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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to explore the péiaep of first-generation
college students and learn why they believed tleegigted to graduation. First-
generation students are students whose parent®tattend college. Research literature
on the topic reflects a the concern for first-gatien students and their decreased
likelihood of graduating college but the problenthsre is a lack of information
exploring why first-generation students believeytpersisted to graduation. The
research questions were: Who are the first-gemeratudents at Midwestern University
(MWU) who have persisted to graduation as measoyatiose who applied to graduate?
When comparing first-generation students to nost-fjeneration, what are the
similarities and differences between MWU student® womplete degree programs?
Based on MWU first-generation student respons@stéoview questions, are there
patterns that emerge among first-generation stgdeno persist to graduation?
Participants of this study were students enroltdd\&U in the winter and spring terms
of 2012, were enrolled in the final two terms adittdegree program, and had submitted
a degree application for May 2012 graduation. @atale methodology was used for
this study using data gained from a demographicesuand individual interviews.

Using qualitative methodology, data was colledtedh 220 demographic surveys
and 22 face-to-face interviews. A statistical gtt®as conducted on the demographic
survey and the interviews were transcribed andyaedlthrough axial and open coding
which identified themes related to why participgmssisted to graduation. Seven
themes emerged among first-generation participahsed to first-generation students’

persistence to graduation: college preparednessueagement, adjustment, choice of



major, faculty interaction, financial impact, anergonal awareness. The salient finding
revealed that first-generation students need eageunent in achieving their goal of
degree attainment and in understanding and ovengpabstacles. Encouragement from
family, faculty, staff, and course colleagues pusly influenced first-generation
students and was the main reason they persisgpadoation. Universities may benefit
from repeating this research and comparing thdteesuaddition to following first-
generation freshman cohorts. Programs designddgtigeneration students, including
programs for families of those first-generationdetots were recommended as future

initiatives.
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EXPLORING FIRST-GENERATION STUDENT PERCEPTIONS 1

Chapter One: Introduction

Background of the Study

Institutions of higher education are held to stadda@f academic effectiveness
by analysis of student retention and persistenggaduation rates. The North Central
Association of Colleges and Schools is one of sorediting bodies at the Post-
Secondary level and the Higher Learning Commis@ttitC) is one of two
independent commissioned members who “accreditegegranting, post-secondary
educational institutions in the north-central regad the country” (Furst-Bowe, 2011,
p. 1). Institutions of higher education are expddiy HLC to maintain retention data
and analyze the information to identify deficierscand take steps to make
improvements in retaining students and encouragaspence to graduation (Furst-
Bowe, 2011). Student retention rate is definethasiumber of students who begin a
college or university and persist from term to t€Beidman, 2005) while persistence
to graduation rate is defined as students who ai@ddy persist and progress to
graduation (Seidman, 2005). College Board (204@)mon-profit organization which
offers associated membership with colleges andeusiities and provides college
entrance testing and planning that contributeobiege student success and
completion. College Board uses six years as ahmeark for rate of completion and
stated in The College Completion Agenda State P@igide that only a little over
56% of students attending four-year institutiont graduate in six years or less
(College Board, 2010). The percentage of completabe decreases when focusing
specifically on students of color (College Boar@1@). According to Engle, Tinto,

and the Pell Institute for the Study of OpportunityHigher Education (2008),
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“Changing national demographics requires a refaé¢wsforts on improving
postsecondary access and success among populahortsave previously been

underrepresented in higher education” (p. 2).

There are a variety of reasons why students doemedin at the first chosen
institution or do not persist to graduation. Oeason may be due to choosing a
school for the wrong reasons. Students often aghaa®llege or university based on
location, athletics, size, finances, and/or friead® attending (Ishitani, 2006). These
items identify characteristics of the school, botndt necessarily guarantee a student
will feel comfortable or become engaged in theitege or university. Pleskac,
Keeney, Merrit, Schmitt, and Oswald (2011) conddetestudy that identifies
unanticipated critical events that cause a stutewithdraw. These events include

e recruited by job/ other institution

e unexpected bad grade

e roommate conflicts

e |ost financial aid

e clinical depression

e large increase in tuition/living costs (p. 6).

In addition to discussing the characteristics oblege or university and reasons
why students decide not to stay, characteristi¢ke@ttudent should also be discussed.
Students who attend college come with differenélewf education, unique
personalities, a variety of expectations of theéegm experience, and diverse socio-
economic backgrounds (Terenzini et al., 1994). Waatitutions of higher education

choose specific student groups to focus on iniggldb student retention. One student
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group identified as at-risk is the first-generatgtndent. Previous studies have shown
that first-generation students discontinue higlaercation at a greater rate than
students who are not first generation (Engle & @,ir2009). Therefore, for the
purpose of this study, first-generation studentsbe the primary focus.

A first-generation student may typically be theffiin his or her family to
attend college and can be identified as one whagbanand father never attended
college with high school as the highest level afedion attained (Nunez & Cuccaro-
Alamin, 1998). Murphy and Hicks (2006) identifidibt-generation students as less
academically prepared, less likely to have takenAGT or SAT, and “at-risk of
being academically, socially and economically befhind than non-first-generation
students, even when their motivation and acaderententials are equal” (p. 3).

Midwestern University (MWU) is a pseudonym for @vpte, mid-sized,
liberal arts institution, with Presbyterian afftien. Midwestern University has an
enrollment of approximately 17,000 students, whinthudes students seeking
bachelor, master, and doctoral degrees. MWU @&téatin a suburban area outside St.
Louis, Missouri and is considered a residential esmimuter school. Students
attending MWU are from a variety of areas includoogh domestic and international
(Lindenwood University, 2011a).

Midwestern University uses standard admissionrite select students—
standardized college entrance exam test score sklghol GPA, and letters of
recommendation. Midwestern University admits aetse population of students and
all are expected to be prepared for college (Lima®d University, 2011). Even with

the expectation of college preparedness, MWU umtaleds that students from
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different ethnic, socioeconomic, and geographieakigrounds enter the institution in
need of attention and the institution is commitizéncouragement of academic and
social integration leading to college success (emwiood University, 2011). This
attention and support may affect not only the cotmant to admit, but also the
retention of the student and his or her abilitpéosist to graduation. As an
administrative dean, my experience has led to aenstanding that a variety of
students can also have a variety of issues andabstthat can hinder academic
progress.

As Dean of Student and Academic Support ServicAS§], it is my
responsibility to focus on students who may besktand to assist students based on
individual needs. The SASS department is resptnfib student retention and its
mission and purpose relates to assisting studedtsl@veloping programs that
encourage them to stay until degree completionstgeneration students were
chosen as subjects of this to study based on teection between first-generation
students and lack of retention (Sickles, 2004).

Since 2004, MWU has focused on increasing retentioough engagement,
attendance monitoring, early intervention, acadeammuntability, and data tracking
(Lindenwood University, 2010). A committee for déunt retention was formed that
resulted in the creation of the SASS departmemtemion is monitored through
statistical reports representing return rates, ewacthold rates based on academic
suspensions, and reports that compare groups wvtaianiversity and compare
MWU retention rates to those of comparable insohd. Assessments of specific

student groups allow MWU to monitor and developgoams to improve freshmen
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student experiences. Additional assessments aM@J to compare commuter to
resident students, male to female students, irtiemed to domestic students, and
athlete to non-athlete students.

As part of the selection process, MWU allows soleeilbility when
considering conditional admission. Students wlgofalty admitted have met a
minimum of a 2.5 high school grade point averageA{with a score of 20 on the
ACT. Students who fall slightly below these criggi(earn above a 2.25 high school
GPA and a score of 18 or higher on the ACT) magdmlitionally admitted. Because
previous academic performance is lower than the Matllhission criteria, this
student group is viewed as being at-risk acadetgic&londitionally, admitted
students are monitored and required to achievaioegtade results in the first year of
attendance. Monitoring of this student group idelsiattendance review and grade
tracking at the four-week grade mark and againidterm during a typical 16-week
semester. Personnel within the SASS departmerstssigned the mentoring task and
meet with these students on a weekly basis. Mgetionsist of course and syllabus
review, time management and assignment preparftidhe semester, and strategies
to study and prepare writing assignments. Thisgse allows for early intervention
and guidance to appropriate resources. Each dtudéwork with the same mentor
for his or her first year of enrollment. A similgrocess is in place for at-risk first-
generation students.

In the fall of 2010, MWU began identifying firstageration students. On a
survey, all new students are asked two questidasirg to the education level of their

parents. The first question specifically askdttier parent attended college. The
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second question is a follow-up asking studentsdairtmother or father completed a
degree. If students answered no to both questibeg,are considered to be first-
generation students. This identification of figetreration students allows the SASS
personnel and me to track cohort groups relateitnt® of matriculation and to follow
their academic progression and retention from terterm. Tracking these students
not only allows assessment of retention througta ttacking, but engages first-
generation students in on-going communication amty @cademic awareness—
taking a proactive approach to addressing thesktetaracteristics of a typical first-
generation student.

In addition to my professional responsibility famiversity retention,
persistence to graduation, and enrollment managemo was a first-generation
student. My relationship to this topic is a perame, and my lived experience
helped me create questions relating to studentssas | experienced it as a first-
generation student. After attending many confergmeethe topic of first-generation
retention, | realized first-generation studentsamesidered at-risk and therefore, a
student group worth exploring.

[, like many other first-generation studewkscided to go to college without
the advantage of parental modeling. My parentsiathiyoung and neither attended
college after high school graduation. When it caime for me to make the decision
to continue my education beyond high school yeagsparents did not promote
college. They did not fully understand the valfi@ college education and therefore
were not prepared for my college experience. The®no special college savings

plan for my college education. There were no etabout what to do and what not to
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do in college. There were no discussions abolggelreputations and the choice to
attend based on those reputations and no assisiahedpful suggestions about how
to prepare for the college entrance exams. Adatrhed about attending college came
from friends and a handful of high school teachéy. parents did not discourage
college and were proud of my desire and abilitgttend and better my life because of
it; however, their lack of knowledge and experieresricted them from setting up an
expectation of college life for me.

As | entered college, | was unaware of tlsadvantages of first-generation
students. | only knew that | was using trial an@eeto get through the college
experience, semester-by-semester. Without finhasgstance from my parents, |
was forced to work 30-40 hours per week to pay ray through school. | worked
10-20 hours per week on campus and 20-30 hounsgxek at a local retail department
store. Due to the number of hours worked, my arédperformance suffered, which
did not reflect my true ability; however, | stiliddwhat | needed to do to make it
scholastically and financially semester-to-semesi¢y experience may not have
been as successful without an attentive advisoatticector of financial aid who
listened and assisted me along the way. | wasraisafraid to ask questions if | was
unsure of what to do or how to do it. | assumesdas my work orientation (values,
expectations, and feelings that workers bring W&k situation) (Work Orientation,
2002) and outgoing personality that allowed medegkmoving toward degree
completion. It was not until | graduated from egk and entered into my current
profession that | realized work orientation andspeality may not have been the only

reasons for my persistence to graduation. Throoglprofessional experience and
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research, | have learned about student engageeahyt intervention methods, and
resources offered to assist the whole student.
Statement of the Problem

First-generation students do not persist to gradoi@t the same rate as
students who are not first generation (Conley & Han2009; Ishitani, 2006; Murphy
& Hicks, 2006). Research literature on the topitects a the concern for first-
generation students and their decreased likelilndggaduating college but the
problem is there is a lack of information exploringy first-generation students
believe they persisted to graduation. First-gef@astudents are known to
experience greater challenges and barriers thatfirstigeneration students in college
(Conley & Hamlin, 2009; Ishitani, 2006; Murphy & tkis, 2006). Based on the lack
of studies found in the literature review, thereras to be a need to investigate why
some first—generation students, seemingly agaihstlds, persist to graduation.
Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to explore perceptadfirst-generation
students at MWU who complete degree programs. ofilerof first-generation
students who predictably finish (demographics, gamkinds, and perceived attributes)
could be used to (a) predict who among first-geimanastudents will complete a
degree and who will not and (b) develop and implana@ intervention for those who
predictably will not complete a degree once theyehaatriculated into the university.

| chose a qualitative study design—the best wayntderstand human behavior
and the reasons why people act the way they apask them specifically. The

attributes of first-generation students has bedhresearched (Choy, 1998), but only



EXPLORING FIRST-GENERATION STUDENT PERCEPTIONS 9

from the researchers’ perspective. Kuh, Kinziel Backley (2006) described the
attributes of the first-generation student as peeckby others and what is needed for
all students to be successful. | chose a qualgatiudy to describe the attributes of
the first-generation student as perceived by tts¢-fleneration student and what they
said they needed to be successful.

The study subjects were first-generation studehits mad applied for May,
2012 graduation. Because | am employed at theetsity, the first-generation
students from MWU were a purposive and convenisaceple. Because exploring
the perception of this sample group was importanhis study, the qualitative
component included face-to-face interviews andraesuto explore demographics and
backgrounds. The demographic survey was usesgazaning tool to identify first-
generation students and provide background infaomdobr the face-to-face
interviews. The face-to-face interviews were ugeexplore student perceptions.
Resear ch Questions

1. Who are the first-generation students at Midwestériversity who have
persisted to graduation as measured by those wtieedpo graduate?

2. When comparing first-generation students to tholse are not first-
generation, what are the similarities and diffeemnlbetween Midwestern
University students who complete degree programs?

3. Based on Midwestern University first-generatiorndstot responses to
interview questions, are there themes that emergag first-generation

students who persist to graduation?
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4. Are there demographics and background informatiah émerge among first-

generation students who persist?

Definition of Terms

e Traditional studert a student between 18-24 years of age and attetidge

right after high school graduation (Koehler & Burk®96)

e First-generation studenta student whose mother and father never attended

college (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998)

e Graduation rate- the percentage of students who begin attendoadlege or

university compared to the number of students wiadgate from the same
college or university within four, five, and sixaetime durations (Seidman,
2005)

e Persist /Persistenea student’s progression from one grade levdieaext

until completion and/or graduation (Seidman, 2005)
e Retention students who begin a college or university agcigt from term to

term (Seidman, 2005)

e Socio-economie- relating to both social and economic factorg€heini et
al., 1994)
Limitations
There were three limitations to this study:
(a) The demographic survey used to collect data wasemlefor this study;
therefore, it has not been proven reliable or valid
(b) Data gathered through the survey and face-to-faeeviews are only as

valid and reliable as participants are truthful.
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(c) Based on the small size of the volunteer partidisample at one
institution, the results cannot be generalizedltbrat-generation students
who persist to graduation.

Summary

The purpose of this research was to explore paorepof first-generation
students at MWU who have persisted to graduatimowledge from this study will
contribute to the already existing literature, dssions, and studies about why first-
generation students do not persist to graduatidmo#fer insight into why they do.
While researchers such as Warburton, Bugarin, amek (2001) focused on
guantitative data describing first-generation gmlstudents, this study focused on
gualitative data by exploring perceptions of figetreration students through one-on-
one interviews to add to the ongoing discussioatirgy to first-generation students

and persistence to graduation.
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Chapter Two: Review of Framing Literature

The review of the framing literature explores tspielated to first-generation
college student completion: definitions of thetfigeneration student, descriptions of
the first-generation student prior to college andmy college, and retention.
Defining the First-Generation Student

Experts define the first-generation student intipld ways. Explaining how a
student is identified as first-generation relateserto the education level of the
parent. A review of the literature revealed foiffedent definitions of the first-
generation college student:

(a) students, “whose parents’ highest level of edunasa high school

diploma or less” (Choy, 1998, p. 7)
(b) students “whose parents hawecollege experience” (Darling & Smith,
2007, p. 203)
(c) students whose parents haoene college experience, but no bachelor’s
degree (Los Angeles Valley College Office of Reska Planning, 2004)
(d) students whose parents have no bachelor’'s degigeds 2004)
The parental level of education is a key elememaich of these definitions.

Parents, “not having been to college themselveallystannot provide their
college-bound son or daughter much help with cgté8omers, Woodhouse, &
Cofer, 2004, p. 429). Sickles (2004) indicated Himst-generation students may want
to attend and ultimately graduate college to chdhge current living status.
Attending college will help first-generation studetmake it out” or to “break the

cycle” (Sickles, 2004). This lack of knowledge abthe college experience at home,
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leads the college-bound son or daughter to seddgeoinformation outside the home.
A parent’s educational level, socioeconomic statase, and gender are all things out
of the student’s control but are known to impadtfgeneration student success
(Warburton et al., 2001).
Describing the First-Generation Student Prior to College

Traditionally, first-generation students are peseed to be less prepared and
less likely to graduate from college than studeriis are not first-generation (Conley
& Hamlin, 2009; Ishitani, 2006; Murphy & Hicks, 2600 The purpose of this study
was to explore the perceptions of first-generatiollege students on why they
persisted to degree completion. Understandingifspeemographics backgrounds of
first-generation college students was importantrtderstanding the student profile.

Gender. Nunez and Cuccara-Alamin (1998) studied first-gahen student
characteristics and found first-generation freshmene likely to be female. The
gender difference is much less among non-first-geioan freshmen (Nunez &
Cuccara-Alamin, 1998). Nunez and Cuccara-Alamuntbfirst-generation students
to be 57% female and 43% male versus non-firstiggioa students who were 51%

female and 49% male (see Table 1).
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Table 1
First-Generation to Non-First-Generation Student Comparison by Gender

First-Generation Non-First-Generation

60%

50%

40% -

30% -

20% -

10% -

0% -

Male Female Male Female

Capriccioso (2006) reported 6% of the freshmarugadon in the participating
sample as first-generation. Within that 6%, themhar of female students was over
2% higher than male students. Bennett (2011) deml/some insight into why there
are a higher number of female first-generationeisithan male. Bennett (2011)
stated, “Women now surpass men in college degngaitost three to two” (para. 3).
Bennett (2011) explained how our culture has fodusethe rights of women and
supporting their advancement and now males areviegdess support. All first-
generation students lack the knowledge of collegparedness from parents and
additional assistance outside the home is espgtiatieficial to female first-
generation students attending college (Nunez & @uacélamin, 1998).

Race. In Latino/Latina families, males have very specdidture and gender
roles in the family; however, roles are changinthie areas of income and education
with Latino men now considered to be the main faiaprovider for the family

(Aranda, Castaneda, Pey-Jinan, & Sobel, 2001) aiBsxof family responsibility,
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first-generation male college students who are &tigpmay be torn between choosing
college or maintaining their place in the cultwammunity (London, 1989).

Smith (2008) studied first-generation black fenstledents. He addressed
how the upper-class gets the upper-hand when cennsidaccess to higher education.
Smith (2008) explained how many first-generaticacklstudents are in a lower
socioeconomic class and typically have less adcesducational opportunities. Since
a parent’s level of education defines the firstagation student, Smith (2008)
examined parental involvement for the same grougaifk female students in his
study. Smith (2008) explained how these studexpiergenced parental involvement
from Kindergarten through 12th grade. Smith codetlithat for black female first-
generation students in the study, parents who imeodved wanted to see their child
succeed in college. Smith (2008) argued that éstircaommunity must “embrace”
this student group by reaching out and informirggtudent and the parents about
overcoming the barriers.

Ting (2003) conducted a longitudinal study predigtacademic success of
first-generation students. Ting described how iethmnorities who are first-
generation students experience greater challengashieving academic success.
Lack of support from home, insufficient academiegaration, and sometimes
discrimination, may all be factors in this studgraup’s lack of academic success
(Richardson & Skinner, 1992).

Compared to white students, Nunez and Cuccara-Alh998) reported
Hispanic students are more likely to be first-gatien. Hispanic students make up

11% of the total first-generation population congehto the 5% of the white first-
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generation student population (Nunez & Cuccara-Ahait©098). More black students
are known to be first-generation than non-firsteyation (Nunez & Cuccara-Alamin,
1998). “Moreover, first-generation students wdighsly more likely than non-first-
generation students to attend a school where rharethree quarters of the student
body was identified as underrepresented minoruglesits” (Warburton et al., 2001, p.
11).

Knowing first-generation students are mostly stusieh color gives a greater
understanding of academic and social preparedmedigicges for these students in
college. Sedlacek (2004) argued that the psychzdbgnd physiological effects from
the “feeling” of racism hinder a student’s succeSedlacek (2004) explained, “When
people are under stress they are particularlyylikelfall back on strategies learned
from those who came before them” (p. 24). Thisptynmeans that if a student comes
from an environment where racism was experiencstyydent could retreat back to
the “negative messages of his or her family” (Seeka 2004, p. 24) hindering
successful transition into a different environmigee college. Sedlacek (2004) also
explained how important it is for students of cdlmbe a part of a community with
which they can identify to help increase the odidscademic success.

Family socio-economic status. Family finances and socio-economic status
seem to play a part in predicting academic sucgksst-generation students.
Murphy and Hicks (2006) conducted a study of 2@3timen college students. Their
findings indicated “about forty-nine percent ofdguts with a household income level
under $25,000 had parents with no college expegiefMurphy & Hicks, 2006, p. 4).

According to Ishitani (2006) this finding is cornsist—first-generation students are
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typically within a lower socio-economic class theindents who are non-first-
generation. Ishanti (2006) found that “family ino® was associated with student
attrition behavior” (p. 862). Conversely, “a highevel of socioeconomic status had a
positive effect on academic and social integraéind ultimately influenced one’s
enrollment decision” (Ishanti, 2006, p. 862).

Since many first-generation students are from loeeme backgrounds, many
researchers have chosen to study the correlatiwreba low-income and attrition
(Choy, 2001; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). Chd949) explained how students
from low income families who completed high schaelke less likely to go to college
directly after high school. Low income family highhool completers graduate at a
rate of 49% compared to middle income family highaol completers who graduate
at a rate of 63% (Choy, 1999). Choy (1999) std{é€zhllege] enroliment rates of
1996 high school completers immediately after laghool ranged from 45 percent for
those whose parents had less than a high schoch&ai to 85 percent for those
whose parents had a bachelor’s degree or highe6)(p

Academic preparedness. In a 2006 commissioned report for the National
Symposium on Postsecondary Student Success, Kalh(2006) addressed socio-
economic status impact on student success bygtaRimgorous academic
preparation, high educational aspirations, andlfasupport are easier to come by if
the family has economic resources” (p. 22). Thentwon to explain how socio-
economic status determines the type of schoolttldest will attend and what

resources will be available to him or her (Kuhle@06). Low income level coupled
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with an impoverished neighborhood requires the-feneration student to learn how
to learn in an environment without the embeddedueses.

Murphy and Hicks (2006) identified the first-gen@ya student as less
academically prepared, less likely to have takenAGT or SAT, and “at-risk of
being academically, socially, and economically befhind than non-first-generation
students, even when their motivation and acaderedentials are equal” (p. 3).
“Studies have shown that first-generation studbate poor pre-college preparation,
lower career aspirations, lack of family suppatK of faculty and peer support, fear
of the college environment, and poor study skitisabits” (Murphy & Hicks, 2006,

p. 6). First-generation students may have acoesgher education, but co-existing
factors may cause them to be less successful thasfinst-generation students
(Murphy & Hicks, 2006).

Early awareness of postsecondary education is salyaous to college access
according to Warburton et al. (2001) in the Natlddenter for Education Statistics
publication, Bridging the Gap-Academic Preparaton Postsecondary Success of
First-Generation Students. According to this redost-generation students are less
likely to take high school courses with acadengorithan students who are non-first-
generation students (Warburton et al., 2001). Tdwer level of academic challenge
in high school also led to lower college entrancane scores, lower grade point
averages in the first year of college, and were liggly to stay continuously enrolled
(Warburton et al., 2001). The results did chamgsyever, for first-generation
students who took more rigorous high school cour3éss study found, “in this case,

first-generation students were as likely as stugle#itose parents had a college degree
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to be continuously enrolled or to have attaineeégrele” (Warburton et al., 2001, p.
vi). This information suggested that while in hgghool, students benefit from taking
more challenging courses to better prepare for vehextpected of them at the
postsecondary level and persisting to graduatiomprofiling students of their study,
Warburton et al. (2001) found there were greaedgiices in the type of high school
attended by first-generation students and non-desteration students. More non-
first-generation students in this study attended\zate high school than first-
generation students. Warburton et al. (2001) fdl8fb of non-first-generation
students attended private high school and only Bfitst-generation students attended
a private high school.

Some parts of college preparation can also falbhdythe student’s control
even when a student can identify weaknesses tledttoebe strengthened when
preparing for college. Pascarella, Pierson, W&lrnaad Terenzini (2004) accurately
identified this when they said first-generationd&nts, “are at a somewhat greater risk
of being academically, socially and economicalfy lbeehind” (p. 276) than non-first-
generation students, even when their motivationaaadiemic credentials are equal.

According to Murphy and Hicks (2006), the first-geation student is not as
prepared academically and may not be able to par&dithe higher levels required in
college. Not only do first-generation studenteebllege less academically
prepared, but they are also less prepared forgraeéss” of college (Rodriguez,
2003). This lack of knowledge and preparednessezhfirst-generation students to
pretend as if they know what they are doing rathan being “discovered” that they

do not know what they are doing (Rodriguez, 2003).
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Academic rigor. Academic rigor is one significant factor in colleggademic
preparedness (Warburton et al., 2001). Warburtah €2001) defined academic
rigor as the number of courses a student compieit&eh the main secondary
education level including English, math, scienceja students, and possibly foreign
language; the math and science level completedyether the student completed
college level courses offered in high school thfoAglvanced Placement or honors
courses (Warburton et al., 2001). Research fomat4i0% of first-generation students
did not exceed the core basic curriculum, only 884 of first-generation students
took rigorous high school courses, and an evenriperentage of first-generation
students reported taking an Advanced PlacemensedWarburton et al., 2001).
Even though first-generation students may havelainiritical thinking abilities as
non-first-generation students, first-generatiomdstis may not achieve successful
completion if not appropriately prepared (Terenz8pringer, Yaeger, Pascarella, &
Nora, 1996).

Academic intentions. Taking more advanced and rigorous courses in high
school is not always enough to place the first-gaimen student on the same playing
field as the non-first-generation (Horn, Nunez, &N Associates, Inc., 2000).
Gibbons and Borders (2010) researched factors tdtharacademic ability that could
influence the first-generation student and hiserdecision to attend. Their research
identified how intentions and attending collegeslnet predict college completion
(Gibbons & Borders, 2010). Gibbons and Borderd (@@lso acknowledged how
most research has focused on the first-generatimiest once he or she begins college

rather than factors that influenced decisions goarollege. Gibbons and Borders
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(2010) chose the Social-Cognitive Career Theoryd®)Cas a tool to help identify
intention to attend college in middle school studermhe SCCT involves three major
parts which interact with each other and which ratigct educational intentions and
actions (Gibbons & Borders, 2010). These threenyrts include the student’s
perceived ability to complete academic tasks, auexpectations, and goals
(Gibbons & Borders, 2010). The researchers exgthirow the SCCT relates to the
first-generation student, even in middle schootaose it links academic intentions to
attend and graduate from college while also comsigehe first-generation student’s
background including demographics and family incéevels (Gibbons & Borders,
2010). The results of the study illustrated howddle school first-generation students
had lower educational goals when compared to nmsidieneration students (Gibbons
& Borders, 2010). The study also reported lowanhar of students perceiving to
have the ability to attend and complete collegghér perception of barriers, less
parental support, lack of educational planning mtalels and guidance, and lower
positive outcome expectations (Gibbons & Borde@d,(3.

Early awareness. Academic rigor, intentions and decision making, anteed
to understand financial planning for college prepian has become part of an early
awareness initiative taken on by the National Aggamn for College Admissions
Counseling (NACAC) (as cited in Collins, 2011). dlperson Patty Montague of
NACAC’s human relations committee stated, “The coghpnsive approach among
professionals to serve students from elementaryadhrough college is invaluable
on many levels to students, families, and commesiit{as cited in Collins, 2011,

para. 5). NACAC developed the Step-by-Step progmbring all parties involved
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with first-generation students and under-represestiedents together to show college
as a viable option and to also recommend stratégiesng early awareness to human
differences and greater allowance of equal acoegsedtsecondary education (as cited
in Collins, 2011).

It is also known that programs that assist studienmtsaking the transition
from high school to college show stronger persisgen graduation, which leads to a
stronger foundation by which to build a future (Rog 2010). The Gaining Early
Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Pro@&AR UP) was established by
the United States Department of Education to iremeéhe number of low-income
students attending postsecondary institutions (Department of Education [USDE],
2011). The program follows cohorts of low-inconwedents, typically starting in
seventh grade, and follows those students thraugleampletion of high school
(USDE, 2011). The program provides resources, lwiiay not typically be offered
to students in low-income areas (USDE, 2011). diogram is designed to offer
academic rigor, community and academic engagerardtincreased parent and
student awareness of the postsecondary environf@aidago GEAR UP Alliance,
2012).

Family impact. Parent education levels are helpful in definingfties-
generation student; however, little research has Ipeiblished about how the family
influences the first-generation student and thiegel experience (Hodge, 2010).
Coburn and Woodward (2001) described charactesistieffective parent orientation
programs as, “acknowledging and supporting the lfatransition, giving parents

information and tools to support the students ss&;ogefining the relationship
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between parents and the institution, and creatiognaection to the institution” (p.
37). Coburn and Woodward (2010) stated that dranection is made with the
parents, they feel more receptive to an ongoirgficeiship with the institution. The
more parents are involved the greater their abititgupport their student—reducing
their anxiety levels when approaching challengiiggsions, and improving academic
success by helping them feel more confident and@adable in the college
environment (Weiser & Riggio, 2010).

Describing the First-Generation Students During College

First-generation students face greater barriepseparing for college than
non-first-generation students (Murphy & Hicks, 2D0G&iterature explains how these
barriers prior to college also continue during egl. First-generation students who
prepare academically for the college experiendleesiperience barriers in academic
engagement, achieving academic success, manadiagecand family
responsibilities, transitioning to the college audt, participating in extracurricular
activities, and self-efficacy (Conley & Hamlin, Z(Pascarella et al., 2004; Ramos-
Sanchez & Nichols, 2007; Terenzini et al., 1994).

Academic engagement. Academic engagement plays a part in degree
completion of first-generation students (Conley &rklin, 2009). Conley and Hamlin
(2009) addressed engagement through justice lepwtirch is defined as “pedagogy
designed to enhance academic and civic engageunnrdinst-generation college
students from low-income, urban neighborhoods uaingiquely situated
community-based approach” (p. 47). Smith (2004igked first generation students

have a difficult time in understanding the colleg#ture and blamed this disconnect
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on thehidden curriculum. The hidden curriculum is the unwritten and urkgporules
of how to successfully navigate through the culfrBigher education, which is
essential to their academic success (Smith, 2004d)riculum in this explanation does
not suggest there are problems with the academiolum. The hidden curriculum
is knowledge of what is needed to function in tbkege culture. College programs
target first-generation students offering tutoreshman programs, and remedial
courses. Smith (2004) explained that even thougtideneration students are not
adequately prepared for the college environmemd,ithperative for all to understand
that even if a student is unfamiliar with the pestsndary academic culture, it should
not be assumed that the student is deficient acad#ynand unable to figure out the
hidden curriculum.

There are a variety of reasons why students chaogestitution to attend and
then choose to leave. Students often choose egeodir university based on location,
academic reputation, size, finances and opporaméfter graduation (Pryor, Hurtado,
DeAngelo, Palucki, & Tran, 2010). It is importdatunderstand how students
prepared for college life, why some chose to lgaeanstitution, and why some
persisted to graduation. Students who attendg®k®me with different levels of
education, unique personalities, a variety of etgiems of the college experience,
and diverse socio-economic backgrounds (Terentzmli €1994). Terenzini et al.
(1994) stated those differences can be used agfmesdfor student success and
academic progression. For example, many studattsegin their college career but

will not attain a degree (Murphy & Hicks, 2006)or@ey and Hamlin (2009) found
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that first-generation students are at higher riskad continuing education beyond
high school.

Family impact. Weiser and Riggio (2010) conducted a study ornlfam
impact to determine if a student’s perception efrtlown ability can intervene or
reconcile the relationship between academic achmewt and family. This study was
not specific to first-generation students, but destiated that family background is
related to both self-efficacy and academic achiexr@mParticipants included students
from a variety of ethnic backgrounds. A survey waed and qualitative results were
reported which found that both self-efficacy anddemic achievement could be
accurately predicted by identifying family backgnoluwariables (Weiser & Riggio,
2010).

Lack of parental involvement and support from hosnelated to
underperformance in first-generation college sttsl@Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols,
2007). Students who have parents who guide thetheicollege transition show
higher levels of confidence and have stronger tsiretheir own ability to succeed at
a postsecondary institution (Ramos-Sanchez & Ng;#007). Some parents believe
if their child attends college, it will disconndbe family and break tradition
especially if the parent believes college is pesdlbecause he or she has been able to
“manage” without a college education (Terenzimlet1994).

Ziemniak (2010) studied the relationship betweedent success and family
involvement. Ziemniak (2010) acknowledged how ¢hieave been many
interventions recommended by a variety of studiasprove student success of first-

generation students; however, there are few stiidiésolely to how families support
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this category of students. The study used Gof@969) model of family capital
framework, which involves ways that first-generatgiudents’ families support their
persistence in college. A narrative approach wakert and first-generation students,
family members, and college administrators wererinéwed.

The group of participants in Ziemniak’s (2010) sturscluded 11 students
between the ages of 20 and 23 years old, nineyameimbers, and two student affairs
administrators (Ziemniak, 2010). Themes emergech ihe qualitative data which
indicated family matters to first-generation stutkenollege persistence; there is a
difference in the way family support is manifestedirst-generation students than for
non-first-generation students. First-generatiolents’ families played a minimal
part in assisting their student with college regoifities and a disconnection was
discovered between the first-generation studeatsilfes and the institution
(Ziemniak, 2010). Recommendations were made fgindri education institutions to
address the needs of not only the first-generatiodent, but also the needs of their
parents (Ziemniak, 2010).

Academic success. When compared to non-first-generation traditioradlege
students and first-generation students with sinAIBT/SAT scores, first-generation
students have lower GPAs (Inkelas, Daver, Vogt,e®hard, 2007). Murphy and
Hicks (2006) found that when first-generation studeare compared to non-first-
generation students, they are more likely to eawnret first-semester grades and first-
year grade point averages. Inkelas et al. (200&need programs that focused on
first-generation students’ perception of academit social transition to college: the

National Study of Living-Learning Programs (Inke&tsal., 2007). This new
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approach has shown how successful college trangéauds to a first-generation
student’s academic success and social involvemetheicollege community
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Even though Livlrearning programs are not
specifically designed for the first-generation st the programs benefit them
because they connect students living in campusihgugth formed learning
communities, service learning projects, and faeutplved projects and research
(Inkelas et al., 2007). All students in a wideiear of public institutions with these
programs overall had a smoother academic transititime first year of college
(Inkelas & Weisman, 2003).

The National Study of Living-Learning Programs (N$l) researched 33
postsecondary institutions from 24 different stated had a sample size of 1,335 first-
generation students (Inkelas et al., 2007). Lime studies conducted by Pascarella
et al. (2004) and Terenzini et al. (1996) wherefitts¢-generation students had strong
numbers of non-traditional aged and commuter stisgléms study focused on
residential students in these institutions as @lattie Living-Learning programs
(Inkelas et al., 2007). A survey instrument inéddjuestion on background
information, college environment, and studentscdesions of their experiences and
outcomes (Inkelas et al., 2007). The study shdivstdgeneration students perceived
ease with their academic and social transitiorottege (Inkelas et al., 2007). One
finding of the study was surprising in that papgamts found faculty mentoring
relationships to negatively affect transition tdlege possibly due to more strain on
time and less involvement in developing relatiopstwith their peers (Inkelas et al.,

2007). Terenzini et al. (1996) indicated how fgsheration students focus more
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effort toward academic experiences than socidtelers et al. (2007) explained how
faculty and staff who develop programs for firstigeation students should be more
mindful of how this student group views the colleggerience and create programs
which are structured to create formal academicsathl interactions within the
college experience.

Academic transition. Inkelas et al. (2007) made the correlation between
academic success and social interaction for fiestegation students in general; Carter
and Robinson (2002) studied a specific group st-yeneration students who were
from rural families and low-income. In 1992, hafffirst-generation students were
from low-income families and were more likely tolilack and/or Hispanic (Horn et
al., 2000). Literature refers to first-generatgtndents as mostly black or Hispanic
(London, 1989; Smith, 2008), but Carter and Robin@&®902) went beyond the
traditionally known black and Hispanic first-gengoa student and studied first-
generation Appalachian students. Appalachian stsd®e not as well-known to be
first-generation, but many in the Kentucky areaaare Carter and Robinson (2002)
studied their perception relating to transitiorctdlege.

First-generation Appalachian students. Carter and Robinson (2002) explored
cohort groups of students and how they were prearecollege, patterns based on
cultural norms, financial assistance provided, ewerall transition to the college
experience. Participants were from two cohort gspuon-college high school
juniors enrolled in an academically focused sumpnegram and first-year college
students enrolled in their first semester at thev&isity of Kentucky (Carter &

Robinson, 2002). Instruments used were pre andspogeys that later led to
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interviews within focus groups (Carter & Robins@002). The study participants
were first-generation Appalachian students, invdlirethe Robinson Scholars
Program, which awards funds to first-generationsiiis who graduate and are able to
attend University of Kentucky or a Kentucky comntyrdollege (Carter & Robinson,
2002). The Robinson Scholars Program extends logysh funding, by providing
early awareness and a connection to the Unives$i§entucky. The program makes
college more accessible to others because studbotparticipate can take their
experiences back to their home communities andsaatlvocates for education
(Carter & Robinson, 2002). The researchers bdli@veéhe importance of early
intervention programs, which focus not only on ¢éltsenomic cost, but also on the
“social, academic, and material needs of theseeststl (Carter & Robinson, 2002, p.
25).

First-generation non-traditional students. Much literature focuses on the
traditional aged first-generation student; howet@ehler and Burke (1996)
researched nontraditional first-generation studeKtsehler and Burke (1996)
investigated first-generation students who pardit@gd in an early awareness and
preparation program called, The Transition ClaRse Transition Class is an
ungraded noncredit 12-week course provided by dllege prior to full matriculation,
and the students participate in (a) self-direcgzdriing and supportive learning
groups, (b) performing academic tasks under pressid (c) defining their own
goals and career plans (Koehler & Burke, 1996).eWstudents were allowed to
“level the playing field” by participating in Theransition Class prior to entering

college, the transition was easier (Koehler & Burkgo6).
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Extracurricular activity. Few studies show a connection between a first-
generation student’s college involvement and le¥ebllege success; however,
Pascarella et al. (2004) found there was a cororebtween involvement in
extracurricular activity and persistence to gradumt Inkelas et al. (2007) found that
first-generation students who are in residencesladsociate college involvement with
easier academic and social transition. Thayer@289 cited in Conley & Hamlin,
2009) explained how the transition can be diffi¢attfirst-generation students
because, “entering the university means not ordytitey must leave home for an
unfamiliar academic setting, but that they musb &ister an alien physical and social
environment that they, their family, and their eleave never experienced” (p. 48).
The unfamiliarity with the college environment és$ened when a student lives on
campus and is part of the college environment anaddly and socially (Inkelas et
al., 2007).

Terenzini et al. (1994) conducted a study not $jetl first-generation
students involving 132 students categorized by amckgender (Terenzini et al.,
1994). Data were collected through group intergiend found that first-generation
students typically focused on academics when ergeollege and deferred non-
academic involvement until they knew their acadesitization could be managed
successfully (Terenzini et al., 1994). Studenkstee feeling connected by making
new friends (Terenzini et al., 1994. Accordinglgrenzini and Pascarella (1994),
“while intellectual growth may be primarily a fumm of the student’s academic
involvement and effort, the content and focus at #ame student’s interpersonal and

extracurricular involvements can have a mediatnflgence on that growth, either
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promoting or inhibiting it” (p. 7). Students whoe involved academically and also
interact socially with school friends outside adisd are more likely to persist to
graduation (Pascarella et al., 2004).

Asrat (2007) explored the differences between-{jesteration students and
non-first-generation students using results froemMlational Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE). The survey measures engagenaetites and academic
participation (Asrat, 2007). First-generation gni$ were found to typically be
transfer students who were older, living off-campusrking, and earning lower
grades (Asrat, 2007). First-generation studemerted a higher participation in
community-based projects when compared to nondiesieration students (Asrat,
2007). Asrat (2007) recommended that postsecondstijutions understand the
importance of student engagement outside the cassand develop programs
linking first-generation students to activitiestthall enhance non-academic
experiences and social skills.

Self-appraisal. Self-appraisal is to realistically assess weaseeand
strengths and to allow self-development to takegl(&edlacek, 2004). In spite of
barriers, students who are at greater risk for ewacl success but are able to make
realistic self-assessments do better in schoatsiios (Sedlacek, 2004). The ability
to realistically assess one’s weaknesses and gieisgthe definition of self-appraisal
and can be paired with knowing what is needed andtb prepare for the college
experience.

Self- efficacy. Self-efficacy is a person’s perceived ability tosuecessful

and possess the appropriate behavior to achiepecdis outcome (Bandura, 1997).
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First-generation students may feel like they dob®bng or that college is not for
them causing them to associate unfamiliar feelimigls some sort of deficiency
(Terenzini et al., 1996). If a student has low-séficacy, he or she may choose not to
engage in a situation (Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols7R0Colleges may benefit from
understanding first-generation student self-effycthat are due to a lack of social
support in the college environment (Barry, Hudl€gl|ly, & Cho, 2009). Sharing
potentially stressful college experiences withtfgeneration students and letting them
know that all students, first-generation and nestfgeneration students, have similar
insecurities may help them to put things into prqperspective (Barry et al., 2009).
Ramos-Sanchez and Nichols (2007) understood thempoiself-efficacy among
first-generation students,, “one class of cognipwecesses, self-efficacy, influences
behavior and subsequently influences outcomes3)(plt is the social transition that
could possibly counteract the lack of support floaeme and improve academic
performance. Inkelas et al. (2007) explained tfeatuse of this need for social
transition and the need for first-generation stasiém engage in their postsecondary
environment, institutions of higher education hdegeloped programs to increase
student involvement and build stronger connecttortbeir schools.
Retention

Lenning et al. (1980) defined student retentigrleseping students enrolled
until they complete their degree or certificategreoms” (p. 6). There are several
terms used when referring to student retentiorrsigtence is used when identifying a
student’s enroliment over time while striving tdhave his or her goal but it does not

necessarily mean the student will achieve a degréave continuous enrollment
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(Tinto, 2006). Tinto (1975) described a studeavieg college and not returning on
his or her own terms as drop out. Students who st are those who re-enroll in
college after quitting college for a period of tifiento, 1993). These terms are
important in understanding how each action of géesice, dropping out, and stopping
out has an impact on retention (Tinto, 2006).

CollegeMerriam-Webster defined retention as, ‘dbeof retaining”
(Retention, 2012). Guillory and Wolverton (2008pkined student retention as
students who complete a term successfully andirdturthe next semester, thus the
college retains the student. By examining studetention, colleges can identify
trends that effect student enrollment and determimg students choose to leave
(Guillory & Wolverton, 2008). Colleges are concednwith retention rates because
they are required to publish retention reports @amdheld accountable by their
governing boards (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall99p This public awareness and
accountability strongly encourages colleges to kmdw students depart and explore
retention trends that may help identify studergmtions, behaviors, and
circumstances (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008).

To better understand student retention, theoreze explored that included
variables contributing to student integration,itatn, predicting dropout, and
resiliency (Bean, 1981; Tinto, 1975). Much infotroa explored was based on
existing (grounded) theory and comparisons wereenagcadditional data were
collected and analyzed (Strauss & Corbin, 1990)e purpose of this section on
retention is to explain the variables of these ti@soand understand how student

retention was affected.
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Integration. Spady (1970) was a sociologist who studied stuishegration
and used Durkheim’s (1951) theoretical model ofisléi and applied it to student
behavior replacing the likelihood of committing @die with the likelihood of
dropping out of school. Spady (1970) describedgrdtion in college to be when a
student shares values with a group and has frigmdsipport. He also believed that a
student is more likely to stay enrolled in schdahiegrated in the school culture
(Spady, 1970). Spady (1970) believed studentsavbsuccessfully integrated in
both social and academic systems of college walbnewards. Grades and
intellectual development are the academic rewamdshaving interests and attitudes
compatible to the college environment are the $oewards (Guillory & Wolverton,
2008).

In 1971, Spady expanded his work by developirtgearty which identified
integration variables: satisfaction, social intéigma normative congruence, friendship
support, intellectual development, grade perforreafamily background, academic
potential, and prior educational background. Idi&oh to the integration variables,
Spady (1971) found the quality of relationship witle family and the values shared
with the family also affected student retentiorhrdugh his research, Spady (1971)
found integration is related to the socioeconortatus of the student’s family. The
more affluent, supportive, and open the parentstheegreater the chance the student
will be of higher aptitude and integrate succes$gful college (Spady, 1971).

In assessing personality disposition, studentsavbp out are considered to be
less mature and less likely to integrate than sttsdeho persist (Spady, 1971).

Factors that help identify maturity are, “motivatjondependence, flexibility,
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involvement, impulse control, self-confidence, @sqbility, and rationality” (Spady,
1970, p. 73). Spady (1971) concluded that matastyt relates to intellectual
development also relates to personal developmetsdtdd by the level of integration
into the college culture. Successful integrati@swxplained as having the right
attitude, personality disposition, and intereshi& environment (Spady, 1971).
Attitude, along with establishing relationshipsc¢@éled social integration and
improves student retention (Spady, 1971).

Tinto (1975), based on Spady’s (1970, 1971) gredrteory, explored
academic and social integration and the effectstotent retention. The more the
student became socially and academically integnatechis or her environment, the
less likely the student would discontinue his ardgucation (Tinto, 1975). In
addition to the variables discussed in Spady’s 1) 9&search, Tinto (1975) included
the expectation of the student and his or her eésigraduate, as well as intended
level of degree earned. It is this commitment®institution and the desire to
complete the degree that strengthens student i@tent

Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) conducted a lodoal study, which
investigated Spady (1970) and Tinto’s (1975) figdimn the effects social and
academic integration have on college retentiorsc&®lla and Terenzini (2005) used
the theories of Spady (1970) and Tinto (1975) witmteractive influences of social
and academic integration could be determined isigptence to identify interactions
between social and academic integration; and tatiigaf student relationships with
faculty had an effect on social and academic itiggn. The participants were 773

freshmen students who were entering a large resadiemiversity located in New



EXPLORING FIRST-GENERATION STUDENT PERCEPTIONS 36

York (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Variableghe study included the student’s
desires and attitudes toward degree completiorkgnaand information, pre-college
experience, gender, race, academic aptitude, @hianbme, and degree expectations
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Their findingsrrfly underscore Spady’s (1970)
and Tinto’s (1975) theories of the sociological @bexity of the influences on student
persistence/withdrawal decisions” (Pascarella &hemi, 2005, p. 208). The
findings also suggest that student experiencesgltine freshman year may impact
student retention more than a student’s backgrodesires, or aptitudes (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). The third finding found facutty-student interaction to be a
significant predictor of retention for both malesldemales (Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005). The researchers of this study also wantedted that even with these
findings, background and family relations still e effect on the results (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 2005).

Attrition. Tinto (1988), in addition to his work on intejoa, studied
attrition reflecting on reasons why students lea&érition is the reduction of
students as a result of students dropping outosterring to another institution
(Tinto, 1988). Similar to the findings of Pascend Terenzini (2005) on freshmen
students, Tinto (1988) believed the reasons faitiatt in the first year were very
different from reasons for attrition in later year&into (1988) believed it to be
important to understand the departure process@ssep to constructing a new
theory. This process model is known as the Stulthegration Model (Tinto, 1988).
Incorporating his previous research and combintingth Van Gennep’s (1960) social

anthropology study on tribal societies, Tinto (1Lp&&ind attrition to be impacted by
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an individual moving his or her membership in ongugp to membership in another
group. The relationships were identified as tlatages: separation, transition, and
incorporation (Tinto, 1988).

The separation stage requires students to diagdfilrom past community
relationships which may also involve rejecting pasationships (Tinto, 1988). This
separation often takes place when students leawiida and old high school
relationships behind to enter into a new environneéa distant university and
establish a new community (Tinto, 1988). If a stuiddecides to stay at home or close
to home while in college, he or she may jeopartheeseparation stage because the
former relationships/community may continue to dechthe student to stay engaged
instead of moving toward building relations witle thew college community (Tinto,
1988).

Transition to college is the second stage andnsidered a time when the
student is moving away from the associations ofm toward the new college
community (Tinto, 1988). This stage can pose ssramguish and a sense of loss,
which can interfere with the desire to persist {3jr1988). Tinto (1998) believed that
many students withdraw early in the academic yeabacause they failed to integrate
into their new social and academic communities dagiuse of the stress from the
transition (Tinto, 1988).

The incorporation stage is when a student wilpa@ad adopt new behaviors
to fit into his or her new social and academic camity (Tinto, 1998). This stage
could include orientation programs, involvemenGireek life or student

organizations, participation in athletics, or deyghent of relationships in the dorm
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(Tinto, 1998). Tinto (1998) noted that all studedb not have the ability to maneuver
their way through this process alone and may neeassistance of the new college
community to complete this stage successfully. tRose students struggling with this
stage without college community assistance, aitrithay occur (Tinto, 1988). Tinto
(1998) concluded, that “some of the most effecéidacational settings reinterpret the
concept of orientation from that of social membgrsbommon in many institutions,
to that of intellectual foundations and see thafifi@ng period of college as a time of
passage to serious intellectual inquiry” (p. 453).

Bean (1980) acknowledged Spady (1970, 1971) anitb'$i(1975) theories of
attrition; however, he also believed there wasislufficient evidence to be certain of
the correlation between all variables. Bean (1980)I'he Student Integration Model
lacked a specific cause of the identified variablBsan (1980) used Spady’s (1970,
1971) study as an example and said the group @htas discussed in this theory
could not allow the researcher to identify whichiahle in the group produced a
significant correlation. In other words, when expig the theories of attrition, Bean
(1980) believed there was no way of determiningcWispecific variable caused a
student to leave, if a variety of variables conttéal to attrition, or if some variables
had more correlation to attrition than others.

Just as Spady (1970) used Durkheim’s (1951) greditideory of suicide as a
guide for reasons for departure, Bean (1980) usedSkudent Attrition Model which
was adapted from a theory initially created fontwwer in work organizations created
by Price (1975). Price’s (1975) theory found tberelation of variables that Bean

(1980) was looking for and could identify the degemt variable which was dropout
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and intervening variables which were institutioo@nmitment, satisfaction,
organizational determinants, and background. B#880) illustrated how The
Student Attrition Model reflected causal relatiopshbetween the variables to
understand the nature of a student’s interactidh thie university. The model was
also used in determining student satisfaction.

Bean (1980) believed the students’ reasons fairigavere similar to those
reasons that cause workplace attrition. Variabsesl as causal effects on student
attrition were institutional commitment, gradegjsfaction, routinization, practical
value, and opportunity (Bean, 1980). Other varialere overall participation,
involvement in student organizations, choice ofrses, intent to leave, and marriage
(Bean, 1980). Bean (1980) tested this theory wigmoup of freshman at one higher
education institution including in the sample otllgse less than 22 years of age, first-
time freshman, white/non-Hispanics, and U.S. aitizeBean (1980) admitted this
sample was biased and could not be generalizeallfstudents. The study explored
variables for both men and women. Institutionahoatment was the variable most
correlated with student attrition (Bean, 1980)nd+ngs identified females more likely
to withdraw or transfer if they were not committedhe institution, performed poorly
in high school, did not get involved in studentanations, did not believe their
college education would lead to employment, didfaet their college experience
contributed to self-development, did not find roetin daily college life, felt there
was an opportunity to transfer, and did not devalopnformal relationship with the
faculty (Bean, 1980). Findings from the study itifeed males more likely to

withdraw or transfer if they were not committedhe institution, did not have a high
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university grade point average, did not know thaedamic and social rules of the
institution, did not believe his education at tlolege was leading to self-
development, and lived with his parents (Bean, 1980

Bean’s (1980) initial study was biased and limitedraditional students under
the age of 22. Bean and Metzner (1985) expandd®kan’s (1980) grounded theory
and studied attrition of the nontraditional undardyrate student. The researchers
believed studying this student group was importetause nontraditional students are
more affected by external influences than sociggration variables which influenced
the traditional aged student attrition (Bean & Mtz 1985). Nontraditional students
have a higher rate of attrition than traditionaé@gtudents (Astin, 1975). The
researchers chose to study this student group becduhe time of the study in 1985,
economic factors were influencing enrollment of naditional students (Bean &
Metzner, 1985). Bean and Metzner (1985) beliehatl with the social shift to the
acceptability of a two-income household, both woraed men were seeking out
higher education for personal and financial reasons

Bean and Metzner (1985) identified the nontradaicstudent as one who was
over 24, did not reside in campus housing, didatieind college to be more mature,
had a strong concern for the university’s acadesfigrings, and was not influenced
socially by students or faculty. The Student Inéign Model illustrates traditional
student attrition and its relation to socializatiddean and Metzner (1985) felt that
even though the model focuses on the traditionalesit, the socialization cannot be
ignored when exploring nontraditional student attn. Age, enrollment status, and

residences were used as defining variables (Beltet&ner, 1985). Educational
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goals, gender, ethnicity, and high school perforreanere also included as four
background variables in which they expected aimlahip to attrition (Bean &
Metzner, 1985). Bean and Metzner (1985) did ndutte the parent’s education as a
variable for this study; however, they believedidts an important variable because
nontraditional students are more likely to be fgeteration than traditional students
(Kimball & Sedlacek, 1971).

Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler (199@iestthe works of Tinto’s
(1988) Student Integration Model and Bean’s (198)dent Attrition Model. The
researchers explored variables, which were indegrgraf each other between the two
models and found correlations in other variablesb{€ra, Castandea et al., 1992).
They discovered college courses and institutioaairaitment in the Student Attrition
Model and academic integration, academic fit, amality in the Student Integration
Model to be similar in their impact on attritionglrera, Castaneda et al., 1992).

Cabrera, Nora, and Castaneda (1993) expandeddbedgd theory of
Cabrera, Castaneda et al. (1992) to see if botBtingent Integration Model and the
Student Attrition Model could be merged to bettederstand student attrition. The
researchers first identified the overlapping vdealof the two theoretical models and
then tested the non-overlapping variables of batdets (Cabrera et al., 1993).
Cabrera et al. (1993) used a longitudinal desigh wisample of freshman at a large
southern institution. Only freshman that were W¢izens and under the age of 24
were selected to stay consistent with populatiomptes used by Bean (1980) and
Tinto (1988). Initial and follow-up surveys wersead to assess student attitudes.

Student college transcripts were used to deteramademic status (Cabrera et al.,
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1993). Cabrera et al. (1993) found, “the strudtrgkations among academic and
social integration factors, as well as those anmmrgmitment factors, are consistent
with both Tinto’s and Bean’s theoretical framewdrgs 132). The study results
suggest that institutions should (a) focus on th@s&bles that have been determined
to be highly predictive of students’ re-enrolilmeand development and (b) implement
strategies that can manipulate the variables, pyokre attrition (Cabrera et al., 1993).

Predicting dropout. Many students begin the college process with ttentn
to complete a degree. There are benefits to exptacollege success to first-
generation students while also continuing to exgtbe variables which encourage
retention (Bean, 1980; Ishitani, 2006; Tinto, 200B8nderstanding theories on
retention predictability and effects on attritiencrucial for college administrators
(Bean, 1980; Cabrera et al., 1993; Tinto, 2006}sdarchers such as Willett and
Singer (1991), DesJardins et al. (1999), and Ish{006) varied in their approach to
retention research and developed event history lmodbich identified variables that
could predict if and when a student will drop oustop out.

Willett and Singer (1991) determined that tragiibmethods of analyzing
data have disadvantages and could result in misigdithdings. They were
concerned how some retention data do not repreggnthe student actually leaves
the university before degree completion, nor ini¢he type of student who decided
to leave (Willet & Singer, 1991). Leaving out @ertfactors, or excluding results
because an action did not take place prior to a biicompletion set by the

researcher, is considered censoring (Willet & Sin$®91). Willet and Singer (1991)
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explored censored factors detailing the risk ofodvat and how the risk changed as
time went by.

One major difficulty in analyzing retention datasvhow to represent the
observations, which were considered censored (W&li8inger, 1991). Willet and
Singer (1991) explored both censored observatidrtraditional analysis to collect
subject data and separate it by those who expedethe event and those who had not
experienced the event. Using traditional datayamamethods, along with the results
of censored data, limited the study to only thewviadials who had experienced the
event (Willet & Singer, 1991). Because of thislagon of individuals who did not
experience the event, the researchers questionattavbdo with the censored data and
if inclusion could occur through survival analyéillet & Singer, 1991). A
student’s ability to function is the predictor afrgival. Willet and Singer (1991) used
survivability of a sample population to estimate grobability that a participant
would remain in a certain event or situation faeatain period of time. For survival
analysis, time was the significant variable (WilleSinger, 1991). With survival
analysis, an occurrence time period could be use@termine when an event or
situation of interest would take place. This detieation of when an event or
situation would take place could also be applieddtermining when a student may
choose to drop out or stop out (Willet & Singer91%

Desjardins et al. (1999) believed the relevanneation of the variables
discussed in earlier studies related to studeahti®in but also believed those
variables have different effects over time. Dedidaret al. (1999) acknowledged how

the Student Integration Model (Spady, 1970, 197itol 1975) and the Student
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Attrition Model (Bean, 1980; Price, 1975) predictedidity in variables before and
during a student’s college experience. DesJartias (1999) explained how colleges
could improve their understanding of student departhrough a statistical model
approach called event history modeling. Evenoiysiodeling superseded
deficiencies in previous models because it alloimsdjht into the process of timing a
student’s departure (DesJardins et al., 1999).nBvistory modeling allowed a
college to predict an exact time of student depary using demographics, pre-
college experience, and academic achievement aldhdinancial and institutional
variables (DeJardins et al., 1999). Independemabigs used in the study included
gender, race, high school rank, major chosen ilege] college grade point average
each term, ACT score, age, location of home, amahttial aid (DesJardins et al.,
1999). DesJardins et al. (1999) were able to impam Willett and Singer’s (1991)
research and explored factors that occurred agahee time and incorporated factors
that varied in time.

Tinto (1993) explored factors that impacted stadetention but data was
insufficient to understand the actual process padeire. DesJardins et al. (1999)
explored factors that contributed to a student stapand correlated these factors with
years of persistence toward graduation. Much attemas been given to retention of
freshmen students; however, this study showed aal@/in not only assessing the
first year, but also looking at what factors explaigher risk of dropping or stopping
out after the freshman year. For example, res@ilBesJardins et al. (1999) illustrated
white students were more likely to stop out infih& year when compared to black

students who were more likely to stop out in yéaee. The results also found the
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offering of financial aid to first-generation stude decreased the risk of stop out
(DesJardins et al., 1999). Students who partiegbat a campus work program were
less likely to stop out, but the most significargge to this finding was how loans did
not decrease the dropout rate in the first yeatesd, a work study program helped
students engage in the college environment andgttrened persistence (DesJardins
et al., 1999). However, a correlation was fountivieen loans and grants and first-
generation student persistence (DesJardins dt98l9). Different financial aid
affected the likelihood of student departure dudiféerent points of attendance and
suggested that financial aid contributed to studetention (DesJardins et al., 1999).
Ishitani (2006) explored reasons for attritiorfirat-generation students and
conducted a longitudinal student to research pgersie behavior over time. Ishitani
(2006) acknowledged the importance of knowing wadinst-generation student
chose to drop out or stop out from college usingnéhistory modeling similar to
DesJardins et al. (1999). Ishitani (2006) beliethedde was significance in
understanding the behavior relating to continuabkment, the time it takes to
complete a degree, or the time at which the stucleodge to drop or stop out. Ishitani
(2006) found that, “being a first-generation studeluced the odds of graduating in
4 and 5 years by 51% and 32%” (p. 880). Even wfitler variables encouraging
enrollment to completion within six years, he disond that staying continuously
enrolled affected the completion of the degree timaly matter (Ishitani, 2006).
Students who avoid stopping out are more likelgremduate than students who sit out

a semester (Ishitani, 2006).
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Resiliency. Gofen (2009) took a different approach than Ishif2806) when
discussing continuous enrollment and first-generastudents. Gofen (2009)
explained how research strongly showed that childrkerit the educational level of
their parents. This is called the Intergenerafiémizeritance of Education (Gofen,
2009). This study explored first-generation calesgudents and how the
intergenerational education cycle was broken thindagily capital (Gofen, 2009).
Gofen (2009) defines family capital as the familyigestment through support,
behaviors, resources, and values that influenaechid’s future. Gofen (2009)
acknowledged research explaining why first-genenastudents did not persist to
graduation and but made the point that very litlenown about why other first-
generation students become the first in their fi@silo complete a degree. Research
explored persistence and attrition, but not mudin@vn about breaking the cycle for
this student group (Gofen, 2009). Resilience ésahility to adjust to change
(Resilience, 2013) and a first-generation studdmd freaks this cycle shows
resiliency (Gofen, 2009).

Gofen (2009) took a qualitative approach and insved a sample size of 50
students and attempted to discover what enabledytbup of first-generation students
to break the cycle of intergenerational educatidreritance. The research findings
indicated that first-generation students who briblkecycle had parents who made
sure that even though they were without materiaigt they were able to provide
their children with the support needed for a bdtiaure (Gofen, 2009). When a
family overcomes adverse or extenuating circum&sihy using nonmaterial

resources such as relational, emotional, and beta\support, this is referred to as
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family resiliency and these families emerge fromstn situations feeling more
empowered and confident (Gofen, 2009). Childremfresilient families are capable
of accomplishing high levels of social-psychologj@ad academic achievements even
with the lack of resources available to them (Gp809). Resilient families also
have very set and specific expectations of theldadn and strongly encourage the
same core values that focus more on the functidnaaall-being of the family than
expecting their child to attend college and eadegree (Gofen, 2009). Finally,
(Gofen, 2009) concluded that the participants, ststently affirmed that what
enabled them to break the intergenerational cyutepave the way to social mobility
lay in family day-to-day life during their upbringg” (p. 109). Even though their
parents did not attend college, the participantsgreed their ability to succeed
academically and break the cycle was because offémeilies (Gofen, 2009).

Greene, Galambos, and Lee (2003) researchedemiliging in disadvantaged
situations and showed that people who were albded¢ocome certain risk factors had
proven resiliency. Researchers have continuedptoee these factors to understand
how resilience can be used to promote competenae(® et al., 2003). Fraser,
Richman, and Galinsky (1999) stated, “If we canarsthnd what helps some people
to function well in the context of high adversitye may be able to incorporate this
knowledge into new practice strategies” (p. 13B)eene et al. (2003) constructed an
operational definition of resilience as the abitityovercome adversity, have
competence under pressure, and capacity to refmvertrauma.

Sterling (2010) researched sustainable educatidrdescussed the discourse of

the resilient learning. The integration of intimgiews and instruments that nurtured
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resilient learners also caused a resilient so@hbbior in natural environments even
when faced with uncertainty and threat (Sterlif@l®. Sterling (2010) reviewed the
nurturing quality within a learner and the attaiminef an external outcome. In
relation to resilience, Sterling (2010) believedtainability implied survival, security,
and well-being. Resilience alone absorbed disno®and maintained basic function
(Sterling, 2010). Sterling (2010) identified twppaoaches to sustainability of
education: instrumental (resilience and sustairtglil learning) and intrinsic (the
resilient learner). When both instrumental andnsic approaches were used
together, students were more likely to be resilaard persist (Sterling, 2010). When
the instrumental and intrinsic approaches werersépd resilience was less likely to
occur and persistence was negatively affected|{i@e2010).

Krasny and Roth (2010) explored environmental atan for resilience.
Krasny and Roth (2010) like Sterling (2010) disegksgesilience as it applied to
environmental education programs and the impa&oosystems and communities
(Krasny & Roth, 2010). In their study, Krasny dRadth (2010) questioned how
environmental education contributed to adaptiveacayp despite resilience. Adaptive
capacity allowed social relations, productivityygmance, and learning to continue
even when disturbance was faced (Krasny & Rotl& QP It was believed that, “one
way to build adaptive capacity in social systemd s foster resilience would be to
build capacity among many individuals” (Krasny &tRp2010, p. 546). Students
learn through social interaction and engagemerdgiy & Roth, 2010). Learning
takes place and a person becomes more skilledghrmammunity process (Krasny &

Roth, 2010).
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Summary

First-generation students have unique charaateyidtat can lead to barriers to
education and impact persistence to graduationtdtsh2006; Murphy & Hicks,
2006). First generation students are more likelseteive less guidance from home,
more likely to come from a lower socioeconomicistatind are less likely to be
prepared for college when compared to non-firstegaton students (Nunez &
Cuccara-Alamin, 1998; Sedlacek, 2004). Integratadtmition, and resiliency affect
retention of first-generation students (Conley &tia, 2009; Inkelas et al., 2007;
Terenzini et al., 1994). ldentifying and undersliag first-generation student
variables can allow colleges to predict if and whdirst-generation student will stop
out or drop out through event history modeling ([z@dins et al., 1999). With much
research addressing reasons why first-generatimests have not persisted to
graduation, it is equally important to explore wdome first-generation students are

able to persist to graduation (Bean, 1980; Spadly011971; Tinto, 1975).
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Chapter Three: Methodology

First-generation students encounter more obstacléslio not persist to
graduation at the same rate as non-first-generatiatents (Choy, 1998; Ishitani,
2006). Adding to existing research, this studylesqul the perceptions of first-
generation students at MWU examining why they beliethey persisted to
graduation.

Study Participants

Participants of this study were chosen from a pdsktudents enrolled at
MWU in the winter and spring terms of 2012. The tselection criteria were

(a) enrollment in the final two terms of their degreegram, and

(b) submission of a degree application for May 2012igation.

This criterion was chosen because students in firedestages of degree completion,
for the purpose of this study, had persisted tdggtion and were believed to
graduate. The study group was first-generatiodesits and a comparison group of
non-first-generation student was used to validatediata from the study group.

This study included only undergraduate students attemd MWU and
included both domestic and international studetrgernational students represent
10% of the overall student body and come from éf@dint countries (Lindenwood
University, 2010). The remaining domestic studeyulation represents students
from 46 states outside of Missouri within the Uditgtates (Lindenwood University,
2010). According to the 2010-2011 University Ledggport, 2,739 males and 3,414
females attend MWU. Out of the 6,153 studentsasgnted in the University Ledger,

55% were identified as white/Caucasian, 10% blafrkdAn-American, 3% Hispanic,
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1% Asian, 10% international, with the remainderdenitified (Lindenwood
University, 2010).

MWU offers educational opportunity to studentsfrearious backgrounds.
Research shows first-generation student enrollmsemrt the rise for institutions of
higher education. As a greater number of firstegation students are accessing
higher education, Sedlacek (2004) explained howainsities rely heavily on
guantitative measures such as the American Collegéng (ACT) or the Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) to measure future success anassion to the university.

MWU has a full admission standard for studentsiaga2O or higher on the ACT with
a minimum cumulative grade point average of 2.%dn0 scale (Lindenwood
University, 2011). Based on how ACT describeseg#l admissions standards, MWU
is considered an institution with a traditional aslsions policy (ACT, 2012). MWU

is committed to educational opportunity and alsi&@saadmission decisions on a
case-by-case basis. Students earning below a ativeuR.5 grade point average or
below a 20 composite ACT score may be consideneddditional admission
(Lindenwood University, 2011).

College Board (2007) reported complicated effootsfifst-generation students
trying to enter institutions relying heavily on auigative measures. The case-by-case
consideration and flexible reliance on quantitativeasures, such as the ACT, allow
opportunity for first-generation students at MWUhis understanding of access
paired with the unequal graduation rates betweastideneration and non-first-

generation-students explained by Choy (2001) amitals (2006), prompts
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guestioning of what characteristics contributeht® successful degree completion of
first-generation students.

To better serve first-generation students, MWUabpegsking questions in the
fall semester, 2010 relating to parents’ educatiteveel. As part of the application
process, these questions were optional and didlloat a true reflection of the total
number of first-generation students admitted ookeal. To establish a stronger
account of first-generation students enrolled, MW&dian identifying first-generation
students through the Free Application for Fedetatl&nt Aid (FAFSA) based on the
results of two questions relating to each paregdigcational level. This information
was obtained for the first time in October 2012.

The identified MWU first-generation student popidatincluded traditional
and nontraditional undergraduate students. Bedhesgefinition of educational level
varies from country to country, and because intewnal students do not qualify for
federal student aid, MWU did not include first-geat@n information for the
international student population. From compiled95A information, MWU was able
to obtain data from the Institutional Student Imi@tion Record (ISIR). Beginning
with 2009, MWU was able to identify first-generatistudents in attendance with
some challenge because during that time, therestiba considerable amount of data
unaccounted for with 53% of students showing na.d&ts information was compiled
each year, the percentage of no data decreasedB8%mn 2009 to 17% in 2012 and
allowed me to identify first-generation studentgiading the University more
accurately (see Table 2). The Table 2 illustrdega for both the traditional and

nontraditional undergraduate programs offered atWw
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Table 2

Midwestern University Total Sudent Population on all Campuses of Undergraduate
First-Generation and Non-First-Generation Comparison Year-to-Year

Year % First-Gen % Non-First-Gen % No Data

2009 20.02 26.66 53.31
2010 28.1 37.82 34.08
2011 34.38 48.54 17.08
2012 32.97 49.83 17.2

Consistent with research of increasing numbersilétime first-generation students
accessing higher education, MWU St. Charles alpem/enced a gradual increase of
identified first-generation students and a decr@asiee percentage of students with
no data (see Table 3).

Table 3

Midwestern University &. Charles Full-Time Undergraduate First-Generation and
Non-First-Generation Comparison

Year % First-Gen %Non-First-Gen % No Data
2009 16.08 28.86 55.06
2010 22.46 40.69 36.86
2011 27.87 51.82 20.31
2012 26.16 53.96 19.89

Demographic survey. The decision to use the demographic survey was to
collect background information on participantsiod study and to also identify first-
generation students. Statistical comparison olyaisavas not a part of the initial
intent. Once survey information was gathered, éatelnview was reviewed and the
decision was made to take a quantitative appraatet population sample to explore
significant differences between first-generatiod ann-first-generation students in
the study population. Results were tabulated baseghswers to questions relating to

individuals living in the home with the studenteatdance at another college, gender,
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race, income level, age, marital status, livingaion while enrolled in college,
employment situation while enrolled in college, arapnd extracurricular activities
(see Appendix A).

Siblings. Details defining the first-generation student reliat the educational
level of the parent. Parents who never attend#dgsocannot pass on to the student
their experiences of college. However, siblingsldaontribute to a first-generation
student’s knowledge of college if they attendedegs or have friends who attended
college. | wanted to not only ask the educatidéena| of parents to identify first-
generation students; | also wanted to explore thuea&ional level of siblings as well.
Out of 220 eligible surveys collected, 37 self-itiged as first-generation. Only one
of those 37 students indicated not having a sibli@fjthe first-generation students
surveyed, 15 of the 36 indicated having sibling®whver attended college. When
comparing sibling results of first-generation stouideto that of non-first-generation
students in the sample, there appeared to beldlgllggher percentage of non-first-
generation students without siblings when comp#oduist-generation; however, the
difference in percentage is not significant enot@bxplore for this study at this time
(see Table 4).

Table 4

Sbling Comparison between First-Generation and Non-First-Generation MWU
Sudents

Non-First-Generation First-Generation
Siblings 94.50% Siblings 97%
No Siblings 5.50% No Siblings 3%

In addition to siblings, participants were askbdw other individuals living in

the home. Only 30 participants indicated havirtggoindividuals other than siblings
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and parents in the home with approximately 5% o$éhindividuals reported as
having attended college. There was no signifidéiférence between first-generation
and non-first-generation students having otheniddals living in the home.

College experience. To better understand the participant’s collegeeeience,
| wanted to know if participants had experienceliiege life at another institution
other than MWU in addition to wanting to explore ttharacteristics of their college
engagement. Participants were asked about atte@@danother college other than
MWU. Results of the survey indicated 53.2% of iggyaints were transfer students,
which means this group of students did not petsigraduation at their previous
schools, but had transferred and persisted to gtemtuat MWU. The survey also
described the participants as engaged during @ileth 70.9% reported as involved
in extracurricular activities while enrolled in tge.

The survey described the living situation of map@nts while in college with
64% of participants reported living in campus hagsand 31.4% of participants self-
reported as commuters (see Table 5). When contptréliving situation of first-
generation participants to non-first-generatioeyéhwas no significant difference
found.

Table 5
Living Stuation for MWU Participants

Living Situation Percent
Commuter living at home with parent 11.4%
Commuter living independent of parent 20.0%
Resident living in campus housing 64.0%
Other 4.1%

Did not answer question 0.5%
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Other demographic information. Participants described themselves as mostly
single, under 24 years of age with a self-iderdifeiddle-income. The genders of
participants were balanced with 51.8 male and #8xiale. Participants represented
various races with white/Caucasian reported as¥g8k2ack/African American as
6.8% and Latino/Hispanic as 8.2% (see Table 6).

Table 6
Ethnic Identifications for MWU Study Participants

Race Percent
White/Caucasian 78.1%
Black/African American 6.8%
Latino/Hispanic 8.2%
Asian/Pacific Islander 3.2%
Other 3.2%
Did not answer question 0.5%

In 2011, MWU participated in the National Survdystudent Engagement
(NSSE). This national survey assesses the stpaeoeption of first-year and senior
level students in a variety of college related srddidwestern University’s senior
level students reported 78% working off campus camag to the Carnegie Class
where 60% of senior level students reported workifigampus. Midwestern
University’'s senior level students reported workamgcampus 36% compared to the
Carnegie Class where 23% of senior level studepisrted working on campus
(NSSE, 2011). Participants of the study were askealit their employment status
while in college and 30% reported working on camguiy, 28.2% reported working

off campus only, 36.8% reported working both on affdcampus. Over 50% of the
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participants in this study reported working 16 lsor more while attending MWU
(see Table 7).

Table 7
Hours Worked Per Week for MWU Participant

Hours worked per week Percent
0-15 34.7%
16-30 32.3%
31-40+ 28.0%
Did not work 5.0%

When comparing other demographic areas of firsegaion participants to non-first-
generation, there was no significant differencenthuSimply stated, MWU students
work more compared to students at other like higlgeication institutions as reported
in the NSSE (2011). The results of the demograptieey show only 5% among
participants not employed while attending MWU. &tyarticipants varied by age,
ethnicity, income level, gender, and living sitoas. Participants also included both
domestic and international students and both resstadents and commuters.
Resear ch Setting

The selected site for this study was Midwesterivehsity (MWU).
Demographic surveys were distributed and completedrious classroom settings.
Individual interviews were conducted by me, therany investigator, in a private
office setting to ensure confidentiality and reduderfering noise and interruption
during audio-recording.

MWU is located in a suburb approximately 24 mflesn downtown St. Louis
in St. Charles, Missouri with approximately 6,158-time undergraduate students

enrolled as reported in the 2010-2011 Universitgdeas (Lindenwood University,
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2010). Surrounded by single-family residences, MWduses 57% of its full-time
undergraduate students in university dormitoriasygus houses, university rented
apartments, and a University owned hotel (Linderdvdaiversity, 2010). The
remaining 43% commuter students also attend th€l&trles campus—the main
campus (Lindenwood University, 2010). MWU has salsatellite locations and one
other full-functioning campus in Belleville, lllin®. This study included only students
who attend the St. Charles campus. MWU is a piMdieral arts university and
offers 71 undergraduate majors as well as a vankegyaduate and doctoral degrees
(Lindenwood University, 2011).

Resear ch Design

Qualitative methodology was used for this studpgislata gained from
individual interviews and analyzed to identify egiag themes. The data were
analyzed separately and together, which alloweexgioratory design with mild
comparison. Fraenkel and Wallen (2009) explaired &xploratory design is used
when a researcher explores important themes bygajialitative results and
validating or extending the findings though quaativte results.

After completing approximately 13 interviews ofstigeneration students, |
made a second request to those who did not redpangt first request. Additionally,
| decided to also open the invitation to interviean-first-generation students who
completed the survey and indicated they would Bengito be interviewed. The
participants were selected from the completed deaptc surveys of non-first-
generation students. After hearing the responses the first-generation students, |

made the decision to interview non-first-generastrdents to explore and mildly
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compare answers for validity. The reason to inésvwnon-first generation students
was to determine if the answers given by first-gatien students were associated
with first-generation students only or if their amess were associated with students
who had persisted to graduation (both first-gem@maand non-first-generation). My
basis for making this change was to increase théityeof the results of first-
generation students only. | wanted to make swértierview answers were related to
first-generation students and not just answersuafents ready to graduate.
I nstrumentation and Method

Qualitative research methodology with descripstatistics was the best fit to
answer the research questions. A demographicgwae given to both first-
generation and non-first-generation graduatingmsestudents as a screening tool and
to better understand personal characteristicseo€dmvenience sample. The
qualitative portion involved transcriptions of pensl interviews. The survey was
constructed to identify first-generation studemtd hoth the survey and interviews
were designed to explore why some first-generattadents persist to graduation.

Demographic survey. The instrument used to identify first-generatiod an
non-first-generation students was a demographiesurThe survey was designed
using typical questions asked on inquiry applicaiat the higher education level
such as the FAFSA and admissions applications. gliestions asked referred to
general background information. The survey was ated to better describe the
characteristics of the participant population, viehiecluded both first-generation and
non-first-generation students as self-reportechieystudents. The demographic

survey for this study included 13 close-ended qoestand six open-ended questions
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from which participants had the opportunity to @i answers. The first two
guestions were on the topic of parent’s educatitevadl to identify the first-

generation students from those who are not firaeggion. Questions three, four, and
five asked about other individuals living in thenin® other than parents. Additional
guestions probed participant characteristics ragaib gender, race, age, income level,
and marital status. The purpose of this surveytowadlow the researcher to separate
first-generation students from non-first-generatiédwditionally, it provided
background information important to the charactesgsand themes being investigated
as part of this study.

Individual interviews. Individual one-on-one interviews were the primary
method in the collection of data. This study ex@ibthe perceptions and viewpoints
of the participants within a structured interviemgess while still allowing the
researcher flexibility to ask probing questionsrwre in-depth answers. According
to Patton (2008), interviews are used to learn wktars think and feel about things
we want to know and cannot observe directly. Adéadized open-ended interview
was developed utilizing behavioral based questidmsre each participant was asked
the same questions in the same order. This sequemgiestioning and exact wording
allows the researcher to stay focused during ttegview and also provides
comparability of answers to explore emerging thearescharacteristics (Patton,
2002).

The participants were selected based on answea gh the demographic
survey and those who self-identified as first-gatien. Interviews were allotted 30

minutes with each participant in a private offie¢ting. As the researcher and
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employee of the university, | had access to thdesitis real name and contact
information; however, it was explained to all peaigants engaged in the individual
interviews how a pseudonym would be assigned aed ftem the conclusion of the
interview and beyond to keep identification confitial.

The order of the interview, according to Pattod02), can be arranged by a
random list of questions or by topic. For thisdstuthe interview objective was to
present questions representing common charactsritifirst-generation students
found in the literature review relating to pre-egié and experiences during college
and how those, based on student perception, aff@etesistence to college graduation.
Four categories of first-generation student charétics were derived from the
literature review as follows: academic preparednestege integration, financial
impact, and college connectedness. Then, roughiglegumbers of interviews
guestions were written to explore each categoryekample, there were six questions
written for the category academic preparedness,duestions written for the category
college integration, four questions written for tta¢egory financial impact, and six
guestions written for the category college conrshudes. The standardized open-
ended approach to the interviews allowed partidgptmexplain their own perceptions
and elaborate on their answers with limited intgigan from me; however, probing
was occasionally used to gain greater depth andratahding of a statement made by
the participant.

With the help of my departmental staff, | audioawled and transcribed the
interviews | conducted. All transcribed interviewsre reviewed to make sure all

guestions were accounted for and the appropriageddonyms were applied to each
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transcription. The researcher then reviewed #esgriptions to the survey recording
for each student to check for accuracy and to tny&®e discrepancies in which none
were found. The content of the transcriptions thas analyzed to establish
categories relating to the research questions piege¢hrough two processes of
coding.

Survey reliability and validity. Prior to survey distribution and interview
engagement, each tool used in this study was rexdoy professional experts within
the university setting who are knowledgeable indbeelopment of appropriate
research tools for measurement. The verbiageatf @l was reviewed and minor
adjustments made to word structure. This was donmecrease the validity in the
tools themselves. The survey was designed foisthidy and used for the first time;
therefore, the reliability has not been determined.

Data Analysis

The demographic information described the partitipepulation of the
student. The Statistical Package for Social Seiefi8PSS) was used to tabulate the
data. An expert MWU professor in the area of stiag and SPSS was asked to
review the tabulated data. She and | both conditidere were no statistical
differences in the participant population when canmg first-generation to non-first-
generation participants. Based on no significafér@nce between the groups, it was
decided to continue the study using only qualimativethodology.

Relying heavily on the participants’ perceptiofng transcribed interviews
were analyzed through the process of coding. Térelsvfrom the participants are the

data and the importance of the qualitative analgsis understanding the large
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amount of data found in the interviews (Patton,200r'wo processes of coding took
place in the analysis of qualitative data, openrmapdnd axial coding. Coding
resulted in emerging themes and support for caitegatentified in the literature
review. Open coding begins with the qualitativéadand allows analysis by
conceptualizing, comparing, and categorizing tha @&trauss & Corbin, 1990).
Axial coding allows connection between set catezgmriinvolving conditional,
context, action/interactional strategies and conseges” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.
96). Because | was exploring open questions ass@upto testing a theoretically
derived hypothesis, my process of analysis wasdiieki (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009).
Categories were derived from the literature revieywreparation for axial coding.
Interview data were analyzed for alignment with ¢héegories. With knowledge of
categories represented through literature, andviete questions to address those pre-
set categories, | personally conducted the axidingpfor alignment and
commonalities. Interview data were coded againguepen coding to discover
emerging themes unrelated to categories from tbature review. University
professors, unaware of categories based fromtiter@and interview structure,
conducted open coding to avoid biases and to gtrenghe findings.
Threatsto Validity

The process of validation occurs when evidenem#éyzed and collected to
support an inference for, “appropriateness, comesd, meaningfulness, and
usefulness” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009). The abildymatch reality to the research

findings defines internal validity (Merriam, 1998Jhe internal validity also relates to
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the trustworthiness of the findings and whetheagdtared and/or measured what |
intended to measure (Merriam, 1998). Threatstermal validity are categorized
along with efforts to control the threat in orderstrengthen validity.
e Selection Bias- Participants were chosen from a convenience lganifhe
threat was partially controlled by allowing membefshe sample group to
volunteer to participate without coercion or pepalt

e Researcher BiasHaving my own opinions and perceptions as a-first

generation student in addition to my work in agsgsstudents to persist to
graduation, | was aware of my own bias and askécketsity and research
professionals to review the survey and interviewarn effort to avoid
persuasion or leading while interviewing. | alsedi®ther university
professsors to conduct the open coding analydiseoiterview data.

e History- unplanned or unanticipated events may have oedwturing the
course of the study, which may have affected teparses given by one or
more participants (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009). Aligh unable to control
events outside of the study, events disclosed kycgeants during the research
process were acknowledged and allowed to be apdre interview process
for disclosure.

e Location- Alternate explanations may be the result of ai@aar location
where data collection takes place (Fraenkel & Wal&909). To control
location threat, the interview environment remainedstant by conducting

most interviews in the same office setting.
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e Instrumentation Instrument decay occurs when different intergieteof the

results is permitted (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009). réduce threat to
instrumentation, two other research experts coldedhnterviews transcriptions

for reliability.

e Implementation To reduce the threat to implementation, intewie
administration was constant by conducting the imésvs myself and by asking
the same questions each time.

External validity. External validity occurs when the results of specific
study can be generalized to appropriate populabotside the study (Fraenkel &
Wallen, 2009). This study was conducted at ongtin®n with one group of
participants who were graduating the same years lirhited population and
perception of experiences does not allow for e@snenlization; however, the
intent to research this population was to expltudent perceptions in depth and
their experiences relating to persistence to degpagletion. Merriam (1998)
explained how in qualitative research, samplechosen by the researcher to
understand in depth, not necessarily to learn wghgénerally true of many. This
research was conducted to understand the percsmf@raduating first-
generation students at MWU on why they persistegtaduation and to use the
discoveries to improve MWU'’s approach to first-gext®n students to increase
their degree completion.

Procedure
A number of steps were taken to identify the fgeheration students among

the pool of students preparing to graduate. Aeegch took place during the 2012
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spring semester. After obtaining IRB approval ebifaary 24, 2012, a list was
obtained through Academic Services listing all sefevel courses. First, senior level
courses were identified representing all collegaeb® university; humanities,
education, sciences, communications, businesshandepartment of MWU’s
individualized education accelerated program. Haweere sent to faculty of the
courses from the list requesting permission tandttdass and to make a personal
request to complete the survey. Knowing there aviamited amount of time, and also
knowing MWU senior students experience electronrvay saturation, | made the
decision to conduct the demographic surveys inquets try and achieve the best
return rate possible. Out of 23 e-mails sent toilty requesting class time for survey
distribution and completion, 17 gave their pernusdio participate.

Second, classroom visits took place March 14 thnddgrch 30, 2012. Each
visit took approximately 15 minutes or less whiolidlved the presentation from
script explaining the nature of the survey andgttie distribution of the survey,
student completion, and collection. The scriptvaian Appendix B explained to
students how their participation was optional aatraquired. Confidentiality was
also explained to the students prior to districutd the survey. To ensure
confidentiality, names were not asked as a patte@turvey and contact information
was only requested of the participants who weréngito be contacted for an
interview. Additionally, after the distribution tie survey, an envelope was left at
the front of the class and the students were askddposit the interviews in the
envelope after | stepped out of the room duringstiv@ey completion process. A

student volunteer was asked to bring the envelatfecempleted surveys to the door
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of the classroom once all willing participants lihd opportunity to complete them. A
brief introduction and explanation of the studyuieed disclosure of my title and
relationship with the research institution. Asead and a person of authority, the
decision was made to leave the room to allow stisdenparticipate freely based on
their participation by choice and not by obligatioffter visiting 17 classes, 229
surveys were completed and collected.

Next, a review of the surveys took place to idgniihich participants met the
set criteria for being first-generation. Even thbuhe script specifically requested
students who had applied for graduation, nine stisd@ho completed the surveys had
not applied for graduation and therefore did noettke criteria. A total of 229
demographic surveys were completed with 9 remowddsh left a total of 220 who
met the criteria.

Out of 220 participants, 37 self-identified astigeneration based on the
definition specified for this study and 183 papants self-identified as non-first
generation students. It is at this juncture | widike to call attention to a small
category of students. Based on the definitiorhisf $tudy, a first-generation student
was defined as a student whose mother and fatderadiattend college with high
school being their highest level of education atdi(Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin,
1998). There were 10 students who were includddarcategory of first-generation
even though the education level of their parentstweyond high school while
attending a technical or trade school. As a cellegministrator with over 22 years of
higher education experience, and a former techsiaol employee, | used my

professional judgment in determining that the eigmees at a technical or trade
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school do not equate to those at a college or wsitye This determination was made
based on entrance requirements, engagement anehaicagpportunities, and length
of time to complete a program when compared togasgecompletion institution of
higher education.

The next phase of the research involved the onereninterview. The
interviewing process began the week of April 3,20Prior to each interview,
participants were asked to read and sign the Iréddr@onsent form (see Appendix C).
All participants were at least 18 years of age ahthterview participants completed
the Informed Consent form.

After consent to interview was received, each cetepl surveys were again
reviewed to confirm first-generation student intewees had completed an
application for graduation. Out of the 220 surveghected meeting the set criterion,
37 were identified as first-generation studenésght were removed from the study
because according to their survey, they had nopbeted a graduation application..
From the surveys of first-generation participaatst of e-mail addresses and/or
phone numbers was created from those who gave gganifor future interview.
During the last week of March 2012, an e-mail (&ppendix D) was sent to students
listing an e-mail address and a phone call was r@atteose only listing a telephone
number. Out of 29 e-mail and phone requests, udests responded by scheduling a
time to be interviewed.

Upon completion of the initial 13 responsive papants, a second request was
made to first-generation students the week of Aftjl2012, and two additional first-

generation participants agreed to be interviewdring the same week, | requested
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permission to interview non-first-generation stuseand seven agreed. In total, 22
interviews were completedl5 first-generation students and seven non-first-
generation students. The final interview was cateld April 24, 2012. A second
request was not made of the non-first-generatiodestts as the semester came to a
close and MWU entered finals week.

Participants were given the option to intervievwparson or by phone (see
Appendix E). Face-to-face interviews took place iprivate office setting to reduce
interruptions. The interviewing process begamnvikek of April 3, 2012. Students
who chose to be interviewed by phone were e-méiednformed Consent form and
were asked to complete, sign, and return it viaoiag-mail. Upon consent to
participate, students were given an explanatiadh@study, how the study pertains to
me personally as a first-generation student, amdthe topic and purpose of the study
relates to my current professional position with MWAfter the study and purpose
were explained, the recording was started. Wiit@rding, | explained to each
participant that his or her participation was coetgly voluntary and could choose to
stop at any time during the interview. It was agplained that they were not
obligated to answer every question and could chtmpass a question and move on
to the next.

Each interview conducted took approximately 20-30utes to complete. A
total of 20 open-ended questions were asked. é\etiu of each interview,
participants were given the opportunity to ask ¢joas or to add something not
asked, addressed, or discussed during the intervi&wee participants indicated there

was nothing more to say, the recorder was stoppedause each participant had
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applied to graduate, it was my decision to offemnahi window clings as a small token
of appreciation for their participation.

Twenty-two interviews were recorded. The recordimgre individually
transcribed and reviewed for accuracy and precssettethe actual recording. | used
axial coding to analyze the interview transcriggsting with predetermined categories
of first-generation student characteristics | dedifrom the literature. Transcriptions
were given to two course colleagues who compldtedioctoral program and a
graduate assistant who was currently enrollederdibctoral program and had
completed the Qualitative Methods in Educationadd@ech course. | asked university
professors not involved with the study and not awdrthe categories derived from
the axial coding to analyze the interview data ggipen coding. Results from the
axial coding and open coding were compared to gthem the validity.

The purpose of this study was not to be able t@geize the results of the
small sample to a larger population. The purpdgbeostudy was to explore MWU’s
first-generation students’ perceptions of why tpeysisted to graduation. Survey data
identified those who met the study group critend descriptive statistics helped
described them. Interview data were analyzed savanthe research questions and

improve the first-generation student experienceratel of graduation.
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Chapter Four: Results
Results from the interviews are reported in thigpthr. Axial and open

coding allowed themes to emerge and findings grerted in this chapter for
discussion. The discussion focuses on first-geioeraollege students’ perceptions.
The process of axial coding included preset categadhnat identified variables found
in literature specific to first-generation collegfeidents and their persistence to
graduation. | derived the categories of first-gatien student characteristics from the
literature review and they are as follows: acadgméparedness, college integration,
financial impact, and college connectedness. alyaed the interview data using axial
coding to find data that aligned with each categdrizen, | used open coding with the
help of unbiased others to discover the followingeeging themes: encouragement,
adjustment, choice of major, financial aid, empleym and personal awareness. The
findings were the results from one-on-one intendgevith MWU students who had
applied for graduation. First-generation studevese the primary focus of this study
but data collected from non-first-generation studevere used to validate the
exclusivity of the data collected from first-gen@va students.
Responsesto I nterview Questions

| used axial coding to find interview data thagakd with each of the four
categories derived from the literature review amc¢haracteristics of first-generation
students. Each preset category was assigned amyatiand interview questions were
divided and reported within the following categesras represented below:

e Academic Preparedness (AP),
e College Integration (CI),

e Financial Impact (FI),

e College Connectedness (CC).
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Data were further divided between first-generatitrdent responses and non-first-
generation student responses. Student nameserdgqug/ms.
First-Generation Responses

Interview question #1 (AP): Explain why you decided to pursue a degree.
Participants explained how pursuing a degree waayato make life change for the
“better.” Referencing “better” involved “better’arketability, “better” life once a
degree and career were obtained, and to “bettefbqme in their abilities upon degree
completion. Ralph said, “I guess basically, inmape answer, to better my life.”
Participants described wanting improvement overtwhey had at the time the
decision was made to attend college.

I nterview question #2 (AP): Explain how your education prior to college
prepared you for college. The responses to this question were mixed. Ppatits
explained how they felt prepared for college, nttalways by the high school in
which they attended. One participant referenceagdeome-schooled and felt
prepared because he knew how to complete work emdkgnmtly and be self-directed.
Others responded by explaining their attendanceliege preparatory or private
school programs, which focused on college entrahasedsey explained how she
attended a private girl’s school, “It was a prepas so it was kind of like being in
college from seventh grade to senior.” While thesjion asked about how education
prepared them, several answered how they wererapaged by their high school but
instead were self-prepared. A few responses itetichey were not properly

prepared. Bob said, “I reentered college aftey&&s, so high school didn’t have
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much to do with my preparation for college at alBbb thought too much time had
lapsed between high school and college to feelgveseh

Interview question # 3 (AP): Now that you are about to graduate, what would
you like to have known when you started? Many of the responses indicated they
would have liked to have a clearer picture or ustderding of the college process
relating to courses needed for degree completimhchoice of majors. Reggie said
he would have liked to, “know beforehand what llseaanted to do.” He felt he was
continually exploring degree options while attergglinstead of exploring those
options prior to starting his degree program. Searéicipants responded that they
would have liked to know more about student orgations and involvement. Emily
said, “[I] didn’t know anything about financial aididn’t know anything about where
to find scholarships or how to get them” and she @thers would have liked to know
more about the financial aid process. In refereéadsmancial aid, some participants
elaborated by specifying how the loan process warkswhat additional grants were
available.

Interview question #4 (AP): Was there a person or persons who encouraged
you to attend college? Many participants described how family was themsaurce
of encouragement to attend college. Family wasrde=d as parents, grandparents,
siblings, children of the student, and spouseti¢iaants also explained how they
encouraged themselves and were self-driven tocattelege. When asked who
encouraged Nathan to attend college, he replied,gé&tson in particular, it was my
own choice.” Very few first-generation participambdicated encouragement from

high school resources.
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Interview question #5 (AP): Was there a person or personswho
discouraged you from attending college? The majority of first-generation participants
explained how there was no one who discouraged fl@mattending college. Some
participants indicated a hesitation or a slighistesce from a parent or parents.
Darren was one of those participants who shared,rfddm wasn’t sure that college
would be the right thing. There wasn’t really dgnefit that she saw that going to
college as compared to going to work or going theomilitary.” One participant
indicated an unsupportive teacher in high schasdaliraged her from attending.

Interview question #6 (AP): Did your friends from high school attend
college? It was common in this participant group to haighlschool friends who
went on to attend college. Out of 18 of the fgetieration participants, 13 explained
how many or all of their friends went to collegstjas they did. Doug’s response was
similar to many others when he said, “I think prettuch all my friends went to
college. A great majority did.” The remaindertlo¢ group experienced many friends
not going to school and suggested the main redsom®t going to college was to
work or to get married.

Interview question #7 (Cl): Describe your most positive experiencein
college, in or outside the classroom. The majority of participants specified their
majors and classroom experiences in major coussdsed most positive experience.
Many elaborated by discussing the real life expegethe faculty brought to the
classroom and allowed the students to associatieaek information with “real
world” situations. Additionally, first-generatigtudents reported their associations

with the variety of people on campus as their npositive experience. Drake
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indicated, “I like getting different points of viean things. You’re going to get that
in college.” The variety of people was explainedbé faculty, staff, and students
including the diverse population and people whoew#rmot like me.”

Interview question #8 (Cl): Describe your most negative experiencein
college, in or outside the classroom. The responses to this question show variety in
the results. The negative experiences of thediesteration participants seem to offer
answers which were quite different and unique &itidividual. Some participants
explained how they had negative experiences lisimgampus with housing,
roommates, parking, and rules. Other participdatcribed how they felt
uncomfortable or inadequate based on classroonrierpes due to speaking in front
of a group or being the oldest one in the clasandy explained how she was the
oldest in one of her classes and had to work iroamfor an assigned project. She
shared how her ideas were discounted and said,l{k€ they resented the fact that |
was put in there.” Having a teacher who did natkewell which caused difficulty in
retaining the information needed was also statedraggative experience.

Interview question #9 (Cl): Where did you receive most of your academic
support? The MWU community receives most of the creditha participant
responses as giving the most academic support.y lglaricipants felt graduation
would not have been possible without the encouragend interaction with the
MWU community involving friends, faculty, and stafbonna’s respond best
reflected the majority when she said, “It’s jusingeable to allot my resources to put
all my eggs in one basket taking the good from edchy professors and then, of

course, my peers because we’re all basically Haveame life. So it really helps to
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be very well-rounded in that aspect.” Only a ceymdrticipants indicated academic
support coming from home and an equal amount exgdiahow most of their
academic support came from within themselves.

Interview question # 10 (CI): What were your biggest challengesin
adjusting to college? Many answered this question indicating adjustnerhe
college environment as the biggest challenge. iflgisided being away from home,
being around different people, learning new proegesslenna said her biggest
challenge was being in a new environment and celegs a, “totally different
experience” from where she came from. Secondacpltege environment,
participants indicated self-induced adjustment gctime management and
motivation as the biggest challenges.

Interview question #11 (Cl): How did your relationships with college
friends, faculty, and/or staff impacted your college experience? Almost all first-
generation participant indicated relationshipse&adppositively impactful toward the
college experience. Equally mentioned, friendsfacdlty played a big part in the
lives of these participants and were credited epkeg them involved and engaged in
college. Martin said, “Friends on campus are abuayerested in what you're doing,
how you’re doing, if you need help.” Only two geaipants did not believe
relationships were positively or negatively impattb their college success and
credited their own self determination as their oga®r completing.

Interview question #12 (Fl): Describe how your financial situation impacted
your college experience. Only two participants indicated having parentowassisted

them in paying for college and they felt that theses no negative financial impact to
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their college experience. All other participantplained how finances negatively
impacted their experience and claimed funds redemtside the household allowed
them to complete a college degree. Jade was anpda@f this situation and stated,
“l do work full-time and didn’t have a lot of extraoney, so if it wouldn’t have been
for student loans | would have been in troublen"adldition to loans, outside funds
included institutional grants and scholarshipsefatgrants, and funds provided to
them by the military. Other first-generation peigants described the need to work on
and off campus as negatively impactful to theirezignce. One student specifically
explained how in the beginning of his college elgreze he did not work and
maintained a 4.0 grade point average but then begéaking his second year in
college and his grade point average declined.

Interview question # 13 (FI): Why did you work while in college? Only a
few responses indicated the reason for workingHddfillment or working because
he or she wanted to. All other first-generatiardsints indicated working as a need.
Many responses indicated it was their responsgtliitpay for school and working
allowed them to take care of that financial resgahty in order to continue. Darren
shared, “I chose to do work and learn because uavioelp with the financial aid
costs. | could lessen that financial burden onmmayn because she has other financial
priorities that she needs to attend to.” Othetigaants had financial responsibilities
beyond their educational expenses.

Interview question #14 (FI): What expenses, other than those related to
college expenses, did you have while attending college? Responses to this question

describe a variety of expenses in addition to elluca Many participants indicated
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they support themselves completing by paying them mortgage or rent, insurance,
car, and cell phone. Asha had expenses sharetheymarticipants and explained her
expenses as the, “car payment, my insurance faranymy phone, gas, food, and that
sort of thing in addition to school expenses.” @texpenses included personal items
and toiletries, credit card, social, and travelanges. All first-generation participants
indicated having some additional expenses other ¢blege.

Interview question #15 (CC): Why do you believe you have persisted to
completing your degree? Only one first-generation participant statedréeson for
persisting to graduation was to break the familgley Personal satisfaction was the
primary reason for most participants. Jenna $Biglcause | would probably regret
my whole life if | started something and | didniigh it.” Others also explained how
they persisted in order to have a better opponunita job or acceptance into
graduate school. A few candidates gave crediatang friend, family, or university
support which also contributed to persistence teke completion.

Interview question #16 (CC): What has engaged you the most in your college
experience? The primary acknowledgement of engagement fet-fieneration
participants had a MWU focus relating to the enwnent, student community, and
courses within major. In explaining what kept hingaged, Martin said, “I'd say two
of the very first friends that | made on campublé explained how he met the two
friends through a student organization on camgther participants felt engaged in
their college experience because of relationshifis fwends, family, and God. Three

participants felt their self-drive is what kept thengaged.
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Interview question #17 (CC): Describe your confidence while attending
college? Out of 18 first-generation participant responsesy one individual
indicated having low confidence. This one respamae referring to personal life
experiences taking place at the time of the ineanand not necessarily directed
toward academics. All other participants descritieunselves as having high
confidence using words such as, “very,” “prettyhigh,” and “overly.” Some
described themselves as always having this levebofidence while others like Jade
explained her level of confidence as, “Pretty laviirat, but after | started to get into
the swing of things, it increased.” Some partioigashared how their confidence
level was low at the beginning of their college ex@ence and improved as they
completed courses and neared graduation.

Interview question #18 CC: If you were giving advice to future first-
generation college students, what would you telita Most of the responses to this
guestion referred to self-directedness and achgeyoals. A majority of answers
given suggested,” “setting priorities,” and keepihg “focus” on school. Participants
also advised future first-generation students tist‘go” to college and “finish.”
Melvin said, “It's an option and it can be donéther advice given mentioned
seeking out help when needed, getting involvedampus, and acknowledgement
that completing a degree “can be done.”

Interview question #19 (CC): What was your biggest challenge in college?
Similar to how participants responded to questi®nahswers relating to the biggest
challenge in college seemed unique to each paatitipThere was an area of

challenges mentioned which showed a trend in balgraxademics with other areas
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of their lives while attending college. Other daafjes were adjusting to the college
environment, learning the academic process, dealittgmoney, and learning to be
an adult. Ralph said the biggest challenge waswking someone who knows the
requirements [on campus] because | had to domypown.” Only one participant
felt there were no big challenges faced while ithegre.

Interview question #20 (CC): Was there a point when you considered
dropping out of college? If yes, what motivated you to stay and complete your
degree? Responses to this question were mixed. Foureoparticipants did more
than just consider dropping out; they actually pegpout and returned at a later date.
The reasons stated for stopping out at the timedec finances, medical, and to work
for the family business. The remainder of the oespes was split with half of the
responses stating they never considered droppihgTihe last few responses were
like Jade’s response who indicated they consideregping out because of iliness,
injury to themselves or someone in their family &maught, “I've gone so far already,
| don’t want to just throw it away.” One other paipant explained how he was
academically suspended but appealed to immediegiyn and the appeal was
approved.
Non-First-Generation Responses

Interview question #1 (AP): Explain why you decided to pursue a degree.
Non-first-generation participants pursued a detpemause of family, specifically
parents and grandparents. Krista said, “It's abMagen very strongly encouraged by
my parents to continue school after high schooltartthve, at minimum, a bachelor’s

degree if not more.” Many stated pursuing a degrae just expected. Other
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participants wanted to “get ahead” in their caregrd wanted to avoid a “blue collar”
job level. These patrticipants felt that a degras the way to obtain this level of
employment.

I nterview question #2 (AP): Explain how your education prior to college
prepared you for college. Participants felt high school prepared them fulege
because they attended a private high school oradeknce placement courses.
Carrie explained how she took advanced placemenses and how it, “was nice
knowing that | already had an advantage cominggéntiege.” Others explained how
the high school was capable of preparing themthmy didn’t take school at the time
seriously enough to get the most from it. A smigllertion of participants in this
group explained how they self-prepared for collegee than high school prepared
them.

Interview question # 3 (AP): Now that you are about to graduate, what
would you like to have known when you started? A majority of the non-first-
generation participants would have liked to knowenabout requirements to fulfill
their degrees. Self-awareness was also mentiohed participants explained how
they wish they would have known how to focus mareocademic instead of social
life and aware of their own ability to complete thegree program. Annissa stated,
“You have to learn how to balance your educatidifand the stuff you’re doing on
the side because college is a step up from higbosciou realize it's more of a
sacrifice.” Only one participant indicated wantitogknow more about financial aid.

Interview question #4 (AP): Was there a person or persons who encouraged

you to attend college? Non-first-generation participants explained hamily played
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the bigger role in encouraging college attendarkmily members specifically
mentioned were parents, grandparents, spousejldmgjs. Self-encouragement was
also significant in attending college. When Krigias asked this question, she
replied, “Everyone in my family. All of my closeiénds were going to college,
everyone in my high school, lots and lots of sugpaDther participants, in addition
to including family, also included close friendsfamily friends who encouraged
college attendance.

Interview question #5 (AP): Wasthere a person or persons who discouraged
you from attending college? This group of participants did not feel there \@gserson
or persons who discouraged them from attendinggell A few described how their
parent did not encourage college attendance; hawtney did not discourage them
from attending either. Benjamin said no one redi$gouraged him from attending
but said, “I did have a little bit of naysayer®8enjamin was older and responsible for
his own life and friends initially discouraged hfrom attending when he mentioned
he wanted to go back to school to complete hisedegr

Interview question #6 (AP): Did your friends from high school attend
college? A majority of the friends of non-first-generatiparticipants attended
college. Some indicated it was just common pradticmove on to the next phase of
education after high school. Jake explained ttsahigh school friends, “a lot of them
are in St. Louis, a lot of them graduated, and poritg attended college.” No one
indicated it was common for friends not to go tegge and only one individual
elaborated on college attendance by stating ha@mds attended but not many

finished.
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Interview question #7 (Cl): Describe your most positive experiencein
college, in or outside the classroom. There was a variety of responses to this question
but more answers appear to be very specific tantthgidual and his or her
experience. A couple participants explained hasirtimvolvement with athletic
teams felt most positive. Others specified invoteat with the campus community,
specifically faculty, other students, and campui/iies made their college
experience positive. When Marge was asked abauhbst positive experience, she
quickly replied, “I got published! That made melfesally good.” Only one
individual chose a positive experience that wagkated to college activity and
discussed “feeling like an adult when purchasimgme” as a “college student”

Interview question #8 (Cl): Describe your most negative experiencein
college, in or outside the classroom. Negative experiences discussed also varied and
were specific to the individual. Many addresseatpsses in college as negative
which included dealing with the Business Office rking out housing issues,
discussing majors and course options, and how esdrem other institutions
transferred into MWU. An example of this type efgative experience was shared by
Maggie when she said, “I've been a little frustdatath some of the business office
stuff.” A few participants indicated negative exipaces outside of campus involving
health issues and criticism from a spouse. Onéypmarticipant stated there were no
negative experiences in college.

Interview question #9 (Cl): Where did you receive most of your academic
support? Most non-first-generation participants credited M\édulty with giving

the most academic support. Family was also suppatademically with parents and
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grandparents being the primary family members ppett. Krista explained, “My
family, outside of campus, would be the biggestpsupfor sure. On campus, | would
say all the teachers involved with the criminatigesarea have been really
supportive.” One participant specified her fiamaségiving her the most academic
support. No one in this participant group statesid@mic support came from friends.

Interview question #10 (Cl): What were your biggest challengesin adjusting
to college? This question also presented a variety of answEng only answer
duplicated by non-first-generation participantsi¢gated the biggest challenge as being
responsible and doing things themselves. Carmpdaeed her biggest challenge as
being responsible for herself and “how much contir@d over what | did.” Other
participants mentioned balancing work, school, @mé. One individual felt learning
the college process was the most challenging aadtrer individual specified
finances as the biggest challenge in adjustingliege.

Interview question #11 (Cl): How have your relationships with college
friends, faculty, and/or staff impacted your college experience? There were
commonalities in the responses to this questioon-first-generation participants
equally mentioned relationships with friends antlfey on campus as positively
impacting their college experiences. Annissa exgldj “My professors, especially
within my degree, have always been so supportivehissa also went on to share
how she would have never imagined meeting suckexsh group of friends as she
has at MWU who will be long lasting friends. Omlge participant stated how a

relationship on campus with a roommate negativalyacted the college experience.
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I nterview question #12 (Fl): Describe how your financial situation impacted
your college experience. Negative impact from financial situations was mmal with
this group. Most felt they were adequately ablenamage their financial situation
while in college because of financial assistanceuth MWU or other federal funds
such as grants or military benefits. Some paidicip indicated full financial support
from their parents and one specified there wasnpact on their college experience.
Mare explained how her parents paid for her collegqeenses and shared, “If | don’t
have to worry about [paying for college], | can woabout other things.” Only one
participant specified employment as a negativelyaatful part of the college
experience.

Interview question #13 (FI): Why did you work whilein college? Non-first-
generation participants worked while in collegéné&dp pay for tuition and school
expenses. Maggie was an athlete and explainedrast of her teammates coached
like she did to make extra money, “It's a way tone@xtra money without having an
actual part-time or full-time job.” Maggie’s mon&pm coaching was earned for
spending money. Other participants also indictttegt worked in order to support
themselves or to earn additional spending monew. i@dividual worked to stay
connected and contribute to the family business.

Interview question #14 (Fl): What expenses, other than those related to
college expenses, did you have while attending college? Responses from non-first-
generation participants indicated the car was thegry expense other than those
related to college. Participants who were no lotgeng supported by parents

explained how household expenses and insurancealger@ecessary expenses.
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Benjamin was one of those self-supporting partiwipavho when asked about
expenses unrelated to college expenses, he saidydgh, I've got all kinds of stuff.
Rent, food, car payment, car insurance, healthramae premiums, stuff like that.”
Other expenses mentioned included phone, persemas, clothing, and
miscellaneous.

Interview question #15 (CC): Why do you believe you have persisted to
completing your degree? Personal drive and expectation was the most common
answer to why this group believed they persistedegree completion. Many stated
that not finishing was not even a considerationanthhg to continue on and begin an
advanced degree was also mentioned as the reagsotleghtee completion was
necessary. Krista explained, “I didn’t know whatds going to do with my life if |
didn’t have at least my undergraduate degree.” i@digidual mentioned belief in a
higher power as the reason he persisted to graauati

Interview question #16 (CC): What has engaged you the most in your
college experience? All answers to this question were directed spealificto the
MWU community. Some non-first-generation gave redtheir professors for
engaging them the most. Carrie said, “My professdi’'s really all about them.”
Many mentioned their majors and the “real life exgece” brought to the classroom
on a daily basis through lecture kept them mosagad. Some participants
mentioned their relationships with friends on casmpuod their involvement with a
sports team as the top reasons for engagement.

Interview question #17 (CC): Describe your confidence while attending

college? All non-first-generation participants reported hayhigh confidence. Level
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of confidence was described as “fairly,” “more,igh,” and “always.” Annissa
stated, “For the most part, | had a lot of confickethat | was going to get through this
and | did it.” A small amount of participants indied having lower confidence in the
beginning but claimed a significant improvementamfidence as they approached
graduation.

I nterview question #18 (CC): If you were giving advice to future first-
generation college students, what would you tell them? Non-first-generation students
gave helpful tips when asked to give advice torifust-generation students.
Participants like Maggie highlighted process ammbprms by saying, “There are
programs and people to talk to and tutors and aak@ntage of what would make the
transition easier.” Some suggested having goatydtabits and staying focused on
graduating. Others suggested making friends dadgadvantage of programs and
services on campus. One participant wanted fdixgtegeneration students to know
that “school can be interesting.”

Interview question #19 (CC): What was your biggest challenge in college?

A variety of answers were given by non-first-getieraparticipants when asked about
their biggest challenge in college. Maintainingfly relationships was mentioned as
a challenge because of the time committed to scmdbless time available to be with
family. Adjusting to the demands of college litlsashowed challenges in the areas
of time management, procrastination, and keepingded on what needed to be
accomplished. Marge explained how her biggestiehgé, “goes back to the whole
time management and organizing myself.” The regment of taking courses not

included in the major was also mentioned as a siggeallenge.
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Interview question #20 (CC): Was there a point when you considered
dropping out of college? If yes, what motivated you to stay and completery
degree? No one in the non-first-generation graapped out at any point and time
during his or her college career. Most did notresensider dropping out or stopping
out as an option. Jake shared, “I had a lot oteors about whether | could make it
or not. | knew that | have to finish.” A few paiipants in this group stated they
thought about it because of problems with parenteey were getting tired of going
to school, but they also indicated the considenatoodrop out was not a serious one.

| used axial coding to find interview data thagaéd with each of the four
categories derived from the literature review amc¢haracteristics of first-generation
students. Each preset category was assigned @myatiand interview questions were
reported within the following categories: AcaderRieparedness (AP), College
Integration (ClI), Financial Impact (FI), and CokeGonnectedness (CC). The
following is a summary of the results of the intew data that aligned with the four
first-generation characteristic categories:

1. Academic Preparedness (AP) - first-generation stisdeported preparing for
college as a way of improving their life to a lebelter than what they had
when they started college

2. College Integration (CI) - the relationship witlcdty was important for
college integration and their biggest adjustmerd b@ng away from home
and learning new processes

3. Financial Impact (FI) - first-generation studentuld have liked to be better

prepared for the college and financial aid procgesse
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4. College Connectedness (CC) - employment and firsahad a negative impact
on the college experience
Emerging Themes

Open coding was the method used to explore engetgemes from the
responses given during one-on-one interviews. @peing was done without
previous knowledge of the preset categories inwbluehe axial coding. University
professors were asked to use open coding to valttiatresults from the axial coding
and to explore potentially missed themes outsida@preset categories established
through axial coding. Seven themes emerged ammtgyeéneration participants
related to first-generation students’ persistenograduation: college preparedness,
encouragement, adjustment, choice of major, faéotgraction, financial impact, and
personal awareness. These themes are relatedderaic and non-academic
activities.

Emerging theme: College preparedness. Experiences prior to college
proved to be significant in the completion of aeg A parent’s education level and
socio-economic status can positively impact thdesttis completion rate, but the
student’s academic preparedness prior to colleggelads a positive impact on degree
completion (Ishitani, 2006). Students experienargiringent level of academic
preparedness and a stringent level of high schmaisework are more likely to persist
to completion (Chen, 2005).

First-generation students. Several participants described a rigorous high
school experience. Donna stated, “I've been inGatholic schooling system from 3-

year-old preschool till | was a senior in high sach&o 15 years within the Catholic
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school. A very stringent and very disciplined salhay so | believe it did prepare me
as what to expect.” Reggie and Lindsey also indat#heir attendance at a private
high school and Lindsey stated, “It was a prep stho it was kind of like being in
college.” Angela did not attend a private schadl ¢aid, “I took as many honors
classes as possible.” Rigorous coursework wagheatnly preparation for college
mentioned by participants. Other influences suchpecific programs and guidance
counselors were also mentioned as guiding factopsdparedness.

Darren explained how his high school curriculunsiar, but he shared how
his experience with a college assistance progrdpetierepare him for college.
Darren stated:

| went through a program called College Summit tredped me with the

paperwork as far as FASFA, submitting school apgilbms, writing a personal

statement and stuff like that and was probablyntibet beneficial thing for me
because it got me a leg up compared to other lulghat seniors who didn’t
know anything about the whole application thing.
While Darren utilized the services of College SumiRalph specified his guidance
counselor as the reason for his preparedness.h Radglled:

There was a guidance counselor that was reallgat ¢yelp to me. She

provided all the information that | needed to apghygl gave me the

requirements and suggestions for many of the seshbat | would be eligible

to go to.
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Darren’s experience is consistent with McDonoudh®97) findings related to first-
generation students who were encouraged by thgir$ghool counselors to attend
college and viewed as the primary and most effeatdgources in college preparation.

Doug recalled how the process of his pre-collegegence helped prepare
him for college. Doug was home schooled from theth grade through the 12th
grade and explained, “So | think the independardyshg kind of the same format
was not a big transition at all coming to a colletgss where you have a hour lecture
then you do all the work.” His response shows lfewiliarity with an approach
similar to the college approach to academics cgmdnstudent persist.

Not all participants indicated proper high scho@paration for college
preparedness. The first-generation participants f@h as though high school
preparation for college was not a factor towardrdegompletion were students who
did not start and finish college directly out offhischool. Bob explained how in high
school he was an “average” student and, “From 188l | reentered college was 32
years. So high school didn’t have much to do withpreparation for college at all.”

Like Bob, Mandy and Jade did not attend collegeatliy after high school.
Mandy chose to get married and start a family aqudagned, “I had attempted back in
the 80’s, before | became a single parent to gé& tacollege and my husband didn’t
want me to.” Jade also found herself deciding &rrage instead of pursuing a
college degree. When asked if she thought heragduncprior to college helped
prepare her for college she responded, “I don'wktimat it really did. It was too long
of a time in between there from the time | gradddtethe time | decided to go back to

college.” When asked if she felt like she lost sanformation between that time-



EXPLORING FIRST-GENERATION STUDENT PERCEPTIONS 92

frame, she added, “I felt like 1 did. | felt likehad lost a lot of it actually, but I found
out | really didn’t lose as much as | thought I.tid

Melvin described himself as a “non-traditionald#at.” He explained how he
“graduated high school in '96 and then didn’t realb anything for a number of
years.” He added how he believed his preparedrass from, “just getting over the
fear of not really knowing all the academic sttt was going to be taught, and that
was okay.” It was this exact fear found in norditianal students that lead Koehler
and Burke (1996) to study this student group analement a transitional program to
reduce the anxieties and guide students to be satirelirected learners.

Non-first-generation students. Experiences prior to college also proved to be
significant in the completion of a degree for nastigeneration students. Like their
first-generation counterparts, non-first-generaparticipants shared how rigorous
academic curriculum helped prepare them for collggarrie stated:

| took all advanced placement classes in high d¢lagavell as college school

credit classes so that was nice knowing that bdlyehad an advantage coming

into college, plus I felt like I kind of knew whaollege would maybe expect

from me.
Krista also felt prepared stating, “I went to alegé preparatory school. A private
catholic school and the main focus, again, it westimed that almost everyone was
going on to college.” Marge described her schodigentina as, “very strict so it
always taught me to work really hard so | thinkttivhen | came here, | didn’t have a

problem working hard because that’s just how | baein doing it.” Maggie also
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described her high school as very “disciplinedthieir approach to academic
curriculum.

In comparison to first-generation participant @sges, non-first-generation
participants also identified sources other thamiculum which helped prepare for
college. Jake spoke about how his, “high schodldraazing teachers” and how it
was those teachers who prepared him. Annissalfiéeinthe high school community,
teachers, classmates, and school groups, gavhésupport she needed to proceed to
college. Annissa shared, “My teachers were raalat at making references for me
to colleges and helping me prepare to get intdlag®because | hadn’t a clue how to
get into college or where | wanted to go.” Althbugpt curriculum based, it was the
support McDonough (1997) mentioned in his findittyst made the students feel like
they were ready for the college experience.

One non-first-generation participant did not betidigh school prepared him
for college. Similar to the first-generation paigants, this student did not go directly
into college after high school and spent some tmtbe military before deciding to
pursue his degree. Benjamin shared how high sahdalot prepare him because, “I
didn’t take it seriously, | didn’t care.” When &skif the school itself did not prepare
him or if he felt he just did not allow it to pragahim, he answered by saying he felt
like he just did not allow it to prepare him.

When comparing the responses relating to academparedness from first-
generation and non-first-generation participantshlgroups share similar
experiences. Students who felt prepared identdgalopriate curriculum as the

reason. Other participants shared programs orl@esgisted in their preparedness.
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Participants who felt less prepared were studehtsdid not enter college directly
after high school.

Emerging theme: Family encouragement. Ishitani (2006) explained how
family support and encouragement positively aff@etsistence to graduation in first-
generation students. The findings from this stsigfyport the results in Ishitani’s
(2006) study. Almost all first-generation partigigs mentioned family
encouragement as the most important contributtréaollege experience.

First-generation students. Only two first-generation participants mentioreed
parent as being the most encouraging person olgae®artin recalled how his
parents encouraged him by talking about, “all treglgrueling hours and the tough
work that they had to do for low pay and how thelnd want me to have to work my
way up like that.” He continued by sharing howttsituation worked out for them but
they wanted him to, “be better off.” Melvin camerh the foster care system and
explained that, “Even though | aged out of thedpstare system, she [foster mom]
was still a very intricate part of my life.”

Siblings played a strong role in encouraging thiéege experience for the
first-generation participants. Many participamtdicated being a self-motivator but
then also discussed a family member who playecheawraging role. Abner shared
how he encouraged himself but also explained, “Mieswould pay for my fees
[instead of] my parents because [my siblings] vibesones that studied like me.”
Jenna also described how she knew her parents avhetdo study hard and get a
degree but when asked who encouraged her the shesgnswered, “Probably my

sister.” Jenna explained that her sister was @ddrstudied medicine.
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In addition to siblings, grandparents were alsomtributor of encouragement.
Drake described how his grandmother constantlymded him to finish his degree by
stating, “She was really the one on my shoulddéinteme to go back and finish.”
Donna was also encouraged by her grandmother @hd‘'Sa she’s really helped me,
she’s motivated me, telling me I'm a great worked #m a very smart student, so
she’s really been the push.” Angela indicatedaswer grandpa and “grandpa-like”
family friend who were her biggest supporters.e¥en | was questioning what |
should do, those were the people that | turnecctabse | felt like they had the most
honest [opinion and] they wanted the best for me@wlly,” Angela stated.

Other first-generation participants identifiedrffay” as being supportive and
mentioned even a supportive husband or an adulbisdaughter, but many of those
participants really gave themselves credit forrtbain encouragement. Darren was
very clear when he stated, “At the start therelyamhsn’'t someone there, it was my
own personal drive to go to school just to do sdtiemyself.” Ralph also credited
himself for his own encouragement when he saidyds more of self-discipline” as
opposed to someone else encouraging him. He wetat €ay, “So it was more of a
personal decision than anything.”

Non-first-generation students. Encouragement for non-first-generation
participants was similar but slightly different. ot participants responded how
“family” encouraged them with little specificatiaf family members such as a parent,
siblings, or grandparent. Two participants exmgdihow encouragement came from
within but one participant, Annissa, explained heowon-family member was the

greatest encourager by stating
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When there were times that | felt | was being hedk and it might be
impossible for me to get where | want to be, she alvays in the background
pushing me and encouraging me not to give up.

Emerging theme: Adjustment. Ishitani (2006) explained in his research how
staying enrolled term-to-term was important in terh persistence to graduation.
Students who did not stop out were more likelydmplete their degrees (Ishitani,
2006). To be comfortable enough to persist froomtto-term, students must learn
how to maneuver through and adjust to the colleyg@ment and literature explains
how this adjustment can be more difficult for figgneration students (Engle,
Bermeo, & O’Brien, 2006). Adjustment emerged diseame from this study.

First-generation students. First-generation students identified their bgjge
adjustment challenges as being away from homeglsali-sufficient, and balancing
school life and life outside of school. Particifmexplained how they came to realize
their success depended on their own abilities andumtability for their own actions.

Some first-generation participants indicated tlielnot live a great distance
from the university; however, the environment wasadifferent than that of the
environment from home. Darren explained how horas anly 40 minutes from the
university and how the university environment segénisuch more quieter and
cleaner. Every day is just different here, thegbegust everything. It was kind of a
shock to me.” Mandy also shared how home wasy“d4@Imiles away,” but that a big
challenge was “being away from family.” Martin ddiis home was “only 15 to 20
minutes away” but he comes from a big family whe aery close and, “it's hard not

being around all that.” Nathan explained how hamas outside of the United States
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and MWU was, “a bit different than what | was use@t home” in reference to
classroom size and lecture style. Jenna deschibesgtlf as coming from a small
country to MWU. She explained how she did notgggte with adjusting to her
studies or to a new social life, but there werdlehges in adjusting to a new
environment away from home. She explained, “Mygks} challenge has been just
adapting, living with three more people, completdferent than me, totally alone. |
don’t know where the streets are; | don’t know véhecan get something.” This
adjustment to being away from home and in a newremment also led to the
realization of the need for self-reliance.

The first-generation participants explained holfrdieectedness and drive
allowed them to overcome adjustment obstacles hfraoting them. Emily recalled
having difficulty with finding good help through hadvisor or tutors, but said, “I'm a
good student and I'm a perfectionist and I'm redlitiven. | think challenges are what
you make of them.” Angela explained how she fieét ®0k care of her own stuff but
indicated her biggest adjustment to be, “Probalsy peing on my own and taking on
responsibility. And I've always liked controllingy own things, but | guess it just
became more real.” Donna explained how she rehihe was accountable for
herself as an adult and, “like the real world igcguo come.” In addition to the
accountability, Drake explained how self-sufficigmia structure was an adjustment
for him by stating:

In the military there was always somebody telliog yust want to do and very

structured. If you didn’t do something, you knownseone else would make
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sure you did it. Biggest adjustment was havinge@ccountable and doing

everything | was supposed to because no one wag ¢mimake sure | did it.
Self-reliance and accountability were not the arfigllenge mentioned; first-
generation students also shared how they had tstatieir time management to
integrate into college.

Many first-generation participants mentioned tdpistment to time as the
biggest challenge. Mandy thought her greatestsaaijent was, “trying to balance
work and school.” Melvin had a similar responseaiiing his biggest adjustment
was

Trying to balance work and school and coming toréadization that | needed,

like | switched jobs about halfway through the peog. But in the same

token, you adapt and evolve with it and the waygteggram is structured, you

learn how to do that.
Lindsey also shared how she had to make a worlsad@nt in order to accommodate
her work and school balance and stated her biggisstment was, “going to school
full-time and not working full-time. I'm used taaking my own financial income so
that’'s been tough in some ways for me.” In addito adjusting to balancing work
time with school, first-generation students alsaggled with overall time-
management. Ralph explained how he felt his biggdisistment was time-
management and how the learning environment iegelivas different than high
school because in college, faculty present the maatnd they, “expect you to draw
up your own studying and time management skilloy felt the same by stating her

biggest adjustment was, “The discipline of makingsaif sit down and do my
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homework. There were always other things goingmh a lot of family functions |
did miss, at least part of, because | was doingdveonk.” Reggie explained how he
sacrificed social interaction to focus specifically time for academics. He stated

Loneliness played a big part during my junior ye@he semester that | did the

best in school was the semester that | neglecteyene. And even though in

the end it was very well worth it, | learned thaparating myself socially and
including myself in everything academically wadih'¢ key, even though it
resulted in very good grades.

Non-first-generation students. Adjustment struggles were shared between
first-generation and non-first-generation partiaisain this study. Annissa explained
how the MWU environment differed from home by sayifit’s a lot faster here.”

She went on to explain that moving from home whgastep for her and it was
difficult to adjust to a different environment. i&ta also discussed how MWU
differed from home because of the differences wppeit was, “a big adjustment
coming here.”

Similar to first-generation, non-first-generaticarficipants explained an
adjustment in time management. Marge explainedih@was important for her to
understand the system in college and when thingdetkto be done. This was
difficult for her because as she stated, “I'm ngalvful of managing my time and |
have a really hard time telling myself you needitalown and do this.” She shared
how she had to learn to adjust her tendency torgstioate if she wanted to do well.

Procrastination did not seem to be the issue wathj@nin but balancing work

to life time was an issue. Benjamin explainede‘tiggest challenge was just sleep.”
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He shared how he would work twelve hour shifts #ah have to find time for class
and studying. He felt that he was experiencing #uajustment struggle because he
considered himself to be a non-traditional stu@etending during the day with
traditional classmates. Study results indicatealljsstment struggle with time-
management was shared with other students.

Also like their first-generation counterparts, rast-generation participants
had to adjust to self-sufficiency and accountahiliCarrie discussed her adjustment
struggle by explaining, “The amount of . . . howahwontrol | had over what | did,
kind of like my free will, I had so much | could doMaggie also explained:

| guess doing things on my own and kind of, you'tlbave somebody with

you all the time to tell you need to do this andttlso it's kind of you have to

learn how to self-motivate.
Maggie went on to explain how this was differerdrtliher home life.

In comparing first-generation with non-first-gen@sa participants, there were
no differences in the trends which emerged fronr tiesponses relating to
adjustments. Both groups answered similarly ag wexe prepared to graduate.
Outside of adjustments, other emerging themes arfi@tgeneration and non-first-
generation students were mentioned as a part leigeointegration.

Emerging theme: Choicein major. Choice in academic major and
interaction with faculty strongly emerged as theinee interview transcripts.
Choice of major is significantly influential in stant persistence (Chen, 2005). This

study found similar results in relation to choid¢ar@jors.
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First-generation students. First-generation participants expressed how they
wish they would have known more about career clspigptions of majors, and more
details pertaining to the courses required for $gemajors. Drake explained how he
wishes he would have, “researched different majdittle more.” He explained that
he is currently a police officer and he just assdicr@ninal justice would be most
appropriate but later found out that most placeswant you to have a degree, not
necessarily in only criminal justice. He said tmedknown that, he would have,
“maybe looked into a few different options.” Ha&ldhowever, add that even though
he would have liked to explore other options, fieléted how he is able to use his
current professional experience in the classroodtlaa field he is studying.

Lindsey shared how she wanted to work in a “helgirgfession.” Several
years ago she worked in a helping profession winergt positions require a degree.
Since she was already in the working environmedrg,vgas guided into her current
major based on what she knew from her employee sbares how there may have
been other choices in which she was unaware, bapleted her current program
because of familiarity.

Doug had a different situation where he knew wiaa¢er he wanted to pursue,
but he wasn't sure of the appropriate major or whatcourses involved. He stated:

| didn’t know a whole bunch about the subject dmete are similar subjects

for degree programs for a major and | almost gt ihe wrong one because |
didn’t know much about the topic and maybe that juasme, if | would have

spent more time researching it | would have known.
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He went on to explain how it was not until he stdrto look at complete degree
programs in the university catalog that he realize@lmost chose the wrong major
but caught his mistake based on the required celisged.

Non-first-generation students. Non-first-generation participants did not
discuss as the first-generation participants haditatne importance of choice of
major. Non-first generation students also didindicate learning about additional
options of majors as an important part of the galexperience. Findings associated
with major for non-first-generation students invadivfaculty as an important part of
the college experience.

Emerging theme: Faculty interaction. Participants shared how faculty
interaction had a positive impact. Faculty wasuksed as keeping the participants
engaged and motivated. Faculty interaction emeagegh important part of the
college integration process.

First-generation students. Jasmine described her faculty as, “encouraging,
helpful, and uplifting.” Lindsey stated how impartaner faculty were to her and how
she appreciated their accessibility. She alsoagx@tl how, “they offer this wealth of
different kinds of experiences, so it's been fumvtrk with all of them; each one
brings something special and different.”

Jade and Mandy were both non-traditional firstegation students who liked
the positive feedback and encouragement they reddérom their faculty. Jade
explained how her faculty, “kept me encouragedtie gcalled, “She kept talking to
me and telling me | was doing a good job. It jusptkme going.” Mandy stated, “At

first when | started back, | didn’t think of my admit now that I'm getting close to
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retirement I'm thinking, but none of the professever made me feel like | didn’t
belong here.”
Emily was a business owner at an early age andeglanore than
encouragement from her faculty:
| like how the teachers here have more experiemties real world. Like Mr.
Hardman, a lot of people don’t like Hardman becawse so hard. But that's
how | am, so it is like perfect for me. And he v@&EO; I'd love to be CEO.
So | like that | can talk to him about things litkext, because he has first-hand
experience.
She discussed how it was important to her thatdeeidty understand her line of
business and had the experience to back it up.
Non-first-generation students. Non-first-generation participants
shared the importance of faculty as part of thegrdtion process in college similar to
the responses given by first-generation particgpaBenjamin recalled how his
faculty member discussed advanced degree optichdwm and acknowledged his
high level of academic performance. This allowed to feel confident in his work as
a student. Carrie liked how she was able to agprbar faculty without feeling like
she was “bothering them.” She felt they challengedand stated, “They really push
you to have that higher standard that you should fos yourself and your job.”
Annissa shared how her faculty, “saw potential e nfhey saw this young lady who

takes her academics seriously.” Krista expressedter faculty had
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The willingness to help in both class material ang life material and | feel
like if | had issues with life, | could sit down tia whole group of different
faculty here and they would talk to me and help me.
Just knowing she was able to ask for help madea&fezl more involved and
accepted.

Emerging theme: Financial impact. All participants who were surveyed in
this study were receiving some form of financiaistance. Financial impact was
found to be a significant factor relating to thél@ge experience and degree
completion. This is supported through what is kndwm literature indicating how
impactful a student’s financial situation can be&dod persisting to graduation (Choy,
1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

First-generation students. Emily recalled, “I was really worried about
finances.” She explained how her father died keeémtering college and they were in
rough financial shape. Emily described how shetbdik prepared by saying, “Right
when | just had to go to school, | planned out whaas going to do.” She worked
while in high school and saved what she could talide to pay for college. She went
on to say, “l took out student loans the first yealidn’t have to, | had enough cash to
pay for | think two years of college without getiihurt because that's how freaked
out | am about money.” Emily later realized it waslish to take out loans she did
not need. Emily was one of the few participant®wiere able to pay for some
college herself.

Jade shared how her financial situation was infpllotit shared a different

experience than Emily. Jade explained, “It waBdalift. | do work full-time and |
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didn’t have a lot of extra money, so if it wouldhave been for student loans, | would
have been in trouble. | wouldn’'t have been abldaat.” She continued by
explaining how her financial aid eligibility is whallowed her to continue and how it,
“worked out and it was okay.” Darren also expldit®w financial aid was important
for him:

My main choice for coming to MWU was the financaad that | received so

compared to all the other schools that | got a@kfi and the packages they

offered, MWU’s was just way better. | didn’t wambney to be an issue when
| started school.
Many first-generation participants shared the samp®rtance of financial aid as a
reason for being able to continue and finish tbegree; however, not all participants
relied on only self-pay or financial aid.

Drake is a first-generation participant who did attend college directly after
high school. He decided to enlist in the militrgt. His participation in the military
allowed him to also utilize Veterans Affairs (VAgiefits which provide funding for
school. Drake explained

My parents are both about as middle class as yogea They wanted me to

go, but it was told to me a long time ago they wiaupport me anyway they

could, but financially it was going to be on me ¥anted to make it happen.
As a non-traditional student, Drake could rely ba VA benefits to ease the financial
concern for his education while he worked to takee ©f his other expenses.

Drake was not the only student who felt they ndegdevork while attending

college. As mentioned earlier in chapter three, W¥tudents have a higher
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employment rate than students from comparabletuistns within the Carnegie class
(NSSE, 2011). First-generation participants is study were no exceptions. Ralph
shared, “Coming from a low income family, monewpiways a stressful idea,
especially whether or not you are going to havaughqust for living expenses and
books.” Ralph explained how financial aid covetteel cost of school but how he was
employed through the Work and Learn program toléagther costs. Expenses such
as medical costs were also bothersome for him aersidied

Other finances would be right now, with the heatlecsituation and the way it

is, I have no insurance. That is pretty stressfuine. Paying for medication

out of pocket and being a college student can@etack financially.
Abner is an International student who did not dydbr financial aid because of his
International status. He explained, like Ralphyie needed Work and Learn funds
to assist him with expenses outside of college;dwer; he requested and received the
ability to work double Work and Learn hours in arttealso have funds to contribute
toward his tuition.

Some first-generation participants were lucky @foto parents who were able
to support them financially while attending collegéven so, those first-generation
participants explained why they decided to parétggn the Work and Learn program
despite their parental support. Darren sharediswnother was helping with his
college expense but that participated in Work aedrh so, “I could do whatever |
could do to lessen that financial burden on my nb@tause she has other financial
priorities that she needs to attend to.” Martiared a similar situation and stated,

“My parents, they support me 100% with school; heeveeven though they do that |
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don’t try to take it for granted and so I've fouthéit Work and Learn, | found | could
take $2,000 off yearly tuition.” He later explaghleow his parents didn’t expect this
of him because they paid tuition for his otherisidp but he said, “It wasn’t so much a
burden for me, | just felt like | should do sometpto help out.”

Non-first-generation. Unlike first-generation participants, first-geagon
participants were not as concerned about financesheeir ability to pay for college.
Many non-first-generation students mentioned thiéioh was paid but did not express
a fear or a stress related to paying. Like Dr&8lenjamin was also former military.
He shared

When | was looking at it, it was great especialiyhwmy Gl Bill. | think | sat

down and did the math one day and | think | wasingakke $45.00 an hour

cash just to sit in a classroom, so | was likes thipretty good.
Carrie was not former military but she also did wotry about finances associated
with college. She stated, “My dad paid for mostof college so that was nice not
having to worry about tuition.” Tuition costs waret a concern but she did mention
working for “spending money.”

Other non-first-generation students had a findimptean to complete their
college education. Annissa explained how she@pated in pageants and how,
“That scholarship definitely helped out.” Anniss&cus did not appear to be
financial impact during college but more about wit financial situation will be like
after graduation. She stated, “But | definitely c@e why financial stability is really
important, especially graduating college and tryménd a career and with the

economy, trying to find stuff like that.”
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Maggie also relied on personal talents to assistith her college expenses.
Maggie was an athlete and believed her athletiolacship, “made it easier.” She
explained how she first chose a school other th&#Mo attend and where she
played volleyball. She explained how she no lowgented to play volleyball at her
former school but she knew her scholarship wouldibeontinued if she chose not to
play. Her parents told her the decision was upetobecause they would manage
either way. Maggie decided to transfer to MWU ahd explained that she initially
considered MWU as her second choice to attend &ydvplleyball. The coaches at
MWU offered Maggie a reasonable scholarship ifglaged and she stated, “Then my
coaches convinced me to come back and actuallydumyescholarship if | stayed. |
will definitely play if it helps out my parents.”

Marge’s account of her financial situation wasywaifferent than the others
but still showed how her college experience waseghtively impacted by finances.
Marge explained how her family moved from Argentiadhe states because of her
father’s employer. His employer offered to payttoe education of Marge and her
siblings and this payment for education also inetudollege. After a few years, the
employer offered Marge’s father the option to retta Argentina in which he refused.
Upon his refusal to return, the employer also disonied the education funding.
Marge recalled

After that they offered my dad to be moved to sather places or stay here

and we stayed here so then they had to pay f@ut.my parents had savings.

My parents are good at saving so they are payinthéd. They are not

making me pay for it.
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Even though the non-first-generation participaras lesser concern with college
expenses, all still chose to work.

Unlike first-generation, non-first-generation peigants worked for reasons
other than to pay for school. Benjamin workedag for expenses such as rent, food,
car payment, insurance and other living expenseie \Wis military benefits paid for
his educational expenses. Annissa was asked drhployment helped pay for
school, she replied, “No, not really so much schbaot outside expenses. There had
been times where | had to buy books and stuffftfermost part my education has
gratefully been paid for.” Other non-first-genévatstudents, like Marge and Krista,
worked because they liked the area in which theskech Marge worked for the
Writing Center and stated, “I'm just doing Work abeiarn and paid hours here at the
Writing Center, which | really like working hereWhen Krista was asked why she
decided to work she said

| just worked for my dad. But it was more justgial the family business.

And since | am going into law and going to work liag office eventually, it

just makes sense to stay connected with his adfsckecontinue with my

education.
Working for personal expenses and choosing to iarkersonal experience was
very different from the first-generation participsnvho indicated their primary
reasons for working was those related to collegeeses.

Emerging theme: Personal awareness. Participants were asked to discuss
their perception of self-awareness and adviceherst Confidence and words of

support were answered as personal awareness resggpuen during the interviews.
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Personal awareness was found to emerge in vamooss foy both first-generation and
non-first-generation students.

First-generation students. First-generation participants self-identified as
confident. Using words such as very, highly, oyeaihd pretty when referencing their
level of confidence. Jade stated

My confidence level is pretty good right now beauseally feel like |

accomplished something. | am the oldest of fidsland | am the only one

who went to college. So | feel like | have realycomplished something. So |
am proud of myself.
Mandy had a similar response as Jade but also atltkedalways been a confident
person. | feel good about my accomplishments donit think college is the reason.”

Other first-generation participants stated hovirtbenfidence level changed as
they persisted to graduation. Nathan stated, “hamh more confident in my
abilities, like in my major subjects, yeah for str&lartin also said, “At first | was
very shy, but now its way up there. | have a fatanfidence. One of my teachers
even said, wow, you have really changed over tlaesye Self-perception of high
confidence was consistent among first-generatiotiggaants.

In addition to being aware of their high confidenevel, first-generation
students also had advice for future first-genenasimdents. When asked to give
advice to future first-generation students, firstrgration participants offered words of
support and encouragement. Donna said, “Just dbait’s really all. It will help you
out so much in life.” Angela said she would gitie tadvice shared by her

grandparents, “You are here to make bettermenvumself.” Jenna wanted to tell
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them to, “Just try to do their best, don’t let thiaimilies down, and achieve their
goals.” Mandy wanted future first-generation stutddo know, “There’s a light at the
end of the tunnel.” Both Jade and Drake wanted-§ieneration students to know,
“It's worth it in the end.”

In addition to words of encouragement, first-gatien participants offered
advice to provide relief from anxieties. Drake gesgted, “Finish it the first time and
look for support wherever you can get it.” Melgaid, “It kind of sounds
overwhelming in the beginning, but it's doable.inly identified with how another
first-generation may feel and stated

| think a lot of people are just scared that gdnogn high school to college is

like this insane jump and that it's going to bedgfficult. It's just so scary at

first so | would just tell them to take a breathl at's not so hard.

Non-first-generation students. Similar to the responses given by first-
generation participants, non-first-generation pgréints view their confidence level as
high but did not use adverbs to describe theiridente level in the same way as
first-generation participants. Also in comparisnan-first-generation participants did
not indicate a change in confidence level as stayatie first-generation participants.

Non-first-generation participants were also adlegive advice to future first-
generation students. Non-first generation paricip advised students on what to do
or how to approach college experiences. Carrigestgd, “Make friends whenever
you're having a hard time in class. It's alwaysenio have somebody you can study
with.” Benjamin advised first-generation studetais‘Not really compare and look at

their parents’ situation.” He went on to explaowhthey can take their knowledge
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and apply it in the work place. Annissa told figeneration students to, “Have your
priorities straight.” Marge suggested for futursttgeneration students to, “Map out
their lives.” Maggie explained how first-generatistudents should, “Take advantage
of the programs and services that these places’offéore procedural advice was
given in the responses of non-first-generationiggents in comparison to the more
supportive words of encourage given by the firstegation participants.
Summary

Based on the findings of this study themes emereglatied to college
preparedness, encouragement, adjustments, chaicajam, interaction with faculty,
financial impact, and self-awareness. Althougrhdheme provides valuable
information, it is important to highlight major dlee, financial impact, and self-
awareness as persistent and significant factdisstegeneration participants. Chapter
5 will provide discussion and make connections ketwthe results and the literature,

and provides recommendations for future practickfature research.
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Chapter Five: Conclusions and Recommendations

Using an exploratory design with mild comparisdms research was
conducted to gain a better understanding of wisg-Gieneration students believe they
persisted to graduation. The barriers and chadleifigced by first-generation students
are known to decrease their persistence to gramubtit minimal research has been
done exploring reasons why some first-generatiodesits perceive they are able to
overcome these obstacles and complete degree pregGonley & Hamlin, 2009;
Ishitani, 2006; Murphy & Hicks, 2006). The purpa¥ this study was to explore
perceptions of first-generation students at MWU wbmpleted degree programs and
identify commonalities among this student grougager 5 will include a discussion
of the findings, a discussion of emerging themaswers to the research questions, a
discussion of implications, recommendations focpea, and for future research.
Discussion

This section is a discussion of the links betwieninterview results and the
literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Interview quassi were structured by preset
categories taken from literature about first-getienestudent characteristics. The
following questions are presented by category uiegsame acronyms given in
Chapter 4. Discussion includes the charactenistiegory, interview results, and the
connection to literature. Connection was also nizeeen literature and results and
emerging themes. The findings from this study corand contribute to the existing
research which has already been done on first-gaorrstudents and their persistence

to degree completion. Contribution and connectwmliterature from this study
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involve college preparedness, family encouragenohigice in major, faculty
interaction, financial impact, and personal awassne

Interview question #1 (AP): Explain why you decided to pursue a degree.

MWU first-generation students chose to pursue aea#elhecause of their desire to
achieve something “better” in life. This studemgp wants improvement over what
they experienced prior to college. MWU non-firgiagration students pursue college
to avoid a “blue collar” job rather than tryingdcohieve something “better.” The
largest determining factor for non-first-generatgindents to pursue a degree in this
study was because it was expected by their paastgrandparents to attend college
and this finding was very different from first-geagon students.

I nterview question #2 (AP): Explain how your education prior to college
prepared you for college. First-generation students self-prepared foregmlby
seeking out advanced level courses to take, paatioig in college assistance
preparatory programs, and practicing a self-dickejgproach to academics. This is
consistent with Warburton et al. (2001) findingsietihcorrelated academic rigor in
high school to persistence to degree completiaolilege. Non-first-generation
students were better prepared because they hagpioetunity to attend a private high
school or take advantage of advanced placemenseswhile in high school.

I nterview question #3 (AP): Now that you are about to graduate, what would
you like to have known when you started? First-generation MWU students shared how
they wish they would had known more about optidnsajors prior to college or in

the very beginning of their freshman year. Theiltesof this question are consistent
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with Chen’s (2005) explanation of how choosing gane one obstacle experienced
by first-generation students that can impact degoeepletion.

Interview question #4 (AP): Was there a person or persons who encouraged
you to attend college? First-generation MWU students identified familky/tae most
encouraging. This finding aligns with researchdings that described how students
were more likely to persist to graduation whenttipairents were involved and
positively motivated their students (Cabrera etl#192; Nora & Cabrera, 1996).
Ramos-Sanches & Nichols (2007) found a lack of etpgnd involvement from the
family contributes to the lack of success and g&ace to graduation for the first-
generation student.

Interview question # 5 (AP): Was there a person or persons who discouraged
you from attending college? The majority of responses from MWU first-genesati
students indicated no one person or persons diggedrcollege attendance. This is
not consistent with findings from the review o€liature describing how parents may
be hesitant about their student attending collegmabse it will take them away from
their family responsibilities and may also chandewhey are in relation to the
cultural beliefs (Engle et al., 2006, Terenzinakt 1994). First-generation students in
this study have persisted to graduation and thenisistency may be in part because
literature typically describes first-generationdsats who do not persist to graduation.

I nterview question #6 (AP): Did your friends from high school attend
college? Inconsistent with Conley and Hamlin’s (2009) exytion of first-
generation students having peers who did not atteltelge and were unfamiliar with

the college environment, first-generation MWU studaeported having a majority of
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their peers’ continuing education after high schgralduation. Literature describes
first-generation students who do not persist taeegompletion and this participant
group had peers from high school that attende@gelivhich may have ultimately
aided in their persistence to graduation. Sons¢-fieneration students, however,
indicated having peers who attended but did notgteta degree programs.

Interview question #7 (Cl): Describe your most positive experiencein
college, in or outside the classroom. First-generation MWU students indicate faculty
interaction and engagement within their majorshasnost positive experience, which
is in agreement with Tinto’s (1993) findings—theliépto interact with faculty, and
make the connection between class engagement aingbtbfessional future, gives
validation to the first-generation student andrtlaility to persist to graduation.

Interview question #8 (Cl): Describe your most negative experiencein
college, in or outside the classroom. MWU first-generation responses to this question
revealed no consistencies or patterns. Answedtsdauestion appeared to be unique
to the individual rather than to the group of figeneration students. The question
was included in the interview to compare to obstsdescribed in the research
literature— family resistance to attending collelgek of academic preparedness, low
self-efficacy, and lack of financial resources (&gn& Hamlin, 2009; Pascarella et
al., 2004; Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007; Tereretiil., 1994). First-generation
student responses did not reflect the same obstablet encountering these obstacles
may indicate another reason for their ability tosps to graduation.

Interview question #9 (Cl): Where did you receive most of your academic

support? The MWU faculty was the most common responséigduestion and
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friends within the classroom of major classes vii@ssecond most common response.
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) would support tfiegengs. These researchers
found interactions such as these allow a successfudition to college and academic
success of first-generation students.

Interview question #10 (Cl): What were your biggest challenges in adjusting
to college? Adjusting to the college environment and beinggdvom home were the
greatest responses from MWU first-generation sttedienthis question. This aligns
with other studies that indicate learning the g@leulture is one of the largest
obstacles for first-generation students (Smith 4300

I nterview question #11 (CI): How have your relationships with college
friends, faculty and/or staff impacted your college experience? Based on Pascarella
and Terenzini’s (2005) research, this questionagked. Pascarella and Terenzini
(2005) discussed the importance of social intevastwith course colleagues, faculty,
and involvement in campus activities to retentiad persistence to graduation. First-
generation MWU students also indicated their irdéoa with faculty and course
colleagues positively impacted their college exgece.

I nterview question #12 (FI): Describe how your financial situation impacted
your college experience. Literature identifies a connection between pé&gsise to
graduation and a student’s perception in theiitgti pay for their college education
(Cabrera et al., 1992; Choy, 1998; Pascarella &fani, 2005). The results of this
study indicate the same. First-generation MWU eitiisl responded that their college
experience was negatively impacted because offihamcial situation because funds

used to pay for college most commonly came fromueses outside of home. The
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need for additional resources also indicated atgreeeed to seek employment while
in college.

I nterview question #13 (FI): Why did you work whilein college? First-
generation students, when compared to non-firstigeéion students, are more likely
to be employed while in college (Pascarella et28lQ4). This study supports that
finding. All first-generation MWU students indieat they worked off campus, on
campus, or both while attending college. Studerfdained that in order to continue
and complete college, working was a must. Manyilesd how it was their
responsibility to pay their way through college.

I nterview question #14 (FI): What expenses, other than those related to
college expenses, did you have while attending college? Consistent with the responses
received from question #13 (FI), participants iatkc they support themselves not
only paying for their own college education, bigogpaying for a mortgage or rent,
insurance, car, and cell phone. Pascarella €@04) findings are also related here
confirming first-generation students are employeamarthan non-first-generation
students. First-generation MWU students are resptanfor not only their
educational expenses, but their personal expeissesla

Interview question #15 (CC): Why do you believe you have persisted to
completing your degree? Fulfilling the goal of degree attainment alonghapersonal
satisfaction were the findings from first-generatddWU student responses. This
aligns with Sterling’s (2010) explanation of a hesit learner and how students who

persist believe survival leads to security, and-veing.
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Interview question #16 (CC): What has engaged you the most in your college
experience? Findings from this question are consistent teéifvom question #11(Cl)
indicating the MWU community as the most engagegdr along with Pascarella
and Terenzini's (2005) correlation between collegegration and persistence to
graduation.

Interview question #17 (CC): Describe your confidence while attending
college? All first-generation MWU students referred to tieelves as being
confident. The correlation between confidence perdistence to graduation is
described in Spady’s (1970) research where he feantidence to be linked to
maturity and the more mature a student, the mkedylihe or she is to persist to
graduation.

Interview question #18 (CC): If you were giving advice to future first-
generation college students, what would you tell them? Findings from this question
indicate words of encouragement focusing on thityabo attain a degree. First-
generation MWU students wanted future first-genenastudents to know that degree
attainment is possible despite the barriers indt@t research of unfamiliarity of the
environment, lack of knowledge relating to collgecesses, and lack of financial
resources (DesJardins et al., 1999; Murphy & Hi@k€6; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005).

Interview question #19 (CC): What was your biggest challenge in college?
Much like the responses given to question #8 (€jponses were unique to the

student. There was a mild reference to familianiith the college process and culture
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which would again time into Pascarella and Terdais{2005) work relating to
college integration and degree completion.

Interview question #20 (CC): Was there a point when you considered
dropping out of college? If yes, what motivated you to stay and completery
degree? This question was asked because literatlicates first-generation students
drop out of college more than non-first-generasardents (Tinto, 2006). Since
interviews were conducted with students who diddrop out, | can conclude the
first-generation MWU students in this study defibdse odds. There were
participants, however, who did indicate at somaptbiey considered dropping out
but those responses were not consistent enougistityjidentification of a theme
from this study.

This section is a discussion of the links betwi@enature reviewed in Chapter
2 and the themes that emerged from the interviews.

Emerging theme: College preparedness. Literature states how first-
generation students are less likely to take rigemmurses than students who are not
first-generation (Warburton et al., 2001). Thisk@&f academic rigor is also known to
cause first-generation students to be less acad#éynprepared for college (Murphy &
Hicks, 2006). This academic experience prior titege is used as a tool of prediction
for attaining a college degree for first-generastudents (Ishitani, 2006). The results
of this study do not concur with the literaturdrskgeneration student did take more
academically stringent courses.

This study showed consistency in first-generalidivU students taking

advanced level and college preparatory courseeepapation for the college
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experience. Based on the qualitative results fts@rone-on-one interviews, first-
generation students felt prepared because of tesathey had to these courses and
the knowledge obtained from the curriculum. Resalso show students were
prepared through personal experiences and fronideutssources not associated with
high school. The exposure to a higher level otlaoac curriculum in high school is
consistent with the connection between successfldge performance and the levels
of courses previously taken in high school to preg&/arburton et al., 2001).

Emerging theme: Family encouragement. Parental educational level helps
define the first-generation student and literatls® tells us how influential family
can be during the college experience (Terenzial.ei996). This lack of
involvement referred to in literature may be frdm parent’s lack of college
knowledge and experience in which they are unabéssist their student in
maneuvering through the college experience (Ched5;2Choy, 2001; Pascarella et
al., 2004). Family can have a negative impactallege completion but family can
also have a positive impact a student’s persistegtaduation as the evidence from
this study revealed.

The findings from this study show how the laclcoliege knowledge a parent
had or the unfamiliarity the student had with tbéege process did not affect their
ability to persist to graduation. To the contrdamily support appeared to bridge the
gap between lack of knowledge and achieving acazlgoals through
encouragement. Little literature has been prodaesdribing how families can
positively impact their student’s success in deg@apletion; however, the findings

of this study are consistent with literature whestplains how family support can help
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the student overcome obstacles and is crucialeio skudent persisting to degree
completion (Cabrera et al., 1993).

First-generation students identified family, natjparents, as most supportive
in completing their degree. MWU first-generatidadents felt their parents were
happy about their decision to attend college andt@hthem to pursue a degree.
Parents were not the only part of “family” idergifi as supportive and a contributing
factor to their success. Siblings also playedgarblie in college attendance and
persistence of MWU first-generation students.

First-generation participants at MWU have siblimd® are significant to their
degree completion. Many of these siblings wereoltege themselves and shared
those experiences with their MWU brother or sisteéome siblings not enrolled in
college themselves, like their parents, offerecbenmgement, support and approval of
their sibling’s decision to pursue a degree.

The identification of “family,” in addition to pants and siblings, also included
grandparents. In the analysis of the intervievadgtandparents were mentioned as a
key component to the student’s reason for pergistrgraduation. MWU first-
generation participants believed their grandparematsted what was best for them and
wanted the decision to be up to them; howevergthadparents made it known how a
college education was a good and responsible choice

Emerging theme: Adjustment. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that
student experiences during the freshman year iragattident retention. This
research was foundational for Tinto’s (1988) waxklaining how students must

disaffiliate from past relationships and move tadvdire new college community. This
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process takes adjustment and learning and wasSvhii (2004) refers to as the
hidden curriculum. The hidden curriculum doesmetessarily refer to academics
and classroom engagement, but the process of envénat and procedures (Smith,
2004). If a student is able to adjust and manethreugh the new college
environment and procedures, he or she is resdiedtmore likely to persist to
graduation (Engle et al., 2006).

First-generation MWU participants described livengay from home and
realizing they were on their own as the biggestistdjents. These findings are
consistent with Tinto’s (1988) work indicating aedeto adjust to and learn about the
new environment. First-generation MWU participaaitso described experiencing the
need to learn how to balance school and outsidetses including work and
extracurricular activities. First-generation MWHdrpcipants were able to adjust to
college with the consistent support from familyab@era et al. (1999) explained how
adjustment can occur with family support that adawe student to explore his or her
new environment without conflict from home. Figgneration MWU participants
identified their need to adjust to balancing lifelaschool. Many described learning
the process of registering, how classes were stdedand how to manage time as
examples of adjustment to processes while oth&rdeneration MWU students
described their biggest adjustments were to thergesgroup of students attending
MWU.

Emerging theme: Choicein major. Based on socio-economic status and lack
of availability to resources and information ratgtito academics and degree options,

first-generation students may experience challeades it comes to knowing what
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major options entail and which professions are @ased with those degree and major
options (Somers et al., 2004). The results ofghigly are consistent with literature
based on data obtained through interviews. Fesegation students from MWU
described a lack of information relating to majptions and courses required for
certain majors. First-generation MWU studentsggled with their choice of major
and wished they would have had more knowledgeef tthoice of major earlier.

The first-generation student group strongly indédathow their major kept them
engaged during their college experience.

Emerging theme: Faculty interaction. Engagement not only covered topics
within their major, but also included interactioitiwn the classroom with faculty and
course colleagues. This engagement with facul&ging to a profession seems to
give the students an identity and allowed the MWkt{generation student to look
forward to what the faculty set as expectationthef upon completion of degree.
Professional expectation from interaction with facemerged as a significant
contributor to degree completion.

Emerging theme: Financial impact. Murphy and Hicks’ (2006) research
helps explain how finances and socio-economic statpact persistence and
academic success for first-generation studentsy 2001) connected first-
generation students with low-income and lowertatrti Kuh et al. (2006) placed
great emphasis on how socio-economic status vathtk the type of high school a
student will attend and what types of resourceklwilmade available to them.
Results of these studies may be true only in @éating to school options and

available resources, but the findings from thislgtdid not show how the student’s
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perception of financial impact created enough béaier to cause the student to stop
or drop out of college.

Results from the demographic survey suggest MVi&t-§eneration students
view themselves as coming from a middle incomellbeasehold. The qualitative
data shows first-generation students were awatieeof financial responsibilities to
their college education; however, there is litb@cern related to ability to pay or
using financial aid to cover the cost. This finahawareness and connection with the
perception students have on their ability to paytiieir college education concurs
with literature, which explains a positive corredatbetween students’ persistence to
graduate and their perceived ability to managenftred obligations (Cabrera, Nora, &
Castenada, 1992).

Financial impact emerged as a theme of persistengeduation but was not
directly correlated with the receipt of financiad d#ecause both first-generation and
non-first generation participants indicated regagvsome sort of financial assistance
while attending MWU. The financial impact that wseecific to MWU first-
generation students was how they viewed their tir@situation and their ability to
pay for their own college education. MWU first-geation students chose MWU
because of the amount of financial aid they wete &breceive while attending and
this was important to them as they felt personaponsible for how their college
education would be paid.

In addition to financial aid, employment was adscontributing factor to the
persistence of MWU first-generation students. tFgemeration participants believed

employment was necessary in making a financialrtgmriton to their education to
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lessen the burden on themselves and their familiéss was especially true for
students who did not qualify for federal aid. Fgeneration students at MWU were
employed and viewed its importance as another métee puzzle needed to make
degree completion a possibility.

Emerging theme: Personal awareness. Literature relates a first-generation
student’s academic intentions and actions to thair self-efficacy and confidence
(Gibbons & Borders, 2010). Students who are egperng levels of inadequacy and
feelings of unfamiliarity while in college will bat higher risk for drop out because
they view these feelings as deficiencies (Tererstiail., 1996). Literature also shows
how supporting the first-generation student andesking these feelings of
inadequacy can contribute to student persisteBtedents must have a disposition of
maturity which includes motivation and self-confide to improve social integration
and attrition (Spady, 1971).

Data results from this emerging theme concur Vitidinature. First-generation
MWU students perceived themselves not only asraetivated and self-driven, but
expressed a high level of confidence. Based @amii@w responses, it was confidence
that allowed MWU first-generation students to owene doubts about their abilities to
achieve goals or finish their degree programss dlso significant to mention that for
some, confidence level improved with each yeawuotsssfully completed
coursework. In other words, as the first-generatWWU student persisted toward
graduation, his or her confidence level increased.

Another aspect of personal awareness was whergéreration MWU

students were asked to offer advice to future-gesteration students. Based on what
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they thought they needed as a first-generatiorestyu®d1\WU first-generation students
were more likely than not to give advice that faalisnore on support,
encouragement, and abilities to achieve their gathker than advice related to process
and procedure. This way of offering advice ismtigator of what the MWU first-
generation student believed was needed to supftat first-generation students in
order to be successful and persist to graduation.

New First-Generation Student Program

Based from the evidence of literature, support @og and engagement
opportunities offered to first-generation studeguasitively impact the college
experience and persistence to graduation (Engle,&t008). Encouragement is
important to first-generation students both in ggvand receiving. Themes emerged
relating to the importance of family encouragentertheir degree completion
process. These results tie into programs that &aiot only supporting the first-
generation student, but also supporting the familithe more parents are involved
and know of the college experience, the more theyhle to support their student in
the process (Coburn & Woodward, 2001).

First-Generation Collegians. To support the first-generation student, and to
also relate to literature’s discussion on first@m@tion students who feel inadequate
because of their unfamiliar college environmentréheini et al., 1996), MWU began
a student organization specific to first-generastrdents called the First-Generation
Collegians (FGC). Sponsored by the SASS departrttaatstudent organization is in
its beginning stages and was designed to bringdeseration students together to

support one another, share experiences, and engageersity events and activities
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as a group. My responsibility to MWU as Dean ofS&Ais to create and develop
programs which help students overcome barriersuétimdately retain the student. |
initially started this group as a result of litenag found for this study and learning
about the importance of the first-generation sttidentegration to the college
environment (Tinton, 1975).

The purpose of FGC is to allow students to seeb@naround other students
like themselves while providing transition to acauieand social integration of the
college experience. Based on findings from thislgtthe program will organize
events and opportunities to include families dftfigeneration MWU students.
Participants revealed how family encouragementamaig reason for their ability to
persist to graduation. Family involvement in ghisgram will hopefully allow more
families to understand their student’s new collegeironment and support their
student to degree completion. Another improvenetitis program will include
degree planning for first-generation MWU studerfgst-generation MWU
participants indicated the desire to know more &lbptions of majors and details of
professions earlier in the college process. Tigmswith the strong connection
MWU first-generation students felt with their fagylcourse colleagues, and wanting
to feel connected to their profession and future@a The FGC program will utilize
Career Services by offering each student the oppitytto major and career
opportunities by completing the FOCUS 2 progranadifionally, as a result of this
study, first-generation MWU participants who peesisto graduation had a financial
plan in place for their education. Their plan a#a them to persist to graduation

without allowing finances to hinder degree completi This program will provide
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financial workshops and offer additional finangidnning to first-generation students
in helping them create a reasonable plan to limérfcial barriers.

The future goal of this organization as it growsisiot only support the
MWU first-generation student, but to also providefpssional networking and service
opportunities to the community. Faculty who warstfgeneration students will be
invited to join FGC bringing faculty engagement amgpiration to the group. The
Office of Alumni Affairs will also seek out alummiho were first-generation to
interact and engage with the current first-genenastudent body as mentors. Last but
certainly not least, it is my hope to allow curré@C members the opportunity to
work with future first-generation students by oifgy early college awareness and
mentorship to middle and high schools where a higinber of first-generation
students are known to attend. Informing, engagang, supporting first-generation
students will familiarize students with the procass the expectations of the college
environment.
Answering the Resear ch Questions

Resear ch Question #1: Who are the first-generation students at Midwester
University who have persisted to graduation as nmeasby those who applied to
graduate? Participants of the study were voluate®r a one-on-one interview and
could be described using the following demograjpinafile.

Demographic profile. According to the findings of this study, firstgeration
students at MWU who persist to graduation are stisdehose parents did not attend
college. They also have siblings still at home aredmore likely to be Caucasians

under the age of 24. Consistent with comparalggtutions in the Carnegie Class
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(NSSE, 2011), MWU first-generation students whaosstito graduation are employed
and work more hours than students attending otfstitutions. They consistently
self-identified as middle income; therefore, pap@étion in some form of scholarship
or financial aid program was common among this grevhich aligns with Smith’s
(2008) findings.

Resear ch Question #2: When comparing first-generation students to nost-fir
generation, what are the similarities and diffeemnlbetween Midwestern University
students who complete degree programs? When agsesse, age, siblings, work,
and identification of income level, this study red in no statistical difference when
comparing first-generation to non-first-generatdwWU students. | compared first-
generation to non-first-generation MWU participantshe following categories:
academic preparedness, college integration andtaggut, financial impact,
connectedness, and demographics.

Academic preparedness. Both first-generation and non-first-generatioblMJ
students felt prepared academically for the collegeerience; however, there is a
difference between the two groups in how the prapar occurred.

Collegeintegration. Faculty gave the greatest academic supportttofiyet-
generation and non-first-generation students. Batbent groups perceived this
academic support encouraged persistence to graduahis supports Inkelas’ et al.
(2007) study where they identified the connectietwieen student academic success
and students engaging in programs with their fgculon-first-generation and first-
generation students also believed their relatigusshith faculty and college friends

were positively impacted during the college expee Both first-generation and
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non-first-generation students had difficulty inastjng to being responsible for
themselves and doing things “on their own;” howeftiest-generation students
struggle more with being away from home and fantiBing around different people,
and learning new process than non-first-generdfiévJ students. This adjustment is
consistent with Spady’s (1971) research which dtttat students who are more
integrated into the college culture and receivgsupgrom home are more likely to be
successful and persist to graduation.

Financial impact. Strong similarities were evident between firstigration
and non-first generation MWU students in how tii@i@&ncial situations impacted the
college experience. DesJardins et al. (1999)igslshow how financial aid
improved retention in first-generation studentstiBstudent groups relied on
financial assistance through federally funded paotg or the military to fund their
college education. First-generation college sttslégit more personally responsible
for their financial accountability and paying fah®ol than non-first-generation. Both
student groups were employed and both suggested tg funds earned by working
to pay for school and other expenses; howevet;dgaeration students had a greater
responsibility to contribute to their financialigation in order to attend and complete
college.

College connectedness. Both first-generation and non-first-generatiolM\
students who persisted to graduation were persodailen and believed degree
attainment provides personal satisfaction. Theoissistent with Gibbons and
Borders’ (2010) study relating self-efficacy anahfidence in a first-generation

student to their ability to persist to graduatidoth student groups valued the



EXPLORING FIRST-GENERATION STUDENT PERCEPTIONS 132

classroom experience and its relationship to tteail life profession and believed this
was the reason for degree completion. Both groopsidered themselves confident.
When exploring perception relating to term-to-tgremnsistence, first-generation MWU
students were more likely to consider droppingailgome time during their college
degree when compared to non-first generation staden

Demographics. This study attempted a quantitative analysideshographics
and background information collected from a dempli@asurvey to compare first-
generation and non-first generation MWU studeiiise survey asked questions
related to parental educational level, other irdirails residing in the home other than
parents, gender, race, income level, age, andahat#tus with the purpose of
identifying characteristics specific to first-geagon when compared to non-first-
generation students. Results were analyzed t@explgnificant differences between
non-first-generation and first-generation partiofsan the study and with the
exception of parental educational, the outcomeneesignificant statistical difference
between the two groups when tabulation and compasis/ere done.

Resear ch Question #3: Based on Midwestern University first-generation
student responses to interview questions, are phaterns that emerge among first-
generation students who persist to graduation™fhne first-generation interview
data, themes emerged related to college compld@rollege preparedness, (b)
family encouragement, (c) choice in major, (d) facinteraction, (e) financial

impact, and (f) personal awareness.
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Implications

The implication of this study is that the non-coetmn rate among first-
generation students will not change unless collegesuniversities change their
approach to first-generation students. Persistangeaduation rates for first-
generation students will not improve if institutgoaf higher education do not change
policy and procedure in their approach to famiBmpus integration, and financial
awareness. Findings reveal a key determining fdotdirst-generation persistence to
graduation that relates to the families of theadestits. Families should be educated
on the importance of their support and how thegoemagement can lead to degree
completion for their student. Without this typefaiily programming, first-
generation student persistence to graduation vatestay the same. This implication
does not only include involvement while in colldgé also addresses college
preparedness. Parents who are consistently indolt their student before and
during college are the key component to theirfysheration student’s persistence to
graduation. Additionally, educators at the primanyg the secondary level of
education must develop ways to promote parentalwament by educating and
promoting college services and resources so panedisrstand that their student has
access to college and that a college degree inaita. Based on the results of this
study, without cooperation between K-12 educatastitutions of higher education,
and parents, first-generation student persistemgeaduation rate will not improve.

Current college procedure includes invitation amdusion of all students to be
a part of the college culture. Without proper plaug and education explaining what

is expected of the student socially as well as @cachlly, students will continue to
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feel as if they are inadequate or do not belorntgisienvironment. With the inclusion
and educating of families, expectations and disonsscan take place early in the
process so that the student understands discommfoot specific to them because of
being a first-generation student.

Waiting to prepare families and students until thaye already entered the
college environment is too late. This implicatadigns with the findings which
indicate finances were not a barrier for thosd-fyeneration students who persisted to
graduation. No matter the financial situation péred by the student, results from
this study indicate first-generation students carsigt to graduation if there is a plan
to cover the expenses associated with the colldgeation. College personnel and K-
12 educators cannot create a plan for student®utifparental involvement. First-
generation participants in this study indicateddieg the support from family,
financial or otherwise, to develop the plan for payt.

Finally, programs involving parents throughout tieiege experience
minimally exist. Colleges currently spend a lotiofe and effort discouraging
parental involvement in hopes to encourage adsfiaesibility in the student. Based
on the results of this study, this current progeay be hindering the persistence of
first-generation students. Hindering the persistenf first-generation students could
continue if explaining the policies and procedwgthe college environment to
families, and providing information about acadeama social integration, financial
planning, and the importance of student involvemeicmpus programs, does not

take place. This insight can be used to make famihar environment and situation
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into a source of encouragement and understanditigeafew environment for parents
to share with their students.
Recommendationsfor Higher Education

Greater attention needs to be given to first-gatinmr students and contributors
which lead to degree completion. As a college athetfirst-generation student, | was
perplexed by the volume of research relating ttegel dropout and wanted to explore
more about why | and other first-generation stuslerdre able to overcome the
obstacles and barriers to complete a degree. siinty recognizes the limitation of
generalizing the results based on the size of déinécgpant sample. Even with this
limitation, the study offers valuable insight orsftgeneration students who persist to
graduation. Through additional research and agipdio of findings, greater work still
needs to be conducted to better understand wioatsfirst-generation students to
persist and what processes and programs needngbsee at institutions of higher
education to increase stronger retention and degnepletion rates.

I learned from the results of this study that ¢hisrnot one direct approach or
specific contributing factors leading to degree ptetion. The results suggest giving
attention to family involvement, major explorati@nd financial planning designed
for and offered to first-generation students. Eagihon early awareness in these
areas is also recommended to offer first-generatiodents the same knowledgeable
opportunities in preparing for the college expereprior to high school graduation.

Family. Approval and support to attend college is amouating factor which
emerged in this study as one reason for the MWA&i-§ieneration students’

completion. Institutions of higher education mapneéfit from embracing this factor
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when understanding the unigue needs of the finseigion student rather than
viewing family involvement as a distraction to stedent’s growth to adulthood.
Colleges and universities are obligated to resinfcrmation given to parents about
their student. They are not, however, obligatestrict parent education on the
expectations and processes required to enterdatted complete a college degree
program.

Early discussions and outreach should take plac@\ving families of first-
generation students. Programming for these ingatin outreach should include
greater awareness of college preparatory optiorilg wieir student is in high school,
and how and when to begin the college admissionsgss. Additionally, based on
what literature says about first-generation stuslantl the connection to lower socio-
economic status, educating the parents on avaifetaecial resources to relieve the
anxieties of additional financial burden or restags is very important. These
conversations cannot wait until the student isaalyea freshman. Many first-
generation students will miss college opportuniti@sformation is not given to them
sooner. Providing families with college expectasi@nd preparatory suggestions in
middle school and in the freshman year in high stall allow first-generation
students to take advantage of what resources arkalale to them and allow them to
take a greater role in planning what is currentigwn as the “unknown” for first-
generation students.

One program which offers early awareness of tileg® experience is the
Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for UndeuvgitadPrograms, also known as

GEAR UP. This program takes the early approacérigaging seventh grade student
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cohorts offering rigorous academic curriculum, aatt and community engagement,
and increases family and student awareness totlege experience. This program is
sponsored and offered through the United Statesi@pnt of Education to students
in areas showing lower socio-economic status.

Financial planning. Early awareness and supporting persistenceiance
college must also include financial planning. Bhsa my professional experience,
students who do not have a financial plan and ddaee the financial resources
available to cover college expenses through firaraed or personal contribution are
at a much higher risk of dropping out based oririability to take care of their
financial obligations. Colleges and universitiesstoffer financial workshops
showing parents the scary truth of the collegeeptag, but also giving much needed
knowledge and resources about how the cost ofgmitan be managed with available
resources. Many banks and lending institutionsrdfiese programs as a free
resource, but it is now time for institutions ofjher education to also embrace and
employ those services to improve retention andekegompletion rates. With
knowledge there is power. The participants in ¢higly described how they had a
plan in place for how they would manage the finahside to their degree completion.
| believe it was the knowledge of financial plardgrocess which allowed the
financial anxieties to not become a barrier to degrompletion.

Major exploration. More work must be done in reaching students aaaly
age regarding professional opportunities and whacta&tion is required to achieve
those professions. | have personally been resplenfsir and involved in such a

program with a local college of pharmacy. As ardowtor of early awareness trying
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to improve student diversity, | found high schaidents of color were unaware of
the profession of pharmacy or what was needed togi@armacist. Students grow up
and want to be like people and professions theyt agsociate. Students typically say
| want to be a teacher, doctor, nurse, fire fighdempolice officer because those are
professions they commonly see or are made awarlahy experience, it was very
rare for a student to say, “l want to grow up tcalggharmacist!” unless they already
had exposure through the family somehow. | deedapprogram where connection
was made with middle school science teachers, $clooselors, and nurses and
visits to schools on career and health days allawedhe opportunity to share with
middle school students the profession of pharmaks/contacts were made,
communication continued with interested studentsugh high school while
providing guidance on what high school curriculumayt should follow to achieve the
best results for college admission.

| would suggest a similar program for MWU. Midwa® University offers a
variety of major options so the approach wouldbeas simple as it was for the
school of pharmacy. The MWU Office of Career Depshent currently offers career
and major exploration through an online prograntedadFOCUS 2. This program
allows current college students to enter theirentrimterests, skills, and abilities
through questions asked within the program andigeoknowledgeable options and
suggestions relating to career and major choi@mareing from answers given by the
student. Staying consistent with the early awassm@proach, | would suggest the
Office of Day Admissions join forces with the Oftiof Career Development in

providing the same resources to high school stgdente results of this study
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indicated first-generation students would havedik® have known about more major
options and what courses were required for diffeneajor options. An early
awareness career and major exploration programaliolv future first-generation
students the opportunity to make knowledgeablestats that are most appropriate
for them and their needs.

Recommendations for Future Research

This study provides a foundation for future reshamn first-generation
students who persist to degree completion. Orieultfy experienced by MWU was
first identifying first-generation students. Tloisstacle was overcome by
investigating resources available through the I®&lRlentifying the first-generation
students attending MWU. [ have little to no dataich tells me that first-generation
students at MWU persist at a lesser rate than mstagieneration students. Further
research must be done to identify and monitor-§esteration cohort groups entering
MWU as freshman and comparing those cohort groupsn-first-generation students
in retention and persistence to graduation rates.

Further research must take place relating to famdlusion. This study’s
results indicate family support is a contributiagtor to degree completion; however,
there are limitations of those results based omiéeld sample size because of the
limited number of participants who volunteered.s&&ch exploring the family’s role
in many facets of the college experience includivgprecollege, college engagement
process, through graduation could provide valualft@mation on the family’s role

and the significant part it plays in degree comepfet
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Assessment of the effectiveness of support progdesigned for first-
generation students, and mentioned previously,ldradso be part of further research.
In addition to providing these programs, appropredsessment of the effectiveness is
vital to determining if students are being suppbitethe way needed to allow for
successful completion of their degrees. This assest should be done using the
same cohort structure of monitoring as suggesteshwbmparing retention and
persistence rate with those of non-first-generastmalents.

Conclusion

Most of the results of this study were supportedhe literature in Chapter 2
and revealed a salient findirgirst-generation college students need support.
Understanding and meeting the needs of first-géioaratudents is important in their
persistence to graduation. Themes emerged relatifagnily, college preparedness,
engagement with faculty and major coursework, amahtcial planning. Additionally,
first-generation students were personally awart&ef own abilities, which allowed
them to be successful in persisting to graduation.

Literature indicates how parents of first-genemttudents are unfamiliar with
the college environment (Smith, 2008). This unfarity may cause doubts and
discourage their student from continuing to atteoklege (Coburn & Woodward,
2001). This study revealed how important positarily support is to first-
generation students. With family involvement andairagement, first-generation
students can and do maneuver through the unfanyileand persist to graduation.

This study also revealed that the first-generasinitients who persisted took

advantage of academic programs prior to collegekiny advantage of programs that
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are above and beyond typical offerings allowed-fyeneration students to learn more
about the college environment and to experiencdeang rigor during high school.
This was a commonality between the MWU first-getieraparticipants and is also
consistent with how experiencing academic rigdnigh school prepares the student
and increases the ability to persist to gradugi@arburton et al., 2001).

Another important finding is how faculty interamtiand engagement within
their major positively impacted first-generationdsnt persistence to graduation.
Learning from professions, their faculties, in tHelds of study while hearing those
faculties describe and explain career expectataimyed first-generation students to
define career goals in which to attain. This iatéion made the college process more
than just coursework; it made the process a pathavaycareer.

A financial plan in knowing how college was goitogbe paid was an
additional important finding for first-generatiotudents who persisted to graduation.
First-generation MWU students did not wonder hogirtbollege education was going
to be paid, but instead, had a plan and knew hew tlosts were going to be covered.
This does not mean that those students did not ieee for financial assistance. The
finding indicates first-generation students hadiea jin place involving financial
resources to cover the cost of their education.

Finally, this study revealed that first-generatstndents need encouragement
in achieving their goal of degree attainment antbearagement in understanding and
overcoming obstacles. The first-generation MWUipgrants admitted to having
confidence when they started, but as they achieggdin milestones, their confidence

increased. A powerful indicator of this need foceuragement surfaced when first-
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generation students were asked what advice thejdvgdee to future first generation
students. Responses given indicated encourageémaahieve the goal of degree
completion and sharing how achieving that goabissible.

As a first-generation student, | remember havirggdlaime thoughts, fears, and
anxieties expressed by the participants in thidys&und those stated through my
investigation of literature. As the Dean of Studamd Academic Support Services
and a supporter of all students in persisting &mgation, | find myself continually
searching for answers to the problems students’ tiaat hinder their ability to
successfully complete their degree. Utilizing tesults of literature and expanding on
the contributions made by this study, my hope isaiatinue the conversation
regarding first-generation students. Through askedgement of barriers faced and
their ability to complete degree programs at MWL, lmope is to give every student

equal opportunity and provide the resources angatpo help make all things equal.
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Appendix A

Demographic Survey

Please circle or indicate the answer that bestetsflyou and your situation.

1. What is the highest level of education of youh&a®

(a) no high school diploma and no college degrde) high school graduate
(c) post high school professional/trade schogtl) 1-2 years of college

(e) 2-4 years of college but did not earn a degr€® associate’s degree
(g) bachelor’'s degree (h) graduate degree

2. What is the highest level of education for your hes?

(a) no high school diploma and no college degr¢digih school graduate
(c) post high school professional/trade schogt) 1-2 years of college
(e) 2-4 years of college but did not earn a degrégassociate’s degree
(g) bachelor’'s degree (h) graduate degree

3. Do you have siblings? yes or no

4. If you have siblings, what is the highest levekdtication completed by one or
more of your siblings?

(a) no high school diploma and no college degrde) high school graduate
(c) post high school professional/trade schogt) 1-2 years of college

(e) 2-4 years of college but did not earn a degrg® associate’s degree
(g) bachelor’'s degree (h) graduate degree d@ mot have siblings

5. Other than parents or siblings, was there any atiakvidual living in your
household? yes or no

6. If there was other individual living in your houséth, what is the highest level
of education completed by one or more of thoseviddals?

(a) no high school diploma and no college degré® high school graduate
(c) post high school professional trade schodtl) 1-2 years of college

(d) 2-4 years of college but did not earn a dedff¢@ssociate’s degree

(g) bachelor’'s degree (h) graduate degree (ipther individuals live in the
household.

7. Is Lindenwood University the only college you hateended? yes or no

8. Gender: Male or Female
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9. What best describes your race?
(a) Black/African American (b) White/Caucasian (c)iba/Hispanic

(d) Asian/Pacific Islander (e) Other:

10.What best describes your income level and that@htembers of your family
household?

(a) low (b) middle (c) upper

11.What is your age?

12.What is your marital status? (a) single (b) neatri(c) divorced (d) widowed

13.While in college, identify your living situation.
(a) commuter student living at home with parents
(b) commuter student living independent of parents
(c) resident student in dorm
(d) resident student in campus house
(e) resident student in Linden Lodge
(N resident student in Time Centre

(9) other:

14.While in college, how would you describe your enyph@nt status?

(a) worked on campus (work and learn) (b) worked afhpus (c) work both
on and off campus

(d) did not work while attending college

15.How many hours per week did you work (on and offipas) while attending
college?

(@) 0-5 (b) 6-10 (c) 11-15 (d) 16-20 (e) 21-25 2630 (g) 31-35
(h) 36-40 (i) 40+ (j) I did not work while attendirgllege
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16.What is your major?

17.What extracurricular activities were you involvedwhile in college?

(a) student academic organization (b) athletics €tjgyming arts (d)
community service (d) student social organizateynsfudent government
organization

(f)

other

18. Have you applied for graduation? yes  or no

19. If chosen, do we have your permission to cdntag to set up a brief
interview?
yes  or no

If yes, please list your contact information below
phone (best number to reach

you):
e-malil

address:

best time and/or day to
contact:

Thank you for your time and attention.
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Appendix B
Survey Script

Hello. My name is Christie Rodgers and some of iyay already know me. | am the
Dean of Student and Academic Support Servicestoolaty | am asking for your help
as a fellow student. | am currently enrolled idogtoral program and conducting
research on why students persist to graduationteidpecifically, | am interested in
First-Generation Students to learn why they belibes persisted to graduation. If
you are a student who has applied for May 2012ugtohn, | would really appreciate
your participation in my research.

If you have applied for May 2012 graduation, | weblike to ask you to complete a
brief 19 question survey. Your participation idurdary and you may choose to stop
taking the survey at any point during the procd3gase know that in addition to
being voluntary, your information will be kept caéntial and data from the results
kept anonymous in the reporting. | will also respmmfidentiality by leaving the

room during the survey and ask that you deposit gompleted survey in this
envelope which | will leave at the front of the noo If you are interested in continued
participation in my study, a question at the enthefsurvey asks if | may contact you
for further questioning and asks for your contatbimation. Again, | would like to
reiterate that the contact information is for mg asly. Any information given to me
by you will remain confidential and anonymous in paper.

| appreciate your time and participation. Thank yar allowing me to learn more
about the students of Lindenwood University.
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Appendix C
I nformed Consent Form

Lindenwood University School of Education
209 S. Kingshighway, St. Charles, Missouri 63301
Informed Consent for Participation in Research Activities

Principal Investigator: Christie Rodgers Telephone: (636) 949-4697

Participant Contact Info

1.

You are invited to participate in a research stoaiyducted by Christie Rodgers under the
supervision of Dr. Susan Isenberg, Assistant Psofesf Education at Lindenwood
University. The purpose of this study is to exploompetencies and characteristics of first-
generation students who complete degree programs.

Your participation will involve one face-to-facetémview which will be audio taped.
Identifying information will be removed upon recegnd/or transcription.

The amount of time involved in your participatioillye approximately 30 minutes for the
face-to-face interview.

There are no anticipated risks associated withrégsarch.

There are no direct benefits for you participatim¢his study. Although there are no direct
benefits, this research may identify patterns ohjgetencies and characteristics in first-
generation students who finished degree prograaistiuld be used to develop a mentoring
program for future first-generation Lindenwood Usnisity college students, strengthening
retention and graduation rates, and allowing maneénwood University college graduates.

Your participation is voluntary, and you may chooseéto participate in this research study or
to withdraw your consent at any time. You may d®not to answer any questions that you
do not want to answer. You will not be penalize@iny way should you choose not to
participate or to withdraw.

Confidentiality will be respected and no informatidat discloses your identity will be
revealed in any publication or presentation withgaur consent. The information collected
will remain in the possession of the investigatoaisafe location.

If you have any questions or concerns regardirgghidy, or if any problems arise, you may
call the investigator, Christie Rodgers (636) 9494 You may also ask questions of or state
concerns regarding your participation to the Lindeod Institutional Review Board (IRB)
through contacting Dr. Jann Weitzel, Vice PresideniAcademic Affairs at (636) 949-4846.

[] I haveread this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. |
will also be given a copy of this consent form for my records. | consent to my
participation in the resear ch described above.

[] 1 do not wish to participatein the interviews, but | agreeto allow any written course
assignmentsincluding dissertation draftsto be used asdata in this study.

Participant’'s Signature  Date Participant’'s RiihName

Signature of Principal Investigator Date Principal Investigator Printed Name
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Appendix D

Email Correspondence Request for Participation

Dear ,

A few weeks ago | approached your class and askeubfticipation in a research
project | am conducting. Thank you for completihg survey and assisting me with
my study. On the demographic survey, you indicgtad willingness to participate
in a brief interview. Based on your answers fréw@ $urvey you completed, | would
like to ask you a few more questions if you ark willing.

We are quickly approaching graduation and | wasrwp have the opportunity to
speak with you before the big day. Please let newka good day and/or time. We
can meet in person or conduct the interview by gharhichever you prefer. Also, as
compensation for your time and effort, | have alsgiti of appreciation to offer upon
completion of the interview.

Please let me know your availability and how | megch you in the future. | look
forward to hearing from you!

Christie L. Rodgers

Dean of Student and Academic Support Services
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Appendix E
Interview Questions

Academic Preparedness

1. Explain why you decided to pursue a degree.

2. Explain how your education prior to college prejlayeu for college.

3. Now that you are about to graduate, what would lik@ito have known
when you started?

4. Was there a person or persons who encouraged \aitetal college?

5. Was there a person or persons who discouragedrgoudttending
college?

6. Did your friends from high school attend college?

College Integration

7. Describe your most positive experience in colleger outside the
classroom.

8. Describe your most negative experience in colleger outside the
classroom.

9. Where did you receive most of your academic sufport

10.What were your biggest challenges in adjustingoltege?

11.How have your relationships with college friends;ulty, and/or staff
impacted your college experience?

Financial Impact

12.Describe how your financial situation impacted yoallege experience.

13.Why did you work while in college? (If student didt work, this question
will be skipped)

14.What expenses, other than those related to codlegenses, did you have
while attending college?

College Connectedness

15.Why do you believe you have persisted to compleyimgr degree?

16.What has engaged you the most in your college esqpm=s?

17.Describe your confidence while attending college?

18.1f you were giving advice to future first-generatiocollege students, what
would you tell them?

19.What was your biggest challenge in college?

20.Was there a point when you considered droppingbatllege? If yes,
what motivated you to stay and complete your dégyree
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Vitae

Christie Rodgers has a thorough and diverse watioty within higher
education. As the current dean for the office tofd®&nt and Academic Support
Services, Rodgers’ primary responsibilities arsttment retention and serving the
student community as the university ombudsman. gemdhas an earned Bachelor of
Arts degree in psychology and a Master of Sciemggeak in corporate and industrial
communications and anticipates completing her Dragt&ducation degree in May
2013 from Lindenwood University.

Prior to her current administrative role, Roddeas held key positions as
registrar for student services, director of acadesarvices, coordinator for early
awareness, coordinator of placement, and admissaioth$inancial aid advisor both in
the liberal arts and proprietary settings. In &iddito administrative experience,
Rodgers also has proven ability in curriculum desigd instruction as faculty for
speech, professional presentation, business wyititgrcultural communication,
critical thinking and writing, and strategies fdfeetive learning and writing. Rodgers
also worked as a human resource liaison and arigagpecialist within the investment

industry.



	Examining the Teacher Perceptions, Implementations, Barriers, and Benefits Associated with the Missouri Reading Initiative
	Recommended Citation

	Microsoft Word - 216611_supp_AC7D5264-BC01-11E2-9EAA-DD222E1BA5B1.docx

