
Cultural Advancement 1

RUNNING HEAD:  TOWARD A CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Toward a Cultural Advancement of Tinto’s Theory 

 

Douglas A. Guiffrida 

University of Rochester 

Warner Graduate School of Education and Human Development 

 

Paper Accepted for Publication in The Review of Higher Education 

 

 

 

 

The author thanks Darrell Leavitt, Derek Seward, and Chris Penders for their assistance in 

preparing this article. 



Cultural Advancement 2

Abstract 

Despite the broad appeal of Tinto’s (1993) theory, it is not well supported by empirical research, 

especially when applied to Minority students.  While prior critiques of the theory indicate the 

need to modify Tinto’s notion of breaking away when applying the theory to diverse students, 

research suggests additional refinements of the theory are also needed.  In addition to 

recognizing the need for students to maintain cultural and familial connections to succeed at 

college, the author contends that the theory can be advanced by integrating research from social 

and cross-cultural psychology that has investigated relationships between cultural norms, 

motivational orientation, and academic achievement and persistence.  
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Toward a Cultural Advancement of Tinto’s Theory 

  

 Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure is the most widely cited theory for explaining 

the student departure process and has reached “near paradigmic status” in the field of higher 

education (Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 2000, p. 107).  Yet despite its broad appeal, empirical 

research provides only modest support for the propositions of the theory (see Braxton & Lee, 

2005; Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997).  Moreover, critics have argued that failure of the 

theory to recognize cultural variables makes the theory particularly problematic when applied to 

Minority students (Guiffrida, 2005; Hurtado, 1997; Kuh & Love, 2000; Rendon, Jalomo, & 

Nora, 2000; Moore & Upcraft, 1990; Tierney, 1999).  

One significant cultural limitation of the theory that is well established in higher 

education literature relates to Tinto’s (1993) assertion that students need to break away from past 

associations and traditions in order to become integrated into the social and academic realms of 

the college.  Tierney (1992) argued that Van Gennep’s (1960) transitional model, from which 

Tinto based this notion of breaking way, is not applicable to Minority college students because 

the model was intended to describe developmental progression within a culture rather than 

assimilation from one culture to another.  Given that minority students’ cultural backgrounds 

often differ from the Eurocentric frameworks upon which the norms and values at predominately 

white institutions (PWIs) are based, Tierney argued that this mistaken extraction of Van 

Gennep’s theory was potentially harmful to Minority students because it encouraged separation 

from cultural traditions and supportive relationships.  Moreover, critics have contended that this 

aspect of Tinto’s theory, which is rooted in the Western, assimilation/enculturation paradigm, 
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ignores bicultural integration, or the ability of Minority students to be apart of both the majority 

and minority cultures to succeed at college (Kuh & Love, 2000; Rendon, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000).   

Given that substantial research has validated the need for Minority college students to 

retain and nurture connections to their cultural heritage (see Gonzalez, 2000; Guiffrida, 2003; 

2005; Murguia, Padilla, & Pavel, 1991; Padilla, Trevino, Gonzalez, & Trevino, 1997) and to 

draw support from members of their home communities (see Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, 

Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999; Delgado, 2002; Eimers & Pike, 1996; Gloria, Robinson Kurpius, 

Hamilton, & Wilson, 1999; Gonzalez, 2000; Guiffrida, 2004; 2005; Hendricks, Smith, Caplow, 

& Donaldson, 1996; Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996; Nora, 2001; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Rosas 

& Hambrick, 2002), it is logical to conclude that a cultural advancement of Tinto’s (1993) theory 

begins by recognizing cultural and familial connections more prominently.  However, Rendon, 

Jaloma, and Nora (2000) asserted that the theory needs to be taken to “an even higher level of 

theoretical development” (p. 149) in order to be more thoroughly descriptive of Minority 

students. Similarly, Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson (1997) concluded that continued elaboration 

of Tinto’s (1993) theory and integration of additional psychological and cross-cultural 

perspectives was needed to enhance the theory, especially for applying it to Minority students.   

 Literature from the fields of social and cross-cultural psychology provides potential for 

an additional multicultural critique and refinement of Tinto’s (1993) theory.  Specifically, 

research and theory that have examined relationships between cultural norms, motivational 

orientation, and college academic achievement and persistence provides potential for advancing 

Tinto’s conceptualization of student commitment; a construct that stands at the core of the 

theory.  Tinto asserted that students enter an institution with certain background characteristics 

(i.e., family background, skills & abilities, & prior schooling) that have shaped their levels of 
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commitment for completing their degrees.  He also believed that students’ levels of commitment 

were continually shaped by their interactions within the various academic and social systems of 

the college.  According to Tinto, the more students become academically and/or socially 

integrated into the university, the greater their commitment to completing their degrees. Stage 

(1989) has noted, however, that while commitment is central to Tinto’s theory, the theory fails to 

provide an understanding of students’ motivational orientations to such commitments.  This 

limitation, while important to consider for all students, may be particularly significant when 

using the theory to describe Minority student academic achievement and persistence.  Research 

suggests minority students’ motivational orientations for attending and succeeding in college 

may differ from the motivational orientations of their White peers (Allen, 1999; Arnold, 1993; 

Hurtado, 1994; Pintrich & Zusho, 2002; Stage, 1989).   

Since the most recent iteration of Tinto’s (1993) theory, social and cross-cultural 

psychological researchers have learned a great deal about relationships between cultural norms, 

motivational orientation, and academic achievement and persistence; however, these advances 

have yet to be incorporated into Tinto’s theory. This paper is an attempt to strengthen Tinto’s 

theory to be more culturally sensitive and, therefore, descriptive of Minority student academic 

achievement and persistence by integrating these social and cross-cultural psychological 

principles.  The paper begins with a critical review of two salient theories of human motivation: 

Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1991) and Job Involvement Theory (Kanungo, 1982).  

Key components of each theory are then integrated to create a framework for explaining how 

cultural norms and motivational orientation impact college student academic achievement and 

persistence.  The viability of the proposed changes is supported by research that has examined 
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relationships among motivational orientation, cultural orientation, and academic achievement 

and persistence.  

Self-determination Theory (SDT).   

 Self-determination theory (SDT) is one of the most referenced, researched, and validated 

theories for understanding how socio-cultural conditions interact with people’s inherent 

psychological needs to shape their behaviors (Reeve, 2002).  According to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 

1991), people are motivated to behave, or, in the case of educational motivation, to learn, by one 

of two motivational orientations: (a) intrinsic motivation, or learning because one finds the 

content interesting; or (b) extrinsic motivation, which is learning as a means to an end (i.e., 

grades, praise, pay).  SDT posits that the absence of intrinsic or extrinsic motivation results in 

lack of motivation to learn, which Deci and Ryan refer to as amotivation.  SDT is primarily 

based on the premise that fulfillment of intrinsic needs is more important to personal growth and 

learning than fulfillment of extrinsic needs.  Therefore, the theory posits that the most 

meaningful and successful learning occurs when students are motivated intrinsically (Reeve, 

Deci, & Ryan, 2004). 

 According to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991), there are three primary components to intrinsic 

motivation for learning. The first component is the need for autonomy, which occurs when 

students chose, on their own, to become engaged in learning because the subject and activities 

are closely aligned to students’ interests and values (Reeve, et al., 2004).  The second requisite to 

intrinsic motivation is competence, or “the need to be effective in interactions with the 

environment” (Reeve, et al., 2004, p. 34).  In addition to asserting one’s effectiveness, 

competence also recognizes the learner’s need to test, challenge, and develop in new ways.  The 
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third requisite to intrinsic needs is relatedness, or the need to establish close, secure relationships 

with others.   

 SDT also delineates three forms of extrinsic motivation (Reeve et al., 2004).  The least 

effective form of extrinsic motivation is external regulation, which occurs when students are 

motivated purely by rewards and punishments from outside sources.  A second form of extrinsic 

motivation, introjected regulation, occurs when students who are motivated by rewards and 

punishments begin to partially internalize this external pressure to learn.  The third type of 

extrinsic motivation, identified regulation, occurs when the externalized pressure to learn 

becomes internalized by the student.  While research has indicated that both external and 

introjected regulation negatively impact learning, identified regulation can have a positive impact 

on learning, especially when the material is considered important but uninteresting to the learner 

(Reeve et al., 2004).  

 Another important component to SDT is the recognition of how external events support 

or hinder intrinsic motivation.  Reeve et al. (2004) cited extensive research concluding that 

controlling behaviors on the part of teachers or parents, such as surveillance, threats of 

punishment, imposed goals, competition, and evaluation, all serve to undermine student intrinsic 

motivation toward learning.  This line of research has also found that parents and teachers who 

provide students with choices, opportunities for self-direction, rationales, acknowledgement of 

feelings, and positive feedback increase students’ intrinsic motivation towards learning.   

 Cross-cultural considerations of SDT.  While SDT has been validated in numerous 

employment and educational settings (see Deci and Ryan, 2002), the theory, like other theories 

of motivation, has also received criticism regarding its applicability to diverse groups.  Cross- 

cultural psychologists have argued that many social psychology theories, including theories of 
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motivation, are culturally-bound at not found universally (Berman, 1989; Gaines, et al. 97; 

Triandis et al., 98); therefore, it is important to review cross-cultural psychological literature to 

identify dimensions of cultural variation and to understand how such variations are reflected in 

college student motivation. 

 One of the most important behavioral distinctions observed among various cultures of the 

world is the differences between collectivism and individualism (Triandis, 1998; 1999).  

Individualist societies tend to value independence, competition, emotional detachment from 

one’s in-group (i.e., family, tribe, etc.), and place personal goals over the goals of the in-group 

(Phinney, 1996).  Collectivist societies value interdependence; group harmony; emotional 

attachment within the in-group, especially between parent-child; and the subordination of 

individual goals to the goals of the collective (Triandis et al. 1998).  Psychologists and 

anthropologists have long observed that Western cultures, especially those of the United States, 

Great Britain, and British influenced countries such as Australia and Canada, tend to be 

individualist while many non-Western cultures, including those of Africa, Latin America, and 

Asia, demonstrate cultural orientations that are more collectivist (Beattie, 1980; Fisk, Kitayama; 

Inkeles, 1983; Marcus, & Kitayama, 1991; Mead, 1967; Triandis, McCuster & Hui, 1990). 

Several cross-cultural psychologists (see Marin & Marin, 1991; Phinney, 1996) have maintained 

that collectivist values continue to influence African American, Latino American, Native 

American, and Asian American cultures, not only as continuation of indigenous values, but also 

as a means to assist members of these groups in dealing with racial oppression and socio-

economic challenges (Staples & Mirande, 1980).   

 While research supports the tendency for Minority Americans to espouse collectivist 

values (Asante, 1994; Gaines, 1994; O’brien & Fugita, 1991; Oyserman, Gant, & Ayer, 1995; 
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Sung, 1985; White & Parham, 1990; Valenzuela & Dornbush, 1984; Xi, 1994), other studies 

have been less conclusive in ascribing correlations among ethnicity and 

collectivism/individualism (e.g., Cross, 1995; Freeberg & Stein, 1996; Gaines, et al. 1997; 

Gudykunst et al., 1996; Oyserman, Coon & Kemmelmeier, 2002; Singelis & Sharkey, 1995).  

This lack of consensus in the research has led several cross-cultural psychologists to conclude 

that while Minority Americans may be more predisposed to collectivist values than White 

Americans, the terms should not be used categorically (Phinney, 1996; Marcus & Kitayama, 

1991).  In fact, researchers have recognized that heterogeneity exists among Minority 

Americans, due in part to varying degrees of blending with mainstream U.S. culture.  These 

findings have caused leading cross-cultural psychologists to conclude that individualism and 

collectivism, while salient to understanding antecedents of motivation and human behavior, are 

not necessarily dichotomous constructs, but rather orthogonal elements that necessarily coexist, 

to varying degrees, in all humans (Gaines, et al. 1997; Triandis, 1989).    

 Cross-cultural psychology provides a foundation for a critical examination of how SDT 

(Deci &Ryan, 1991) can be used to advance Tinto’s (1993) seminal theory.  While SDT provides 

great potential for advancing the theory to recognize student motivational orientation, the 

literature that addresses differences between individualism and collectivism points to a potential 

cross-cultural limitation regarding SDT’s conceptualization of autonomy, a key component to 

intrinsic motivation.  SDT asserts that the basic psychological conditions (i.e., autonomy, 

competence, relatedness) are “a natural aspect of human beings that apply to all people, 

regardless of gender, group, or culture” (SDT Website, p. 1).  However, cross-cultural studies 

have led some researchers to question whether autonomy is a necessary requisite to well-being in 

collectivist societies (Bond, 1988; Carver & Scheier, 2002; Iyenger & Lepper, 1999; Miller, 
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1997; Oishi, 2000).  This limitation, which is crucial to recognize when attempting a 

multicultural advancement of Tinto’s (1993) theory, may be particularly vital for applying the 

theory to students who maintain collectivist orientations.    

 Cross-cultural research clearly demonstrates the need to consider individualist and 

collectivist cultural norms when assessing motivational orientation.  Furthermore, while the 

research cautions us to consider the effects of cultural blending and to not broadly categorize all 

Minority students as collectivist and all White students as individualist, the studies suggest that 

because of prior socialization, Minority students may be more likely than White students to 

maintain collectivist values.  While SDT provides an important foundation for enhancing our 

understanding of student commitment, to truly advance Tinto’s (1993) theory in culturally 

sensitive manner, it is useful to examine a second motivational model that recognizes the impact 

of varying cultural norms on motivational orientation.   

Job Involvement Theory (JIT) 

 Although not focused on motivation towards academics and learning, Kanungo’s (1982) 

motivational approach to involvement and alienation in the workforce offers a complimentary 

motivational framework that recognizes differences in the motivational orientations of people 

from collectivist and individualist societies.  Like SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991), Job Involvement 

Theory (JIT) asserts that intrinsic and extrinsic forces motivate all human behavior.  However, 

Kanungo challenged the assumption held by many organizational theorists that job involvement, 

or one’s psychological identification with a job, hinged upon the ability of the job to fulfill 

workers’ intrinsic needs.  Citing his own pan-cultural research investigating job involvement, 

Kanungo argued that job involvement depended upon the ability of the job to fulfill the worker’s 

most salient needs, whether intrinsic or extrinsic.  
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 Kanungo (1982) theorized that workers’ salient needs were shaped by past socialization 

experiences, including the degree to which workers internalized their societal/cultural norms, and 

that these needs were continually modified by present job conditions.  The result was that 

different workers, depending upon how they were socialized, developed different need-saliency 

patterns.  For example, Kunungo pointed out that workers who value Western individualist 

norms often believe that work is central to satisfying salient intrinsic needs for autonomy and 

competence and salient extrinsic needs for pay, promotion, and personal recognition.  Employees 

socialized in collectivist cultures are more likely to view work as a means for satisfying salient 

intrinsic needs for relatedness, societal improvement, equity, and harmony, even at the expense 

of other intrinsic needs such as autonomy or extrinsic rewards such as personal recognition or 

financial gains. 

Kanungo (1981) conducted a study of business managers that illustrated the significance 

of recognizing workers’ salient needs.  Contrary to the dominant view of motivation at the time, 

he found that managers motivated by extrinsic needs, such as pay and promotion, tended to be 

more involved with their jobs.  Employees whose salient needs were more intrinsic were less 

involved in their jobs.  He attributed this to the rewards structure inherent in much of the 

corporate world, which is based on satisfaction of extrinsic needs through pay, prestige, and 

promotion.   

Although JIT (Kanungo, 1982) has yet to be applied directly to learning or educational 

persistence, Kanungo has suggested that the model could be used to understand involvement in 

systems outside the work environment, including involvement patterns within families and 

communities.  Therefore, JIT may be useful for discerning the impact of cultural norms on the 

need saliency patterns of underrepresented Minority college students.   
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Toward a Cultural Advancement of Tinto’s (1993) Theory 

Higher education and cross-cultural psychological literature clearly indicate that a 

cultural advancement of Tinto’s (1993) theory begins by recognizing the need for Minority 

college students to remain connected to supportive members of their home communities.  While 

Tinto’s theory recognizes the impact of family to pre-college commitment, to truly be descriptive 

of students who espouse collectivist cultural orientations, the theory must also recognize the 

potential for families and friends from home, or what I refer to broadly as home social systems, 

to support students once they arrive at college.  This assertion is based on several conceptual 

critiques of Tinto’s theory (see Kuh & Love, 2000; Hurtado, 1997; Rendon, Jaloma, & Nora, 

2000; Nora, 2001; Tierney, 1992, 1999) and findings from numerous studies that have concluded 

that minority students can gain tremendous support from families, friends, and other members of 

their home communities (Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999; Delgado 

Bernal, 2002; Eimers & Pike, 1996; Gloria, Robinson Kurpius, Hamilton, & Wilson, 1999; 

Gonzalez, 2000; Guiffrida, 2004, 2005; Hendricks, Smith, Caplow, & Donaldson, 1996; 

Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Rosas & Hambrick, 2002).  

In addition recognizing the important role that home social systems have in supporting 

Minority students at college, a second way in which Tinto’s (1993) theory can be advanced to be 

more culturally sensitive is by replacing the term integration with the term connection.  

According to Kuh and Love (2000), integration implies that students must become socialized 

into the dominant culture of the institution while abandoning their former cultures, but 

connection recognizes students’ subjective sense of relatedness without implying the need to 

break ties with one’s former community.  This subtle, yet important change allows the theory to 
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recognize that students can become comfortable in the college environment without abandoning 

supportive relationships at home or rejecting the values and norms of their home communities.  

 Research also indicates that Tinto’s (1993) theory can be advanced by recognizing more 

prominently the need for students to maintain connections to their cultural heritages and 

traditions in order to succeed at college.  Although Tinto recognized the need for Minority 

students to connect with students with shared cultures (i.e., language, dress, religion, values, 

etc.), Tinto asserted that these cultural connections were largely to facilitate social integration 

into the college.  Tinto also asserted that cultural connections occurred largely within small 

ethnic enclaves consisting of other Minority college students.   

 While the need for Minority students to connect with students with shared cultural 

heritages to succeed at college has been strongly supported by research (DeSousa & Kuh, 1996; 

Guiffrida, 2003, 2004; McClung, 1988; Muguia, Padilla & Pavel, 1991; Padilla, Trevino, 

Gonzalez, & Trevino, 1997; Sedlacek, 1987; Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001; Taylor & Howard-

Hamilton, 1995), Tinto’s (1993) interpretation excludes the well-documented benefits of 

connecting with people with shared cultural heritages who are outside the university system.  

Results of qualitative studies investigating the experiences of Latino (Rosas & Hamrick, 2002), 

Chicano (Gonzalez, 2002), Chicana (Delgado Bernal, 2002), Navajo (Jackson & Smith, 2001), 

and African American (Guiffrida, 2005) college students have found that students perceived their 

families and members of their home communities as providing essential cultural connections and 

nourishment that assisted them in dealing with racism, cultural isolation, and other adversity they 

experienced at college.  These findings suggest that cultural connections play a much larger role 

in Minority college student persistence than simply facilitating social integration into the 

university.  
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 Adding a distinct category highlighting the importance of maintaining cultural 

connections while at college is another important step in moving the theory away from an 

integrationist perspective, emphasizing student adaptation to the majority culture, to one that 

values diversity and encourages colleges and universities to affirm and honor diverse student 

cultures.   Moreover, recognizing that cultural connections can be fulfilled by both university 

social systems and home social systems allows the theory to better reflect the experiences of a 

more diverse group of college students, especially those who espouse collectivist orientations.   

While the changes outlined above provide an important first step toward advancing the 

theory to be more descriptive of students who espouse collectivist orientations, research and 

theory from social and cross-cultural psychology suggest that recognizing student motivational 

orientation and intrinsic/extrinsic cultural norms provides potential for further refinement of 

Tinto’s (1993) theory so that it more fully recognizes cultural differences among students.  Using 

SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991) as the foundation, successful students are likely to have motivational 

orientations that are intrinsic, meaning these students (a) are autonomous learners who seek 

knowledge for its own sake, (b) have demonstrated competence and seek to challenge themselves 

in order to grow, and (c) feel socially related or connected with significant others.  According to 

the same principles of motivation, students at risk for attrition or low academic achievement at 

college have either amotivational orientations towards learning or non-self-determined forms of 

extrinsic motivation  

 However, given the potential limitations of SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991) to be fully 

descriptive of students from collectivist cultural orientations, it is also useful to incorporate 

aspects of JIT (Kunugo, 1982) into Tinto’s (1993) theory, which recognizes the effects of 

cultural norms on individual need saliency patterns.  Like SDT, JIT, when translated to explain 
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academic achievement and persistence, suggests that successful college students who have 

internalized individualist cultural norms are likely to succeed if the college environment provides 

opportunities for them to satisfy their intrinsic needs for autonomy and competence.  However, 

JIT also indicates that successful individualist-oriented students may also be motivated by 

extrinsic needs for high GPAs in order to obtain successful, well-paying, prestigious jobs upon 

graduation.  This aspect of JIT also suggests that collectivist-oriented students may be at risk for 

academic under-achievement and attrition if they seek to fulfill salient intrinsic needs for 

relatedness at the expense of their less salient needs for autonomy, competence, and extrinsic 

rewards (i.e., GPA, recognition, etc.). Social and cross-cultural psychological theory and 

research suggest, therefore, that Tinto’s theory could be more culturally sensitive by not only 

recognizing student motivational orientation, but also by recognizing the potential for 

individualist and collectivist cultural norms to influence motivational orientation.    

The motivational and cross-cultural research described in this paper also provides 

potential for expanding our understanding of the ways in which home social systems support 

student pre-college and college commitment.  Both SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991) and JIT 

(Kanungo, 1982) recognize how students’ social systems, both past and present, influence 

motivation.  According to SDT, successful college students are likely to have interacted with 

teachers and parents who provided autonomous support to students rather than controlling their 

academic behaviors.  SDT also suggests that continued relationships with social systems that 

provide autonomy supportive relationships at college, such as peers, faculty, and family 

members, are necessary to support student intrinsic motivation while at college.  Similarly, JIT 

(Kanungo, 1982) also recognizes the impact of social systems on motivation; however, 

integrating JIT into Tinto’s (1993) theory allows the theory to recognize how ingrained cultural 
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norms impact student need saliency patterns, which, in turn, impact the social systems that 

students seek to support them at college.  For example, a student socialized in an individualist 

culture may seek to join social systems that fulfill salient intrinsic needs for autonomy and 

competence and salient extrinsic needs for high GPA and personal recognition.  A student 

socialized in a more collectivist culture might focus on establishing relationships within social 

systems that fulfill salient intrinsic needs for relatedness and societal harmony instead of systems 

that support academic achievement. 

 To summarize, I am asserting that in addition to recognizing the continuing need for 

cultural and familial connections, Tinto’s (1993) theory can be more descriptive of diverse 

students, especially students who maintain collectivist cultural values, by recognizing 

relationships between cultural norms, motivational orientation, and academic achievement and 

persistence. Specifically, the research and theory reviewed in this paper suggest that Tinto’s 

theory will be advanced by recognizing the degree to which (a) student motivational orientation 

impacts college and pre-college commitment towards academic success and persistence; (b) 

student motivational orientation is impacted by collectivist or individualist cultural norms; and 

(c)both home social systems (i.e., teachers, parents, friends, etc.) and at college social systems 

(i.e., peers, faculty, staff) shape and fulfill students’ salient needs (see table 1).  

The proposed changes, therefore, allow the theory to not only recognize the impact of 

motivational orientation on academic goal commitment, but to also acknowledge that cultural 

norms and home and university social sytems (past and present) can have significant effects upon 

student motivation and subsequent academic performance and persistence decisions.   
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Table 1 

  

Although the evidence presented thus far to support the need to incorporate motivation 

and cultural orientation into Tinto’s (1993) theory has been largely conceptual, empirical 

research examining these constructs has been conducted with college students. I will begin by 

reviewing research from higher education and social psychological literature that has examined 

relationships between motivational orientation, social systems, and educational persistence. I will 

then review studies that have examined relationships between individualism/collectivism, 

motivation, and Minority college student academic achievement and persistence.  Together, these 

lines of research provide evidence to support further consideration of the proposed changes to 

Tinto’s theory.   
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Motivation, Social Systems, and Academic Persistence 

Although neither SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991) nor JIT (Kanungo, 1982) have been applied 

directly to the study of Minority college student academic achievement and persistence, research 

has examined correlations among motivation and educational persistence in high school and 

college.  In one study, Allen (1999) examined relationships among motivation, student 

background, academic performance, and persistence with a large group (n=1000) of entering 

college freshman (mostly Hispanic students) at a medium-sized, public institution located in the 

Southwest.  Allen found a strong relationship between academic motivation and persistence 

among Minority college students but not among White students.  He concluded that motivation 

provided an important construct for understanding minority student retention.  However, Allen 

only examined students’ overall motivational level, which he defined as “desire to finish college” 

rather than examining student motivational orientation (p. 463).  While the results support the 

proposed advances of Tinto’s theory by highlighting differences regarding the impact of 

motivation between Minority and White students, Allen concluded that more research was 

needed, especially research that examined student motivational orientation, in order to discover 

connections between motivation and minority student persistence.     

In a second, more comprehensive study that examined college student motivational 

orientations, Vallerand and Bissonnette (1992) tested the motivational levels of 1,042 first 

semester students enrolled at a junior college in Quebec to examine if motivational orientation 

impacted persistence.  Consistent with SDT, the researchers concluded that students who 

persisted in their introductory French course were more intrinsically motivated toward their 

academics than students with extrinsic or amotivational orientations.  However, the researchers 

did not differentiate between Minority and White participants in describing the sample or in their 
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analysis.  Therefore, although these results support the positive correlation among intrinsic 

motivation and academic persistence, the absence of comparisons by student race make it 

difficult to generalize the results to Minority college students.   

 In another study that included a comparison of Minority and White student motivational 

orientations, Stage (1989) surveyed a diverse group of 316 first-year college students attending a 

Southwestern University to understand how their motivational orientation impacted their levels 

of academic and social involvement and their persistence.  Rather than using the motivational 

typology described in SDT, Stage developed a system of motivational orientations by conducting 

a factor analysis using data collected from an educational participation scale.  Stage identified 

three primary classifications of motivational orientations for attending college among the 

participants that were similar to those inherent in SDT: (a) certification- to earn a degree to get a 

job; (b) cognitive- to seek knowledge for its own sake; and (c) community service- to prepare to 

serve mankind.  The category labeled certification is clearly related to SDT’s extrinsic 

motivational orientation while Stage’s other two main categories, cognitive and community 

service, can be logically connected to intrinsic motivational orientations.  Therefore, the results 

support the proposed advancements of Tinto’s (1993) theory by highlighting distinct 

motivational orientations in college students that are consistent with those proposed by SDT. 

Stage’s (1989) results also support the proposed framework by recognizing differences in 

the motivational orientations between successful Minority and White students.  Stage concluded 

that academic integration was more important to the goal commitment of students in the 

certification (extrinsic) group than social integration and that social integration was most 

important to the goal commitment of students in the community service (intrinsic) group.  

However, the reverse was true when examining the data from Minority students: social 
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integration was most important to the commitment of Minority students in the certification 

(extrinsic) group.  Stage also found that Minority students in the service (intrinsic) group had less 

commitment to attain their degrees than White students in the same group.  These results support 

the proposed changes to Tinto’s (1993) theory by noting the positive correlation between 

intrinsic motivation and academic commitment in White students, while also indicating that 

successful Minority students may have motivational orientations that are more extrinsic.  

Similarly, Cote and Levine (1997) conducted a study to understand relationships between 

college student motivation and academic achievement.  The researchers identified the following 

five student motivations for attending college: (a) career materialist- to gain money, status, and 

finer things in life; (b) personal-intellectual development- for personal growth and to understand 

the complexities of the world; (c) humanitarian- to change systems to help make the world a 

better place; (d) expectation driven- to satisfy pressures from families and friends; and (e) 

default- they don’t know why they are attending college.  Like Stage’s (1989) study, these 

categories clearly relate to the motivational orientations delineated in SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991) 

and, as a result, lend themselves to a review of the potential for SDT to help explain college 

academic achievement and persistence. The personal-intellectual and humanitarian categories are 

synonymous to SDT’s intrinsic motivation; career materialist and expectation driven are clearly 

related SDT’s extrinsic motivation; and default is synonymous with SDT’s amotivation.    

 Cote and Levine (1997) surveyed 276 first-year Canadian college students to understand 

how their motivational orientations related to their acquisition of human capital skills (i.e., self-

report of their learning at college) and GPA.  The two motivational categories most closely 

resembling SDT’s intrinsic motivation (personal-intellectual development & humanitarian) were 

found to be the most significant predictors of GPA and human capital skills acquisition. 
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Moreover, the two orientations most closely related to extrinsic motivation (career materialist & 

expectation driven) were far less likely to predict skills acquisition and GPA and the category 

resembling SDT’s amotivation (default) was significantly negatively correlated with GPA and 

skills acquisition.  The authors concluded that students with personal-intellectual motivational 

orientations (i.e., intrinsic) represent qualities of “the ideal scholar” that should sought after by 

universities.  Although the sample did not include Minority students, the results supported the 

proposed advancements of Tinto’s (1993) theory by highlighting the importance of intrinsic 

motivation to the academic success of White students.   

Another study that supports the proposed advancement of Tinto’s (1993) theory was 

conducted by Vallerand, Fortier, and Guay (1997), who tested a large sample of urban high 

school students (n=4537) to examine if the behaviors of teachers, parents, and school 

administrators influenced students’ motivational levels towards learning.  Their results support 

the proposed framework in two ways.  First, consistent with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1991), they 

found that the less autonomy supportive that teachers, parents, and school administrators were 

towards students, the less positive were students’ perceptions of competence and autonomy and, 

in turn, the lower their levels of intrinsic motivation.  The researchers concluded that although 

personal determinants are important in understanding human motivation to learn, such 

determinants provide an oversimplified picture for understanding persistence in school.  Rather, 

Vallerand et al. recommended that a more integrated, multidimensional model that included 

examining interactions among students within various social systems would provide a more 

complete understanding of motivation and changes in motivation that lead to persistence or 

attrition in school.  Although the study was conducted with mostly White high school students, 
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these findings highlight the need to recognize the salient, continuing influence of the home social 

system to academic persistence.   

A second way in which the study by Vallerand et al. (1997) supports the changes 

proposed in this paper is embedded in a result they found surprising: persistent students 

displayed higher levels of introjection (a non-self-determined form of extrinsic motivation) than 

drop out students.  The authors hypothesized that this was due to the influence of the students’ 

families.  Because students lived at home, they were continually subjected to the influences of 

their parents to successfully complete their schoolwork.  According to this hypothesis, these 

students would be likely to drop out of school if they attended college while living outside of the 

home.     

Although there has not been a great deal of research that has investigated links between 

motivation and college student academic achievement and persistence, the limited amount of 

research in this area supports the need to advance Tinto’s (1993) theory in the proposed manner.  

The literature suggests that social systems impact motivational orientation, which, in turn, affects 

academic persistence.  Moreover, the results from Allen (1999) and Stage (1989) not only 

recognize the impact of motivational orientation on academic persistence, but also strongly 

suggest the need to recognize differences in the motivational orientations of Minority students.  

However, to gain a better understanding of the relationship between motivational orientation and 

Minority college student academic achievement and persistence, it is also necessary to compare 

and contrast the proposed changes with the results of research that has examined relationships 

between college student cultural orientation and motivation.   
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Cultural Orientation and Motivation.  

 Perhaps the most compelling support form the changes to Tinto’s (1993) theory proposed 

in this paper come from the results of two studies that have examined how cultural orientation 

and motivation related to the success of Minority college students.  In the first study, Thompson 

& Fretz (1991) examined if bicultural adaptive variables predicted levels of social and academic 

integration among African American students at a PWI.  The authors hypothesized that high 

levels of communalism (i.e., collectivism) would predict successful academic and social 

integration of African American students at a PWI.  They believed that more communal students 

would be more likely to draw the support of other Blacks on campus and in the surrounding 

community and less communal students would be at a disadvantage by being less willing and 

able to find the support needed to thrive at a PWI.  The authors surveyed 171, mostly high-

achieving (mean GPA=2.9) African American students enrolled at large PWI to assess their 

levels of communalism, attitudes toward cooperation or competitiveness in the classroom, 

college adjustment, and GPA.   

 Consistent with the framework proposed in this paper, the results from Thompson and 

Fretz (1991) highlight the need to understand differences in collectivism and individualism 

among Minority college students to better understand commitment towards academic 

achievement and persistence.  Contrary to their predictions, Thompson and Fretz found that 

positive rather than negative attitudes towards competitive learning situations were associated 

with social adjustment towards college.  They also were surprised to find that academically 

adjusted African American students had more positive attitudes toward individualist and 

competitive learning environments than African American students who were less academically 

adjusted. The results support the recommended changes to Tinto’s (1993) theory by indicating 
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that minority students with more collectivist orientations may have difficulty becoming 

integrated into the more competitive, individualist academic and social culture that prevails at 

many PWIs. Furthermore, the results suggest that academically successful Minority students 

come in with or adapt individualist values in order to succeed at college.  Thompson and Fretz 

concluded that many successful minority students have learned to integrate into the “culture of 

competitive learning that characterizes the majority of academic environments” (p. 446).    

 A second motivational study of college students that incorporated an assessment of 

cultural norms related to collectivism and individualism was conducted by Dennis, Phinney, and 

Chuatecto (2005). Recognizing that cultural values influence student motives for attending 

college, the researchers surveyed 100 first- generation Latino students attending an urban 

commuter university located on the west coast to understand how personal motivational 

characteristics related to college adjustment.  The authors assessed the extent to which students 

were motivated to attend college based on career/personal motivation (i.e., personal interest, 

intellectual curiosity, & desire to attain fulfilling careers) or family expectation motivation (to 

meet the expectations of the family). The authors hypothesized that because minority students 

are heavily influenced by collectivist values, both career/personal and family expectation 

motivation would be important predictors of college adjustment for these minority students.  

  Consistent with their hypothesis, Dennis et al., (2005) found that career/personal 

motivation was a predictor of college adjustment and a slight predictor of college commitment 

when controlling for other variables such as high school GPA.  However, contrary to their 

expectations, family expectation motivation was not significantly related to college adjustment 

and commitment when controlling for other variables.  The authors concluded that although 

many minority students are motivated by both individually-oriented and family-based forms of 
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motivation, the individual-based motivations were more closely related to college adjustment and 

commitment.  Additionally, the authors concluded that while many of these minority students 

lived in families and communities that likely valued collectivist norms, it was the ability of 

minority students to also integrate individualist norms that “may be most predictive of academic 

success in the United States” (p. 233).   

 The results from Dennis et al., (2005) provide additional support for the changes to 

Tinto’s theory that are proposed in this paper. The career/personal motivation, which was found 

to be the most predictive of academic adjustment and commitment, shares obvious 

characteristics with SDT’s intrinsic motivation, most notably in the areas of autonomy (i.e., 

personal interest, intellectual curiosity) and competence (i.e., satisfaction).  The career/personal 

motivation category also shared important elements of SDT’s highest, most internalized form of 

extrinsic motivation, called identified regulation (i.e., to get into an interesting and satisfying 

career).  The findings support the proposed changes by indicating that successful Minority 

college students who have internalized individualist cultural norms are most likely to succeed in 

college environments that provide opportunities for them to satisfy intrinsic needs for autonomy 

and competence and extrinsic needs to obtain successful careers.  The results also support the 

assertion that more collectivist and/or amotivational orientations (i.e., attending college to fulfill 

family expectations) were negative predictors of college adjustment and commitment for 

Minority students.  Taken together, the results from Thompson and Fretz (1991) and Dennis et 

al. provide powerful support for the need to consider college student cultural norms and 

motivational orientation when attempting to assess academic achievement and persistence 

decisions.   
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Conclusion 

 It is difficult to understand completely students’ motivations toward their academics or 

the social systems that may influence these motivations, especially given the largely subjective 

nature of the data used in constructing the proposed changes to Tinto’s (1993) theory.  

Additionally, intrinsic/extrinsic motivations are not necessarily mutually exclusive and, 

therefore, can be difficult to differentiate.  For example, some students who seek to attain a high 

GPA to fulfill salient extrinsic needs for prestige and financial rewards may also be partially 

motivated by intrinsic interests in learning or to support their families upon graduation.  It is also 

possible that some unsuccessful students may use intrinsically rewarding experiences as 

diversions from academic work that may be too difficult, a phenomenon Simons, Van Rheenen, 

and Covington (1999) observed in an academically unsuccessful group of student athletes they 

labeled “failure avoiders” (p. 160).  

 Although integrating an assessment of cultural norms and motivational orientation may 

not provide all the elements needed to fully validate Tinto’s (1993) theory, the proposed changes 

allow the theory to recognize how diverse socialization experiences impact motivation toward 

academic achievement and persistence, and, as a result, provide a more comprehensive, 

multicultural understanding of student commitment.  The results of this review suggest that 

integrating the proposed motivational framework into Tinto’s theory may enhance the theory to 

be more culturally sensitive and, thus, more descriptive of diverse students, especially students 

maintaining cultural norms that are more collectivist.   

 The refinements to Tinto’s (1993) theory described in this paper warrant further testing, 

not only as a means for advancing Tinto’s theory, but also to assist practitioners in supporting 

and retaining diverse college students.  The propositions asserted in this paper, if proven valid by 
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additional research, would allow college faculty and staff who are aware of students’ salient 

motivational orientations to effectively connect students to university social systems that fulfill 

these salient needs.  For example, students who maintain collectivist societal values may benefit 

from being connected early-on to ethnic/cultural student organizations that emphasize fulfillment 

of collectivist needs for relatedness and social change.  At the same time, however, faculty and 

staff members could also caution collectivist-oriented students regarding the potential for 

involvement with collectivist-focused social systems to interfere with student academic 

achievement.  Additionally, the proposed changes to Tinto’s theory may enforce the need for 

college administrators, faculty, and staff to recognize collectivist-oriented initiatives, including 

activities focusing on social change and relatedness on campus and in society, when assessing 

academic success.  

 Future research seeking to test the assertions made in this paper should begin by 

attempting to identify the cultural norms (i.e., collectivist/individualist) and motivational 

orientations of a diverse group of students and to examine relationships among these variables 

and student academic achievement and persistence.  This line of research will not only enhance 

the predictive validity of Tinto’s (1993) theory, but will also allow more subtle, complex 

differences among students of varying backgrounds to emerge.  Additionally, future research 

should seek to identify other cultural variations beyond individualism and collectivism that may 

impact motivation towards academic achievement and persistence.  Finally, research seeking to 

enhance Tinto’s theory should attempt to understand in more detail how student motivational 

orientation is impacted by university and home social systems in order to understand the 

complex influences of these systems on student academic achievement and persistence.    
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