

Kezar (2005a) studied how higher education institutions can move from bureaucratic structures and 
siloed interdisciplinary units to an organizational structure that supports collaboration. He found eight 
organizational characteristics that assist institutions in organizing for collaboration. Of these eight 
characteristics, three were found to be vital in organizing for collaboration—a mission that promotes 
collaboration, a network of relationships among faculty and staff that enables collaboration, and 
integrated structures that support collaboration, which is key to connecting work that is usually done in 
isolation. This study is also supported by the research of Hesselbein, Goldsmith & Somerville (2002), 
who found that flexible organizations with administrators who encourage calculated risk-taking and 
develop successful internal and external partnerships are more likely to be adaptive organizations. 
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Similarily, Bolkan and Goodboy (2009) also believe it is time to break out of the higher education 
traditionalism and create an integrated and inclusive structure where everyone believes in everyone’s 
ability to be successful. 

Colleges need to ensure that programs are well integrated into the campus institutional structure.  
Multiple avenues of getting students attention should be used to get students involved.  The more a 
student feels involved within the institution the more likely they are to stay and complete their degree.  
Students like to know that they have a program that they fits them, especially incoming freshman, or 
transfer students, because they are leaving old friends and comfort zones behind in search for a new place 
to belong.  Students that are involved in activities also tend to have higher grade point averages. This is 
because they feel that they have someone, or a group of people to hold them accountable. (Woosley & 
Miller, 2009) 

In a study of twelve public colleges and universities with strong graduation rates, the American 
Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU, 2006) concluded that having the attitude that all 
students can succeed and providing a supportive structure, demonstrates faith in students which in turn 
creates a culture of high expectations, an inclusive culture, and a well-known mission dedicated to student 
learning which increases student success. This study documented that leadership and an inclusive 
structure increases student graduation rates.  

Hearn (2006), when researching correlates of student success in higher education also revealed that 
coupling of services, activities, and programs are linked to achievement. Institutions are being challenged 
to provide students with experiences that enhance learning, challenge students to achieve higher levels of 
success, and provide support for them to do so. Similar to AASCU (2006) and Bolkand and Goodboy 
(2009), Boyer (1987, 1990, 1997) claimed that the best way to achieve these goals was to collaborate and 
partner with faculty, students, and administrators in a common mission to create a college environment 
with seamless learning in and outside of the classroom. 

One example of horizontal functioning at work on many campuses can be found in the area of student 
affairs. These divisions often function horizontally to create learning communities, create a solid 
transition into and out of the institution, promote academic alliances, and support efforts to reduce vertical 
functioning (Kuh, 1996; Smith, et al., 2004; Ewell & Wellman, 2007). Smith et al. (2004) examined 
student affairs efforts and found a strong commitment on the part of individuals to operate horizontally 
even when institutional constraints made it difficult to do so. 

In a report that examined exemplary practices in TRIO/Student Support Services projects, one 
commonality among successful projects was dedicated staff and directors with strong institutional 
connections (Muraskin, 1997). All five successful projects had directors who have worked in TRIO or 
similar programs at the same institution for many years. TRIO/SSS project director’s tenure plays a 
substantial role in linking the TRIO/SSS project to their institution because these directors are well known 
and respected at their institutions, and contribute to institutional policies that impact disadvantaged 
students. (Muraskin, 1997). Similarly, Brazzeller (2001) identified the characteristics that made 
TRIO/Talent Search projects effective. These included strong effective leadership, qualified staff, risk-
taking, institutional identity, overall institutional emphasis, and a non-bureaucratic structure with the 
ability to adjust quickly to changes and issues. 

Retention/graduation theory and organizational structure theory are now intertwined, and they have 
moved in similar directions. As previously discussed, improving graduation has evolved from identifying 
and implementing isolated programs and services to a more holistic view of the organization as a whole 
and how it impacts graduation rates (AASCU, 2006; Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Woosley & Miller, 2009; 
Blankenship, 2010). This has much in common with the movement away from traditional organizational 
structure toward a more integrated, collaborative effort. Berger (2001-2002) proposed “… that colleges 
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and universities are organizations and subsequently that organizational perspective is an appropriate 
framework for gaining useful insights into how undergraduate retention can be improved” (p. 3). From a 
student retention perspective, organization theory posits that interactive processes affect student 
persistence/graduation. 

Since institutional structure does appear to influence student learning and outcomes (Braxton & Brier, 
1989; Berger & Braxton, 1998; Berger 2000; Berger & Milem, 2000; Berger, 2002; AACSU, 2006; 
Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009; Woosley & Miller, 2009), higher education leaders should pay close attention 
to and monitor the nature of the organizational structure and environment on their campuses. 
Organizational theory proposes that the mission of the institution is associated with student success 
because institutions that coordinate their overall mission with their particular academic programs and 
policies are usually more efficient and effective (Ewell, 1989; Birnbaum, 1991; Bolman and Deal, 1991; 
AASCU, 2006). 

Change within universities has occurred very slowly and over extended periods of time, primarily 
because university administrators and faculty tend to be deeply entrenched in those traditional systems 
that offer few incentives for change. However, given current economic and political factors affecting 
university environments, new paradigms are needed (Karabell, 1998; AASCU, 2006; Bolkan & Goodboy, 
2009). Additionally, while any particular university may have multiple missions, for example both 
research and teaching, maintaining a balance between and among missions may cause uncertainty and 
confusion within the institution and among faculty and staff (Baldridge, et al., 2000; AASCU, 2006).  

Leadership 

Many definitions of leadership can be found in the literature on the subject, depending on the interests 
and focus of the researcher. One current, widely-cited definition of leadership comes from Yukl (2005), 
who defined the term as “a process whereby intentional influence is exerted by one person over other 
people to guide, structure and facilitate activities and relationships in a group or organization” (p. 2). 
Yukl’s definition encompasses the scope of much of the recent research on the topic. 

Research on leadership models has also changed over time. Initially, there was a focus on natural 
traits among leaders and followers. Later research examined patterns among transactions or exchanges 
between leaders and followers. The model of transformational leadership dominates current theory 
because it takes into account the broad range of leadership characteristics, outlines definitive leadership 
behaviors, and supports more effective, flexible methods of leadership, resulting in increased employee 
awareness of organizational goals, as well as the motivation to work toward achieving those goals. (Bass 
and Avolio, 1990; Avolio and Bass, 2004).  

Much of the current research in this area began with two important, classic studies; the Ohio 
Leadership Study and the Michigan University Study, which were the first to categorize leadership 
behaviors as either initiating structure (control of processes) or consideration (emotional concern for 
subordinates) (Yukl, 2005). These two works laid much of the groundwork for today’s research on 
leadership theories, and both remain relevant in today’s leadership research in that they developed a 
framework of categorized behaviors, process, and inter-personal relations found in most leadership 
models which followed (Yukl, 2005).  

The transactional model is based on studying and categorizing the series of exchanges, or 
transactions, between leaders and followers. This model gained recognition with Burns’(1978) influential 
study of political leaders, which was soon followed by Bass’s (1985) research that broadened the use of 
the transactional model to include other leaders from the military, industrial, public, and educational 
sectors.  
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Because most traditional models failed to fully explain a broader range of leadership behaviors, 
researchers were prompted to develop a more comprehensive model that would challenge traditional 
models and broaden their scope. Bass (1985) introduced the full-range leadership style model (consisting 
of both transactional and transformational leadership behaviors), which was subsequently updated by 
Avolio and Bass (2004). Since it was first introduced, this model had drawn significant attention, not only 
because of its ability to assess a wider, more comprehensive, range of leadership behaviors but also 
because it created and somewhat defined definitive leadership behaviors. 

This transformational model is considered to be the modern paradigm in leadership theory. It has 
undergone years of scrutiny, including intensive academic and statistical research (Avolio, 1999; Avolio 
& Bass, 2002; Dum dum, Lowe & Avolio, 2002; Dvir, Eden, Avolio & Shamir, 2002; Avolio & Bass, 
2004). 

By virtue of their support and encouragement, transformational leaders can appeal to the moral 
values, emotions, and ideals of their employees, facilitating an understanding on the part of the employees 
of their individual importance to the organization as a whole. This can lead to increased levels of 
employee trust, respect, and loyalty, often empowering them with the confidence and willingness to 
assume additional responsibilities (Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio, 1990). Bass and Avolio also argued that 
transformational leaders motivate by creating an understanding of the importance of organizational 
outcomes, by inspiring employees to put the needs of the organization first, and by appealing to the 
higher-order needs – the need for love, affection, belonging, esteem, and self-actualization (Maslow in 
Koltko-Rivera, 2006).  

A study of the effectiveness of transformational leadership involving 194 participants showed that 
trust and value congruence with the leader directly and indirectly impacted participant performance in a 
positive way (Jung & Avolio, 2000). In their study of 89 school principals in Singapore, Koh, Steers, and 
Terborg (1995) concluded that transformational leadership had a direct, substantial, and positive impact 
on organizational behavior, organizational commitment, and instructor satisfaction, as well as an indirect 
positive effect on the academic performance of students. This further suggested that transformational 
leadership brings out the best in employees and enables the leader and the employees to perform above 
expectation (Bass, 1985; Gasper, 1992; Jung & Avolio, 2000; Dum dum, Lowe, & Avolio, 2002; 
Walumbwa, Wang, Lawler, & Shi, 2004). There have been a number of studies of transformational 
leadership at institutions of higher education with results showing a positive relationship between 
transformational leadership and elements of student and faculty success Bolkan & Goodboy, 2009). 

Nischan (1997) studied 139 undergraduate business students enrolled at a community college to 
determine the influence of faculty transformational leadership versus faculty transactional leadership on 
student outcomes. Based upon the author’s findings, he concluded that transformational leadership 
contributes more to student effectiveness, extra effort, and satisfaction than does transactional leadership. 
According to Kouzes and Posner (2002), leaders who exhibited transformational behaviors reported 
increases in performance, retention rates, intrinsic motivation, and job satisfaction amongst their 
employees. 

Institutions of higher education need effective and competent leaders in order to be successful in 
today’s rapidly changing environment. The perceived lack of accountability to state governments and 
taxpayers, the escalating costs of postsecondary education, and an increase sensitivity of taxpayers toward 
inefficient and ineffective leadership in higher education have added to the heightened scrutiny and 
analysis of higher education leadership (Bisbee, 2007). 

Competent, effective leaders are needed at all levels of postsecondary education institutions in order 
for these institutions to be successful (Gaither, 2007). Higher education leadership has become more 
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complex with the advent of the Internet, increased accountability, escalating costs of education, and 
student consumerism (Wisniewski, 2002). Gaither proposed that the change in the way that academic 
leadership is viewed has been influenced by factors including flatter organizational structures, 
diminishing institutional loyalties, and the belief that excellence in leadership is necessary at all levels of 
an organization. He further suggested that increased responsibility and accountability have led to greater 
expectations for performance while multidimensional/multifaceted and decentralized internal 
environments have challenged institutions of higher education to be responsive to an ever expanding 
number of external constituents. Gaither (2007) stated, 

In today’s climate of balancing competing constituency interests, financial contraction, 
growing student populations, and abundant public criticism, it seems clear that the higher 
education community needs to hone and apply its skills to better meet the strident 
leadership demands of our time. (p. 4) 

Additionally, Astin and Scherrei (1980) and Berger and Milem (2000) found that more 
entrepreneurial styles of administrative leadership exhibited within higher education institutions had 
positive effects on student gains. 

Institutions can foster higher success and graduation rates by not only implementing programs to help 
meet the needs of students but by also creating overall awareness among administrators, faculty, staff, and 
students. The more programs that are readily available and the easier it is to identify them the more likely 
students will stay involved with that particular college to earn their degree (Blankenship, 2010). Vincent 
Tinto, a professor in Syracuse said, ''There are certain things that stand out about institutions that do better 
than you would expect, one is that they are willing to commit resources and to align their resources in a 
systematic way. Two, they understand the importance of support for student academic success.'' (Finder, 
2006). 

With the administration of positive structure and programs, institutions can increase the completion 
rates of higher education.  The way the institution chooses to lead these programs can be the difference 
between success and failure. 

METHODOLOGY 
 
Overview 

This research was a correlational quantitative study of three variables: transformational leadership, 
project integration within the institutional structure, and six-year graduations rates at TRIO/SSS projects 
hosted by Midwest colleges and universities. The Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire Leader Form 5X-
Short (MLQ-5) was administered as well as a researcher-developed survey, the TRIO Questionnaire, 
which measured the extent of the respective Midwest TRIO/SSS projects’ integration within their 
institutions’ organizational structure and documented each project’s six-year graduation rates. The 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS®) software was used for all statistical analyses. 

The MLQ-5 was selected because it is among the most validated instruments for measuring 
transformational leadership characteristics, and because it is perceived to be highly predictive of leaders’ 
performance across a wide range of settings. (Lowe, et al., 1996; Bass, 1998; Carless, 1998; DeGroot, et. 
all, 2000; Antonakis, et al, 2003). 

The use of the TRIO Questionnaire was necessary because no other tool existed to collect and 
measure the specific information necessary for this study. Thoughtful construction of questions and the 
use of a pilot study ensured validity and reliability. Each of the 209 TRIO/SSS project directors in the 
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Mid-America Association of Educational Opportunity Programs was asked to complete the both the 
MLQ-5 and the TRIO Questionnaire. 

Responses to the MLQ-5 were entered into SPSS© as numeric values to determine transformational 
leadership scores. Six-year graduation rates of TRIO/SSS participants for 2004-05, 2005-06, and 2006-07 
were taken from the TRIO Questionnaires and entered as percentages. The transformational leadership 
score of each participant was correlated with the six-year graduation rates for that director’s project. 
Responses to each of the 16 questions included in the TRIO Questionnaire were also entered into SPSS© 
as numeric values and used to determine institutional integration. Each institutional integration score was 
also correlated with its respective project graduation rate. 

Data obtained from the TRIO Questionnaire were compared to the results of the MLQ to determine 
what relationships exist among transformational leadership characteristics of Midwest TRIO/SSS 
directors, institutional integration of Midwest TRIO/SSS projects, and the six-year graduation rates of 
Midwest TRIO/SSS project participants.  

Statement of Research Questions/Hypotheses  

Two research questions were addressed: 1. To what extent, if any, are levels of transformational 
leadership characteristics of Midwest TRIO/SSS project directors associated with levels of six-year 
graduation rates of Midwest TRIO/SSS participants? 2. To what extent, if any, is Midwest TRIO/SSS 
project integration within the institutional structure related to six-year graduation rates of Midwest 
TRIO/SSS participants? 

Description of Research Design 

This researcher sought to examine two correlations: (a) the correlation between transformational 
leadership and the Midwest TRIO/SSS projects’ six-year graduation rates, and (b) the correlation between 
Midwest TRIO/SSS project’s integration within the institutional structure and the Midwest TRIO/SSS 
projects’ six-year graduation rates.  

Validity and reliability of the TRIO Questionnaire were addressed in two ways: first, the thoughtful 
construction of questions ensured that the variables being studied were specifically and properly 
addressed and that only factual, objective answers were called for; second, a pilot study was conducted 
with 10 subjects to further assure that the questions were written in a way that would elicit clear and 
consistent responses. Each Midwest TRIO/SSS project director in MAEOPP was asked to complete the 
MLQ as well as the TRIO Questionnaire.  

Operational Definitions of Variables 

Integration within the institutional structure (XIS). The extent to which the TRIO/SSS project is 
integrated within the institution’s structure. In this study, integration was measured by participant 
responses to six closed-ended descriptive integration questions on the TRIO Questionnaire (questions 4, 
5, 6, 7, 8, and 10, as shown in Table 1 and detailed in the following paragraph). Responses to each of 
these six questions were assigned points, representing ordinal data values, ranging from 0 to 7 depending 
on the question, to characterize integration within the institutional structure. For each question, higher 
values represent greater project integration within the institutional structure. For items where “other” was 
a response option, participants were asked to provide additional information that allowed the researcher to 
determine an appropriate score for that item.  
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TABLE 1 
TRIO QUESTIONNAIRE INTEGRATION QUESTIONS AND SCORING 

Question	  #	   Factor	   Scoring	  

4	   TRIO/SSS	  Project	  is	  a	  
Department	  	  

2	  =	  TRIO/SSS	  is	  a	  department,	  1	  =	  
TRIO/SSS	  is	  a	  program	  within	  a	  
department	  

5	   Number	  of	  Departments	  that	  
Collaborate	  with	  the	  Project	  

0	  =	  0	  departments	  collaborate	  with	  the	  
project,	  1	  =	  1,	  2	  =	  2,	  3	  =	  3,	  4	  =	  4,	  5	  =	  5,	  6	  
=	  6,	  7	  =	  7	  

6	   Distance	  TRIO/SSS	  Project	  is	  
From	  the	  President’s	  Office	  

0	  =Project	  Director	  reports	  to	  a	  
manager,	  1	  =	  reports	  to	  a	  director,	  2	  =	  
reports	  to	  a	  department	  chair,	  3	  =	  
reports	  to	  a	  dean,	  4	  =	  reports	  to	  a	  vice	  
president/provost,	  5	  =	  reports	  to	  the	  
president	  

7	   Number	  of	  University	  
Committees	  Staff	  Serve	  On	  

0	  =	  0	  committees	  are	  served	  on,	  1	  =	  1,	  2	  
=	  2,	  3	  =	  3,	  4	  =	  4,	  5	  =	  5	  

8	   TRIO/SSS	  Director’s	  
Autonomy	  in	  Decision	  Making	  

0	  =	  major	  decisions	  are	  made	  by	  an	  
upper	  level	  administrator,	  1	  =	  decisions	  
are	  shared	  with	  supervisor,	  2	  =	  director	  
has	  final	  say	  in	  project	  decisions	  

10	   Number	  of	  Administrative	  
Levels	  at	  the	  Project’s	  
Institution	  

0=6	  or	  more	  administrative	  levels,	  1	  =	  5	  
levels,	  2	  =	  4	  levels,	  3=3	  levels,	  4	  =	  2	  
levels,	  5=1	  level	  

Each of these questions yielded a positive directional scale score. For example, question 4 ranged 
from 1 to 2 points, and question 5 ranged from 0 to 7 points. The score range was not the same for all 
questions; therefore, scores for each question were standardized to give each question equal influence by 
dividing the response value by the total value possible to obtain a percentage value for each question. 
Then a total integration score for each project was obtained by calculating the average percentage. The 
percentage was then multiplied by the total maximum points for all six questions (26) to obtain a 
composite integration index score for each project. This composite score was needed in order to have a 
single point of reference in the form of a mathematical expression to determine the extent to which the 
Midwest TRIO/SSS project was integrated within the institutional structure. 

The integration questions and scoring were developed by the researcher in consultation with 
university faculty and administrators with expertise in organizational structure. Each integration question 
measured a specific aspect of the project’s integration within the host institution’s organizational 
structure. Question 4 measured the extent to which each project was considered a department within the 
university (was the project considered a department within the institution or was it a program within a 
department). Question 5 measured the extent to which other institutional departments collaborated with 
the project (how many external departments supported, interacted, and collaborated with the project 
during the course of a year). Question 6 measured the distance of the project from the president’s office 
(did the project director report to the president, vice-president, dean, director, or manager). Question 7 
measured the number of university committees that staff served on that created policies that may impact 
the project, the participants, and/or performance outcomes of the project. Question 8 measured how much 
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autonomy the project director had in decision-making. Question 10 measured the number of levels of 
administration at the institution (Brazzeller, 2001). 

Graduation rate (Y). The total number of TRIO/SSS students who graduated within six years (U.S. 
Department of Education, Office of Postsecondary Education, 2005). 

Transformational leadership (XTL). Leadership characteristics that influence employee awareness 
about the importance and value of goals and ways of achieving them, as measured with the MLQ-5; 20 of 
45 items assess the five attributes that represent transformational leadership. These include: 1) idealized 
influence attributed; 2) idealized influence behavior; 3) inspirational motivation; 4) intellectual 
stimulation; 5) individualized consideration. (Avolio & Bass, 2004).  

Description of Materials and Instruments 

In this study, the author analyzed responses to 20 items in the MLQ Leader Form (5X-Short) in order 
to determine the extent to which Midwest TRIO/SSS directors possessed transformational leadership 
attributes.  

Each director was asked to complete the TRIO Questionnaire, designed to identify the extent to which 
each project was integrated within its respective institution’s organizational structure. Questions 
addressing the project’s integration included items regarding the project’s distance from the president’s 
office, the extent to which the project is considered a department within the university, the extent to 
which the project director has autonomy over project operations and budget, the extent to which other 
institutional departments collaborate with the project, and the number of university committees staff serve 
on that create policies which may impact the project, its participants or its outcomes. Respondents were 
also asked to report their Midwest TRIO/SSS participants’ six-year graduation rates for the preceding 
three years, using the data from federally mandated annual performance reports. Additionally, 
demographic information was collected regarding the gender, ethnicity, age, and level of education of the 
respondents. 

The correspondence between the two sets of instrument item numbers used to answer the two 
research questions of this study are included in Table 2. 

TABLE 2 
CORRESPONDENCE OF SURVEY ITEM NUMBERS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
Research	  Question	   MLQ	  Leader	  Survey	   TRIO	  Questionnaire	  

Q1	   2,	  6,	  8,	  9,	  10,	  13,	  14,	  15,	  18,	  19,	  21,	  
23,	  25,	  26,	  29,	  30,	  31,	  32,	  34,	  36	  

3	  

Q2	   	   3,	  4,	  5,	  6,	  7,	  8,	  10	  

The actual response rate for the pilot study was 90%. Of the 102 participants who responded, roughly 
90% responded to the six-year graduation rate questionnaire. 

Selection of Participants 

The Mid-America Association of Educational Opportunity Personnel (MAEOPP) region included 209 
TRIO/SSS projects at the time of the study, and all of these project directors were invited to participate. 
MAEOPP spans ten states in the Midwest, each state having between 14 and 41 projects.  
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Using Soper’s (2007) a-priori sample size calculator, it was determined that a statistically significant 
sample size for this study would be 67. That required a 33.5% response rate. The final survey response 
rate was 90% of the 102 respondents provided six-year graduation rates and 102 of the 209 (49%) surveys 
mailed completed the MLQ-5. Using Soper’s (2007) post-hoc statistical power calculator, a power of 81% 
was achieved for the MLQ-5. For the six-year graduation rate questionnaire, a power of 77% was 
achieved. 

Discussion of Data Processing 

The data analysis took place in four steps using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS®) software. First, frequencies were run to ascertain whether data were properly coded and 
respondents were responsive to the questions. Second, data was investigated to ensure there were 
adequate response distributions across variables and to determine whether categories within variables 
needed to be collapsed. No categories within variables needed to be collapsed. Third, frequency 
distributions were run on each of the independent variables (transformational leadership and project 
integration within the institutional structure), and both independent variables showed a mean, median, and 
mode that were all very similar. In addition, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was run to test for normality 
and the test distribution for both independent variables was normal. Fourth, correlation analysis was used 
to test for statistically significant correlations. Multiple regression analysis (Y = β0 + β1XTL + β2XIS + 
β3XTLXIS + ε, as in the following discussion) was used to determine the predictive levels of the 
independent variables. 

The MLQ Leader Form (5X-Short) uses a Likert scale with response values in the range of 0 to 4. 
The TRIO Questionnaire developed by the researcher uses a scale with response values in the range of 0 
to 10, depending upon the question. Responses to the six integration questions were weighted to ensure 
equal influence. The six-year graduation rate and the independent variables of transformational leadership 
and integration within the institutional structure were measured directly based upon the perspective of 
respondents. 

The values assigned to Graduation Rate (Y), Transformational Leadership (XTL), and Integration 
within the Institutional Structure (XIS) are shown in Table 3. The mean and standard deviation for 
Transformational Leadership (XTL) and Integration within the Institutional Structure (XIS) were 
calculated. 

To test the significance of the correlations between transformational leadership (XTL), integration 
within the institutional structure (XIS), and six-year graduation rates (Y), data were collected using the 
MLQ Leader Form (5X-Short) and the TRIO Questionnaire. The relationships between six-year 
graduation rates and the independent variables were analyzed using multiple regression analysis. 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS©) software was used to estimate the parameters in the 
regression model with main effects and interaction. The linear model (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 2006) 
was used to solve the equation: Y = β0 + β1XTL + β2XIS + β3XTLXIS + ε 
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TABLE 3 
DEPENDENT AND INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

Variable	   Levels	   Values	  

Graduation	  Rate	  (Y)	   %	   #	  of	  graduates	  within	  six	  years.	  	  

Transformational	  Leadership	  (XTL)	   5	  	   Possible	  scores	  	  of	  0	  	  to	  4	  	  

Integration	  within	  the	  Institutional	  

Structure	  (XIS)	  

7	  	   Possible	  range	  of	  scores	  0-‐26.	  

	  
Dependent and Independent Variables 

To address the first research question/hypothesis for transformational leadership, participant score 
averages of 3.0 or higher were considered as predominantly exhibiting transformational leadership 
characteristics. Those not reaching the 3.0 threshold were considered not to exhibit transformational 
leadership characteristics. This threshold was determined by Avolio and Bass’s (2004) rating scale which 
indicates that a score of three means fairly often. A correlational analysis was used to determine whether a 
relationship existed between the transformational leadership scores and six-year graduation rates. 

To address the second research question/hypothesis, data about each Midwest TRIO/SSS project’s 
six-year graduation rates for the preceding three years and the project’s integration within its respective 
institutional structure were collected using the TRIO Questionnaire. An integration score for each project 
was calculated by equally weighting the responses to questions 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10, and obtaining the 
average percentage of points for each subject. The percentage was then multiplied by the total maximum 
points for all six questions (26). A correlational analysis was performed for each program’s integration 
score and graduation rates to test for statistically significant relationships between these variables.  

Statistics including the minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation were reported for each 
dependent and independent variable. Descriptive analyses were used to report the Midwest TRIO/SSS 
project’s distributional properties.   

Additionally, the TRIO Questionnaire collected data regarding the demographic information of 
respondents, as well as characteristics of their projects and host institutions. This information is presented 
in Table 4. A correlational analysis was performed for each factor in Table 4 and each project’s six-year 
graduation rate to test for statistically significant relationships. This analysis of the demographics/project 
characteristics was conducted to determine if any of these factors may have had an impact on the 
hypotheses. Statistically significant correlations were found between transformational leadership and six-
year graduation rates as well as project integration and six-year graduation rates. 
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TABLE 4 
TRIO QUESTIONNAIRE DEMOGRAPHICS AND PROJECT/INSTITUTION 

CHARACTERISTICS QUESTIONS 
Question	  #	   Factor	   Coding	  

1	   Funding	  Awarded	   Actual	  dollar	  amount	  awarded	  by	  the	  
U.S.	  Department	  of	  Education	  in	  the	  
Grant	  Award	  Notification	  

2	   Number	  of	  Participants	  
Approved	  to	  Serve	  

Actual	  number	  of	  participants	  the	  
project	  was	  approved	  to	  serve	  

9	   Type	  of	  institution	   1	  =	  public,	  4-‐year;	  2	  =	  public,	  2-‐year;	  3	  =	  
private,	  4-‐year,	  nonprofit;	  4	  =	  private,	  4	  
year,	  for	  profit;	  5	  =	  private,	  2-‐year,	  
nonprofit;	  6	  =	  private,	  2-‐year,	  for	  profit	  

11	   Education	  Level	   1	  =	  less	  than	  an	  associates	  degree,	  2	  =	  
Associates	  degree,	  3	  =	  Bachelor’s	  
degree,	  4	  =	  Master’s	  degree,	  5	  =	  
Professional/Doctorate	  degree	  

12	   Race/Ethnicity	   1	  =	  American	  Indian/Alaskan	  Native,2	  =	  
Asian,	  Black	  or	  African	  American,	  3	  =	  
Hispanic	  or	  Latino,	  4	  =	  Multi-‐racial,	  5	  =	  
Native	  Hawaiian/Pacific	  Islander,	  6	  =	  
White,	  7	  =	  Other	  

13	   Age	   1	  =	  20-‐24	  years,	  2	  =	  25-‐29,	  3	  =	  30-‐34,	  4	  =	  
35-‐39,	  5	  =	  40-‐44,	  6	  =	  45-‐49,	  7	  =	  50-‐54,	  8	  
=	  55-‐59,	  9	  =	  60-‐64,	  10	  =	  65+	  

14	   Years	  of	  TRIO/SSS	  
Administrative	  Experience	  

1	  =	  0-‐4	  years,	  2	  =	  5-‐9,	  3	  =	  10-‐14,	  4	  =	  15-‐
19,	  5	  =	  20-‐24,	  6	  =	  25-‐29,	  7	  =	  30+	  

15	   Other	  years	  of	  Administrative	  
Experience	  

1	  =	  0-‐4	  years,	  2	  =	  5-‐9,	  3	  =	  10-‐14,	  4	  =	  15-‐
19,	  5	  =	  20-‐24,	  6	  =	  25-‐29,	  7	  =	  30+	  

16	   Gender	   	  1	  =	  female,	  2	  =	  male	  
	  
Methodological Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

The study is limited to the Midwest region and only to TRIO/SSS projects within that region. 
Generalization beyond TRIO/SSS projects within the Midwest region may be limited beyond the scope of 
the sample. However, the findings may have wider implications for other TRIO projects (Upward Bound, 
Talent Search, McNair, and Educational Opportunities Centers). Further, it may not be appropriate to 
generalize findings to other institutional student services and professionals at postsecondary institutions.  

Another limitation to this study is the possibility that institutions with TRIO/SSS projects may tend to 
select leaders who already possess transformational leadership characteristics.  

One other possible limitation of this study was the use of six-year graduation rate data of TRIO/SSS 
participants. Although commonly used as a measure of the performance of college or university retention 
programs, there is a possibility of human error in gathering and reporting of these figures which could 
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lead to flawed data. To reduce the risk of such error, graduation performance data for this study were 
gathered from TRIO/SSS project databases from which data were submitted to the U.S. Department of 
Education. 

FINDINGS 
 
Overview 

The relationships studied were among the transformational leadership characteristics of Midwest 
TRIO/SSS project directors, the integration of Midwest TRIO/SSS projects within the structure of their 
respective institutions, and the six-year graduation rates of Midwest TRIO/SSS projects.  

Two research questions and associated hypotheses were developed in order to assess the relationships 
among transformational leadership, Midwest TRIO/SSS project integration within the institutional 
structure, and six-year graduation rates. The first hypothesis was that transformational leadership 
characteristics would be positively correlated with six-year retention rates of Midwest TRIO/SSS 
participants. The second hypothesis was that the more integrated the Midwest TRIO/SSS project was 
within the institutional structure, the greater the positive correlation would be to higher six-year 
graduation rates of Midwest TRIO/SSS participants.  

Findings  

Hypothesis One. Midwest TRIO/SSS directors whose average score was 3.0 or higher were 
considered primarily transformational in leadership style. Actual six-year graduation rates of Midwest 
TRIO/SSS participants for 2004-05, 2005-06, and 2006-07 were entered as percentages. The 
transformational leadership scores of each Midwest TRIO/SSS director were correlated with the six-year 
graduation rates for that director’s project in order to test the first hypothesis. The results are shown in 
Table 4.  

TABLE 4 
TRIO/SSS DIRECTOR TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP RATINGS TO SIX-

YEAR GRADUATION RATES 
Leadership	  Rating	   Six-‐Year	  Graduation	  Rate	  

N	   Range	   Ave.	   SD	   Year	   N	   Range	  

%	  

Ave.	  

%	  

SD	   	  	  	  R	   p<.05

p<.01	  

102	   2.55-‐3.95	   3.24	   .35	   06-‐07	   97	   3-‐85	   41.5	   19.57	   .230	   .024	  

102	   2.55-‐3.95	   3.24	   .35	   05-‐06	   94	   5-‐93	   40.4	   18.73	   .283	   .006	  

102	   2.55-‐3.95	   3.24	   .35	   04-‐05	   85	   5-‐94	   40.8	   19.02	   .235	   .030	  

	  

Transformational leadership scores ranged from a high of 3.95 to a low of 2.55 on a 4. 0 scale with a 
mean of 3.24 and a standard deviation of .350. The six-year graduation rate of Midwest TRIO/SSS 
participants ranged from a high of 94% to a low of 3% over the three-year period studied, with a mean 
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rate between 40.4 and 41.5% and a standard deviation between 18.73 and 19.57. The data show that 
correlations between the Midwest TRIO/SSS director’s transformational leadership scores and six-year 
graduation rates of Midwest TRIO/SSS participants for 2006-07 was .230, for 2005-06 was .283, and for 
2004-05 was .235, suggesting statistically significant correlations at the .05 level for 2006-07 and 2004-
05, and at the .01 level for 2005-06.  

Hypothesis Two. An integration score was determined for each project based on responses from the 
TRIO directors, and actual six-year graduation rates of Midwest TRIO/SSS participants for 2004-05, 
2005-06, and 2006-07 were entered as percentages. The integration rate for each project was then paired 
with the six-year graduation rates for that project. These data allowed the second hypothesis to be tested 
by checking for a correlation between these variables. The results are shown in Table 5.  

TABLE 5 
TRIO/SSS INTEGRATION WITHIN THE INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE TO SIX-YEAR 

GRADUATION RATES  
Integration	  Rating	   Six-‐Year	  Graduation	  Rate	  

N	   Range	   Ave.	   SD	   Year	   N	   Range	  

%	  

Ave.	  

%	  

SD	   	  	  r	   p<	  .05	  

102	   9-‐23	   15.76	   2.61	   06-‐07	   97	   3-‐85	   41.5	   19.57	   .214	   .035	  

102	   9-‐23	   15.76	   2.61	   05-‐06	   94	   5-‐93	   40.4	   18.73	   .262	   .011	  

102	   9-‐23	   15.76	   2.61	   04-‐05	   85	   5-‐95	   40.8	   19.02	   .234	   .031	  

	  

Project integration within institutional structure scores ranged from a high of 23 to a low of 9 with a 
mean score of 15.76 and a standard deviation of 2.61. The correlations between the Midwest TRIO/SSS 
project integration within the institutional structure and the six-year graduation rates of Midwest 
TRIO/SSS participants for 2006-07 was .214, for 2005-06 was .262, and for 2004-05 was .234, 
suggesting that the correlation is statistically significant at the .05 level for all three years. 

The integration frequency distribution showed a mean, median, and mode that were all very similar. 
In addition, the distribution is not too skewed. Therefore, the author believes this distribution 
approximates the normal distribution and lives up to the assumptions inherent in parametric tests. In 
addition, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was run to test for normality and the test distribution was normal. 

Analysis and Evaluation of Findings 

The correlation analysis used to test the first hypothesis showed that a statistically significant 
correlation at the .05 level for years 2006-07 and 2004-05 and .01 level for year 2005-06 existed between 
Midwest TRIO/SSS leadership and six-year graduation rates. The Pearson Correlation was .230 for year 
2006-07, .283 for year 2005-06, and .235 for year 2004-05. Therefore the null hypothesis can be rejected. 
It is interesting to note that most leaders were found to be primarily transformational in their leadership 
style (75 out of 102, or 74%).  
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The correlation analysis used to test the second hypothesis showed that a statistically significant 
correlation at the .05 level existed between Midwest TRIO/SSS project integration and six-year 
graduation rates for all three years. The Pearson Correlation was .214 for year 2006-07, .262 for year 
2005-06, and .234 for year 2004-05. Therefore the null hypothesis can be rejected. Institutional structures 
across the different types of institutions responding were very similar.  

Summary 

The results of the statistical analysis showed statistically significant correlations between 
transformational leadership, project integration within the institutional structure, and six-year student 
graduation rates. Therefore, the two hypotheses in this study were supported by the data. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Summary 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationships among three factors which influence the 
success of federally funded Midwest TRIO/SSS projects: graduation of students, project integration 
within the organizational structure of the host institution, and transformational leadership characteristics 
of Midwest TRIO/SSS project directors.  

 A literature review revealed several important points. Braxton found that historically and currently, 
student departure rates have been a significant problem for colleges and universities (2001-2002). 
Research conducted between 1998 and 2004 by the American College Testing Program (ACT) indicated 
that approximately 25% of first year students at four-year public colleges do not return for their second 
year of school (American College Testing Program, 2004). Tinto’s research indicated that the highest 
attrition rates were among disadvantaged students: minorities and persons of lower socio-economic status 
(1993).  

Baldridge, et al. (2000) suggested that within many universities, vague, ambiguous, and competing 
goals coupled with a lack of centralized coordination have resulted in ineffective, stagnated educational 
delivery systems. Karabell (1998) proposed that given current economic and political factors affecting 
university environments, it is essential to develop new paradigms. Finally, Viebahn (2002) argued that the 
traditional top-down approach within administration should be replaced with a more functionally 
integrated structure to expedite decision-making and departmental management.  

Literature on the subject of leadership supports the idea that the most effective leaders use 
transformational leadership in the majority of situations (Bass and Avolio, 1990), and that leaders who 
possess certain characteristics of transformational leadership directly and indirectly impact their staff 
performance in positive ways (Jung & Avolio, 2000). Additionally, flexible organizations with 
administrators who demonstrate certain transformational leadership characteristics are more likely to be 
adaptive organizations, and more able to respond successfully to immediate organizational needs 
(Hesselbein, Goldsmith & Somerville, 2002). Further, Brazeller (2001) found that some of the 
characteristics that made a TRIO/Talent Search project effective were strong and effective leadership, 
qualified staff and organizational flexibility. Finally, Koh, Steers, and Terborg (1995) concluded that 
transformational leadership had a positive effect on the academic performance of students. 

Osborne and Gaebler (1992) suggested that without measurable outcomes it is impossible to 
distinguish project success from failure, and without regular assessment, necessary programmatic changes 
will not be implemented. It is well worth further examining the relationships among the transformational 
leadership characteristics of TRIO/SSS directors, the institutional integration of TRIO/SSS projects, and 

20

Journal of the North American Management Society, Vol. 7, No. 1 [2013], Art. 6

https://thekeep.eiu.edu/jnams/vol7/iss1/6



78  Journal of the North American Management Society Wallingford 
	  

six-year graduation rates because, ultimately, it is the TRIO/SSS directors who are responsible for 
achieving their respective project outcomes. Furthermore, Bass (1990) suggested that because 
transformational leadership can be learned and has been shown to increase organizational success, 
institutional administrators could provide training opportunities for current TRIO/SSS directors as a 
means of increasing their transformational leadership skills. 

Further, institutional administrators could take this information into consideration when interviewing 
and selecting SSS directors who exhibit the particular leadership traits that correlate with higher 
graduation performance. Additionally, because transformational leadership can be learned and has been 
shown to be effective in stimulating followers to create organizational success in various applications, 
Bass (1990) encouraged training of transformational leadership concepts at all levels of organizational 
leadership. 

Conclusions 

The results of the correlation analysis showed that both the integration of the Midwest TRIO/SSS 
project within the institutional structure and the transformational leadership characteristics of Midwest 
TRIO/SSS project directors were found to have a statistically significant correlation with six-year 
graduation rates of Midwest TRIO/SSS participants. Therefore, the null hypotheses can be rejected for 
these variables. Further, the research supports the currently accepted theories and studies in this area. 

It was also found that most directors who responded to the surveys were shown to be primarily 
transformational in their leadership style, and that most projects reported success in reaching their 
graduation goals.  

 Recommendations 

Based upon the results of this study, there are four general directions for future research. One is to 
explore whether individuals who pursue leadership positions within higher education naturally possess 
transformational leadership characteristics, and what implications that may have on hiring processes. A 
second direction is to look at other variables that may correlate with institutional integration, retention and 
graduation. A third recommendation would be to administer the MLQ to other rates. Finally, an 
examination of service delivery models and characteristics of service providers within TRIO/SSS could 
be undertaken. Results of such investigation could assist project directors, institutions, and federal 
TRIO/SSS administrators in further strengthening projects and increasing overall program success. 

 The following questions for future research are indicated.  

1. Because it was found that most directors who responded to the surveys were shown to be 
primarily transformational in their leadership style, and most projects were reported as 
successful in reaching their graduation goals, it may be beneficial to further investigate any 
relationship that may exist between these variables, and to consider these related points: (a) 
Do administrators within institutions of higher education tend to hire those leaders who 
possess transformational leadership characteristics simply because of the nature of 
institutional hiring processes? (b) Do individuals who pursue leadership roles in higher 
education naturally tend to be transformational in their leadership style?  

2. The findings of this study showed positive correlations between leadership styles and 
integration with student graduation. What other factors may exist that could account for the 
reported successful graduation rates? Are there other services being provided by TRIO/SSS 
projects that make them successful at retaining and graduating students? For example, 
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advising, tutoring, mentoring or other variables such as family support & encouragement 
might affect the retention of SSS participants. 

3. Because the directors were asked to self-report their leadership style, would it be beneficial 
for future studies to administer the MLQ to other rates such as direct reports, peers, and/or 
supervisors? 

4. The findings of this study call for continued research in the area of leadership styles, project 
integration and student graduation in TRIO/SSS projects. By developing a better 
understanding of how these variables work together, project directors, institutions, and 
federal TRIO/SSS administrators can strengthen these projects and increase overall program 
success. 
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