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Abstract

This qualitative study examined first generatioftege students who persisted
towards completing baccalaureate degrees with atdut the assistance of TRIO, a
federally funded program that assisted first-getm@nacollege students with obtaining
baccalaureate degree. The researcher gatheredaahgata through conducting semi-
structured, one-on-one interviews with 20 first-gextion students from two universities
who were beyond their first year of college andsgssed a 2.0 or higher grade point
average (GPA). Interviews were retrospective llast@dents were upper-class college
students who completed at least one year of colégeae of two four-year universities.
It was important to the study design to understaedchallenges and perspectives of
first-generation students who defied the odds afipeng beyond their first year of
college. The researcher interviewed an equal nuoifiggarticipants from each
respective university. While one of the subgrowps involved with TRIO, student
support services were not available at the unitefsr those in the second subgroup.
Fifty-five percent of those interviewed were AfircAmerican, while 40% were White,
and 5% were Hispanic. Additionally, of those figeneration students interviewed, 35%
were sophomores, 45% were juniors, and 20% wetteein senior year of college. These
demographics provide a snapshot of the diversitiiwithe population that existed
among the generational cohorts interviewed.

Various themes emerged regarding the challengepenteéptions of first-
generation college students that included famifypsut, college affordability,
socialization, academic rigor, and mentorship.tikan; these findings suggested that this

generational cohort of first-generation studentzasth similar challenges and



perspectives as they persisted towards completingdbaureate degrees. Data indicated
that involvement in programs such as TRIO seemeddcst participants with
progression through college life by providing meship, book stipends, and grants, as
well as opportunities to fellowship with other sess-driven, first-generation college
students.

It is important for colleges and universities taarstand the perceptions of first-
generation college students persisting beyond tinsiryear of college. With this
information, colleges and universities alike carkenaure to take appropriate measures
of providing the necessary tools to help first-gatien college students complete
degrees of higher education, particularly baccaiater degrees.

Keywords: first-generation college student, persisting, loeome, and academic success
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Chapter One: Overview

First-generation college students are defined disigtuals whose parents did not
complete a baccalaureate degree, or any individhalregularly resided with and
received support from only one parent or whose suabh parent did not complete a
baccalaureate degree (Higher Education Act Amentm®88; United States Education
Act of 1965). The National Center for EducatioS#dtistics (NCES) reported that
among 2008 high school seniors who began collefmuatyear colleges and universities
first-generation students represented approximdtedg of all undergraduates in 2007-
2008 (NCES, 2009). This generational cohort atfgeneration college students aspired
to complete degrees of higher education like mdrtii@r non-first generation college
mates, yet they often lacked the familial and damaaital needed to support them in their
academic endeavors of obtaining baccalaureate eggre

In a study conducted by Goldrick-Rab (2006) preseim Sociology of
Education, it was reported that first-generation college stuslevho lacked the support
of college-educated parents obtained initial actessllege, but had difficulty remaining
in college after the first year. According to adst conducted by Ishitani (2006), an
International Research Analyst, first-generatiollege students with lower GPAs were
less likely to complete a baccalaureate degree s@ime study concluded that first-
generation college students with “higher acadexiitss..were more likely to persist”
towards graduation (p. 376). For some, it seerhatigersisting first-generation college
students were an anomaly. In light of this infotim@, colleges and universities alike
must understand the perceptions of first-generatadiege students, particularly those

who persisted beyond their first year of colleggnderstanding their challenges and
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perceptions served as a beacon for other firstrgéina college students, as well as for
administrators, instructors, and other facultyadleges and universities alike. Therefore
the researcher interviewed persisting first-gemamatollege students from fall 2011
through spring 2012. Participants’ responses warespective, as they were upper-class
college students who had completed at least oneoyemllege at a university.

Through interviewing first-generation college stotsewho were beyond their
first year of college and possessed a 2.0 or hiGitEk, the researcher gathered empirical
data that enhanced the current literature on therences related to the persistence of
first-generation college students at four-year arsities. More specifically, this
gualitative study examined first-generation collsggents who persisted towards
completing baccalaureate degrees. In this casgisprg refers to first-generation
students who were beyond their first year of caleg

The researcher interviewed first-generation stugléoitn two universities located
in the Midwest. Students from one university werigy to the various services offered
through TRIO, a federally funded program that dsdiéirst-generation college students
with obtaining baccalaureate degrees. In contsaistients from the second university
did not have support from a formalized student suipprogram for first-generation
students. The researcher comparatively analyzadtsefrom interviews to ascertain
challenges and perceptions persisting first-germgrabllege students had as they
completed baccalaureate degrees. Colleges andraities may benefit from the
findings of this research project as it may shgttlon the unique challenges and

perceptions of such a population of college stugslent
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Information from this study may further equip cgés and universities with the
information necessary to ensure appropriate messongrovide the necessary tools to
help first-generation college students completeeksyof higher education, particularly
baccalaureate degrees. Research suggested shagefireration students tended to
discontinue college after the first year of college students with lower GPAs were less
likely to complete a baccalaureate degree (Ishi2006). In the article “Students Whose
Parents did not go to College: Postsecondary Ac&essistence, and Attainment,” Choy
(2001) suggested that college-educated parentsagiviee about major declaration, the
financial assistance process, and support studsrtsy prepare for college placement
or entrance exams. College-educated parents sd¢ssted their children through
attending various pre-college or college eventsyalbkas guiding them through the
application, financial assistance, and scholarphpgesses indicative of pursuing a
college degree. Unfortunately this is a luxuryt tin@any first-generation students did not
have, therefore programs such as TRIO served thélgap and helped these students
overcome academic challenges that deterred themdompleting baccalaureate
degrees.

Background of the Study

Higher education was one of the major cornerstofésnerican society.
According to the NCES (2009), in the fall of 201d)lege enroliment of 20.6 million
students was projected. Interestingly, this pitapacwas higher than previous years and
statistical data indicated that enrollment woulatadppward until 2019 (NCES, 2009).
Additionally, 43% of students expected to aspitgals postsecondary degrees were

first-generation college students (Ishitani, 200Birst-generation college students
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typically came from low socio-economic backgrounglsre academically less prepared,
attended college part time, and discontinued pgrsatcalaureate degrees after their first
year (Ishitani, 2003). However, information waskiag in academic literature on the
sources of challenges and perceptions of amongtbigp of students to persist toward
completing their baccalaureate degrees.

Nearly all high school students (90%) indicated thay expected to attend
college and earn a degree, even if their caredaceltld not require one (Schneider,
Martinez, & Ann, 2006). Unfortunately, there wasamflict between information and
expectations, which resulted in what Schneidet. €2806) called an “ambition paradox”
(p. 3). The NCES (2009) reported that among 20gB school seniors who began
college at four-year institutions, 84% of thoseha top fifth of the socioeconomic
distribution completed their bachelor's degreesnpared to barely 39% of the students
from families in the bottom fifth (see Figure Ijhese students typically become first-
generation students who made up approximately 34daaergraduates attending four-
year universities in 1995-96 (Pascarella, Pier§dolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). This
study also indicated that family background shagteged both the opportunities and
constraints of pursuing a higher education degFaether, in a study conducted by the
NCES (2009), 38% of students enrolled in college amversities in the United States
were first-generation college students. Converseily about 15% of those students

completed a degree within six years, which is ttated in Figure 1.
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First Generation First Generation
Students who begin  Students who complete
baccalaureate degrees baccalaureate degrees
within six years

Figure 1. Retention rate of first generation students

Description of Collegesin Study

The researcher gathered empirical data from stadgrwo universities in the
Midwest region. Semi-structured, one on one ingvs8 were conducted with 10
students from each university. A total of 20 ttiahial college students (ages 18-21),
who possessed a minimum 2.0 GPA had parents whioadidomplete postsecondary
education, and were classified as college soph@npmeiors, or seniors were
interviewed. Ten first-generation college studdram University 2 (U2) attended a
university that provided a formal TRIO program, alhsupported first-generation
college students. There were eight programs irdud TRIO, which were all geared
towards assisting first-generation college studeiitts the completion of a baccalaureate
degree. TRIO students who enrolled at U2 attenekskly meetings with TRIO
advisors and other first-generation college stugleag well as periodic workshops held
throughout each semester aimed to empower themthathecessary support to complete

their degrees of study. Conversely, students dittgrlJ1 met the same criteria for this
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study, however they did not have the support of0Rbr any other structured student
support service that addressed and met the nedulstafeneration college students. To
date, a few first-generation students at U1 dectddzkfriend each other through meeting
regularly to provide academic and social supparbfee another. Although all
participants from both universities met the statetéria, the demographics of the
participants and respective universities were ohdar.

A pseudonym identified each student and universipyesented in this study.
Information gathered about each university derivech each university’s catalog,
website, as well as the Carnegie Commission onétiglaucation.

University 1 was a liberal arts university that had one mainmasna second
campus located in another state, and 11 off-stations, as well as over 30 extension
locations throughout the Midwest. U1 offered fasdace and hybrid, as well as online
courses to its undergraduate and graduate studpotgtions. Based on data obtained
from the university’s website, as well as instibatl data from Missouri Department of
Higher Education, during the fall term of 2011 theversity’s undergraduate enroliment
was approximately 7,814 (U1 Fact Book, 2012-20131p. Minorities, including non-
resident aliens, comprised about 18% of the stugepalation. University 1 offered
over 120 degree programs, including but not limtiecaccounting, theatre, sports
management, philosophy of religion, and educatiariegie Foundation, 2010). The
mission statement emphasized the importance ofagitdigcthe whole person and
empowering students to become productive membeaagtdbal community.

Institutional data was not available for first-geaten college students at Ul. Although

U1 did not have a formal program specifically fostgeneration college students, the
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office of First-Year Programs and educational sswj such as tutoring and writing labs,
were available to assist students. Additionaliy;may the fall of 2010 the university
began to track its first-generation population gsjuestions on the admissions
application to identify this generational coho8ince that time, a small group of students
formed the First-Generation Collegians, which wasualent organization designed to
give academic support for this generational coiubite also offering advice to assist
with assimilating to college culture. Universityvhs accredited by the Higher Learning
Commission of the North Central Association of €gés and Schools.

University 2 was a Judeo-Christian university that encompassprbaimately
8,670 undergraduate (U2 Fact Book, 2012, p. 1&)estis in the fall of 2011 (Carnegie
Foundation, 2010). Minorities including non-resitaliens totaled about 15% of the
student population (Carnegie Foundation, 2010;R#2t Book, 2012, p.18). U2 had
campuses in the United States and Spain as walhast of off-site locations. They too
offered face-to-face, hybrid, and online courseth&r undergraduate and graduate
student population. University 2 offered over 1@@lergraduate degrees and 60 graduate
programs of study (Carnegie Foundation, 2011).gfaras of study at U2 ranged from
anatomy, nursing, education, criminal justice, aridrmation technology management.
The mission of U2 focused on research, health caittvating intellect guided by
spiritual ideals, as it was considered to be on@hation’s highest researched based
institutions. For over 10 years the institutiodata department at U2 monitored its first
generation population. During the 2010-2011 sclyeal, U2 reported having 1,556
first-generation college students. Four hundregigi one of its first-generation student

population were considered low income, which wasesequisite for participation in
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TRIO. However, 11% of the first-generation, loveame students were involved with
TRIO services for college students on campus (foreaf TRIO, personal
communication, March 2011). Student Support Ses/ia TRIO program, provided
financial aid information, personal counseling, ame&-on-one advising, as well as
exposure to cultural events to 175 students that eerolled at U2 (Director of TRIO,
personal communication, March 2011). To qualifiy T®RIO services, students were
required to be first-generation or from a modestime family, a United States citizen or
permanent resident, and/or students with documdegeding/physical disabilities.
University 2 was also accredited by the North Carsssociation of Colleges and
Universities.
Statement of Problem

There are growing numbers of first-generation galstudents in our country.
Unfortunately many of these students discontinuadying their degrees after their first
year of college. According to the NCES (2009)yd2% of first-generation college
students completed their bachelor’s or baccalaam@agree in 2000. In light of this,
especially while college enrollment was risingyés important for colleges and
universities to understand the sources of challeage perceptions that propelled this
population of students to persist toward obtairihrgr baccalaureate degree after their
first year of college. With this information, cefles and universities can make sure they
take appropriate measures to provide the necessasyto help first-generation college
students complete degrees of higher educationcpkntly baccalaureate degrees. Since
research suggested that this student populatiaeteto drop out of college after the first

year of college, this body of research providethierranalysis of sources of student
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support services and other assistance neededrthat this population of students to
persist in obtaining baccalaureate degrees.
Purpose of Study
This study attempted to add to the body of resegegarding the challenges and
perceptions of persisting first-generation collsgelents with or without the support of
student support services such as TRIO to compheie baccalaureate degree. Providing
information on admission and financial assistanmaootunities as well as counseling and
academic support, such as tutoring, were waysTtR#D supported qualifying first-
generation college students. Further, this progaamed to assist this population of
college students with the academic and social toeésled to obtain higher educational
and economic status. Building self-sufficient, gurotive citizens was the underlying
mission of TRIO support services (Yousif, 2009)owver, not all first-generation
college students were involved in TRIO.
Resear ch Questions
1. (a) What were the college experiences of first-ganen students at two
universities related to persistence toward the detigm of a baccalaureate
degree: and (b) in what ways did TRIO provide sufipo
2. What kinds of supports did first-generation colegudents perceive as
helpful as they persisted in pursuing a baccalaemagree?
3. Were there differences between the experiencepeameptions of first-

generation college students with TRIO support &odé without?
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Definition of Terms

Academic Success: For this study, academic success is defined bjolleving
characteristics: A student who had at least a 28 @nd was in positive academic
standing.

First-Generation College Student: (A) An individual whose parents did not
complete a baccalaureate degree; or (B) In theafamey individual who regularly
resided with and received support from only onep&ran individual whose only such
parent did not complete a baccalaureate degredé@digducation Act Amendment,
1998; United States Education Act of 1965).

Low Income: A student who comes from a family whose taxableine for the
preceding year did not exceed 150% of an amourdléquhe poverty level determined
by using criteria of poverty established by the €&enBureau (Higher Education Act
Amendment, 1998; United States Education Act 05)96

Non-Traditional College Student: A student who attended part time for at least
part of the academic year; worked full time (35 ftsoor more per week) while enrolled;
was considered financially independent for purpadetetermining eligibility for
financial aid; had dependents other than a spddigaé¢r Education Act Amendment,
1998; United States Education Act of 1965).

Persisting: A college student who was beyond his/her first ydanollege,
currently enrolled at a four-year college or unsitgr, and intends on completing all
course work relevant to completing a baccalaureatgee.

Social Capital: The familial, community, and social resources thperson,

college student in this matter, had that assisi@dier through obtaining degrees of
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higher education through providing information dntial as well as networking support
(Perna & Titus, 2005).

Traditional College Student: For this study, traditional college students were
students who were either coming directly from hsghool or were recent high school
graduates transferring from another higher educatistitution.

Limitationsto the Study

Several limitations were present in this study.e Study participants represented
a small non-random, purposeful sample representehé state, Missouri. The
researcher examined challenges and perceptiomsBféneration students beyond their
first year of college, who all met the selectiotteria, at only two universities in the
Midwest. Further, the researcher conducted a coatipa analysis of first-generation
college students from these two universities wistudents at one university were
involved in TRIO, and students at the other univgmsere not. In an effort to provide
support for future research and recommendationsifmifying support services for this
generational cohort of students, other limitatiares detailed below.

Limited participants. The amount of participation from colleges andisnts
limited the scope of this study. There were o\@ Bolleges and universities in the
Midwest that educated a wide variety of studemtsluiding first-generation. The
researcher examined challenges and perceptiomsBféneration college students from
only two universities and did not utilize data fra@mmunity colleges.

Location. This study was conducted at two universitiestiedan Missouri. In
the Midwest there was a considerable amount ofiednd racial diversity. However,

there was a disproportionate number of minorit@®ked in colleges and universities in
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that area. For instance, according to the UnitateS Census Bureau (2012) the racial
composition of Missouri residence was approxima8d¥% White, 3.7% Hispanic, and
11.7% Black (pp. 23-24). However, in this studyile 30% of participants were White,
65% were Black, and Hispanics accounted for 0.5%tefviewees used to collect data.
Therefore, the findings from this study were nodely generalizable to other national
and state regions.

Sampling. A convenience sampling method was used to gatnaitative data
for this study. Participants were selected fropoal of first-generation college students.
This type of non-random, purposive sampling invdlugerviewing any students in a
pre-organized pool willing to answer questions stractured interview.

Selection criteria. Participants of the study were required to heaw@nimum
GPA of 2.0. Participants who did not meet the munin GPA requirement were not
interviewed because academic success served aswasnr to completing degrees of
higher education (Ishtanti, 2006). High academlueving first generation students “are
more likely to persist” toward graduation, thangeavith lower GPAs (Ishitani, 2006, p.
376). In this case, academic success describésrgiiwho were not on academic
probation, therefore meeting a minimum GPA requéeetof a 2.0. Due to this
requirement, this sample did not convey the chgisrand perceptions of first-
generation students who had lower than a 2.0 GR#eoe on academic probation.

Additionally, since participants were beyond tHast year of college, this study
did not address the challenges and perceptionsstijeneration college students who
were just entering college as traditional or nagitranal students, nor those classified as

college freshman.



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 13

Income guidelines of participants. Participants involved in TRIO met specific
federal income guidelines to qualify. On the othand, first-generation college students
at the second university were not obligated to maeh guidelines to participate in this
study. Therefore, this data compared first-gemaragtudents who met specific
guidelines to those not meeting the same incons®@pbeconomic guidelines.

Incomplete set of data. One of the universities involved in this study vadie to
procure data that detailed the population of fiystieration college students enrolled as
well as those involved in TRIO. Not all first-geagon college students at this
university were involved in TRIO. Alternativelyhe second university involved in this
study began tracking its first-generation studegypation in the fall of 2010 based on its
transfer and new student applications. Theretbey did not provide a complete set of
institutional data regarding its first-generatiailege student population for the duration
of the timeline examined by this study.

University size and population. Both universities included in this study were
Judeo-Christian universities with a fairly sizabtadent population. However, Ul had a
larger minority population than U2; therefore, tHata may not be common at other
universities.

Summary

This research study report includes five chapt@isapter One details the
background and purpose of this research, as wedssarch questions and limitations of
this study. The purpose of this study was to gafnalitative data that adds to the body
of research regarding the perspectives of firsegation college students who persist

towards completing baccalaureate degrees with atut the help of TRIO. Empirical
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data was collected through one-on-one, semi-stredtunterviews with 20 first-
generation college students from two universitiethe Midwest.

Chapter Two reviews literature pertaining to fgsineration college students.
The importance of a college education, attritiard degree attainment among first-
generation college students, the unique challefagasg first-generation college
students, as well as a discussion on the first geenllege are among the topics
discussed in Chapter Two. Additionally, Chapterldiscusses parental and familiar
roles in higher education, as well as student sam@ovices. Since this study was a
comparative analysis of students involved in TRt&pared to those not involved in the
program, Chapter Two concludes with details exjptgimow TRIO assisted first-

generation college students as they persisted tsaataining baccalaureate degrees.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

Introduction

Due to the increasing importance of college asesofipassage, this chapter
begins with information regarding the importanceallege education in the 21st
century. Obtaining a college degree is one ofthey rites of passage that one
encounters in life to assist in progression frora sacial and economic echelon to
another. Earning a baccalaureate degree opempmirtunities for some and serves as a
stepping stone to other social, as well as edutat@dvancements. According to
Gallardo (2009), Associate Vice President for Stiicgervices and Academic Support
Programs at the University of Washington, Sedt#ehriving economic and social future
requires a commitment to making advanced educdtapypeortunities available to all
individuals” (p. 64). Researchers Zajacova, Lyraiig Espenshade (2005) indicated that
many positions available in career fields, suckragneering, nursing, computer
technology, and higher education, required degoébgyher education. Obtaining
degrees of higher education empowers our natiom M&rate and knowledgeable
workers. Scholarly work was often indicative of licademic rigor needed to obtain
baccalaureate degrees (Zajacova et al., 2005)itiéwally, research concluded that the
work towards completing degrees of higher educdtstered intellectual development
and equipped students with advanced skills, whicified them for positions that were
not available to those without that benefit. Capustly, a more viable and educated
workforce also served as a key element in boostiagyell as sustaining, our economic
systems (Havemen & Smeeding, 2006; Ishitani & Delds, 2002). In the late 20th

century there was a trend of non-traditional stislegturning to college after serving in
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the military. There were also students who retdiioecollege after investing years in
unfulfilled careers or after being laid off fromgtions they served in for years. Students
who were not able to afford a college educationmwthey were younger were also
among this influx of students during the lat&"2@ntury (Ishitani & DesJardins, 2002).
With the high unemployment rate at that time, eggcamong those with no college
degrees, traditional college students were alsogr@zing the validity of a college
education and enrolling at both community colleged four-year universities at steady
rates (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella,08alN1996). In alignment with these
events, the National Center for Educational SiaSSNCES) (2009) projected a 19.7%
increase in college enrollment every year for a&seyear time period. An estimated
15% of those enrolled in colleges and universitiese first-generation college students,
however 64% of those students discontinued purghieig college degree after the first
year of college (Ishitani, 2006). Further, a digqortionate amount of minority students
were among that 64% and subsequently struggldttiteetin lucrative career fields that
required degrees of higher education (Smith, 2004).

Every year, the United States Department of Edanatports on trends in higher
education. Their repor€ollege Access, Affordability and Completion (2009),provided
both statistical and qualitative data regardindegd enrollment rates, tuition, and fees,
as well as completion rates of students attendamgneunity colleges and universities.
As the United States of America strived to build amaintain its position in the global
marketplace, more jobs required a college degrascgella & Terenzini, 2005). This
literature review continues with a discussion rdgay first-generation college students

specifically, as they possessed the unique quaflibeing first in their family to complete
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a degree of higher education. It was importaniriderstand the relationship between
attrition and degree attainment, along with thejuaichallenges facing first-generation
college students in this study. Therefore, thegetopics are the third and fourth
covered in this literature review. Additionallyyelto the disconcerting number of first-
generation students who discontinued college #itefirst year, the researcher explored
this topic in this literature review. While manydents enrolled in college had the
advantage of parental and familiar support, marsg-ieneration college students did
not. For that reason, parental and familiar rotesollege education are the sixth topics
discussed. Many college students, whether firaeg®ion or not, arrived at a point in
their educational endeavors where they need academdior social support. Support
from academic services and other on-campus perbomseoften crucial to the success
of college students, therefore the role of studepport services and TRIO, particularly
as it served the need of first-generation collégdents as they persisted towards
completing degrees of higher education, are thetwastopics covered in this literature
review.
The Importance of a College Education in the 21st Century

Due to the increasing importance of college aseaofi passage with information
regarding the importance of a college educatiahé21st century throughout the last
century, colleges and universities were progresivere accessible to people of various
ages, socio-economic backgrounds, ethnicities, @sndnd attitudes. Second to China,
the United States had the largest rate of collegellenent in the world (Altbach,
Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2010). Wilmer (2008) indichthat 80% of “future jobs will

require the skills that a college education proside. 5). Thus the importance of



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 18

obtaining a college degree was becoming more arrd meressary to afford the cost of
basic necessities associated with daily life, esflgef one wanted to advance their
socioeconomic status. Additionally, the Unitedt&achanged from a manufacturing-
based economy to an information-based economw. stady conducted by the NCES
(2009) researchers found the value of a collegeedgegjgnificantly increased over a 25
year period. Students who persisted towards cdingldegrees of higher education
degrees did so for a variety of reasons, incluthimignot limited to economic, intellectual,
career, and social advancements (Conley, 2005helbookCollege Knowledge: What
it Really Takes for Students to Succeed and What we can do to get Them Ready, Conley
(2005)indicated thatlose to 90% of incoming high school freshmen st#bat their
goal was to go to college. Pursuing a higher etitucaegree afforded students the
opportunity to further their intellectual abilitiesxcel in their career, increase their
income, and further develop their interest throtegding, as well as listening to the
lectures of top experts in their fields of studyot only did attending college effect
earnings, but evidence suggested that obtainingedegf higher education influenced
one’s values “cognitive, moral, and psychosoci@rahteristics” as well (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005, p. 574). The interaction thatege students engaged in arguably
promoted critical thinking and skills that nurtuneelw ideas, which allowed for
additional growth (Havemen & Smeeding, 2006; Padiza& Terenzini, 2005). In
addition, this type of development gave collegelgedes an advantage in the workforce
compared to applicants who did not have the benefihigher education.

Robinson (2004) focused research that emphasieeidnbortance of a college

education in gaining valuable academic and soegdurces as students matriculated
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through their degree of study. As students in@eédieir involvement in classes and on-
campus activities during their college career, naptons were afforded to them as they
began seeking positions within their chosen fielalsaddition, once students secured
jobs and started their careers, the importancecoflage education was not exhausted
because often the value of such education pro\gdeater opportunities for promotion
long after students acquired degrees (Robinsor§)208 good education was considered
advantageous for various reasons as it servecagtbway to better immediate and
long-term options and career opportunities. Faneple, college educated persons
increased their socioeconomic status through pogity themselves for occupations in
which they earned more discretionary income. Naglability and use of discretionary
income provided experiences in life to travel aldraatire with a greater sense of
financial stability, and impacted their childrekisowledge acquisition by affording them
with advanced opportunities which those in the losecioeconomic assemblage were
not be able to afford (Pascarella & Terenzini, 20050llege educated persons were also
cited to be more politically involved than thoseoatad not earned degrees of higher
education (Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella & TerenZ005). The benefits of obtaining a
college degree were clear.
First-Generation College Students

The majority of the research literature definedstfigeneration students as
students whose parents have no postsecondary ehti¢g@&ofen, 2009; Haveman &
Smeeding, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 24B3ome cases, when used as a
determining factor for certain grants or scholgsshstudents who had parents that had

not to earn a bachelor’s degree were defined stsgeneration students.
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Experimental research on first-generation collegdents identified several
unique qualities of this population. Horn and Na2000) found that first-generation
college students tended to be from low-income fiasiind were more likely to be
Hispanic or African American. This generationahod, as compared to non-first
generation college students tended to have lovitszatithinking abilities upon entering
college, which was often indicative of the acadengor, or lack thereof, during high
school (Terenzini et al., 1996). Additionally sfirgeneration students were reported to
engage in socializing with professors less thanfiirgshgeneration college students, feel
less welcomed by instructors in college, and resiower degrees of support or
reassurance from family members (Terenzini etl@B6). Students in this population
possessed a strong will to both complete a coliieggee and often believed that they
were just as qualified to obtain such degrees @&y2005). Much to the students’ credit,
research indicated that once first-generation gellgtudents solidified a major and
completed the first year of college, their crititt@hking skills were no different than
their non-first generation classmates, and theewaore likely to complete their degrees
of study (Domingo, Terenzini, & Reason, 2006; 1stite2003; Terenzini et al., 1996).
These findings predicted that while first-genenatiollege students did not have the
support of their families, they could achieve degref higher education with the right
amount of tenacity and support.

Among the high school graduates in 1992, 27% odeheho enrolled in college
were first generation college students (Choy, 2@020). Conversely, approximately
70% of those with parents who completed collegeategattended a four-year university

(Alon, Domina, & Tienda, 2010). Forty-five percaritall who earned baccalaureate
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degrees in 2008-2009 were first-generation stud®NTES, 2009). This generational
cohort possessed uniqgue needs that separated riv@nother students because they
faced the challenges of enrolling in college oftetihout parental assistance (Gofen,
2009) highlighted the need for first-generationegd students to persist and complete
degrees of higher education in an effort to remexdhcational barriers among their
families. His research concluded that first-getienacollege students exemplified the
fundamental nature of the American spirit of egalgnism which welcomed
advancement and equal opportunity through surpg$sitergenerational cycles”
(Gofen, 2009, p. 104).
Attrition and Degree Attainment among First-Generation College Students

Ishitani and Terenzini were two prominent researsin the field of higher
education on the topic of attrition. Both profess@long with several others, such as
Desjardins (2002) and Domingo et al. (2006), offeaglethora of information on
attrition and degree attainment. In Ishitani’'sQ2Particle “Attrition Behavior of First-
Generation Students,” he defined attrition as taent’s first spell of departure, such as
dropouts, transfers, academic dismissals and stsipgu 439). First-generation students
had the highest rate of attrition among the div@igaulation of college students in the
United States. According to Ishitani (2003) 71%ixsft-generation college students
discontinued college after the first year, as camgao their non-first generation
counterparts. Conversely, it was reported that@pmately 25% of first-year college
students discontinued after their first year, hosvetis number was “higher among low-
income and historically underrepresented studgbtstningo et al., 2006, p. 150).

Conflicts with maintaining a full time work scheéutoupled with financial needs, family
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dependency, lack of involvement on campus, and $oplool GPA were among the main
reasons this generational cohort discontinued #feefirst year of college (Domingo et
al., 2006; Ishitani, 2003). Further, students stabthat working more than 15 hours per
week had a negative impact on academic and saaiadtly, particularly in the first year
of college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
Economic and Family Pressures

As mentioned in earlier in this literature reviemlarge portion of first-generation
college students came from the lower socioeconoamks of society. NCES (2009)
reported that among 2008 high school seniors wigafeollege at four-year institutions,
84% of those in the top fifth of the socioeconourtigtribution completed their bachelor’s
degrees, compared to 39% of the students from iizgni the bottom fifth. These
students typically were first-generation student®wwnade up approximately 34% of all
undergraduates, but only about 15% of graduatifigg® students (Pascarella et al.,
2004, p. 249). Often these college students weseansible for assisting with financial
and household responsibilities throughout high etfBillson & Terry, 1982). This
dependency, coupled with the high academic demaatccompleting a baccalaureate
degree entails was cited as one of the major reasorigh attrition rates among this
population of students (Billson & Terry, 1982; Ismi, 2003). Many first-generation
college students had families that depended on thefiancial support; therefore many
of them obtained or kept full time jobs while inllege (Bradbury & Mather, 2009).
Earnings from full-time jobs were needed to notyasdsist with purchasing books,
supplies, and other necessary tools for collegdystout also with helping their parents

meet financial challenges at home (Billson & Ted982). Additionally, many first-
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generation college students commuted from homé&gses on campus or lived on
campus and commuted on weekends to assist thairdamith household chores, and
running errands, therefore making full integratioto campus life more difficult. This
was particularly important because a student’sl levpersistence beyond the first year
of college was also predicated by his or her corentmtampus daily (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). Further, a qualitative studyhwitst-generation college students
conducted by Bradbury and Mather (2009) suppohedview:

Many students returned home on weekends, thesshycing their time on

campus. They went home because they were neddhay. still played key roles

within their immediate or extended families. Téesles included: visiting and

caring for grandparents; babysitting siblings’istasg with chores; and

scheduling appointments, shopping, and runningnels. (p. 266)
In an effort to fulfill the obligations and expetitans of their families, many students
found meeting the high academic demands of puesingccalaureate degree difficult.
Working full time was one of the obligations manydents, particularly first generation,
felt they must fulfill in order to help their fanel, especially those in dire financial need.
College students who came from families with anmueadmes of at least $50,000 had a
lower attrition rate; therefore they had a bettearece of graduating than students whose
families earned less than that amount (Ishitar®320 Additionally, “students with
family incomes less than $19,000 were 69% les$ylitcegraduate, while students whose
family income ranged between $20,000 and $34,00@ w&% less likely to graduate”
(Ishitani, 2006, p. 879). Working full-time jobsspecially off-campus, deterred students

from being fully engaged in on-campus activiti@&omingo et al. (2006) emphasized the
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importance of students being “academically engagedl164). They also reported that
students who were less involved in on-campus aietsvivere at a disadvantage
(Domingo et al., 2006). Additionally, in a studynclucted by Billson and Terry (1982),
the relationship between full-time employment atidteon was evident. They

conducted a qualitative study which consisted wftal of 701 student participants in
surveys and interviews, for the purpose of analy#ive relationship between persistence
among first-generation college students and theaemts.

Researchers identified student conflict with wactkedules, courses, and
activities as key reasons this group of studerstsotiitinued college after the first year
(Billson & Terry, 1982; Pascarella & Terenzini, X)0 Other studies found that many
first-generation students, particularly becaustheffinancial support their families
needed from them decided that working full time Weasnore important than pursuing a
baccalaureate degree. Some decided that thetshortimmediate gains of obtaining
money for families outweighed the long-term godleaving a more lucrative career
after completing a college degree five or six yéars now (Bradbury & Mather, 2009;
Ishitani, 2003). Not only did working full timeterfere with their studies, but pressure
from families to help meet financial challenges atiter tasks their families needed them
to accomplish contributed to the proportion ofiattn among first-generation students
(Ishitani & DesJardins, 2002). Further, working fume, and traveling back and forth
on a regular basis to help with family needs desgdatudents’ abilities to be involved in

on-campus activities.
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Lack of On-Campus Participation

Involvement with on-campus activities while worgitowards a baccalaureate
degree was cited as a major reason for attritiartjqularly among first-generation
college students (Billson & Terry, 1982; Ishita®®03, 2006; Steitha, 2010). Because
first-generation college students lacked the caltoapital that comes with having
parents or guardians who graduated from collegeymeere often not prepared for the
academic and social challenges of college lif@itasi (2006) observed that involvement
with on campus activities in college enriched orexXperiences as well as strengthened
academic and social networks. Additionally, invatent with on-campus activities was
a precursor to higher academic achievement, whahmweted through a student’'s GPA,
continuous enroliment, and completion of baccalaterelegrees (Billson & Terry, 1982;
Ishitani, 2003, 2006; Steitha, 2010). Furtheritésh (2006) indicated that students not
involved in on-campus activities earned lower GPaeare placed on academic
probation, and seemed to discontinue progress tbharcalaureate degrees at higher
rates than those involved in on campus activitiesa study conducted by Stietha (2010)
the importance of involvement in on-campus acegitivas demonstrated through the
following statement, “student persistence was tieeghtegration into not only academic,
but the social life of the university through stotéaculty and peer-to-peer interaction
within and outside the classroom” (p. 238). Dug®unique challenges of first-
generation students, particularly as related tckuagrfull-time jobs, Billson and Terry
(1982) suggested first-generation students tendetbrsocialize and study as diligently
as their non-first generation counterparts. Oftecause of their financial and familiar

commitments they appeared to “have less commitihoethie role of student” (Billson &
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Terry, 1982, p. 14). A similar study conductedi$lyitani (2003) reported that many
first-generation students lived off campus and can@ah to school because they had
difficulty affording on-campus housing, were notrdortable with on-campus living
arrangements as it relates to living with sometweg tvere not familiar with, and were
uncomfortable with the culture of students thateweot first in their family to achieve a
college degree. Because many first-generatioeg@elstudents commuted to their
respective institutions of higher education anddsity worked full-time jobs, they rarely
participated in on campus activities (Billson & Mgr1982; Ishitani, 2003). Therefore,
the lack of involvement with on campus activitiesang first-generation college students
became another barrier for completing a baccaléeidzgree and added to the level of
attrition among this generational cohort.
High School Preparation

An additional reason cited for attrition, partiady among first-generation college
students was high school preparation or the laetetsf. High schools prepared students
for the next level in their academic endeavorst rany students, irrespective of their
status as first-generation college students, olbiga baccalaureate degree was a major
goal after receiving a high school degree. Dudrsyirvey conducted in a mixed-
methods study, researchers Schneider et al. (200@ated that nearly 90% of all high
school students indicated that they expect to dttetlege. Unfortunately, many
students were not adequately prepared during tulgbad for the academic rigor involved
in obtaining a baccalaureate degree. In a simsilady conducted by Ishitani (2006), it
was reported that “students from lower high sclobads rank quintiles were more likely

to drop out of college” (p. 876). Students whoealeped habits of communicating with
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instructors, obtaining tutors when needed, soliddystudy skills, and being involved in
student activities during high school continuednshabits to help them become
successful in college (Billson & Terry, 1982; Isimt, 2003, 2006). Therefore, academic
achievement, or the lack thereof, during high stin@s considered a precursor to
attrition, particularly for first-generation collegtudents who tended to come from lower
socioeconomic communities where the quality of etioa was not as rigoroi€abrera
et al., 2006).
Unique Challenges Facing First-Generation College Students

College represented a difference in culture, cleveatd requirements that
presented various challenges to first generatitleg® students attending colleges and
universities (Inman & Mayes, 1999). Detailed intews from case studies presented in
the article “The Importance of Being First: Unig0baracteristics of First-Generation
Community College Students” indicated that thisegational cohort often they felt they
had to make drastic decisions regarding attendafigge or preserving their familiar way
of life, which did not include obtaining a colledegree. Coupled with breaking familiar
cycles, research indicated many first-generatidiege students descended from the
lower socioeconomic ranks of society where theyewsore likely to obtain education
that mirrored their peers (Almquist, Modin, & Oste2010; Alon et al., 2010; Inman &
Mayes, 1999). The pressure from friends and fadiggouraging the pursuit of a college
degree was often intense. Unfortunately, firstegation college students tended to have
lower self-esteem, as well as a lower sense ofeditiacy (Inman & Mayes, 1999).
Self-efficacy, the measure of confidence that desttthas in their intellectual aptitude

was often a precursor to their determination andigtence to obtain degrees of higher
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education (Inman & Mayes, 1999; Kahn & Nauta, 2Hjacova et al., 2005). A
student’s level of self-efficacy was identifiedagactor in the willpower needed to
persist beyond the status quo of their families @dplete degrees of higher education
(Inman & Mayes, 1999).
Parental Level of Education

Several studies have noted the strong connectioveke the parents’ level of
education and educational level of their childr&ofen, 2009; Haveman & Smeeding,
2006; Hertel, 2002). Students who were first iitfiamily to pursue and complete a
college degree were often considered an anomalgree, as research suggested that
students lower economic and educational status l@ssdikely to advance to higher
levels of education than their peers with highei@economic and educational status
(Almquist et al., 2010; Fletcher, 2009). The figenerational cohort often had
challenges with self-efficacy as well as with thensition to college culture. This was
due to the inability of parents to provide the resegy guidance to assist them through
college and lack of support from home. Despite levels of self-efficacy documented,
Khanh (2002) suggested those who persisted didrsmfiumber of reasons: 1)The desire
to create a better financial lifestyle for themsshand their children, aspirations to live in
more affluent neighborhoods; 2) To gain independgBt A passion for learning,
encouragement from high school teachers or coursselpAchievement of career goals
that require degree(s) of higher education; andré¥sure to fulfill expectations of
obtaining a college degree by parents or peerthoAgh some reasons for pursuing

college degrees were tantamount to non-first géioeraollege students, first-generation
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college students tended to face challenges tha wr@gue to this generational cohort of
college students.

The NCES (1998) publishddrst Generation Sudents. Undergraduates Whose
Parents Never Enrolled in Postsecondary Education, a statistical analysis. This report
highlighted the following information pertaining thallenges of first-generation college
students:

First-generation students were; 1.) More likelyntimn-first generation students

to say that being financially well off and providitheir children with better

opportunities than they had were very importarihtam personally; 2.) More
likely to be older; 3) More likely to have lowerdome than their non-first

generation classmates; 4) More likely to be marfigdHave more dependents; 6)

To be enrolled in remedial courses; 7) Attain ag@leredentials at lower rates

than their non-first generation peers at both twa ®ur year institutions. (NCES,

1998 p. 7-18)

Overall, students from lower socioeconomic sedked access to information to assist
them with college-related decisions. However, ¢hebo had a successful leadership
experience in high school or participated in comityuservice were more likely to show
academic progress at the college level (Terential.£1996). Still, first-generation
students differed in academic preparation. Intargly, this generational cohort was also
more likely to spend time in the library studyingerenzini and others (1996) concluded
that first-generation college students were alss li&ely to receive feedback from
instructors and spent less time studying per welewvorking more than non-first

generation students (Terenzini et al., 1996).
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Critical Thinking and Advanced Course Work

Advanced course work in high school was also areigsr first-generation
college students. In a study conducted by HornNunakez (2000) it was reported that a
small number of first generation college studeotktadvanced courses such as Algebra
Il during middle and high school. Compared to &88% of non-first generation this
made it difficult for first generation college serds to compete with and pursue college
degrees, as experience with math beyond Algebrahiigh school impacted students’
abilities to complete college degrees (Cabrerd ¢2@06). When compared to other
college students identified through SAT scoresh lsichool grade point average, and
general first year college performance, first-gatien students scored lower on math,
which confirmed that first-generation students wess equipped for college than their
other college bound peers. This unfortunately dddeadditional challenge in their
guest for obtaining degrees that could provide thetin the academic as well as social
skills often necessary to cultivate the desire@eaand financial stability.

Further evidence showed the unique nature of iesteration college students.
Researchers York-Anderson and Bowman (1991) inelictitat low self-esteem, low
self-efficacy were traits first generation collegjadents possessed due to their lack of
academic rigor during high school. Due to thigyttended to experience culture shock
when adjusting to the academic and social rigaotiege. Results from a survey
conducted with over 5,000 students at the UniverdiKentucky indicated that first
generation students came from lower socioeconoatkdrounds which presented them
with less financial support than their non-firshgeation counterparts (York & Bowman,

1991). They also had a different set of goals mhativated their academic pursuits.
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Oddly, researchers had not indicated clear diffeerin the level of desire between first
and non-first generation college students asadteel to reaching obtaining degrees of
higher education (York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991 )ctually, the same study
concluded that first generation college studentded to dedicated more of their time
and effort to their degree of study, especiallyeotiey declared a major. Because of the
students’ desire to succeed, first-generation gelktudents continued their quests in
obtaining degrees of higher education through &ngpin college. Fifty-four percent of
college students enrolled in colleges and univiessivere first-generation college
students (Choy, 2001). However, “college preparats knowledge-intensive” (Conely,
2005, p. 21). Therefore students who were unfamdr unknowledgeable about the
college enroliment, financial, and course requinehpeocesses were challenged by their
lack of knowledge when it came to pursuing degmddsgher education alongside other
gualified students who had the advantage of rengiguidance from their college
educated parent(s). Many challenges existed toatierage college student with little
direct information on college expectations, progeduand practices to make all the right
choices regarding how best to prepare for colldgest-generation college students had
the additional challenge of not having parentsstist them through this “knowledge
intensive” (Conely, 2005, p. 21) process of obtagniegrees of higher education.
Students whose parents were more financially aitlhad a higher likelihood of coming
to college equipped with cultural knowledge thadsints from lower socioeconomic
families who were first in their family to pursueallege degree did not have (Conley,
2005). Additionally, parents of first-generatiavilege students expected them to

perpetuate existing familiar traditions of obtamjobs directly after high school to bring
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in more income to the household or move away fromdto start their own families
(Mehta, Newbold, & O’'Rourke, 2011).
M eeting Diver se Needs

According to Inman and Mayes (1999) meeting thedig needs of both
traditional and non-traditional first generatiorllege students was a challenge for
colleges and universities alike due to the manyidrarto degree attainment generational
cohort. Nearly 28% of students graduating fromhtsghool that applied for college in
2008 were first generation students as reportethdWNCES Longitudinal Study. First-
generation college students were among a commahgtudents that represented a
segment of the college population that had disgoetis coupled with various constraints
associated with achieving them (Inman & Mayes, 19%tudies indicated that first-
generation college students tended to have leasdial and social support, did not have
adequate study habits, dealt with stress in copraductive ways, and were less likely to
be involved in student activities which promotdical thinking necessary for college
success (Hertel, 2002; Mehta et al., 2011). Oldnat-generation college students were
often more “economically and educationally disadagad” (Hertel, 2002, p. 6).
Essential predictors of college persistence indugtecial support, minimal focus on
academic study, self-efficacy, academic preparatioough high school study, and
involvement in on-campus activities, which werecakd as challenges for first-
generation college students (Gofen, 2009; Her@#22Ishitani, 2003; Ishitani &
DesJardins, 2002). Therefore, an understandirfigsbigeneration students, their
challenges and perceptions as they pursue baceatawudegrees, allowed for programs

that were more focused on recruiting, and gradonadftorts.
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TheFirst Yearsof College

The first year of college marked a period of twieen many young adults
experienced significant social, emotional, and ptajshanges. Researchers
characterized the first year of college as one a$tdifficult or rewarding transitions
college students made in their academic careetdish2003; Meyer, Spencer, &
French, 2009). Nationally, approximately 25% efdgints entering college discontinued
their pursuit of a degree after their first yeacollege (Domingo et al., 2006; NCES,
2009). Comparatively, 71% of first-generation egé students dropped out of college
after the first year (Bradbury & Mather, 2009). udlly students moved away from home
onto a campus where they received a roommate, leepare independent or self-reliant
in relation to scheduling appointments with adwss@attended classes, studied, and met
with instructors. First-year students needed tmbee acclimated with the campus, as
well as adjust to the academic and social diffezsroollege dictated. In research
conducted by Domingo et al. (2006), faculty memigescribed the first year of college
as “a distinct period on which later years build” {66). Not only did college mark the
first time many students were away from home foglperiods of time, but also a time
when students were, in many ways, unmonitored apdated to adjust appropriately to
meet the academic and social challenges that aién.

In a study that examined the Social Cognitive Qaféeory (SCCT), researchers
concluded that a student’s degree of self-effiagaiyenced his or her persistence and
fortitude to graduate (Kahn & Nauta, 2001). Cao#le@nd universities measured student
success through their commitment to attending elaasad maintaining suitable academic

standing. The first year of college marked theitn@gg of that commitment. Therefore,
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the habits students developed in the first yeaotége either propel them towards
obtaining baccalaureate degrees or deterred thmmrigaching that goal (Bradbury &
Mather, 2009). In addition to first-year studet¢veloping habits that assisted them in
obtaining their goal to obtain a baccalaureate eksgrolleges and universities had a
degree of responsibility in retaining students githe first year (Bradbury & Mather,
2009).

Persistence, coupled with success in college, redisitudents to utilize a
repertoire of habits. In a study conducted by Brtagl and Mather (2009), researchers
discussed six habits first year students develdpatdassisted them in continuing beyond
their first year of college. Several factors tstfyear college success were indicated by
researchers: “(a) involvement in campus activit{b}attending class, taking notes and
studying; (c) sitting in the front of the class) éttively participating; (e) creating a
course schedule with breaks between classes; podn{pleting homework before going
out with friends” (Bradbury & Mather, 2009, p. 270\dditionally, in the article “Sense
of Belonging in College Freshman at the Classronch@ampus Level,fesearchers
discussed several other factors that contributestiudent persistence and academic
achievement during the first year of college (FraepAnderman, & Jensen, 2007).
Students who felt a sense of belonging, interaaiéidinstructors, and had high self-
efficacy for succeeding in college were more likielymove beyond their first year of
college into the next. More specifically, researshindicated that “students’ sense of
efficacy for succeeding in class and their peroeptf the value of task required in class
were strongly associated with their sense of betgigFreeman et al., 2007, p. 205).

Hence the colleges and universities noted for lgakiigh degrees of attrition among first-
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year students facilitated orientation programs Wwlnelped foster relationships between
students and faculty members (Domingo et al., 200&)t surprisingly, the first year of
college was one of the most important topics cavarénigher education as it was a
gateway to all other semesters and a pathway tongadegrees of higher education.
According to data gathered from a study which idelli5,024 faculty members and
6,687 first-year students from 30 four-year uniitess, those with the highest retention
rate of first-year students followed seven “Fouratal Dimensions®” garnered by
Domingo et al. (2006). These seven dimensiongighed guidelines to college and
universities to support efforts to “promote thesss and persistence of their first-year
student” (Domingo et al., 2006, p. 151). Aftery@gfrs of research on colleges and
universities with the highest attrition rates a$fiyear students, researchers Domingo et
al. created the Foundational Dimensions®. Althoingpossible to completely describe
in this dissertation, a synopsis of the seven Fatiodal Dimensions® were:
(a) develop and implement organizational structarespolicies that support first
year students; (b) incorporate all-inclusive, imgggd and synchronized plans to
address the a wide variety of first-year concemwell as strategies for
successful completion of first-year instruction), égecute deliberate and
appropriate recruitment, as well as admissionsga®es aligned with institutional
missions, practices, and policies; (d) communitdaamportance of the first year
to all faculty members while also encouraging factd engage students in both
in and out of classroom activities which cultivakells, behaviors, and attitudes
consistent with the institutions mission and plolasy; (e) recognize and

appreciate the variety of first-year student nesa$ serve all first-year students
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according to their diverse needs; (f) facilitategrams that encourage an
appreciation of and address pluralism in worldvieisas, as well as among
people that will increase first-year student’s itio be productive citizens of
diverse communities; and (g) actively engage witifgssional organizations and
other institutions of higher education to assesslyctivity, while making
necessary changes that will further improve firstyprograms. (Domingo,
Reason, Terenzini, 2006, p. 151-152)
It was also important to note that instructorsadeges and universities with high first-
year retention rates were characterized as appabdechand organized in their
presentation and implementation of course mat@diaimingo et al., 2006; Freeman et
al., 2007).
Parental and Familiar Rolesin College Education
Parental and family involvement correlated to #weel of engagement students
received from their family in endorsing college @hment, expressing standards and
norms of college culture, and finances, as welhtsacting with other likeminded
parents (Perna & Titus, 2005). Approximately 5086tadents who have parents who
completed a bachelor’'s degree were more likelyotomete degrees of higher education
as compared to 11% of students who did not havenpgawho completed bachelor’s
degrees (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 264)e @rthe most frequently cited reasons
for differences in the completion rate of first-gestion college students was parental
educational attainment (Nichols & Sanchez-Ramo8728chneider et al., 2006). Fifty
nine percent of high school graduates pursuing-pesbndary degrees in 1994 were first

generation college students (Choy, 2001). Compaigt during the same year high
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school graduates of parents with post-secondarsedegomprised of 93% of students
enrolled in postsecondary education. These diffeze were even more noticeable based
on the types of college each student attended.e¥ample, first-generation college
students made up approximately 27% of the studgmtlption at four-year institutions,
while over 70% of their non-first generation comjuas did so (Pascarella et al., 2004, p.
268). With this in mind, the role of parental edticn in helping and directing their
children to post-secondary education was importémthe articleFirst generation

college students: Additional evidence on college experiences and outcomes (Pascarella et
al., 2004), researchers concluded that the levpbstsecondary education parents
possessed directly influenced the academic expmrseof their children, particularly as it
related to pursing and obtaining degrees of higlleication. Additionally, compared to
parents lacking bachelor’'s degrees, children degel educated parents were more likely
to participate in intellectually stimulating actieis at home, such as reading which gave
them an academic advantage and greater propeastjust to the academic rigor
associated with obtaining degrees of higher edoicatiFurther, a large body of research
demonstrated that family background was associaiidthe social, cultural, and
economic resources that students needed to fuetherational attainment (Hornby &
Lafaele, 2011; Jeynes, 2005; Perna & Titus, 20@)llege-educated parents often were
more likely to possess a higher degree of detetimmand personal drive (Jeynes,
2005). Quite naturally the college-educated partarided to prepare their children for
higher education by instilling the importance ospeecondary degrees and providing a
real life example of its importance. College-edadgyarents also gave advice about

major decisions, the financial assistance pro@sssupported them as they prepared for
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college placement or entrance exams (Choy, 2004¢y also helped their children
through attending various pre-college or collegents as well as through the application
process. This was an assistance that many firstrggon students did not have, as many
of their parents were not familiar with collegetaué including selecting a major and the
rigorous nature of study required when obtainirtggree of higher education (Perna &
Titus, 2005). Parents who did not obtain degrdédsgier education tended to have a
low degree of involvement in their child’s decisitmanpursue and complete a college
degree (Perna & Titus, 2005). Additionally, thegfan and other academic terms
associated with college life were often unfamit@mparents, which intimidated them
from being active in their child’s educational eaders (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011).
The Role of Student Support Servicesin Higher Education

In the pursuit of obtaining degrees from highenadion colleges and
universities, students often relied on the suppb8tudent Support Services (SSS) to
assist students in their academic endeavors. T$gan of SSS was to “help students
succeed” (Culp, 2005, p. 33). Programs for at-sigldents, counseling, outreach,
student activities, orientation, as well as adgsessessments, and programs for
graduates were among the gamut of services tldititnaal SSS offered. One of the
major advantages of SSS to many college studerggdut@ing, which assisted students
with exam preparation (Amenkhienan & Kogan, 2004)l. students including
traditional, nontraditional, first and second gextien, had the opportunity to benefit
from SSS offered at essentially all colleges andarsities around the world. In a study
conducted by Amenkhienan and Kogan (2004), studedisated that support services

and academic activities had a positive impact @demic performance. This study also
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concluded that writing skills improved with the paf SSS facilities, such as Writing
Centers. Immediate feedback on homework assigranasitvell as support in creating
study schedules were beneficial aspects of SSS riAmenan & Kogan, 2004; Wilmer,
2008). Although the features of SSS were cruoidhé effectiveness of programs aimed
to improve academic achievement and boost retentiaras essential that SSS faculty
were willing to “constantly adapt to changing stoidend environmental needs” (Potacco
& Young, 2006, p. 29). Faculty who facilitated grams in SSS needed to consider the
diverse reasons students pursued college degtisesntinued their education, struggled
with classes, as well as considered the typesreeca students aspired to have in the
future when creating programs. Effective SSS dered the differences between
traditional, non-traditional, first-generation asetcond-generation college students while
facilitating programs that addressed varying nedsscollege students matriculated in
postsecondary institutions, where the stakes ftaioing degrees of higher education
were increased compared to years past, supportegthat creatively integrated a
variety of services to maximize the academic grosftstudents was increasingly
important (Culp, 2005; Potacco & Young, 2006; Witr2608). Particularly for first-
generation students, SSS provided levels of sufppostudents who had little to no
academic support from their family (Becker, 1999).
TRIO

For over 40 years, representatives from the CodoiciDpportunity in Education
reinforced and generated supports, as well astgndor over 2,700 TRIO programs
(Thomas, 1998, p. 390). Helping gain clarity abiheir academic goals and career

aspirations while also providing mentoring, tutgrimonitoring of student’s progress
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were the most effective elements of TRIO. Accogdimthe texHow College Affects
Sudents (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), TRIO programs were:
The best known and most widespread of these corapsele programs and
offers perhaps the best example of the range wicesrthat can be
provided.....the program offers instruction in bastiedy skills; tutorial services;
academic, financial, and personal counseling....rekeansistently indicates
that such comprehensive programs have a statlgtgighificant and positive
effect on student persistent. (p. 405)
Students involved in TRIO had better retention tadsfer and graduation rates than
other first-generation students who did not recemeices through TRIO (Ruiz, 2008;
Thayer, 2000). In a study, it was reported oveén &3 students involved in TRIO
achieved their annual academic goals (Ruiz, 2088ch program contributed to the
academic and social advancement of students, piaric those from lower
socioeconomic corners of the nation (Mahoney, 199810 support services was a
federally funded program dedicated to serving-fiysheration students in completing
their bachelor’s degrees. Intense training wasired of all TRIO counselors and
faculty. Training empowered them with compreheaskills to assist students in a
variety of ways including, but not limited to, aeswic advising, financial aid, learning
skills, career placement, and advisement for gri@dszhools (Mahoney, 1998). While
most TRIO programs were designed to assist firaegsion, low-income college
students, those with disabilities or in foster casze also eligible to participate in TRIO

programs (Mahoney, 1998; Walsh, 2000).
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There were eight programs included in TRIO, whidravall geared towards

assisting first-generation, low-income persons \hiir academic progress from middle

school until the completion of baccalaureate degidee eight programs housed under

TRIO were:

1.

2.

Educational Opportunity Centers

Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement
Student Support Services

Talent Search

Training Program for Federal TRIO Programs Staff
Upward Bound

Upward Bound Math-Science

Veterans Upward Bound. (Becker, 1999, p. 7)
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Scholarships Mentoring
and other and peer
financial support

assistance groups

Academic
support, i.e.
tutoring

Figure2. TRIO Student Support Servi

Student Support Servicawas the TRIO program that assistest-generation
college students whwere working towards their initial baccalaureate degnegh
academic tutoring in core subje, such as mathematics, science, wri, and reading
(Mahoney, 1998).Student Support Svices also provided firggeneration colleg
students with financial awareness through providwogkshops that focied on
empowering this population of college students witmpleting financial ai
applications, while also servicing as a resourcédtating privateas well as publ,

scholarships (Figure 2).



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 43

In the article “Unique and Effective Practices T&IO Student Support
Programs,” Walsh (2000) provided clear evidencwdbke effectiveness of TRIO
through this statement:

More than 80% of TRIO students persist in theidacaic goals each year . . .

graduation rates, transfer rates and GPA levelsade students far exceed those

of similar students who are not enrolled in TRI@grams as documented in

annual programs evaluation. (p. 1)

Additionally, a longitudinal study concluded tharpcipants in TRIO persisted and
earned higher GPAs than first generation studehtswere not involved with TRIO
programs (Thayer, 2000).

Because TRIO is a federally funded program thattgrunds to colleges and
universities The United States Congress set inaquicelines for participants. At least
66% of the students involved in the program nedaktdependents of parents who did
not obtain a college degree who also earn fewer 282000 a year (Thomas, 1998).
Funds allocated to colleges and universities folOr Brograms were not only for “low
income, first generation” students, but for “disabbktudents “as well (Standing, 1999, p.
12-14). In 1999 TRIO served approximately 725,8@@ents, which included aspiring
college graduates from sixth-12th grade (Standi®g9; Walsh, 2000). However,
programs such as McNair Scholars and Student SuBpovices helped meet the
academic and social needs of a diverse numberlefyeostudents.

In 2009, nearly 63% of TRIO participants were namte, 22,000 were students
with disabilities, and over 25,000 were U.S. vateré-letcher, 2009). With this, TRIO

served a diverse population of students (Becké&391®/alsh, 2000). Since TRIO was a
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federally funded program, national reports as &sdfiectiveness of TRIO programs were
conducted regularly. In a study conducted by tt&. Department of Education,
approximately 91% of students serviced through TRIifcated that they were either
satisfied or extremely satisfied with the progrétafding, 1999). In contrast, only 9%
of the students in that same report indicated thene not satisfied with the program.
The programs offered through TRIO provided supfmfirst-generation and disabled
students alike that further equip them with skakswell as support from trained
counselors and faculty endeavor that assisted theheir pursuit of post-secondary
degrees. Through multiple programming includingisidg, mentorship, financial
assistance, and counseling, TRIO support servareed as a beacon of light to many
first-generation college students.
Summary

Chapter Two included a review of literature thapgorts this research. The
topics discussed were: the importance of a colkeyeation in the 21st century, first-
generation college students, attrition and degtt@amanent among first-generation
college students, unique challenges facing firstegation college students, the first
years, parental and familiar roles in college etanathe role of student support services
in higher education and TRIO. The literature rewprovided specified information on
past research pertaining to similar topics necgdsaffering in-depth knowledge on
first-generation students who persist beyond tiirsir year of college with or without the
support services of TRIO.

In a study conducted by Amenkhienan and Kogan (R&@ddents indicated that

support services and academic activities had dipesmnpact on academic performance.
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For over 40 years representatives from the CodoiciDpportunity in Education
reinforced and generated supports as well as fgrfdinover 2,700 TRIO programs.
TRIO support services was a federally funded progdadicated to serving first-
generation students in completing their bacheldegree. The eight programs included
in TRIO were “(1) Educational Opportunity Cente2$ Ronald E. McNair Post-
Baccalaureate Achievement (3) Student Support &3\(4) Talent Search (5) Training
Program for Federal TRIO Programs Staff (6) UpwBodnd (7) Upward Bound Math-
Science (8) Veterans Upward Bound” (Becker, 1999)p Helping gain clarity about
their academic goals and career aspirations white@oviding mentoring, tutoring,
monitoring of students’ progress were the mostotiffe elements of TRIO. Students
involved in TRIO had better retention, and transfied graduation rates than other first-
generation students who did not receive servicesitfh TRIO (Ruiz, 2008; Thayer,
2000). In a study it was reported that over 80%toélents involved in TRIO achieved
their annual academic goals (Ruiz, 2008). Eachrara contributed to the academic and
social advancement of students, particularly fiesteration college students (Mahoney,
1998).

The researcher discussed the methodology usedsigttidy in Chapter Three.
The following chapter will discuss the populati@mgle, purpose, and detailed data
gathering procedures used in this research stGiapter Four contains results from
empirical data gathered through interviews theaedeer conducted with a total of 20
first generation college students, while Chapteerovides a summary of results,

recommendations, and conclusions.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

This research study examined first-generation gellgudents who persist
towards completing baccalaureate degrees with atfut the assistance of TRIO. The
purpose of this study was to gather data regairti@gerspectives and challenges of
first-generation college students and provide apamative analysis to ascertain the
challenges and perspectives of first-generatiolegelstudents who employ the use of
TRIO student services to those who do not havesadoeformal student support services
such as TRIO. Chapter Three provides details atheumethodology used in this
research, including the type of study, researclstiues, purpose, data collection, and
analysis.

According to a study conducted by Terenzini e{96), there was not a great
deal of information pertaining to first-generaticollege students as it related to their
experiences while working to complete degrees giidr education (Terenzini et al.,
1996).

Purpose

According to a study conducted by Terenzini e{E96), there was not much
information pertaining to first-generation collegfedents as it related to their
experiences while working to complete degrees giidn education. Therefore, the
researcher endeavored to gather qualitative datavbuld enhance the body of research
regarding first-generation college students whaigted towards completing
baccalaureate degrees. In this case, persistiegad to first-generation students who
were beyond their first year of college. A largalp of research discussed the

characteristics, challenges, college readinests skihd degree completion rate of first-
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generation students; however there was not suficlata regarding their college
experiences, which guided them to complete degrekigher education (Pascarella et
al., 2004). Former research indicated that fiestegation students who attended a four-
year college or university as opposed to a two-yesditution were more likely to
complete a bachelor’'s degree (Khanh, 2002; Paszatel., 2004; Prospero & Vohra-
Gupta, 2007). Therefore the researcher enlistecypants from two different
universities who were beyond their freshman y@dmough interviewing first-generation
college students who were beyond their first yéaotiege and currently possessed a 2.0
or higher GPA, the researcher gathered empiridal i@t may enhance the current
literature on the experiences that were relatedd@ersistence of first-generation
college students in four-year universities. Altgbwgrades were not considered the more
complete measure of a student’s level of academieldpment, research suggested that
they were indicators of student success and pensist(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
Therefore, the researcher’s decision to interviewigipants who possessed a 2.0 GPA or
higher was based on evidence suggesting that stedents were more likely to persist
towards completing baccalaureate degrees. Stuoegte®d academic standing with a
minimum 2.0 GPA coupled with completion of the ffiyear of college “increases a
student’s likelihood of earning a baccalaureataeedy two to three times” (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 2005, p. 397).

Research suggested that the level of postsecoedacation parents possessed
had direct influences on the academic experientctdgeo children, particularly as it
related to pursing and obtaining degrees of higlleication (Pascarella et al., 2004).

Further, according to the article “Students WhoaeeRts did not go to College:
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Postsecondary Access, Persistence, and Attainn@hby (2001) offered that college-
educated parents give advice about major declaratie financial assistance process,
and support students as they prepare for colleamepient or entrance exams. Another
study suggested that second or non-first-generabtlage students have the advantage
of parents who influenced their thoughts aboutegllife, planning for college, the
application process, selecting a college, finarai| and served as beacons of
motivation during tough academic or social adjustitienes while in college (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 2005). Unfortunately, this was a laxthat many first-generation students
did not have; therefore programs such as TRIO geivéll the gap and helped these
students overcome academic challenges that detdeadfrom completing
baccalaureate degrees.

TRIO support services was a federally funded pnogdadicated to serving first-
generation students in completing their bacheldegree. According to an article in the
Journal of the Council for Opportunity in Education, faculty in TRIO served as an
extended family that first-generation college studecalled on for support (Becker,
1999). First-generation students tended to have diffgperdonal and demographic
characteristics as well as varied educational petjos and less knowledge about college
life (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). TRIO endea&bto provide the necessary support
this generational cohort needed on their path topteting postsecondary degrees.

There were eight programs included in TRIO, whidravall geared towards
assisting first-generation, low-income persons \hiir academic progress from middle
school until the completion of baccalaureate degidee eight programs housed under

TRIO were: “a) Educational Opportunity CentersRionald E. McNair Post-
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Baccalaureate Achievement, c) Student Support S&=yvd) Talent Search, e) Training
Program for Federal TRIO Programs Staff, f) UpwRBadind, g) Upward Bound Math-
Science, and h) Veterans Upward Bound” (Becker91p97). Student Support Services
was the TRIO program that assisted first-generataiege students who were working
towards their initial baccalaureate degrees witidamic tutoring in core subjects such as
mathematics, science, writing, and reading (Stapdif99). College retention and
assisting students with degree completion was reduif administrators and faculty
members involved in TRIO (Becker, 1999; Terenztralg 1996). In this case, persisting
refers to first-generation students who were beybed first year of college. Former
research indicated that first-generation studemhis attended a four-year college or
university as opposed to two-year institutions waree likely to complete a bachelor’s
degree (Khanh, 2002; Pascarella et al., 2004; Brosp Vohra-Gupta, 2007).

Therefore, the researcher enlisted participantswire beyond their freshman year at
two four-year universities. Through interviewingst-generation college students who
met the stated criteria, the researcher gathergurieal data that would enhance the
current literature on experiences related to thsigptence of first-generation college
students in four-year universities. All participgfrom both universities were required to
meet the following criteria: (a) they must haveeatted college as a traditional college
student (ages 18-21); (b) possess a minimum 2.0; GR Adarticipants were students
whose parents did not complete postsecondary edocand (d) classified as college

sophomores, juniors, or seniors.
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Student Support Services

According to a study conducted by Ishitani (20@®) International Research
Analyst, data indicated that first-generation agdlestudents with lower GPAs were less
likely to complete a baccalaureate degree. Thesdudy concluded that first-
generation college students with “higher acaderkiitss . . were more likely to persist”
towards graduation” (p. 376). Further, accordmghie article “Students Whose Parents
did not go to College: Postsecondary Access, Rengis, and Attainment,” Choy (2001)
suggested that college-educated parents gave aalwocg major declaration, the
financial assistance process, and supported studsrthey prepared for college
placement or entrance exams. They also helpeddhi&iiren through attending various
pre-college or college events, as well as throbghapplication process. Unfortunately,
this was a luxury that many first-generation studeld not have, therefore programs
such as TRIO served to fill the gap and help tlsséents overcome academic
challenges that deterred them from completing Haocaate degrees. TRIO support
services was a federally funded program dedicatesgving first-generation students in
completing their bachelor’'s degree. There werbtggograms included in TRIO, which
were all geared towards assisting first-generatmm;income persons with their
academic progress from middle school until the detrgm of a baccalaureate degree.
The eight programs housed under TRIO were: “(a)catanal Opportunity Centers, (b)
Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievemertstajient Support Services, (d)
Talent Search, (e) Training Program for Federald Rrograms Staff, (f) Upward
Bound, (g) Upward Bound Math-Science, and (h) \@tserUpward Bound” (Becker,

1999, p. 7). Student Support Services was the TR&Qram that assisted first-
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generation college students working towards thefral baccalaureate degrees with
academic tutoring in core subjects such as mathesnatience, writing, and reading.

Student Support Services also provided first-germaraollege students with
financial awareness through providing workshops fingused on empowering this
population of college students with completing fioial aid applications, while also
serving as a resource for locating private, as aglpublic scholarships. College
retention and assisting students with degree cdroplevas a requirement of
administrators and faculty members involved in TRI&lIditionally, providing
information on admission and financial assistargeodtunities, as well as counseling,
academic support, such as tutoring, were waysTtR#D supported qualifying first-
generation college students. Further, this progaamed to assist this population of
college students with the academic and social toeésled in obtaining higher
educational and economic status. Building selfisieht, productive citizens was an
underlying mission of TRIO support services (You2009). However, not all first-
generation college students were involved in TRTMerefore, this study attempted to
add to the body of research regarding the chalkeagd perceptions of persisting first-
generation college students, with or without thepsut of student support services, such
as TRIO, to complete their baccalaureate degree.
Type of Study

This qualitative study investigated challenges jp@ateptions of persisting first-
generation college students who were beyond thstrnyffiear of college as they pursued
baccalaureate degrees. Due the nature of thig'stpdrceptions, it was necessary to

gather empirical data. Therefore the qualitatesearch method was the most suitable.
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Qualitative methodology is useful in studying vieavsd perceptions because of the
emphasis on meaning, interpretation, interactiod, subjective experiences (Daly,
1992). The theoretical frameworks in qualitatiesgarch are phenomenology and
symbolic interactions. Phenomenology attemptautalérstand the meaning of events
and interactions and the subjective aspects oflpsdpehavior” (Bogdan & Biklen,
1992, p. 34). Further, symbolic interactionisnesses that “human experience is
mediated by interpretation . . . objects, peoptaations, and events do not possess their
own meaning, and rather meaning is conferred om'tfiBogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 36).
Therefore, to understand the challenges and peoospif first-generation college
students, it was important to explore the perserperiences of those within this
context, in addition to how they interpreted aslaslperceived the meaning of those
experiences.
Resear ch Questions

Question 1: (a) What were the college experiences of firstegation students at
two universities related to persistence towardcthrapletion of a baccalaureate degree,
and (b) in what ways did TRIO provide support?

Question 2: What kinds of supports did first-generation cgéestudents perceive
as helpful as they persisted in pursuing a bacoedde degree?

Question 3: Were there differences between the experiencdpearceptions of
first-generation college students with TRIO supord those without?
Independent Variables

There were two independent variables in this studhych were participant

involvement in TRIO verses noninvolvement and secimomic status. Participants



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 53

were enrolled at two universities, referred to 4sddd U2. Students at U2 were part of
TRIO, a federally funded program aimed at assidinstrgeneration, low-income
students in completing baccalaureate degrees. gemisrational cohort attended weekly
meetings, summer intensives, and was privy to nentotors, as well as scholarship
opportunities (TRIO Personnel, personal commurocatMarch 2011). Conversely,
students attending U1 did not have TRIO servicesl@e as part of the university’s
student support services programs for first-germarattudents. U1l did offer traditional
services, such as writing labs, tutors for acadehsiciplines, computer labs, as well as
academic counseling. Additionally, to be involed'RIO, students were required to be
first generation, but also came from low-incomeifeas. However, students included in
this study from U2 were not asked to meet certaooine criteria as a requirement for
participation.
Dependent Variables

There were several dependent variables includ#asrstudy. All students from
both Ul and U2 were first-generation college stislarno met the stated criteria. All
participants from both universities were requiredneet the following criteria: (a) they
must have attended college as a traditional colktggent (ages 18-21); (b) possess a
minimum 2.0 GPA; (c) participants were students séhparents did not complete
postsecondary education; and (d) classified asgelsophomores, juniors, or seniors.
Limitations

The researcher examined challenges and percetidinst-generation students
beyond their first year of college who all met fedection criteria, however, there were

several limitations of this study. First, the stysrticipants represented a small non-
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random, purposeful sample that represented ong $tisdsouri. Second, the number of
participating colleges and enrolled students lichitee scope of this study. There were
over 500 colleges and universities in the Midwhkat educated a wide variety of
students, including first generation. In addititre researcher examined challenges and
perceptions of first-generation college studerdasftwo universities and did not utilize
data from community colleges. Third, location leé study presented a limitation, as this
study was conducted at two private universitieated in one Midwestern state, where
there was a disproportionate amount of minorit@®ked. In lieu of this, universities in
other national and state regions may not be aldeneralize the outcomes of this study.
Fourth, a convenience sampling method was usedtteegqualitative data for this study,
in which participants were selected from a podirst-generation college students.

Fifth, participants of the study were required &wvdé a minimum GPA of 2.0 because
academic success served as a precursor to congplietgnees of higher education
(Ishtanti, 2006). Participants who did not meettfinimum 2.0 GPA requirement were
not interviewed. Due to this requirement, this pkntloes not convey the challenges and
perceptions of first-generation students who hawel than a 2.0 G.P.A or were on
academic probation. The sixth limitation of thisdy deals with the academic
classification of participants. Since participantse beyond their first year of college,
this study did not address the challenges and peoces of freshman or nontraditional
first-generation college students. The next litotawas income guidelines of
participants While participants at U2 involved in TRIO wergoired to meet specific
federal income guidelines to qualify, first-generatcollege students at U1 were not

obligated to meet such guidelines to participatéhis study. Therefore, this data
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compared first-generation students who met spegifidelines to those who did not meet
the same income or socioeconomic guidelines. Mestthe incomplete set of data. Ul
was in the beginning stages of tracking its firshgration student population, while U2
was able to provide in-depth institutional datatsrirst-generation population, as well
as those involved in TRIO. However, not all figgneration college students at this
university were involved in TRIO. Finally, the siand population of both universities
was such that results from this study were not ggizable to other universities with a
differing size or population. Both universitieslinded in this study were Judeo-
Christian universities with populations of overa®) students. Additionally, U1 had a
significantly larger minority population than Ubgetrefore data may not be common at
other universities.
Population

The population of participants in this study ird#d full and part-time students at
both universities. In an effort to gather accuddta on both universities included in this
study, the researcher gathered and examined daawebsites of each respective
university as well as from student handbooks, fiackers, institutional data reports and
the Missouri Department of Higher Education, toessin population data of students
from both campuses.
University 1

Enroliment for the fall of 2011 approximately 748@U1 Fact Book, 2012-2013,
p. 31-32). The attendance status for full-timelsetus at U1 was 77% and 23% for part-
time. Enrollment data included graduate studemtésadher adult non-traditional college

students. University 1 was a Jesuit college inMinebvest with over 7,000 students.
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University 2

U2’s undergraduate enroliment was approximatedy @ for the fall 2011 term
(U2 Fact Book, 2012, p. 18). Conversely, 60% efdtudents at U2 attended school as
full-time students, while 40% were enrolled pami Enroliment data for U2 also
included graduate students and other adult norititvadl college students.

Additionally, the researcher gathered data on asionscriteria for both
universities, in an effort to ascertain the acadeguiality of their student populations.
Demographics of Student Population

The two colleges involved in the study demonsttaienilarities in demographics.
The Missouri Commission of Higher Education’s Gboating Board collects and
disseminates data regarding all public, privaté, mot-for profit institutions throughout
Missouri. Institutional Data and Research depantshat most colleges and universities
were responsible for collecting and reporting valitiool data to the Missouri
Commission of Higher Education’s Coordinating BoemdHigher Education. Coupled
with institutional data gathered through each ursitg's website, the following
demographic information was gathered. In the faR@l1, approximately 60% of the
student population at University 1 was White, wifil&1% was African American,
0.03% American Indian, 0.04% Asian, and 0.02% Hisp@8J1 Fact Book, 2012-2013,
pp. 31-33).

Conversely, data from the same sources reporetbllowing data regarding
student demographics at University 2. In thed&l2011 approximately 70% of the
student population was White, 0.06% African Amamnicd.001% American Indian,

0.05% Asian, and 0.03% Hispanic (U2 Fact Book, 2@148). In total the researcher
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interviewed a racially diverse student populatidreve 40% of participants were White,

5% Hispanic, while 55% were African American (Fig8).

Hisp

African
American, 55%

Figure 3. Demographic of participants by race
Sampling

The researcher interviewed an equal number ofgyaatts from two universities
located in the Midwest. The researcher intervied@dtudents from both University 1
and University 2 on their respective campuses. |&Wne of the subgroups involved in
the study were participants of TRIO Student Suppertices, students at the second
university were not privy to such services uniquidgigned for first-generation college
students. Also, 55% of students interviewed wefrecAn American, while 40% were

White, and 5% were Hispanic. Additionally, of tedgst-generation students
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interviewed, 35% were sophomores, 45% juniors,20%d of the total population was in

their senior year of college (Figure 4).

Sophmores,
35%

Figure4. Academic classification of participants

The researcher used a small purposeful sampleistiogsof 20 first-generation
college students from two universities, as intamges to gather concrete and in-depth
information. Further, to be included in the stupigrticipants from both universities met
the following criteria: (a) enrolled in college asraditional college student (ages 18-21);
(b) possessed a minimum 2.0 GPA,; (c) participamiewstudents whose parents did not
complete postsecondary education; and (d) cladsafsecollege sophomores, juniors, or
seniors. Although grades were not consideredyibie complete measure of a student’s

level of academic development, research suggessedhiey were indicators of student
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success and persistence (Pascarella & Terenzidh)20 herefore, the researcher’s
decision to interview participants who possess2das.P.A or higher was based on
evidence suggesting that these students were ikehg o persist towards completing
baccalaureate degrees. Good standing G.P.A’s edwygth completion of the first year
of college increased “a student’s likelihood ofreiag a baccalaureate degree by two to
three times” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 397)
Description of Universities

University 1was a Judeo-Christian liberal arts university thed one main
campus, a second campus in another state, and-&iteolocations, as well as over 30
extension locations throughout the Midwest. Urdtl face-to-face, hybrid, as well as
online courses to its undergraduate and graduadgieist populations. University 1
offered over 120 degree programs including, butlinated to accounting, theatre, sports
management, philosophy of religion, and educatidne mission statement emphasized
the importance of educating the whole person angbararing students to become
productive members of a global community. Univgr&iwas accredited by the Higher
Learning Commission of the North Central Assocraid Colleges and Schools.

University 2 was a Judeo-Christian university thad campuses in the United
States and Spain, as well as a host of off-sitatioas in the United States. This
institution also offered face-to-face, hybrid, andine courses to its undergraduate and
graduate student populations. University 2 offeveer 100 undergraduate degrees and
60 graduate programs of study. Programs of stutdj2zaanged through anatomy,
nursing, education, criminal justice, and informattechnology management. The

mission of U2 focused on research, health, andvatiltg intellect guided by spiritual
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ideals. University 2 was also an accredited usigrdeemed so through the North
Central Association of Colleges and Universities.

The researcher collected freshman and transfdestwadmissions criteria from
each university to ascertain the academic qualistudents admitted. The researcher
procured and examined information from each unity¢ssonline catalog, which

included lists of admissions criteria for each egd (see Table 1).

Table 1.

Admissions Criteria for Each University

Admissions Criteria University One University Two
Complete Admissions Form X X
Official Transcripts X X
ACT or SAT results X X
Application Fee X

Personal Resume X

Letter of Recommendation X

(recommended, but not
required)

Personal Essay X

Note: Criteria obtained from each university’s wiband Institutional Researifice(s)

Each university required freshman and transferesitgito complete an
application, submit official transcript(s), and AT SAT results. University 1 had four
additional requirements for admissions, which ideldia $30.00 non-refundable

application fee and a personal resume detailingppdicant’s involvement in
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community service and extracurricular activitidgdditionally, a personal essay
describing the applicants’ goals and rationalddathering their education required of all
first-time and transfer students. U1l requestdédreibf recommendation for applicants,
however, its website indicated that this was nacuirement for admission to the
university. The researcher examined each respeaativersity’s average admissions
statistics as reported from the Institutional Rede®ffice(s). The average GPA for first
time freshman and transfer students admitted tdlihg the fall of 2011 was 3.13.
Conversely, the average ACT score was 22.24 whdeaverage SAT score was 1007 for
the same population of students (Ul Fact Book, 2013, p. 88). Freshman and
transfer students admitted to U2 during the faR@11 possessed an average 3.7 GPA

(U2 Fact Book, 2012, p. 11).
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ACT Scores G.P.A. of incoming freshman

Figure 5. Average admissions statistics fall 2011
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The average ACT score of freshman and transfeestacdadmitted during that same term
was 27.0 (Figure 5). U2 did not specify an aver@gé& score, however, institutional
data noted that SAT scores were equivalent to Arfes (U2 Fact Book, 2012, p. 11).
Procedure

University 1

1. The researcher met with and discussed the propesedrch with the Dean of
First-Year Programs.

2. The Dean of First-Year Programs forwarded the mebes's request to procure
institutional and student data as well as permmsganterview 10-15 of the
university’s pool of first-generation college statle The Vice President of
Student Development submitted a letter of appréwaihe researcher to gather
data and interview the university’s pool of firsrgeration college students.

3. The researcher constructed thetation e-mail to Potential Participants
(Appendix B) which the researcher e-mailed to Tleaof First-Year Programs
at University 1. The Dean of First-Year Programsviirded thenvitation e-mail
to Potential Participants to each first-generation student who met the selec
criteria. Once a week the researcher composedagesso the group of first-
generation college students who met the selectitgria until the researcher
secured the necessary number of participants. bidekdetween the Dean of
First-Year Programs and the researcher was ongleingghout this portion of
selecting students.

4. Once students e-mailed the researcher regardiagesttin participating in the

study, the researcher sent &alow-Up e-mail for Confirmed Interview letter



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 63

(Appendix D) to each interested participant. Thtter assigned each student
with a pseudonym in an effort to establish conftaéeity and requested a contact
phone number.

. TheFollow-Up e-mail for Confirmed Interview letter requested that interested
students reply via e-mail with a phone number. é&stadents provided their
phone numbers to the researcher, the researcled palticipants within 24
hours of the e-mail. In some instances the rekeaesmailed participants who
responded to thisvitation e-mail to Potential Participants letter on more than
one occasion to secure contact information to éstal mutually agreeable time
to conduct an interview.

. With the exception of two separate interviews carteld over the phone, the
researcher set up individual face-to-face intergi@iva quiet location on
University 1's campus where there were minimalrdigions.

. Before the interview(s) began the researcher askel interviewee to sign the
Informed Consent Letter (Appendix A) which granpeatmission to use the
content of each interview for data gathering anqbréeng purposes. Again to
ensure confidentiality, the researcher remindeth @gerviewee of the
pseudonym, which was also explained on the corméhtirization form.

. Once interviewees provided signatures to indicatengssion to use information
provided through the interview as a means of gatgeand reporting data, the
researcher gave each participant a $5.00 giftficatie from Subway.

. During the interview(s) the researcher referrethtostudent(s) by their respective

pseudonyms.
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10.The researcher tape-recorded and wrote notes degicty interview.

11.0nce the interviews were complete, the researcaesdribed each interview and
searched for recurring themes relating to the ehgkts and perceptions of first-
generation students at University 1.

12.The researcher coded recurring themes using higkligto denote similar
challenges among first-generation students.

University 2

1. The researcher scheduled a face-to-face meetimgtinatDirector of TRIO
services at University 2 to discuss the purpodbefesearch and request
permission to interview students involved in TRIO.

2. Through this meeting the Director of TRIO forwardetbrmation about the
research as well as the researcher’s informatidhe@ssistant Vice President of
Academic Affairs, Director of Institutional Reselyand Director of Student
Educational Services.

3. After a few correspondences from the Assistant Wicesident of Academic
Affairs, the researcher attached a draft of th&tingnal Review Board (IRB)
form to the Assistant Vice President of Academita#ks. Upon receiving
satisfactory information about the study, the AssisVice President of
Academic Affairs addressed an approval letter &olRB committee at
Lindenwood University expressing his permissiontf@ researcher to access
data and interview University 2’s first-generatimollege students.

4. Once the Director of TRIO at University 2 receiveedopy of the approval letter

from the Assistant Vice President of Academic ABathe researcher gained



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 65

permission to attend meetings, which first-generasitudents in TRIO attended
every week.

. The Director of TRIO at University 2 permitted ttesearcher to discuss the
purpose of the research and solicit participationngd) whole group sessions.

. After speaking with students in TRIO, the researgave students a sign-up
sheet which requested each interested studenbttidera name and contact
information.

. The researcher sent blnvitation e-mail to Potential Participants letter to each
student who signed up and conducted follow up ploatie, which were
necessary to schedule interviews.

. Once students e-mailed the researcher regardiagesttin participating in the
study, the researcher sent falow-Up e-mail for Confirmed Interview letter
(Appendix D) to each interested participant. Thtter assigned each student
with a pseudonym in an effort to establish conftaéeity and requested a contact
phone number.

. TheFollow-Up e-mail for Confirmed Interview letter requested that interested
students reply via e-mail with a phone number. éstadents provided their
phone numbers to the researcher, the researcled palticipants within 24
hours of their e-mail. In some instances the rebea e-mailed participants who
responded to thimvitation e-mail to Potential Participants letter on more than
one occasion to secure contact information to éstalb mutually agreeable time

to conduct an interview.
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10. With the exception of two separate interviews carteld over the phone, the
researcher set up individual face-to-face intergi@iva quiet location on
University 2’s campus where there were minimalrdigions.

11.Before the interview(s) began the researcher askeld interviewee to sign the
Informed Consent letter (Appendix A) which granpsgmission to use the
content of each interview for data gathering anbreng purposes. Again, to
ensure confidentiality, the researcher remindeth @gerviewee of the
pseudonym, which was also explained on the corméhtirization form.

12.0nce interviewees provided their signatures tocaid their permission to use
information provided through the interview as a neeaf gathering and reporting
data, the researcher gave each participant a §ftQtertificate from Subway.

13.During the interview(s) the researcher referrethtostudent(s) by their respective
pseudonyms.

14.The researcher tape-recorded and wrote notes degicly interview.

15.0nce the interviews were complete the researchasdribed each interview, and
searched for recurring themes relating to the ehgkts and perceptions of first-
generation students at University 2.

16.The researcher coded recurring themes using hlgkligto denote similar
challenges among first-generation students frorh batversities.

17.The researcher conducted a comparative analysiee ahallenges of persisting
first generation college students between studeiisTRIO support and those

without.
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Additionally, the researcher developed intervievestions (Appendix E) for both groups
of students considering input gathered througheseiig current literature, analyzing
similar studies, as well as through solicited adiom educational experts including
those who served on the dissertation committe¢hafigh many of the questions for
both groups of students were the same, there w@rguestions designed particularly for
University 1 students and two different questioasighed for students in TRIO at
University 2.

The researcher organized interview questions to igaight on several areas of
their college experience. The researcher designesdtions that addressed the
appropriate subheadings, which were as followsa¢aflemic experience, (b) social
experience, (c) interaction with family, (d) craicexperiences, (e) social/cultural capital
and adjusting to college, and (f) socio economipdéndix E). Additionally, the
researcher created two sets of interview questmspecifically address first-generation
students with the support of TRIO for those wherated the university that did not have
a support program in place. A copy of the full 6§ interview questions is located in
Appendix E. Some of the detailed questions werfelbsvs:

(1) Where did you receive most of your help acadaityi?

(2) Describe your involvement with any extracurlasactivities/programs on or

off campus (e.g. social fraternity/sorority, studelubs/groups, leadership

training, etc.).

(3) Discuss your experiences in and out of thesctasm with faculty and staff.

(4) Do you think there is a relationship betweenipg@ation with TRIO services

and your academic outcome? Explain your reasoning.
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(5) How did your family and friends adjust to ydifie as a college student?

(6) Socially, who do you spend the most time witien on campus?

(7) Tell me about some of the struggles that yaedaduring your first year of

college.

(8) Who had the greatest influence on your peyscs as it relates to continuing

college past the first year (social/cultural/cdpita
The researcher also asked each participant to adaree with future first-generation
college students, which is among the data repant€hapter Four.
Data Collection

The researcher conducted semi-structured, one-ennberviews with a total of
20 participants who were all first-generation cgdestudents who met the stated criteria.
Semi-structured interviews are useful for gatheempirical data for qualitative research
(Creswell, 2008). With the exception of two intews the researcher conducted over
the phone, face-to-face interviews were the majonmonent of the semi-structured
interviews. Each interview was audiotaped in arelasre there was minimal noise and
later examined for recurring themes regarding ehgls of persisting towards
completion of baccalaureate degrees as first-gaorrstudents. Interviews provided the
researcher with opportunities to gather empirieabdabout the challenges of being and
persisting as a first-generation student.

Each interview ranged from approximately 30 to 6Autes long. Audiotapes
allowed the researcher to transcribe and furthalyae participant’s responses. The
researcher used participant’s pseudonyms whenctibimgy interviews to maintain

confidentiality. Further, audiotapes gave the aedger the ability to listen to and re-
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listen, and were necessary to transcribe dataahdther understand the context of each
provided response. Developing a greater undenstgrod qualitative data leads to in-
depth analysis of the experiences and challengeadf participant.
Data Analysis

In an effort to understand and analyze data theareber listened to and then
transcribed student interviews. The researchet tie@ugh each interview and
highlighted common themes relating to the challerafethis group of first-generation
college students as they persisted towards comgleaccalaureate degrees. The
researcher highlighted words and phrases usingusugdolors to organize each
reoccurring theme. The researcher copied andgdstect quotes from each interviewee
that specifically related to challenges. This wasessary to clearly separate information
pertaining to persistence and challenges while ¢eting bachelor’'s degrees from other
rhetoric provided during the interviews. Once tbgearcher ascertained the most
common challenges of first-generation students we pursuing a bachelor’s degree,
the challenges were reported and detailed.
Summary

Qualitative methods are useful in gaining in-ddptbwledge and study of
experiences, views, and perceptions. Conductitegvirews provided greater detail on
this generational cohort by providing empiricalaleggarding the challenges and
perspectives of first-generation college studesmi-structured, one-on-one interviews
allowed the researcher to obtain a greater undetstg, as well as provided a
comprehensive analysis of this topic. Audiotapedriviews were useful because it

enabled the researcher to assess and re-assegevinsenhile also examining codes that
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gave greater insight of common challenges and paores of first-generation college
students with and without support from TRIO. Tihelgsis of this information allowed
the researcher to make suggestions for collegesi@indrsities, which aim to retain its
first-generation population and propel them towdrelimg the first in their family to earn
baccalaureate degrees.

Chapter Four contains results from empirical dgtidnered through interviews the
researcher conducted with a total of 20 first-gatien college students. The researcher
gave a pseudonym to each participant to help emsundentiality, since results
indicated specific and detailed information regagdbackground information of
participants as well as challenges and perceptla@sencountered as they pursued
baccalaureate degrees. Further, the research@acedichallenges and perceptions
among first-generation students involved in TRI@hose who did not have the formal
support of TRIO services. Chapter Five providesiamary of the results,

recommendations, and conclusions.
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Chapter Four: Results

The purpose of this study was to examine the ehgéls and perceptions of first-
generation college students who persist towardptetmg baccalaureate degrees with
and without the assistance of TRIO support serviteshis chapter, the researcher
provides results from empirical data gathered thhoconducting semi-structured, one-
on-one interviews with 20 first-generation studdndsn two universities who were
beyond their first year of college and possess2@ ar higher GPA. Interviews were
retrospective, as all students were upper-clasgsgmbtudents who completed at least
one year of college at a four-year university. Tégearcher interviewed an equal
number of participants from each respective unitsers'he results of this study
promotes further research and programs that lemdrtts assisting first-generation
college students to having greater success withirihg baccalaureate degrees. During
interviews the researcher asked participants teeghetinent information regarding their
family, major of study, and classification. Befaliscussing the findings of this study,
the researcher provided a brief description of gaehicipant.
Biographies

The researcher interviewed a total of 20 partitipavith the following racial
breakdown: 55% African Americans, 40% Whites, aB#Hispanics (Table 2).
Additionally, of those first-generation studenttenviewed 35% were sophomores, 45%
were juniors, and 20% were in their senior yeacadlege (Table 3). The researcher used
a small purposeful sample, consisting of 20 firstigration college students from two

universities, as interviewees to gather concretkiualepth information
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Table 2.
Freguency and Percentage of Participants by Race

Race N Percentage
White 8 40%
African American 11 55%
Hispanic 1 5%

Further, to be included in the study participantsrf both universities met the following
criteria: (a) currently enrolled in college asaditional college student (ages 18-21); (b)
possess a minimum 2.0 GPA; (c) participants werdesits whose parents did not
complete postsecondary education; and (d) cladsafsecollege sophomores, juniors, or
seniors. Although grades were not considered e romplete measure of a student’s
level of academic development, research suggessedhey were indicators of student
success and persistence (Pascarella & Terenzidb)20

Table 3.Freguency and Percentage of Participants by Classification

Classification N Percentage
Sophomore 7 35%
Junior 9 45%
Senior 4 20%

Ameila. Amelia was born in the United States to a mo#mer father who
migrated from Mexico when they were young adufie was raised in the household
with both parents, as well as her twin brother taval younger siblings. As her parents’

eldest daughter, she taught herself English andlodi rely on her parents help with her



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 73

education after the second grade,” as both henfsaveere lay workers who still
struggled with speaking English since neither ehthwent to school in the United States.
Amelia was a member of the Hispanic Society andfeassed on setting a “positive
example for her siblings and other Hispanics badkalifornia.” She was a sophomore
at U1 and her major was Spanish, with a minor isdfdedia. As one of the 20
participants who was Hispanic, Amelia served aaraamaly but provided a depth of
insight regarding her experiences as a first-geioeraollege student and a first-
generation immigrant in the United States.

Margareta. Margareta was a White student who was born irsMis and
decided to attend a university close to home. fhittier passed when she was two-years-
old, so she was raised by her mother and grandmo#tdahe time of the interviews,
Margareta lived at home, which was approximatelyr®@utes from campus. She was a
sophomore at U1 and her major was Math, with a mim&econdary Education. She
aspired to become a high school math teacher.

Jerry. Jerry was classified as a junior Physical Edananajor at Ul. Jerry was
a White student who lived on campus and was aetitlethe Student Government
Association and his fraternity. His mother “raige@ boys by herself and worked hard
to make sure he went to college.” He took prideselecting a major that he was
passionate about as he “loves to work with kids! haped to become a teacher after
graduating.

John. John was a junior at U1 who was raised in theshbold with both
parents, as well as an older brother. While hieobrother was the first to go to college,

he discontinued after his first year leaving Jahhdld the reigns. After his second year
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at U1, John decided on a Sales and Marketing majtir,a minor in Business. John was
a White student who was involved with several orgations, was the recipient of
scholarships including the Athletic Booster Scheltgp, and enjoyed socializing with the
wide array of people on campus, which he felt wae af the reasons he “struggled so
much during his first year of college.” During Innderview he stressed how proud his
parents were of him for bringing up his grades faedsing more on obtaining his
bachelor’s degree.

Angel. Angel was a sophomore Secondary Education majtm,avuminor in
Language Arts at U1l. She was raised in the horttelvath parents, as well as a younger
brother. Although she was one of the few Africamekican students on campus, she
credited her ability to get along with others byngea “military brat,” which afforded her
the opportunity of attending high school in Germaaygel did not have a great deal of
stability at home or school as she attended 10exéamy schools due to the constant
movement as a daughter of two parents who werstedlin the Army. She was
nominated as the Homecoming Queen and was knowmaimampus for the amount of
time she spent in the library.

Pierre. Pierre was a sophomore at Ul. He decided to nrapiology after first
declaring Physical Education as a major, whichdémdid “was not as important.” He
too was a White student raised in a home with patlents. His parents were “lay
workers” but encouraged him and his brother to $omu school. Pierre’s interview
seemed to be the briefest of them all as he wagyhktrto the point. He mentioned the
close relationship with his brother who also atehtd1 and discussed the importance of

their relationship in influencing him to continuerpuing his degree.
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Debra. Debra was a junior at U1 who majored in Non-PrAfitministration.

She was one of few African American students onperand was involved with the
CRU, a Christian student organization, and First&ation Collegians, a newly founded
group for first-generation college students. Dekas raised in a single-parent home
with her mother and grandmother who were both sdweoof her academic pursuits.
Her decision to go to college was based on obdensbf being “poor,” as she described
herself as spending considerable time “lookingaahé life and not seeing family
advancing.”

Vaughn. Vaughn was a senior Biochemistry major at U1 dythre time of the
interview. Since the age of 10, Vaughn loved smesind wanted to have a career in that
field. He was a White student who regretted thgtfamily didn’t teach him how
important school is.” His father and stepmothdrpwe described as “two hard
workers,” raised Vaughn. However, they were bathhe briefly described, supportive
of his academic endeavors.

Amber. Amber was an Accounting major in her sophomore gtéfl. As a
member of Alpha Phi Omega and the Cross Countm & prided herself on “keeping
her grades up” while also being active on camg&lse was a White student who was
raised by her mother in a single-parent househAklan only child she did not have
anyone to look up to who encouraged her to purst@l@ge degree, however she spoke
of her middle school teachers who made her betigaeshe could do anything she put
her mind to. Taking care of her mother and wanhiegfamily to have better lives were

two of her motivations for completing a degree.
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Mary. Mary was raised in a small town in a very “familyemted” household,
with support from her mother, father, aunts, andes As an out-of-state student, she
kept up with her family through SKYPE, but stilte felt “home sick.” She was a
White student who was a member of the Student Miadk€lub and U1’s Rugby team.
She was a Human Resource Management major iner year of college during the
time of the interview.

Samantha. Samantha was a junior, Social Work major at U2 dteamed about
going to college since middle school. Raised bynhem in a single-parent household,
she shared a good relationship with her fathercandidered them both to be to be
“encouraging” of her academic endeavors. Her fatloped she would be the “child that
changes everything,” as they were raised in a l@seiroeconomic community he desired
her to move away from. As one of few African Angan first-generation students on
campus, her involvement with TRIO was a “good ttiing§he actively participated in the
Intervarsity Christian Fellowship, served as a ntder for Campus Kitchen, and tutored
in the Keep-a-Child Alive on campus program.

Nicole. Nicole was a double major at U2 who also was anweahember of
TRIO. She was classified as a senior, African Aoagr Studies and History major who
endeavored to teach at the university level. Bathmother and father raised Nicole.
She described them as having “remedial jobs” aiichet accustomed to her being away
at college. Nicole was an African American studehb was an active member of the
Student Government Association and volunteeredtata

Victoria. Victoria was a Criminal Justice major at U2 whaoalgas a member of

TRIO. An African American student, she was claedifas a junior. Victoria was active
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with various on campus organizations including $tid United for Africa, Black
Student Alliance, and University Christian FellowshShe also served as a Resident
Advisor. She was brought up in a community sherilesd as “hard economically” by
her mother, who she described as “supportive, butinderstanding of what college is
like.”

Teron. Teron described himself as a “cool nerd.” He wag#aican American
student who was raised by his mother and stepfatBeth Teron’s parents were
supportive of his academic endeavors. Teron wasiar Structural Engineering major
who was also active with TRIO, National Society Bdack Engineers (NSBE), and the
American Society of Civil Engineers.

Janet. Janet was classified as a junior at U2 who endealvtar be a Clinical Lab
Technician. She was a member of TRIO, as welhad®tack Student Alliance, and
assisted with various community service projects@mpus. Since she wanted to go to
college somewhere close to her family, she seldddBoth her mother and father
raised Janet and often called to check on her avageogress. She was an African
American student.

Thomas. Thomas was a senior Philosophy major, with a Thegotainor. He
did not speak of his parents at all during ourrwitav, however he mentioned his uncle
as a motivating force behind his choosing to puesbachelor’'s degree. Thomas was an
African American student who lived off campus anakva member of TRIO, Phi Theta
Kappa, and a Jesuit College organization on campleswas the only student in this
study who had a child, which he discussed in giletdil as one of the reasons he

commuted to school daily and gave it his all.
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Whitney. Both Whitney’s mother and father raised her, aloith two younger
siblings. She described them both as “very lovgupportive parents” who “work hard
to provide her with the additional financial supipsiie needed to pay for books and other
things she needed while away from home.” Whitnag an African American student
who was a member of TRIO, Intervarsity Christiatdveship, and the Black Student
Alliance. She also served as a Residential Adwsoctampus, which she decided to do
in an effort to get to know more people because'diga’t feel like she belonged” in
college during her first few years of college. Wibly was classified as a junior during
the time of the interview, and she was an Occupati®herapy major.

Maggie. Maggie was born in Liberia and moved to the Unis¢ates when she
was 12, with both her mother and father. Neitregrrhother nor father graduated from
college; however she described her father as ‘@Stespecially in matters of foreign
policies, and her mother as one who “will work extiours to see that she has all of the
things she needs” so that she may concentrateraachdemics. Due to the political
nature through which she and her family had tocati®, she grew an interest in politics.
During the time of the interviews, Maggie was alsmpore Political Science major at
U2. Maggie was a member of Bridge to Success] #mnis Team, and TRIO.

April. April was an out-of-state student at U2 who waseadiby both her mother
and father. Although her parents didn’t graduadenfhigh school they were “quite
happy and supportive of her.” They, along with bleler sister who just completed a
college degree, encouraged her to succeed. Dtlmengme of the interviews, April was
classified as a senior. Her major was Psychol8ggnish, and Pre-law. She too was a

Resident Advisor and member of the Black Studehawide, as well as TRIO.
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Stacey. Stacey was a sophomore at U2 who was an active sremhd RIO,
Black Student Alliance, and a peer-mentoring gringh helped incoming freshman
acclimate to college life. During the time of ihéerviews, her major was Nursing,
which she changed after the first year of collegenfBiology and Pre-Med because she
wanted to be more in contact with people in thdtheare field. Stacey was raised in a
single parent household where she witnessed hdrantgacrificing to take care of
family.” As an only child she felt a lot of presstto prove to herself and her family that
she could live a “better life.”
Common Challenges
Transportation

During a study, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005hdotinat students who lived on
campus tended to make greater academic and saa@ & compared to those who
commuted to campus. Students’ levels of persisteeyond the first year of college was
also predicated on their commute to campus d#isyDebra commented “transportation
has been a big challenge, I live off campus, wisch 45 minute walk!” Unfortunately
for her, there was no more student housing on ddrspus when she registered, which
added to her feeling that college “seems like siahvof the fittest.” Amber had a similar
issue with transportation, except she had medssalgs that required her going off
campus to pick up prescriptions. In her words, Strehallenging was being away from
home, especially my first year . . . when | didméive a car to get snacks or medicine.”
Amber did not grow up close to U1, therefore she wafamiliar with the local
transportation system. Depending on others ol logasportation was a challenge for

her, which she met by obtaining a car during hehsmore year. Teron’s frustration
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with transportation was unique. Like Debra, he oarted from off-campus housing to
campus daily. Unlike Debra, he lived with his fimincluding his mother.

Teron’s family relied on him to transport them taldrom their daily errands,
which often was a barrier to his solidifying ne@ysstudy times. His family did not
always understand the demands of pursing a cotlegeee. For him, TRIO mentors
were “therapeutic” and assisted him with solidityie trip of his life! During a study
abroad trip to Spain, Teron noticed a differenchigstudy habits and “did a lot better
that semester academically”, because he did nat theevpressures from family members
regarding their needs for him to transport themaaous places on a daily basis. In his
words “l was completely independent . . . | didmve my family, | wasn't commuting
so | could fully have time for myself.” He desaibhis trip to Spain as one that helped
him manage his time better, which led to greatadamic success, because “it was just
me and my textbook.” Thomas’s challenge with tpamtation was linked to his not
always having enough money to afford the publingportation cost to commute back
and forth from home to campus daily. Although $ortation appeared as one of the
common challenges, Debra, Amber, Teron, and Thaveas examples of how varied
this one challenge was to first-generation colleelents.

Money

Being a first-generation college student was eaddr for students like Debra,
Thomas, Nicole, Victoria, and April because of fineal hardships. Financial pressures
can interfere with a student’s academic and saaiatactions, which have been shown to
be related to college persistence (Pascarella,&004). Although federal and state

institutions give approximately $74 million in sttt aid every year (U.S Department of
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Education, 2009) students like Thomas and Victbad a difficult time affording
necessary items, such as books to continue thi&geoceducation. During his interview,
Thomas discussed having to drop out of school ‘thags after classes started” because
he “couldn’t afford books.” According to ThomasethTfRIO program is the reason I've
been able to do as good as | have done in collegg,gave me laptop, money for books,
all that stuff . . . my mom doesn’t even know wkelool | go to, no one is really part of
my college education.” Unfortunately, he was net ¢inly first-generation college
student to experience financial difficulties th#terwise led some students to discontinue
their educations. Victoria recollected the secsehester of her freshman year:

| didn’t know how | was going to be able to pay foy books. | was like “I don’t

know how | am going to pay for these, | don't hawway.” | remember e-

mailing someone from TRIO and they told me to apghve me this information

and | think in the next few weeks | had a grang li& be able to buy my books
that | needed for school.
She also discussed a time when TRIO assisted hieaveicholarship to help her take
summer classes, which she needed to stay on cougsaduate on time.

For Debra and Nicole, the pressure to “make goades” to keep their
scholarships and other stipends was one of th&ntial challenges. On the contrary,
April found her financial challenges lifted the soer after her freshman year, when she
learned of a scholarship established by her gnesttgrandmother. In her words, “while
at a family reunion | learned that we had a faradfiolarship.” Not many students were
as fortunate as April. Unfortunately, the costompleting a college degree had

increased over the past decade as well (Altbaeh,62010; Pascarella & Terenzini,
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2005). The increasing cost of completing college degréen@laces students in
situations where they must work to pay for bookd atiher educational expenses their
parents were not be able to afford. For studekesDebra, Thomas, Victoria, and
Nicole, the financial challenges of paying for bepé&r having enough money to afford
transportation to campus, was a source of frustratihich caused them to discontinue
their education.

Adjusting to Academic Rigor

Understanding expectations of college instructaas & key element in passing
courses students needed to complete for degreenagiat (Collier & Morgan, 2008;
Mehta et al., 2011). Exhibiting academic competenas a key factor in college
completion; however, understanding the culturel@andng a support system was
important, as well (Collier & Morgan, 2004). Adjugy to academic rigor was one of the
challenges that 10 of the participants identifi€dve of the 10 students at U1 and six of
the 10 students at U2 characterized three areadjasting to academic rigor as major
challenges to pursuing their bachelor's degreas thanagement, study habits, and a
more difficult workload.

During the researchers’ interviews, Mary, Margaletry, Maggie, Samantha,
Janet, and John made similar comments regardimgstineggles with time management.
Janet’s sentiments synthesized the concerns sixaliterviewees; “Coming from high
school where everything is decided for you, youresitile is already set for you and
you're just use to that.” She also stated, “yolidlie a lot of free time, and if you cannot
manage it and that's going to be a really big iss@&milarly Margaret stated, “in high

school you have classes all day from 7 am unticbok, and in college you can choose
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your classes and decide if you want a break of ridte difference in class schedules
during high school and the amount of freedom irtdiezof college life was clearly a
challenge for some college students. In collegglents, often along with the assistance
of an academic advisor, select their classes acidelevhat time of day they would like
take their classes. Unlike high school, they heeresponsibility of selecting courses at
various times of the day throughout the week, idiclg Saturdays, which often required
a degree of self-knowledge. It would seem thdegel students need to know what time
of day they were most alert, as well as the typgtudy habits that work best for them.
Vaughn and Stacey, from two different universit&sared their concerns regarding
developing study habits. In the words of Vaughstualent from U1:

You have to work harder because | was use to lnigha and there | didn’t study

that much-hardly at all because | was used torgelty on my intelligence alone.

| mean | had experiences where | had to studynbulike you do here.

Stacey echoed his sentiments with her comment “wlbercome to college you've got to
really learn how to study!” This by far was onetloé most difficult challenges for a
large majority of students in this study.

Taron, Samantha, Nicole, and Margaret’s difficuliyh adjusting to academic
rigor was more about the difficulty of assignmegigen in college. Nicole suggested
that the workload in college made her feel “inaddqyi while the others simply stated
“workload” or the “intensity of work” when asked tiescribe their most challenging
experiences adjusting to college. Maggie summadriizis section best with the

following sentiment,
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| think the biggest thing to overcome was just gaable to adjust to this different
world, and being able to adjust to myself, buteéahere for others who are
adjusting or even people coming in after me whoséitietrying to figure out how
to do this...I think it's a growing thing, and alotige way you learn and try not to
be ashamed of your experiences but to own them. fiest-generation student
TRIO helps me because they help me figure out my pian...how to set up my
schedule, set me up with the right advisor anditite people to lead me and
guide me through.
Social Interaction
Being successful in college not only requiresresseeof academic ability, but also
was predicated on one’s capacity to adjust to dleeasnorms or culture college life
demands. Simple operations, such as dealing egistering for classes, financial
assistance, obtaining books, tutoring, cooperdéiaeming assignments, and appropriate
engagement with faculty regarding lessons, as agetissignments, were areas in which a
degree of social engagement was critical to on&sess. Social interaction was one of
the areas which 35% of students participating is $tudy identified as one of the major
challenges as they pursued a baccalaureate degteeestingly, an equal number of
participants from both universities cited this asaor challenge. Angel, Jerry, Debra,
and Amelia, all students of U1, shared similar ipents, stating that while in college
they had to find a balance between hanging out frghds and focusing on their studies.
Angel’s struggle with social interaction was cleéaher statement, “you kind of have to
adapt to making new friends.” She further wentmnomment that she “weeded out a

lot of friends. | felt hat we weren't really contgde to be friends . . . whether it was
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drinking a lot, going to places all the time ormpdrugs, that just wasn’t my style.”

Conversely, Debra shared commentary that many otiilege students, especially those

who are only children, might identify with as well:
College life was very different, adjusting was hhetause | went from being an
only child to almost having to deal with everyonieWwas at a very fast pace...|
got here and I'm like | have a roommate. | havettare a room with this person
and | can’t have my own room...it really took a @l me. People don’t have to
talk to you, in college people can walk right pgstt and be like, whatever | am
focused on me. If you don’t figure yourself oustior second semester you
literally may not ever come back. If I don’t knavho | am floating around with
majors and these people do this and | don’t dodhatlon’t identify with these
groups...its survival of the fittest.

Whitney, Maggie, Victoria, and April, all studeritem U2, shared similar sentiments

regarding their challenges with social interacttoncampus. However, their challenges

with social interaction had more to do with “radi@hsion,” as April stated,
My first year there was a lot of racial discrimiiegit on campus...you could feel
the tension between people who are different...tsaaalivision between the
White kids that sit on one side of the room andBleek kids sit on the other
side. You don’t need all this tension, we can coon@n agreement and that's
why we are here at this institution to learn anel diéferent aspects.

Strangely, Victoria felt similar “racial tensionfowever, as an African American

student she felt isolation from both Black and Wstudents. She shared her biggest

challenge was “adjusting to the atmosphere thatpregominantly White.”
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Consequently, she did not find refuge among otlfac#@n American students either. In
her words, “a lot of them seemed to be really styglso this is part of the reason | really
wanted to leave freshman year.” Victoria surmi&bd Black people were really stuck
up, and the White people were really isolated, dialh’t fit in with anybody, so the
social aspect was part biggest challenge, acaderset was fine . . . but | didn’t click
with anybody.
Family
There were two subjects that emerged within thenthef family as a challenge
for first-generation college students in pursuitidifaccalaureate degree. The process of
leaving home and missing one’s family was one aigawhich Pierre, Amelia, Amber,
and Samantha struggled. Amelia, a Hispanic Amerstadent at U1, found it “hard
emotionally” to be away from her family. Ameliaotight of eating food on campus as
“hard” due to the differences in cultural mealglunling seasonings. She went on to
state “at home my mom cooks every day, | miss noyhlars, but when | act like | am
strong when | talk to them.” Pierre recalled whatidentified as his “toughest
experience”.
Leaving my parents...my parents are my best frieiben | first left | was
pumped and excited and scared all at the same tinvas sitting in my car on the
way up here right when we got on the exit from wwrt | realized that | wasn’t
going to be staying in my bed anymore. | wasnihgdo be able to wake up to
mom. | wasn’t going to be able to joke with my cadl | broke down and started
bawling like a baby...that was the toughest thingnhmy puppies and my cat. |

didn’t want to leave them alone either.
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Amber and Samantha simply stated that they “mibséaly home.” They did not provide
as much commentary, however the sentiment and ¢té\ssriousness was still felt during
the interviews.

The second area that emerged regarding familychaléenge was feeling ill-
prepared for college because they did not know whakpect. Taron, Debra, Maggie,
and Nicole were among the students in this study early identified this as a point of
contention for them. Debra provided a more con@sponse about not being “warned”
about college life, while Maggie offered detailemhunents. Maggie stated “no one in
my family really knew what it was like to be at miversity and then also be away from
home . . . no one could help me in that aspechofkng how to adapt to being here.”
When people were able to observe behaviors thdabledccess, then often those
observers were more likely to practice similar hetya that led to their success as well
(Nichols & Sanchez-Ramos, 2007). First-generatmliege students were not privy to
observing behaviors that warranted college sucaessg their parents. Unfortunately,
some students, such as Amber and Nicole had thedguteéssure of dealing with parental
guardians who were ill. This caused another degfeerry while, in Debra’s words,
also wishing they “had a parent who went or someomey family or friends who went
to college and said hey this is what it is likestls what you look for, this was my
experience.” As a student who commuted to campargn provided insight regarding
the pressures from family when you do not live ampus and commute from the
family’s home to school:

| say this every weekend, every weekend-SaturddySamday | need to get this

work done...then it's oh we need to do this todayaedceed to do this
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tomorrow and can you drop us off at church andnhibdnd it just becomes

Sunday night when | am starting my homework argllike where did the

weekend go?
Summary

Chapter Four presented results the researchegrgdtthrough empirical data
during semi-structured, one-on-one interviews \Z@Hirst-generation students from two
universities, who were beyond their first year ollege and possessed a 2.0 or higher
GPA. The researcher interviewed an equal quaotispudents from two universities in
the Midwest. While students from one universitypboyed the assistance of TRIO
student support services, first-generation studeats the second university did not have
such programs available to them. The researcheradathat while there was no
significant difference in the challenges and petioag of the two subgroups of first-
generation college students, involvement in TRISIstied them in coping with, as well
as overcoming, challenges much easier than thabewtiTRIO support. In Chapter
Five the researcher provides conclusions, suggestar further research, and
recommendations that may empower colleges and &ities to retain more of their
first-generation college students in an effortntorease the baccalaureate degree

attainment rate of this student population.
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Chapter Five: Summary and Discussion

The purpose of this study was to gather qualitadat@ to enhance the body of
research regarding first-generation college stugdemhio persist towards completing
baccalaureate degrees. In this study, the termsigimg’ referred to first-generation
students who were beyond their first year of caledhis qualitative study involved data
from a total of 20 first-generation students framo tuniversities located in the Midwest.
The researcher gathered empirical data to ascéh®ichallenges of first-generation
students who persisted toward the completion dadlaureate degree. Two
generational cohorts of first-generation collegalsnts were included in this study in an
effort to provide a comparative analysis of thasslved with TRIO student support
services with those not receiving support from socdgrams. Ten first-generation
college students from each university participatethis study. To be included in the
study, participants from both universities metfiiowing criteria: (a) they must have
attended college as a traditional college studsgeg 18-21); (b) possess a minimum
cumulative 2.0 GPA,; (c) participants were studevitese parents did not complete
postsecondary education; and (d) classified asgelsophomores, juniors, or seniors.

The three questions that guided the direction isfrésearch, as well as a brief
synopsis of the researcher’s findings are as falow
1. (&) What were the college experiences of fisstggation students at two universities
related to persistence toward the completion addacalaureate degree: and (b) in what
ways does TRIO provide support?

The researcher found that both sets of first geioeraollege students shared

similar experiences related to persisting towasddbmpletion of baccalaureate degrees.
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Adjusting to academic rigor was by far the most nwnly challenge among both sets of
students at U1 and U2 in their academic pursdiRlO provided support to students at
U2 by offering tutors, mentors and peer supporsises. Whereas first generation
college students at U1 were not provided acadeuppat specifically geared towards
this generational cohort. Additionally, studernt$)2 seemed to experience greater
financial difficulty, which may simply be indecis\of the increased expense incurred as
a student of that university. Participants of TRIQJ2 were offered stipends,
scholarships and grant opportunities to assist thémcontinuing their education. Also
noteworthy was the common experiences that bothagesttudents had with parental and
family. Having parents, other family, and friengliso did not fully understand the
academic demands nor the culture of college se¢mieel a disadvantaged for the sample
of students at both U1 and U2. However, interactitth TRIO support staff and other
students involved in TRIO seemed to help studentgersist through this challenge
by providing a structured support system.
2. What kinds of supports do first-generation@gdl students perceive as helpful as they
persist in pursuing a baccalaureate degree?

Considering the various accounts of students whicated that financial
assistance provided through TRIO served as a nfeati'em to continue their
education, the researcher found this to be mogfuildb first generation college students
in their pursuit of their baccalaureate degredsyig on campus rather than with family
off campus also seemed to be helpful to both ddissbgeneration college students, in
that they were less deterred or sidetracked bylyaonifriends who did not fully

understand the necessity for increased study timdeother academic demands. A formal
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support group such as the faculty and student mgeethandatory for those involved in
TRIO seemed to have a positive effect on the edugatoutcomes of first generation
students at U2. Although students at U2 expergsoene challenges with not having
family and friends who understood college culturd the academic demands indicative
of completing a college degree, the relationshgwell as the workshops provided
through TRIO made it easier for students at U2eiigt.
3. Were there differences between the experiesug perceptions of first-generation
college students with TRIO support and those withou

There were slight difference between the experieacel perceptions of first
generation college students with and without TRIPp®rt. An equal number of
participants from both universities experiencedidifty with social interactions.
Making new friends, balancing academic responsisliand socializing with peers both
on and off campus seemed to be a challenge fordat$hof students. Students at U2
seemed to have additional concerns with raciaie@nsn campus, which made being
away from home more difficult and having TRIO suggdl the more important in their
guest for baccalaureate degrees. In additiondialsateractions, adjusting to the
academic rigor required during the pursuit of acaéaureate degree from a four year
university was an experience that 50% of the sasipldents at U1 and 60% of the
students at U2 characterized as a major challesnfjesageneration undergraduate
students.

Through semi-structured, one-on-one interviewsyéisearcher was able to
ascertain empirical data that represented the titsugleas, challenges, and perspectives

of two different groups of first-generation collegf@dents from two similar universities.
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Interviews were retrospective, as all students wepeer-class college students who
completed at least one year of college at a foar-yaiversity. This chapter provides
background of the researcher, review of methodgldpgussion of results,
recommendations, and suggestions for further rekear
Review of M ethodology

In order to determine the challenges and perceptdpersisting first-generation
college students, it was necessary to gather erapdata, therefore the qualitative
research method was the most suitable. Qualitateodology is acutely useful in
studying views and perceptions because of its esiplom meaning, interpretation,
interactions, and subjective experiences (Daly2)9%ence, the researcher interviewed
an equal number of participants from two univeesitiocated in the Midwest. The
researcher conducted interviews ranging from apprately 30-60 minutes in length
with 10 students from both U1l and U2, on their egsipe campuses. With the exception
of two interviews, which the researcher conducteer the phone, participants were
involved in semi-structured, face-to-face intervgewl he researcher asked each
participant approximately 21 questions. Sixty-fparcent of students interviewed were
African American, while 30% were White, and 5% welispanic. Additionally, of those
first-generation students interviewed, 20% werehsomores, 40% juniors, and 45% of
the total population was enrolled in the seniory#aollege. The researcher conducted
interviews held on each respective campus in ambase there was minimal noise, so
they could be audiotaped. Interviews providedrésearcher with opportunities to gather
empirical data about the challenges of being amsigteng as a first-generation student.

Each interview ranged from approximately 30-60 rtesuong. The researcher used
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participants’ pseudonyms when transcribing intemgi¢o maintain confidentiality.
Audiotapes allowed the researcher to transcribefantider analyze participants’
responses by affording the researcher the opptyttmlisten to and re-listen, where
necessary, as well as transcribe data to furthéenstand the context of each provided
response. Each participant signed an Informed &udri3orm before the interview began,
which authorized the researcher to audiotape, drdoes and use data for reporting
purposes. After conducting interviews with eachipgant, the researcher listened to,
transcribed, and read through each interview wisliag a highlighter to note common
and/or recurring themes related to challengesdiesteration college students had as they
persisted towards completing baccalaureate de@kéefdurray & Sorrells, 2009).
Discussion of Results

The researcher used a small purposeful sampleistioigsof 20 first-generation
college students from two universities to gathepieical data regarding challenges that
this generational cohort experienced while in piirsubaccalaureate degrees. The
researcher interviewed a total of 55% African Aroanis, 40% Whites, and 25%
Hispanics. Thirty-five percent of students intewed were sophomores, 45% were
juniors, and 20% were in their senior year of aggle During interviews various
challenges emerged, however transportation, ma@awysting to academic rigor, social
interaction, and family were the most dominantitelein percent of those interviewed
cited money as a challenge, while 20% identifi@h$portation as the major challenge.
Social interaction was a challenge that 35% of¢hnterviewed faced. The two largest
areas of concern for first-generation college sttglparticipating in this study were

adjusting to academic rigor and family (Figure 6).
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Common Challenges of First-Generation College Students

Finances 15%

Transportation 20%

Social Interaction 35%

1

Adjusting to Academic Rigor 55%

1

Family 45%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Figure6. Common challenges of first-generation students

Implications

Students who possessed the desire to pursue dejheigher education
irrespective of their socioeconomic or generati@talus benefitted even more from
completing degrees of higher education due to biisgin their immediate family to
complete such a journey. Being the first in thaifgto complete a baccalaureate degree
may motivate others in their family to do the samikile also raising the bar on their

own socioeconomic status.
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There were a number of implications that aroseutinahis study. In order to
increase the number of first-generation graduatelegree of sensitivity and assistance is
necessary. According to Terenzini et al. (1996istitutions will have to change if they
are to become more hospitable and accommodatitig tiearning needs of first
generation student” (p. 17). First-generation stus were reported to engage in
socializing with professors less than non-firsteyation college students and felt less
welcomed by instructors in college (Terenzini et B996). Instructors need to
communicate expectations, such as grading practateswork policies, and other
pertinent information to students clearly, to hefyjsure student success (McMurray &
Sorrells, 2009; Robinson, 2004). First-generasitmalents particularly benefitted from
having instructors who created a sense of belongmbwere aware of the unique
challenges they faced without pacifying unproduetiehaviors or ill quality work; yet
encouraged excellence and helped them succeedirrattademic endeavors.

It is also important not to only pay attention he thallenges that these student

bring. Rather, it is vital that professionals rgeze the assets, the hopes, and

dreams that are central to these students’ expasenThe pull of home is
significant. As the needs of family members magndstudents to attend to
issues at home, faculty members and student a#diisors should be sensitive
to the complex and deep relationship that manifetese students’ lives.

(Brandbury & Mather, 2009, p. 277).

Coupled with receiving lower degrees of supponteassurance from family
members, first-generation college students needwéd support from faculty and staff at

institutions of higher education. Unfortunatelyistgenerational cohort also reported



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 96

experiencing discrimination and higher levels aodinnection from non-first generation
students, professors, and staff (Ishitani, 2003e@&dR2009; Pascaralla & Terenzini,
2005). The level of ‘educational ethos’, a termalihdescribes the level of faculty
interaction with students, as well as the qualftinetruction and the way students feel
about how they fit in, was a necessary elementitiséitutions of higher education
needed to consider to help raise the attrition safest-generation college students
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Faculty and saaffolleges and universities need to
examine the level of sensitivity and knowledge rdgey current diverse population of
students including their first generation populaticserious assessments of programs and
services that support attrition particularly amdingt-generation college students are
necessary. Moreover, colleges and universitied teeereate, and implement action
plans and services that assist this generationrtahitthh completing bachelor’'s degrees as
well as other degrees of higher education.

Interestingly, much to their credit, researchetidated that once first-generation
college students solidified a major and complebedfirst year of college, their critical
thinking skills were not different than their nanst generation classmates, and they were
more likely to complete their degree of study (Doga et al., 2006; Ishitani, 2003;
Terenzini et al., 1996). These findings suggettatiwhile first generation college
students did not have the support of their famililbey could achieve degrees of higher
education with the right amount of tenacity andmarp For instance, first-generation
college students were more likely to spend tim@aélibrary studying than they were to

receive feedback from instructors (Terenzini et96). This information indicated
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that this generational cohort had the desire tmlaad possessed the academic intensity
needed to complete degrees of higher education.

Additionally, assisting first-generation collegedents with solidifying a major
was critical as research indicated that those wthmaot do so within their first year
tended to discontinue shortly thereafter (Tereneiral., 1996). Students who were
undecided in their major had a more difficult tiocampleting college degrees due to their
lack of focus on a career, which was the ultimaial §for many college graduates (Dietz,
2010). Therefore assisting students who are udddan their major to discover their
passion or career focus so that they will declareagpor will also increase the attrition
rate of first-generation college students. Cokeged universities may find it beneficial
to employ the use of technological instruments sagcthe Holland Code, a career model
assessment that measures skills and interest @n twanore effectively assist first-
generation college students with solidifying a maj@n-campus resources such as the
offices of Career and Employment Services mightesas portals for helping students in
this critical area of their academic career.

Further, inadequate financial aid can interferdnaitstudent’s academic and
social interactions, and working more than 15 h@ersweek has a negative impact on
student’s academic and social growth, particularihe first year of college (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 2005). Providing more financial asare through grants, scholarships,
and educational stipends might benefit first-geti@necollege students, as well.
Research indicated that a students’ level of perste beyond the first year of college

was also deterred by their commute to campus @@rgdbury & Mather, 2009;
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Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Greater finanaigdmort could curtail the issue of
commuting to campus, as students would be bettertalafford on-campus housing.

In spite of the host of challenges first-generatiollege students faced, college
and universities can employ the use of strategi@isdalevates their chances for
completing degrees of higher education. Managmgse enrollment and achievement
through documenting the progression of first-get@nastudents is an approach colleges
and university may employ to assist their poputatbfirst-generation college students
in completing degrees of higher education (Robin2004). As the academic global
revolution continues, it is imperative that obtampia college degree become less illusive
for first-generation college students and becomesrmbtainable.

Recommendations for Future Studies

According to a study conducted by Terenzini e{96), there was not a great
deal of information pertaining to first-generaticollege students as it relates to their
experiences while working to complete degrees giidri education. Several of the
limitations in this study direct the recommendasidor future studies needed to increase
the volume of information pertaining to this gernienaal cohort. The data from this
study represented a small, non-random, purposafapke represented in a single state.
Further research regarding first-generation colkgeents should be conducted at
multiple colleges and universities throughout thielMest. Incorporating institutions of
higher education in various states will also predaavider scope of the challenges this
generational cohort experiences as they persigriswcompleting bachelor’s degrees.
In an effort for the results to be generalizabla greater population of students,

collecting data in various areas where there isendorersity will provide an array of
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challenges not derived from this study. Includingualitative study in colleges and
universities that were located in both urban amdlrsettings may also provide a different
perspective of this issue.

Additionally, the researcher gathered qualitatiseadrom students pursing
baccalaureate degrees in varying stages. Thercbseauggests that a similar study that
includes first-generation college students who vetassified as seniors and those
pursuing graduate degrees be conducted. Thislsolexpand the depth of research on
this generational cohort beyond earning an indidlege degree.

Participants of the study were required to haveramum GPA of 2.0 because
academic success served a precursor to completorgeis of higher education (Ishtanti,
2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Additiona#iince participants were beyond their
first year of college, this study did not addrdss ¢hallenges and perceptions of
freshman or nontraditional first-generation collsgedents. Two recommendations of
study emerged from this limitation; researcherauh@l) gather qualitative data on first
year first-generation college students will provadgreater understanding of why this
specific generational cohort tends to have a higder of attrition; (2) gather qualitative
data on nontraditional first-generation collegedstuts geared towards understanding
their motives for attending college and their &tin rate, as well.

The income guidelines of participants were a litiotaas well While
participants at U2 involved in TRIO were requirechteet specific federal income
guidelines to qualify. First-generation collegedsnts at U2 were not obligated to meet
such guidelines to participate in this study. Efere this data compares first-generation

students who meet specific guidelines to those @dnot meet the same income or
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socioeconomic guidelines. Designing and implenmgni study in which all participants
were from similar socioeconomic backgrounds wglogprovide further analysis of first-
generation students, and give additional insigtat their challenges. A longitudinal
study of the challenges and perceptions of firstegation college students who persist
beyond their first year of college would also shght on both challenges and provide
information as to how this generational cohort cweres these challenges throughout
each semester. More elaborate studies which iaatotlection of qualitative and
guantitative data, such as comparative analydiseofjraduation rates of this generational
cohort would assist institutions of higher eduaaiio providing more adequate
programming and services to assist first-generatadlege students in completing
baccalaureate and other degrees of higher education
Summary

The American Graduation Initiative (2009) recogdiziee importance of United
States’ citizens receiving post-secondary degré@ég statement “in an increasingly
competitive world economy, America’s economic sgtardepends upon the education
and skills of its workers,” (p. 1) spoke volumed@she relevance degrees in higher
education had to the economy. According to Altbeichl. (2010) the best jobs and
fastest growing firms, will gravitate to countragh a highly qualified workforce. A
highly qualified workforce describes those who esbege-educated or have professional
training through a trade school. A significant ambof high school graduates will
continue to fill the classes of universities abband the world. Many of these students
will be first-generation college students. Unfortely, too many students in this

population discontinued college after their freshrpaar. Some felt overwhelmed by the
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academic rigor required of colleges and universitiehile others succumbed to the
family pressures or became unable to afford to detefpaccalaureate degrees.

Conversely, there were some first-generation celkgdents who persisted after
their first year of college and eventually obtairleeir bachelor’'s degree. This group of
students defied the odds and went on to be theditheir generation to complete a post-
secondary degree, within their families. Grantkdre were some students who had the
support of structured services on campus, suctR#®,Twhile others did not.
Nevertheless, both groups of first-generation galstudents were either intrinsically or
extrinsically motivated to persist toward the coetgn of their bachelor’'s degree. In the
age of No Child Left Behind, it was imperative tliegt-generation college students do
not get left behind as well. Since higher educaisoone of the cornerstones of our
society, students who decide to pursue higher e¢ducaeed to be supported in their
endeavors.

During the time of this study, qualitative reseanchsources of the challenges
and perceptions that propel this unique groupudestts to persist in obtaining post-
secondary degrees were lacking and needed gremtigses. Therefore, the goal of this
study was to compliment the body of research aiatempowering colleges and
universities with knowledge, which will help retdims generation of students and assist
them being first in their family to graduate witliegree of higher education. Obtaining
degrees of higher education often strengthenssop&aracademic and social status.
Unfortunately, a disproportionate number of firstagration college students
discontinued pursing baccalaureate degrees atdirs year of college, and some

researchers argue our system of higher educatmuckreat all students the same
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irrespective their socioeconomic, generationausteand other differences (Mahoney,
1998). Perpetuating and operating from this fram&ought would only diminish the
purpose of education, and dismiss the Fourteenter@iment of the U.S. Constitution,
which speaks to the quality of education not bérngcated based on place of residence,
sex, income, or race (U.S. Constitution, amendrhérs 1)

This study concurred with former research whichdated that the decisions of
first-generation college students to discontinugthhafter beginning their college
degrees was caused due to various reasons. Titedlisupport from parents and other
family members, lack of support services specilfycaesigned to meet the unique
challenges of this population of students, andlehgks regarding communication with,
as well as receiving help from, instructors or ottalege faculty were among those
reasons (Billson & Terry, 1982; Ishitani, 2003; €aella & Terenzini, 2005). However,
despite the numerous challenges first-generatiaaesits have, students involved in this
study proved that it was possible for first-generatollege students to persist beyond
their first year of college in pursuit of baccalkeate degrees. Tebbs and Turner (2005)
summarized an “assessment of institutional policigle recruitment and retention of
low-income students needs to be carried out in @ne@rathat takes into account
differences in the underlying pools of potentiaid&nts” (p. 41). As college enrollment
rates increase, so too does the number of firstrgdion students who begin their
journey to complete degrees of higher educatiois important for colleges and
universities to employ practices that will helpseadegree completion rate of students in
this population. The possibility of achieving degs of higher education is equally, or

more so important, to first-generation college stud as being first in their family to
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obtain baccalaureate degrees aides in inspiringr éémily members to pursue degrees
of higher education and propel them into greatgoofnities for academic, economic,
and social advancement.

Background of and Reflection by Resear cher

| spent the early years of my life with my mothadasister, living in comforts of
our grandparents’ home. My grandparents prideohfieéves on having a house that
served as a beacon to our large family. Out oR&grandchildren my grandparents
have, only five of us completed a baccalaureatesdegMy sister and | are among those
five who completed post-secondary degrees. Mersistthe first in our family to
complete a doctorate of any nature. However, & a@ an easy road. Unfortunately,
there are times that we pay the price in our fargtycompleting and further pursuing
degrees of higher education. For example, sonoeiofelatives call us “snowflakes” and
accuse us of “acting White” because in their opirooir educational endeavors makes us
“like White-folks” and college was not for “real’l&k people. Quite frankly, I clearly
disagree with their assessment.

Although we grew up in the same household withamwsins, many of them
either started college and did not finish or dignitsue a post-secondary degree at all.
Sometimes | wonder if the fact that my mother caated a college degree, while her
parents, sisters, and brothers did not was tréi&er in assisting my sister and | to
complete degrees of higher education. While ouheras quite the academic and
professional in her field, | cannot say that shedd us to go to college. However, she
was supportive in our educational endeavors thravggbal encouragement and financial

support when needed. At the same time, my perst@sales to make a positive impact
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in the field of higher education specifically hedp®me to overcome the challenges of
obtaining degrees of higher education for manys/ear

As a beginning college student my challenges wetainique as compared to
other first-year and first-generation students.ribymy first year of college my poor
academic standing forced me to discontinue pursaibgccalaureate degree. | lacked
focus, did not have a definitive major, and theegahstudies courses were disinteresting
so | did not place a great deal of energy in théidthough my mother had completed a
college degree and | saw her work every day, evéorae during her “off” hours, the
value and knowledge of what it took to obtain deg# degree was not visible to me at
the time. During the time in which | discontinusallege | began working at a summer
camp for inner-city youth. | loved working withitdren so much so that | wanted to
become an elementary school teacher, which bedagrienpetus | needed to get me back
in college. This time around | became much movelired in campus actives through
working with the Student Government Associatiomgtcollege and other on-campus
activities. | sought help from instructors andwoced tutors when needed. Being more
actively engaged on campus assisted me in obtamingoal of earning a baccalaureate
degree in Elementary Education and | began teachimmer-city schools. One semester
after completing my baccalaureate degree | begesupg a Master’s of Educational
Leadership. At the time | entertained the thowgjliitecoming a principal of an
elementary or middle school. Little did | know timay course of study would lead me to
teaching in higher education. |loved it! Becalubelieve that you should do your best
to finish what you start, | completed my masteegite but instead of focusing my

efforts on elementary education, | decided to famusdult education. The same year
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that | started working in higher education | beganjourney of completing a Doctorate
of Educational Leadership from Lindenwood Universit

Needless to say, | am often amazed at how faré lsame. While working on
this dissertation | was an adjunct professor attSaiuis Community College, which is a
career field that | did not fathom being in wheirdt began my educational journey.
Working to empower adult learners to further tieglucation in an effort to experience a
higher quality of life is extremely rewarding. tillslove children and continue to work to
help increase their quality of education throughtkiray with their parents and teachers
who seek to educate them. | often feel that li@md a dream that in the words of Colin

Powell “took sweat, determination and hard work.”
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Appendices

Appendix A

I nformed Consent Form

l, state that | am 1&yd#age or older and that |

voluntarily agree to participate in a researchgebgonducted by ClauDean Kizart,

Doctoral Candidate, Lindenwood University, St. GésrMissouri.

This research is being conducted in order to agicekhowledge regarding challenges
and perceptions of persisting first generationegml students, with or without the support
of TRIO, to complete their baccalaureate degredidifaants will be required to
participate in an interview in a secure locationcampus. The discussion will be audio
taped in order to allow transcription and analy$tse interview will last for

approximately 60-90 minutes.

| acknowledge that the researcher, ClauDean Kihag,explained the task to me fully;
has informed me that | may withdraw from participatat any time without losing the
$5.00 Subway gift card offered to me as a tokeappireciation. Further, | have been
given the opportunity to ask any questions thatehconcerning the research procedure.
The researcher has assured me that any informia@b give will be used for research

purposes only and will be kept confidential.

| understand that any use of the audiotape ofiibesview will not be used for purposes

that are not directly related to research venues) as presentations in meetings or
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conferences open to the public or press, withouturther written consent. | also
understand that the researcher will never inclaé&mation in ways wherein | can be
directly identified — my participation will be keponfidential from the public. | also
acknowledge that the benefits derived from, myipigdtion have been fully explained
to me. | have been promised, upon attendance ahe &eginning of participation in the

interview a $5.00 gift card from Subway as a tokémy appreciation.

Any questions about this study following time oftpapation may be directed to:
ClauDean Kizart, Doctoral Candidate, Lindenwoodvgnsity at

ck676@lionmail.lindenwood.edu—] or Dr. Shane Williamson, the Dissertation Glei

swilliamson@Ilindenwood.eduMy signature below indicates that | fully undarsd and

agree with all information provided in this consém.

Print Name Signature Date
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Appendix B

Invitation e-mail to Participantsat University 1

DATE

Dear

| write today to ask for your assistance in gatigedata for my research on persisting
first generation college students at U1. First gatien students are defined as: (A)
individuals whose parents did not complete a bacrehte degree; or (B) In the case of
any individual who regularly resided with and reeei support from only one parent, an
individual whose only such parent did not compketsaccalaureate degree (U.S.
Department of Education, 2011). Expanding the kedgé base of first generation
college students who persist beyond their first ygaollege to obtain baccalaureate
degrees will help improve services to first generastudents across the country.
Because you are a first generation student whoessbtaly completed their first year of
college, you are part of a select group invitegaddicipate in a doctoral dissertation
study. This study will be conducted by ClauDeanalizEd.D. candidate at Lindenwood

University.

Your participation in this study can directly beihether first generation students at Ul
as well as others like you across the country beea(d) it will help better understand the

specific needs/experiences of persisting first geien college students like yourself as
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they work toward a baccalaureate degree, and (@)l ialso specifically help U1 student

services evaluate its service in light of the redeéindings.

Participation in this study consists of a 60-90 uéninterview at a time and mutually
agreeable quiet location convenient to you such ldsary, office area or another secure
campus location. Only 10-15 individuals will beesged for this study. The first 10-15
students to respond to this e-mail and complet&@®0 minute interview will receive a

$5 gift certificate to Subway as a token of ap@ton.

If you are interested in participating in this @i, please contact ClauDean Kizart at

314-814-6001 or ck676@lionmail.lindenwood.edu

Thank you for your support.
Sincerely,

ClauDean Kizart
Ed.D. Candidate

Lindenwood University
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Appendix C

Invitation e-mail to Participantsin TRIO at University 2

DATE

Dear

| write today to ask for your assistance in gatigedata for my research on persisting
first generation college students in TRIO. Firstgation students are defined as: (A)
individuals whose parents did not complete a bacrehte degree; or (B) In the case of
any individual who regularly resided with and reeei support from only one parent, an
individual whose only such parent did not compketsaccalaureate degree (U.S.
Department of Education, 2011). Expanding the kedgé base of first generation
college students who persist beyond their first ygaollege to obtain baccalaureate
degrees will help improve services to first generastudents across the country.
Because you are a first generation student whoessbtaly completed their first year of
college, you are part of a select group invitegaddicipate in a doctoral dissertation
study. This study will be conducted by ClauDeanalizEd.D. candidate at Lindenwood

University.

Your participation in this study can directly beihether first generation students in
TRIO as well as others like you across the counégause: (1) it will help better

understand the specific needs/experiences of parsigst generation college students
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like yourself as they work toward a baccalaureaigrele, and (2) it will also specifically

help TRIO evaluate its service to students in ligithe research findings.

Participation in this study consists of a 60-90 uéninterview at a time and mutually
agreeable quiet location convenient to you such ldsary, office area or another secure
campus location. Only 10-15 individuals will beesged for this study. The first 10-15
students to respond to this e-mail and complet&@®0 minute interview will receive a

$5 gift certificate to Subway as a token of ap@ton.

If you are interested in participating in this @i, please contact ClauDean Kizart at

314-814-6001 or ck676@lionmail.lindenwood.edu

Thank you for your support.

Sincerely,

ClauDean Kizart
Ed.D. Candidate

Lindenwood University



PERSISTING FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 120

Appendix D

Follow-Up e-mail for Confirmed Interview

Hi

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate ingtaygy. Your assistance is greatly
appreciated. Please know that to ensure the antypifall participants’ each person
will be assigned a pseudonym to be used througheytrocess. For the duration of this

study your pseudonym will be

To complete your participation please provide merygpdated phone number. | will
contact you to set up an interview at a time antually agreeable quiet location

convenient to you such as a library, office arearmther secure campus location.

Thanks again for agreeing to participate in thislgt Please do not hesitate to contact me

at ck676@lionmail.lindenwood.edwr 314-814-6001 with any questions you might have.

| look forward to hearing from you soon.

Best Regards,

ClauDean Kizart
Ed.D. Candidate

Lindenwood University
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Appendix E

Interview Questions

Interviewer statement: This interview will be recorded to ensure theuaecy of data
documentation by the Primary Investigator. The Rryrinvestigator will not use your
name throughout the interview to ensure your anatyyidowever, the pseudonym we
discussed prior to our interview will be used iagd of your name. Only you and the
Primary Investigator, ClauDean Kizart, Ed. D camiédat Lindenwood University will
have knowledge of the person each pseudonym applidfie audio recording of this
interview will be replayed only by the Primary Irstiggator and a transcriptionist to
document accurate responses during data colledtwnrecordings are kept in a secure
location to ensure confidentiality.

Thank you for your participation in this study.

Questions (specific names of univer sities wer e removed and replaced with
pseudonym)

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself focusing on yaipbringing and rationale for
pursuing a baccalaureate degree?

2. Describe the steps you took to decide your academajor.

3. Discuss your experiences with TRIO, particularlytaslates to helping you as a
first generation college studer{t22 TRIO question only)

Probing: What types of support did this progranmvige?
Academic?

Social?

Other?
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4. Discuss you're (a.) academic (b.) social (c.) peatexperiences &il,
particularly as a first generation college stud@uot question only)

5. Discuss you're (a.) academic (b.) social (c.) peasexperiences particularly as a
first generation college studety2 TRIO question only)

6. Do you think there is a relationship between pgréiton with TRIO services and
your decision to continue pursuing your baccalaerdagree after your first year
of college? Explain(U2 TRIO question only)

7. Share with me your involvement with any extracur@c activities/programs on

or off campus (e.g. social fraternity/sorority,d#at clubs/groups, leadership
training, etc.)?

8. If you were not involved in any, can you discuss/whbu were not involved in
extracurricular activities/programs on or off carspu
9. Can you discuss your experiences in and out ofldssroom with faculty and

staff?
e Probing: What types of experiences did you havé f@culty members?

10. Describe your most challenging experiences adjgstrcollege.
e Probing: How did you overcome these challenges?
11.How have your family and friends adjusted to yoig&r &s a college student?

e Probing: Were your parents/family members supperbifryour decision to
attend college? Were friends?

12.Do most of your closest friends go to college?aif what did they do?
e Probing: If so, where?

13.How would you describe your relationship with ydamily and friends in terms
of supporting your decision to continue pursuingnsaccalaureate degree?

14.Does going to college change/strain your relatignsfith family or friends? If
so, how do you cope with this change/strain?

15. Socially, who do you spend the most time with wharcampus? How did you
meet/become involved with this person/group/agtitit
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16. Describe how you pay for college.
e Probing: Did you rely on any other means of finahoesources outside the
traditional loans, grants, FWS offered through ofaenily, friends, the
institutional financial aid package (e.g. creditdsa parent loans)?

17.Who has the greatest influence on your persistaaderelates to continuing
college past the first year? (social/cultural/ talpi
e Probing: How do they influence you?

18.Describe the types of employment you have had staréing college?
e Probing: Did/do these jobs add value to your acadenperiences? Did/do
they distract you from your educational goals?

19. Data suggests that first generation college stgdenta group tend to drop out

after their first year of college. Do you have amnions as to why this might be
the case?

20.1f you could give one piece of advice to a firshgeation student who was
beginning his/her journey toward a baccalaureafeede what would it be?

21.1s there anything else you would like to share?
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