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By 
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December 2006 
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The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of race, age, locus of control, 

coping style, and source of stress on the level of perceived stress reported by female graduate 

students attending predominantly White institutions.  A convenience sample of Black and White 

graduate women was drawn from two large research-oriented universities with predominantly 

White student populations.  A total of 494 participants completed an on-line survey, which 

included the Pearlin Mastery Scale, the Coping in Stressful Situations scale, the Graduate Stress 

Inventory-Revised, the Perceived Stress Scale, and a forty-two question demographic 

questionnaire.  Data was analyzed using stepwise regression analyses and correlational analyses. 

Results indicated a significant association between emotion-focused coping and reported level of 

stress.  Findings suggest that personal coping resources are more predictive of perceived stress 

level than racial group membership, age, locus of control, and/or stressors.  Results of the study 

are presented, limitations are addressed, and the implications with regard to theory, practice, and 

research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Shifts in the views of and about women during the past 30 years have been key to the 

rising expectations of women in higher education. A dramatic change in the gender distribution 

of college students has taken place during the past decade.  Women, since the early 1990s, are 

surpassing men in college graduation rates (Ntiri, 2001). Women’s educational aspirations also 

show tremendous growth, with nearly two-thirds of college women reporting that they expect to 

obtain professional and graduate degrees (Ntiri, 2001).  Between 1994 and 2004, the number of 

female full-time graduate students increased by 66 percent, compared to a 25 percent gain of 

full-time male students.  Among part-time graduate students during the same time period, the 

number of men increased by 3 percent compared to a 17 percent increase for women 

(Department of Education, 2006).  Studies of the trends among American college students reveal 

dramatic changes in the aspirations of female college students from 1966 to 2001, with women’s 

interest increasing in traditionally male career areas of engineering, medicine, law and business 

during this time period (Freeman, 2004; Astin, 1998).  At the graduate level, men make up 42 

percent of total enrollment, whereas women make up the remaining 58 percent majority. Men are 

still in the majority in MBA, non-education doctorate, law, and Master of Science programs, but 

women have made strides in several traditionally male fields.  Women now have a slight 

majority in enrollment in medicine, 51 percent, and other health science professional programs, 

53 percent (American Council on Education, 2006).  Astin (1998) cites the impact of the 

women’s movement of the 1970s and 1980s as the major impetus for women’s heightened 

educational and career expectations.  Attitudes about the role of women, as a consequence of the 

movement, have shifted for men and women, making it far more acceptable for women to aspire 

to equitable educational and career goals (Astin, 1998). 
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Current trends in college enrollment and graduation rates are in the direction of a continued 

advancement of women of all racial and/or ethnic groups.  For example, White women comprise 

56% of the White college population while Black women comprise 64% of Black college 

enrollment, and Latina women comprise 58% of the Latino/a college population (Peter & Horn, 

2005).  Although there has been an increase in the college enrollment of Black males, the Black 

female college population is growing at three times the ratio of the Black male college 

population (American Council on Education, 2006).  In addition, increasing numbers of Black 

Americans are being recruited to predominantly white colleges and universities (PWIs) (Brown, 

2000; Schwitzer, Griffin, Ancis, & Thomas, 1999).  However, the successful entry and 

matriculation of Black students is frequently wrought with barriers and obstacles that affect their 

psychological, social, academic, and professional development (Brown, Lipford-Sanders, & 

Shaw, 1995).  These barriers and obstacles appear magnified for Black women, who have 

identified racism, sexism, frustration and isolation related to being both Black and a woman as 

barriers to their success. 

Statement of the Problem 

The experience of stress among women pursuing graduate degrees has not been thoroughly 

investigated by social scientists.  Even less inquiry has been made into the stress experience of 

black women graduate students (Chavous, 2000).  The scientific and analytic data on black 

women in higher education is limited methodologically by government and educational studies 

that only report data by gender or by race, but not by both (Johnson-Bailey 1999). 

Higher education in the United States has been, from its inception, exclusionary and 

segregated. Graduate education for Black Americans was virtually nonexistent during the first 

half of the twentieth century.  Until the mid-twentieth century, no historically Black college 

offered a doctoral degree in a discipline in the arts and sciences.  With the exception of a few 
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institutions (Yale University, Harvard University, the University of Wisconsin), graduate or 

professional training was not available to Blacks at predominantly White institutions (Harrison, 

2001).   

Changing demographics in the entire nation have encouraged colleges and universities to 

address the issues relevant to cultural and ethnic diversity on their campuses (Arnold, 1993; 

Feagin, Vera, & Imani, 1996; Jackson, 1998; Ntiri, 2001; Slaughter, 1989).  Now that 

educational opportunities are more readily available, greater numbers of Black students are 

attending post-secondary institutions, particularly at universities that have predominantly white 

student bodies.  While all students may experience forms of marginality or exclusion during their 

college years, students of color in particular tend to feel marginalized more often.  An experience 

of having been marginalized can negatively affect one’s academic and social experiences 

(Jackson, 1998).  

Research on Black students attending predominantly White institutions indicates that they 

often encounter difficulty in social and academic integration (Brown, Lipford-Sanders, & Shaw, 

1995; Chavous, 2000; Douglas, 1999; Feagin, Hernan, & Imani, 1996; Smith & Moore, 2000; 

Taylor & Olswang, 1997).  Black students have also reported that the environments at PWIs are 

unwelcoming, hostile, and sometimes threatening (Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000; Douglas, 

1999).  Despite the increase in attendance of blacks in these colleges, fewer of these students 

complete their degrees as compared to White students, 40 percent versus 60 percent (Carey, 

2005).  Low graduation rates among Black students who attend predominantly White institutions 

are often perceived as a byproduct of academic environmental stress and discord (Brown, 2000; 

Feagin et al., 1996; Taylor & Olswang, 1997).  For this reason, researchers have become 

increasingly interested in understanding the educational experience of black students who attend 
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predominantly White institutions, in developing and evaluating targeted programs of student 

recruitment and retention, and in offering academic and counseling services to meet their needs 

(Brown et al., 1995; Chavous, 2000; Kimbrough, Molock, Walton, 1996; Lester & Petrie, 1998; 

Smith & Moore, 2000; Taylor & Olswang, 1997).  As a result, researchers have identified certain 

demographic, personal, cultural, or racial, factors that affect the adjustment and success of Black 

students attending predominantly White institutions.  

Studies have shown that the type of university attended either a predominantly White 

university or a historically Black college and university (HBCU) can impact Black student 

success and quality of academic experience (Poindexter-Cameron & Robinson, 1997).  Allen 

(1992) found that Black students attending historically Black colleges and universities received 

more academic and social support services than Black students attending predominantly White 

institutions.  Allen (1987) contrasted the services and benefits provided by historically Black 

colleges and universities and predominantly White institutions and found that Black students 

attending historically Black colleges and universities attained cultural connectedness, had a 

greater sense of well being, and were provided additional and more diverse academic and 

program options.  However, in a study looking at specific academic outcomes, Kim (2000) found 

no significant differences between historically Black colleges and universities and predominantly 

White institutions in their ability to influence overall academic ability, writing ability, and math 

ability.  Conversely, Brower and Ketterhagen (2004) explored the importance of individual 

students’ expectations about being successful college students and whether these expectations 

were matched to factors contributing to student success at historically Black colleges and 

universities and predominantly White institutions.  They speculated that Black students at PWIs 

appeared to have to work harder to succeed, as if they were learning the cultural rules of the 
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institution as they were not “tuned into” the factors that helped them succeed at their institutions 

(Brower & Ketterhagen, 2004). 

Early studies that focused on Black women college students specifically, noted some 

attitudinal differences depending on type of institution attended.  Fleming (1984) found that 

Black women who attended predominantly White institutions were more socially assertive and 

independent than those attending historically Black colleges and universities. These women were 

also often ostracized for their assertiveness, experienced more failed relationships, and suffered 

from greater isolation.  The lack of proportional representation of Black women on 

predominantly White institutions as in American society also contributed to the feelings of 

isolation (Howard-Vital, 1989).  Carroll (1982) states, “Black women in higher education are 

isolated, underutilized and often demoralized…..” (p. 184).  Though Carroll’s words are over 

two decades old, the sentiment remains the same (Chavous, 2000).   Ellis (2001) found that both 

currently enrolled Black women students and degree recipients were the most isolated group of 

graduate students in her study of male and female White and Black doctoral students.  In her 

longitudinal study, Fleming (1984) found that Black women experienced lower self esteem and 

diminished aspirations in both settings but even more so at predominantly White institutions. 

Although research on Black undergraduate students attending predominantly White 

institutions is emerging in the literature, there has been limited examination focused exclusively 

on Black graduate students.  Moreover, there has been limited research on the experiences of 

Black graduate women as a separate and distinct group from Black males.  Additionally, the 

stress experience and coping experienced by these women has not been explored in any depth.  

This study contributes to the literature on the academic experience of Black graduate women 
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attending predominantly White institutions by examining their efforts to cope with the academic 

environment and demands of a graduate education. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework under girding this investigation is the theory of stress and 

coping proposed by R. S. Lazarus (1966). This theory of psychological stress was first proposed 

by Lazarus (1966) and later refined by Lazarus and his colleagues (Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, & 

DeLongis, 1986; Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  While numerous studies have 

demonstrated that life stress plays a role in the onset of various psychological and physical 

disorders, there is large substantial variation in the effects of stress on individual well-being 

(Cohen & Williamson, 1988; DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1982; Johnson & 

Sarason, 1979).  Several important mediating and moderating variables have been examined to 

explain this variation, including cognitive appraisal, coping, and social support (Folkman et al., 

1986; Pearlin, 1989).  

Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress, which has been highly 

influential in the study of stress, suggests that the degree of stress experienced in a given 

situation is due to the particular interaction between individual characteristics and objective 

environmental stimuli (King, 2005).  Lazarus and Folkman (1984) emphasized the role of 

cognitive appraisal, which they described as “an evaluative process that determines why and to 

what extent a particular transaction or series of transactions between the person and the 

environment is stressful” (p.19).  Cognitive appraisal includes one’s categorization of a given 

incident with respect to its significance for one’s personal well-being.  When a person is faced 

with an event, he or she evaluates whether the event is relevant to his or her well-being, and if so, 

in what ways.  Events appraised as highly significant by the individual are more likely to result 

in stress reactions (Lazarus and Folkman’s, 1984). 
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It is normal to feel stress and almost every college student experiences some stress in his or 

her life. Studies of representative samples of students often report that students expressed worry, 

anxiety or stress as a major theme in their lives (Shirom, 1986).  Some typical college stressors 

include roommate problems, test anxiety, deadlines, midterms, finals, relationships, parents, and 

school and work responsibilities. 

Some researchers have explored the differential effects of general and race-related 

stressors on college students’ academic, personal, and social adjustment (Neville, Heppner, Ji & 

Thye, 2004).  Stress theory has become a dominant theoretical framework for conceptualizing 

these differences and variations in the effects and variations in the risk and protective factors 

implicated in these differences.  A fundamental proposition underlying this framework is that 

various social statuses define the conditions of life to which individuals are subjected (Turner & 

Avison, 2003).  Pearlin (1989) has urged that stress researchers describe the structural contexts 

of people’s lives, arguing that stressful events and circumstances are rooted in and arise out of 

these contexts.  Turner and Lloyd (1999) have shown that status variations in mental health arise 

to a substantial degree from status differences in stress exposure and in the availability of 

personal and social coping resources (Turner & Avison, 2003).   

Coping is a response to specific situations that the individual experiences as posing 

challenges that cause stress or anxiety.  Coping is believed to be an important predictor of 

adaptation.  Effective behavioral or cognitive coping responses to stress are believed to lead to 

increased feelings of efficacy and reduced levels of stress and anxiety (Gardner & Stern, 2002; 

Leguna & Stormshak, 2000).  Research shows that coping is associated with psychological 

symptoms.  In particular, coping strategies such as problem-solving, cognitive decision making, 

or other active strategies are associated with lower levels of symptoms, whereas avoidant 
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strategies are associated with higher levels of symptoms (Folkman et. al, 1986).  However, 

differing approaches to managing stress can be equally successful. 

Important differences in personal histories and in current social conditions tend to be 

defined by social statuses such as gender, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity.  However, stress 

researchers traditionally have emphasized the efforts that individuals make to ward off distress or 

disturbance, and have paid little attention to the socially structured variations in exposure to 

stressors characterizing different social status contexts (Turner & Avison, 2003).  In support of 

this view, Neville, Heppner, and Wang (1997) suggest that Black students at predominantly 

White institutions experience some level of general stress typically experienced by most college 

students as well as specific racial and cultural stress.  This latter category of stress has not 

typically been addressed by researchers.  The current study seeks to address this gap by 

exploring the stress experience of Black women graduate students attending predominantly 

White institutions.  

Need for the Study  

Many researchers who explore the experiences of Black students at predominantly White 

institutions begin their research with the premise that all Black students on majority campuses 

are likely to feel alienated.  For much of the research about college students, race is used as the 

defining category and the basis for comparative findings. Yet reporting group differences does 

little to inform readers about the characteristics of individuals within those groups and their 

interaction with the college environment.  Illuminating individuals’ collective experiences may 

help to explain their educational experiences and outcomes (Chavous, 2000).       

Black women have experienced dramatic improvements in their access to and opportunity 

for higher education in the last thirty years.  However, far too many Black students leave 

colleges and universities without receiving a degree, particularly those who matriculate at PWIs 
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(Brown, 2000).  As a result, increasing the college retention of black students is a critical issue.  

Understanding the stress-related dynamics of women’s educational experience can lead colleges 

and universities to greater success in recruitment and retention efforts.   

Although there is a growing body of research that investigates the experience of Black 

students in our nation’s White colleges and universities, most researchers have: 

• focused on factors associated with failure and attrition, 
• compared the experiences of Blacks to those of Whites, 
• failed to address the experiences of Blacks in graduate education, nor 
• addressed the experiences of Black female students. 

 
Universities and colleges continue to struggle to identify ways to meet the needs of this 

population, to effectively recruit them, and to help them successfully complete their degree 

programs (Brown et al., 1995; Ward, 1997). 

Purpose of This Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of five variables on the level of 

perceived stress reported by female graduate students.  The five variables under investigation 

are: 

• racial group membership, 
• age, 
• locus of control, 
• coping style, and  
• sources of stress. 
 

The sample for this study included 494 Black and White female graduate students (i.e., 21-63 

years of age) who currently attended a predominantly White institution.  The goal of this study 

was to explore the potential personal and environmental factors that may contribute to perceived 

level of stress among Black female graduate students and to identify whether they differ from 

those experienced by White females in a similar institutional context. 
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Rationale for Approach 

Graduate school is a stressful experience for most students. Although Black college 

students typically encounter similar developmental tasks as their White counterparts, they also 

experience additional stressors at PWIs, such as recurrent problems of hostility and racism, poor 

rapport with faculty, inadequate social lives, and academic failure.  These developmental 

stressors can lead to crises in academic and psychosocial adjustment.  With little research to date, 

Black women provide an appropriate sample with which to study the stress related experiences 

of pursuing a graduate education (Jones, 2004). 

Likewise, Steward, Giminez, and Jackson (1995) found that there were important 

differences within ethnic/racial groups based on gender.  They argued that issues relevant for one 

gender group within a racial/ethnic group may not be relevant for another.  This finding is 

particularly important when planning student programs.  Most campuses develop diversity 

programs for all Black students (Dillard, 1994) without recognizing that women of color may be 

interested in topics that differ from those that might be of interest to men of color (Jackson, 

1998). 

As this study investigates racial group membership, the terms Black, White, and Latino/a 

will be used instead of more ethnically and culturally related terms such as African American 

and European American.  African American and black are used interchangeably in the literature 

to refer to a member of an ethnic group in the United States and Canada whose ancestors, usually 

in predominant part, were indigenous to Africa.  However, Blacks from non-African countries 

such as Haiti, Cuba, or the Dominican Republic are sometimes referred to (and may prefer) by 

their nation of origin and not African American (Sigelman, Tuch, & Martin, 2005). 

Research Questions 

The study addresses the following research questions: 
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1. What is the relationship of racial group membership to female graduate students’ perceived 
level of stress? 

2. What is the relationship of age to female graduate students’ perceived level of stress? 

3. What is the relationship between locus of control and female graduate students’ perceived 
level of stress?   

4. What is the relationship between coping style and female graduate students’ perceived level 
of stress?  

5. What is the relationship between sources of stress and female graduate students’ perceived 
level of stress? 

6. What is the contribution of racial group membership, age, locus of control, coping style and 
source of stress to female graduate students’ perceived level of stress? 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are operationally defined corresponding to how they were used in the 

study. 

     Academic stressor:  refers to the demands of completing a graduate degree.    

     Avoidance-oriented coping:  refers to use of or engagement of activities (distracting oneself 

with other situations or tasks or social diversion) aimed at avoiding stressful situations.   

     Black:  refers to a racial group considered indigenous to Africa, encompassing diverse ethnic 

and cultural traditions including females of African American and Caribbean American heritage. 

     Coping:   refers to the steps an individual takes to manage external and internal demands. 

     Coping style:  refers to characteristic or typical manner of confronting a stressful situation 

and dealing with it.  

     Coping traits:  refers to properties of persons that dispose them to react in certain ways. 

     Emotion-oriented coping:  refers to activities directed at lessening emotional distress and 

strategies such as avoidance, minimization, distancing, and                                                                                      

selective attention.  
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     Environmental stressor:  refers to demand originating from the environmental context or 

composition of the surroundings. 

     Ethnicity: The cultural practices, language, cuisine and traditions used to distinguish groups 

of persons—not biological or physical differences. 

     Family stressor:  refers to a demand originating from family related obligations. 

     Monetary stressor:  refers to a demand originating from monetary restraints associated with 

pursing a graduate degree. 

     Graduate student:  refers to an individual enrolled in a graduate or professional program of 

study at a college or university. 

     Latina:  a racial group encompassing diverse ethnic and cultural traditions including females 

of Mexican, Spanish, Caribbean, and South and Central American heritage. 

     Locus of control:  refers to an individual’s beliefs regarding the extent to which one is able to 

direct or influence outcomes. 

     Perceived level of stress:  refers to negative stress determined by the Perceived Stress Scale 

(PSS). 

     Predominantly White institution (PWI):  refers to a college or university where at least 

sixty percent or more of the entire student body identifies as members of the White race. 

     Problem (Task)-oriented coping:  refers to strategies directed at defining problems, 

generating solutions, weighing alternatives and choosing among them to change. 

     Psychological stress:  refers to demands (or conflicts among them) that exceed available 

resources. 

     Stress symptoms:  refers to physical and emotional responses to demands. 

     Stressor:   refers to enduring problems that have the potential for arousing threat. 
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Demands made by the internal or external environment that upset balance, thus affecting 

physical and psychological well-being and requiring action to restore balance (Lazarus & Cohen, 

1977). 

     White:  refers to a racial group considered indigenous to Europe, encompassing diverse 

ethnic and cultural traditions including females of American, European, and non-Latina heritage. 

Overview of Remainder of Study 

The remainder of the study is organized into four chapters.  Relevant literature is reviewed 

in the next chapter followed by a description of the research methodology.  The succeeding 

chapter presents the research results of the data analysis.  The study concludes with a discussion 

of major findings, implications, limitations, and suggestions for future research. 

 



 

24 

CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

This study examined the influence of five variables on the perceived stress reported by 

Black and White female graduate students attending predominantly White Institutions (PWIs).  

This chapter provides an overview of the literature relevant to the study including: psychological 

stress theory, the academic experience of female graduate students and that of Black students 

attending PWIs, student stressors, the impact of locus of control, coping styles, and summary of 

relevant literature.     

Psychological Stress Theory 

Stress theory, a key theory in health psychology and in environmental psychology, 

provides a framework for understanding how people react to a wide variety of threats and 

challenges.  According to this theory, stress is “a particular relationship between the person and 

the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and 

endangering his or her well being” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19).  The theory defines an 

environmental stressor quite broadly, as an element of a person’s environment that is unpleasant 

and/or that threatens the person’s well-being in some ways.  Lazarus and his associates (Folkman 

et al., 1986) identify four main types of stressors within this theoretical framework: 

• cataclysmic events (such as floods and earthquakes),  
• stressful life events (such as divorce, or death of a close relative),  
• daily hassles (such as pressure at work or a long commute to work or school), and  
• ambient stressors (such as chronic air pollution, noise, or crowding). 
 

Some environmental stressors (e.g., air pollution) can have a direct negative impact on a 

person (e.g., permanent breathing difficulties).  However, according to this psychological stress 

theory, negative psychological effects can occur only after a person perceptually and cognitively 

appraises an environmental element as a stressor (Folkman et. al, 1986).  Two 
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perceptual/cognitive processes are involved:  primary appraisal which assesses the nature and 

magnitude of the environmental element and secondary appraisal which evaluates the degree to 

which the person’ coping skills and resources are sufficient to meet the challenge of the potential 

stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  If the primary appraisal process determines that the 

environmental element poses a threat but the secondary appraisal process determines that the 

person has immediate and direct control over the environmental element, then the person will 

suffer few if any negative psychological effects.  For instance, if a person hears loud, raucous 

music coming from next door while he/she is trying to study, but also knows that the neighbor 

will graciously turn off the stereo if asked, the person will experience little distraction or stress, 

or any other negative psychological effects of non-control.  The perceived personal control 

significantly or totally negates the negative effects of the stressors, even if the person does not 

actually take action.  In other words, the mere knowledge or perception of control is sufficient to 

reduce or remove the effects of many stressors (Gardner & Stern, 2002). 

In the case where the above-described stressor is perceived as unpleasant or harmful and 

one in which the person perceives no immediate and direct control, the theory holds that the 

person will then invoke a coping strategy.  According to Lazarus and colleagues, (Folkman et. al, 

1986) a person may use one of two types of coping strategies: problem-focused coping or 

emotion-focused coping.  In problem-focused coping the person exerts control over the stressor, 

but not in the simple and immediate way described above.  The person thinks up and executes 

new behavior that diminishes the stressor (e.g., wearing earplugs to filter out noise from music 

next door or moving to another apartment in a more extreme case).  When problem-focused 

coping is not employed, individuals often resort to emotion-focused coping.  Emotion-focused 

coping involves cognitive and behavioral efforts to lessen the unpleasant emotions caused by the 
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stressor, or to better tolerate them (e.g., hitting a punching bag to deal with the anger resulting 

from the music interrupting the person’s attempt to study or deciding that studying at that time is 

not very important) (Endler & Parker, 1994; Gardner & Stern, 2002). 

Although researchers have used the Lazarus and Folkman (1984) model of stress appraisal 

and coping to study the experiences of Blacks regarding racism, researchers have concluded that 

the model is not wholly suitable for such purposes.  Outlaw (1993) modified the conceptual 

framework of coping posited by Lazarus and Folkman when applying it to understand the coping 

behaviors of Blacks dealing with racism.  The coping behaviors of Blacks confronted with racial 

discrimination were examined using three major components of the Lazarus and Folkman model: 

person and environment interaction, primary appraisal {harm/loss, threat, and challenge}, and 

secondary appraisal.  Subsequently, when Blacks experience an encounter with racism, an 

assessment is made of the situation as either harm/loss, threat, or challenge.  Outlaw (1993) 

eliminated the option of a benign positive or irrelevant appraisal as one possible option for 

Blacks making a cognitive appraisal of an encounter with racism.  Instead she proposed that all 

encounters with racism would be viewed either as a threat, a harm/loss, or a challenge but never 

as irrelevant or benignly positive.  Moreover, according to Outlaw’s revised model, a harm/loss 

appraisal might result in a passive reaction such as withdrawal or depression.  When a threat 

appraisal is made following a stressful situation related to racial discrimination, anticipatory 

coping is likely to develop.  In contrast, challenge appraisals encourage emotional development 

on the part of African Americans who have encountered a stressful situation involving racial 

discrimination.  Secondary appraisal occurs after the primary appraisal phase of the stressful 

situation and is the process by which it is determined whether or not one has the resources to 

cope with the stressor being encountered (Outlaw, 1993; Utsey, et al., 2000).   
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Utsey and Ponterotto (1996) suggest that interpretation of racist and discriminatory 

encounters is filtered through “past experiences with racism, knowledge of other’s experiences 

with racism, and knowledge about the systematic nature of racism” (p. 490). Therefore, racist 

and discriminatory situations or encounters are likely to be appraised automatically as stressful.  

Outlaw’s model takes racism into account by evaluating it as a cognitive stressor.  As a result, 

she offers a more culturally relevant framework for understanding the coping experiences of 

African American women. 

The Academic Experience of Female Graduate Students 

Over the past 35 years women have increased their participation in all fields of study, 

however they remain underrepresented in traditionally male dominated fields (Freeman, 2004).  

Across academic fields, especially traditionally male dominant fields, women have often 

reported experiencing a harsh academic climate in which their work is not recognized with the 

same accolades and praise as that of their male counterparts even though their work was as 

scholarly.  These women also describe feeling disadvantaged because they have little intellectual 

contact with their male instructors and this contact is restricted to the lecture room.  In addition, 

female graduate students describe a feeling of pressure to perform, a double obligation to justify 

their presence by their achievements (Nerad & Cerny, 1999). 

According to Nerad and Cerny (1999), women’s ability to succeed appears to be affected 

by their proportional representation in a group.  Their small numbers in some career fields results 

in isolation, which in turn, increases stress, impedes research progress, and can lead to 

abandonment of graduate study and professional career.  When the faculty is predominantly 

male, women often experience a lack of role models and deprivation of the inspiration and 

assurance that they can succeed (Nerad & Cerny, 1999).  Scarcity of women faculty and role 

models occurs most frequently in the physical sciences and least frequently in the social 
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sciences.  Female faculty are scarce, especially in proportion to the rising numbers of female 

graduate students, thus placing women students at a disadvantage in finding mentors.  The issue 

is also significant because women appear to be more sensitive to the supportiveness of the 

academic environment than are men (Howard, 1996; Moyer, Salovey, & Casey-Cannon, 1999).  

Ellis (2001) found that having a mentor or a good academic adviser was critical to students’ 

social and academic integration into a doctoral program, influenced participants’ satisfaction 

with doctoral study, and was probably the most important aspect of students’ lives. 

One of the most basic and important concepts summarizing the difficulties faced by 

women in higher education is what Freeman (1989) described as the “null educational 

environment.”  A null environment, as defined by Freeman, is a setting that neither encourages 

nor discourages individuals; it simply ignores them.  In effect the individual is left at the mercy 

of whatever environmental or personal resources to which she or he has access.  Although both 

male and female students report being ignored by faculty, male students reported receiving more 

encouragement and support from others such as parents, friends, relatives, and significant others.   

Freeman (1989) asserted that “an academic situation that neither encourages nor discourages 

students of either sex is inherently discriminatory against women because it fails to take into 

account the differentiating external environments from which women and men students come,” 

(p.221) where external environments refer to differences in familial, peer, and societal support 

for career pursuits. A decade later, Nerad and Cerny (1999) support Freeman’s assertion as their 

research showed that the overt acts of disenfranchisement of female graduate students were not 

necessarily the most damaging or concerning.  Instead, those unseen and unheard acts that 

contribute to an unhealthy academic environment for female graduate students were the most 

damaging. 
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The impact of other obligations is also a major factor in female graduate students’ stress 

experience.  Other studies have shown that female graduate students, compared to their male 

colleagues, suffer more stress and distress, in combination with less support from their family 

and academic departments (Moyer et. al., 1999; Padula, 1994, Padula, 1999).  Women are more 

likely than men to be part-time students, receive little financial support, lack collegial networks, 

and have family responsibilities that compete with activities required to achieve academic 

success.  In addition, subtle forms of sexism are experienced by women, such as stereotyping 

women and unfriendly environments (Moyer, et. al., 1999; Turner & Thompson, 1993). 

For minorities, a notable barrier is “symbolic racism” whereby overt forms of prejudice are 

condemned while access to sources of support, information, and other resources are informally 

denied.  Tokenism, lowered expectations of performance, lack of minority peers and faculty, 

exclusion, being held as an example or spokesperson for a given ethnic group, pressure to do 

work related to their ethnicity, racial insensitivity, and racism were also reported by a quarter of 

the minority participants in a study conducted by Moyer and her colleagues of 224 White, 

Latina, Black, and Asian American female graduate students (Moyer et al., 1999).   Such 

problems emanated from all levels, from the interpersonal to the institutional.  There was little 

difference in the concerns expressed by minority and non-minority women.  However, Black 

respondents identified concerns related specific to their ethnicity more frequently, than the other 

three groups.  

It is important to note that increasing numbers of women are reentering educational 

institutions or the labor force after an absence ranging from a few years to as many as 35 years or 

to women changing careers.  Women who fall into this category are often referred to as “reentry 

women.”  Ranging in age from 25 years to 65 years and older, most reentry women are between 
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25 and 54 years of age (Padula, 1994).  Approximately 42% of college students in enrolled in 

1997 were 25 years and older, 56% of which were women (Thomas, 2001).  Therefore, older 

women have become a more visible subgroup on college campuses.  Within this subgroup are 

women of different races, economic backgrounds and cultures.  However, black graduate and 

undergraduate women comprise the largest number of reentry students of color at the graduate 

and undergraduate level with their numbers being twice that of the other groups of color 

(Johnson-Bailey, 2004). 

Reentry women present with their own unique experience and set of challenges.  Today’s 

typical reentry woman is juggling the demands of family, young children and full- or part-time 

employment.  Responsibilities include being a wife, mother, wage-earner, community member, 

or a combination of several roles (Padula, 1999).  The blending of school and family is 

particularly challenging for college reentry women (Gigliotti, 2004).  Studies indicate that 

women consistently express conflict between school and family, while their male counterparts 

rarely mention family demands as a deterrent or concern (Gigliotti, 2004; Johnson-Bailey, 1999; 

Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 1996; Padula, 1994; Padula, 1999; Thomas, 2001) 

Black Students Attending Predominantly White Institutions           

Researchers across fields have been increasingly interested in the educational experience 

of undergraduate and graduate Black students attending predominantly White institutions 

(PWIs). Such information is used to develop and evaluate targeted programs of recruitment and 

retention and to design appropriate academic and counseling services (Brown, et al., 1995; 

Chavous, 2000; Kimbrough, Molock, Walton, 1996; Lester & Petrie, 1998; Smith & Moore, 

2000; Taylor & Olswang, 1997).  In the 1980s and 1990s, researchers identified several concerns 

that Black undergraduate and graduate students typically experience at PWIs. (Allen, 1982; 

Brown et al., 1995; Chavous, 2000; Douglas, 1999; Harrison, 2001; Smith & Moore, 2000; 
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Taylor & Olswang, 1997).  Black graduate students reported greater concerns about poor social 

and academic integration, racism, and a shortage of mentors than did White graduate students 

who attended PWIs.  

From a survey of 400 Black graduate students who attended PWIs, Allen (1982) concluded 

that most students were…” not thoroughly integrated into the social life of their respective 

schools” (p. 4).  A lack of campus activities at PWIs that considered the social needs of blacks 

has also been cited.  Allen (1982) found that only 20% of Black students attending PWIs 

experienced a sense of belonging.  In addition, 25% of Black students in the study felt excluded 

by faculty from participating in faculty research (Allen, 1982). Findings from the emerging body 

of research over the last twenty years support Allen’s early findings.  This research generally 

suggests that Black college students attending PWIs on average, experience additional stress 

related to being a racial minority in a predominantly White setting (Ancis et. al, 2000; Neville, 

Heppner, Ji, & Thye, 2004).    Bowman (1992) suggested that the social system and other coping 

mechanisms at PWIs were Eurocentric.  She also pointed out that the establishment of Black 

cultural houses and organizations on PWIs did not change the cultural climate of these 

institutions.  Instead, Bowman contends that these support structures reinforced Black college 

students’ awareness of their separateness and conveyed the message that Blacks do not “fit” into 

the culture of the academy (Alexander-Snow, 2000).  A study by Ancis et al. (2000) supports 

Bowman’s (1992) findings as Black students reported more negative experiences compared with 

Asian American, Latino/a, and White students.  Black students experienced greater racial-ethnic 

hostility; greater pressure to conform to stereotypes; less equitable treatment by faculty, staff, 

and teaching assistants; and more faculty racism than did other groups (Ancis et al., 2000).  As 

Feagin and Sikes (1994) pointed out, Black undergraduate and graduate students have little 
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opportunities for desired and needed socialization.  Some researchers posit that “a sense of 

control” over one’s life and the ability to interact socially are more important factors to Black 

student persistence, than academic motivation, educational aspirations, and verbal aptitude 

(Alexander-Snow, 2000; Bruce & Thornton, 2004). 

Lacking social support and full integration into the campus community, Black 

undergraduate and graduate students have reported the environment of PWIs as unreceptive, 

antagonistic, and intimidating (Douglas, 1999).  As a result of this unwelcoming environment, 

Black students who attend PWIs, often have significantly lower graduation rates when compared 

to White students attending the same institutions (Brown, 2000; Feagin et al., 1996; Taylor & 

Olswang, 1997). Although structural and environmental characteristics of an institution help 

shape students’ social interaction and behavioral attitudes, it is the perceived environment that 

has the greatest influence on whether not Black students’ collegiate experiences are satisfying 

and rewarding. Thus, academic achievement for Black students who attend PWIs will be affected 

by their level of social integration.  Successful social integration is reflected in their perceptions 

of the quality of life at their institution, including their view of the level of academic 

competition, inter-group relationships, relationships with faculty and friends, and the extent of 

social support networks on campus (Alexander-Snow, 2000).  Adjusting to the social 

environment seems to be central to the success of many Black students in mostly White Settings 

(Schwitzer, Griffin, Ancis, & Thomas, 1999). 

Social support also appears to be a major determinant of college success and satisfaction 

for Black undergraduate and graduate students, particularly those attending PWIs (Brown, 2000).  

Strong and supportive campus interpersonal relationships play an important role in Black college 

students’ satisfaction with college and academic persistence.  Unfortunately most studies 
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concerning the relationship between social support and Black students’ adjustment to PWIs have 

not used multidimensional conceptualizations of social support as suggested by contemporary 

social support researchers (e.g. Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1990).  The few researchers who 

have examined social support as multidimensional construct, rather than as a unitary construct, 

present somewhat conflicting results.  Thus, the dimensions of support which are critical to 

Black students’ college adjustment remain unclear (Brown, 2000). 

An integral component to improving and understanding the college adjustment and needs 

of Black undergraduate and graduate students is understanding the heterogeneity that exists 

among Black students.  Much of the college adjustment literature is grounded in cross-race 

comparative paradigms.  As a result, our understanding of the ways in which Black students may 

differ from one another in their college adjustment experiences has been obscured.  One obvious 

way in which Black students may differ from one another is that of gender (Brown, 2000). 

Student Stressors 

College is a stressful experience for most students.  Wolniewicz (1996) reported that the 

most prevalent stressors for all graduate students were anxiety over finishing large projects (i.e. 

thesis or dissertations), role strain (from extracurricular obligations and responsibilities), and 

learning the unspoken departmental rules and culture.  These academic demands often led to 

physical consequences such as a lack of sleep, gaining weight due to a lack of exercise, and even 

hair loss.  In addition, lack of quality of contact with partners, family members and friends were 

also reported (Wolniewicz, 1996). 

Traditionally, studies of Black college students and school outcomes have relied on 

demographic characteristics as independent variables.  On the average these students have 

parents with lower incomes, less prestigious jobs, fewer years of education and are more often 

from single parent homes when compared to White students. These factors have been used to 
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help explain the differences between Black and White students overall college adjustment and 

academic success (Chavous, 2000). 

Neville, et al., (2004) assert that the level and type of stress that Black students encounter 

has not been adequately studied.  This is an important omission because empirical evidence 

suggests that different types of stressors (such as daily hassles or negative life events) have a 

differential impact on the mental health of the general population (e.g. DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof, 

Folkman, & Lazarus, 1982).  Stressors identified by Black undergraduate and graduate students 

attending PWIs include academic (classes, homework, tests); finances; time management; a lack 

of Black students; and racism (Cooper, Mahler, & Whitt, 1994; Cureton, 2003; Neville et. al, 

2004). Chiang, Hunter and Yeh (2004) reported Black undergraduates indicated school grades 

and relationship with family as their most frequent concerns.  These respondents also cited job 

search, procrastination, career choice, and relationship with friends as frequent stressors.    

The nature and frequency of stressful events is likely affected by membership in a racial or 

ethnic group (Seaton, 2003).  The definition of race as social groupings based on visible physical 

characteristics, suggests that Blacks may encounter stressful events more frequently than White 

Americans (Sigelman et. al., 2005).   Much of this stress may be attributed to racism, racial 

discrimination, racial prejudice, and race-related stress (Seaton, 2003; Utsey, et Al., 2000).   

Research does not typically assess the degree to which participants identify experiences with 

racism as stressful.  Findings from the emerging body of research generally suggest that Black 

college students attending PWIs, on average, experience additional stress related to being a racial 

minority in predominantly White setting and this additional stress affects their adjustment 

process (Ancis, et al., 2000; Neville et al., 2004).   Additionally, studies (May & Christenfeld, 

1999; King, 2005) report that Black women report unusually high levels of stress because of the 
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combination of being both female and members of a racial minority group.  Taylor and Olswang 

(1997) suggest that because of the intersection of racism and sexism, Black women have more 

negative outcomes such as lower self esteem and diminished aspirations at PWIs than do Black 

men (Brown, 2000).  

Locus of Control 

Locus of control, also referred to as self-efficacy, refers to an individual’s belief about 

what causes certain outcomes. Weiner (1986) proposes that people attribute their success and 

failures to internal or external reinforcers.  “Internal people” attribute success and failure to their 

ability or effort.  An “internal person” attributes his/her performance to cause for which he/she 

assumes personal responsibility.  “External people” attribute their performance to factors for 

which they have no responsibility and over which they have no control.  If he/she fails, the 

“external person” assumes that the task was too difficult or that he/she was unlucky (or both).  If 

the “external person” succeeds, he/she attributes he/her success to the easiness of the task or to 

luck (Weiner, 1986; Howard, 1996). 

Strain (1993) asserts that although factors of intrinsic motivation are a basis for students’ 

persistence behavior, only one concrete, measurable motivational factor; that of locus of control, 

has been supported by research evidence.  Research shows that students with an internal locus of 

control will persist longer in college (Njus & Brockway, 1999; Davis & Palladino, 2000). Njus 

and Brockway (1999) found that students with an internal locus of control showed better 

adjustment to college in terms of academic achievement and social adjustment.  These students 

also display more effective coping strategies, which leads to better psychological adjustment and 

reduces negative health affects associated with high stress (Davis and Palladino, 2000). 

Some researchers (McCombs, 1991) suggest that what underlies the internal locus of 

control is the concept of “self as agent.”  This means that our thoughts control our actions and 
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that when we realize this executive function of thinking we can positively affect our beliefs, 

motivation, and academic performance.  “The self as agent can consciously or unconsciously 

direct, select, and regulate the use of all knowledge structures and intellectual processes in 

support of personal goals, intentions, and choices” (p.6).  McCombs (1991) asserts that “The 

degree to which one chooses to be self-determining is a function of one’s realization of the 

source of agency and personal control” (p. 7).  In other words, we can say to ourselves, “I choose 

to direct my thoughts and energies toward accomplishment.  I choose not to be daunted by my 

anxieties or feelings of inadequacy.” 

Julian Rotter (1966) developed the locus of control construct as an effort to combine the 

older, more established reinforcement approaches with the newly developed cognitive approach 

(Haidt & Rodin, 1999).  In the 1960’s and 1970’s, locus of control became a topic of research 

interest.  The social learning approach was very popular and this new construct fueled its 

popularity.  The 1960’s were also a time of civil unrest; minority groups were slowly gaining 

recognition.  Some motivational approaches were describing minority groups as unmotivated and 

as having a poor work ethic.  This view was unfavorable and contributed to the oppression of 

minority groups.  The locus of control construct was used to dispel this sentiment.  However, 

criticism of the original Rotter I-E scale has centered on its apparent lack of internal consistency 

when used with blacks.  Acknowledging this weakness and drawing from research on locus of 

control generated during ten years of application Rotter (1975) re-conceptualized the construct as 

possessing a domain specific characteristic, therefore locus of control orientation was seen as 

domain or situation specific (Gaa & Shores, 1979).  Rotter (1990) later posited that locus of 

control was largely situational and was a product of the interaction between an individual and 

his/her environment. 
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Cultural, Racial and Gender Differences in Locus of Control 

Research reveals that a sense of control varies across different segments of the population.  

Coleman’s (1966) research with Rotter’s I-E  Scale found that minority populations did not differ 

on achievement motivation, however they did differ on locus of control (Haidt and Rodin, 1999).  

Black populations tended to have an external orientation whereas White populations tended to 

have an internal orientation.  Haidt and Rodin (1999) posited that the social and economic 

oppression felt by minority communities led them to develop an external rather than internal 

locus of control.  An external locus of control among Blacks was attributed to the fact that 

Blacks, as members of a disadvantaged ethnic minority group, have more limited access to 

opportunities (Ayalon & Young, 2005).   

Beginning in the middle 1970’s and continuing through the early 1980’s, studies focused 

on determining the extent of the influence that culture had on locus of control.  This literature is 

both extensive and detailed in its scope of experimentation, but generally follows the use of 

assessment methodology, such as Rotter’s locus of control scale.  Originally, researchers drew 

the conclusion that one’s culture was largely a function of the internality and externality that the 

individual possesses.  However, it was not long before these findings were disputed.  Previous 

studies were criticized because the study participants used did not accurately represent their 

culture, therefore defeating the entire purpose of the study (Otterman, 2005).  Other researchers 

(Brown, Fulkerson, Furr, Ware, & Voight, 1984; Levenson, 1981; McNeil & Jacobs, 1980) 

proposed that there were more relevant contributors to one’s locus of control, ranging from 

gender socialization to ethnic group socialization practices.   

Levenson (1974, 1975, 1981) examined external orientation in more depth.  Levenson 

(1974, 1975) makes a distinction between the two types of external orientation-belief in chance 

and belief in powerful others.  Disadvantaged members of American society have been found to 
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have a stronger external control orientation (Wenzel, 1992).  Levenson (1974, 1981) has argued 

that the thoughts and actions associated with belief that outcomes are determined by chance may 

be different from those associated with a belief that outcomes are controlled by powerful others.  

The fundamental difference between a belief in control by chance and a belief in control by 

powerful others is that, in the latter case, the potential for control exists (Levenson, 1981).  Black 

students, and Black and Latino/a adult felons have demonstrated a stronger belief in control by 

powerful others than have their White counterparts (Wenzel, 1992; Garcia & Levenson, 1975).  

These findings reflect the generally disadvantaged status of persons of color relative to that of 

Whites.  Wenzel (1992) reports that the disadvantaged economic status of Blacks is a permanent 

feature of the American economy.  Such disparities underscore the fact that, for many individuals 

in American society, the perception that “powerful others” control outcomes is realistic. 

Other research studies conducted by Gaa and Shores (1979) and Krampen and Weiberg 

(1981) suggest that culture may be linked to locus of control. Gaa and Shores (1979) reported 

considerable differences among Black, White, and Latino/a undergraduates in their internal or 

external sense of control.  However, Gaa and Shores found that locus of control was not 

dependent on culture, but on the specific domains to be controlled under investigation.  For 

example, the Black and Latino/a students were more internal than the White students in regard to 

relative success in intellectual activities.  An example of success in intellectual activities might 

be scoring high on the ACT or SAT.  On the other hand, the Black students were found to be 

substantially more external than both the White and Latino/a students with respect to failure in 

the physical domain. A real-life example of failure in the physical domain might include 

anything from general health problems to losing in a marathon.   “The findings substantiate the 

assumption that domain specific locus of control measures reflect distinct, but not consistent, 
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differences in culturally divergent populations” (Gaa & Shores, 1979 p. 6).  This notion that 

culture is just one aspect in regard to particular domains of locus of control is evident in the 

research conducted by Krampen and Weiberg (1981), who found differences in the internality 

and externality of American, Japanese, and German students (Otterman, 2005) 

Studies using race as an independent variable find racial differences in sense of control 

(Mirowsky, Ross, & Van Willigen, 1996; Wolinsky & Stump, 1996; Shaw & Krause, 2001).  

This research yields results showing racial minorities feel less in control than do Whites.  These 

racial differences in personal control appear to persist across the life course.  Shaw and Krause 

(2001) report that Blacks, compared with Whites, have a lower sense of control for all age 

groups.  Nonetheless, few studies to date provide insight into the factors that determine control 

specifically among Blacks.   

Tashakkori (1991) examined racial and gender differences in self perception and locus of 

control during adolescence and early adulthood in a longitudinal sample of Black and White men 

and women.  Black men and women perceived greater external control on control measures 

pertaining to both cultural and personal efficacy, although they had slightly greater expectations 

about future academic success.  Women participants tended to show less self-efficacy than men, 

and there were no interactions between race and gender.  Likewise Nemeroff and Midlarsky 

(2000) found that personal-control orientations varied by both race and gender.  Men saw 

themselves as more in control over causes than did women, but women felt more control over 

solutions than did men.  Blacks perceived themselves as more responsible for both causes and 

solutions than did Whites (Bruce & Thornton, 2004).  

McNeil and Jacobs (1980) reported that women were more external than men.  Brown, et 

al., (1984) reported race and sex interactions for locus of control, with Black women scoring as 
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more external than White women.  However, Ward (1986) points out that while Brown et al., 

(1984) did find differences among racial and gender groups, the differences were actually in 

terms of degree of internality.  White women were more internal than Black women, but Black 

women were also internal.  Beale (1970) suggests that Black women are subject to double 

jeopardy (i.e., both racism and sexism) and Black women are constrained due to this.  Therefore 

they should be more external in locus of control than Black men, White women, and White men. 

(Wade, 1996). 

The results from efforts examining the relationship between gender and personal control 

care inconclusive.  Whereas in some studies (Brown et al., 1984; McNeil and Jacobs 1980; Ross 

& Mirowsky, 2002) gender has an impact, in others (Shaw & Krause, 2001) gender does not 

have a statistically significant influence on perceptions of control (Bruce & Thornton, 2004; 

Tashakkori, 1991).  It is important to note that evidence of racial differences in perceptions of 

personal control emerge from studies examining he impact of other factors influencing those 

perceptions such as cognitive impairment (Shaw & Krause, 2001) and physical functioning and 

perceived health (Ross & Mirowsky, 2002; Bruce & Thornton, 2004).  A number of questions 

remain about the determinants associated with personal control. 

Coping Styles 

The general consensus among stress researchers is that an individual’s well being is 

influenced by the amount of stress experienced and by how well the individual copes with stress 

(Lazarus, 1977; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978).  Patterns of maladaptive coping eventually may lead 

students to experience personal crises.  If unresolved, these patterns may eventually damage a 

student’s psychological and physiological well-being (Polson & Nida, 1998).  Smith and Dust 

(2006) suggest that in order to understand an individual’s response to stress, one also must 

understand the individual’s dispositional traits and proclivities.  That is, personal dispositions 
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may predispose people to coping strategies, possibly because they influence the appraisals they 

make regarding the demands placed on them, and the resources they have available to cope with 

those demands.  Furthermore, contextual factors (e.g. race, ethnicity, cultural background, 

socioeconomic status) may also influence how an individual copes with everyday stressors 

(Chavous, 2000; Smith & Dust, 2006). 

From anecdotal responses given by undergraduate and graduate students in a study 

conducted by Cooper, Mahler, and Whitt (1994) they identified coping skills such as talking with 

friends, calling family, listening to music, exercising and praying.  Their responses were not 

categorically different based on race, however successful Black students developed a “survival 

kit” of coping responses that extended beyond typical student responses to stressors and 

demands.  These responses included: seeking family support, socializing with Black peers and 

colleagues, and relying on their spiritual foundations and resources. 

Individuals who enter new settings may confront a number of demands that may have 

implications for adaptation in those settings.  A critical factor that may influence the degree to 

which individuals cope successfully is prior experiences.  Specifically, the level of congruence 

between students’ prior experiences and the new circumstances defining the new setting, may be 

central to their degree of adaptation or difficulty in adaptation.  For individuals adjusting to a 

setting in which they are the minority, the importance of congruence may be magnified 

(Chavous, 2000).  Allen’s finding (1992), as cited in Jackson (1998), suggest that Black students’ 

perceptions of support and responses to various challenges have a greater impact on academic 

experiences in PWIs than prior achievement.  Eighty-one percent of Black doctoral recipients 

said they relied on personal and family resources as a primary source of emotional support 

during their education (Otuya, 1994).   
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Several researchers (Cook & Wiley, 2000; Leong, Wagner, & Tata, 1995) have posited 

that Black cultural values, such as emphases on family, social networks, and religion influence 

Black students’ use of coping strategies.  Central to culture-specific coping among Blacks is an 

Afrocentric worldview (Utsey, Adams, and Bolden, 2000) which stresses harmony with nature, 

spirituality, social time perspective, and collective consciousness (Chiang, Hunter, & Yeh, 

2004).  Chiang, Hunter, and Yeh’s (2004) results support these findings as the Black participants 

reported religious and social activities as frequent ways of coping with stressful situations. In 

addition, participants also reported talking with friends, keeping concerns to themselves, and 

talking with a significant other or with parents as their most frequent coping resources.    

When social support has been examined a variable in studies, generally it has related to 

adjustment, retention, and progression of Black students.  Researchers have suggested that Black 

students who attend PWIs experience unique adjustments compared to those of other college 

students.  Usually Black students create their own social and cultural networks within the larger 

college community in order to cope with isolation.  To ward off feelings of isolation, depression, 

and loneliness, Black students at PWIs often develop support systems such as Black student 

unions, sororities, and fraternities (Kimbrough, Molock, & Watson, 1996). 

The majority of literature that examines Black women and coping is in the context of 

depression and depressive symptoms (Corbett, 1999; Orozco, 1996; Wilson, 1994).  For 

example, Jones (2004) suggests Black women can be characterized as trying to understand and 

actively cope with their realities in ways that permit them to survive in a perceived hostile 

environment.  Johnson-Bailey and Cervero (1996) qualitatively examined the coping styles 

during college reentry of nontraditional age Black undergraduate and graduate women. Three 

strategies were reported.  The women used silence, negotiation, and resistance to respond to the 
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direct impact of racism, sexism, classism, and colorism (intra-racial discrimination based on 

preference for lighter skin shades) inside and outside of the classroom.  Silence occurred as an 

internal and external strategy.  Internal silence appeared during those times when participants 

could not think of or face an issue because it was too painful.  External silence was exhibited 

when the women refused to answer questions or participate in activities because they equated 

silence as the safer course of action.  Many of the women also spoke of silence as a familiar 

strategy from their familial backgrounds where it was encouraged to “be quiet” and things might 

work out.   

The second theme to emerge in Johnson-Bailey and Cervero’s (1996) study was 

negotiation, also both internal and external.  In several instances participants recounted times 

when they had silently arbitrated the best course to pursue concerning classroom interactions 

with professors or classmates regarding how to find the middle ground or a path of least 

resistance.  On other occasions negotiation was more external in nature with participants 

negotiating household chores or family responsibilities in order to have time for school.   

The third theme was resistance.  Unlike the other two coping mechanisms, resistance only 

occurred on the external level.   It was open defiance of rules or actions that participants 

perceived as unfair.  It was the least used of the coping strategies.  In most of the incidents, 

resistance involved the simple act of speaking out.  These women had been socialized by their 

families and by society at large to be silent or to negotiate.  When the women in this study chose 

confrontation or resistance, it was an alternative preceded by much thought and internal strife 

(Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 1996). 

Additionally, research findings have been consistent when describing how Black students 

at PWIs cope with their feelings of isolation, discrimination, and general dissatisfaction in their 
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academic environment (Feagin & Sikes, 1994; Cooper, et al., 1994; Brower & Ketterhagen, 

2004; Chiang et. al., 2004).   Research shows that Black students at PWIs very often feel 

connected to others with similar racial and ethnic backgrounds while the whole group remains 

alienated from the campus at large (Brower & Ketterhagen, 2004; Feagin & Sikes, 1994). 

Summary 

The stress women experience while pursuing graduate degrees has not been thoroughly 

investigated by social scientists.  Even less inquiry has been made into the stress experience of 

Black women graduate students.  The scientific and analytic data on Black women in higher 

education has been confined by the cultural parameters that only report data by gender or by 

race, not gender and race (Johnson-Bailey, 1999). 

A review of the literature results in two major conclusions.  First, it is difficult to know 

what is occurring with Black women in higher education because major government and 

educational studies report data by sex or by race.  Women and people of color are considered the 

major designated minorities, yet no major data sets cross reference the two groups.  Second, 

although there is a growing body of research that investigates Black students attending PWIs, 

most of those studies investigate factors associated with failure and attrition, and still fewer of 

those address the experiences of Blacks pursuing graduate degrees.  Even fewer studies 

specifically investigate Black female graduate students. 

Likewise, mental health researchers have identified the concepts of psychosocial 

competence (that is, locus of control, coping, and self efficacy) and cultural diversity (that is, 

race, sex, and culture) as constructs central to improving models for understanding and 

enhancing the psychological well-being of Black Americans (Jones, 2004).  Therefore, the 

variables of race, locus of control, coping style, and stressors were chosen in this study for 

further investigation. 
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Control is a correlate with status attainment, psychological and physical well-being, and 

survival (Pearlin et al., 1981; Mirowsky, Ross, & Van Willigen, 1996; Bruce & Thornton, 2004) 

and is an integral aspect of the stress and coping process (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  The idea 

of controlling one’s life has a number of overlapping dimensions.  Perceptions of agency delimit 

how far in school one will go and could affect the quality of education received (Bruce & 

Thornton, 2004).  Thus a clearer and more fully developed understanding of personal control for 

women seeking higher education is important. 

Given the clear relationship between level stress, particularly psychological stress or 

distress among black students, it seems important to further efforts on PWI campuses to 

understand the components to effective stress management.  Most of the research designed to 

delineate the processes that determine individual coping behavior have focused on samples of 

primarily White, middle class participants or on younger adolescent populations (Smith & Dust, 

2006).  The literature clearly indicates that the experience of Black Americans differs 

significantly from that of White Americans and therefore it is unwise to generalize results from 

white, middle class, or adolescent samples to samples of ethnic minorities or low-income adult 

populations.  Blacks in general have been understudied, and Black graduate women even more 

so, thereby limiting the ability to provide effective intervention or prevention programs, therefore 

the need for this study and exploring the chosen variables. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

There is an abundance of research on the stress-related experiences of undergraduate 

students, but a gap exists related to graduate students’ experiences of stress; graduate women’s 

stress-related experiences and coping; and racial and gender specifics of graduate women’s 

experiences of stress at predominantly White institutions (PWIs).  This study attempted to assess 

the influence of five variables (racial group membership, age, locus of control, coping style, and 

sources of stress) on the level of stress reported by female graduate students attending PWIs.  

Data was gathered on: 

• Participants’ demographics, 
 
• Locus of control as measured by Pearlin Mastery Scale (PM: Pearlin & Schooler, 1978), 

 
• Coping style as measured by the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS: Endler 

& Parker, 1999), 
 

• Sources of stress as measured by the Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised (GSI-R: Rocha-
Singh, 1994), and 

 
• Reported level of stress as measured by the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS: Cohen, 

Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). 
 

Population 

The sample was drawn from Black and White graduate women attending two large, 

research-oriented universities in the southeast that had a predominantly White student 

population.  In 2005, the total enrollment at University A was 50,512, of which 14,594 were 

graduate students.  Among the graduate students 7,394 were female and 7,200 were male.  The 

ratio of White graduate students to Black graduate students at University A is 15 to 1. 

(University of Florida, 2006).  In 2005, the total enrollment at University B was 33,660, of which 

8,456 were graduate students.  Among the graduate students 4,932 were female and 3,456 were 
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male.  The ratio of White graduate students to Black graduate students at University B was 8:1. 

(University of Georgia, 2006).   

Sampling Procedures 

This study was conducted under the guidelines and protocol consistent with the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Florida.  After obtaining IRB approval, a 

selected list of 100 department graduate coordinators and a selected list of 12 graduate student 

organizations were contacted by electronic email through a letter.  The letter that explaining the 

purpose of the study and requesting that an email letter that included the study description, 

inclusion criteria and a link to the research survey be forwarded to the student and organizational 

listservers.   

The on-line research survey included an introduction to the study and directions; the 

informed consent; the Pearlin Mastery Scale (PM: Pearlin & Schooler, 1978); the Coping 

Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS: Endler & Parker, 1999);  the Graduate Stress Inventory-

Revised (GSI-R: Rocha-Singh, 1994); the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS: Cohen, Kamarck, & 

Mermelstein, 1983); and a forty-two question demographic questionnaire. 

Once the participants accessed the on-line survey, they were asked to read the informed 

consent.  If they agreed to the terms, they clicked on the “I have read the informed consent form 

above. I voluntarily agree to participate in the study.”   They were then forwarded to the on-line 

survey.  Participants were not able to reach the survey unless they agreed to the terms of the 

informed consent.   

The benefits to using the on-line survey included the elimination of paper, postage, mail-

out, and data entry costs, as well as the reduced time required for survey implementation 

(Dillman, 2000; Murray & Fisher, 2002).  One disadvantage of using online surveys includes the 

inaccessibility to a computer for some populations; however since 1998, University of Florida 
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students were required to have access to and basic knowledge of computer and email/internet 

applications.  Further, given the emergence of the internet and email as crucial aspects of 

correspondence at the university level, it was assumed that the participants had basic knowledge 

of email and internet usage. 

Researchers have found that response rates for postal mail surveys and internet surveys are 

comparable (Schafer & Dillman, 1998), that response to email surveys are received more quickly 

and that item non-response is lower for internet surveys than for postal mail surveys (Schafer & 

Dillman, 1998; Murray & Fisher, 2002).  Petit (2002) compared results of a World Wide Web 

(WWW) questionnaire and a paper and pencil questionnaire and found that random response, 

item non-response, extreme response, and acquiescent response are not statistically different.  In 

fact, paper and pencil questionnaires elicited a statistically higher number of uncodeable 

responses.  Truell, Bartlett, and Alexander (2002) also found that internet and mail surveys 

achieved a similar response rate.  In addition, they determined that response speed and 

completeness were better for the internet based surveys. 

Research Hypotheses 

Hypotheses 

This study tested the following hypotheses: 

     Ho1:  There is no association between the racial group membership of female graduate 
students and their reported level of stress. 
 
     Ho2:  There is no association between age of female graduate students and their reported level 
of stress. 
 
     Ho3:  There is no association between female graduate students’ locus of control and their 
reported level of stress. 
 
     Ho4:  There is no association between female graduate students’ coping style and their 
reported level of stress. 
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     Ho5:  There is no association between female graduate students’ reported sources of stress and 
their level of stress. 
 
     Ho6:  There is no contribution to predicting female graduate students’ reported level of stress 
of the following variables:  racial group membership, age, locus of control, coping style and 
source of stress. 

Design of the Study 

The researcher used a survey research design that tested six hypotheses.    The survey was 

composed of five instruments the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), the Pearlin Mastery Scale (PM), 

the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS), the Graduate Stress Inventory (GSI-R), and 

a researcher-designed demographic questionnaire.  The dependent variable under investigation 

was reported stress level as operationalized by the negative stress subscale of the Perceived 

Stress Scale.  The independent variables were race, age, locus of control, coping style and 

sources of stress.  Locus of control was operationalized by the two subscales of the Pearlin 

Mastery scale (Positive Thinking and Self Doubt).  Coping style was operationalized by the three 

subscales of the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (Task-focused coping, Emotion-

focused coping, and Avoidance-focused coping).  Sources of stress were operationalized by the 

three subscales of the Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised (Academic stress, School Social 

Environment stress, and Family/Financial stress). 

Data Analytic Procedures 

The researcher tested six hypotheses using stepwise regression analysis or correlational 

analysis.  For the regression analysis and correlational analysis, the dependent variable was 

perceived stress as measured by negative stress of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS).  The 

independent variables were race, age, locus of control, coping style and source of stress.  Prior to 

analysis to answer research questions and test study hypothesis, the four instruments [Perceived 

Stress Scale (PSS), Pearlin Mastery Scale (PM), Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations 

(CISS) and Graduate Stress Inventory (GSI-R)] were submitted to factor and reliability analysis 
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to confirm subscales and to verify that the subscales were useful and meaningful for this 

particular population of female graduate students. The fifth instrument, a researcher-designed 

demographic questionnaire, was used to obtain demographic data from participants and provide 

an opportunity to share information regarding other aspects of their educational experience. 

The data obtained for this study was analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS).  The data was collected on-line and stored via an internet database, which the 

researcher downloaded and transferred into SAS once data collection was complete. 

Instruments 

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS: Cohen, Kamarck, and Mermelstein, 1983) was used as 

an outcome measure of the cognitively perceived level of stress experienced reported by study 

participants.  This questionnaire contains items assessing the degree to which respondents find 

their lives unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded.  Higher scores indicate a higher level 

of perceived stress or negative stress. 

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen, et al., 1983) is a 14-item questionnaire designed 

to measure the degree to which situations in one’s life are appraised as stressful.  The Perceived 

Stress Scale was chosen due to its ability to assess the degree to which respondents find their 

lives unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded; three issues that have been found to be 

central components of the experience of stress (Cohen, 1978; Lazarus, 1966, 1977).  The scale 

also directly inquires about current levels of experienced stress. 

Lazarus (1966, 1977) reports that objective appraisal of stressful events is partly 

determined by one’s perceptions of their stressfulness.  A combination of both objective and 

subjective measures of stress is used in this assessment of both global and event-specific stress 

levels.  Stressor effects are assumed to occur only when both (a) the situation is appraised as 
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threatening or otherwise demanding and (b) insufficient resources are available to cope with the 

situation.  The assumed centrality of the cognitive appraisal process suggests the desirability of 

measuring perceived stress as opposed to or in addition to objective stress.  Perceived stress 

scales could also be used in conjunction with objective scales in an effort to determine whether 

factors such as social support (Pearlin, Menaghan, Lieberman, & Mullan, 1981) and locus of 

control (Johnson and Sarason, 1979) protect people from the pathogenic effects of stressful 

events by altering the process or processes by which appraised stress results in physiological or 

behavioral disorders.  Finally, perceived stress can be viewed as an outcome variable measuring 

the experienced level of stress as a function of objective stressful events, coping processes and 

personality factors (Cohen, et al., 1983). 

Subjective measures of response to specific stressors have also been widely used.  

However there are several limitations to these measures such as, it is difficult and time-

consuming to adequately develop and psychometrically validate an individual measure every 

time a new stressor is studied.  Theoretically, there is an issue of whether measures of perceived 

response to a specific stressor really assess a person’s evaluations of that stressor.  There is, in 

fact, evidence that people often misattribute their feelings of stress to a particular source when 

that stress is actually due to another source (Cohen, et al., 1983). 

Cohen, Kamarck, and Mermelstein (1983) created the Perceived Stress Scale based on the 

need for an instrument to measure a global level of perceived stress.  Presumably it is this level 

of appraised stress, not the objective occurrence of events, which determines one’s response to a 

stressor(s) (Lazarus, 1966, 1977).  As this measure is more global than life-event scales, it is 

sensitive to: (a) chronic stress deriving from ongoing life circumstances, (b) stress from 
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expectations concerning future events, (c) stress from events not listed on a particular life–events 

scale, and  (d) reactions to the specific events included on any scale (Cohen et al., 1983). 

The Perceived Stress Scale was designed for use with community samples with at least a 

junior high school education.  The PSS asks participants to indicate how often they have felt or 

thought a certain way during the past month using a 5-point Likert-type scale where 0 = Never, 1 

= Almost Never, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Fairly Often, and 5 = Very Often.  PSS scores are obtained 

by reversing scores on the seven positive items and then summing across all 14 items.  Items 4, 

5, 6, 7, 9, 10, and 13 are the positively stated items.   The questions are of a general nature and 

hence are relatively free of content specific to any subpopulation group. 

Validation data on the PSS were collected using three samples-two consisting of college 

students (both male and female) and one consisting of a more heterogeneous group enrolled in a 

smoking- cessation program.  The coefficient alpha reliability for the PSS was .84 and .85 for the 

college samples and .86 for the smoking-cessation sample.  The test-retest correlation for the 

college sample was .85 for a two day time period and .55 for a 6 weeks retest interval for the 

smoking-cessation sample.  Perceived levels of stress should be influenced by daily hassles, 

major events, and changes in availability of coping resources, all of which are quite variable over 

a short period.  The test-retest reliability analysis indicates that test-retests involving a very short 

time (two days) result in fairly substantial correlations, whereas administrations six weeks later 

produce more moderate test-retest correlations (Cohen et al., 1983).  

Pearlin Mastery Scale (PM) 

Pearlin’s Mastery Scale (1981) was used to measure participants’ mastery, or the extent to 

which participants regard their life chances as being under their own control in contrast to being 

externally controlled.   Higher scores indicate a higher level of mastery and a more internal locus 
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of control whereas lower scores indicate low level of mastery and a more external locus of 

control. 

The Pearlin Mastery Scale (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) is a 7-item questionnaire designed 

to measure locus of control.  Locus of control also referred to as personal control beliefs and 

personal mastery beliefs, reflects individuals’ beliefs regarding the extent to which they are able 

to control or influence outcomes (Seeman, 1999).  Mastery is defined as the extent to which one 

regards one’s life chances as being under one’s own control in contrast to being fatalistically 

ruled (Robinson, Shaver & Wrightsman, 1991). 

The Pearlin Mastery Scale asks respondents to indicate their agreement or disagreement 

with statements relating to the level of control they feel over events in their lives.  The 

questionnaire uses a four-point Likert-type scale where 1= Strongly Agree, 2=Agree, 

3=Disagree, and 4=Strongly Disagree.  Scores can range from 7 (low mastery) to 28 (high 

mastery) (Robinson et al., 1991). 

The scale was developed as part of a larger investigation into the social origins of personal 

stress.  The first sample consisted of scheduled interviews conducted with 2300 adults between 

the ages of 18 and 65 in 1972-1973.  A second interview was administered to 1106 of the 

original respondents between 1976-1977 (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, Robinson et al., 1991). 

Reliability of the 7-item scale was demonstrated via factor analysis.  The coefficient alpha 

reliability is .80.  The correlation between the first and second interviews was .33.  The use of 

LISREL procedures to evaluate the longitudinal data allowed the authors to conclude that the 

relationship between constructs and indicators remained stable over time.  In addition, error over 

time was small and did not affect the stability of estimates to a significant degree.  (Robinson et 

al., 1991). 



 

54 

The Pearlin Mastery Scale demonstrates both convergent and discriminant validity.  

Consistent relationships (in the hypothesized direction) were evident with other scales and 

variables.  Near zero correlations among several variables indicate a level of discrimination 

(Robinson et. al., 1991). 

Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations, (CISS) 

The adult version of the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS) (1999) was used 

to measure coping on a multidimensional level.  The CISS assesses three forms of coping:  Task-

Oriented, Emotion-Oriented, and Avoidance-Oriented.  In addition there are two subscales for 

the Avoidance-Oriented scale: Distraction and Social Diversion. 

The Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS; Endler & Parker, 1990a, 1999) is a 

48-item questionnaire designed to measure multidimensional coping.  The Coping Inventory for 

Stressful Situations assesses preferred coping styles, or strategies typically used in coping with 

stressful situations.  Coping style is conceptualized as a characteristic or typical manner of 

confronting a stressful situation and dealing with it (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; 1985). This 

conceptualization of coping style would be akin to a habit or typical manner of attempting to 

resolve problematic situations encountered in general or specific situations (Endler & Parker, 

1999). 

The interaction model of anxiety, stress, and coping underlies the development of the 

CISS, as the instrument is concerned with the interaction between stressful events and the ways 

in which individuals deal with them.  There is an interaction between personal variables (such as 

vulnerability and cognitive style) and situation variables (for example life events and crises).  

This interaction between variables leads an individual to the perception of danger or threat, 

which in turn can affect both the personal and situational variables which in turn leads to 
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reactions to the change in the state of anxiety (i.e. coping responses and physiological reactions) 

(Endler & Parker, 1999). 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984, 1987) proposed a process-oriented coping model that 

distinguishes between two major functions of coping:  problem-focused responses aimed at 

altering person-environment relationships, and emotion-focused responses aimed at regulating 

emotional distress (Endler & Parker, 1994).  Endler & Parker (1990a, 1994) conceptualized a 

third basic coping strategy, avoidance, which can include either person-oriented or task-oriented 

strategies.  An individual can avoid a stressful situation by seeking out other people (social 

diversion) or by engaging in a substitute task (distraction). 

During the first stage of development, a list of 120 items was created from existing coping 

inventories, published research on coping strategies in various situations and individually 

generated from selected psychologist and graduate students (Billings & Moss, 1981; Folkman & 

Lazarus, 1980, 1985, 1986; McCrae, 1984; McCrae & Costa, 1986; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; 

Stone & Neale, 1984).  A shortened list of 70 items was administered to 559 undergraduate 

students.  The format for each item was a 5-point Likert-type scale, asking participants to 

indicate how frequently they would engage in the behavior ranging from 1=not at all to 5= very 

much.  Factor analyses of the 70 items using a principal components factor analysis with a 

varimax rotation yielded a scale of 44 items and three factors labeled Task-Oriented coping (T), 

Emotion-Oriented coping (E), and Avoidance-Oriented coping (A). 

A disproportionate number of items in the 3 subscales (19T, 12E, and 13A) resulted in 

additional items being generated for the Emotion and Avoidance scales.  Approximately 40 

additional items were generated and classified by subscale and evaluated.  Inter-judge agreement 

resulted in 22 items being retained yielding a 66-item inventory.  The 66-item inventory was then 
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administered to 394 college students and a factor loading analysis was completed.  Elimination 

of items lacking face validity while keeping subscales equal in number of items resulted in a 48-

item inventory with 16 items in each subscale.  The 48-item inventory was factor analyzed again 

where each of the 16 items per subscale was factor analyzed separately.  The Avoidance subscale 

yielded two factors: and 8-item Distraction scale and a 5-itme Social Diversion scale with three 

items loading on both or neither factor (Endler & Parker, 1999). 

The 48-item inventory was normed for both an adult and an adolescent population.  The 

Adult version of the CISS will be used in this study.  The responses of the undergraduate and 

adult samples were compared by computing congruence coefficients.  Congruence coefficients 

comparing the three factors (T, E, and A) were above .97 and those comparing the two subscales 

of the Avoidance scale (Distraction and Social Diversion) were above .95.  The various CISS 

scales for both the adult and adolescent versions appear to have high internal reliabilities as 

coefficient alphas ranged from .69 to .92. and moderate to high test-retest reliabilities with a 

range of .51 to .68. 

Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised (GSI-R)  

The Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised (GSI-R) (1994) was used to measure the degree to 

which participants perceive situations particular to the graduate school experience to be stressful.  

The instrument measures how individuals perceive their academic responsibilities, the university 

environment, and financial responsibilities (Rocha-Singh, 1994).  The GSI-R examines external 

events and assesses internal stress level along four domains:  professional/academic, 

environmental, familial, and monetary. 

The Graduate Stress-Inventory-Revised (GSI-R, Rocha-Singh, 1994) is a 21-item 

questionnaire designed to measure the degree to which graduate students perceive situations 
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particular to the graduate school experience to be stressful.  The self-report instrument measures 

how respondents perceive their academic responsibilities, the university environment, and 

familial and financial responsibilities.  These three areas composing the questionnaire domains 

used in this study are titled: (a) academic stress; (b) school social environmental stress; and (c) 

family/monetary stress.  The content of items in Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised takes into 

consideration three issues that have been found in the work conducted by Lazarus (1966, 1977) 

to be central components of the experience of stress:  unpredictability, uncontrollability, and 

overload. 

The Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised consists of two sections.  Section A is a 

background questionnaire which asks for such information as gender, ethnicity, marital status, 

academic status, country of citizenship, area of specialization, parent’s educational attainment, 

and financial situation.  Section B is a stress inventory consisting of 21 stress items with a 7-

point Likert-type scale ranging from (1) not stressful at all to (7) extremely stressful. 

The Graduate Stress Inventory items were based on research that examined the academic 

climate, social integration, and concerns of graduate students.  In addition, items were included 

to assess the unique experiences that a student’s gender and race/ethnicity have on experiences 

inside and outside of the academic environment.  Specifically, items were based on research 

conducted by Hartnett (1976) and McMurtrey (1988) suggesting the importance of certain 

elements in the socio-psychological environment for graduate students:  (a) the quality and 

nature of faculty-student relations; (b) the sense of community within a department; and (c) the 

evaluation of student performance.  Mendoza’s (1981) research on perceptions of stress for 

undergraduate students defines four dimensions (academic, financial, familial, and personal), 

which provided the general categories in which items relevant to a graduate student experience 
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were generated (Rocha-Singh, 1994).  The Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised therefore 

examines external events and assesses internal stress levels. 

Reliability and validity estimates of the Graduate Stress Inventory were derived from data 

on three samples consisting of both masters and doctoral student participants.  The first sample 

included 450 masters and doctoral students at a major research university.  This initial study was 

an initial examination of the internal consistency and factor structure of the Graduate Stress 

Inventory items based on a 25-item graduate perceived stress measure developed by Rocha-

Singh (1988).  Participants were asked to rate how much stress they perceived in relation to 

various events encountered in graduate school on a not at all stressful to extremely stressful 7-

point Likert-type format.  The quality and interpretability of item responses were evaluated with 

correlation and common factor analyses and those items (items 11, 15, 21, and 24) that did not 

correlate highly to other items in any domain were deleted from the scale.  These items fell into 

two categories: (a) dissertation items for Ph.D. candidates or (b) items related to the family.  A 

reduced perceived-stress scale was created with the remaining 21 items.   

The factor structure of the reduced 21-item scale was explored by means of both principal 

factors and maximum likelihood extraction methods with orthogonal and oblique rotations.  

Using factor loadings of at least .35, 19 items were retained and two hypothesized domains, 

familial and monetary obligations were combined resulting in the following identified three 

factors:  School Social Environmental Stress, Familial/Monetary Stress and Academic Stress.  

Internal consistency reliability of each subscale was estimated with coefficient using the 450 

graduate students.  Internal consistencies for the reduced School Social Environmental Stress (7 

items), Familial/Monetary Stress (6 items), and Academic Stress (6 items) subscales are all 

moderate to high with alphas of .85, .77, and .78 respectively. 



 

59 

The initial study facilitated the evaluation and improvement of the Graduate Stress 

Inventory leading to changes in wording for a significant number of items.  The second phase of 

the validation process administered the revised scale along with a measure of trait anxiety to a 

new sample of 469 first-year doctoral students.  For purposes of testing concurrent validity on 

the Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised, Speilberger’s (1983) Trait Anxiety Inventory Form-Y2 

was used.  The factor structure of the 21-item GSI-R was explored by means of both principal 

factors and maximum likelihood extraction methods with orthogonal and oblique rotations.  The 

factor analysis of the GSI-R revealed three correlated factors.  These factors were congruent with 

those found in the pilot study.  Reliability estimates using coefficient alpha yielded moderately 

high indexes: (a) School Social Environmental Stress, .30; (b) Family/Monetary Stress, .68; (c) 

Academic Stress, .74.  Speilberger’s Trait Anxiety Scale correlated in the predicted direction 

where increases in stress are associated with increases in trait anxiety.  For this sample, the 

correlations between stress scores and trait anxiety were low after correcting for unreliability.  

Hence, the stress measure appears to be measuring a construct that can be distinguished from 

trait anxiety. 

The purpose of the third study was to establish retest reliability of the Graduate Stress 

Inventory-Revised.  Sixty-seven master’s students who were enrolled in a multicultural 

counseling program and a marriage, family and child counseling program at a West Coast 

teaching university comprised the third sample.  Participants were initially administered the 

survey and administered a follow-up survey one week later.  The GSI-R factor scores evidenced 

adequate 1-week retest reliabilities (N=63) for School Social Environmental Stress (.80), 

Family/Monetary Stress (.85), and Academic Stress (.85).  Based on these three studies the GSI-
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R is considered a reliable and valid measure of graduate students’ perceptions of stress in the 

three discussed domains. 

Demographic Questionnaire 

A researcher-designed demographic questionnaire was used to collect information 

regarding individual characteristics.  The following variables were assessed:  race-ethnic 

background, age, marital status, number of children, annual household income, program of study, 

degree sought, and academic progress.  Participants were also asked open- ended questions 

regarding a stressful event experienced, way(s) of coping with that event, their satisfaction with 

their chosen way of coping, and to supply any other information they would like to share with 

the investigator regarding stress and coping concerning female graduate students in general. 

Summary 

The purpose of the current research study was to examine perceived stress and in a diverse 

sample of Black and White female graduate students.  An additional purpose was to examine 

whether racial differences exist among perceived stress and the independent variables of age, 

locus of control, coping style, and type of stressors.  A convenience sample of graduate women 

was drawn from campus listservers and participants completed an on-line survey that included 

the Pearlin Mastery Scale, the Coping in Stressful Situations, the Graduate Stress Inventory-

Revised, the Perceived Stress Scale, and a forty-two question demographic questionnaire.  Data 

was analyzed using regression analysis and correlational analysis.  The results of the study are 

presented in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

In this chapter, the results of the study are presented in four sections including (a) the 

demographics of the sample, (b) analysis of the instruments used in this study, (c) the results and 

data analyses of each research question and hypothesis, and (d) a summary of the findings. 

Sample Demographics 

A total of 494 women completed the survey.  Participants ranged in age from 21 to 63 

years of age, and the average age of respondents was 29.41 (SD = 8.24, Table 4-1).  Two 

participants did not report their age.  Participants identified racially as black, white, and/or 

mixed/other; with 23.8 % black, 73.4 % white and 2.9 % mixed/other.  Two participants did not 

report their race.  Participants represented diverse ethnic backgrounds (see Table 4-2).  However 

the majority of the sample was European American (59.5%).  Three participants did not report 

their ethnicity. 

The majority of study participants were single, never married (50.2%, Table 4-3) and did 

not have children (80.9%).  Two participants did not report their marital status.  Of the 94 

participants who reported having children, the majority had one child (42.55%) or two children 

(36.17%) with an average age of 12.91 years (SD= 9.93).   

Participants were asked about their living arrangements, finances, and employment status.  

Most participants lived with either a spouse or significant other (39.10 %, Table 4-4). Three 

participants did not report their living arrangements.  The annual household income for most 

participants was between $10,000-$20,000 (26.07%, Table 4-5) with 34.16% (Table 4-6) 

reporting as sole earner of household income. Three participants did not report their annual 

household income.  Eight participants did not report what percentage of annual household 

income was from their earnings.  Most participants were employed part-time (46.56%, Table 4-
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7), working an average of 24.62 hours per week (SD= 16.59, Table 4-8). Fifteen participants did 

not report their employment status and ten did not report the number of hours worked per week. 

Demographic data was also collected on participants’ academic background.  All 

participants were currently enrolled in a post-baccalaureate graduate or professional program of 

study (Table 4-9).  The largest numbers of participants were seeking Master’s degrees (52.1%).  

Six participants did not report their degree sought.  Half of the participants (52.77%) were the 

first in their immediate family to seek a graduate degree and nearly one-third (28.48%) were the 

first to receive an undergraduate degree.  Multiple academic majors were represented in the 

sample.  The researcher narrowed the majors down into 9 categories.  Table 4-10 presents the 

categories, frequencies, and percentages of the participants’ academic majors.  Most participants, 

197 (40.37%), were in the early stages on their program having completed 2-3 semesters of 

coursework (Table 4-11).  Six participants did not report the number of semesters completed in 

their program of study. 

Participants were asked to report on their progression through their program of study.  

Participants were asked to rate how well they thought they were on track towards completion of 

their prospective degrees and to identify factors that facilitated or hindered their progression 

through their program of study.  A significant majority, 344 (70.49%), of participants felt that 

they were on track to completing their degree in a timely manner.  Most of the remaining 

participants 110 (22.54%) felt they were only slightly off track.  Table 4-12 presents the factors 

that participants credit with facilitating their progression through their programs.  Ninety-three 

participants cited an additional 360 factors that facilitated their degree progress as represented by 

“Other” in Table 4-12.  Two hundred and twenty-four (62.22%) of the “Other” responses were 

related to social support in the academic environment, 16 (4.44%) were related to financial 
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support, 17 (4.72%) were related to social support outside the academic environment, 11 (3.01%) 

were related to faculty mentoring and support, and 20(5.56%) were related to support from 

family and friends.   The researcher narrowed the remaining facilitative factors cited down into 5 

categories.  Table 4-13 presents the categories, frequencies, and percentages of the additional 

facilitative factors. 

Table 4-14 presents factors participants report hindered their degree progress.  One 

hundred and fifteen participants cited an additional 128 factors that hindered their degree 

progress as represented by “Other”. Twenty-one participants (18.26%) cited factors related to a 

lack of social support in the academic environment specific to a lack of mentoring by faculty and 

poor advisement, 12 (10.43%) related to academic demands, 3 (2.61%) related to financial 

constraints, 3 (2.61%) related to family obligations, and 1 (0.87%) related to lack of support 

outside academic environment.  The researcher narrowed the remaining hindering factors cited 

down into 8 categories.  Table 4-15 presents the categories, frequencies, and percentages of the 

additional hindering factors. 

Participants were also asked why they chose to pursue a graduate degree at their respective 

universities.  University location was the most frequently reported reason (69.23%) and program 

options were the second most reported (55.87%).  Table 4-14 presents reported reasons for 

university choice.  Participants cited an additional 98 reasons for choosing their respective 

universities as represented by “Other” in Table 4-16.   Seventeen (17.35%) responses were 

related to program options and 12(12.24%) were related to personal finances and affordability.  

The additional reasons cited include:  14(14.29%) spouse/significant other attending same 

university, 23 (23.47%) faculty member/mentor reputation and/or research, 12 (12.24%) 

university alumni or family alumni status, 6 (6.12%) convenience including online class 
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availability, 4 (4.08%) environmental characteristics, 4 (4.08%) recruited or referred to 

respective university, and 6 (6.12%) other reasons. 

Analysis of Instruments Used in Study 

Prior to commencing the analysis necessary for answering the questions and hypotheses 

posed for this study, the four scales used in this study (CISS, GSI-R, PSS, and PM) were 

submitted to factor and reliability analysis to confirm subscales or to identify useful and 

meaningful subscales for this particular population of female graduate students.  While it was 

presumed the scales and subscales would confirm previously identified subscales, it was also 

acknowledged validity and reliability are situation and person specific and a scale might be valid 

and reliable for one group of subjects but might not be valid and reliable for another.  The 

sample included in this study represented a rather unique group of participants who were mainly 

21-30 years of age, single, and Masters and Doctoral level students enrolled in graduate 

programs in universities.  Thus, a factor analysis was undertaken to establish the instrument 

validity and reliability for this unique group of subjects.  A principal components factor analysis 

using a varimax and promax rotations was used to identify any useful and meaningful subscales 

and to determine inter-factor correlations. Any item with a factor loading of .30 or less was 

considered for removal as not adding to the measurement qualities of the scale or subscale.  A 

Cronbach alpha was used to test the reliability of any subscales for this group of participants.  

Those items with a negative item to total correlation were then reverse coded.  Each of the scales 

used in the study is presented separately. 

Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS)  

 The factor analysis using a varimax rotation of the CISS indicated the items fell into the 

subscales identified by the authors of the instrument according to the instruction manual (Endler 

& Parker, 1999).  The subscales identified were as follows: Task, Emotion, and Avoidance.  The 
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response scale of the CISS was a five point Likert type response scale of Not at All (1) to Very 

Much (5).  Table 1 presents the reliability data for the total and subscales and Table 2 presents 

the factor loadings for the CISS. As can be seen from this data, the items on the CISS loaded 

well on each of the subscales and the reliability of more than acceptable. The factor analysis 

indicated the items in the three subscales accounted for 36.71% of the variance.  One item (Talk 

to someone whose advice I value) loaded on the Task subscale rather than the Avoidance 

subscale in this analysis.  Given the participants in this study, talking to a valued person could be 

seen as a task rather than something to avoid.  However, since this was the only item that was 

questionable a decision was made to leave the item in the Avoidance subscale.  Leaving the item 

in Avoidance did not make any difference in the reliability for either subscale.  The promax 

rotation indicated the inter-factor correlations were very low and the subscales of the CISS were 

not related (r= -.215 to r= .128).  Also, a decision was made to treat each subscale score as a 

separate unique entity.  Rather than providing a total scale score for the CISS, each of the 

subscales were treated as individual scales in this study. 

Graduate Stress Inventory - Revised (GSI-R) 

 The GSIR was developed to measure the perceptions of graduate students about the 

source of stress they encounter in graduate programs.  The GSIR is a 21 item instrument 

measuring academic, family, and financial responsibilities as well as the school environment.  

The GSIR did not factor as anticipated however, the subscales identified by this factor analysis 

appear to be a more appropriate arrangement of the items for this group of participants.  Previous 

administrations of the GSIR included men, while the administration for this study only included 

women.  Varying perceptions among men and women probably accounted for the differences in 

the way items loaded on the different factors.  The GSIR utilized a seven point Likert type 

instrument of Not at all Stressful (1) to Extremely Stressful (7) and none of the items needed to 
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be reverse coded.  The promax rotation of the GSIR indicated the three subscales were weakly 

correlated with each other (r=.245 to r=.414).  Hence, the decision was made to treat each of the 

subscales as measuring unique and independent constructs. Thus, the decision was made not to 

use a total GSIR scale score in further analysis since the subscales are unique independent scales.   

 The first factor identified by the factor analysis addressed the academic concerns of 

female graduate students and included seven items with a Cronbach alpha of .8088.  The seven 

items included completing coursework assignment, taking exams, meeting with faculty, 

participating in class and other items. The second factor addressed School Social Environment 

concerns of female graduate students.  The Cronbach alpha for this subscale was alpha = .7800.  

The subscale included items such as: Living in the local community, Adjusting to the campus 

environment, and finding support groups sensitive to your needs.  The third subscale to emerge 

from the factor analysis consisted of seven items and measured Family/Financial concerns of 

female graduate students.  The Cronbach alpha was .7391.  Family/Financial concerns included 

items such as: arranging childcare, fulfilling responsibilities both at home and at school, and 

paying monthly expenses.  It should be noted the Cronbach alphas calculated for the new 

grouping of the items was higher than for the original grouping of the items as well as having 

stronger factor loadings.  Considering the reliability was higher and the grouping of the items 

into the new subscales provided useful and meaningful data and interpretation of the subscales, 

the decision was made to use the subscales identified through the current factor analysis 

procedure in this study as a group of women may have different concerns and stressors than a 

group of men and women.  Table 4-19 presents the scale properties and Table 4-20 presents 

factor loadings for the items for each subscale.   
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Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 

 The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) consisted of 14 items answered on a five point Likert 

type response scale of Never (0) to Very Often (4).  Respondents were asked to think about their 

lives for the last month and indicate how often the felt or thought a particular way.  Reliability 

for the total PS scale was α= .6505 and it was not necessary to reverse code any of the items.  

Principal components factor analysis identified three subscales within the PS and these three 

subscales accounted for 54.90% of the variance.  However, the third subscale consisted of only 

two items and the reliability coefficient for these two (#s 8 and 12) was α=.0268.  As a result of 

this analysis, a two factor solution was attempted but this possible solution reduced the reliability 

of the two remaining subscales.  Thus, the decision was made to delete these two items (8 and 

12) from further analysis.  The items just did not fit well with the other items and detracted from 

the overall properties as well as the usefulness and meaningfulness of the subscales.  The two 

remaining subscales had high factor loadings and more than acceptable reliability accounting for 

47.74% of the variance.  The first subscale addressed negative stressors and included items such 

as: in the last month, how often have you been upset because of something that happened 

unexpectedly, in the last month and how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high 

that you could not overcome them? The negative stressors subscale had a Cronbach alpha of 

α=.8407 indicating a high level of internal consistency and reliability.  The second subscale 

addressed positive stressors and consisted of four items with a Cronbach alpha of α=.7351.  

Positive stressors included items such as: in the last month, how often have you felt that you 

were effectively coping with important changes that were occurring I in your life and in the last 

month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things?  The promax rotation indicated 

the two subscales were unique entities and had a low inter-factor correlation (r=.425) and the 
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decision was made to treat each of the two subscales as unique independent scales in further 

analysis.  Table 4-21 presents the properties of the PS scale and Table 4-22 present the factor 

analysis. 

Pearlin Mastery Scale (PM) 

 The fourth scale used in this study, the Pearlin Mastery Scale (PM) consisted of seven 

items utilizing a four point Likert response scale of Strongly Agree (4) to Strongly Disagree (1).  

It was necessary to reverse code two of the items, numbers 6 and 7 so Strongly Agree was now 1 

and Strongly Disagree was 4.  The total scale reliability coefficient was α= .7974 indicating the 

scale had a high degree of internal consistency and reliability.  Principal components factor 

analysis identified two subscales within the PM.  The first factor consisted of five items 

addressing self doubt and none of the items had to be reverse coded.  The Cronbach alpha 

reliability coefficient was .7985.  The second subscale consisted of two items both reverse coded 

with a Cronbach alpha of .6516.  The second subscale addressed positive thinking.  Both 

subscales demonstrated a fairly high level of internal consistency and reliability. The promax 

rotation results indicated there was a low inter-factor correlation between the two factors 

(r=.400) and the decision was made to treat each of the two subscales as a unique independent 

scale in further analysis. Table 4-23 presents the measurement properties of the PM and Table 4-

24 illustrates the factor loadings of the items.  The two factors accounted for 61% of the 

variance.   

Data Analysis 

 This study posed six hypotheses to be addressed in this study of stress in female graduate 

students.  Each hypothesis is addressed individually and the data used to test the hypothesis. 

Analysis of the data for the total group of female graduate students is reported first and each 

hypothesis answered.  Next analysis for the data from the two subgroups of respondents, White 
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graduate women and Black graduate women is reported.  The subgroup of Black women 

includes Black women and the small percent (2.9%) of women who self-identified as partially 

Black. This was done in order to determine whether there were differences in the perceived 

stressors for Whites and Blacks.  The data was checked before analysis to determine whether the 

assumptions for each statistic used were met.  Evidence of the skewness, kurtosis, normality, 

means, frequencies, and plots were used to meet the assumptions for appropriate data analysis. 

Pearson Product Moment correlations and Spearman Rho correlations were used to answer the 

first five hypotheses posed by this study.   

Hypothesis 1 was as follows: 

HO1: There is no association between the racial group membership of female graduate students 

and their reported level of stress. 

To address this hypothesis a Spearman Rho correlation was calculated for racial group and 

the Negative Stress subscale of the Perceived Stress scale.  Table 4-25 presents the results of this 

analysis.  There was an inverse, but non-significant association between racial group 

membership and Negative Stress.  The correlation is low and the null hypothesis is retained for 

Hypothesis 1.  There is no association between racial group membership and Negative Stress.  

 The second hypothesis addressed by this study was as follows: 

HO2: There is no association between age of female graduate students and their reported level 

of stress.   

A Pearson Product Moment correlation was calculated to address this hypothesis using age 

and negative stress as measure by the Perceived Stress Scale.  As shown in Table 4-26 there was 

a positive non-significant correlation for age and Negative Stress.  The correlation is low and the 
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null hypothesis is retained for Hypothesis 2, there is no association between age and Negative 

Stress. 

The third hypothesis posed for this study was as follows: 

HO3: There is no association between female graduate students’ locus of control and their 

reported level of stress. 

Scores from the Self-Doubt and Positive Thinking subscales of the Pearlin Mastery Scale 

were used to assess locus of control and the Negative Stress subscale scores was used to measure 

perceived stress.  The result of this analysis is presented in Table 4-27.  There was an inverse 

relationship between Self-Doubt and Negative Stress scores that was statistically significant. The 

lower the score of the Pearlin Mastery Scale the more Self-Doubt indicated.  The low Self Doubt 

subscale scores correlated with higher Negative Stress subscale scores.  There was a statistically 

significant relationship between Positive Thinking and Negative Stress scores; however this was 

not a very strong linear relationship.  Hence the null hypothesis was rejected as there was a 

statistically significant relationship between Self-Doubt and Negative Stress scores and between 

positive Thinking and Negative Stress scores. 

The fourth hypothesis was as follows: 

HO4:    There is no association between female graduate students’ coping style and their 

reported level of stress. 

This hypothesis tested whether or not there was a significant relationship between coping 

skills as measured by the subscales of the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations, Task-

focused coping, Emotion-focused coping, and Avoidance-focused coping.  These three subscales 

scores were correlated using a Pearson Product Moment correlation with the Negative Stress 

subscale score.  Table 4-28 presents the results of this analysis.  There was a moderately strong 
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statistically significant relationship between the Emotion-focused coping subscale score and 

Negative Stress score.  There was not a significant relationship for Task-focused coping scores 

and Negative Stress score (r=.038, p=.420) and Avoidance-focused coping subscale score and 

Negative Stress score (r=.071, p=.128).  Therefore the null hypothesis was rejected as there was 

an association between coping style and Negative Stress scores. 

The fifth hypothesis was a follows: 

HO5:  There is no association between female graduate students’ reported sources of stress and 

their level of stress. 

A Pearson Product Moment correlation was used to address this hypothesis using 

respondents’ scores on the three subscales of the Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised (Academic 

stress, School Social Environment stress, and Family/Financial stress) and Negative Stress 

subscale of the Perceived Stress Scale.  Table 4-29 presents this analysis.  There was a 

moderately strong statistically significant relationship between the Academic stress score and 

Negative Stress score, School Social Environment stress score and Negative Stress score and 

Family/Financial stress score and Negative Stress score.  Hence, the null hypothesis was rejected 

for all three subscales for sources of stress and Negative Stress. 

The sixth hypothesis was as follows: 

HO6:  There is no contribution to predicting female graduate students’ reported level of stress of 

the following variables:  racial group membership, age, locus of control, coping style and source 

of stress.  A stepwise multiple regression was used to identify those variables that might be 

statistically significant predictors of participants’ Negative Stress scores on the Perceived Stress 

Scale.  Prior to analysis, the data was checked to make sure collinearity was not a problem and 

no instances of multi-collinearity were found.   
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Analysis of the stepwise regression for Negative Stress found there were a set of 

statistically significant predictors.  Regression results indicated an overall model of seven 

predictors (Emotion-focused coping, Family/Financial stress, Task-focused coping, Academic 

stress, Credit Hours Taken, Self-Doubt, and School Social Environment stress) significantly 

predicting women graduate Negative Stress, R2=.413, F (1, 419) =4.708, p=.031.  It should be 

noted that the model was statistically significant at each step in the regression procedure.  The 

model accounts for 41.3 percent of the variance in graduate women’s Negative Stress.  A 

summary of the regression model is Table 4-30 and the coefficients for the final model can be 

found in Table 4-31. 

White Women Only 

A stepwise regression analysis of the Negative Stress scores of the White female graduate 

student subgroup resulted in a set of statistically significant predictors.  Regression results 

revealed an overall model of five predictors (Emotion-focused coping, Family/Financial stress, 

Academic stress, Task-focused coping, and School Social Environment stress) significantly 

predicting White female graduate students’ Negative Stress, R2=466, F (1,314) = 7.619, p=.006.  

It should be noted the model was statistically significant at each step in the regression procedure.  

The model accounts for 44.6 percent of the variance in White women Negative Stress.  A 

summary of the regression model is presented in Table 4-32 and the coefficients for the final 

model can be found in Table 4-33. 

Black Women Only 

A stepwise regression analysis of the Negative Stress scores of the Black women subgroup 

resulted in a set of statistically significant predictors.  Regression results indicated an overall 

model of three predictors (Emotion-focused coping, Credit Hours Taken, and Hours Worked) 

that significantly predicting Black women’s Negative stress, R2 =.365, F (1,103) = 4.806, 
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p=.031.  It should be noted the model was statistically significant at each step in the regression 

procedure.  The model accounts for 36.5 percent of the variance in Black women’s Negative 

Stress.  A summary of the regression model is presented in Table 4-34 and the coefficients for 

the final model can be found in Table 4-36. 

Regression Summary 

Separate stepwise multiple regression analyses were completed for all women graduate 

students participating in this study, as well as for White women graduate students, and Black 

women graduate students.  Different combinations of variables were significant predictors for 

each group of respondents’ perceived stress scores.  The Emotion subscale was a consistent 

predictor across the three groups analyzed.  Table 4-36 presents a summary of the predictors for 

perceived stress for the three groups of female graduate students. 

Table 4-1.  Participants’ Age Groups 
Age Group Frequency Total Percent
21-30 353 71.75
31-40 85 17.27
41-50 33 6.71
51+ 21 4.27
Note:  Data were missing for 2 respondents. 
 
Table 4-2. Participants’ Ethnic Backgrounds 
Ethnic Background Frequency Total Percent
African American 106 21.59
Asian 2 .41
Caribbean 11 2.24
European American 292 59.47
Haitian 2 .41
Hispanic 12 2.44
Multiethnic 66 13.44
Note:  Data were missing for 2 respondents. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

74 

Table 4-3. Participants Marital Status 
Marital Status Frequency Total Percent
Married 139 28.25
Single, Never Married 247 50.20
Significant Other 73 14.84
Divorced 29 5.89
Separated 3 .61
Widowed 1 .20
Note:  Data were missing for 2 respondents. 

Table 4-4. Participants’ Living Arrangements 
Living Arrangements Frequency Total Percent
Living Alone 161 32.79
Living with Family Members  38 7.74
Living with Spouse of Significant Other 192 39.10
Living with Other Students 46 9.37
Living with Roommate 54 11.00
Note:  Data were missing for 3 respondents. 
 
Table 4-5. Participants’ Annual Household Income 
Income Level Frequency Total Percent
Below $10, 000 85 17.31
$10, 001-$20, 000 128 26.07
$20, 001-$30, 000 58 11.81
$30, 001-$40, 000 58 11.81
$40, 001-$50, 000 45 9.16
$50, 001-$60, 000 29 5.91
Over $60, 000 88 17.92
Note:  Data were missing for 3 respondents. 
 
Table 4-6. Percentage of Household Annual Income for Participants’ Earnings 
Income Percentage Frequency Total Percent
None 40 8.23
Less than 20% 84 17.28
20-40% 75 15.43
50% 64 13.17
60-80% 57 11.73
100% 166 34.16
Note:  Data were missing for 8 respondents. 
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Table 4-7. Participants’ Employment Status. 
Employment Status Frequency Total Percent
Not Employed 82 17.12
Employed Part-Time 223 46.56
Employed Full-Time 117 24.43
Self-Employed 10 2.09
Work More Than One Job 47 9.81
Note:  Data were missing for 15 respondents. 
 
Table 4-8.  Participants’ Number of Hours Worked Per Week. 
Hours Worked Frequency Total Percent
0-10 106 21.90
11-20 150 30.99
21-30 65 13.43
31-40 93 19.22
41-50 46 9.50
Above 50 24 4.96
Note:  Data were missing for 10 respondents. 
 
Table 4-9. Participants’ Degree Sought 
Degree Sought Frequency Total Percent
Masters 254 52.05
Specialist 15 3.07
Doctorate 208 42.62
Professional 5 1.02
Other 6 1.23
Note:  Data were missing for 6 respondents. 
 
Table 4-10. Categories, Frequencies, and Percentages of Participants’ Academic Major 
Major Frequency Total Percent
Agriculture & Life Sciences 12 2.43
Business 10 2.02
Counseling & Psychology 182 36.84
Education 108 21.86
Engineering 22 4.45
Fine Arts, Design & Construction 9 1.82
Health Related Professions 60 12.15
Liberal Arts & Science 84 17.00
Other 7 1.42
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Table 4-11. Participants’ Number of Semesters Completed 
Number of Semesters Frequency Total Percent
2-3 Semesters 197 40.37
4-5 Semesters 141 28.89
6-7 Semesters 74 15.16
8 or More Semesters 76 15.57
Note:  Data were missing for 6 respondents. 
 
Table 4-12. Facilitative Factors for Progression through Program of Study 
Facilitative Factors Frequency Total Percent
Financial Support 275 55.67
Family Support 353 71.46
Mentoring by Faculty 219 44.33
Social Support in Academic Environment 243 49.19
Social Support Outside Academic Environment 263 53.24
Other 93 18.83
 
Table 4-13.  Additional Facilitative Factors for Progression through Program of Study 
Additional Facilitative Factors Frequency Total Percent
Personal Determination & Drive 39 41.94
Spirituality/Faith-Based Support 16 17.20
Financial Constraints 3 3.23
Personal Counseling 3 3.23
Miscellaneous 11 11.83
 
Table 4-14. Hindering Factors to Progression through Program of Study 
Hindering Factors Frequency Total Percent
Financial Constraints 203 41.09
Family Obligations 140 28.34
Academic Demands 151 30.57
Lack of Social Support in Academic Environment 57 11.53
Lack of Social Support Outside Academic 
Environment 

111 22.47

Other 115 23.28
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

77 

Table 4-15.  Additional Hindering Factors to Progression through Program of Study 
Additional Hindering Factors Frequency Total Percent 
Conflicting Work & School Demands 29 25.22 
Physical/Mental Illness 14 12.17 
Personal Relationship Issues 12 10.43 
Advisor/Faculty Member Conflict 9 7.83 
Class Availability 6 5.22 
Time Constraints 4 3.48 
Personal Behavior/Attitude (i.e. procrastination, 
lack of motivation, low-self confidence) 

9 7.83 

Miscellaneous 5 4.35 
 
Table 4-16. Reasons for Choosing Respective University 
Reason Frequency Total Percent
Financial Support/Aid 181 36.64
Program Options 276 55.87
Location 342 69.23
School Reputation 215 43.52
Other 98 18.83
 
Table 4-17. Measurement Properties of the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations Scale 
(CISS) 
Scale/Subscale Cronbach Alpha Number of Items Items Reversed
CISS Total .8302 48 0
Task .8936 16 0
Emotion .8766 16 0
Avoidance .7782 15 0
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Table 4-18. Factor Loadings for the (CISS) Scale 
Item Number Task Emotion Avoidance
21 .765
2 .685
24 .675
41 .674
42 .668
43 .661
26 .655
27 .613
47 .611
15 .594
1 .592
39 .573
10 .562
36 .554
46 .544
6 .525
35 .367
13 .766
19 .743
14 .735
34 .725
17 .717
30 .691
26 .680
22 .659
8 .658
38 .597
25 .555
45 .496
7 .466
5 .450
16 .413
33 .322
4 .643
29 .603
18 .592
23 .560
44 .527
37 .521
20 .503
9 .474
3 .473
31 .448
40 .435
12 .414
11 .407
32 .305
48 .287
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Table 4-19. Measurement Properties of the Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised (GSI-R) Scale 
Scale/Subscale Cronbach Alpha Number of Items Items Reversed
Academic .8065 7 0
Sch Social Envir. .7800 7 0
Family/Financial .6886 7 0
 
Table 4-20. Factor Loadings for the (GSI-R) Scale 
Subscale Item Number Academic Sch. Soc. Env. Famiy/Fin.
Factor 1 -  Academic Stress  
3. Taking exams .531  
7. Fear of failing to meet program expectations .693  
8. Participating in class .652  
9. Meeting with faculty .527  
12 Handling the academic workload .809  
15. Writing papers .672  
21. Meeting deadlines for course assignments .734  
Factor 2 -  School Social Environment Stress  
2. Trying to meet peers of your race/ethnicity on 
campus 

.641 

6. Finding support groups sensitive to your needs .698 
10. Living in the local community .483 
11. Handling relationships .370 
13. Peers treating you unlike they way they treat 
each other 

.714 

14. Faculty treating you differently than your peers .691 
18. Adjusting to the campus environment .601 
Factor 3 - Family/Finances Stress  
1. Fulfilling responsibilities both at home and at 
school 

 .640

4. Being obligated to participate in family functions  .541
5. Arranging childcare  .554
16. Paying monthly expenses  .692
17. Family having money problems  .735
19. Being obligated to repay loans  .515
20. Anticipation of finding full-time professional 
work 

 .349

 
Table 4-21. Measurement properties of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 
Scale/Subscale Cronbach Alpha Number of Items Items Reversed
Negative Stress .8407 8 0
Positive Stress .7351 4 0
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Table 4-22. Factor Loadings for the (PSS) Scale 
Item Neg Stress Pos Stress
Item 1 .810
Item 3 .776
Item 2 .757
Item11 .682
Item 9 .519
Item 14 .506
Item 7 .504
Item 14 .354
Item 5 .787
Item 4 .737
Item 6 .691
Item 10 .537
 
Table 4-23. Measurement Properties of the Pearlin Mastery (PM) Scale 
Scale/Subscale Cronbach Alpha Number of Items Items Reversed
Self Doubt .7985 5 0
Positive Thinking .6516 2 2
 
Table 4-24. Factor Loadings for the (PM) Scale 
Item Self-Doubt Pos Think
4. I often feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life. .792 
2. There is really no way I can solve some of the problems I 
have. 

.750 

3. There is little I can do to change many of the important 
things in my life. 

.719 

5. Sometimes I feel that I'm being pushed around in life. .669 
1. I have little control over the things that happen to me. .651 
6. What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me.  .665
7. I can do just about anything I really set my mind to do.  .658
 
Table 4-25. Spearman Rho Correlation of Racial Group Membership and Negative Stress 
 Racial Group Memb. Negative Stress
Spearman Rho          Race Grp. Memb. 
Correlation               Negative Stress 

1.00 
-.024

-.024 
1.00

Significance             Race Grp. Memb. 
(2-tailed)                  Negative Stress 

 
.596

.596

Note:  N= 473. 
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Table 4-26. Correlation of Age and Negative Stress 
 Age Negative Stress
Pearson            Age 
Correlation      Negative Stress 

1.00 
.031

.031 
1.00

Significance     Age 
(2-tailed)          Negative Stress 

 
.508

.508

Note:  N= 473. 
 
Table 4-27. Correlation of (PM) Subscales and Negative Stress 
 Self-Doubt Pos. Thinking Neg. Stress
Pearson           Self-Doubt 
Correlations    Pos. Thinking 

1.00  
1.00

-.362** 
  .114*

Significance    Self-Doubt 
(2-tailed)         Pos. Thinking 

.000 

.015
Note: N= 456.  **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.  *Correlation is significant at the 
0.05 level. 
 
Table 4-28. Correlation of (CISS) Subscales and Negative Stress 
 Task Emotion Avoidance Neg. Stress
Pearson            Task 
Correlation       Emotion 
                         Avoidance 

1.00  
1.00

 
 

1.00

.038 
.583** 

.071
Significance     Task 
(2-tailed)          Emotion 
                         Avoidance 

.420 

.001 

.128
Note:  N= 480.  **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level. 

Table 4-29. Correlation of (GSI-R) Subscales and Negative Stress 
 Academic Sch. Social Env. Fam./Fin. Neg. Stress
Pearson          Academic 
Correlation     Sch. Soc. Env. 
                       Fam/Fin 

1.00
1.00

 
 

1.00 

.400**

.361**

.316**
Significance  Academic 
(2-tailed)       Sch. Soc. Env. 
                      Fam/Fin 

 .001
.001
.001

Note:  N= 473.  **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level. 
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Table 4-30. Regression Model Summary for Negative Stress of (PSS) All Respondents 
Step R R2 R2

chg Fchg Df p
1 .567 .322 .322 201.549 1,425 <.001
2 .596 .356 .034 22.311 1,424 <.001
3 .610 .372 .016 10.845 1,423 .001
4 .622 .387 .015 10.414 1.422 .001
5 .630 .397 .010 7.068 1,421 .008
6 .637 .406 .009 6.570 1,420 .011
7 .643 .413 .007 4.708 1,419 .031
Note:  N= 434.  1. Emotion-focused coping.  2. Emotion, Family/Financial stress.  3. Emotion, 
Family/Financial, Task-focused coping.  4. Emotion, Family/Financial, Task, Academic stress 
5. Emotion, Family/Financial, Task, Academic, Credit Hours Taken.  6. Emotion, 
Family/Financial, Task, Academic, Credit Hours Taken, Self-Doubt.  7. Emotion, 
Family/Financial, Task, Academic, Credit Hours Taken, Self-Doubt, School Social Environment 
stress 
 
Table 4-31. Final Model Regression Coefficients for Negative Stress of (PSS) All Respondents 
Predictors B t p
Emotion-Focused Coping .409 8.577 <.001
Family/Financial Stress .104 2.462 .014
Task-Focused Coping .147 3.736 <.001
Academic Stress .133 2.982 .003
Credit Hours Taken .109 2.855 .005
Self-Doubt -.114 -2.531 .012
School Social Environment Stress .096 2.170 .031
Note:  N= 434. 
 
Table 4-32. Regression Model Summary for Negative Stress of (PSS) for White Women Only 
Step R R2 R2

chg Fchg Df p
1 .593 .351 .351 172.335 1,318 <.001
2 .628 .394 .043 22.383 1,317 <.001
3 .644 .415 .021 11.274 1,316 .001
4 .658 .433 .017 9.676 1,315 .002
5 .668 .446 .013 7.619 1,314 .006
Note:  N= 325.  1. Emotion-focused coping.  2. Emotion, School Social Environment stress 
3. Emotion, School Social Environment, Academic stress.  4. Emotion, School Social 
Environment, Academic, Task-focused coping.  5. Emotion, School Social Environment, 
Academic, Task Family/Financial stress. 
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Table 4-33. Final Model Regression Coefficients for Negative Stress of (PSS) for White Women 
Predictors B t p
Emotion-Focused Coping .470 9.806 <.001
School Social Environment Stress .112 2.217 .027
Academic Stress .160 3.239 .001
Task-Focused Coping .126 2.963 .003
Family/Financial Stress .131 2.760 .006
Note:  N= 325. 
 
Table 4-34. Regression Model Summary for Negative Stress of (PSS) for Black Women Only 
Step R R2 R2

chg Fchg Df p
1 .520 .270 .270 38.895 1,105 <.001
2 .579 .336 .065 10.214 1,104 .002
3 .604 .365 .030 4.806 1,103 .031
Note: N= 109.  1. Emotion-focused coping.  2. Emotion, Credit Hours Taken.  3. Emotion, Credit 
Hours Taken, Hours Worked. 
 
Table 4-35. Final Model Regression Coefficients for Negative Stress of (PSS) for Black Women 

Only 
Predictors B t p
Emotion-Focused Coping .543 6.884 <.001
Credit Hours Taken .265 3.361 .001
Hours Work .172 2.192 .031
Note:  N= 109. 
 
Table 4-36. Summary of Predictor Variables for Negative Stress for Female Graduate Students 
 Predictors 
All Respondents Emotion-Focused Coping 
 Family/Financial Stress 
 Task-Focused Coping 
 Academic Stress 
 Credit Hours Taken 
 Self-Doubt 
 School Social Environment Stress 
  
White Women Emotion-Focused Coping 
 School Social Environment Stress 
 Academic Stress 
 Task-Focused Coping 
 Family/Financial Stress 
  
Black Women Emotion-Focused Coping 
 Credit Hours Taken 
 Hours Worked 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 

Although there is a plethora of research on stress, there has been little examination focused 

specifically on female graduate women and their attempts to manage their stress.  Additionally, 

there is a lack of research on gender and racial differences in the stress experienced during the 

pursuit of a graduate degree.  Therefore, the purpose of this study was to assess the influence of 

five variables on the perceived stress level of female graduate students attending predominantly 

white institutions (PWIs).  This chapter presents a summary of research, the major findings of 

the study, the limitations, implications for theory and practice, and recommendations for future 

research 

Summary of Study and Major Findings 

A convenience sample of 494 Black and White graduate women students was drawn from 

the graduate departments or campus organizations within two large research universities.  The 

average participant was 29.41 years of age, single, never-married, and did not have children.  

The majority of the sample was in the early stages of a Master’s or doctoral degree having 

completed 2-3 semesters of their program.  Participants represented many academic majors 

across several disciplines and departments.  Participants completed an on-line survey which 

included: the Perceived Stress Scale, the Pearlin Mastery Scale, the Coping in Stressful 

Situations, the Graduate Stress Inventory-Revised, and a researcher designed forty-two question 

demographic questionnaire.  Data was analyzed using stepwise regression analyses and 

correlational analyses. 

Race 

The first hypothesis explored the association between race and perceived stress for female 

graduate students attending predominantly White institutions.  The data analysis showed that 
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there was no significant association between participants’ racial group membership and level of 

perceived stress.  This result supports previous findings by Rainey (1998) who found no 

differences by race in her investigation of reported negative stress for Black and White 

undergraduate students.  These results do not imply that there are no differences in the level of 

stress reported by Black or White, only that race is not a strongly correlated with sole perceived 

stress in this sample. 

Age 

The second hypothesis investigated the role age may play in perceived stress for women 

graduate students.  Study results indicated no significant relationship between age and level of 

stress for this population.  It is assumed that the older an individual becomes the more 

responsibilities and roles that person assumes.  Women often balance multiple roles at home, in 

society, and at work (Padula, 1994; Padula & Miller, 1999).  Although demographic data 

gathered about participants indicated multiple roles for most women, the number of roles did not 

necessarily increase with age nor was age a significant predictor of stress for this sample of 

women. 

Locus of Control 

The third hypothesis assumed a relationship between the locus of control subscales of Self-

Doubt and Positive Thinking and the reported level of perceived stress.  A low score on the 

Pearlin Mastery scale indicated a more external locus of control and more Self-Doubt.  Hence, 

the lower the participants Self-Doubt score the higher the level of Self-Doubt symptoms and a 

greater sense of external locus of control.  In this study there was an inverse relationship between 

the Self-Doubt and Negative Stress subscale, meaning that those respondents who reported more 

Self-Doubt symptoms reported more Negative Stress also.  The Self-Doubt subscale included 

items indicating feelings of helplessness and poor problem-solving ability.  Despite the fact that 
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female graduate students tend to score as well or better than male graduate students on objective 

measures, women may lack confidence in their ability to handle the demands of graduate work, 

especially in the sciences (Moyer, 1999). 

Stress research shows that an individual’s perceived ability to handle a potential stressor 

determines the resultant level of negative effects the situation will have on the individual 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  Results of this study concur as respondents with an external control 

orientation experienced more negative stress.  Researchers suggest that a more external locus of 

control has unhealthy consequences.  However Wade (1996) cautions against this assumption 

because negative experiences might promote an external control orientation.  Wade (1996) 

proposed that an external orientation is understandable and even healthy when it is based on a 

realization that one is a member of a group that is deprived in society of equal opportunity and 

treatment as in the case of Blacks and women. In society women continue to be underpaid 

compared to men for the same work, experience sexism and for Black women racism becomes 

an additional stressor (Freeman, 2004; Moyer et. al., 1999).  In the parameters of this study, a 

more external locus of control indicated higher perceived stress. It is unclear, however, if the 

Self-Doubt symptoms reported by participants is a result of negative experiences in their 

academic environments. 

Coping Style 

The fourth hypothesis explored the association between coping style and level of perceived 

stress.  The data analysis investigated whether the type of coping style employed correlated with 

respondents’ reported level of stress.  Three coping styles:  (a) Task-focused, (b) Emotion-

focused and (c) Avoidance-focused, were correlated to reported level of stress.  Task or problem-

focused coping consists of strategies that assume stressful events are controllable whereas 

emotion-focused coping and avoidance-focused coping are associated with strategies used when 
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events are assumed to be uncontrollable (Smith & Dust, 2006).  Study results showed a 

significant relationship between Emotion-focused coping and perceived level of stress across all 

three participant groups (all respondents, White women, and Black women).  Respondents who 

used Emotion-focused coping reported higher levels of stress.  Emotion-focused coping 

techniques include becoming emotionally reactive and distressed over demands.  Emotion-

focused coping also involves social withdrawal and self-criticism (Endler & Parker, 1999; 

Rainey, 1998). 

A sense of personal control appears to influence coping behavior.  For example, Aspinwell 

and Taylor (1992) showed that an internal locus of control (or positive thinking) was associated 

with less use of avoidant and emotion-focused coping and greater use of task or problem-focused 

coping.  Likewise study findings showed participants with higher Positive Thinking subscale 

scores also reported less use of avoidant and emotion-focused coping and were more likely to 

use problem-focused coping strategies.  There was not a significant relationship between either 

of the loci of control subscales (Self-Doubt and Positive Thinking) and avoidance-focused 

coping.  Perceived effectiveness of coping behaviors and efforts, which may be a component of 

sense of control, is an important factor in adults’ distress (Smith & Dust, 2006). The more 

control perceived over stressors, the more likely one is to use problem-focused coping (Scott & 

House, 2005).  This study’s findings support this notion as both a perceived lack of personal 

control and emotion-focused coping were associated with higher level of perceived stress. 

Sources of Stress 

The fifth hypothesis sought to explain the relationship between possible sources of stress 

and reported perceived level of stress for women graduate students.  Study results indicated a 

significant relationship between each of the three subscales (Academic stress, School Social 

Environment stress and Family/Financial stress) and perceived stress.  The strongest relationship 
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was between Academic stress and Negative stress.  Academic stress included those aspects such 

as taking exams, meeting deadlines, and interacting with faculty. 

Study findings support previous research that identifies common sources of stress for all 

graduate students.  Wolniewicz (1996) reported that the graduate students in her study 

experienced stress resulting from meeting resulting from academic demands, managing multiple 

roles, and adjusting to academy culture.  Likewise her participants identified academic demands, 

family obligations and financial constraints as major factors hindering their progress through 

their program of study.  In addition, a lack of support outside of the academic environment 

contributed to poor matriculation.  In the current study 25.22% of the sample cited the conflict 

between work and school demands as a frequent stressor in their open-ended responses.  

Additional factors not specified in the Graduate Student Inventory-Revised instrument, but 

reported by respondents include: physical/mental illness, personal relationship issues, 

advisor/faculty member conflict, and personal behavior/attitude, that operate as sources of stress. 

Predictors of Perceived Stress 

Results from multiple regression analysis revealed that a consistent form of coping, 

emotion-focused, was associated with higher levels of perceived stress for all three groups of 

participants.  However, additional predictive factors showed some differences between the 

groups.  There were seven significant predictors for perceived stress to the total sample:  

emotion-focused coping, family/financial stress, task-focused coping, academic stress, credit 

hours taken, self-doubt, and school social environment stress.  However, there were only four 

significant predictors of stress for the White women sub-sample:  (1) family and financial 

demands, (2) academic demands, and (3) school social environment associated stress.  

Contrastingly, there were only two significant predictors for the Black women sub-sample:  

credit hours taken and work demands. 
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Black students’ academic progress has been linked to socioeconomic status, cultural 

deprivation and class-specific socialization (Cureton, 2003).  However both Black and White 

college students attending PWIs in Cureton’s (2003) study reported experiencing economic 

hardship in the past year.  The data seemed to suggest that socioeconomic status, cultural 

deprivation, and class-specific socialization may be equally problematic for both Black and 

White college students.  Hence one cannot assume that problematic internal factors, adverse 

situational circumstances, and negative attitudes concerning the university’s environment, social, 

and racial climate are racially exclusive or only affect one racial group.  This study’s findings 

support the above notion as results indicated stress associated with the actual school environment 

was more of a predictor for White women than Black women. 

Limitations of the Study 

Although the overall results offer insight into the stress experience of female graduate 

students at predominantly White Institutions in the southeast, generalizability is limited and 

results should be interpreted within the context of this study.  There are several limitations to the 

study which include the sampling procedures, the recruitment of participants and resultant 

sample, the use of self-report measures, and data collection techniques.  A primary limitation 

concerns the sampling procedure. The researcher was unable to select a random sample of 

female graduate students. Therefore, a convenience sample was used in this study.  Participant 

recruitment relied on graduate coordinators and listserv moderators and/or organizational contact 

persons to distribute information about the study to their listserv members.  It is unclear as to 

who actually received the email describing the study. 

The convenience sampling procedures resulted in a rather homogenous sample.  The 

resultant sample was composed mainly of single, White, women in their mid-to-late twenties, 

without children.  Participants were in the early stages of their degree, having completed 2-3 
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semesters and worked twenty hours or less per week.  Therefore the results of this study cannot 

be generalized to all female graduate students as the stress experience of graduate women with 

additional roles such as spouse and motherhood, is likely quite different from the majority of this 

sample.  Additionally, since the study was conducted at predominantly White institutions, it was 

difficult to reach Black women through graduate department and campus organization 

listservers.  The overall proportion of White women to Black women at University A is 15:1 and 

8:1 at University B.  The resultant sample of Black women was small making patterns harder to 

see and limiting the generalizability of the study findings. 

Participant self-reporting bias must also be addressed as a limitation in this study. There is 

no way to know whether the participants’ response accurately represented their experiences of 

stress, personal control beliefs, or coping.  The retrospective nature of the instruments required 

that participants think back on the experiences they have had and actions taken over time.  

Finally, data was gathered relatively close to the end of the semester, which may have affected 

students’ responses as academic demands often increase during the later portion of a semester. 

Implications of the Findings and Recommendations 

Implications for Theory 

The process of stress can be seen as combining three major conceptual domains:  the 

sources of stress, the mediators of stress, and the manifestation of stress (Pearlin et al., 1981).  

This study sought to examine these three domains of stress for female graduate students 

attending predominantly White institutions.  Study results indicate that perceived level of stress 

may be more a function of personal coping resources than racial group membership, age, sense 

of mastery, or sources of stress.  These findings support the psychological stress theory as 

proposed by Lazarus (1966) and discussed in chapters 1 and 2. 
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Coping is a highly individualized defense against threats aroused in highly situation-

specific occurrences (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978).  Research shows that coping is associated with 

psychological well-being and adjustment.  Coping approach or strategies are integral to the level 

of psychological well-being as effective responses are believed to increase feelings of mastery 

and reduce the level of anxiety and stress experienced.  More problem or task-focused coping 

aimed at problem-solving often results in less distress, in contrast to more emotion-focused 

coping which often results in higher distress levels.  Problem-focused coping is characterized by 

the individual exerting control over a stressor with the aim of diminishing effect or absolution.  

Study findings support previous coping research as emotion-focused coping was correlated with 

greater perceived stress levels across all three groups of respondents (All respondents, White 

respondents, and Black respondents). 

Additionally, study results indicate a sense of mastery can be an important mediator in 

perceived level of stress for some individuals.  Mediators of stress are important to the 

manifestation and intensity of stress experienced by individuals.  Study respondents who 

subscribed to a more external locus of control, or more self-doubt, reported higher levels of 

perceived stress.  Those respondents with more self-doubt were also more likely to use emotion-

focused coping.  Therefore a decreased sense of mastery was associated with less effective 

coping. 

Implications for Practice 

The findings of this research contribute to the understanding of the stress experience of 

women graduate students attending predominantly White institutions.  The practical implications 

of this research are applicable to student mental health and student affairs professionals who are 

responsible for creating and implementing recruitment, outreach and retention programming and 

intervention for graduate students.  It is important for universities to understand that coping 
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resources and tendencies, sense of mastery, and specific stressors are integral components of 

perceived stress for female graduate students. 

Counselors and student affairs professionals need to be aware of the potential gender, 

racial, and culture specific stressors graduate women at PWIs may experience.  Counseling 

centers should consider instituting an intake protocol designed to assess and explore the stress 

experienced by female graduate students while taking gender, race, and culture into account.  A 

more sensitive protocol would help to further contextualize presenting concerns and aid in the 

formulation of appropriate interventions (Neville et. al., 1997).  Furthermore after better 

assessing the stressors graduate women deal with, counseling centers could then address some of 

these issues by working with other offices on campus such as diversity affairs, to create support 

and psycho-educational groups and workshops for graduate women to aid in coping with 

stressors. 

Neville et al., (2004) suggests specific programs be designed for Black women to address 

stress related to relationships, including male/female relationships, as well as stress related to 

feelings of loneliness, isolation, and self-esteem would be particularly helpful.  They also suggest 

finding ways to encourage points of connection on campus for Black students that may also 

assist in decreasing levels of psychological and interpersonal stress.  Because of the connection 

between environmental factors and social and psychological functioning, interventions that do 

not attend to student’s social milieu may have limited effectiveness.  Actively supportive, 

nondiscriminatory campus environments are associated with greater satisfaction in college, better 

adjustment, and persistence through graduation (Ancis et al., 2000).  Results of the study indicate 

that the above discussed factors are relevant for all female graduate students despite race or 

ethnicity.  Study findings suggest both White and Black women could benefit from programs 
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aimed at dealing effectively with personal and professional relationships, college adjustment, and 

self-esteem. 

In addition, adequate financial support and information on financial resources for graduate 

women is important.  Financial constraints were the most frequently identified hindering factor 

to academic progress.  Forty-one percent of respondents stated financial difficulties as a 

contributing factor to slower graduate program matriculation.  Conflict between work and 

academic demands were also frequently cited.  Therefore, programs that provide better financial 

aid and information on financial opportunities could be of great value to graduate women and an 

important element in decreased stress levels. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study offers insight into the academic stress experience of Black and White female 

graduate students attending predominantly White institutions.  However, to increase 

generalizability, further research is needed to formulate a more accurate picture of female 

graduate students’ perceived stress, specifically the causes and mediators.  Given that the study 

found significant relationships among emotion-focused coping style and perceived stress, future 

research is necessary to identify the ways in which more effective ways and resources for coping 

can most effectively be fostered in graduate women.  

Furthermore, given that racial differences were found in the predictors of perceived level 

of stress, additional investigation is necessary to understand and further explore these racial 

differences.  The small sample size of Black women in this study did not allow a more defined 

pattern of predictors to develop.  To increase external validity it will be important for researchers 

to replicate this study using different sampling methods (such as random sampling rather than a 

convenience sample), gathering data from additional sites, and gathering data from a large 

number of women of color.  To explore contextual aspects that may factor into perceived stress 
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this study should be replicated at additional predominantly White universities as well as 

historically Black colleges and universities to better define racial differences in perceived stress. 

Sampling methods should also consider how to include those students who are the most stressed 

and are the least likely to take the time to fill out a survey.  Sampling methods also need to insure 

the inclusion of women who are older, at advanced stages of training, and with multiple roles. 

In addition, qualitative methods may offer greater clarity concerning the relationships 

between the variables investigated in this study and perceived level of stress.  Most of the 

previous research on Black students attending predominantly White institutions has focused on 

negative experiences and the elements that contribute to low graduation rates.  Further research 

is needed to identify those elements, both personal and environmental that lead to success for 

graduate women of all races.  Knowledge of the qualities and aspects that facilitate the decision 

to attend graduate school, choice of institution attended and congruence between student 

expectations and actual experiences could greatly enhance the current body of literature on 

graduate women. 

Further investigation is also needed on the contextual components of the academic 

environment of graduate school.  Respondents cited support or lack there of in their academic 

environment as a major contributor or hindrance to their successful matriculation through their 

program of study.  A more in-depth inquiry into the specific characteristics of academic 

environments that lead to and/or impede success for graduate women is integral to understanding 

their stress experience and subsequent needs.  Nerad and Cerny (1999) found that many women 

tend to internalize the lack of attention and caring received in their academic environments as 

personal failure.  This can be interpreted by women to mean that they are not “good enough” and 

lack confidence in their ability to successfully complete their graduate education (Nerad & 
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Cerny, 1999).  This research supports the need for greater investigation into those aspects of the 

academic demands and environment that may contribute to a lessened sense of mastery and lead 

to more ineffective coping strategies. 

Summary 

This chapter provided a discussion of the results, the study limitations, implications for 

theory and practice, and recommendations for future research.  Overall, the findings indicated a 

significant association between emotion-focused approaches to coping and higher levels of 

perceived stress.  Racial differences were found for the prediction of perceived stress in this 

sample of female graduate students.  This study focused on the perceived level of stress for 

graduate women, however since the etiology of stress in women is multifaceted, it is important to 

identify additional protective factors that can inform outreach, prevention, and treatment 

strategies at the college level. 

Further research should be conducted to tease out more specific elements of coping 

resources and approaches.  Additionally, the actual level of stress experienced by female 

graduate women remains unclear.  The best approach to address the issues and concerns of 

graduate women remains a challenge in higher education.  However a clearer understanding of 

female graduate students’ stress-related experiences is a starting point to helping them remain 

emotionally healthy and achieve academic success.  
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APPENDIX A 
INFORMED CONSENT 

Dear Participant: 
 
     Enrollment in a graduate program can be both an exciting and stressful experience.  In this 
study we seek to understand the kinds of stressors and challenges you may experience as a 
female graduate student.  We are also interested in learning about the ways in which you respond 
to and deal with these stressors and challenges. 
 
     If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete a written questionnaire in which you 
report on the stressors and challenges you have experienced while pursuing a graduate degree.  
This questionnaire will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.  Your identity will be kept 
confidential to the extent provided by the law.  Your responses will be coded and no identifying 
information will be collected. Your name will not be requested in the study or appear in any 
study documents.  No individual reports will be given, however a report of the group data is 
available upon request. 
 
    Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  There is no penalty for not 
participating.  You have a right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence.  
There are no anticipated risks of physical, psychological or economic harm involved in 
participating in this study.  In the event you experience distress while completing the 
questionnaire, a listing of university and community counseling and support resources will be 
provided. The potential benefits to participation include the opportunity to share a stress-related 
experience that may eventually lead to more appropriate services available at the university to 
better serve you and your needs. 
There also is no direct compensation for your participation in this study.   
 
     If you have any questions or concerns about this research project, please contact the principal 
investigator, Lakisha Scott, at (352) 331-4117 or faculty supervisor, Ellen Amatea at (352) 392-
0731.  Questions or concerns about your rights as a participant may be directed to the UFIRB 
Office, University of Florida, Box 112250, Gainesville, Florida, 32611-2250, (352) 392-0433. 
 
    Thank you, 
 
Lakisha Scott, MHS                                                  Ellen Amatea, Ph. D 
Principal Investigator                                                Faculty Supervisor 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
I have read the informed consent form above.  I voluntarily agree to participate in the study. 
 
Click Here to Accept (You will be taken directly to the survey) 
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APPENDIX B 
QUESTIONNAIRE 

GRADUATE WOMEN’S STRESS EXPERIENCE 
Enrollment in a graduate program can bring with it new types of demands and stresses.  This 
study seeks to understand the kinds of stressors and challenges you as a female graduate 
student may experience during your graduate studies and to identify the ways in which you 
respond or deal with these stressors and challenges. 

I.   PERSONAL BACKGROUND 
1.  Age ____________                   2.  Race:   (a)  White          (b) Black          
                                                                         (c) Biracial        (d) Other 
3.  If you answered “Biracial” or “Other” please list your race or racial combination. 
 
4.  Ethnicity:   (a)  African American   (b) Caribbean American   (c) Haitian American    
                       (d) Hispanic                   (e) African                        
                       (f) Mixed Ethnicity        (g) Other: 
5.  If you answered “Mixed Ethnicity” or “Other” please list your ethnic background 
 
6.  Primary language spoken in home you grew up in: _______________________________ 
 
7.  Your country of origin (where were you born): ______________________________ 
 
8.  Your mother/female caregiver’s country of origin: _______________________ 
 
9.  Your father/male caregiver’s country of origin: __________________________ 
 
10.  Marital/relationship status:    (a) Single           (b) Married      (c) Divorced         
                                                      (d) Separated     (e) Widowed    (f) Significant Other 
 
11.  Do you have children?  Yes      No 
 
12.   If yes how many? ________ 
 
13.  How old is your child (children)? ________________________ 
 
14.  Current living arrangements and finances:    (a) Living alone     (b) Living with spouse/significant other     
    (c) Living with other students      (d) With roommate  (e) Living with family 
     
15. Current annual household income:  (a) Below $10,000      (b)$10,001-$20,000     (c)$20,001-$30,000     
                                                               (d) $30,001-$50,000   (e) 50,001-60,000        (f) Over $60,000 
 
16. What percentage of this income is your earnings:  (a) 100%  (b) 50%  (c) None  (d) Other ________ 
 
17.  Employment status (circle all that apply):  (a) Not employed  (b) Self-employed    
           (c) Employed part-time  (d) Employed full-time   (e) More than one job 
     
18. Number of hours worked per week: ___________ 
     
19.  Please list other sources of income (financial aid, spouse, roommate etc.) _____________________  
          ________________________________________________________________________________ 
20. Number of members living in current household. ______________________ 
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21. Annual household income of household you grew up in:  (a) Below $10,000      (b)$10,001-$20,000                                      
                        (c)$20,001-$30,000    (d) $30,001-$50,000    (e) 50,001-60,000        (f) Over $60,000 
   
22. Number of members living in household you grew up in: ___________ 
 
 
23. Highest level of education mother/female caregiver completed: (a) Grade school    (b) Some high school          
(c) High school graduate    (d) Some college      (e) Associates degree  (f) Bachelor’s degree 

       (g) Master’s degree            (h) Doctorate            (i) Professional degree (Law, Medicine, etc.) 
 
24. Highest level of education of father/male caregiver completed:   (a) Grade school    (b) Some high school          
(c) High school graduate    (d) Some college    (e) Associates degree  (f) Bachelor’s degree 

       (g) Master’s degree            (h) Doctorate          (i) Professional degree (Law, Medicine, etc.) 
 
II.  ACADEMIC PROGRESS 
1.  What is the name of the university you are currently attending? ____________________________   
 
2.  What is your program of study (major)? _________________   
 
3.  What department is your major a part of?_____________________ 
 
4..  Degree sought:  (a) Masters       (b) Specialist         (c) Doctorate          (d) Other 
 
5.  If you answered “Other” please list degree sought   __________________________________ 
 
6.  Are you the first in your immediate family to earn an undergraduate degree?   Yes        No 
 
7.  Are you the first in your immediate family to seek a graduate or professional degree?   Yes      No 
 
8.  How long (# of semesters) have you been pursuing a graduate degree on this campus?  
    (a) 2-3 semesters    (b) 4-5 semesters    (c) 6-7 semesters    (d) 8 or more semesters 
 
9.  Approximate number of credit hours completed ___________       
 
10.  Estimated date of graduation ______________ 
 
11.  How do you think you are progressing in your program of study (in relation to planned program,     
     progression towards graduation)?      
     (a) On track, progressing as planned   (b) Slightly off track, not progressing as I had hoped to     
     (c) Extremely off track, not progressing well at all    (d) Other  
 
12. If you answered “Other” please explain  __________________________________________________ 
 
13.  What factors have facilitated your progress? (Circle all that apply)  
     (a) Financial support     (b) Family support    (c) Mentoring by faculty 
     (d) Social support in the academic environment   (e) Social support outside of the academic environment 
     (f) Other  
 
14. If you marked “Other” please list those factors ____________________________________________ 
       __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
15. What factors have hindered your progress? (Circle all that apply)  
     (a) Financial constraints     (b) Family obligations    (c) Academic demands 
     (d) Lack of social support outside academic environment   (e) Lack of support in academic environment 
     (f) Other 
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16. If you answered “Other” please list those factors that have hindered your progress.  
     ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
17.  Why did you choose to attend this university to further your studies? (Circle all that apply) 
     (a) Financial support   (b) Program options     (c) Location      (d) School reputation    
    (e) Other 
 
18.  If you answered “Other” please tell why you chose your particular university.                
       ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
III.  DEMANDS 

The following items ask you to report about the feelings and thoughts you have experienced during the last 
month.  In each case, please indicate how often you have felt or thought a certain way by circling the appropriate 
frequency.  Although some of the questions are similar, there are differences between them and you should treat 
each one as a separate question. 

 
1.  In the last month, how often have you been upset because of something that happened unexpectedly? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often                                                                                   
 
2.  In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the important things in your             
     life? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
3.  In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and “stressed”? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
4.  In the last month, how often have you dealt successfully with irritating life hassles? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
5.  In the last month, how often have you felt that you were effectively coping with important changes that 
     were occurring in your life?                                                     
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
6.  In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your personal 
     problems? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
7.  In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
8.  In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all of the things you had to      
     do? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
9.  In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations in your life? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
10. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things? 
      0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
11. In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that happened that were outside    
      of your control? 
      0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
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12. In the last month, how often have you found yourself thinking about things that you have to  
      accomplish? 
      0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
13. In the last month, how often have you been able to control the way you spend your time? 
     0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 

 
14. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not           
      overcome them? 
      0=Never    1= Almost Never    2=Sometimes    3= Fairly Often    4= Very Often 
 
V.  GRADUATE SCHOOL EXPERIENCE 
Below is a list of statements describing a variety of events that you may have experienced during your graduate 
education.  Using the scale below, circle the number that indicates how stressful each of these events has been for 
you since you entered your graduate program 
 
If you have never experienced one of the events listed, leave that item blank.  If you have experienced one of the 
events listed and it has caused a great deal of stress, rate that event towards the (Extremely Stressful) end of the 
rating scale.  However if you have experienced one of the listed events, but it has not created stress for you, rate that 
event towards the lower end of the scale (Not at all Stressful). 
 
Not at all Stressful                    Moderately Stressful              Extremely Stressful 
            1                 2                3                 4              5            6              7 
 
                                                                                                     NS              MS                ES 
1.  Fulfilling responsibilities both at home and school  1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
2.  Trying to meet peers of your race/ethnicity on campus 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
3.  Taking exams        1     2     3     4     5     6     7                                             
 
4.  Being obligated to participate in family functions  1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
5.  Arranging childcare     1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
6.  Finding support groups sensitive to your needs  1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
7.  Fear of failing to meet program expectations  1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
8.  Participating in class     1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
9.  Meeting with faculty     1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
10.  Living in the local community                                1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
11.  Handling relationships    1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
12.  Handling the academic workload   1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
13.  Peers treating you unlike the way they treat each other 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
14.  Faculty treating you differently than your peers  1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
15.  Writing papers     1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
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16.  Paying monthly expenses    1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
17.  Family having money problems   1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
18.  Adjusting to the campus environment   1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
19.  Being obligated to repay loans    1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
20.  Anticipation of finding full-time professional work 1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
21.  Meeting deadlines for course assignments  1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
 
22a. Tell me about a specific stressful event related to academic demands that you have experienced?  
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________   
______________________________________________________________________________________  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________ 

b. How did you respond to this event?  What did you do or say?________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

c. How satisfied were you with your response to this event? 
 
Extremely satisfied       Satisfied         Somewhat satisfied       Dissatisfied          Extremely Dissatisfied  
 
VI.  WAYS OF RESPONDING 
The following items look at the ways people react to various difficult, stressful, or upsetting situations.  Please circle 
a number from 1 to 5 for each item.  Indicate how much you engage in these types of activities when you encounter 
a difficult, stressful, or upsetting situation. 
                                                                                                               Never   Sometimes   Often                    
1.  Schedule my time better. 1      2      3      4      5 

   
2.  Focus on the problem and see how to solve it 1      2      3      4      5  
 
3.  Think about the good times I’ve had. 1      2      3      4      5   
 
4.  Try to be with other people.  1      2      3      4      5   

5.  Blame myself for procrastinating.  1      2      3      4      5 

6.  Do what I think is best.      1      2      3      4      5   

7.  Become preoccupied with aches and pains.   1      2      3      4      5    

8.  Blame myself for having gotten into this situation.   1      2      3      4      5    

9.  Window shop.  1      2      3      4      5    

10.  Outline my priorities.  1      2      3      4      5  
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                                                                                                             Never   Sometimes   Often 

11.  Try to go to sleep.  1      2      3      4      5   

12.  Treat myself to a favorite food or snack. 1      2      3      4      5                                                 

13.  Feel anxious about not being able to cope. 1      2      3      4      5                                                                   

14.  Become very tense.                                                                          1      2      3      4      5                                                          

15.  Think about how I solved similar problems.                              1      2      3      4      5                           

16.  Tell myself that it is really not happening to me.                              1      2      3      4      5   

17.  Blame myself for being too emotional about the situation.                1      2      3      4      5   

18.  Go out for a snack or meal.     1      2      3      4      5   
 
19.  Become very upset.      1      2      3      4      5     

20.  Buy myself something new.  1      2      3      4      5                                             

21.  Determine a course of action and follow it.   1      2      3      4      5                                                      

22.  Blame myself for not knowing what to do.  1      2      3      4      5                                             

23.  Go to a party.  1      2      3      4      5                                             

24.  Work to understand the situation.    1      2      3      4      5    

25.  “Freeze” and not know what to do.    1      2      3      4      5    

26.  Take corrective action immediately. 1      2      3      4      5                                     

27.  Think about the event and learn from my mistakes.  1      2      3      4      5                                            

28.  Wish that I could change what had happened or how I felt. 1      2      3      4      5   

29.  Visit a friend. 1      2      3      4      5                                                           

30.  Worry about what I am going to do. 1      2      3      4      5                                                          

31.  Spend time with a special person. 1      2      3      4      5                                                               

32.  Go for a walk. 1      2      3      4      5                                                           

33.  Tell myself that it will never happen again. 1      2      3      4      5                                             

34.  Focus on my general inadequacies. 1      2      3      4      5                                                          

35.  Talk to someone whose advice I value.    1      2      3      4      5                                                           

36.  Analyze the problem before reacting. 1      2      3      4      5                                                           
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37.  Phone a friend.      1      2      3      4      5       

                                                                                                               Never   Sometimes   Often                                                             

38.  Get angry.  1      2      3      4      5                                                          

39.  Adjust my priorities. 1      2      3      4      5                                                           

40.  See a movie.       1      2      3      4      5   

41.  Get control of the situation. 1      2      3      4      5   

42.  Make an extra effort. 1      2      3      4      5                                                           

43.  Come up with several different solutions to the problem. 1      2      3      4      5   

44.  Take some time off and get away from the situation. 1      2      3      4      5   

45.  Take it out on other people. 1      2      3      4      5   

46.  Use the situation to prove that I can do it. 1      2      3      4      5   

47.  Try to be organized so I can be on top of the situation. 1      2      3      4      5   

48.  Watch TV. 1      2      3      4      5  

IV.  BELIEFS OF CONTROL  
In the following items you will be asked to look at how well you deal with certain situations and events.  

Circle the response that most closely resembles your agreement or disagreement with the statement. 
 
Strongly agree          Agree           Disagree           Strongly Disagree 
           1                         2                   3                              4 
 
                                                                                                                                SA   A     D    SD 
1.  I have little control over the things that happen to me.   1      2     3     4 
 
2.  There is really no way I can solve some of the problems I have.  1      2     3     4 
 
3.  There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life.  1      2     3     4 
 
4.  I often feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life.   1      2     3     4 
 
5.  Sometimes I feel that I’m being pushed around in my life.   1      2     3     4 
 
6.  What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me.    1      2     3     4 
 
7.  I can do just about anything I really set my mind to.   1      2     3     4 
  
VII.  FINAL THOUGHTS 
1.  If a potential female graduate student asked you for advice on how to be successful in your department/program 
and this university, what would you say to her?  
(Being successful in your department/program) _______________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
(Being successful at this university) ________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
2.  If the student above were African American would your advice change?   Yes          No     If yes please describe 
below. 
(Being successful in your department/program) _______________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
(Being successful at this university) ________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
3.  Is there anything else you think the researcher should know about stress, coping etc. concerning female graduate 
students or in general? ____________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________ 
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