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THE EFFECTS OF FRATERNITY/SORORITY MEMBERSHIP ON
COLLEGE EXPERIENCES AND OUTCOMES: A PORTRAIT OF
COMPLEXITY
Ashley M. Asel, Tricia A. Seifert, and Ernest T. Pascarella
This study estimated the effects of fraternity/sorority membership on a wide range of college experiences
and outcomes for first-year and senior college students at a large, public, Midwestern university. The
findings suggest a complex portrait of the relationships between affiliation, engagement, and learning
outcomes. Fraternity/sorority membership appeared to facilitate social involvement during college but may
have limited the diversity of relationships. It was associated with higher levels of community service, but
also increased the odds of excessive alcohol use. In the presence of controls for important, confounding
influences, being a fraternity/sorority member had little consistent influence on grades or perceived impact
of college. There was little support for gender differences in the impact of affiliation. Finally, implications
for student affairs professionals in their work with undergraduate fraternity/sorority leaders and members
were considered.

Most institutions of higher education hold student learning and success as parts of their primary
missions (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates,
1991). Faculty members, staff members, and administrators have attempted to distinguish
between the in-class and out-of-class experiences that foster – as well as inhibit – student
learning and success (American Association of Colleges &Universities [AAC&U], 2002).
Developing a thorough understanding of the relationship between fraternity/sorority
membership, student engagement, and student learning has important implications for student
affairs practice and institutional policy. The apparent lack of congruence between espoused
values and fraternity/sorority members’ behavior, however, has led to debates on many campuses
regarding the educational merits of the fraternity/sorority community (Franklin Square Group,
2003). The present study adds to the body of research by examining the complex relationship
between fraternity/sorority affiliation and a wide array of college experiences and learning
outcomes in students’ first and senior years of college.
Review of the Literature
A body of research has examined the relationship between fraternity/sorority membership,
engagement in educationally-purposeful activities, and student learning and development. Some
researchers suggest fraternity/sorority affiliation is associated positively with increased levels of
volunteerism and civic responsibility, and increased willingness to donate to charitable and/or
religious causes, as well as involvement in student organizations, general education gains
(Hayek, Carini, O’Day, & Kuh, 2002; Whipple & Sullivan, 1998), and persistence through the
senior year (Nelson, Halperin, Wasserman, Smith, & Graham, 2006). Fraternity/sorority
members may also experience greater gains in interpersonal skills than unaffiliated students
(Hunt & Rentz, 1994; Pike, 2000). Several other researchers also have reported that
fraternity/sorority members tend to be more involved during college (Astin, 1977, 1993; Baier &
Whipple, 1990; Pike & Askew, 1990).
Conversely some researchers suggest fraternity/sorority affiliation inhibits student learning and
contributes to negative health behaviors. Among the findings, fraternity/sorority members have
1
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reported being less open to interacting with diverse peers or being challenged by diverse
perspectives than their non-affiliated peers (Antonio, 2001; Milem, 1994; Pascarella, Edison,
Nora, Hagedorn, & Terenzini, 1996; Wood & Chesser, 1994). Researchers have also linked
affiliation with higher rates of alcohol abuse (Wechsler, 1996; Wechsler, Davenport, Dowdall,
Grossman, & Zanakos, 1997; Wechsler, Dowdall, Maenner, Gledhill-Hoyt, & Lee, 1998;
Wechsler, Kuh, & Davenport, 1996), and engaging in higher levels of drinking and unsafe sexual
practices (Eberhardt, Rice, & Smith, 2003; Tampke, 1990; Wechsler, Kuh, & Davenport, 1996).
Finally, fraternity/sorority members are more likely to admit to academic dishonesty during
college than their unaffiliated peers (McCabe & Bowers, 1996; Storch, 2002).
In a major longitudinal study, the report of preliminary results included a negative impact of
fraternity membership on men’s critical thinking skills after the first year of college (Pascarella
et al., 1996), but the first-year deficit in critical thinking skills did not persist through the rest of
the mens’ college experience (Pascarella, Flowers, and Whitt, 1999). There was no evidence to
support the assertion that being a member of a sorority had a significant effect on critical
thinking skills.
The impact of fraternity/sorority membership on undergraduate student experiences and
outcomes has yielded mixed results. The “significant under-representation of research on
fraternities/sororities relative to their prevalence in the campus community,” (Molasso, 2005, p.
5), and the fact that “psychosocial, cognitive and identity development issues are as important for
this community as they are for the broader campus student body” (Molasso, p. 7), make apparent
the need to further study the relationship between fraternity/sorority membership and a myriad of
student engagement measures including learning outcomes.
What are some unique effects of fraternity/sorority membership on college first-year and senior
students? According to Astin’s theory of involvement (1984), if affiliated students were more
engaged in their educational experience they should report greater learning outcomes as a
consequence of their greater involvement. Unlike previous research, the rigorous analytic
method used in the present study took into account both students’ levels of precollege out-ofclass engagement as well as their inclination to report an influential high school education. This
analytic approach provided for a conservative estimate of the relationship between affiliation and
a wide range of in- and out-of-class experiences as well as desirable outcomes of college for both
first-year and senior students, thus painting a relatively comprehensive picture of the effects of
fraternity/sorority membership on a large sample of students at a major state research university
where fraternity/sorority life involves thousands of students each year.
Methods
Institution
The site for the present study was a large, Midwestern, public, research university of
approximately 20,300 undergraduates. Fraternity/sorority life is one of many—but one of the
larger—opportunities for student involvement. Roughly 10% of the undergraduate population at
the time of the study were members of 13 organizations affiliated with the Interfraternity Council
(IFC) and 14 organizations affiliated with the National Panhellenic Conference (NPC). There
were also eight National Pan-Hellenic Council, Inc. (NPHC) organizations primarily serving
minority students, but the participant group included no more than 25 students total from these
2
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eight organizations. While the present study did not distinguish between IFC, NPC, and NPHC
organizations, the overwhelming majority of affiliated students were associated with IFC and
NPC organizations. There is a more diverse landscape of fraternities/sororities than is discussed
in this paper (Torgerson & Parks, 2009), but results of this study are generalizable only to
historically white fraternities/sororities.
Sample
The sample for the study consisted of first-year and senior students who completed a 30-minute,
web-based survey. Employing questions that have been empirically shown to have the greatest
impact on undergraduate student learning and persistence (Pascarella et al., 2006), the survey
asked an extensive series of questions about students’ high school and college experiences. After
two follow-up reminders, completed surveys were received from 3,153 students (1,477 first-year
students and 1,676 seniors) for a 36.5% response rate.
Variables
The independent variable in all analyses was fraternity/sorority membership, coded 1 for
affiliated and 0 for unaffiliated. Approximately 16.4% of first-year students (N = 242) and about
17.4% of senior students (N = 291) indicated that they were fraternity or sorority members.
The effects of fraternity/sorority affiliation were examined on two types of dependent measures:
college engagement and college outcomes. The engagement variables measured both in- and outof-class engagement. The dichotomous engagement measures asked whether or not students had
worked on a research project with a faculty member; participated in a cultural or racial
awareness workshop; or had participated in a debate or lecture on current social or political
issues. A number of single-item, continuous variables asked students to indicate the typical
number of hours per week they spent preparing for class, the hours they participated in cocurricular (extracurricular) activities; hours devoted to community service or volunteer activities;
the number of books read, essay exams completed, term papers or written reports completed
during the current academic year; and binge drinking frequency during a typical two-week
semester period. Finally, students were asked to detail their interactions with faculty, student
affairs professionals, and peers. The interaction scales measured the quality of personal
relationships with peers (α=.85); frequency of contact with faculty (α=.80); quality of nonclassroom relationships with faculty (α=.86); frequency of contact with student affairs
professionals (α=.87); and experiences and interactions with diverse others (α=.91). Detailed
operational definitions and constituent items for the interaction scales are available by contacting
the first author.
Four dependent learning outcomes were assessed. The first outcome was student academic
performance, defined as semester grade point average, with data provided by the registrar.
Student self-reports of the impact of their undergraduate experience on their development in 36
areas formed the basis for the remaining three outcome measures. A factor analysis indicated
three underlying factors: development in general/liberal arts competencies (α=.92); development
in career/professional preparation (α=.87); and personal/interpersonal development (α=.85).
Constituent items and factor loadings for the scales are available by contacting the first author.
Since students self-selected to affiliate, analyses attempting to estimate the net effect of
fraternity/sorority membership on college engagement and outcomes needed to take important
3
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confounding influences into account. As many of these potential confounding influences as
possible were taken into account; control variables included retrospectively reported parallel
measures for each of the dependent variables with high school as the reference point. Additional
controls included sex, race, ACT composite score, high school grades, parental education,
graduate degree plans, whether the institution was one’s first choice for college, amount of onand off-campus employment, current place of residence during college, and intended or actual
academic major. The possible effects of gender on affiliation and outcome variables were
analyzed, as well as for those participants who did and did not binge drink in high school.
Data Analyses
Logistic regression analysis was used to estimate the net relationships between affiliation (vs.
being unaffiliated) on all dichotomous college engagement variables and ordinary least squares
(OLS) regression was used to estimate the same relationships between continuous college
engagement and outcome measures.
Results
High school experiences, even when reported retrospectively, tended to have by far the strongest
relationships with college engagement, binge drinking behavior, grades, and perceptions of the
impact of participants’ undergraduate experience. Consequently, without controlling for precollege variables, any comparisons between affiliated students and their unaffiliated peers on any
self-reports about college learning would likely be confounded in unknown ways (Pascarella,
2001). Thus, results as reported are conservative estimates of the relationships between
fraternity/sorority membership, college engagement, and learning outcomes.
General Relationships
The overall findings suggested affiliated students as a group did not have a discernibly different
level of academic engagement than their unaffiliated peers (Table 1, Part A). Accounting for an
extensive array of potentially confounding influences, no significant relationship existed between
affiliation in both the first and senior years in college and working on a research project with a
faculty member, time spent preparing for class, number of books read, number of essay exams
completed, and number of term papers/written reports completed. Similarly, fraternity/sorority
members in both the first and senior years in college had essentially the same likelihood as their
unaffiliated peers of participating in a cultural/social awareness workshop or a debate/lecture on
current political or social issues.
A dramatically different picture emerged when the estimated relationships between
fraternity/sorority members and binge drinking frequency were considered. Taking into account
high school alcohol use (plus other influences), affiliated first-year and senior students were
significantly more likely to binge drink in college than their unaffiliated peers. Net of
confounding influences, the odds of affiliated, first-year students binge drinking one or more
times in a typical two-week period were 1.8 times greater than for their unaffiliated peers. For
fraternity/sorority seniors, the odds of binge drinking one or more times in a typical two-week
period increased to 2.4 times greater than those of unaffiliated seniors. There was also a tendency
for affiliated students to be more likely to binge drink at higher levels than other students. The
net odds of first-year fraternity/sorority members binge drinking between two and five times in a
4
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two-week period were about twice as high as the odds for their unaffiliated peers doing the same.
Even more dramatically, the net odds of senior fraternity/sorority members binge drinking twice,
three to five times, and six or more times in a two-week period were respectively 3.0, 2.6, and
3.5 times greater than the odds of unaffiliated seniors doing so.
Fraternity/sorority members as a group appeared to spend substantially more hours per week
participating in co-curricular or extracurricular activities (b=2.359, p<.01 for first-years;
b=2.588, p<.01 for seniors) and in community service/volunteer activities (b=1.570, p<.01 for
first years; b=1.109, p<.01 for seniors) than other students. One might assume increased levels of
participation would be related to increased levels of interaction with peers, faculty, and staff.
However, the relationship between affiliation and the quality and frequency of interactions with
peers, faculty, and professional staff during college was unclear. Neither first-year nor senior,
affiliated students reported the quality and impact of their nonclassroom relationships with
faculty significantly differently than their unaffiliated peers. Yet, for seniors, affiliation was
related positively to both the quality and impact of personal relationships with peers (b=.254,
p<.01) and the frequency of contact with student affairs professionals (b=.235, p<.01).
Affiliation during the first year of college was related to increased frequency of contact with
faculty (b=.142, p<.01) but tended to significantly inhibit experiences and interactions with
diverse others (b= -.151, p<.01).
In general, the relationships between affiliation and the learning outcomes analyzed for the
purposes of this study tended to be either small and nonsignificant or somewhat contradictory
(Table 1, Part B). For first-year students, there was essentially parity between affiliated and
unaffiliated students on all four outcome measures. Net of other influences, senior, affiliated
students tended to report a significantly stronger contribution of their undergraduate experience
to personal/interpersonal development than did their unaffiliated peers (b=1.575, p<.01). At the
same time, however, affiliation in the senior year had a modest, but statistically significant
negative relationship with academic achievement (b= -.078, p<.01).
Conditional Effects
In general, the relationship between affiliation and outcomes did not differ by student
characteristics, with one exception. The positive relationship between affiliation and
personal/interpersonal development was significantly stronger for men than for women. In the
case of binge drinking, the relationship between affiliation and binge drinking frequency was
essentially the same for students who did and did not binge drink in high school.
Discussion
Academic and Social Engagement
Although the findings are limited to a single institution sample, they present a complex portrait
of the unique relationships between fraternity/sorority membership and students’ level of
engagement during college. Net of important confounding influences, no evidence suggested
first-year or senior fraternity/sorority members were less academically engaged than their
unaffiliated peers. These findings provide empirical evidence to counter assertions that
fraternities/sororities promote an anti-intellectual culture (Thelin, 2004). Student affairs
professionals who work with fraternities/sororities may draw on these findings in working with
5
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scholarship chairs to more fully include all areas of academic engagement, like connecting
members to faculty research and organizing a post-event discussion after a campus presentation.
Given fraternities/sororities’ roots in the literary and debating societies of the 19th century
(Rudolph, 1990) and the effort to align members’ behaviors with historic chapter values
(Franklin Square Group, 2003), promoting enhanced academic engagement among
fraternity/sorority members is well founded.
If fraternity/sorority members and their unaffiliated counterparts were generally equal in
academic engagement during college, this was not the case for measures of out-of-class
engagement and interacting with members of the university community. The study findings
suggested at least some support for the notion that the culture and organizational features of
undergraduate fraternity/sorority life tend to facilitate social integration and enhance the
development of close and influential relationships. Fraternity/sorority members have a long
history of being highly engaged in the out-of-class life of the campus (Horowitz, 1986; Thelin,
2004). Student affairs professionals who work in fraternity/sorority life can use these findings to
share the positive attributes of these organizations with campus stakeholders. Since
fraternity/sorority members have a history of organizing in service to their community, campus
fraternity/sorority administrators may find it advantageous to collaborate with the community
service/volunteer coordinator, as fraternity/sorority members may be natural partners for serving
in leadership roles in university-wide service programs. Additionally, investigating the social and
organizational processes through which fraternities/sororities foster high levels of out-of-class
engagement may provide the building blocks from which student affairs professionals can best
promote out-of-class engagement for all students – affiliated or not.
The close and influential interpersonal relationships that fraternities/sororities encourage may
limit the heterogeneity and diversity of a member’s social involvement and relationships,
however, at least in the first year of college. The lack of contact with different others underscores
a complex and perhaps even contradictory pattern of influences connected to fraternity/sorority
life. On the one hand, fraternities/sororities appear to facilitate social engagement during college,
while on the other hand they may place normative social and racial parameters around that
engagement. The failure to find significant conditional effects by gender further suggests that
this contradictory influence of affiliation holds for women as well as men.
Student affairs professionals who work with fraternities/sororities may choose to highlight these
findings in their work with chapter officers, particularly new member educators. In an
interdependent, global society in which intercultural effectiveness is a key competency for
success (AAC&U, 2004; Thomas & Ely, 1996), it is critical that fraternity/sorority members,
especially those in their first year of college, are not hindered in developing meaningful
relationships with diverse others. Student affairs professionals can work closely with new
member educators to expand the normative social parameters of engagement by providing
fraternities/sororities with incentives for collaborating with student organizations with which
they do not have a history of collaboration and/or facilitating programs, like intergroup
dialogues. These and other efforts are necessary if fraternities/sororities are ever to silence the
criticism that they are exclusionary, racist, sexist, and homophobic (e.g., Kuh, Pascarella, &
Wechsler, 1996; Maisel, 1990; Rhoads, 1995; Robinson, Gibson-Beverly, & Schwartz, 2004;
Syrett, 2009).
6
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A Culture of Drinking
Consistent with Kuh & Arnold (1993) and DeSimone (2007), evidence from this study strongly
suggested that the substantial influence of fraternity/sorority membership on excessive alcohol
use was a socialization effect rather than merely a recruitment effect. This influence was
discernible as early as the second semester of the first year of college, but was even more
pronounced in the senior year. Moreover, the failure to detect significant, conditional
relationships between fraternity/sorority membership, gender, and level of binge drinking in high
school suggested the relationship between fraternity/sorority membership and binge drinking was
not confined to fraternities, but rather was essentially the same for sorority women as well as for
affiliated students who did and did not binge drink in high school.
These findings call into question the culture that fraternities/sororities create in terms of alcohol
use and abuse. Student affairs professionals can use this research with chapter alumni(ae) as well
as undergraduate chapter leaders in confronting the convenient myths (i.e., fraternities/sororities
simply recruit students who binge drank in high school and that the binge drinking problem is
confined to fraternities) that may have previously prevented chapters from making necessary
changes for the health of their members. Turning the tide of the alcohol culture in
fraternity/sorority life requires a coordinated effort (Turning & Thomas, 2008). Rejecting
convenient myths and focusing on evidence can aid campus administrators, inter/national
organizations, local chapter alumni(ae), and undergraduate members to promote and foster
healthy choices.
College Outcomes
Net of an extensive array of confounding influences, little evidence suggested a relationship
between affiliation and three of the four learning outcomes, with one exception; affiliated, senior
students reported higher levels of personal/interpersonal development than their unaffiliated
peers. These findings were inconsistent with previous research in which fraternity/sorority
members reported a greater level of self-reported educational gains during college than their
unaffiliated peers (Hayek, et al., 2002). This inconsistency in results may be due to the fact that
previous research, using self-reported gains, did not introduce a control for students’ response
inclination on the dependent measures. In the present research, students’ inclination to report an
influential high school experience acted as a control, and this is likely to have produced a more
stringent estimate of the net relationships between fraternity/sorority membership and learning
outcomes in both the first and senior years of college.
Finally, while fraternity/sorority membership had only a chance relationship with semester
grades in the first year of college, membership had a modest negative relationship with semester
grades in the senior year. Even after accounting for binge drinking frequency, the negative
relationship between fraternity/sorority membership and grades remained statistically significant
and essentially unchanged in magnitude. These findings highlight the need for a four-year
academic and developmental model for fraternity/sorority life. Student affairs professionals can
use evidence from this study to articulate that focusing scholarship efforts on new members
alone is not sufficient. These results suggest a four-year, developmental model and chapter-wide,
academic achievement goals may best serve fraternity/sorority chapters.
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Conclusion
Our analyses of fraternity/sorority membership, student engagement, and learning outcomes on a
single campus suggested more complexity among the variables analyzed than most existing
studies. As a developmental influence, fraternity/sorority life appeared to cut both ways,
suggesting fraternity/sorority life warrants neither unreserved praise nor blanket condemnation.
Clearly there were areas within fraternity/sorority life where members’ behavior aligned closely
with espoused values (influential personal relationships; community/civic engagement; and cocurricular participation), but there are important areas where the Call for Values Congruence
(Franklin Square Group, 2003) rings true (addressing alcohol abuse; promoting academic
achievement; and, fostering interactions with diverse peers). This present study identified these
areas and provided suggestions for student affairs professionals to engage fraternity/sorority
members and alumni(ae) to create an experience that supports the host institution’s educational
mission.
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TABLE 1
Estimated Net Effects of Fraternal Affiliation on College Engagement and Outcomes

Dependent Variable

First-Year Students
Effect Size
b
(Odds Ratio)

Senior Students
Effect Size
b
(Odds Ratio)

Part A: College Engagement
Worked on a
research project with
a faculty member
outside of classa

.069

-.197

-.079

-.080

-.169

-.178

Time spent
preparing for classa

-.345

-.238

Number of books
reada

-.515

-.083

Number of essay
exams completeda

-.260

-.525

-.004

.325

Participated in a
cultural/racial
awareness
workshopa
Participated in a
debate or lecture on
current political or
social issuesa

Number of term
papers/written
reports completeda
Binge drinking
frequency:
One or more
times vs. Neverb

.588**

(1.800)

13

.870**

(2.386)
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Dependent Variable

First-Year Students
Effect Size
b
(Odds Ratio)

Senior Students
Effect Size
b
(Odds Ratio)

Once vs. Neverb

.393

Twice vs. Neverb

.838**

(2.312)

1.098**

(2.997)

Three to four times
vs. Neverb

.714*

(2.043)

.943**

(2.567)

Six or more times vs.
Neverb

.472

1.244**

(3.471)

Participation in cocurricular activitiesa

2.359**

.540

2.588**

.482

1.570**

.530

1.109**

.295

.254**

.297

Participation in
community
service/volunteer
activitiesa
Quality and impact of
personal relationships
with peersa
Frequency of contact
with facultya
Quality and impact of
nonclassroom
relationships with
facultya
Frequency of contact
with student affairs
professionalsa
Experiences and
interactions with
diverse othersa

.548

.123

.142**

.185

.068

.044

-.033

.122

.235**

-.151**

-.188

14

-.021

.258
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Dependent Variable

First-Year Students
Effect
b
Size
(Odds
Ratio)

Senior Students
Effect Size
b
(Odds Ratio)

Part B: College Outcomes
Academic achievementa
Contribution of the
undergraduate experience
to growth in general/liberal
arts competenciesa
Contribution of the
undergraduate experience
to growth in
career/professional
preparationa
Contribution of the
undergraduate experience
to personal/interpersonal
growtha

.025

-.078**

-.821

.787

-.326

.159

.587

1.575**

a

-.148

.216

Regression equations include additional controls for: ACT composite score; high school grades; sex; race; an 11item scale of high school involvement; reported impact of one’s high school education (parallel measure of
outcome undergraduate experience scales); father has a bachelor’s degree or higher; mother has a bachelor’s
degree or higher; plans for a graduate degree; institution was a student’s first choice for college; hours per week of
on-campus work; hours per week of off-campus work; receiving financial aid; was a transfer student (senior
sample only); place of residence during college (on campus; off campus within three miles of campus; or off
campus greater than three miles from campus vs. fraternity or sorority house); intended or actual academic major
(natural or mathematical sciences, social science, nursing, engineering, education, journalism/communications;
multiple major; or other vs. business).
b Regression equations include controls for high school binge drinking frequency; ACT composite score; high
school grades; sex; race; place of residence during college (same as superscript “a”); hours per week of on-campus
work; hours per week of off-campus work; and intended or actual academic major (same as superscript “a”).
c The estimated effect size is the regression coefficient (b) divided by the standard deviation of the dependent
measure. The odds ratio is the odds of fraternity or sorority members being yes (or 1) on a particular dichotomous
variable. Only statistically significant effect sizes or odds-ratios are shown. All others are considered chance.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.
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FRATERNAL LEADERSHIP: DIFFERENCES IN LEADERSHIP
PRACTICES AMONG FOUR GOVERNING COUNCILS
Anthony Nicholas DiChiara
In this study three hundred members of fraternities and sororities at a large, public, landgrant institution located in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States responded to the
items of Kouzes & Posner’s Student Leadership Practices Inventory (SLPI) (Kouzes &
Posner, 2006). The results of the study were used to determine the leadership practices of
the respondent group and the chapter members representing the four governing councils
for fraternities and sororities at the host institution. Additionally, this study sought to
identify the differences in leadership practices among members of the four governing
councils. The results of the study indicated no significant differences in leadership
practices subscales between members of the governing councils. Significant differences
were found in specific SLPI items between the Interfraternity Council (IFC) and
Panhellenic Council (NPC), and differences were also found between the IFC/NPC and
the United Council of Fraternities & Sororities (UCFS) councils. This study has practical
implications for professionals who work closely with fraternities and sororities through
understanding the leadership practices of members.
Co-curricular involvement improves the quality of interpersonal relationships students have
throughout their undergraduate experience. One way in which students can optimize their ability
to further their own development is to become involved on campus (Astin, 1993). Although it is
important to obtain the basic skills needed to accomplish tasks in any occupation, other skills are
necessary to be successful in the job market, for example, interpersonal skills, time management
skills, and leadership skills (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Specifically, college students must
take a proactive role to enhance their experiences. They have a variety of ways to take advantage
of leadership opportunities on their respective campuses. One specific area of involvement that
provides a number of opportunities for leadership development is membership in a fraternity or
sorority.
Approximately 800 colleges and universities across the country host fraternities and sororities
(North-American Interfraternity Conference, 2006). However, disagreement still exists about
whether or not membership in a fraternity or sorority is beneficial to college students. Positive
outcomes associated with fraternity/sorority membership include leadership development (Astin,
1993), retention (Astin, 1984), and high levels of involvement and psychosocial development
(Hunt & Rentz, 1994; Pascarella, Flowers, & Whitt, 2001). On the other hand, negative
perceptions of fraternity/sorority membership also exist on college campuses. Incidents of
hazing, rape, and abuse of alcohol/illegal drugs have become ingrained in the fraternity/sorority
lifestyle, and overshadow the positive aspects of membership (Hayek et al., 2002).
College students have the ability to learn and develop skills outside the classroom that will lead
to success post graduation (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). One important area in which students
tend to have the most meaningful development is organization leadership (Posner, 2004).
Specifically, students can develop useful skills as campus leaders within the fraternity/sorority
community (Hayek, et al., 2002). Through membership in fraternities and sororities, students are
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provided a wide variety of opportunities to accumulate skills that will help them be successful
beyond their undergraduate years.
Current studies on fraternity and sorority leadership practices have sought to identify differences
associated with gender (Adams & Keim, 2000; Snyder, 1992) or ethnicity (Williams, 2002).
However, these studies were limited to one particular institution and focused on only two
councils. In addition, it is possible that differences in leadership practices may exist due to
differences in organizational focus (i.e. service, academic, social, values-based).
The purpose of this study was to examine the leadership practices of students affiliated with
fraternities and sororities. In addition, this study explored the differences in leadership practices
specifically among members of fraternities and sororities belonging to the four governing
councils present at the site of the study. Data were collected by administering the Student
Leadership Practices Inventory (SLPI, Kouzes & Posner, 2006) to affiliated members of
fraternities and sororities. This study was designed specifically to address the following research
questions:
1. What are the leadership practices, as measured by the SLPI, of affiliated members of the
fraternity/sorority community and the leadership practices of chapter members relative to
their respective governing council?
2. What are the differences that exist in leadership practices, as measured by the SLPI,
between the members of the four governing councils?
This study has significance for practical use, particularly in fraternity and sorority advising. The
results offer information that can be used by these administrators to learn more about the
members of their governing councils and can assist in the development and implementation of
more effective programming initiatives focused on these students.
Review of the Literature
Leadership and College Students
Komives, Lucas, and McMahon (1998) defined leadership as a relational process whereby a
group of individuals is attempting to make a change to benefit the common good. Astin (1985,
1993) indicated that the periods of time when individuals attend college are intricate points
where students experience personal, social, and professional growth. During the course of the
college experience, students have many opportunities to get involved in the campus community
and assume leadership roles. The body of literature on student leadership has provided support
for the notion that leadership engagement contributes positively to the college experience (Astin
1985; Astin 1993; Cress, Astin, Zimmerman-Oster, & Burkhardt, 2001; Louge, Hutchens, &
Hector, 2005; Shertzer & Schuh, 2004). Cress et al. (2001) found that student leaders showed
improved results in areas such as civic responsibility, leadership skills, multicultural awareness,
understanding of leadership theories, and personal and societal values from participation in
leadership education and training programs.
Research comparing leadership practices among different fraternity/sorority constituents has
shown very little difference between groups on the basics of gender or race (Adams & Keim,
2000; Snyder, 1992; Williams, 2002). Little research exists that addresses the differences in
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leadership practices among members of all governing councils on college campuses, whose
differences include race, gender, and other factors that separate chapters into their respective
governing councils. The intent of this study is to contribute to the current literature on leadership
practices among fraternity/sorority governing councils and broaden the understanding of
differences between them to assist student affairs professionals to develop and implement
programs that will cater to the needs of these student groups.
Outcomes of Fraternity/Sorority Membership
Members of fraternities and sororities are among the most researched student populations in
higher education (Blackburn, 2003). Given the wide body of literature on these students, a debate
between the positive and negative influences the fraternity/sorority system exerts on the students
involved has emerged. One of the most significant, positive effects of membership in a fraternity
or sorority is the higher level of retention between the first and second years of college (DeBard,
Lake, & Binder, 2006; Tripp, 1997). Membership in a fraternity or sorority has been shown to
increase levels of personal competition between members, which encourages these members to
be more active in the campus community (Tripp, 1997).
Members of fraternities and sororities tend to be more engaged in other campus activities, which
decreases the likelihood of dropping out (Astin, 1984). In addition, Hunt & Rentz (1994)
established that affiliated members who become more involved in other campus activities
reinforce an overall sense of purpose and enhance the gains in other areas of identity and moral
development. Astin (1984) has shown that the greater a student’s involvement in college, the
greater the gains of student learning and development. Therefore, in addition to keeping
members in school, membership in a fraternity or sorority encourages engagement in the campus
community.
Hayek et al. (2002) found that members of fraternities and sororities display equal, if not greater,
levels of engagement in academically-challenging tasks, active learning, faculty interaction,
community service, and personal development gains. Pike (2003) reported that the positive
effects of membership in fraternities or sororities were stronger for seniors than for freshmen.
This was confirmed with Pascarella, Flowers, and Whitt (2001), who found that the negative
effects of fraternity/sorority membership were less evident during the upper-class years of
members’ college careers.
Membership in fraternities and sororities also provides students with opportunities to gain
leadership experience and develop their leadership styles (Astin, 1993; Kuh, 1982). These
experiences benefit affiliated students in their careers upon graduation, including preparation and
skill (Semersheim, 1996). Several studies compare leadership practices by members of the
fraternity/sorority community (Adams & Keim, 2000; Snyder, 1992; Williams, 2002). These
studies used the Student Leadership Practices Inventory (SLPI) (Kouzes & Posner, 2006) to
identify differences in leadership practices among groups.
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Method
Sample Selection
The sample population consisted of undergraduate students of a major research institution in the
mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Participants were affiliated members of a fraternity or
sorority governed by one of four governing councils. In addition to using convenience sampling,
this study used qualifying criteria (enrollment status and membership standing) to identify
individuals able to participate.
The sample consisted of four groups, representing the four governing councils. The affiliated
members of the individual chapters governed by each council made up the participants included
in each group. Each individual selected to participate had to meet certain criteria, including being
enrolled as a full-time student and being a member of an organization governed by one of the
four governing councils. These criteria were met by asking the chapter presidents to ensure all
members on their rosters were full-time students and active by the chapter’s standards.
Participants who did not meet these criteria were excluded from the study.
At the site of the study, the fraternity/sorority community makes up approximately 15% of the
undergraduate population, and these members hold more than half of the student leadership
positions on campus (personal communication, Norman, 2006). Four governing councils oversee
the 68 active fraternity and sorority chapters. These councils are the Interfraternity Council
(IFC), the Panhellenic Council (NPC), the National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC), and the
United Council of Fraternities and Sororities (UCFS). The IFC serves as the governing body for
39 social fraternities; all members of IFC organizations are male. NPC is the governing body for
13 social sororities. The NPHC is the representative governing body for the seven historically
black fraternities and sororities at the host institution. Finally, the governing body of the 9
multicultural and special-interest fraternities and sororities is the UCFS. IFC and NPC chapters
tend to focus on the social aspects of membership, whereas NPHC and UCFS chapters focus
more on service to the community (personal communication, Preston J., 2002).
Student Leadership Practices Inventory (SLPI)
For this study, the self-assessment of the SLPI (Kouzes & Posner, 2006) was used. The
instrument consisted of 30 items that are divided into five sections. The SLPI was chosen for this
study, because it identified different aspects of leadership practices of college students. The SLPI
provided an alternative view of the differences of these leadership practices amongst the four
governing councils of the fraternity/sorority community. The instrument requires participants to
respond to statements that related to them on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (rarely or
seldom) to 5 (frequently).
The SLPI is grouped into five sections: Model the Way (Model), Inspire a Shared Vision
(Inspire), Challenge the Process (Challenge), Enable Others to Act (Enable), and Encourage the
Heart (Encourage) (Kouzes & Posner, 2006). Each section of the SLPI contained six question
items.
With permission from the survey authors, the SLPI was reproduced using an online survey
maker, provided by the host institution. Two questions were added to the initial instrument for
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demographic purposes. These questions asked participants to identify the organization with
which they were affiliated and which council governs their respective organization.
Validity and Reliability
Early studies using the SLPI have reported internal reliability scores for all sections of α = .66
(Kouzes & Posner, 2006). A large number of empirical studies have been conducted using the
SLPI with a variety of different constituencies (Kouzes & Posner, 2006). The instrument showed
a consistent relationship with various measures of effectiveness (Posner, 2004). With the
exception of the addition of two questions used to separate participants into their respective
governing councils, no changes were made to the SLPI.
Data Collection & Analysis
Upon approval from the study site’s Institutional Review Board, a protocol e-mail was sent to all
chapter presidents with instructions to forward the e-mail to their chapter membership. Once the
protocol letter was forwarded to the members of each participating chapter, participants were
instructed to click on a web link that brought them to a page containing the SLPI. Participants
were asked to complete each item and submit the survey electronically. A time limit of three
weeks was set for the data collection process. Once the timeframe expired, the online surveys
were closed.
Once all data were collected, the data were sorted and input into the SLPI Scoring Software.
After data were sorted, individual scores of each scale were calculated for each participant. After
the individual scores were tabulated, the data were analyzed to answer the research questions
developed for this study.
The first research question examined the leadership practices of the entire group of respondents
and of each individual governing council. To answer this question, the means and standard
deviations of the five scales of the SLPI were calculated for all participants and separated into
each respective council. These statistics were used to describe the leadership practices of
students affiliated with fraternities and sororities and by the members of the four different
governing councils.
To answer the second research question, the means and standard deviations for each scale of the
SLPI of the four governing councils were compared. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) test was
used to compare the means of the four governing councils for each scale of the instrument. For
all analyses, a significance probability of .05 was used. If significant differences were found, the
Tukey post hoc test was used to determine which groups had significantly different mean scores.
Results
Three hundred members of the fraternity/sorority community at the study site completed an
online version of the SLPI. The study yielded a response rate of 32.50%. A participant’s score
for each section was found by calculating the sum of the six questions within each section
(Kouzes & Posner, 2006). Depending on those scores, participants then determined in which
areas of leadership practices they scored highest and lowest (Kouzes & Posner, 2006).

20

Oracle: The Research Journal of the Association of Fraternity/Sorority Advisors
Vol. 4, Iss. 2, September 2009
Leadership practices of governing councils. The first research question sought to identify the
overall leadership practices of the participants and the leadership practices of members of each
respective governing council. The means and standard deviations of the SLPI for all respondents
were calculated and are shown in Table 1. These statistics give insight into the overall leadership
practice categories for the respondents, as measured by the SLPI. From the 300 respondents who
completed the SLPI, the mean scores were 22.66 for Model, 22.24 for Inspire, 21.62 for
Challenge, 23.89 for Enable, and 23.17 for Encourage.
Table 1
Subscale Mean Scores, Standard Deviations, and ANOVA Results by Governing Council
Leadership Practices
Mean
SD
df
F
p
Model the Way (Model)
22.66
3.07
3
0.13 0.94
IFC
22.67
3.26
NPC
22.72
2.79
NPHC
22.10
3.93
UCFS
22.59
2.58
Inspire a Shared Vision (Inspire)
22.24
3.74
3
0.29 0.83
IFC
22.22
3.79
NPC
22.11
3.67
NPHC
22.70
3.65
UCFS
22.94
3.94
Challenge the Process (Challenge) 21.62
3.50
3
0.72 0.54
IFC
21.70
3.50
NPC
21.36
3.33
NPHC
21.70
5.10
UCFS
22.47
3.54
Enable Others to Act (Enable)
23.89
2.64
3
2.75 0.04*
IFC
23.55
2.61
NPC
24.13
2.60
NPHC
25.10
2.23
UCFS
24.88
2.93
Encourage the Heart (Encourage)
23.17
3.61
3
0.56 0.64
IFC
23.01
3.55
NPC
23.20
3.85
NPHC
23.30
3.80
UCFS
24.35
2.32
*p < 0.05
Additionally, the first research question asked about the leadership practices for members from
each of the four governing councils. Table 1 also shows the means and standard deviations of the
five SLPI sections for the respondents of each of the four governing councils. The statistics
displayed in Table 1 provide insight into the leadership practices in which each respective
governing council either excels or is deficient.
Differences in leadership practices among governing councils. The second research question
sought to identify the differences among the four governing councils in leadership practices,
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based on the SLPI. Table 1 shows the results of the analysis of variance (ANOVA) test, which
compared the mean scores of the five sections of the SLPI for the four governing councils. A
probability of 0.05 was used to determine if differences in mean scores were significant.
A significant difference was found in one section: Enable Others to Act (p=0.04). To determine
the significance of the difference in this section, a Tukey post hoc test was conducted.
Comparing the means of each council individually, no significant differences were found in the
Enable section of the SLPI between the four governing councils.
An additional ANOVA test was run comparing the mean scores of the 30 individual items of the
SLPI for the four respective governing councils, using a probability of 0.05 to determine
significant differences among mean scores. Once again, a probability of 0.05 was used to
determine significant differences in mean scores. Table 2 shows the specific results of this test,
where significant differences were found in 4 of 30 items. Two items were included in the
Enable section: (Q4) I foster cooperative rather than competitive relationships among people I
work with, and (Q14) I treat others with respect and dignity. The other two items were part of the
Encourage section: (Q15) I give people in our organization support and express appreciation for
their contributions, and (Q20) I make it a point to publicly recognize people who show
commitment to our values.
Table 2
Individual Item Mean Scores, Standard Deviations, and ANOVA Results by Governing Council
SLPI Questions (per section)
Mean
SD
df
F
p
Enable
Q4) Foster cooperation
3.99
0.89
3
3.72 0.01*
IFC
3.85
0.95
NPC
4.14
0.78
NPHC
3.90
0.57
UCFS
4.41
0.80
Q14) Dignity and respect
4.61
0.62
3
3.24 0.02*
IFC
4.52
0.68
NPC
4.73
0.50
NPHC
4.80
0.42
UCFS
4.71
0.59
Encourage
Q15) Give support
4.23
0.75
3
3.69 0.01*
IFC
4.15
0.71
NPC
4.26
0.80
NPHC
4.30
0.82
UCFS
4.76
0.44
Q20) Public recognition
3.46
1.06
3
2.96 0.03*
IFC
3.52
1.01
NPC
3.29
1.16
NPHC
3.40
0.97
UCFS
4.06
0.75
*p < 0.05
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An additional Tukey post hoc test was conducted to determine the exact location of the
significant differences. Table 3 shows the results of this test on the 4 items that were shown to
have significant differences. Items 4 and 14 showed significant differences between IFC and
NPC. Significant differences between IFC and UCFS and between NPC and UCFS were found
for item number 15. Finally, item 20 also had a significant difference (p=0.03) between NPC and
UCFS.
Table 3
Tukey HSD Comparison of Governing Councils for Items 4, 14, 15, & 20
95% Confidence Interval
Governing
Governing
Mean
Std.
Lower
Upper
Council (I)
Council (II) Difference
Error
Bound
Bound
p
Q4) I foster cooperative rather than competitive relationships among people I work with.
IFC
NPC
-0.28
0.11
-0.56
0.00
0.05*
Q14) I treat others with dignity and respect
IFC
NPC
-0.22
0.08
-0.41
-0.02
0.02*
Q15) I give people in our organization support and express appreciation for their contributions.
IFC
UCFS
-0.61
0.19
-1.10
-0.13
0.01*
NPC
UCFS
-0.51
0.19
-1.00
-0.01
0.05*
Q20) I make it a point to publicly recognize people who show commitment to our values.
NPC
UCFS
-0.77
0.28
-1.48
-0.06
0.03*
*p < 0.05
Discussion
The mean scores for the five sections of the SLPI and the individual responses for all 30 items
for the entire sample group and for each respective governing council were examined, to
determine the leadership practices of the fraternity and sorority members at the study site and
those same practices as governing council members. Based on those mean scores, it could be
determined that there was no one category of leadership practices that respondents or members
of the four governing councils demonstrated more than any other. Additionally, participants can
use this data to make a more conscious effort to improve in their lowest scoring areas.
These findings are consistent with prior research, where no significant differences between types
of fraternal organizations exist (Snyder, 1992; Williams, 2002). In other words, as organizations
consisting of a wide variety of individual members contributing to the whole, each type of
leadership practice can be addressed. Fraternities and sororities vary from chapter to chapter, in
addition to their respective governing council. It is also possible that, due to individual
differences between chapters, differences in the specific leadership practice aspects may exist.
Practical experience working with members of fraternities and sororities suggested that IFC and
NPC chapters tend to focus more on the social aspect of membership where NPHC and UCFS
chapters focus more on community service (personal communication, Preston, J., 2003). We
have seen that there are no significant differences between the governing councils and the
categories of leadership practices. This is consistent with previous research that found no
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significant differences between fraternal organizations whose membership differed by gender or
ethnicity (Snyder 1992; Williams 2002). However, we were able to see significant differences
when looking at specific items on the SLPI.
Fostering Cooperative Relationships
NPC respondents scored significantly higher in fostering cooperative rather than competitive
relationships among people with whom they worked. Essentially, these results indicate that IFC
respondents are more likely to compete with each other than NPC respondents who tend to
collaborate. From a practical standpoint, this can be seen through the different styles of the new
member recruitment process. NPC chapters usually have a coordinated program that requires
collaboration between all chapters. IFC chapters usually have a more independent program and
organizations directly compete for new members.
Additionally, the differences between IFC and NPC may be attributed to differences in gender,
considering the other councils (NPHC and UCFS) consist of both male and female chapters.
Adams & Keim (2000) reported that female affiliated members scored higher than their male
counterparts on the SLPI.
Respect and Dignity
As the results have shown, NPC respondents tended to treat others with dignity and respect more
frequently than respondents of the IFC chapters. It is possible that the significant difference
found can be related to the significant difference from the item addressing cooperative
relationships. More than their fraternity counterparts, sorority members tend to collaborate rather
than compete. It makes sense that to maintain a high level of collaboration and a low level of
competition within their chapters, sorority members would treat their fellow sisters with respect
and dignity.
The first two items discussed show significant differences between two councils that differ in
regards to gender of the respective organizations. Specifically, the female respondents (NPC)
scored significantly higher than their male counterparts (IFC). This supports prior research that
sorority women score higher on the SLPI than fraternity men (Adams & Keim, 2000). Results do
not completely hold true to the results found by Adams & Keim (2000). Based on the results of
the respondents from the site of study, significant differences were only found in 2 of 30 items of
the SLPI.
Support and Appreciation
In regards to showing support and appreciation, respondents of UCFS chapters tended to do this
more frequently than both their IFC and NPC counterparts. This could be due to the size and
nature of the respective organizations. Chapters in IFC and NPC tend to be larger than the UCFS
organizations, especially at the site of the study. Within a smaller organization, it may be easier
for chapter members to give support and express appreciation to a larger percentage of their
chapter.
This information would be of great insight for IFC and NPC chapters in assessing their current
practices, specifically with support and appreciation. Making positive strides, ensuring that
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chapter members feel supported and appreciated could have an impact with retention,
recruitment, and productivity.
Recognition of Commitment
Finally, a significant difference was found with recognition of commitment between the NPC
and UCFS respondents. UCFS respondents were more likely to make it a point to publicly
recognize people who show commitment to their values. Much like the previously mentioned
item, this could be attributed to the difference in sizes of the respective chapters within each
council.
Using the information from this study, NPC chapters can identify areas of concern and work to
address them, publically recognizing those members who show commitment to core values and
to convey the importance of commitment to those chapter members who struggle to do so.
Limitations
This study had limitations in addition to the concerns observed throughout the research process
previously discussed. The SLPI has two parts: a self-test and an observer-test. This study used
only the self-test, which may have influenced the results of the study. Perhaps future research
could use both the self-test and the observer-test and may find significant differences of
leadership practices among the governing councils.
The sample was another limitation to this study. A convenience sample was used with this study.
Studies that use convenience sampling cannot generalize their findings to the entire population
being studied. Future studies could make use of random sampling, which will allow for the
generalization of results and findings.
Future Research
This study sought to compare the overall leadership practices of the four governing councils by
surveying all members of the fraternities and sororities at the host institution. It would be
interesting to see if there are differences in leadership practices between established chapter
leaders (presidents, executive boards) and members that have not held a major leadership
position.
Results of this study found that respondents of the fraternity/sorority community at the study site
scored moderately on all sections of the SLPI. Future research could compare the differences in
leadership practices of members of the fraternity/sorority community and a variety of other
student populations. These populations include but are not limited to academic fraternities and
sororities, first-year students, student government, resident advisors, etc. A future study could
also identify the leadership practices of students who are participating in the new member or
intake process. Those results could be used to compare leadership practices between new
members and current members or used longitudinally to compare leadership practices of new
members at the time of joining to graduation to identify how leadership practices change over
time.

25

Oracle: The Research Journal of the Association of Fraternity/Sorority Advisors
Vol. 4, Iss. 2, September 2009
Implications for Practice
This study provided some implications for practice. Affiliated members of the fraternity and
sorority community at the host institution scored only moderately on all sections of the SLPI.
Staff members from the institution’s Office of Fraternity & Sorority Life and chapter advisors
could use these results as an initiative to develop and implement leadership development
workshops geared to all members.
Additionally, the results of this study could be used by inter/national officers for fraternities and
sororities to better understand the leadership capabilities of the individual fraternity and sorority
chapters and members. By having an understanding of the leadership practices of its members,
inter/national organizations could identify strengths and weaknesses and find ways to improve
the overall experience of their members.
Kouzes & Posner (2006) stated that leadership, like any other skill, can be improved with
feedback, practice, and good coaching. College campuses provide countless opportunities for
students to improve leadership skills, for example student government, resident advisors, and
peer educators (Astin & Astin, 2000). Fraternity and sorority chapter leaders must encourage
their members to take advantage of these opportunities for personal development.
Conclusion
The implications of the results provide evidence that individual members of fraternity and
sorority chapters all have different styles of leadership. Specific leadership practices may differ
based on an individuals’ personal values. In any given chapter or council, there will be
individuals who gravitate towards certain leadership practices and individuals who utilize others.
Therefore, one can conclude that these differences in leadership practices among chapter
members contribute to the results of this study.
Results of this study indicated that there are no significant differences in leadership practices
among the four governing councils at the host institution. This is consistent with past research
that found that leadership practices were consistent across organizations whose membership
differed by gender and ethnicity (Snyder 1992; Williams 2002).
Upon review of individual items of the SLPI, it was found that respondents from NPC chapters
scored significantly higher than IFC chapters on two items from the Enable section. The findings
show some consistency with prior research indicating that sorority women score higher on the
SLPI than fraternity men on the SLPI (Adams & Keim, 2000). Additionally, it was found that
UCFS respondents scored significantly higher on specific items in the Encourage section of the
SLPI than members of IFC (item 15) and NPC (items 15 & 20).
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RISK REDUCTION AND FRATERNAL ORGANIZATIONS: TORT
LIABILITY, LEGISLATION, AND SUGGESTIONS FOR PRACTICE
Jeffery D. Hall
Tort liability claims against colleges and universities in response to student-related injuries and
deaths compel administrators to develop a complete understanding of the university-student
relationship so that they may actively engage in risk reduction strategies. With several states
enacting anti-hazing, alcohol, and risk management education legislation, universities have been
driven to develop and implement strategies that address risk management concerns associated
with fraternities, sororities, and other student organizations to support core institutional mission
and values. In this manuscript the author reviews the emergence of tort liability on college and
university campuses, critiques recent risk management legislation, provides examples and
suggestions for crafting risk management policies and developing educational programming for
fraternities, sororities, and other student organizations, and outlines recommendations for
practice.
Introduction
Each year, colleges and universities experience numerous incidents involving the injury and/or
death of students. Frequently, these incidents are the result of behaviors by members of student
organizations, many affiliated with fraternities and sororities. According to Scott-Sheldon, K.
Carey, and M. Carey (2008, p.62), membership in student organizations “may increase a
student’s risk” due to organizational rituals and risky behaviors. Whether because of binge
drinking, hazing incidents, or poor organizational management, student organizations, instead of
being viewed as extracurricular aspects of the collegiate experience, can be viewed as active
facilitators of risky behavior.
According to the 2008 National Survey of Student Hazing, approximately 55% of respondents
claimed to experience hazing when joining a student organization or club, with members of
athletic teams and social fraternal organizations being most likely to experience hazing (Allen &
Madden, 2008). Hazing, whether physically, mentally, or emotionally inflicted, remains a
prevalent issue on campuses today.
Hazing, however, is only one of the major risk management issues being addressed by
postsecondary institutions. Underage consumption of alcohol and binge drinking are often the
cause of accidents and injuries. Alcohol abuse among college students results in approximately
1,700 deaths, 500,000 unintentional injuries, and 600,000 assaults annually (NIAAA Report,
2007). What is more disturbing, however, is the junction of the two actions, hazing and binge
drinking. Researchers have reported that a majority of hazing-related accidents are alcohol
related, with fraternity or sorority membership serving as a primary predictor (Allan & Madden,
2008; Langford, 2008; and Riordan & Dana, 1998).
In light of annual instances of student injury as a result of risk-related behaviors on college and
university campuses, programs and policies should be implemented to mitigate liability and
minimize risky behaviors. In this manuscript the author reviews the emergence of tort liability on
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college campuses, critiques recent risk management legislation, and provides examples and
suggestions for practice with regard to crafting risk management policies and developing
educational programming in fraternal organizations.
History
From In Loco Parentis to the Emergence of Tort Liability
Tort liability is defined as “a civil wrong, other than breach of contract, for which courts will
allow a damage remedy,” and is generally applied to higher education institutions in cases of
negligence (Kaplin & Lee, 2007, p. 87). Due to repeated incidents and the need to address tort
liability issues, university administrators have reevaluated their roles in managing and reducing
risk. In response to litigation and the application of tort law toward postsecondary institutions,
administrators are now engaged in reducing risk on and off campus through various policy and
educational initiatives.
Prior to the 1960s, colleges and universities found shelter in the in loco parentis doctrine. In loco
parentis in American higher education can be traced back to Gott v. Berea College (1913) and
Stetson University v. Hunt (1925), which gave, then affirmed “rights and powers over students”
(Bickel & Lake, 1999, p. 21-23) to institutions. The courts ruled in Gott v. Berea College (1913)
that in acting in loco parentis, the college could prescribe requirements for admission and
standards of conduct and thus had the authority to issue rule. Similarly held in Stetson University
v. Hunt (1925), the courts ruled that in vesting the authority to enforce discipline, the president
stood in loco parentis to his students. Scholars have noted, however, the doctrine was used more
prevalently in the 1950s, when universities enjoyed a period of “insularity from legal scrutiny,”
and thus were enabled to discipline students without a fear of litigation (Bickel & Lake, 1999, p.
18).
Decisions in Bradshaw v. Rawlings (1979) and Dixon v. the Alabama State Board of Education
(1961) questioned whether colleges and universities were subject to tort liabilities for studentinitiated actions or injuries and the extent to which universities had to provide students with their
constitutional rights. For example, in Dixon v. the Alabama State Board of Education (1961), the
Fifth Circuit held that a public institution could not expel students without at least minimal due
process, thus outlining institutional duty to uphold constitutional rights. In the midst of the
student protest movements of the 1960s and 1970s, Dixon transformed the university-student
relationship from the paternalistic in loco parentis doctrine to a more contractually driven
consumer/service relationship. Dixon dispelled the concept that public colleges and universities
could enact disciplinary rulings without providing students with their basic constitutional rights,
such as due process (Beckham, Melear, & Pearson, 2007). Furthermore, Dixon is now applied
when students attending public institutions “possess an entitlement to receive certain services
from higher education institutions” (Melear, 2003, p. 178). A new standard or duty was applied
by the courts with the decline of the in loco parentis era. Entitled the “bystander era,” courts
used case law to reinsulate colleges and universities as mere “bystanders” and thus they “had no
legal duties to students” and could not be held liable for harm (Bickel & Lake, 1999, p. 49).
Since the 1980s, courts have begun to move away from the bystander era and enforce principles
utilized in corporate law, and are more likely to apply “traditional negligence and duty rules to
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university life” (Bickel & Lake, 1999, p. 105). Stemming from these actions is a sense of shared
responsibility between universities and their students. Universities must enact policies and
conduct procedures that adjudicate student behaviors through the lens of duty. Whether through
implementing policies to curb binge drinking, maintaining university facilities, providing
adequate campus security, or monitoring campus activities, colleges and universities must be
able to provide reasonable care for students.
One of the more notable cases that has brought the “duty era” of tort law is Furek v. the University
of Delaware (1991). In Furek, the court determined that the university’s own policy against
hazing and its repeated warnings against the hazards of hazing constituted an assumed duty. In a
reverse judgment based upon Section 314A of the Restatement (Second) of Torts, the court ruled
that the University of Delaware’s persuasive regulation of hazing precipitated a reasonable
expectation to protect students, thus creating duty (Furek v. the University of Delaware, 1991).
Other scholars have found that through a review of university-student relations, the courts ruled
that such a relationship is more than educational and that “institutions are not free from all
obligations to protect their students” (Beckham, Melear, & Pearson, 2007, p. 195). Not only do
universities hold a duty to protect students from potential dangers, like off campus visitors, or
curbing alcohol or hazing issues, but students also have a reasonable duty of protecting
themselves. For example, in Regents of the University of California v. Roettgen (1996), a student
was killed while participating in a rock climbing class. The court ruled that a special duty of care
was not present, because the university met the burden of establishing that Roettgen was not
exposed to risk exceeding that of similar activities, and thus granted summary judgment (Regents
of the University of California v. Roettgen, 1996). The courts used the reasoning that the student
had responsibility for his/her own safety as well as the university had the responsibility of being
aware of any non-ordinary risks (Bickel & Lake, 1999).
Courts, however, remain hesitant to find universities liable in some alcohol-related incidents, as
University of Denver v. Whitlock (1987) illustrates. In Whitlock, the court concluded that the
university did not owe a duty of care to Whitlock, despite his injury occurring on university
owned property. Thus, even though universities must provide reasonable care, the universitystudent relationship with regard to negligent liability is still taking shape. As presented in the
next section, state legislation, as well as university policies and initiatives, must be implemented
in order to reduce risk and educate students on potential campus dangers.
Recent Legislation and Policy
Legislative Action
Over the past several years state legislators implemented legislation to address risky behavior on
college and university campuses. One such issue that higher education administrators have
struggled to curb over the past several years is hazing. According to StopHazing.org (2005), an
online resource regarded as a leader in anti-hazing education, forty-four states have established
anti-hazing laws, in some form or fashion, with Alaska, Hawaii, Montana, New Mexico, South
Dakota, and Wyoming yet to adopt such laws. Many states attempt to define hazing and set
adequate consequences for both individual and group offenders while outlining their respective
legislation. Even though state laws are being readily enforced through potential fines and jail
sentences, there is a concern about the uniformity of laws among states. While some states, such
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as New York, classify hazing as a felony, others, such as Mississippi and Texas only punish the
act as a misdemeanor (Hollman, B., 2002; StopHazing.org, 2005).
Inconsistencies are found in how states and institutions define hazing. Many such definitions
tend to be very complex and confusing due to attempts to include as many hazing acts as
possible. Other institutions rely on expert definitions, such as the one provided by the Fraternal
Information and Programming Group (FIPG), which is considered the leading resource for risk
management education, programming, and information, that may or may not be consistent with
other university policies. Colleges and universities must adhere to the legislation implemented by
their respective states. Anti-hazing strategies and policies must be consistent with the
institution’s overall mission and be thoroughly enforced (FIPG, 2009; StopHazing.org, 2005).
University Action
Along with hazing, alcohol abuse is an issue that affects almost all colleges and universities.
Many have enacted institution-specific policies in hopes of curbing risky behaviors. One
example is the University of Mississippi’s Two-Strike Policy, which thoroughly outlines the
parameters of on- and off-campus drinking, as well as mandatory consequences for breaking
such standards (The University of Mississippi, 2009). In its third year of implementation, the
University of Mississippi’s Two-Strike Policy is being evaluated to determine its overall
effectiveness. National and international fraternal organizations have also enacted policies in
hopes of reducing alcohol risks associated with the fraternities and sororities they govern (FIPG,
2009; Phi Delta Theta Fraternity, 2007).
Many organizations follow policies and guidelines articulated by FIPG, which advise the use of
third-party vendors, alcohol-free recruitment events, and the prohibition of open parties (FIPG,
2009). For example, Phi Delta Theta Fraternity has implemented alcohol-free chapter houses in
pursuit of addressing alcohol-related liabilities as well as reducing costs related to facility repairs
(Phi Delta Theta Fraternity, 2007). Since the implementation of the alcohol-free housing policy
in 2000, claims against the fraternity have dropped significantly, with twenty-one claims in 1993
down to zero claims reported in the 2004-2005 calendar year (Phi Delta Theta Fraternity, 2007).
Policy Initiatives
Along with institutional and organizational policy guidelines relative to alcohol abuse, one
national initiative, the Amethyst Initiative, has debated the effectiveness of the current legal
drinking age. In the Amethyst Initiative, university chancellors and presidents from across the
United States have produced a statement showing the negative drinking culture associated with
the current minimum drinking age of 21. Self-admittedly not an attempt to lower the drinking
age, the Amethyst Initiative hopes to draw the attention of elected officials and have them
consider the consequences of current alcohol policies (Amethyst Initiative.org/About, 2009).
Although this initiative has drawn support from 135 university leaders, the Amethyst Initiative
has not garnered support from some key community agencies, such as Mothers Against Drunk
Driving, whose leaders claim university administrators have “waved the white flag on underage
and binge drinking policies” (Fain, 2008, A4).
In a more preventative approach to risk management on college and university campuses, the
State of Texas enacted legislation in 2007 that requires postsecondary institutions to facilitate
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risk management training with its student organizations. Under the Texas House Bill 2639 (2007,
Section 1.2e), student organizational leaders such as officers, advisors, and pledges must attend,
with all members annually attending a session while enrolled at a college or university. H.B.
2639 (2007) also called for the Texas Department of Insurance to perform a review of the levels
and types of insurance coverage fraternities and sororities carry as supplied by their respective
inter/national organizations. This report was due to the Texas State Legislature in January 2009,
and is currently under review. According to the legislation, postsecondary institutions must
provide risk management training once per year, no later than 30 days after the start of the fall
semester, and cover topics including the
possession and use of alcoholic beverages and illegal drugs, as well as penalties imposed;
hazing; sexual abuse and harassment; fire and other safety issues, including the
possession and use of a firearm, weapon or explosive device; conduct of parties and other
events; and adoption of a risk management policy (H.B. 2639, Section 1.2).
The legislation was passed in response to the death of a Texas Tech University student, Clay
Warren. The author of the House Bill, Representative John Smithee, contented that perennial
training could prevent further tragedies (Edwards, 2008). According to Edwards, Warren was a
freshman at Texas Tech University (TTU) and while traveling home from a fraternity-sponsored
event died from severe injuries sustained from a car accident. Warren’s death was not the only
incident that influenced the Texas lawmaker to take action. Another such tragedy took place at
the University of Texas, Austin. Tyler Cross’s death was a result of new member activities that
included long periods of sleep deprivation and forced over-consumption of alcohol (Chapman,
2008). Initially, the court rendered a $16.2 million settlement to the family of the student.
However, the default settlement has since been overturned and the case is awaiting trial.
Although the Texas legislation was designed and implemented to assist in the prevention of the
death or injury of students due to alcohol or hazing, there are some elements within the bill that
should be addressed to improve its efficiency. First, the bill does not outline guidelines or a
model for institutions to follow with regard to their respective risk management training.
Depending on the respective funding of the various postsecondary institutions within the state,
some programs may be more adequately developed to address risk management issues. The state
should possibly consider creating a task force to develop program guidelines that go beyond
suggested topics and provide resources to utilize in training students. Second, the bill calls for
the development and adoption of a risk management policy. However, it does not mention if
such policy is created by each institution or is a consistent policy adopted collectively by the
institutions in the state. Referring back to anti-hazing laws and alcohol policies, providing
guidelines for risk management policies, which would be consistent with other state legislation,
may be an efficient way to ensure compliance. Third, depending on the recommendations
provided within the Texas Department of Insurance’s study, questions may arise with regard to
current fraternity and sorority insurance policies.
Finally, even though House Bill 2639 primarily mandates risk management education, the bill
does not outline any assessment or evaluation requirements to ensure that the risk management
training provided by the postsecondary institutions within the state is effectively addressing the
issue.
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Based on the review of research pertaining to mitigation of risk-related behavior, current state
and university risk management policies, the Texas risk management legislation, and
organizational initiatives, the following appear to be the most substantiated practices in crafting
institutional risk management policy and creating educational initiatives.
Best Practices for College Risk Management Policies and Education
In order to prevent risky activities and reduce liability concerns, institutions and student
organizations should take proactive steps in the area of risk management policies and education.
For colleges and universities to be successful, institutional policies must be collaboratively
formed and clearly communicated. In addition, institutions should provide educational
programming that emphasizes prevention-based programming. The following are guidelines for
policy development, risk management programs, and best practices for successful initiatives.
Policy Development
Colleges and universities should adopt a risk management model in which “students are involved
in solutions to alcohol risks and policy making with regards to the problems” (Bickel & Lake,
1999, p. 192-193). Under this model, universities must operate in collaboration with students and
student organizations to define risky behaviors, develop consistent and concise policies, and set
appropriate consequences for such policies. University administrators must employ students in
identifying issues that challenge the campus community, whether that is hazing, alcohol/drug
abuse, organizational traveling, proper social event procedures, or adequate liability insurance
coverage. Once the salient issues are identified, collaborative discussions must take place to
define the issue, such as clearly defining hazing, locate the cause of the problem, such as
traditions or campus culture, and set goals and solutions to adequately address the issue, not just
punish the offenders. Through this collaborative, proactive model for implementing institutional
policy, institutions are better poised to garner participation when striving to educate student
organizations on the newly-created policies and associated risks.
Risk Management Education
Providing risk management education to student organization members is important for colleges
and universities motivated to reduce risky behavior and unfortunate accidents on campus.
Institutions, such as Texas Tech University (TTU) and the University of Florida, have begun
offering mandatory training sessions for fraternities and sororities, as well as other student
organizations. The state of Texas requires its higher education institutions to provide such
training, and Texas Tech University provides a sound example of how an educational program of
this magnitude should take place. In the wake of the death of Clay R. Warren, the Office of
Greek Life, under the supervision of the TTU Center for Campus Life, created the Clay R.
Warren Risk Management Retreat. Through a series of large and small group sessions, the retreat
utilizes on-campus professionals, as well as professional facilitators, to discuss issues on alcohol
and drug use, sexual abuse and harassment, hazing, travel, and strategies for prevention (Texas
Tech University, 2009). According to James Urban, a fraternity/sorority professional at TTU,
since the Clay R. Warren Risk Management Retreat is offered once a semester, it “provides the
foundation for chapters to be more successful in regards to risk management” and by providing a
program of this nature, chapters benefit by being “given the opportunity to talk about and reflect
upon risk management” (J. Urban, personal communication, January 28, 2009).
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Another notable program is the University of Florida Social/Risk Management Training (2009).
Along with providing engaging discussions on risk management issues universities face, such as
hazing and alcohol abuse, it also includes several other unique sections. First, instead of simply
reviewing campus policies and their corresponding forms, the training provides an in-depth
examination of the purpose of those policies and how and why they were formed and
implemented. Second, unlike most educational programs, the Social/Risk Management Training
provides a purpose for the training by reviewing why the program is being held along with
defining risk management and the different types of risk, thus providing meaning to the program
and increasing the buy-in among the student group members. Finally, this program not only
reviews the common risks that student leaders may encounter, but also facilitates discussions on
how to identify and assess those risks on a daily basis (University of Florida, 2009).
Suggestions for Practice
Risk management education can be an excellent resource for colleges and universities seeking to
reduce the occurrence of incidents on campus. In the “duty era” in which higher education
institutions operate, colleges and universities can no longer rely on behavioral policies that only
relay complex definitions and myriad consequences. Considering the aforementioned best
practices, a comprehensive approach must be taken to ensure organization members are educated
and prepared for any associated or potential risks. Colleges and universities should utilize the
following steps in creating risk management education programs:
• University administrators must include students, or at least seek student input, in creating
training programs. Even if students are unaware of the multiple facets that make up risk
management, they are valuable in assessing the needs of the community and identifying the
areas of need and improvement within their groups. According to Langford (2008),
comprehensive approaches to prevention-based programs include the involvement of key
campus stakeholders.
• Programs should be thorough. University administrators cannot assume that students know
how to effectively assess and mitigate risks through the dissemination of policies and
punishments. Administrators should educate student groups on the purpose and reasoning
behind specific policies, ways to identify risk-related behaviors within their groups, and
resources to prevent and reduce risk-related incidents within groups.
• Training programs should be inclusive. Administrators must acknowledge that risks can
occur in organizations other than fraternities and sororities. From sports clubs and dance
groups to varsity athletics and chess clubs, potential risky behaviors can occur no matter
what the expressed purpose of an organization. According to Allan and Madden (2008), risk
management issues, such as hazing, are characteristic of a variety of student groups.
Institutions should be judicious in determining the breadth of categories of student
organizations that need to be included and should consider creating a system to clearly
communicate which organizations need to attend risk management training sessions.
• A risk management program must focus on education. Professionals consistently educate
students on university policy and procedure. Yet, little time and effort is taken to educate
students and student organizations of potential risks, statistics, and examples. Student
organizations must be instructed in not just the campus operational “how to” for social
events, or alcohol, but educated on alcohol itself, the reasons why social events can be
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•

•

unsafe, and why hazing cannot be tolerated. Elaborating on the content of these issues will
bring about not only compliance, but comprehension. The Alcohol Skills Training Program
(ASTP) provides a primary example on the effectiveness of education within prevention
based programs. According to Kivlahan et al (1990), ASTP informs students on the science
of alcohol use and addiction and provides tips for safe alcohol consumption.
To have a truly effective program, assessments and evaluations must be implemented.
Whether through student surveys, the tracking of organizational offenses over time, or focus
groups, institutions should identify the strengths and weaknesses of their programs in order to
progressively improve year to year and thus provide more impactful educational
opportunities.
Institutions must be consistent. Whether through communicating policies, assessing
consequences, or facilitating training, accountability is pivotal to gaining student trust, and
through trust change can occur.
Conclusion

With the current state of the economy causing many states and higher education institutions to
reevaluate and reduce sections of operational budgets, funding may not be available to
implement state-wide legislation or create a new program on campus. Along with funding, some
institutions may struggle in locating staff able to assume the responsibilities of effectively
creating and implementing programs. Whether on a state or institutional level, actions must be
taken to mitigate risks on campuses. Policy alone has been dispelled as a sole deterrent of illicit
behaviors.
Colleges and universities should utilize a comprehensive approach to reducing and preventing
risky behaviors on campus. Representatives from throughout campus need to be active in
addressing this campus- and at times, community-wide issue. Whether through departmental
collaboration, such as pairing the office of student organizations with an office of health
promotions, or by the creation of a risk management task force, the implementation of risk
management training and education that addresses students beyond fraternities and sororities has
the potential to impact campus communities in positive ways.
Although further research is recommended to provide a true educational model, comprehensive
risk management programs currently being implemented at Texas Tech University and the
University of Florida provide benchmarks from which to initiate research. Assessments should
be completed on current programs and legislation to determine what areas need to be adjusted
and improved so that other states can emulate the aforementioned programs on their campuses.
Risk management issues have been prevalent on college and university campuses for decades,
and they will surely remain at the forefront of discussion. Institutions should not only attempt to
control behaviors, but educate students on the identification and prevention of such behaviors to
mitigate risk and promote student safety.
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SPIRITUALITY OF COLLEGE STUDENTS: AN EXAMINATION OF
FRATERNITY/SORORITY MEMBER AND NON-MEMBER GROUPS
Bradley M .Webb and John A. Mueller
This quantitative study utilized the Assessment of Spirituality and Religious Sentiments
(ASPIRES) (Piedmont, 1999) to investigate levels of spirituality in fraternity/sorority
member and non-affiliated students. Data analysis on 123 participants at a mid-sized
public institution in the mid-Atlantic region revealed significant differences on
connectedness aspects of spirituality.
Many college students come to campus with some faith tradition and attempt to answer questions
regarding their own purpose, mission, and values (Jablonski, 2001). According to Astin (2004),
65 percent of students reported questioning their religious/spiritual beliefs at least occasionally.
On some campuses, student affairs administrators have begun efforts towards fostering
spirituality, such as incorporating wellness models that include spirituality into student life
programs, through professional practice in supervising staff or adjudicating disciplinary
processes, or including it in the curriculum of student affairs preparation programs (Jablonski,
2001, 2005). This study explores student involvement in fraternities and sororities and the impact
of this association on fostering the principles of spirituality in college students.
Background
Fraternal societies formed over 100 years ago to create communities based on common interests
and values (Whipple & Sullivan, 1998). Many fraternities and sororities claim a duty to shape
members into model citizens, ethical leaders, and responsible adults (Earley, 1998). Fraternity
and sorority creeds and mottos include terms such as truth, integrity, trust, and honor to
demonstrate the organizations’ goals and/or mission (Earley). These concepts are strongly related
to the core of spirituality. According to Chickering (2006), “ultimately, it is our character, our
purposes, and the values inherent in the way we live these out in our daily lives that express our
spirituality” (p. 9). Though many fraternal organizations aim to instill in their members the
values intrinsic in the their creeds and mottos, the non- affiliated community is more familiar
with fraternity and sorority members’ negative behaviors such as alcohol abuse (Caudill et. al,
2006; Wechsler, Kuh, & Davenport, 1996), hazing (Shaw & Morgan, 1990), poor academic
achievement (Pascarella, Flowers, & Whitt, 2001), and academic dishonesty (Storch & Storch,
2002).
According to Piedmont (2005), spirituality reflects one’s efforts to create a broad sense of
personal meaning in his/her life. In addition, Love and Talbot (1999) found spirituality involved
seeking personal authenticity, genuineness, and being open to and embracing community.
Chickering (2006), as well as Love and Talbot (1999), contend that spirituality involves
developing character, authenticity, and integrity, as well as finding meaning, purpose, and
direction in one’s life.
Certain aspects of fraternal life are seemingly in contrast to the concept of spirituality. Love and
Talbot (1999) found that spirituality involved seeking personal authenticity and genuineness;
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seemingly the opposite of Storch and Storch’s (2002) report stating that academic dishonesty
was prevalent in fraternal life. Spirituality includes being open to and embracing community
(Love & Talbot, 1999); but, affiliated members tended to be homogeneous groups that encourage
conformity (Wilder, Hoyt, Doren, Hauck, & Zettle, 1978). Finally, hedonistic behaviors such as
alcohol abuse (Caudill et. al, 2006; Wechsler, Kuh, & Davenport, 1996), smoking, gambling, and
missing class are exhibited by members of fraternities and sororities (Arnold & Kuh, 1992;
Astin, 1977; Kuh & Hall, 1993; LaBrie, Shaffer, LaPlante, & Wechsler, 2003; Rockey, Beason,
Howington, Rockey, & Gilbert, 2005). These behaviors are seemingly the opposite of
Chickering’s (2006) and Love and Talbot’s (1999) perceptions of spirituality, in which
developing character, authenticity, and integrity as well as finding meaning, purpose, and
direction in one’s life were vitally important.
While a number of colleges have eliminated or severely limited fraternities (including Bucknell
University, Middlebury College, and Hamilton College as cited in Sirhal, 2000), on many
campuses, fraternities and sororities still exist and continue to incorporate words such as integrity
and honor into their creeds and mottos (Earley, 1998). In addition, some authors claim that some
fraternal societies are creating ethical leaders, and instilling integrity, trust, and a sense of
community in their members (Earley; Mathiasen, 2005). As a result of these contradictory
remarks, this study was conducted to determine the differences in spirituality between affiliated
students and non-affiliated students.
Review of Literature
The terms spirituality and religiosity are often used interchangeably. However, numerous
scholars contend that the two terms represent completely separate constructs, and the differences
between them should be acknowledged (Piedmont, 2004). Cook (2000) noted while spirituality is
an experience meant to create meaning in one’s life, religiosity deals with the conceptualization
of that experience. As such, spirituality pertains to an inner experience, which may or may not
stem from a religious organization. Piedmont (2005) maintained that spirituality reflects an
individual’s efforts to create a broad sense of personal meaning and purpose to life.
Recent studies show an increasing interest in matters of faith, religion, and spirituality. The
Higher Education Research Institute’s (HERI) (2005) findings showed four out of five incoming
college students had an interest in spirituality. Nearly half of all incoming students reported it
was either essential or very important for colleges to encourage students’ personal expression of
spirituality (HERI). Approximately 75% of the students in their survey reported they were
searching for meaning and/or purpose in life (HERI). HERI also acknowledged strong
similarities existed between students who were strongly religious and those who were strongly
spiritual, while at the same time acknowledging important distinctions between these two groups
of students. Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm (2006) contend that spirituality is reappearing on
college campuses spawning discussions about personal meaning, purposes, and religious and
spiritual values. Love and Talbot (1999), asserted failing to address spirituality essentially
ignores students’ holistic development, as called for in the Student Personnel Point of View
(American Council on Education, 1937). By connecting with students about matters of
spirituality, student affairs administrators can effectively educate students and contribute to their
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ability to develop critical thinking skills, question authority, make connections to other aspects of
their lives, and explore values-related issues (Love & Talbot, 1999).
In addition to research on the attitudes and perspectives of college students with respect to
religion and spirituality, other studies examined a number of psychological and behavioral
correlates with spirituality. Some studies concluded that spirituality highly correlates with more
conservative sexual attitudes and a lower frequency of sexual activity (Beckwith & Morrow,
2005; Murray-Swank, Pargament, & Mahoney, 2005). Others demonstrated that students who
were highly spiritual, religiously committed, and religiously involved were less likely to
consume alcohol, smoke, stay up all night (HERI, 2005) or to use drugs such as marijuana
(Stewart, 2001). Mental health studies concluded a negative relationship exists between an
individual’s sense of spiritual well-being and depression (Fehring, Brennan, & Keller, 1987). A
negative relationship was also found between spiritual well-being and personal distress (Schafer,
1997). Additionally, a positive relationship existed between spirituality/religiosity and
individuals’ self-esteem, ability to thrive on their own, and tendency to exhibit less antisocial
behaviors (Knox, Langehough, Walters, & Rowley, 1998).
While the aforementioned studies provided useful information about spirituality among college
students, none specifically discussed how spirituality may or may not be influenced through
involvement in student organizations, particularly fraternities and sororities. This study sought to
understand if there was a difference in such possible influence between affiliated and non
affiliated students.
Method
Sample
This study utilized a sample of 123 juniors and seniors (out of a possible 5,230) on the campus of
a mid-sized, public, rural state institution in the mid-Atlantic region. Since only 14% of juniors
and seniors are affiliated with a fraternal organization, a random, stratified sample for equal-size
groups (members vs. non-members) was used. The average age of the sample was 21.73 years
old (SD = 1.39). Eighty-two, or 71.5%, of the participants were female and 110 (90%) identified
as White. Of the 123 total participants, 50 students identified as in a fraternal organization (14
male, 36 female); the remaining 73 participants were non-affiliated (21 male, 52 female). The
mean length of participation in a fraternal organization was 6.8 semesters (SD = 2.6).
Procedures
Two different methods were employed to obtain the sample for this study, one for members of
fraternities and sororities, and a second for non-affiliated students. Two different methods were
used because of the smaller size of the target sample for affiliated members, with only 14% of
the students in the junior and senior classes being members. To obtain responses from members,
professional staff from the Greek Life Office, on behalf of the researchers, sent an email to all
known junior and senior fraternity/sorority members on campus, totaling 239 students, inviting
them to participate in the study.
To collect responses from non-affiliated students, the researchers randomly selected 500 names
from a list of all registered juniors and seniors obtained from the institution’s Registrar’s Office.
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The selected individuals then received an e-mail inviting them to participate in the study. In the
event a student solicited through this method was affiliated with a fraternity or sorority, the data
was grouped with the affiliated member responses.
For both groups, e-mails were sent with a link that led to an informed consent page and further
directions hosted on an online survey tool. One week following the initial email, a follow-up
email was sent reminding students to participate in the study. Data collection occurred over a two
week period during the spring semester.
Instrumentation
The primary instrument used in this study, the Assessment of Spirituality and Religious
Sentiments (ASPIRES), was developed by Piedmont (1999). ASPIRES, a nondenominational
instrument, measures two constructs of spirituality: Religious Sentiments (RS) and Spiritual
Transcendence (ST).
The Religious Sentiments dimension of ASPIRES consists of 12 items designed to measure
Religiosity and Religious Crisis. Religiosity was defined as how actively involved a person is in
various religious rituals, and Religious Crisis was defined as whether a person is having conflicts
with the God of their faith community (Piedmont, 2005).
The Spiritual Transcendence dimension consists of 23 items measuring three components: (a)
Prayer Fulfillment, (b) Universality, and (c) Connectedness. According to Piedmont (2005),
these components signify a motivational construct reflecting an individual’s efforts to create a
broad sense of meaning and purpose for his or her life.
The ASPIRES scales evidenced acceptable validity or the degree to which the scale accurately
assessed the intended measure (Gay & Airasian, 2003). According to Piedmont (2005), spiritual
and religious constructs should be related to a wide range of psychosocial constructs including
interpersonal style, well-being, and psychological growth and maturity. To determine this,
participants completed numerous psychological scales including the Purpose in Life Test
(Crumbaugh, 1968), Self-Esteem (Rosenberg, 1979), Sexual Attitudes (Fisher, Byrne, White, &
Kelly, 1988), and the Affect Balance Scale (Bradburn, 1969). All of these constructs showed
significant correlations (p < .001, two-tailed) with the ASPIRES, thus providing evidence of
construct validity (Piedmont, 2005). Finally, the reliability scores for Religiosity and Religious
Crisis have shown to be adequate at .89 and .75, respectively (Piedmont, 2005). Similarly,
adequate alpha coefficients for the Spiritual Transcendence dimension were determined with
scores ranging from .71 to .89 for total scale score, .59 to .94 for Prayer Fulfillment and .67 to
.85 for Universality (Piedmont, 1999, 2004, 2005; Piedmont & Leach, 2002). Reliabilities of .23
to .65 have been found for Connectedness (Piedmont, 1999, 2004, 2005; Piedmont & Leach,
2002). Alpha coefficients for this sample were adequate to strong and are reported in Table 1.
Results
The instruments were scored and sorted into two groups: affiliated and non-affiliated students.
The preliminary analysis consisted of reliabilities, to determine if the scale was consistently
measuring what it was intended to measure (Gay & Airasian, 2003), and descriptive statistics,
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including means and standard deviations (see Table 1) as well as correlations on all relevant
variables, to determine if relationships existed among the variables. The Religious Sentiments
dimension showed adequate reliabilities with .89 for Religiosity and .66 for Religious Crisis. The
reliability for the Spiritual Transcendence dimension was .89 for the total scale, .94 for the
Prayer Fulfillment, .74 for the Universality, and .49 for the Connectedness subscales. Each of
these alpha coefficients was consistent with previous research that used the ASPIRES (Piedmont,
1999, 2004, 2005; Piedmont & Leach, 2002).
Table 1
Alpha Coefficients, Summed Means, and Standard Deviations for all Measures
Variables
Alpha Coefficient
Summed Mean Standard Deviation
Spiritual Transcendence
.89
57.19
13.89
Prayer Fulfillment
.94
26.89
9.73
Universality
.74
16.63
4.38
Connectedness
.49
13.67
3.47
Religious Sentiments
Religiosity
.89
24.80
9.12
Religious Crisis
.66
7.42
2.74
Scale scores. To properly score the instrument, each of the responses of the Religious Sentiments
dimension was summed. Following the summation of the raw scores, t-scores were determined
using normative data and a formula provided by the instrument’s author. Piedmont (2005) stated
that a t-score in the range of 45 to 55 is considered average, below 45 is low, and scores over 55
are high. In addition, average scores on the Religiosity subscale reflect individuals who attend
religious services and read religious materials as often as most other individuals in the normative
sample. Average scores on the Religious Crisis subscale indicate few conflicts with one’s God
and faith community. The t-scores for the affiliated students were as follows: 49.24 for
Religiosity and 49.33 for Religious Crisis. Conversely, the non-affiliated student t-scores were
52.54 for Religiosity and 48.52 for Religious Crisis.
Similar to the Religious Sentiments dimension, each of the subscales of the Spiritual
Transcendence dimension was summed and t-scores were computed. Those who score low on
Prayer Fulfillment tend to not involve themselves with prayer and/or meditation and find
themselves easily distracted by the immediate demands of their lives. Low scores on the
Universality dimension reflect a “do-it-yourself” attitude and reliance on the self. Furthermore,
humanity may be seen as a collection of individuals and a “we versus them” mentality may form.
Average scores for the Connectedness dimension reflect a belief in the importance of
relationships. Low scores, on the other hand, reflect difficulties finding a sense of belonging and
meaning within a group as well as a tendency to view life from the immediacy of one’s own
personal history. Finally, those who score low on total Spiritual Transcendence Score (STS) are
often more concerned with the material aspects of life and fail to recognize a larger meaning to
life beyond the here and now (Piedmont, 2005). The t-scores for the affiliated students were as
follows: 41.64 for Prayer Fulfillment, 29.46 for Universality, 20.50 for Connectedness, and
32.50 for the total scale score. Conversely, the non-affiliated student t-scores were 40.18 for
Prayer Fulfillment, 28.37 for Universality, 25.28 for Connectedness, and 32.45 for the total scale
score.
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Scale correlations. Correlations were conducted among the subscales and with select
demographic variables to inform the primary analysis. Significant correlations at the p < .01 and
p < .05 levels were found between the individual subscales of the instrument. These inter-scale
correlations are not surprising given that each scale measures some aspect of the independent,
but closely related, constructs of spiritual transcendence and religious sentiments. Gender was
found to be moderately but significantly correlated with the total STS score (p < .01) and with
the subscales of Prayer Fulfillment and Connectedness (p < .05). Given the coding used for
gender (0=male and 1=female), this negative correlation suggests that males tended to score
higher on STS scale and the Prayer Fulfillment and Connectedness than their female
counterparts. These findings differ from the normative data reported by Piedmont (2005) which
did not find significant differences in gender on the various scales and subscales of the
ASPIRES. Still, because of the significant differences found in this sample, gender was included
as covariate in the multivariate analysis conducted in this study. These results are reported in
Table 2.
Table 2
Correlation Matrix for All Relevant Variables
1
2
3
1. Gender
-2. STS
-.259**
-3. Prayer Fulfillment
-.228* .931**
-4. Universality
-.157
.731** .540**
5. Connectedness
-.197* .467** .242**
6. Religiosity
.161
-.671** -.788**
7. Religious Crisis
-.054
.369** .427**
Notes. **Correlation significant at p < .01
*Correlation significant at p < .05

4

5

6

7

-.150
-.271**
.260**

--.134
-.046

--.406**

--

MANOVA for Affiliated and Non-affiliated Students on the Religious Sentiments Dimension.
Because correlations were found among the various subscales, a multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was performed to test the significance of group differences. No significant effect,
F(2, 120) = .977, p = .243, was indicated for the Religious Sentiments dimension. These results
are reported in Table 3.
MANCOVA for Affiliated and Non-affiliated Students on the Spiritual Transcendence
Dimension.
Similar to the Religious Sentiments dimension, correlations were found among the various
subscales of the Spiritual Transcendence dimension, as well as with gender for two of the three
variables. Therefore, a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was used to test for
significant differences. A significant main effect difference (p < .05) was indicated using Wilks’
Lambda criterion of F(3, 118) = .930, p < .05. An examination of the univariate results showed a
statistically significant difference (p < .01) on the Connectedness subscale between affiliated and
non-affiliated students.
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A one-way analysis of covariance was performed to determine the effect of affiliation on the
total STS when controlling for gender. No significant effect, F(1, 121) = 1.007, p = .318, was
indicated. See Table 4 for these findings.
Table 3
MANOVA for Affiliated and Non- affiliated Students on the Religious Sentiments Dimension
Variable
Affiliated
Non-Affiliated
Mean (SD)
Mean (SD)
F(1, 121)
p
Religious Sentiments
Religiosity
23.14 (8.91)
25.93 (9.14)
2.824
.095
Religious Crisis
7.56 (2.67)
7.33 (2.80)
.210
.648
Notes. Wilks’ Lambda F(2, 120) = .977, p < .1
Table 4
Multivariate Analysis for Affiliated and Non-affiliated Students
on the Spiritual Transcendence Dimension
Variable
Affiliated
Non-Affiliated
Mean (SD)
Mean (SD)
MANCOVA
Prayer Fulfillment
27.64 (9.62)
26.38 (9.84)
Universality
16.88 (4.43)
16.45 (4.37)
Connectedness
12.70 (3.42)
14.33 (3.37)
ANCOVA
Total STS
57.22 (13.87)
57.16 (14.00)
Notes. Wilks’ Lambda F(3, 118) = .930, p < .05
*p < .01

F
df(3, 118)
.547
.302
6.987
df(1, 121)
1.007

p
.461
.584
.009*
.318

Discussion
Scale t-Scores
When compared to the normative sample, a convenience sample of primarily undergraduate and
graduate students (mean age of 20.8 years old), both affiliated and non-affiliated participants
showed average scores regarding the Religious Sentiments dimension. According to Piedmont
(2005), this reflects few conflicts with one’s God and faith community, as well as attendance at
religious services and reading of religious materials as often as most other individuals in the
normative sample.
On all three subscales of the Spiritual Transcendence Scale and the total Spiritual Transcendence
Score (STS), both affiliated and non-affiliated participants fell below the average range.
According to Piedmont (2005), individuals who score below average on these scales tend to be
uninterested in prayer and/or meditation and may find themselves easily distracted by the
immediate demands of their lives. In addition, there tends to be a reliance on the self, and a “doit-yourself” mentality may form (Piedmont). Low scores also reflect difficulties finding a sense
of belonging and meaning within a group as well as a tendency to view life from the immediacy
of one’s own personal history (Piedmont). Generally, those who score low on total STS are often
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more concerned with the material aspects of life and fail to recognize a larger meaning to life
beyond the here and now (Piedmont).
Differences Between Affiliated and Non-affiliated Students on the Spiritual Transcendence
Dimension
According to the data evidenced by the MANCOVA, non-affiliated students scored significantly
higher on the Connectedness subscale than affiliated students. The affiliated and non-affiliated
students both had t-scores which were well below the average range. According to Piedmont
(2005), “low scores reflect a potential difficulty to find a sense of belonging and meaning within
any type of group or community. Such individuals may have feelings of isolation and/or
alienation from others” (p. 51). It is important to point out that this definition contends that low
scores reflect a potential difficulty to find a sense of belonging to any type of group. Thus, all of
the participants in this study, according to Piedmont, may possibly be feeling isolated and alone.
An examination of Piedmont’s (2005) definition of the term “Connectedness” provides insight
into the affiliated member population’s low scores on this measure. Piedmont defined
Connectedness as “feelings of belonging and responsibility to a larger human reality that cuts
across generations and groups” (p. 5). While many fraternal organizations espouse
multigenerational and intra-national relationships among members, it is possible that this is not
fully appreciated by undergraduate members at this time. This may be especially true at the
institution of study, which may be more parochial than larger institutions, has organizations that
are loosely affiliated with their national organizations, and has few off-campus living
arrangements for affiliated students, which could diminish alumni involvement. In addition,
affiliated students often consider themselves special, or separate, from other campus groups
(Arnold & Kuh, 1992).
The fraternity and sorority culture is very strong and considered by some to be one of the clearest
examples of a student subculture on the college campus (Love, Boschini, Jacobs, Hardy, & Kuh,
1993). The transmission of group norms and traditions occurs so well within fraternal
organizations that systemic efforts to change behaviors often fail (Arnold & Kuh). One could
conclude from this evidence, and the data analyzed in this study, that affiliated students have a
tendency to remain isolated from other groups on campus and from the larger human reality. A
powerful culture provides affiliated students with traditions, rituals, and camaraderie, which may
severely limit their need to look outside the group for any type of assistance. Without this need,
some students may be unable, unwilling, or see little benefit in forming a connection with other
groups and communities. This interpretation may find support in a recent ethnographic study of a
campus Christian student organization by Magolda and Ebben Gross (2009). The authors
concluded that the organization was an "insular" subculture on the campus (p. 282). They
defined this is as a subculture that emerges in opposition to the dominant student culture and
"naturally separates members from the dominant culture, as well as other subcultures" (p. 282).
According to the authors, the insular nature of the subculture fosters strength and solidarity
among its members.
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Implications
Implications for Practice
The findings of this study, that affiliated students scored significantly lower than non-affiliated
students on the Connectedness subscale, provide several implications for student affairs practice.
One interpretation of the evidence found in this study suggests students may be questioning their
spiritual growth and are not finding the necessary support they need on campus to develop.
Student affairs administrators can use this evidence to develop new programs designed to aid in
students’ spiritual development. For example, student affairs administrators could attempt to add
spiritual components to traditional programs offered to students, such as leadership development,
offer meditation or yoga sessions which would allow students the opportunity for personal
reflection, or create a speaker series that investigates different religious and spiritual concepts
(Dalton, 2006).
A powerful student culture provides affiliated students with traditions, rituals, and camaraderie,
which may severely limit their desire or need to look outside the group for any type of assistance.
Thus, some affiliated students may be unable, unwilling, or choose not to form meaningful
relationships with other groups and communities on the college campus. If this is in fact true,
how can student affairs practitioners facilitate an increase in Connectedness? Searching for
opportunities that already exist within the fraternal structure would provide one opportunity.
One existing program within many fraternal organizations is participation in philanthropic
activities. While many fraternal organizations participate in philanthropy projects, they may not
make a connection with the underlying values that these activities are meant to instill in the
members and the community. Another possibility involves encouraging fraternal organizations to
collaborate with non-affiliated organizations on various campus projects, including service and
social events. These activities may help foster a connection between the organizations and the
larger campus community, thus allowing the students to see themselves as a separate part of the
broader community. This recommendation echoes the challenge posed by Whipple and Sullivan
(1998) that fraternal organizations become more involved with and on campus as part of the
learning community. In addition, it addresses the professional standard outlined by the Council
for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) (2006) for the role of Fraternity and Sorority Advising
Programs, which encourages collaboration and coordination with other campus offices and
groups.
Implications for Future Research
Several implications for future research emerge from this study. First, given that affiliated
students regard themselves as a unique subculture on campus (Arnold & Kuh, 1992) and in this
study scored lower on the Connectedness subscale, similar research on other strong subcultures
(e.g., athletes, international students, military students) might provide useful insights about the
effects of subculture group membership on Connectedness, and by extension, spirituality.
Second, a qualitative approach to examine spirituality among affiliated students could provide
greater insight into the ways in which fraternal organizations shape the beliefs and values of their
members and how these, in turn, influence the Connectedness aspect of spirituality. Third, this
study was conducted on a single college campus with a fraternal community loosely related to
the institution and where fewer than 10 percent of the chapter houses are on or near the campus.
A multi-campus study with a wider range of fraternal communities might illuminate other factors
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which may be related to or which influence the spiritual development of affiliated students and
would help to generalize the findings to a broader population. Finally, although the ASPIRES
scale has both self-report and observer forms, only the self-report form was used in this study. A
similar study might use both forms in order to provide further evidence of the reported
correlation between the two (Piedmont, 2005) and more objective and comprehensive data for
richer analysis.
Limitations
One limitation to this study was the relatively low alpha coefficients for the Connectedness
subscale. A significant difference between affiliated and non- affiliated students’ scores on the
Connectedness subscale does require that this data be interpreted with some degree of caution.
Piedmont (2005) acknowledges that this subscale has historically had a low alpha reliability and
attributes it to the complex nature of this dimension of spirituality. He proposes that a measure of
“internal consistency may underestimate its true reliability” (p.23). Furthermore, he submits that
given high retest coefficients on the subscale and its correlation with external criteria, the
Connectedness subscale remains a valuable dimension.
Another possible limitation to this study involves the sample population. According to Gay and
Airasian (2003), a sample size of 30 is sufficient for casual-comparative research. Based on this
guideline, the sample was adequate for this type of study with 123 participants; however, when
one considers the total population for this study exceeds 5,000, the 123 participants may not be a
large enough sample to generalize these findings to the population of interest. This is particularly
relevant when looking at the gender differences in this study. Finally, the sample population
lacked racial diversity and was predominantly Caucasian, which could also limit the ability to
generalize these findings to the larger population on this campus as well as across various
campuses.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to determine if there were differences in the levels of spirituality
between affiliated and non-affiliated students. The Assessment of Spirituality and Religious
Sentiments (ASPIRES) was used to measure participants’ levels of spirituality. No significant
differences surfaced between the mean levels of spirituality between the two groups. However, a
significant, yet small, difference developed between one subscale of the ASPIRES,
Connectedness. Analysis revealed that students affiliated with a fraternity or sorority scored
significantly lower than non-affiliated students on their sense of belonging and meaning to a
larger human reality. This finding may have implications for student affairs practice and future
research. In addition, further evidence reveals the unique subculture of fraternal organizations
and a separation from the larger campus community. ASPIRES may have predictive qualities,
showing that student groups with strong subcultures may have difficulties connecting to the
larger campus community. Finally, these findings provide an impetus for further research to
examine other campus groups.
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LEARNING COMMUNITIES IN FRATERNITY/SORORITY HOUSING
Sean S. Blackburn and Steven M. Janosik
The purpose of this study was to examine the degree to which members living in
fraternity/sorority housing experienced learning outcomes associated with living in a
residential learning community. Additionally, the study explored differences in the degree
to which selected learning outcomes were achieved by members of fraternities compared
to members of sororities. Data were collected by administering the Learning
Communities Assessment (Turrentine, 2001) to members living in fraternity and sorority
houses at a major research institution in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States.
Respondents characterized their fraternity/sorority living experience as an important
living community, but not as a learning community.
Learning communities have been developed as an out-of-class opportunity to combine in-class
and out-of-class learning. Most research on learning communities reports positive outcomes for
student participants (Eisenback, 2003; Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; Pike, 1999; Zhao & Kuh,
2004). Students living in residential learning communities have significantly higher levels of
involvement, faculty and peer interaction, and general integration into collegiate life than do
students living in traditional residence halls. Members of learning communities also report
making “greater gains in general education than did traditional residence halls students” (Pike,
1999, p. 280). More recently, student participation in learning communities has been found to
support the growth of critical-thinking skills and enhance student retention (Inkelas & Weisman,
2003).
Learning communities exist in a variety of formats (Pace, Witucki, & Blumreich, 2008). Most
can be categorized as one of six types: (a) Freshmen Interest Groups (FIGS), (b) Linked Courses,
(c) Clusters, (d) Coordinated Studies, (e) Federated Learning Communities, and (f) Residentially
Based Programs (Lazar, 2002). Freshmen Interest Groups (FIGS) are small groups of freshmen
that enroll together in large classes. Students meet weekly with an advisor who encourages
students to provide each other with a support network throughout their first year (Lazar, 2002).
Linked Courses are two or more classes related by content or skill development with varying
numbers of student participants. The common content or skill development encourages students
to work together in a given academic area (Shapiro & Levine, 1999). Clusters create cohorts of
25 to 30 students in two to four theme-, issue-, problem-, or context-related classes offered
during a semester. This format is an expanded version of Linked Courses (Lazar, 2002).
Coordinated Studies integrate students into specific curricular programs with block schedules,
seminars, and a high degree of faculty involvement (Lazar, 2002). These learning communities
tend to remain within specified academic colleges or departments. Federated Learning
Communities use three or four topic-related courses and weekly seminars to bring students
together for academic discussions. A master learner, typically a faculty member without classes,
leads these discussions and encourages student learning (Lazar, 2002). Residentially Based
Programs combine in-class activities and study within a common residential setting. Students
participate in the same courses, area of study, or other curricular programs while living together
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in the same facility. This learning community format creates opportunities for deeper interaction
among students and faculty members both in-class and out-of-class (Shapiro & Levine, 1999).
Fraternity/ Sorority Housing
One potential type of residential setting for learning communities is fraternity/sorority housing.
While such housing often lacks a structured curricular program, most chapters have academic
goals, projects, and services to support their members’ academic success. Co-curricular by
design, these houses have not been studied as possible learning communities (Wooldridge,
personal communication, October 11, 2002). More recently, a study of learning communities and
the student engagement activities of first-year and senior students at 365 four-year institutions
found members of fraternities and sororities to be among those most likely to participate in a
learning community (Zhao & Kuh, 2004).
For the purposes of this study, fraternity/sorority housing was defined as a closed living
environment (usually a house or residence hall) occupied exclusively by members in the same
organization. Typically, such housing is in the form of a fraternity or sorority house on campus
or in the surrounding community. These residences are open only to members of the particular
organization and their guests.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the degree to which members living in
fraternity/sorority housing experienced learning outcomes associated with living in a learning
community. Additionally, the study explored whether learning outcomes achieved were different
for men living in fraternity housing versus women living in sorority housing.
Research Questions
Specifically, the study was designed to address the following research questions:
1. To what extent do fraternity/sorority members feel actively engaged, learn, feel a sense of
community, and feel their identity has been shaped by their living community as
measured by the Learning Communities Assessment (LCA)?
2. Are there differences in the extent to which fraternity men and sorority women feel
actively engaged, learn, feel a sense of community, and feel their identity has been
shaped by their living community as measured by the LCA?
For purposes of this study, the word “house” refers to a specific place of residence or dwelling.
The word “chapter” refers to the organization as in “chapter activities.”
Methods
Sample Selection
The population of interest for this study was all undergraduate fraternity and sorority members at
a major research institution in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Stratified cluster
sampling was used with qualifying criteria to select individuals within selected clusters for
participation in the study.
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Selecting the sample was a two-step process involving, first, the selection of fraternity and
sorority living facilities and, second, the selection of members living in the facilities. The
institution where this research was conducted is host to 13 sororities (12 on-campus, one offcampus) and 32 fraternities (six on-campus, 23 off-campus, and three without housing).
Fraternities and sororities without houses and the single off-campus sorority were not considered
for participation in the study.
A minimum of 10 residents per living facility was established as a minimum occupancy to
ensure that a comparable community dynamic existed between smaller off-campus houses and
larger on-campus houses (Hirt, personal communication, June 10, 2002). From among living
facilities meeting the criterion, four on-campus fraternity houses, four on-campus sorority
houses, and 10 off-campus fraternity houses were selected at random for participation. Oncampus fraternity/sorority housing provided 36 or 32 beds per facility depending on the year the
building was constructed. The fraternity houses off-campus had fewer residents residing at the
facility, most with ten or fewer members.
Once fraternity/sorority living facilities were selected, individual participants were identified
based on specific criteria. Participants in each cluster sample had to hold active member status,
as described by the organization (e.g., be in good standing by attending meetings, paying dues on
time, and completing assigned tasks); had to be living in the house at the time of the study; and
had to have lived in the house for a minimum of one semester.
If the fraternity/sorority living facility had the minimum number of qualified residents, an
invitation to participate in the study was made through the organization’s president. Participating
organizations were eligible to win a $100.00 prize as an incentive. If an organization’s president
agreed, a specific time to survey all residents living in the organization’s housing facility was
scheduled at an appropriate location. If an organization declined to participate, the next
randomized chapter was contacted until the minimum number of research participants per cluster
category was reached. A total of 101 affiliated women from four on-campus sorority houses, 100
affiliated fraternity men from four on-campus fraternity houses, and 63 affiliated men from nine
off-campus fraternity houses were surveyed for this research project. Thus, 264 participants met
the selection criteria and returned useable data.
Instrumentation
A specially adapted version of the Learning Communities Assessment (LCA) (Turrentine, 2001)
was used for the purposes of this study. The LCA instrument (Appendix A) had a total of 45
items in five content areas to which participants responded on a continuum ranging from 1 (very
descriptive of my experience) to 10 (very unlike my experience). Items selected for the instrument
were constructed based on a review of the literature and on the professional reflections of two
panels of experts with personal experience working in learning communities. After the initial set
of items was confirmed by the first panel, a second review by a panel of experts from other
disciplines who had learning community experience made no significant changes to the
instrument (Turrentine, personal communication, August 12, 2002).
The LCA was adapted for the purposes of the present study with permission from the author.
Items were adapted to assess fraternity/sorority activities in language familiar to
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fraternity/sorority members. For example, some items were altered to read “chapter activities”
instead of “group activities.”
In the first section, respondents completed a set of demographic questions such as academic
college, gender, length of membership in the organization, and whether they lived in an oncampus or off-campus fraternity/sorority housing facility. Data elicited from the first section
were used to describe selected characteristics of study participants and to ensure that respondents
met the study criteria.
The remaining items of the LCA were grouped into four scales assessing Active Engagement,
Learning, Sense of Community, and Identity. The Active Engagement scale was designed to
measure the ways in which participants felt actively engaged in their fraternal community.
Included in the scale were items such as, “I discussed my chapter activities with others” and “I
worked harder on my chapter activities than on other activities.”
The 16-item Learning scale assessed the ways participants reported learning within their
communities. Items in the Learning scale included statements such as, “I improved my
assertiveness skills,” and “I improved my ability to work as a team member.”
The Sense of Community scale consisted of 12 items such as, “This experience felt like a
community to me,” and “I got to know most of the people pretty well.” These items were
designed to measure the degree to which participants felt a sense of community.
The Identity scale consisted of five items such as, “I see the world differently now than I did
before,” and “This experience changed me.” These items were designed to assess the ways in
which participants felt their community shaped their identity.
Reliability
The initial LCA reliability was determined by calculating the Coefficient Alpha internal
consistency reliability of each of the sections of the instrument as well as the complete
instrument using data collected from a recent orientation leader group (N=30). The instrument’s
author reported an internal consistency reliability for the entire instrument of .99 (Turrentine,
personal communication, August 12, 2002).
Data Collection Procedures
Data collection consisted of five steps. First, the researchers arrived at each housing facility at
the pre-scheduled time with instruments, pencils, resident list, the data collection protocol, and
informed consent forms. Respondent eligibility was confirmed by ascertaining their gender, how
long they had retained membership in their organization, if they lived in the fraternity/sorority
house, and if they lived off-campus or on-campus.
Second, voluntary participation was solicited from each respondent and the purpose of the study
was explained. Participants were told the study was an inquiry into fraternity/sorority housing
and that if they felt any hesitation to begin or finish the instrument they could stop and leave at
any time.
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Third, participants were instructed to read each question carefully and rate their responses from 1
(very descriptive of my experience) to 10 (very unlike my experience) on the instrument provided.
To simulate interval data for purposes of data analysis, respondents were asked to consider the
10 point scale as a continuum. Participants were instructed to use this continuum to best describe
their responses to the LCA items.
Fourth, after reading the protocol (Appendix B) to participants, the instruments were distributed
to residents of the living facility. Each resident was given an instrument, a copy of the protocol
form, and a pencil if necessary.
Fifth, researchers remained present in the room to answer questions until all instruments were
returned. Finally, the organization’s president was thanked for agreeing to participate in the
research, and reminded that the chapter was entered in the drawing for $100.00.
Completed instruments were sorted by house and gender and stored in a secure location until
data were analyzed. After all houses were surveyed, the winning house name was drawn from a
container, and the chapter president received a check for $100.00. A congratulatory e-mail was
sent to the winning chapter with a courtesy copy to all other participating fraternities and
sororities.
Data Analysis Procedures
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for the data analysis. Mean
scores and standard deviations were determined for all items for men (Fraternity), women
(Sorority), and the total respondent group (Total). T-tests of the difference between means
between independent groups were conducted to determine if the differences between fraternity
and sorority mean scores were significantly different. Significance was set at the .05 level.
Results
Reliability
The LCA internal consistency reliability (using SPSS, N=264) for each of the scales of the
instrument as well as the complete instrument were computed using the data collected from this
study. The internal consistency reliability for the entire instrument was .98. The results of this
calculation remain consistent with previous testing (.99).
Results
Demographic data collected for descriptive purposes included college, gender, duration of
membership within the organization, if the respondent lived in the house, and whether the
respondent lived on or off campus (Table 1).
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Table 1
Characteristics of the Respondent Group
Characteristic

Number

Percentage

71
51
42

27
19
16

College
Business
Arts & Sciences
Engineering
Human Resource & Education
Agriculture & Life Sciences
University Studies
Architecture & Urban Studies
Natural Resources
Graduate Studies
Veterinary Medicine

42

16
32
10

9

12
4
3

6
0
0

2
0
0

163
101

62
38

Duration of Membership in Organization
2 or 3 semesters
4 or 5 semesters
6 or more semesters

92
115
57

35
44
22

Live in the fraternity/sorority house
Live in the house

264

100

Location of house
On-campus
Off-campus

201
63

76
24

Gender
Male
Female

Note. Some percentages may not total 100 percent due to rounding.

The first research question asked to what extent fraternity/sorority students felt actively engaged,
learning, felt a sense of community, and felt their identity was shaped by their living community as
measured by the LCA. The second research question asked if there were differences in these
experiences between fraternity and sorority members. Means and standard deviations for all
questions were calculated (Table 2). Participants were asked to respond to each question on a
continuum ranging from 1 (very descriptive of my experience) to 10 (very unlike my experience).
While participants marked the full range of responses 1 to 10, mean responses were between 5.93
and 2.23. Overall, mean responses tended toward the lower and more positive side of the continuum
(descriptive of my experience).
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Table 2
Item Mean Scores and Standard Deviations
Item
Mean
Active Engagement
I think about my chapter activities even on my own time.
Fraternity
2.83
Sorority
2.65
Total
2.76
I discussed my chapter activities with others.
Fraternity
3.23
Sorority
3.02
Total
3.15
I worked harder on my chapter activities than on other activities.
Fraternity
3.93
Sorority
3.82
Total
3.89
I felt like my chapter activities belonged to me.
Fraternity
3.38
Sorority
3.23
Total
3.33
I did my very best on my chapter activities.
Fraternity
2.91
Sorority
2.87
Total
2.90
I cared about the outcome of my chapter activities.
Fraternity
2.56
Sorority
2.51
Total
2.54
My chapter activities engaged my interest & imagination.
Fraternity
2.86
Sorority
2.86
Total
2.86
My chapter activities were intense.
Fraternity
3.18
Sorority
3.39
Total
3.26
Learning
I learned some basic information that was useful.
Fraternity
3.25
Sorority
3.47
Total
3.33
I learned to think in practical ways about things I already knew.
Fraternity
3.57
Sorority
3.90
Total
3.70
I learned to use what I already knew in practical ways.
Fraternity
3.47
Sorority
3.69
Total
3.56
62

SD

t-values df

p

2.48
2.33
2.42

0.61

259

0.55

2.56
2.70
2.61

0.62

259

0.53

2.48
2.77
2.59

0.33

259

0.75

2.47
2.42
2.44

0.48

259

0.63

2.23
2.19
2.21

0.16

259

0.87

2.31
2.40
2.34

0.17

259

0.87

2.31
2.38
2.33

0.02

259

0.99

2.51
2.49
2.50

-0.66

256

0.51

2.36
2.34
2.35

-0.72

262

0.47

2.41
2.41
2.41

-1.08

262

0.28

2.20
2.29
2.23

-0.78

262

0.44
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Table 2 (continued)
Item Mean Scores and Standard Deviations
Item

Mean* SD

t-values df

p

Fraternity
Sorority
Total

5.53
6.57
5.93

2.84
2.83
2.87

-2.90

262

0.00

Fraternity
Sorority
Total

3.82
5.41
4.43

2.35
2.77
2.63

-4.97

262

0.00

Fraternity
Sorority
Total

3.20
3.79
3.43

2.44
2.93
2.65

-1.76

261

0.08

2.97
3.41
3.14

2.20
2.37
2.27

-1.52

262

0.13

2.71
3.05
2.84

2.12
2.33
2.20

-1.21

262

0.23

2.92
3.23
3.04

2.26
2.59
2.39

-1.02

261

0.31

2.98
3.23
3.07

2.35
2.62
2.45

-0.81

262

0.42

3.15
3.57
3.31

2.35
2.81
2.53

-1.33

262

0.18

3.77
4.14
3.91

2.45
2.79
2.59

-1.14

262

0.26

3.10
3.47
3.24

2.09
2.77
2.37

-1.22

262

0.22

3.28
3.78
3.47

2.14
2.64
2.36

-1.68

262

0.09

I improved my writing skills.

I learned to think critically.

I improved my time management.

I improved my assertiveness skills.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
I improved my ability to work as a team member.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
I improved my ability to lead a team.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
I improved my ability to speak to a small group.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
I improved my ability to speak in public.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
I improved my ability to make a formal presentation.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
I improved my ability to plan events.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
I improved my ability to solve problems.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
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Table 2 (continued)
Item Mean Scores and Standard Deviations
Item

Mean* SD

I improved my ability to work with people who are very different from me.
Fraternity
3.12 2.34
Sorority
2.83 2.24
Total
3.01 2.30
I learned about the ethical treatment of others.
Fraternity
3.71 2.53
Sorority
3.64 2.40
Total
3.69 2.47
Sense of Community
This fraternity/sorority experience felt like a community to me.
Fraternity
2.50 2.17
Sorority
2.61 2.66
Total
2.54 2.37
I got to know most of the people pretty well.
Fraternity
2.19 2.18
Sorority
2.71 2.43
Total
2.39 2.29
Everyone knew who belonged to our fraternity/sorority.
Fraternity
2.53 2.23
Sorority
3.17 2.69
Total
2.78 2.43
We talked about ourselves in terms of this fraternity/sorority.
Fraternity
2.70 2.25
Sorority
2.90 2.36
Total
2.78 2.29
We developed our own ways of doing things.
Fraternity
2.85 2.02
Sorority
3.43 2.35
Total
3.07 2.16
We developed inside jokes, shared stories, etc.
Fraternity
2.22 2.08
Sorority
2.24 2.32
Total
2.23 2.17
We developed our own way of speaking to one another.
Fraternity
2.89 2.30
Sorority
3.29 2.71
Total
3.04 2.47
When we were apart for a while it didn’t take us long to get going again.
Fraternity
2.57 2.10
Sorority
2.49 2.39
Total
2.54 2.21
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t-values df

0.98 262

p

0.33

0.22

262

0.83

-0.39

260

0.70

-1.81

262

0.07

-2.08

262

0.04

-0.68

259

0.50

-2.12

259

0.04

-0.09

260

0.93

-1.28

260

0.20

0.30

260

0.77
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Table 2 (continued)
Item Mean Scores and Standard Deviations
Item

Mean* SD

As a group, we pretty well know what will work.
Fraternity
2.72 1.95
Sorority
2.85 2.30
Total
2.77 2.09
I know everyone else’s strengths and weaknesses.
Fraternity
3.06 2.12
Sorority
3.56 2.30
Total
3.25 2.20
I can identify things that remind me of this experience.
Fraternity
2.99 2.40
Sorority
2.74 2.21
Total
2.89 2.33
We look at the world a little differently than other people.
Fraternity
3.30 2.25
Sorority
3.74 2.47
Total
3.47 2.34
Sense of Identity
I see strengths and weaknesses in myself now that I didn’t know I had.
Fraternity
2.95 2.05
Sorority
2.84 2.27
Total
2.91 2.13
This experience caused me to examine my values.
Fraternity
3.61 2.41
Sorority
3.63 2.83
Total
3.62 2.57
I relate to people differently now than I did before.
Fraternity
3.40 2.13
Sorority
3.68 2.56
Total
3.51 2.30
I see the world differently now than I did before.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total
This fraternity/sorority experience changed me.
Fraternity
Sorority
Total

t-values df

p

-0.48

260

0.63

-1.81

260

0.07

0.84

259

0.40

-1.46

259

0.15

0.42

258

0.68

-0.06

256

0.95

-0.93

258

0.35

3.68
4.08
3.83

2.22
2.60
2.37

-1.31

258

0.19

2.82
2.53
2.71

2.33
2.33
2.33

0.99

257

0.33

* 1 = very descriptive of my experience and 10 = very unlike my experience
These statistics paint a picture of the extent to which affiliated students felt actively engaged,
learning, felt a sense of community, and felt their identity was shaped by their living community as
measured by the LCA.
65

Oracle: The Research Journal of the Association of Fraternity/Sorority Advisors
Vol. 4, Iss. 2, September 2009
Active engagement. Four of the eight items assessing Active Engagement had mean scores below a
3.0, and three out of the remaining four were at or below 3.33, suggesting that many
fraternity/sorority members felt these statements were descriptive of their experiences. These results
could be compared to literature on retention that suggests fraternity/sorority members feel a greater
sense of involvement within their collegiate experience than non-affiliated students and that this
connection keeps them in school (Tripp, 1997). Participants in this study agreed that they were
actively engaged in their chapters. When t-tests were conducted on the items pertaining to active
engagement, no significant differences between fraternity and sorority members were found.
Learning. Two of 16 items assessing Learning had a mean score above 4.0 (the highest mean scores
of all the LCA items), and only one of the remaining 14 items fell below a 3.0, suggesting that
students saw these statements as less descriptive of their fraternity/sorority living experience.
However, fraternity members were much more likely to indicate that they learned how to improve
their writing skills and think critically because of their affiliation with the group than were their
female counterparts.
These findings mirrored much of the literature on fraternities and sororities and academic
achievement that tends to suggest negative effects for affiliated students compared to their nonaffiliated peers (Pascarella et al., 1996; Pike & Askew, 1990; Terenzini et al., 1996). Fraternity and
sorority members in this study did not generally describe their living units as places where learning
was likely to occur.
Sense of Community. Eight of the 12 items assessing Sense of Community had mean scores of less
than 3.0, suggesting that these fraternity and sorority members found the LCA statements were very
descriptive of their living experiences. The findings suggested that for these students, their sense of
community was the most positive effect the fraternity/sorority living experience had on them as
measured by the LCA.
Two of the 12 t-tests revealed significant differences at the .05 level. Fraternity men were more likely
to indicate that the statement “Everyone knew who belonged to our group” and “We developed our
own ways of doing things” were more representative of their living environment than among the
living environment of sorority women.
Sense of Identity. Results were mixed for items assessing Sense of Identity. Two of the five items
had mean scores below 3.0, but the remaining three had mean scores of 3.5 or higher. Fraternity and
sorority members appeared to find some of the LCA statements were very descriptive of their
experiences and others were only somewhat descriptive. These results might also suggest that
questions in this section could be less connected to each other than those in other sections of the
instrument. There were no significant differences between fraternity and sorority respondents.
Discussion
Overall, mean item scores for fraternity/sorority members on active engagement, sense of identity,
and sense of community items were relatively close to 1 (very descriptive) suggesting that many
members found statements assessing the three areas were at least somewhat descriptive of their living
experiences. Items assessing learning in the fraternity/sorority living communities tended to have a
higher mean score compared to other sections. These findings reflect the literature, which suggests
that affiliated members as a whole experience little academic benefit through their participation in
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fraternities and sororities (Pike & Askew, 1990). Additionally, lower mean scores on active
engagement, sense of identity, and sense of community items may reflect the benefits of involvement
(Parker & Gade, 1981) and retention (Tripp, 1997) found in fraternities and sororities.
The literature on learning and academic success suggests that fraternity men fall behind their female
and non-affiliated (regardless of gender) peers in many academic areas (Pike & Askew, 1990).
Additionally, practical experience among staff members of the Office of Fraternity and Sorority Life
at the institution in this study suggests that fraternity men regularly achieve lower academic success
(as measured by GPA) than their female counterparts (Wooldridge, personal communication,
February 17, 2003).
Given the above, one might have expected to see significant differences between men and women on
the LCA learning items, with women living in sorority housing more likely to rate LCA statements as
more descriptive of their living experience than men living in fraternity housing did. However, only 2
of 16 LCA items assessing learning and 2 of 12 LCA items assessing sense of community were
found to be significantly different, with men living in fraternity housing more likely to rate these
statements as very descriptive of their experiences than women living in sorority housing. The
significant differences on the learning items were surprising. Based on previous literature and
practical experience, one would expect sorority women to rate the learning items as more descriptive
of their living experience than men on most of the LCA items. In this study, fraternity men were
more likely than sorority women to report that they learned from their housing community living
experience.
While firm conclusions cannot be drawn from these data, one possible explanation for the
inconsistency between results and the literature may be due to sampling methodology. Current
literature (Pike & Askew, 1990) and practical experience of campus professionals where the study
was completed (Wooldridge, personal communication, February 17, 2003) suggested that new
fraternity members suffered the most academic distress upon joining their organizations. The
limitation on length of time lived in the house as well as length of time as a member of the
organization (Table 2) systematically eliminated more recently affiliated members, potentially
increasing the magnitude of responses to items assessing learning as a consequence of the living
environment.
Limitations
As with all research, this study had limitations. Respondents may not have been candid with their
responses or not have taken the survey seriously. Researcher observations indicated that some men
living in off-campus fraternity houses were not respectful of the process. Perhaps future researchers
could find a different way to control some of the biases self-reporting may have had on the results of
this study.
The LCA instrument was relatively new and has yet to be subjected to rigorous psychometric testing.
It was also adapted to fit the living experiences of residents in fraternity/sorority houses. While the
instrument reliability was affirmed in this study, validity studies should be conducted to ensure that
the LCA truly measures the constructs the author claims it addresses.

Despite shortcomings, this study adds to the knowledge about fraternity/sorority living
communities and their potential to be learning communities. More research on fraternity/sorority
housing as learning communities needs to be completed, and college administrators should encourage
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fraternity/sorority leaders to be more intentional about supporting actions that promote a stronger
sense of community in fraternity/sorority living units.
Future Research
In this study, affiliated students were asked to reflect on their experiences as residents of their
fraternity/sorority houses and as members of their organization. This dual request may have
presented some students with conflicting feelings or unnecessarily complicated their responses to the
instrument. Future researchers might ask only about students’ residential experiences or organization
membership. Perhaps a control group of non-residents could be used to consider how these
seemingly different roles of member and resident affected fraternity/sorority students’ collegiate
experiences.
For this study, duration of membership in the organization as well as length of residency in the
fraternity/sorority houses was carefully controlled to establish a minimum influence of the house and
organization on the student. The selection criteria, however, may have skewed the results since
participants were older, more experienced members. Future researchers may use this instrument to
study new members of organizations and recent residents of living units to broaden an understanding
of the fraternity/sorority experience.
Finally, this study represented a single snapshot in time of the perceptions fraternity/sorority
members have of their membership and living unit experiences. Future researchers could take a
longitudinal approach and measure students at the beginning of their experience, at a mid-point, and
then after graduation. These additional data could provide more depth and perspective to the results.
Implications for Practice
Fraternity and sorority members in this study did not generally describe their living communities as
places where learning occurred. Campus fraternity/sorority professionals at the institution at which
this study was conducted, as well as other professionals, should consider the role fraternities and
sororities play in re-enforcing the learning objectives and climate of the institution. The present
results could be indicative of how far many organizations have drifted from their founding principles
as scholarly organizations.
Conclusion
Do members living in fraternity/sorority housing experience learning outcomes associated with living
in a learning community? More specifically, do fraternity/sorority members experience active
engagement, learning, feel a sense of community, and feel their community has shaped their identity?
The present study suggests that members feel actively engaged by their community. They feel a
sense of community and feel that their community has shaped their identity. However, fraternity and
sorority respondents in this study did not necessarily self-report that they were learning within their
community as measured by items on the LCA. While fraternity/sorority housing units do comprise
living communities on the campus in question, the housing units do not appear to be both living and
learning communities.
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