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Chapter One: Introduction 

University committees, staff, and faculty spend hours studying special 

populations, including first-generation and transfer students at colleges and universities 

(Darling & Smith, 2007).  Both first-generation and transfer students face more barriers 

to persistence and graduation than their peers who have attended the same university for 

their entire collegiate career (Darling & Smith, 2007; Seider et al., 2015; Shurts, 2016).  

Although attendance numbers are rising in both populations, transfer students and first-

generation students have lower retention and completion rates (Bonet & Walters, 2016; 

Seider et al., 2015).  Nearly 34% of low-income, first-generation students graduated with 

undergraduate degrees compared to 66% of their peers in 2008 (Engle & Tinto, 2008, p. 

2).  Research has been conducted on both populations in hopes of finding why retention 

rates are lower (Fauria & Fuller, 2015; Seider et al., 2015).   

Barriers to graduation exist in both populations and many overlap (Darling & 

Smith, 2007; Davis, 2010; Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  Some barriers include lack of 

academic preparedness and readiness, as well as financial stress and negative family 

influence, all of which can affect the success of first-generation and transfer students 

(Darling & Smith, 2007).  Students who are not college-ready may try to navigate their 

experiences and may even succeed for some time, but eventually, without the necessary 

tools needed to succeed they will likely burn out (Davis, 2010).   

All students, specifically first-generation and transfer students, have a better 

chance of succeeding if they feel they are academically and socially integrated into the 

university setting (Seider et al., 2015; Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  Students must feel 

valued and supported as individuals in order to succeed (Strayhorn, 2012).  Additionally, 
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Strayhorn (2016) stated, “College students who feel as if they belong in college always 

perform better than those who ‘stick out’ and do not feel as if they belong” (p. 123).  

Sense of belonging is a theory based on social psychology not defined in a clear-cut set of 

steps, which may be applied to keep both first-generation and transfer students engaged at 

higher education institutions (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).   

Additionally, sense of belonging is a basic human need all people desire 

(Strayhorn, 2012).  Although sense of belonging is a human need, practitioners rely on 

anecdotal information that may or may not address issues regarding student sense of 

belonging (Strayhorn, 2012).  This study is important to the field because specific factors 

can be identified related to first-generation transfer students’ sense of belonging, which in 

turn could impact their retention rate in higher education.  Both first-generation and 

transfer student populations have been studied independently for many years, yet the 

most recent research article combining first-generation and transfer student experiences 

was published in 1995; therefore, this study is particularly timely to provide more current 

information as retention rates are becoming increasingly important (Rendon, 1995).  

 Academic advisors are often the first authority figures to formally interact with a 

student upon enrollment at an institution (Teasley & Buchanan, 2013).  The role of the 

academic advisor is often course scheduling; however, academic advisors also assist 

students with developing a plan of study, orienting to the university, and helping with 

major selection (Huber & Miller, 2013).  Academic advisors may also need to develop a 

different type of relationship dependent upon what each first-generation transfer student 

might need (Sickles, 2004).  Some advisors quickly learn about students’ educational and 

family background and determine a different type of advising style (Sickles, 2004).  
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Academic advisors can make a positive impact so great that it improves retention rates 

(Smith & Allen, 2006; Teasley & Buchanan, 2013).  Additionally, a student may decide 

to stay or leave an institution based upon the relationships they built with peers, staff and 

faculty members (Vianden & Barlow, 2015).   

Background of the Study 

First-generation and transfer students are two critically examined populations in 

higher education (Darling & Smith, 2007).  These student populations are of particular 

interest because they are growing in number yet are lacking in retention and completion 

rates compared to other students (Darling & Smith, 2007; Seider et al., 2015; Shurts, 

2016).  Both first-generation and transfer students face different challenges due to their 

unique needs in the college setting; however, they also face similar challenges together 

(Grice, Adsitt, Mullins, & Serrata, 2016; Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  For example, both 

populations need help navigating financial aid requirements, need additional specialized 

academic advising, and may require additional resources to acclimate to the new 

environment (Wyner, Deane, Jenkins, & Fink, 2016).  Although both transfer and first-

generation students share common barriers, there are specific differences between first-

generation and transfer students (Williams & Ferrari, 2015; Utter & DeAngelo, 2015; 

Davis, 2010).  

First-generation students continue to be an emerging population at colleges and 

universities (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  Most commonly, the definition of a              

first-generation college student is one who neither parent graduated from a four-year 

institution (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Davis, 2010).  Because 

attending college is a first-time experience for the student and the family, this group of 
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students cannot rely on their parents or caregivers to guide them through the bureaucracy 

of higher education (Darling & Smith, 2007).  Additionally, two major factors common 

within the first-generation population are lack of persistence and lower graduation rates, 

many times due to family and financial commitments at home, as well as lack of financial 

resources (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  

By definition, transfer students are students who move their enrollment from one 

institution to another (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  Transfer students are a unique population 

because no basic commonalities exist other than the fact they transfer from one institution 

to another (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  To better study the transfer student population and 

find commonalities, transfer students are split into two basic groups: vertical transfer 

students and lateral transfer students (Utter & DeAngelo, 2015).  Vertical transfer 

students are those who graduated from a two-year institution and then transfer to a four-

year institution (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  Lateral transfer students transfer from similar 

institution to a similar institution for a variety of reasons (Utter & DeAngelo, 2015).  

Each transfer student subpopulation faces similar issues with social and academic 

integration including credit transfers, inadequate advising, and lack of institutional 

support (Utter & DeAngelo, 2015). 

A disconnect with faculty members and peers may ultimately cause a persistence 

gap when students cannot integrate into a new environment (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  

Additionally, social integration theory implies a student needs a sense of community or a 

support network in which he or she feels accepted and valued as a member of the 

community (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  Researchers have found student retention is 

greater when engaged early in and outside of the classroom (D’Amico, Dika, Elling, 
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Algozzine, & Ginn, 2014).  Ultimately, both populations need to integrate socially and 

academically to succeed at the university level (Seider et al., 2015). 

First-generation and transfer students both have factors working against their 

success before arriving at a college and need extra attention to persist and complete their 

degrees (D’Amico et al., 2014; Seider et al., 2015).  The academic advisor many times 

fills that void (Grice et al., 2016).  If a relationship does not form with an advisor, the 

student may never have a relationship with anyone who can fill that void (Grice et al., 

2016).  If an academic connection is not made, the chances of the student dropping out 

are elevated (Christian & Sprinkle, 2013).  Advising programs can be crucial to student 

success, and first-generation and transfer students each require different advising styles to 

best serve their needs (Donaldson, McKinney, Lee, & Pino, 2016).   

Persistence is the rate of students who return for the second year of college at any 

institution, while retention is measured by students who return to the same institution 

(Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  According to a report released with the National Student 

Clearinghouse (2017), nearly one-third of students drop out of school between their first 

and second years of college.  Also, retention and persistence rates have dropped at two-

year institutions leading to an overall retention and persistence issue for both two year 

and four year colleges and universities (Shapiro, Dunbar, Wakhungu, Yuan, & Harrell, 

2015).  

Theoretical Framework 

 For this study, multiple theories served as a guide.  To understand some of the 

areas that impact student achievement, especially for transfer and first-generation 

students, thoughts about perceptions and the needs of every human being must be 
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discussed (Lambert, Stillman, Hicks, Kamble, Baurmeister, & Fincham, 2013).  While 

difficult to measure, the impact of these areas can and do cause students to thrive or fail 

(Jerome, 2013).  

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs identifies a human’s need for belonging as part of 

human motivation (Jerome, 2013).  Maslow, a clinical psychologist, created this theory 

based on his belief that if people live in an environment where their needs are not met, 

they will likely not be successful, healthy individuals (Kaur, 2013).  The hierarchy of 

needs includes biology, safety, belonging, self-esteem, and finally, self-actualization 

(Lester, 2013).  The lowest levels of the hierarchy focus first on addressing the needs of 

self in the areas of basic needs and safety (Jerome, 2013).  Even when biological needs 

are met, safety is often unmet and threatened (Jerome, 2013).  According to Maslow, as 

cited in Lester (2013), if one is unable to have basic needs and safety needs met, then the 

needs for community and for developing interests and intellect may not be attainable 

(Lester, 2013). 

 Understanding one’s abilities to make decisions and choose a course of action is a 

function of developing self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  Bandura (1997) described self-

efficacy as one’s ability to set a course of action to achieve a goal.  Additionally, Bandura 

(1997) suggested practicing self-efficacy includes perseverance, resiliency, and coping 

with the decisions made in one’s life.  In general, self-efficacy is one’s belief that one 

will or will not be successful (Rotter, 1966).  If students, including those who are a 

transfer or first-generation student, cannot cope with change and manage the stress of 

demanding situations, then a threat to their ability to handle situations occurs (Rotter, 

1966).  People who are high in self-efficacy have the confidence of possessing adequate 
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resources to meet situational demands (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001).  Increasing 

students’ self-efficacy should be a concern for those involved in improving students’ 

academic outcomes (Caskie, Sutton, & Eckhardt, 2014).  

Self-efficacy is specifically important to show the relationship between academic 

performance and personal adjustment to college students’ transition (Chemers et al., 

2001).  Typically, students who believe they can do well in their studies have higher 

grades (Chemers et al., 2001).  The same is true for students who do not believe they will 

perform well academically (Chemers et al., 2001).  According to Mateo, Makundu, 

Barnachea, and Paat (2014), individuals who do well in school are happier and more 

successful.  However, students who struggle with the basic challenges of college life and 

transition feel threatened if resources are not accessible (Mateo, Makundu, Barnachea, & 

Paat, 2014).  Therefore, students who are high in self-efficacy know they have the 

resources needed to resolve a situation (Mateo et al., 2014).  

The same characteristics that guide the theories of Maslow and Bandura also 

apply to the theory of mattering and marginality (Shaw & Hammer, 2016).  Marginality 

is defined as not feeling like one fits in or not being needed/accepted (Schlossberg, 1989).  

Mattering and marginality can be applied in any portion of life, but the theories resonate 

with college students; specifically, those who are a transfer or first-generation student 

(Allen, Smith, & Muehleck, 2014).  

Sense of belonging is essential to the retention of first-generation and transfer 

student populations because it means the students feel welcomed, supported, and 

affirmed (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  The focus of institutions should be to help students 

achieve a sense of belonging because, without it, they are at risk of not surviving college 
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(Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  A number of theorists have studied a student’s sense of 

belonging and found a direct correlation among belongingness, student success, and 

persistence and its relation to academic motivation (Freeman, Anderman, & Jensen, 

2007).   

Strayhorn (2012) spent years studying different student populations and how they 

develop a sense of belonging at an institution.  A sense of belonging, according to 

Strayhorn (2012), is “a basic human need and motivation, sufficient to influence 

behavior” (p. 17).  Specifically, Strayhorn (2012) indicated a sense of belonging is 

especially important to marginalized student populations such as, “women, racial and 

ethnic minorities, low-income students, first-generation students, and gay students” (p. 

17).  Using this example by Strayhorn (2012), it could be argued that transfer students are 

an additional marginalized student population.    

College students who report feelings of not mattering, not belonging, and feel 

loneliness and isolation do not perform as well academically (Strayhorn, 2012).  If 

students do not feel they matter or are cared about in their academic environment, they 

may not move past the stage of safety in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Mateo et al., 

2014).  Their self-efficacy can be affected, and their sense of mattering and 

belongingness can deteriorate (Chemers et al., 2001).  Feelings of not mattering and a 

lack of belongingness are underlying causes which could impact student success and 

retention (Rullman & Harrington, 2014).  

Statement of the Problem 

 Transfer and first-generation students are two distinct, growing populations in the 

university environment who also have lower graduation rates than native students 
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(Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  Resources, such as academic tutoring, career counseling, and 

specific orientation and registration programs, are accessible to both transfer and first-

generation students (D’Amico et al., 2014; Davis, 2010).  Although all students can 

receive academic assistance through similar support areas such as tutoring, career 

counseling, and registration, there is still a gap in success between first-generation 

community college transfer students and continuing generation community college 

transfer students (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  With such a significant gap in graduation rates, 

there is a need to study how first-generation community college transfer students develop 

a sense of belonging (Davis, 2010; Townley et al., 2013) 

 Studies have been conducted to determine why both populations are graduating at 

lower rates than other higher education students (Fauria & Fuller, 2015; Williams & 

Ferrari, 2015).  Researchers found two common factors influence the retention and 

persistence rates of first-generation and transfer students (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  One 

factor is the lack of connection to the university the student attends (Fauria & Fuller, 

2015).  Students want to feel they belong at the institution, both socially and 

academically (D’Amico et al., 2014).  Another factor is lack of university support in 

academic pursuits such as academic tutoring, advising, and articulation agreements 

(Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  However, there is a lack of conclusive research on the 

significance of being a first-generation community college transfer student and the 

capacity to persist and graduate from universities (Jenkins & Fink, 2015). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine first-generation community college 

transfer students’ sense of belonging at a Midwest four-year university and what roles 
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academic advisors play in the transition of first-generation community college transfer 

students.  Also, retention rates of first-generation community college transfer students’ 

retention were compared to continuing generation students.  As noted above, there are 

reasons both of these growing populations are not graduating at the same rate as other 

students (Bonet & Walters, 2016; Seider et al., 2015).  There is a gap in the literature 

regarding best practices which helps both populations gain a sense of belonging at a four-

year university and contributes to their retention rate.   

Research questions.  The following questions guided this study: 

1.  What difference exists between the retention rates of first-generation 

 community college transfer students at the end of first semester enrollment 

 compared to continuing generation community college transfer students?  

H10:  There is no difference between the retention rates of first-generation 

community college transfer students at the end of first semester enrollment 

compared to continuing generation community college transfer students. 

H1a:  There is a difference between the retention rates of first-generation 

community college transfer students at the end of first semester enrollment 

compared to continuing generation community college transfer students.  

 2.  How do first-generation community college students who transfer to a public 

four-year university perceive their sense of belonging in this setting?  

 3.  What role does sense of belonging contribute to first-generation community 

college transfer students’ retention?  

 4.  How do academic advisors at a public four-year university support the 

integration of first-generation transfer community college students on campus?  
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Key Terms 

 The following terms were defined for the purpose of this study: 

First-generation student.  The first person within an immediate family to attend 

post-high school education (Williams & Ferrari, 2015). 

Lateral transfer student.  Students who transfer from a similar institution to a 

similar institution for a variety of reasons (Utter & DeAngelo, 2015). 

Persistence.  The semester-to-semester enrollment at any college or university 

(Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  

Retention rate.  The ratio of students who enroll for one semester and re-enroll at 

the same college the following semester (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  

Sense of belonging.  A “student’s perceived social support on campus, a feeling 

of sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 

accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or 

others on campus (e.g., faculty, peers)” (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 3).  

Transfer student.  Students who either by graduation or other needs, move their 

enrollment from one institution to another (Jenkins & Fink, 2015). 

Vertical transfer student.  Students who have graduated from a two-year 

institution and then transfer to a four-year institution (Jenkins & Fink, 2015). 

Limitations and Assumptions 

The following limitations were identified in this study: 

Sample demographics.  Only first-generation community college transfer 

students participated in the focus group at a large, public Midwestern university.  

Additionally, academic advisors were from various departments instead of just one 

department.  Since the advisors were from varied departments, generalizations were made 
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regarding the approaches used in specific departments who may practice different types 

of advising (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2014) 

Instrument.  The instruments used in this study specifically addressed first-

generation community college transfer students at one university.  All questions were 

created by the researcher, which limited the value of the questions (Fraenkel et al., 2014).  

While the questions were field-tested to increase reliability and validity, the ability to 

generalize to all situations cannot be achieved.   

The following assumptions were accepted. 

 1.  The responses of participants were honest and without bias.  

 2.  Student class registration were completed by the end of spring semester 2018.  

 3.  Academic advisors utilized Advising Notes, computer software.  

Summary 

First-generation transfer students face a number of challenges and barriers in their 

journey from community college to a four-year institution (Darling & Smith, 2007; 

Seider et al., 2015; Shurts, 2016).  According to Townley et al., many four-year 

institutions do not have a successful program to help support the academic and social 

integration of community college transfer students (2013).  Missing key components such 

as academic and social integration effects of first-generation community college transfer 

student populations because it means the students feel welcomed, supported, and 

affirmed (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  The focus of institutions should be to help students 

achieve a sense of belonging because, without it, they are at risk of not remaining 

enrolled in college (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).  Additionally, determining the role 
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academic advisors play in assisting students to find a sense of belongingness is a key 

issue addressed in this research study (Strayhorn, 2012).  

Within Chapter One, an introduction to the research regarding first-generation 

community college transfer students was presented followed by the background of the 

study.  Next, the theoretical framework and statement of the problem and purpose of the 

study were discussed.  Research questions were designed using a mixed methods 

approach to provide a quantitative (retention rate) analysis to support a qualitative 

narrative provided through focus groups and interviews of first-generation community 

college transfer students and academic advisors at a large, public, Midwestern institution. 

  Chapter Two contains a review of literature written to provide insight into issues 

related to retention and sense of belonging development for first-generation and transfer 

students, as well as the role of the academic advisor.  A richer description of the 

theoretical framework including the development theories of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy 

of needs, Strayhorn’s (2012) sense of belonging, and Schlossberg’s (1989) mattering and 

marginality follows.  Next, a description of students attending four-year institutions is 

provided.  Concluding the chapter is a section of information regarding persistence and 

retention at four-year institutions and a discussion of the academic advisor role. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

 The federal government is supporting long term career development by 

encouraging post-secondary education and training for all American citizens (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016).  Many Americans taking advantage of this opportunity 

are underserved populations, including students who are first-generation, from lower 

socio-economic status, academically vulnerable, and adult learners (Havice & Von 

Kaenel, 2018).  Additionally, after starting post-secondary training, many students who 

start at community colleges are interested in continuing their education by transferring to 

four-year institutions upon completion of general education courses or associate degrees 

(Bonet & Walters, 2016).   

Student demographics found at universities in the past decade are different than 

those found in previous years (Davis, 2010).  According to a study conducted by the 

Department of Education in 2010, nearly half of community college students are first-

generation students (United States Department of Education, 2010, p. 4).  Additionally, 

“37.2% of college students transfer at least once during their academic career” (Shapiro 

et al., 2015, p. 8).  According to the statistics listed above, first-generation community 

college transfer students may be the biggest population of transfer students on a college 

campus (Miller & Servaty-Seib, 2016).  Both populations are also at risk of not 

completing their higher education degree at increased rates than those students who are 

not (Bers & Schuetz, 2014).  Due to the risk and retention factors of the largest 

populations of students currently enrolled in colleges, administrators are finding ways to 

address retention and persistence patterns (Miller & Servaty-Seib, 2016). 
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One particular risk factor related to college student persistence and retention is the 

college environment (Townley et al., 2013).  When students lack academic and social 

integration, they are less likely to graduate (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  As a basic human 

function, it is natural for a person to want human interaction in a welcoming environment 

(Glass, Kociolek, Wongtrirat, Lynch, & Cong, 2015).  

In this review of the literature, a multitude of research is presented which relates 

to the current study.  A continuation from Chapter One in regard to the theoretical 

framework is offered in the first section of the chapter.  A detailed explanation of 

students who are attending college is also presented.  Dialogue about retention and 

persistence of higher education students makes up the third section of this chapter.  In the 

final section, literature is presented about the role academic advisors play in supporting 

students in higher education.  

Theoretical Framework 

One factor of human life and development is a sense of belonging which can 

predict the quality of life one will have (Cao et al., 2013).  Belonging is also a key 

component in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Cao et al., 2013).  According to Guest 

(2014), Maslow studied human motivation in the 1940s and wanted to determine what 

helps humans move through life.  After the study, Maslow determined humans required 

five different levels of needs to be met (Guest, 2014).  First, humans must have essential 

elements, such as air, water, food, clothing and shelter (Guest, 2014).  Without the basic 

needs being satisfied, a person cannot move into the next level of human need (Cao et al., 

2013).  Following basic needs, Maslow found a person’s desire to feel safe, health, and 

finances were the next level of necessary requirements (Guest, 2014).  Only after all the 
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aforementioned needs are met can a person move to higher levels where personal 

interactions, love, and belonging are possible (Guest, 2014).   

The next two needs identified are those of a person learning self-respect and then 

getting respect from others (Cao et al., 2013).  Last, a person gains self-realization, which 

is the point where a person seeks personal growth and success for themselves (Guest, 

2014).  If one or more of an identified need is missing, the less likely a person will feel 

complete (Guest, 2014).  Therefore, successful college students must have their basic 

needs met where they can gain a sense of belonging (Cao et al., 2013).  Without a sense 

of belonging, a student will struggle to persist and lack a feeling of community in the 

college environment (Glass et al., 2015). 

Baumeister and Leary (1995) defined belongingness as a human drive to maintain 

and form some type of relationship with others so a person feels valued and 

accepted.  This type of relationship flourishes when interactions have meaning and 

happen on a consistent basis (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).  Humans feel a need to make 

significant connections with others, which is why there are communities built by those 

who practice and share the same religion, common interests, or the same ethnic or diverse 

backgrounds (Strayhorn, 2016).  When met, social bonding and building a community at 

the simplest level should be easily achieved (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).  

McMillan and Chavis, two social psychologists, formed a theory called a sense of 

community (Glass et al., 2015).  The theory is based on four major attributes that help 

others feel they belong in a group. which include membership or fit, influence or a sense 

of mattering, getting something out of membership through the fulfillment of needs, and, 

sharing the same beliefs or experiences (Spinks, 2013).  When applied in higher 
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education, college students need to connect and belong with others which becomes 

crucial to their success and degree completion (O’Keefe, 2013).  

Belonging to, and creating a community, are vital to the success of college 

students, and they must find others who have similarities rather than differences in an 

already uncertain environment (Seider et al., 2015).  Finding a supportive environment 

with others who are like-minded helps students persist, and these supports help them feel 

like they matter (Strayhorn, 2016).  Students who perceive they are valued will build 

better relationships and connect more with peers in their collegiate environment 

(Strayhorn, 2016).  Another strong relationship found to directly affect a student 

succeeding in college is the relationship built with professors and instructors (Glass et al., 

2015). 

Academic and social integration is equally important to building a sense of 

belonging with college students (Martin, 2015).  A primary reason for students leaving 

college is they have a weak sense of belonging, especially for underrepresented 

populations (Strayhorn, 2012).  O’Keefe (2013) supported this idea when asserting, “for 

students feeling rejected and not being able to develop a sense of belonging within higher 

education is a key cause of student attrition” (p. 612).  Students want to feel they belong; 

not like an outsider who feels marginalized in a community (Strayhorn, 2016). 

Mattering and marginality.  Transition to college is a major life change that 

alters a student’s existence and integration into a different environment (Huerta & 

Fishman, 2014).  Theorist and researcher, Schlossberg (1989) researched how students 

perceive transition to the new college environment and identified four categories to help 

predict how a student will navigate the change, called the 4S system (Schlossberg, 
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1989).  The 4S system includes four categories: situation, self, supports, and strategies 

(Schlossberg, 1989).  Each “S” has a definition tied to the meaning (Schlossberg, 2011).  

Situation is the new environment which the person is placed in where change occurs and 

determines how much control the person has (Schlossberg, 2011).  Self refers to the 

individual’s characteristics in relation to the new environment, followed by Support 

which is the personal relationships and support networks (Schlossberg, 2011).  Finally, 

Strategies are the personal mechanisms used to cope with the new environment (Huerta 

& Fishman, 2014).  Although the four categories are crucial to integrating to a new 

environment, the other key factors of social and academic integration also exist for a 

student to be successful in a new college environment (Huerta & Fishman, 2014). 

Social and academic integration is gained through feelings of mattering (Huerta & 

Fishman, 2014).  When students feel they matter to the community, they are more likely 

to persist and succeed (Huerta & Fishman, 2014).  Additionally, a community of 

supporters helps students know someone cares about their wellbeing and that they are 

appreciated in that environment (Mateo et al., 2014).  When students feel they matter, it 

is in relation to the value placed on them as a person in the community (Mateo et al., 

2014).  

On the other hand, when individuals feel marginalized, the feelings can be 

indicative that they do not perceive being valued or accepted in a new environment 

(Rullman & Harrington, 2014).  Feelings of isolation and social disconnection can affect 

students’ participation in the community around them (Rullman & Harrington, 2014).  

When students join a new environment, they are perceived to have a certain set of 



19 
 

 

knowledge that makes them feel “normal” or accepted by their peers or faculty members, 

thus resulting in a successful transition (Huerta & Fishman, 2014). 

Self-efficacy.  A certain level of institutional support can be created to assist 

students; however, students must also have some level of self-efficacy in order to succeed 

(Huerta & Fishman, 2014).  Competence and confidence in meeting the desired outcome 

are critical for navigating the new college environment (Bandura, 1997).  A person’s self-

efficacy can often determine personal motivation to succeed (Mateo et al., 2014).  If 

individuals are not motivated to make a successful transition or succeed to graduation, 

they may not be successful (Katz, Eilot, & Nevo, 2014).  

In Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, students require their basic needs be met before 

moving forward to achieving success (Petty, 2014).  After students have their 

physiological needs met, the needs of belonging are the next necessary components (Katz 

et al., 2014).  Next, students need the motivation to be accepted into a new environment 

(Katz et al., 2014).  Self-efficacy and institutional supports provide the greatest 

combination for student success when various barriers are present (Huerta & Fishman, 

2014).  

 Finding ways in which students can be successful despite barriers is critical to the 

success of college students (Bonet & Walters, 2016).  Many special populations, such as 

first-generation and transfer students, may require additional assistance and support 

services than those who are a continuing generation or native students at a four-year 

institution (Bowman & Denson, 2014).  Students must be encouraged by their institutions 

to succeed (Huerta & Fishman, 2014).  By providing support, students will build their 
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self-efficacy. which it could be argued, will lead to graduation (Huerta & Fishman, 

2014).  

Students Attending Higher Education Institutions 

There are many directions students can utilize to enter higher education (Shurts, 

2016).  For some students, their educational path in the past, as well as their socio-

economic status, has limited their opportunities to begin at a four-year university (Bonet 

& Walters, 2016).  It is necessary to understand how the developmental years of students 

impact their future, how decisions are made in selecting a higher education institution, 

and barriers present that are challenging to success (Bonet & Walters, 2016).  

The term “academically vulnerable” students include those from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds, underrepresented populations, and those whose parents did 

not graduate college (Karp, 2016).  According to Stuart, Rios-Aguilar, and Deil-Amen, 

(2014), most students classified as academically vulnerable are those attending 

community colleges.  Students identified as academically vulnerable typically make 

college decisions based on the interactions they have with high school counselors and 

teachers (Asa, Carignan, Marchesani, Moser, & Woods, 2018).   

Before elementary school, there is a critical period that occurs when a child is not 

exposed to early childhood education during language development (Dixson, Keltner, 

Worrell, & Mello, 2017).  Children from middle class or higher families develop nearly 

“30 more words than children from lower SES families in their first three years of life” 

(Dixson et al., 2017, p. 2).  Students who do not have a strong academic foundation from 

as early as three years of age may struggle further into their lives and college careers 

(Dixson et al., 2017).  Many times, students who are not exposed to early learning 
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56 (FDA), and 40 CFR 26 (EPA), where applicable.  
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Appendix E 

Notice of Study 

 
 
Tara: 
 
Thank you for informing me of your research on enrollment of first-generation transfer 
students.  Transfer students comprise about 40% of our new undergraduate students each year, 
and almost half of our transfers are first-generation.  Thus, first-generation transfers are an 
important component of our total enrollment. 
  
I look forward to learning about the results of your research. 
  
  
Don Simpson  

Associate Vice President for Enrollment Management and Services 
Division of Student Affairs 
Missouri State University  
901 S. National Ave.  
 
Springfield, MO 65897  
Phone: 417-836-5521 | Fax: 417-836-5992  
donsimpson@missouristate.edu | wwww.missouristate.edu 
  
  
Confidentiality Notice:  This email message, including any attachments, is for the sole use of the intended recipient(s) and may 
contain confidential and privileged information.  Any unauthorized review, use, disclosure, or distribution is prohibited.  If you are 

not the intended recipient, please contact the sender by reply email and destroy all copies of the original message.  
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Appendix F 

Request for Data 

Date: 

 

Office of Enrollment Management 

Missouri State University 

901 S. National 

Springfield, MO, 65897 

 

As part of my dissertation research, I will be analyzing the retention rates of first-

generation community college transfer students and continuing generation community 

college transfer students.  I am specifically interested in receiving enrollment data for 

first-generation and continuing generation community college transfer students who were 

enrolled during the spring 2018 semester and have subsequently registered for classes for 

fall.  I have received Institutional Review Board approval for this project from 

Lindenwood University and Missouri State University, and my approval notifications are 

attached.  

 

Thank you for your time. 

Tara E. Benson 

Lindenwood University Doctoral Student 
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Appendix J 

Advisor Recruitment 

Date 

 

Dear Advisor, 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Tara E. Benson 

under the guidance of Dr. Rhonda Bishop.  The purpose of this research is to understand 

how a community college transfer student’s sense of belonging affects the decision to re-

enroll in an institution at the end of his or her first semester.  One specific question is in 

regard to the role an academic advisor plays in the transition of a first-generation 

community college transfer student.  

Should you decide to participate in this interview, I will set a time to meet with 

you to ask approximately 10 questions regarding your role in regard to supporting first-

generation community college transfer students.  This interview will take approximately 

one hour and will be scheduled based on mutual availability.  

There are no risks associated with this research; however, participation is 

voluntary.  Should you feel uncomfortable or need to refrain from participating, please do 

so.  Thank you for your time, and I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Sincerely, 

Tara E. Benson 
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Appendix K 

Advisor Email Confirmation 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in the interview.  This email serves as a 

confirmation of your participation.  I will arrive at  [location] at [time.]  You will be 

asked to sign a consent form prior to the interview beginning.  If you have any questions, 

please let me know. 
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Appendix L 

Advisor Consent Form 

 

 
 

 
Interview Research Consent Form 

 
First-Generation Community College Transfer Students’ Perceptions of  

Building a Sense of Belonging 
 
You are being asked to participate in an interview being conducted by Tara E. 
Benson under the guidance of Dr. Rhonda Bishop at Lindenwood University.  
This study is being conducted to learn how community college students find a 
sense of belonging at a four-year institution and the role of the academic advisor 
in retention.  
 
It will take about one hour to complete this interview.  
 
Participating in this interview is voluntary. We will be asking about 5-10 other 
people to participate as well.  
 
What are the risks of this study? 
 
We do not anticipate any risks related to your participation other than those 
encountered in daily life. You do not need to answer any questions that make 
you uncomfortable or you can stop the interview at any time.  
 
We are collecting data that could identify you, such as name, job title and 
electronic mail address. Every effort will be made to keep your information 
secure and confidential. Only members of the research team will be able to see 
your data. We do not intend to include any information that could identify you in 
any publication or presentation. 
 
Will anyone know my identity? 
 
We will do everything we can to protect your privacy. We do not intend to include 
information that could identify you in any publication or presentation. Any 
information we collect will be stored by the researcher in a secure location. The 
only people who will be able to see your data are: members of the research 
team, qualified staff of Lindenwood University, representatives of state or federal 
agencies. 
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What are the benefits of this study? 
You will receive no direct benefits for completing this interview. We hope what we 
learn may benefit other people in the future. 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research or 
concerns about the study, or if you feel under any pressure to enroll or to 
continue to participate in this study, you may contact the Lindenwood University 
Institutional Review Board Director, Michael Leary, at (636) 949-4730 or 
mleary@lindenwood.edu. You can contact the researcher, Tara E. Benson 
directly at 573-450-5887 or tbenson@missouristate.edu. You may also contact 
Dr. Rhonda Bishop at rbishop@lindenwood.edu. 
             
 
I confirm that I have read this form and decided that I will participate in the project 
described above. I understand the purpose of the study, what I will be required to 
do, and the risks involved. I understand that I can discontinue participation at any 
time by ending the interview. My consent also indicates that I am at least 18 
years of age.  
Please feel free to print a copy of this consent form. 
 
 
 

 
 
__________________________________                        _________________ 
Participant's Signature                                                                Date                   
  
  
 
 
__________________________________ 
Participant’s Printed Name 
 
 

 

 
 
________________________________________               ________________ 
Signature of Principal Investigator or Designee                  Date 
 
 
 
________________________________________ 
Investigator or Designee Printed Name 
 

 

mailto:mleary@lindenwood.edu
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