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Abstract Background: The problem of studies
abandonment greatly affects university students at different
levels of training. The permanence in a university career
depends on the adaptation skills of the students to the new
educational context, which is why, its measurement is
relevant for the identification and accompaniment of
at-risk students. The objective of this work was to evaluate
the internal structure of the Student Adaptation to College
Questionnaire [SACQ)] short version in a sample of Chilean
university students. Method: A total of 249 first-year
students from a southern Chilean university participated.
The average age of the participants was 19.11 years [SD =
5.29]. The SACQ short version was used with 47 items
distributed in four dimensions: academic, social, emotional
and institutional adjustments. Results: After a new
organization of the items by means of an exploratory factor
analysis a four-factor structure was obtained. Adequate
correlations were identified between the items and the
dimensions of the questionnaire. Conclusions: The new
version of the SACQ is a measure with adequate internal
validity to measure the adaptation of the university students
in the context of Higher Education in Chile, however, it is
recommended to make a confirmatory factor analysis prior
to its use.

Keywords Adaptation to College, University Students,
Exploratory Factor Analysis

1 Introduction

The transition from one to another academic stage is an
important aspect in the lives of students. During this period,
a transformation process is presented in the way in which
young people learn and relate within the new academic
environment [1]. Adjustment to university life has been
defined as the general process of coping with the
motivation, execution and performance requirements of the
characteristics of the university experience [2, 3]. It refers
to all motivational, behavioral and emotional processes that
the students unfold to face the daily demands of the
university experience.

Research on adjustment to university life is important
since the experiences of students (especially during the first
year) have an impact on the desire for university
maintenance or abandonment [4], being a reflection of
success or failure of the students in the incorporation of the
new values, norms and behaviors of the university
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academic community [5]. Measuring the adjustment to
university life allows to effectively alert teachers and
counselors about the students who are more likely to leave
the institution in the early academic years [6, 7]. It has been
argued that this concept could represent a type of "missing
link" between the theoretical models of Bean [8],
Pascarella [9] and Tinto [10], which focus mainly on
retention and graduation results [4].

In the case of university students in Chile, the problem of
abandonment is an issue that stands out in both the
universities and the country’s public policies [11], since
nearly the 30% fail to graduate [12].

Adapting to university life requires various skills for
managing multiple challenges originating in the university
[13]. Four dimensions of students’ adjustment have been
proposed: academic, personal, social and institutional [3].
Academic adjustment refers to the success of students in
facing the diverse educational demands of the university
experience [3, 4, 14]. It includes the way in which students
deal with educational demands, such as motivation to
complete the academic requirements and the effort and
satisfaction with the environment [7]. Social adjustment
relates to the students’ success in facing the
interpersonal-social demands which are inherent to
university life [3, 7]. It is linked to the way in which
students are socially integrated at the university, including
their participation in campus activities and their
establishment of new interpersonal relationships. Weak
social adjustment is associated with experiencing feelings
of loneliness [4, 14].

The personal-emotional adjustment focuses on the
psychological state of the students during the process of
adaptation to university and the degree to which they are
experiencing general discomfort [3, 7, 14]. The lack of
personal adjustment is characterized by the presence of
psychological anguish associated with the adaptation
process. Institutional adjustment accounts for the students’
commitment to educational-institutional objectives, their
attachment to the institution and the quality of the
relationship between the students and the educational
institution [3].

At the empirical level, a significant amount of research
that considers the adaptation of university students has
been developed. A meta-analysis reports that academic
adjustment shows weak relations with variables such as
gender, age, socioeconomic status, and admission scores
[4]. Adjustment is a variable that correlates with high
self-efficacy beliefs [15, 16], with the perception of social
support [4, 17], and high academic performance [18, 19]. It
has been identified as a protector of mental health,
decreasing depressive symptoms in students in the early
academic years [20].

Considering the importance of this variable, several
instruments have been designed for its measurement. One
of the most widely used has been the SACQ, which was
designed to assess how students adjust to higher education

[3]. It has been widely used in North America and it is
considered the most important instrument to measure this
construct [21]. It is a useful instrument to identify possible
abandonments from university and it measures the general
adjustment by means of the sum of its dimensions [6].

The 67 items presented in the original version were
grouped into the 4 adjustment factors previously described:
academic, social, emotional and institutional [3, 22].
Validation studies in university students from other
countries such as Spain and the Netherlands maintain the
4-factor structure proposed in the original version [21, 23].
However, the literature presents other psychometric
validation works where difficulties are described to test the
fit of the model with four factors. Thus, different numbers
of factors for the SACQ are proposed, such as 6 factors for
validation in French students [24]. Difficulties have also
been found regarding the relevance of the items for each
factor, being the most important weaknesses of such a
questionnaire [21, 25-27].

The original version of the SACQ questionnaire presents
adequate reliability indices [0 = .92 to a = .95 for the full
scale and o> .77 for the dimensions]. This result has been
maintained in the responses of student samples from
countries such as the France from a = .73 to a = .91 [24],
China from o = .64 to .75 [28], Spain o> .84 [21] and
Romania from a = .79 to .94 [29].

In 2012, the adaptation in Spanish of the SACQ was
presented [21], in this study an adapted version of the scale
was applied to a sample of 300 first-year university
students. After the statistical analysis of the original 63
items on the scale, the authors reported an adequate fit to a
short version of 47 items, based on the model proposed by
Baker and Siryk. Due to the importance and need for valid
measures that allow evaluating the students’ adaptation
process to university and detecting possible cases at risk of
abandonment, this paper aims to assess the internal validity
of the SACQ short version in a sample of Chilean first-year
university students.

2. Method

The present study corresponds to an instrumental
non-experimental investigation [30], with the purpose of
adapting and evaluating the internal structure of the SACQ.
In this direction, the exploratory factor structure of the
SACQ was analyzed in a sample of chilean university
students.

2.1. Participants

The participants in this study were 249 first-year
students belonging to a traditional university in Chile. The
mean age was 19.11 years with a standard deviation of 5.29.
Table 1 shows the distribution by career and sex.
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Table 1. Distribution of students per career and sex

Gender Total per
Career No
Male Female career
answered
Psychology 29 64 1 94
Obstetrics 12 65 0 77
Chemistry and 39 39 0 78
Pharmacy
Total per gender 80 168 1 249

2.2. Instruments

The SACQ short Spanish version proposed by [21] was
used in the present study. This version is made up of 47
items, distributed in 4 dimensions that focus on different
aspects of the process of adaptation to university training
(academic, social, personal-emotional and institutional
adjustments). The response scale was modified from 9 to 7
response options (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly
agree). This proposal presented adequate model fit indices
and adequate reliability indices in each of its dimensions,
academic 0=.90; institutional o=.84; social a=.85 and
emotional 0=.89 [21].

2.3. Procedure

The instrument was applied in the classroom with a
printed booklet during the 2018-2019 academic year once
the authorization was released from the Ethics Committee
of the participating university, deans and heads of each
career. Students were asked to sign an informed consent.
For the analysis of the data from the first study, an
Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was carried out with
extraction of main axes. The feasibility of the analysis was
evaluated with the Bartlett sphericity test and the Kaiser -
Meyer - Olkin index (KMO). The structure was analyzed
with the eigenvalues (Eigen), the Cattell sedimentation
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graph and the factor loads. The criterion proposed by Field
[31] was used, who established that the factor loads in this
type of analysis must be equal to or greater than .40. The
structure was studied with the Varimax rotations, forcing
the distribution of the items in four factors.

3. Results

3.1. Exploratory Factor Analysis of the SACQ in
Chilean University Students

Exploratory factor analysis of the SACQ short version
was carried out in Chilean university students. Initially, the
Kayser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) adequacy measure was
identified as .823, the Bartlett sphericity test was
significant (p <.001), confirming the possibility of
performing the exploratory factor analysis. The results
obtained report that the four indicated factors explain the
45.140% of the variance, a result that is confirmed in the
sedimentation graph (see Fig. 1).

The analysis of the factorial weights of the items allowed
identifying items that did not load any factor, which
presented loads less than .40 or loaded different
dimensions from the initial version. Specifically, item S42
belonging to the dimension of social adjustment: “I do not
feel comfortable with certain people in the Career”. It was
eliminated because it did not load any factor. Seven items
presented lower loads than what was theoretically
established. From the academic adjustment dimension 3
items were identified (A52, A27, A13) and from the social
adjustment dimension the remaining four items were found
(S30, S8, S46, S57). In total, 8 items were removed from
the initial version, leaving a total of 39. The distribution of
the items per factor turned out to be similar, in Table 2 the
loads of each item per factor are reported.

9 11 13 15 17 19 21

23

25 27 29 31 33 35 37 39 41 43 45 47

Factor number

Figure 1. Sedimentation graph Cattell
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Table 2.

Item loads per factor

Item description

Factors

P7. I have experienced sadness and quite a few mood swings lately
P20. I am not able to control my emotions lately

P64. | find it difficult to cope with the stress that university causes me

P11. I feel tired most of the time lately

A29. | don't feel very motivated to study lately

A28. | have headaches lately

P45. | often feel confused

P2. I've been feeling nervous lately

P12. | find it difficult to be alone and have so many responsibilities
P40. I don't sleep well lately

P55. | feel good lately

P38. I get mad very easily lately

AZ21. | think I am not able to do everything that is required of me

A41. I'm not doing it well enough because of the amount of work | do

P31. I've been thinking about asking for psychological help lately

732
715
714
.679
.645
.639
.626
.620
.608
.604
-.590
.589
.586
576
519

S63. | have good friends and acquaintances in the Career to tell them about any problem .683

S9. I'm adjusting well to university
S4. 1 am meeting people and making friends at the university
S1. I think I fit in well at the university

S37. 1 think I have enough social skills to integrate well to the university life

S65. | am satisfied with my life at the university

S18. | have close personal relationships at the university

S51. | have felt very lonely in the Career lately

160. I'm thinking of leaving the university definitively

147. 1 hope to finish my studies in this faculty

159. I'm thinking of moving to another faculty

115. I am satisfied with my decision to go to college

134. 1 wish I was in another university or college faculty

Ab5. | know why | am in college and what | want to get out of it

.664

.663

.653

-.595

.508

.502

-.455
.705
-.674
.634
-.608
.600
-.557

A58. Most of the things that | am interested in are not related to what I do in the Career .524
161. I am seriously considering taking time off from college and continuing later .501

A19. My academic goals are well defined

A32. | doubt the value that a university career can have

Ab54. | am satisfied with the subjects of this course

A43. | am satisfied with the quality of the subjects I have

A36. | am satisfied with the number and variety of subjects | have
AB2. | am very satisfied with the teachers that | have this course
A50. | like the work I do in the subjects

S30. | am satisfied with the social activities offered by the university
A27. | like to do the term papers

S57. In short, I would rather be at home than here

Ab52. | have a hard time getting homework scheduled

A13. | am satisfied with the pace at which | am working

S8. 1 am very involved in the university life

-.500
471
.765
.695
.666
.603
428
.365
337
.329
315
.381
374

S46. | am satisfied with my participation in the social activities offered by the university 374

Ad44. | am attending classes regularly
S42. | am not comfortable with certain people in the Career

-.306

Note: Extraction method: factorization of main axes; Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalization; The rotation has converged in 5

iterations.

Factor 1 corresponds to the set of items in the
personal-emotional adjustment dimension (items P7, P20,
P64, P11, A29, P28, P45, P2, P12, P40, P55, P38, A21,
A41, P31). These 15 items refer to the psychological
processes related to the adaptation process difficulties
(anxiety, sadness, anger and tiredness), beliefs of inability

to cope with the demands of the university life and the
desire to seek psychological help. Three items from the
dimension of academic adjustment were included within
this very factor (A29 " | don't feel very motivated to study
lately "'; A21 "I think | am not able to do everything that is
required of me"; A41; "I'm not it doing well enough
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because of the amount of work | do”).

Factor 2 corresponds to the dimension of social
adjustment (items: S63, S9, S4, S1, S37, S65, S18, S57).
This dimension was constituted by 8 social adjustment
items from the original version. The set of items in this
dimension refers to the possibility that the university offers
for the development of social skills: meeting people,
establishing friendship and making friends; as well as the
perception of adaptation: comfort and satisfaction for the
social life of the university. In this version, item S57 (“I
have felt very lonely in the Career lately”) presented a
negative charge as expected conceptually for this
dimension. Item S37 ("1 think | have enough social skills to
integrate well to the university life") presented a negative
charge, a result that was not expected for this dimension.

Factor 3 refers to the set of items belonging to the
institutional adjustment dimension (items: 160, 147, 159,
115, 134, A5, A58, 161, A19, A32). The 10 items of this
dimension mention the students’ satisfaction of being in
the different dependencies of the university (Faculty,
Career), in the value and achievement of the objectives of
belonging to the institution and in the desire to continue the
university studies or not. In this case, 4 items that originally
belonged to the dimension of academic adjustment (A5: "I
know why | am at the University and what | want to get out
of it”; A58 "Most of the things that I’m interested in are not
related to what | do in the Career"; A19 "My academic
goals are well defined"; A32 "I doubt the value that a
university degree can have") were included in this new
dimension. The inverse items were: 147, 115, A5, A19.

And finally factor 4 corresponds to the dimension of
academic adjustment (items: A54, A43, A36, A62, A50).
These five items refer to the students’ satisfaction
regarding the quantity, variety and presentation of the
academic activities of the subjects; as well as the professors
who teach them. All these questions corresponded to the
dimension of academic adjustment in the original version
of the scale. After making the respective modifications, a
new version of the SACQ with 38 reagents was available.

4. Conclusions

The objective of this work was to evaluate the internal
structure of the SACQ in a sample of Chilean students. The
responses of a total of 249 first-year students during the
2018-2019 academic year were analyzed. The analysis of
the 4-factor model proposed in the original version [3]
adapted to Spanish by [21] was carried out.

Based on the changes in the items in the dimensions of
the SACQ in previous studies [26] and the authors’
recommendations about the reconsideration of the
allocation of items [27], an EFA was performed to assess
the distribution of the items in the sample of Chilean
first-year university students. Unlike what was found in
previous studies [3, 21], all items belonging to the
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dimension of social adjustment presented loads only in that
dimension. The behavior of the items of the academic
dimension was different, which showed significant loads in
other factors, being composed by 5 items only.

In the case of the personal-emotional adjustment
dimension, three items from the academic adjustment
dimension were included in this factor. These items refer to
perceptions of the students’ ability and motivation to face
academic responsibilities. This finding highlights the
consideration of items related to the perception of
competence, motivation and coping as personal elements
of the students rather than merely academic elements.
Regarding the institutional dimension, three academic
items conformed this factor.

It is concluded that the SACQ was made up of 38 items
that represent 4 factors corresponding to: (1)
personal-emotional items (P7, P20, P64, P11, A29, P28,
P45, P2, P12, P40, P55, P38, A21, A41, P31), (2) social
items (S63, S9, S4, S1, S37, S65, S18, S57), (3)
institutional items (160, 147, 159, 115, 134, A5, A58, 161,
Al19, A32) and (4) academic items (A54, A43, A36, A62,
A50). It is recommended in future studies to carry out
confirmatory factor analysis and other indices that allow
evaluating psychometric properties.
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