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Abstract 

Higher education institutions are increasingly being measured using key performance indicators such 
as student retention, success, achievement and attendance. There is a dearth of research focusing 
on group dynamics within classroom settings, with very little focusing on cohesion. There is 
however, evidence, in organisational and sports settings, that cohesion can have a positive impact 
upon performance and adherence to group activities. More cohesive classes may therefore result in 
improved performance in higher education. This study aimed to examine whether group cohesion 
was related to markers of student success in a higher education classes in three English colleges. 
One hundred and seven first year sports students took part by completing the Perceived Cohesion 
Scale for Small Groups (PCS) at the end of semester one and two. Responses were correlated with 
student attendance, success, achievement and retention. Results indicated that attendance was 
positively correlated with cohesion (r = 0.4, p = 0.01), but there were no other relationships. The 
effect sizes were higher in semester 2 compared to semester 1 which suggests that cohesion may 
develop over time in student groups. The findings indicate that cohesion may be important to 
enhance attendance at colleges and that building cohesion should be a priority for classroom 
managers.  

 

  



Introduction 

This study aimed to examine the  relationship  between  cohesion  and  the  markers  of  student 
success  in  higher  education  (HE),  namely,  attendance,  retention,  achievement  and  success.  
Cohesion is defined as a tendency  of  a  group  to  remain  united,  forge  social  bonds  and  share 
ideals in the pursuit of objectives (Dhurup and Reddy 2013). Within educational settings, cohesion 
has been linked to better classroom atmosphere and student attendance (Swezey,  Meltzer,  and 
Salas 1994). To date, little research has examined the relationship between perceived classroom 
cohesion and key performance indicators (KPIs) in educational settings.  Cohesion  has,  however, 
been  widely  studied  in  sport  and  exercise  literature,  with  most  researchers  reporting  that  
high    levels of cohesion can result in improved sports performance (e.g. Carron, Bray, and Eys 
2002).  We therefore aimed to examine whether this relationship is apparent in educational settings. 

In the sport domain, cohesion is discussed as a multi-dimensional concept, comprised of task and 
social aspects. Task cohesion refers to the degree to which members of a group work together to 
achieve a common goal, whereas social cohesion reflects interpersonal attraction amongst group 
members (Weinberg and Gould 2010). High levels of task cohesion have been linked to team success 
in sport (Carron, Bray, and Eys 2002), and social cohesion has been associated with better adherence 
in exercise classes (Spink and Carron 1992).  Indeed, cohesion is the most important small group 
variable that directly contributes to group members’ exercise behaviours and cognitions, such as 
adherence, intention and effort (Gu and Solmon 2011). It has been a common assumption that if a 
team displays togetherness it has a greater chance of success. 

Other views of cohesion focus on morale and belonging (Chin et al. 1999). These are seen as 
fundamental aspects of cohesion and influence whether a group will be successful and remain 
united (e.g. Bollen and Hoyle 1990). Belonging refers to how much participants feel part of a group. 
Members who feel that they belong within a group wish to be associated with others within the 
group and seek out opportunities to interact with them (Bollen and Hoyle 1990). This concept links 
with social cohesion, whereby individuals feel attracted to the group and wish to be part of it. 
Morale refers to how individuals feel about the status of the group and how objectives are achieved.  
This  is  equally  important  because,  without  it,  motivation  to  achieve  group goals is lessened. 
There is evidence that morale and belonging are important factors in classroom dynamics and may 
reflect task and social cohesion, respectively (e.g. Hijzen, Boekaerts, and Vedder 2007). Belonging or 
social cohesion, for example, may be important during the first year of undergraduate study when 
friendships are forged. 

Meta-analytical studies in sport have demonstrated that there is a significant positive relationship 
between team success and cohesion (Carron et al. 2002). Using 46 studies with 164 effect sizes, it 
was found that cohesion demonstrated a significant moderate to large relationship with 
performance (ES = 0.655). The analysis also examined the interaction between task type and 
cohesion, using both co-active and interactive sports. Results indicated that task type was not a  
moderator  of  this  effect,  meaning  that  it  did  not  matter  whether  the  sport  was  co-active  or 
interactive; cohesion still had a medium to large effect on performance. 

Extensive  research  has  also  been  conducted  to  investigate  the  impact  of   perceived   group 
cohesion upon attendance and/or adherence within group exercise settings (Burke 2003; Carron, 
Hausenblas,  and  Mack  1996;  Christensen  et  al.   2006;   Estabrooks   and   Carron   1999;   Gu   
and Solmon 2011; Spink and Carron 1992, 1993, 1994).  These  groups  may  be  more  akin  to  the 
classroom  due  to  the  co-active  nature  of  the  exercise  class.  The   results   of   these   studies   all 
suggest a positive relationship between adherence to exercise programmes and perceived cohesion.  



Spink and Carron (1994), for example, examined cohesion   and   attendance   in   two different 
exercise classes.  Using discriminant function   analysis,   it   was   shown   that   regular   attenders   
in   university   fitness   classes   had   significantly   higher   perceptions   of   task   cohesion than 
those who dropped out or did not attend class. In a second study, using participants in a private 
fitness club, results also reflected that  cohesion  was  a  reliable  predictor  of  adherence; however,  
here,  it  was  social  cohesion   that   discriminated   between   adherers   and   non-adherers (ibid).  
Most  studies  have  been  completed  within  small  group  exercise  settings,  however  Anessi   
(1999)  also  demonstrated  better  attendance  and  less  dropout  amongst  those  who  perceived 
higher levels of group cohesion even within  much  larger  commercial  exercise  centres.  This  may 
therefore link to higher education  institutions  (HEIs)  where  class  sizes  may  be  large  and  where 
students are co-acting rather than interacting with others. 

There is some ambiguity in the research, however, and some authors have found no relationship 
between cohesion and markers of success (e.g. Widmeyer and Martens 1978). In sport, these 85 
discrepancies have been explained based on the nature of the sports used as measures.  For 
example, a positive relationship between team cohesion and team success can be found for 
interacting sports such as basketball and hockey, yet co-acting sports such as bowling have not 
revealed the same correlation (Landers et al. 1982). This has implications in educational settings and 
the relationship between cohesion and success in the classroom may be dependent upon the 90 
dynamic of the group and whether the students perceive themselves to be in a co-acting or 
interacting environment.  

Depending on the setting, students may be independent, co-acting or interacting. Independent 
work, for example, may take place during sessions or outside of the classrooms where students work 
alone. Equally, during seminars or to complete a group assessment, students may work together to 
solve problems and, thus, work interactively. At other times, students may work co- actively on 
different tasks to collectively achieve an overall goal, such as solving separate parts of a problem 
then putting these together to devise an overall solution. For summative assessments, students tend 
to work independently but there is an increase in group-based assessments within some universities 
(Sridharan, Tai, and Boud 2018). Therefore, student perceptions of cohesion may be dynamic 
depending on the context. Such perceptions will also differ from the sporting domain, where 
athletes may need to work together to be successful more often. Indeed, the competition versus co-
operation element should be noted, as should the dimensions of cohesion, namely, task/ social and 
morale/belongingness. Athletes within sports teams often work together to achieve      a common 
goal (similar to students completing group assessments that are goal driven and linked to task 
cohesion), whereas students may work more often in competition with one another for individual 
assessment grades (e.g. Stapel and Kooman 2005). However, social or belongingness cohesion 
should not be discounted. Students may still work separately and compete for grades, but equally 
they may feel that they belong in their group and possess a desire to socialise with their peers. As 
such, they may not be working together to achieve a common goal (task cohesion) but may enjoy 
being part of their group from a belongingness perspective. Therefore, it is important to 
acknowledge the multidimensional nature of cohesion and group dynamics both in the classroom 
and in the sports domain. 

It has recently been argued that HEIs are becoming more focused on graduate outcomes rather than 
on the student experience (Daniels and Brooker 2014). As such, the current identity of students may 
be being neglected at the expense of future graduate attributes. If students feel that they do not 
have an identity and do not belong on their programme, they are at risk of disengagement (ibid). 
However, HEIs are measured on student outcomes, and therefore these cannot be ignored. It is 



often accepted that, if students complete activities and engage with their learning, they will be 
successful; sometimes, however, this success does not follow (Martin et al. 2014). It is argued that 
psychological and social factors, such as student identity (Daniels and Brooker 2014), self-esteem 
(Murray and Kennedy-Lightsey 2013) and group cohesion (Senior 2001), may be significant in terms 
of student success. 

There is also some evidence to suggest that there are links between cohesion and attendance in 
environments outside of the sport and exercise setting. Tonigan, Ashcroft, and Miller (1995) 
reported that members who perceived their Alcoholics Anonymous groups to be cohesive were 
more likely to endorse their group practices and recommend them to others.  In addition, Lloyd- Rice 
and Tonigan (2012) found that impressions of group cohesion within Alcoholics Anonymous 
meetings were a predictor of increased attendance. Similarly, MacNair-Semands (2002) suggested 
that regular attendance is a marker of group cohesion within group therapy, and that, in accord with 
Falloon (1981) and Yueksel et al. (2000), more cohesive groups have fewer members who drop out. 
This could also link to educational settings, where students may not be directly interacting with one 
another in a co-operative way (as in team sports), but may be co-acting with each other in a 
supportive manner (i.e. social or belongingness cohesion). 

Other research focused on the context of employment; Steers and Rhodes (1978) conducted meta-
analysis that showed a modest association between group size and absenteeism from work. Results 
indicated that increased work group size leads to lower group cohesiveness. Shader et al. (2001) 
showed a more direct relationship within a study of 241 nurses working in an academic medical 
centre. It was found that increased group cohesion within these working environments was related 
to decreased turnover of staff, suggesting that measures of group cohesion could be used as a 
predictor of anticipated attrition. 

These results have demonstrated clear implications for sport, exercise and beyond but they could 
also be translated to the classroom. Cohesion in educational terms has been defined as a sense of 
togetherness or community within a group (Corey and Corey 1997). Many teachers value class 
cohesion and feel that it is key to academic success (Senior 2001). In her investigation into cohesion 
within adult language learning environments, Senior (2001) reported that teachers felt that cohesion 
made learners feel safe within class and fostered language development. Interviews revealed that 
teachers actively strove to enhance cohesion through group activities and extra- curricular tasks. It 
was concluded that teachers valued cohesion highly within their classes and that    it was a key factor 
in student engagement. 

Early research carried out in the USA sought to assess whether cohesion could be linked to the 
academic performance of school students. In a study of 155 elementary school students, Lott and 
Lott (1966) compared differences between groups demonstrating high and low cohesiveness on the 
completion of co-operative learning tasks in three successive weeks. The results from the study 
suggested that, for all three tasks, highly cohesive groups significantly outperformed the groups that 
exhibited low cohesiveness on both learning scores and time to completion. Another study 
comparing the impact of high cohesiveness and low cohesiveness on academic performance in 
school-age children was carried out by Shaw and Shaw (1962). In this study, students were placed 
into either high cohesiveness or low cohesiveness groups and provided with co-operative spelling 
tasks. Results showed that there was greater learning of new tasks within the highly cohesive group 
during the initial testing phase, but that this positive correlation was not evident in later phases of 
learning. 



More recently, qualitative approaches have been used and the link between class cohesion and 
quality of learning has been made in studies examining organisational behaviour and language 
classes (e.g. Ehrman and Dörnyei 1998; Swezey, Meltzer, and Salas 1994). Cohesion in the classroom 
has many benefits, including enhanced group support amongst members, increased likelihood that 
members will feel welcome (Ehrman and Dörnyei 1998) and increased engagement in self- 
disclosure and participation in group tasks (Levine and Moreland 1998). Cohesive classes also enjoy 
interacting with one another (Forsyth 1999) and such groups promote mutual learning due to 
increased solidarity and caring within lessons (Hinger 2006). In addition, Swezey, Meltzer, and Salas 
(1994) reported that cohesive groups contain members who are involved in the activities of the 
group, are highly co-ordinated and are less likely to be absent. Therefore, cohesion may be linked to 
attendance and, with that, other markers of success in education. 

Student identity and a sense of belongingness to an institution have also been linked to engagement 
in HE. Murray and Kennedy-Lightsey (2013) explored the Communication Theory of Identity (CTI; 
Hecht 1993, cited in Murray and Kennedy-Lightsey 2013), which states that four frames of identity 
can be linked to cohesion. The personal frame refers to how individuals perceive themselves, the 
enacted frame is how people act amongst others and project themselves, and the relational frame 
refers to interactions within relationships and the communal frame reflects collec- tive identities. All 
of the frames need to be understood in conjunction with one another; however, there are clear links 
between the enacted, relational and communal frames and cohesion. If there is a gap between 
personal and communal frames, students may be more likely to disengage from their studies. This 
predictive relationship is magnified if personal–relational gaps exist. As such, it appears that if 
students do not feel as though they belong in a group, they may be more likely to disengage from 
their programme of study. Peers, teachers and support staff may all influence how       a student feels 
about their group. Students who feel that they have a good relationship with their peers and 
members of the faculty tend to be more confident and have more positive self- perceptions (Craig 
and Stake 2004). As such, fostering a cohesive atmosphere amongst all stake- holders may help 
students to engage with their programme to a greater degree. 

Therefore it appears that social cohesion is important for belongingness and relational reasons. 
However, paradoxically, effective groups tend to demonstrate more task-oriented goals and 
belongingness-oriented goals have been shown to be more prevalent in ineffective classroom 
learning teams. As such, belongingness appears to be more important to low achievers than high 
achievers (Hijzen, Boekaerts, and Vedder 2007). This may be true in some classroom settings where 
students who are more interested in making friends and becoming part of a group may place less 
emphasis on task-oriented goals. This dynamic requires more investigation, and it may be that task-
oriented goals become more important as students progress through their studies. Despite this, it 
has been argued that, certainly in the early stages of beginning an undergraduate programme, 
focusing on developing a student identity and sense of belongingness are important for engagement 
and, ultimately, student success (Murray and Kennedy-Lightsey 2013). 

There is evidence that cohesion is something to be fostered and nurtured within the classroom. It is 
surprising, therefore, that no research could be found that examines the impact of cohesion on 
success and attendance rates in HE settings. Much of the education-focused literature has centred 
on building cohesion within classroom environments. Whilst there is a great deal of sports-based 
research that laments the importance of cohesion, no study to date has examined the link between 
cohesion and attendance in the classroom. 

If a relationship between cohesion, attendance, retention, success and achievement is found, this 
may suggest a need for time and resources to be spent on developing group cohesion within student 



cohorts to replicate the positive outcomes in these other settings. Therefore, the aim of this study 
was to examine the effect of perceived group cohesion on attendance, retention and achievement in 
a college-based HE setting. 

The hypotheses were as follows: 

H1: Cohesion overall and its elements (morale and belonging) will be positively correlated with 
attendance 

H2: Cohesion overall and its elements (morale and belonging) will be positively correlated with 
retention 

H3: Cohesion overall and its elements (morale and belonging) will be positively correlated with 
achievement 

H4: Cohesion overall and its elements (morale and belonging) will be positively correlated with 
success 

 

Materials and method 

Participants 

This study involved 107 first-year, level four students drawn from seven HE programmes under the 
general umbrella of ‘sport and exercise’ studying at three separate mixed-economy colleges in the 
North East of England. All students were foundation degree or HND students in 2014/15 and class 
sizes ranged from 11 to 24. Thirteen students either dropped out of their programme or were not 
present for final data analysis, thus 94 students were included in the final analysis. 

Instruments 

Group cohesion was assessed through the six-item Perceived Cohesion Scale for Small Groups (PCS; 
Chin et al. 1999). This questionnaire was adapted from the original Bollen and Hoyle (1990) 
inventory by altering some of the wording.  In the original version, the word community was used to 
describe the collective population of interest. Chin et al.  (1999)  replaced this with the word group, 
which was thought to be a more representative term for smaller teams of people. We felt that this 
more accurately represented the student population, in that students would more readily describe 
themselves as a group rather than a community. The PCS was found to be a useful indicator of 
cohesion, with acceptable reliability (α = > 0.87) and demonstrating similar, robust psychometric 
properties to the original inventory (Chin et al. 1999). 

Respondents indicated the extent to which they agreed with each statement on a Likert scale (1 = 
strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Individual responses were summed and averaged to provide 
scores on the overall measure of Perceived Cohesion and two specific components of cohesion 
(belonging and morale). For example, Question 1, ‘I feel that I belong in this group’, is    a measure of 
belonging, and Question 2, ‘I am happy to be part of this group’, is a measure of morale. Data were 
collected via the PCS at the completion of semester one and the completion of semester two. 
Attendance data (i.e. the percentage attendance for each student) were collated via each college’s 
own internal systems at the end of each semester. Retention (i.e. the percentage of students who 
remained on programme at the end of the academic year) and achievement (i.e. the percentage of 
the cohort who successfully completed the first year and were able to progress to second year) 
results for each group were collated, also using central data sources. Success data was calculated as 



the percentage of the cohort who started the programme and successfully achieved. Put another 
way, success is a measure of how many students started the course compared to how many 
successfully achieved, and can be calculated as retention x achievement and expressed as a 
percentage. 

Ethics 

The study was approved by the Newcastle College Ethics Committee. Access to central data was 
approved by senior management in all three institutions prior to the study commencing. Students 
completed the questionnaire during timetabled lessons or tutorials. All students were provided with 
an information sheet describing the study and signed a consent form before participating. Time was 
also provided for students to ask questions before the questionnaire was distributed. 

Data analysis 

Pearson correlations were conducted to establish relationships between cohesion and retention, 
achievement, success and attendance. ANOVA was employed to examine differences between the 
three college groups. SPSS version 22 was used for all statistical analysis, using an alpha level of p < 
0.05. 

Results 

Attendance 

Attendance  was  significantly  higher  in  semester  one  (88.72%)  than  in  semester  two  (76.50%;     
p < 0.001). In semester one, overall cohesion was positively correlated with semester one 
attendance (r = 0.26, p = 0.01). However, cohesion overall could only account for 6.7% of 
attendance. Cohesion belonging was positively correlated with attendance (r = 0.26, p = 0.01), as 
was cohesion morale (r = 0.24, p = 0.02). Effect sizes for all correlations were small. 

In  semester  two,  overall  cohesion  was  positively  correlated  with  semester  two  attendance    (r 
= 0.37, p < 0.001) and accounted for 13.8% of attendance. Cohesion belonging was positively 
correlated with attendance (r = 0.38, p < 0.001), as was cohesion morale (r = 0.33, p = 0.002). Effect 
sizes for all correlations in semester two were small; however, they were larger than in semester    
one, indicating that cohesion may take time to impact upon attendance. 

Cohesion did not change from semester one to semester two in either category (p > 0.05). 

Therefore, H1 was supported. 

Retention 

Overall cohesion was not related to retention in either semester (p > 0.05). In addition, cohesion 
belonging and cohesion morale were also unrelated to retention (p > 0.05). Therefore, H2 was not 
supported. 280 

Achievement 

Overall cohesion was not related to achievement in either semester (p > 0.05). In addition, cohesion 
belonging and cohesion morale were also unrelated to achievement (p > 0.05). Therefore, H3 was 
not supported. 

  

Success 



Overall cohesion was not related to success in either semester (p > 0.05). In addition, cohesion 
belonging and cohesion morale were also unrelated to success (p > 0.05). Therefore H4 was not 
supported. 

Groups 

As the students were from different colleges and different-sized groups, comparisons were made 
using a one-way ANOVA to explore differences in overall cohesion. 

The college with the largest class sizes had the lowest cohesion (see Table 1). The ANOVA revealed 
that there was a significant effect of group size (F(2,91) = 5.51; p = 0.006). Post-hoc Games– Howell 
tests revealed that the college with the largest class sizes demonstrated significantly lower cohesion 
than the college with the smallest (p = 0.007). No other differences were found between groups. 

 

Discussion 

This study aimed to establish whether or not group cohesion is positively correlated with a number 
of KPIs within HE. Cohesion and attendance have been shown to be positively related in a range of 
other settings, so the expectation was that this would also be apparent within undergraduate sport 
and exercise classes. It was also anticipated that both of these variables would have a positive 
relationship with retention, achievement and success. Overall, however, only H1 was supported, 
demonstrating that cohesion was positively correlated with attendance. The findings of the study 
are discussed below. 

The study revealed that both aspects of cohesion were positively correlated with attendance of first-
year HE students studying a sport and exercise programme. This finding is supported in research that 
illustrates that cohesion is a powerful group property, especially within team sports (Holt and 
Sparkes 2001). Cohesion contributes to the significance of unity and bonding within sports settings 
and therefore it could be expected to also apply to an academic sport and exercise cohort, where 
the opportunity to forge friendships, shared goals and social norms is also present. This notion, 
however, was not supported in terms of academic performance measures such as retention, 
achievement and success. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Class sizes according to college. 

Class sizes Mean number of students in class Mean overall cohesion SD overall cohesion 

Largest   17.6     33.75    6.64 

Second-largest  9.5     38.06   3.80 

Smallest  7     39.50   3.38 

  



Cohesion has been defined in a number of ways; however, a main focal aspect is that of the 
attractiveness of the group (which is linked to belongingness). Carron, Bray, and Eys (2002) proposed 
that it is the attraction of membership in a group for its members that leads to cohesiveness. When 
HE is delivered within further education (FE) colleges, students are often internal progressors from 
level three to level four. Attraction may contribute to the relationship between cohesiveness and 
attendance at the start of an academic year, especially if the students know one another. Indeed, 
belongingness is an important factor in student identity and can contribute to engagement with a 
programme (Daniels and Brooker 2014). Attendance was sig- nificantly higher in semester one than 
in semester two, indicating that engagement may have decreased as the year progressed. However, 
other factors may have contributed to this, such as personal factors and conflicting interests or 
responsibilities. 

Dhurup and Reddy (2013) highlight that the transition of students from FE to HE can be stressful and 
a repositioning takes place. This requires students to be open to interaction and more interpersonal 
involvement with peers from varied geographical and ethnic backgrounds, which may explain why 
attendance was greater at the start of the academic year and why a relationship between overall 
cohesion and attendance remains apparent. Dhurup and Reddy further discuss that disruptions and 
the new challenges of academic demands lead to further stressors that may distract students. This 
may result in students having difficulty finding the correct balance between academic and social 
activities, which in turn may negatively influence educational performance measures. 

Class attendance, assignment submissions, general study and academic achievement often mean 
that students must develop a work–life balance to be successful, something that is particularly 
evident for HE students within a college setting (Lowe and Gayle 2007). Students studying on a sport 
or exercise programme are also, in many cases, student athletes with the added responsibility of 
managing sporting demands such as daily practice, competitions and injuries. These additional 
variables were not accounted for within the study and may have affected attendance throughout the 
semesters. 

It is evident, however, that cohesiveness has positive outcomes in terms of attendance. There is 
some limited research into the relationship between attendance and cohesion in educational 
settings. Murray and Kennedy-Lightsey (2013), for example, reported that students who felt that 
they belonged in an institution were less likely to leave or disengage from their programme. This is 
also reflected in studies examining exercise programmes, demonstrating that group dynamics play 
an integral part in explaining why individuals remain or withdraw from a class. Spink and Carron 
(1993), for example, found that exercise participants who dropped out of a class or programme had 
lower perceptions of their classes’ cohesiveness than those who maintained adherence. As such, 
students who feel that their group is cohesive may be more willing to attend lectures and seminars. 
The lack of relationship between cohesion and any of the educational performance measures 
(retention, achievement and success) does not follow the patterns that have been seen within 
sporting contexts. It is worth noting, however, that most of the evidence presented earlier in this 
article was found within interactive team sport settings when individual group members are working 
towards a shared goal. HE within an FE college takes place within a context where most students are 
isolated learners whose learning is disconnected from that of others and their individual measure of 
performance is independent from that of other group members (Tinto 2000). Certainly, in the three 
institutions sampled, there was limited summatively assessed group work. Where group work took 
place, it was never 100% of a module mark. As such, working together to achieve academic grades 
was not commonplace and further research could be conducted to examine this in more detail. 
Therefore, positive cohesion with classmates might not realistically have a strong impact upon 



students’ own personal motivation to perform acade- mically, but it may make them want to attend 
class. In addition, there might also be some questions remaining over the potential cause–effect 
relationship between cohesion and perfor- mance. Research findings remain ambiguous regarding 
whether successful performance leads to increased cohesion or whether high cohesion results in 
better performance (Mullen and Copper 1995; Williams and Widmeyer 1991). Our results support 
those of Hijzen, Boekaerts, and Vedder (2007), who reported that belonging-related goals were 
unrelated to effectiveness in the class- room. As such, making friends and feeling part of a group 
may not be important to academic success in educational settings. Rather, students who feel part of 
a group may be good attenders, but this may not necessarily impact on their productivity and 
achievement within the classroom. Indeed, evidence suggests that some students can learn just as 
well independently as do others by attending sessions (Hyde and Flournoy 1986). It is therefore clear 
that further investigation is required to determine why students do not succeed in educational 
settings. Students who are at risk of dropping out are generally individuals with a complex mix of 
characteristics, but if educators are to try to improve these performance indicators, they must surely 
have their students in attendance whilst fostering cohesion within the group. This final point has also 
been recognised within sporting contexts by Williams and Widmeyer (1991), who stated that, 
despite a lack of association between cohesion and performance, the creation of cohesive groups 
could in a tangential way create a platform upon which other variables and psychological factors 
might be developed. 

The importance of cohesion and investment in its development should not be ruled out. Some 
evidence has suggested that a stronger cohesiveness–performance effect may be observed within 
smaller groups (Mullen and Copper 1995). The current study was carried out with full cohorts and 
therefore possible effects may have been lost within the numbers. This focus upon smaller groups of 
cohesive learners might add credence to the idea of developing ‘learning communities’ within 
overall student cohorts. For example, Tinto (1995) found that such communities led to more 
involvement in learning activities, more learning and higher rates of overall perseverance with the 
overall learning process. The construction of such groups might be an avenue for future research 
based around Tinto’s (2000) theory that the construction of these ‘learning communities’ within 
student cohorts requires learners to become more active in their approach to, and also responsible 
for, their own learning and the learning of others within their group. 

This study has therefore supported the hypothesis that cohesion is positively correlated with 
attendance in both semesters of a first-year HE programme. Effect sizes were small (r < 0.4) but they 
did increase over time, indicating that cohesion may take time to develop. We did not find support   
for the hypotheses that cohesion was related to objective measures of performance (namely, 
achievement, success and retention). These findings have implications for managers in HE settings      
as well as staff and students. Attendance is considered to be an important factor in teaching in FE 
settings and is often measured to determine quality of delivery. If attendance is to be encouraged, 
cohesion must therefore be fostered. Managers and staff should therefore work to ensure that 
cohesive behaviour is supported both inside and outside of the classroom. This could be achieved 
through encouraging group work within lessons or offering team-building opportunities outside of 
class. In addition, as cohesion was lower in institutions with the highest class size, cohort numbers 
should be examined to determine if there is an optimal class size for fostering cohesion. 

 Limitations 

Some limitations to this study need to be acknowledged. First, we used only one self-report measure 
of cohesion. Whilst PCS has been validated by previous studies (Bollen and Hoyle 1990;   Chin et al. 
1999; Salisbury, Carte, and Chidambaram 2006), none made use of this particular population. One 



may therefore question the robustness of the psychometric properties of the questionnaire and how 
well it fully captured the feelings of the students. Future research should      aim to use a variety of 
methods to assess cohesion and its components. Qualitative methods could   be employed, for 
example, to explore the reasons for cohesion levels in certain classes. In addition, other measures 
could be correlated with cohesion, such as student satisfaction ratings or module review results. 

The results show that cohesion may take time to develop, therefore future studies should aim to 
explore cohesion using longitudinal methods. This would establish if cohesion changes over the 
years of a degree programme and whether cohesion is related to success in later years of study. 
Whilst three different colleges were used for this study, it should be noted that HE classes in colleges 
are different from those in university settings. Specifically, the colleges used here had limited 
investment in library and group learning facilities. Libraries were not open 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week, as is commonly seen in university settings. Class sizes tend to be smaller in colleges compared 
to universities and there are fewer opportunities for students to socialise in clubs and societies 
outside of the classroom. As such, the findings can only be generalised to institutions similar to those 
measured here.  There  is  scope  therefore  to  expand  this  research  to universities where class 
sizes may be significantly larger, students tend to live away from home and social events are more 
abundant. Further studies could attempt to explore the relationship between class size, social 
opportunities and success in higher education.  

To conclude, this study has shown that cohesion is related to attendance in HE settings. Developing 
cohesion within colleges could impact on attendance and therefore the student experience. Over 
time, this may result in higher success rates and greater student satisfaction with their programmes. 
Using cohesion-building methods would therefore be of benefit to colleges delivering HE.  
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