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 First-generation college students’ paths to and through higher education may be 

quite different from those of their non-first peers.  Given some of first-generation 

students’ background characteristics (e.g., race, income, educational aspirations, cultural 

capital) and the complexities of their home and college environments, the factors that 

may challenge these courageous students in achieving their educational objectives and 

aspirations may be abundant (Davis, 2010; Inman & Mayes, 1999; McConnell, 2000; 

Warburton, Bugarin, & Nuñez, 2001).  As such, the purpose of this study was to examine 

the factors that contribute to the undergraduate persistence (i.e., college attainment) and 

graduate educational aspirations of 103 first-generation college students using a college 

impact lens.  This study was based on data collected via the National Longitudinal 



Survey of Freshmen (NLSF) from students attending 28 elite U.S. institutions and was 

guided by a number of research questions exploring the roles of student background 

characteristics and on- and off- campus environments in student outcomes.  

 The original research design for this study was grounded in multivariate methods, 

however, statistical vulnerabilities in the data prompted the use of bi-variate, non-

parametric methods instead.  Thus, while this study’s revised research design could not 

offer predictive evidence with regard to the student backgrounds and environments 

studied, noteworthy findings did emerge.  Specifically, data analysis revealed significant 

relationships between first-generation college students’ involvements, such as 

interactions with peers and interactions with faculty, and the study outcome of 

undergraduate persistence.  Further, significant associations were discovered between 

students’ pre-college educational aspirations and undergraduate persistence and between 

the importance of family support and undergraduate persistence.  Additionally, the bi-

variate approach yielded a number of findings with regard to salient differences in first-

generation student involvements given background variables.   

 This study’s findings offered context for understanding the factors, both internal 

and external to the college environment, that potentially relate to first-generation college 

students’ outcomes.  Further, this study’s results have implications for how practitioners, 

faculty, administrators, university leadership, and policymakers conceptualize and action 

interventions that serve to support and bolster first-generation college students and 

shepherd them toward college completion and beyond. 
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Chapter One: Introduction of the Study 

 The national employment landscape is changing, particularly in the realm of 

marketplace competencies and the educational credentials required for global 

competitiveness.  World-wide, an incremental shift to knowledge-based economies 

(Berger, 2000; Brown, Lauder, & Ashton, 2008; Delbanco, 2012; Mathews, 2010; 

Organisation for Economic and Co-Operation Development [OCED], 2008; Switzer, 

2008) is occurring and technological advances are re-shaping the world of work.  As the 

professional arena changes, so do the educational credentials required to operate 

effectively in it.  This point was emphasized by President Barack Obama in a recent 

address to Congress in which he asserted that “In a global economy where the most 

valuable skill you can sell is your knowledge, a good education is no longer just a 

pathway to opportunity – it is a pre-requisite” (The White House, 2009, ¶ 1).   

 Despite the current international economic downturns and the national recession, 

the value of educational credentials to career development, as affirmed by educators 

(Block, 2009; Carlson, 2011) and the Obama Administration alike, persists.  According to 

a recent report issued by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the 

Workforce (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010), by 2018, nearly 60.0% of U.S. jobs will 

require postsecondary education, and “postsecondary education” will not only include 

two- and four-year degrees but also advanced credentials.  Accordingly, these heightened 

requirements may result in a swell in employer demand for well-trained workers 

(Carnevale et al.).  Given these educational and workforce projections and the centrality 

of higher education despite economic fragility, individuals who complete undergraduate 

and graduate studies will likely enjoy greater access to employment opportunities.   
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 In addition to broader access and greater range in employment options, additional 

occupational findings note that individuals who complete their undergraduate and 

graduate degrees may also realize vast compensational benefits as compared to peers 

without post and advanced postsecondary credentials.  Recent data on annual average 

earnings published by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2011) indicated that, in 2010, 

individuals possessing a bachelor’s degree earned 65% more than those holding only a 

high school diploma and were about half as likely to be unemployed.  Additionally, the 

Bureau’s findings revealed that individuals possessing master’s, professional, or doctoral 

degrees earned up to 55% more than workers with bachelor’s degrees and were also less 

likely to be unemployed.  Akin to these government-gathered figures, in a recent College 

Board study, Baum, Ma, and Payea (2010) found a positive correlation between higher 

levels of education and higher earnings.  Thus, it has become apparent that postsecondary 

credentials, both undergraduate and graduate, are a gateway to greater professional 

opportunity and to upward socioeconomic mobility (Baum et al.; Carnevale et al., 2010).  

Carnevale et al. asserted that “Given the transformation of workers by economic class, 

postsecondary education and training is no longer just the preferred pathway to middle 

and upper income classes—it is, increasingly, the only pathway” (p. 6).  In short, college 

degrees seem central to pursuing and living the “American Dream” (Clark, 2003).   

 The American Dream is so poignant because it encompasses the attainment of 

intergenerational mobility through which children can achieve financial status and 

security beyond that of their parents and grandparents (Bedsworth, Colby, & Doctor, 

2006; Clark, 2003; Sawhill & Morton, 2007).  While this study contextualized the 

American Dream in terms of college completion, it is important to note that the Dream is  
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much more multi-dimensional than this conceptualization, shaped by societal norms, and 

completely personal to those aspiring to it.  Historical literature traces the evolution of the 

American Dream from the ideological “pursuit of happiness” noted in the Declaration of 

Independence (Beach, 2007) to a post-World War II desire for a plot of land, home and 

vehicle ownership, and the chance to education children (Kamp, 2009).  This continuum 

of differing and valid understandings of the American Dream persists today.  For some, 

the American Dream is about a better life in the U.S. than in their native countries 

(Kamp), for others it means small business ownership (James, 2009; Martin, 2009; 

Zimmerman, n.d.), and, for many, it represents college attainment (Clark, 2003). 

 The link between the American Dream and college attainment has been reinforced 

considerably recently as sociopolitical priorities, such as the educational initiatives 

spearheaded by the Obama Administration, have pushed higher education into the 

spotlight.  In fact, this connection has been explicitly articulated via the White House’s 

guiding principles on education: “Our nation’s economic competitiveness and the path to 

the American Dream depend on providing every child with an education that will enable 

them to succeed in a global economy that is predicated on knowledge and innovation” 

(The White House, 2009, ¶ 2).  Given the notable associations between postsecondary 

education, career possibilities, and workforce competiveness, for many, college 

enrollment represents a clear path to realizing both the ideological objectives and 

practical benefits of the American Dream.  However, as individuals aspire to higher 

heights than earlier generations, many become the first in their families to strive for and 

attain a postsecondary degree.  These special “firsts” in higher education are often termed 

“first-generation college students.” 
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 While “first-generation” is characterized differently across research agendas and 

institutional admissions records (e.g., some parental higher education but no degree, no 

parental education beyond high school) (Davis, 2010), a number of studies indicate that 

these students are a substantial proportion of the undergraduate college-going population.  

In an early national study analyzing National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) 

data, Choy (2001) noted that 47.0% of all 1995-1996 beginning postsecondary students 

were first-generation, with 53.0% enrolling at two-year institutions and 34.0% enrolling 

at four-year institutions.  In their examination of the NCES’s 2003–04 National 

Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:04), Horn and Nevill (2006) found that 35.0% 

of undergraduates’ parents had a high school diploma or less.  In 2005, Chen’s nationally 

representative data showed that 22.0% of students enrolling in college between 1992 and 

2000 were first-generation students and, more recently, in a study of four-year 

institutions, Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, and Yeung (2007) found that first-generation 

students comprised 16.0% of the freshmen class.  Additionally, while the definitional 

semantics and institutional type vary the proportion of known first-generation college 

students, these students are clearly a noteworthy constituency representing a range in 

diversity (e.g., race and ethnicity, age, and socioeconomic status (SES)) (Bui, 2002; 

Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Davis, 2010; Engle & Tinto, 2008; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006). 

 Given the brief compositional details shared above, the substantial numbers of 

first-generation students arriving on college campuses suggests that the American Dream 

is alive and well for these pioneers.  These students are flocking to institutions of higher 

education in pursuit of credentials that will open doors perhaps closed to parents and 

grandparents (e.g., employment, financial security) and give them the competitive 
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advantage over peers with high school credentials.  Yet, in addition to tangible assets 

associated with college completion, first-generation students may also be the first in their 

families to trouble the system of social reproduction associated with social class 

(Bourdieu, 1977) and create a new system for their children.  As noted by Hochschild and 

Scovronick (2003) (as cited in Beach, 2007), “the success of one generation depends at 

least partly on the success of their parents or guardians.  People who succeed get to keep 

the fruits of their labor and use them as they see fit…” (p. 2).  These successes can be 

used to place children in better schools, help children aspire to more prominent colleges, 

or choose housing in well-resourced neighborhoods.  Thus, by realizing the college 

attainment dimension of the American Dream, first-generation students might not only be 

improving their circumstances, but also the circumstances of future generations.   

 However, first-generation students face multitudinous complexities of college 

pursuit brought on, in part, by the modesties of their parents’ education.  As such, these 

students require special support in both the college aspiration development and college 

completion processes in an effort to counteract the lack of operational and navigational 

know-how more readily available to their non-first generation peers (Davis; Engle, 2007).  

These “firsts” are a population of explorers forging into uncharted waters in search of the 

American Dream; their common experience is worthy of attention and action.  As more 

support emerges for Carnevale et al.’s (2010) assertion that postsecondary degrees will be 

the only pathways to social mobility and opportunity, educators, administrators, and 

policy-makers must understand fully the factors that contribute to the short- and long-

term ambitions and successes of first-generation college students.   
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Background of the Study 

 Despite the significant numbers of first-generation students filing through campus 

corridors, undergraduate degree attainment rates have not been promising (Chen, 2005; 

Choy, 2001; Duggan, 2001; Engle, 2007; Inman & Mayes, 1999; McCarron & Inkelas, 

2006; Strage, 1999); in fact, these students are often referred to as “at-risk” (Terenzini, 

Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996).  A number of researchers have attributed 

this “risk” to factors that often differentiate first-generation students from non-first-

generation peers, including financial challenges, lower levels of social and cultural 

capital transmitted by parents, modest pre-college curricula and educational aspirations, 

stress associated with the cultural negotiation of home/campus life (i.e., college culture 

shock) (Inman & Mayes; McConnell, 2000), differing levels of campus involvement, and 

the obligation of off-campus commitments (e.g., employment, family) (Billson & Terry, 

1982; Brooks-Terry, 1988; Chen; Davis, 2010; Engle, Bermeo, & O’Brien, 2006; Horn & 

Nuñez, 2000; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; Ishitani, 2006; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; 

Lundberg, Schreiner, Hovaguimian, Miller, 2007; McDonough, 1997; Pascarella, 

Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Terenzini et al.).   

 This abundance of risk-oriented research provides a disheartening snapshot of the 

first-generation student.  Yet, while first-generation students may struggle with some or 

all of the factors above, to paraphrase Green (2006), caution must be taken to avoid a 

deficit-based understanding of these students.  In addition to highlighting the innate skills 

and abilities of each student, it is critical that research examine the circumstantial factors 

salient in first-generation students’ journeys toward achievement of the American Dream. 
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Two such circumstantial factors, race and income, represent noteworthy areas of 

difference between first-and non-first generation students and may play an explicit role in 

both undergraduate persistence and the development of aspirations for graduate study.  

Research indicates that first-generation college-goers are more likely to be students of 

color (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Bui, 2002; Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Horn & Nuñez, 

2000; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Saenz et al., 2007) and to come from lower-income 

homes than their non-first peers (Chen; Hertel, 2002; McCarron & Inkelas; Nuñez & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Terenzini et al., 1996).  A number of first-generation students 

may also be immigrants or children of immigrants (Fortuny, Capps, Simms, & Chaudry, 

2009; Larsen, 2004; Saenz, et al.).  Thus, racial/ethnic marginalization might be 

particularly palpable for first-generation students who feel as though they must cross 

significant racial/ethnic “boundaries” (e.g., students of color at predominantly White 

institutions) in their search for a campus community (Lundberg et al., 2007).   

Further, once at the higher education table, many of these students must contend 

with the socioeconomic stresses of managing the costs of college and, potentially, 

balancing a need to work while focusing on studies (Engle et al., 2006; Inman & Mayes, 

1999; Walpole, 2003).  These financial stresses seemingly dissipate little as first-

generation students attempt to transition from undergraduate to graduate education.  Both 

Payne (2006) and Engle and Tinto (2008) noted that finances posed a significant 

challenge in students’ realizations of aspirations for advanced study. 

In addition to the role of race and economic standing in the completion of higher 

education for first-generation college students, pre-college academic preparation has also 

been an area of concern.  Specifically, Warburton, Bugarin, and  Nuñez (2001) found 
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that, compared with their non-first-generation peers, first-generation students were less 

likely to have been exposed to rigorous coursework in high school and were less likely to 

have taken the standardized college entry tests such as the SAT or ACT.  Additionally, 

Choy (2001), Brown and Burkhardt (1999), and Riehl (1994) reported that first-

generation students had lower high school grade point averages (GPA), had more modest 

perceptions of their academic preparation, and were not as qualified for college.  Yet, it is 

important to note here that academic under-preparation and lower grades may not be 

linked to the innate talents of the students but to the larger, systemic challenges inherent 

to first-generation status (Green, 2006).  As noted by several first-generation college 

students in Engle et al.’s (2006) study, the most difficult area of the high school-to-

college transition they faced involved academics, but appropriate support made the 

transition much more palatable.   

 In addition to the difficulty with academic transition, Engle et al. (2006) also 

found that first-generation college students had no or low aspirations for attending 

college.  Walpole (2003) found a similar trend in aspirations for first-generation students 

regarding advanced degrees, suggesting that the potential barriers that inhibit first-

generation students’ ambitions and success as undergraduates persist in the graduate 

education scenario.  Scholars often link the fledgling educational aspirations of first-

generation students with the modest levels of cultural and social capital available to 

students given their parents’ limited or nonexistent experience with college (Duggan, 

2001; Hossler et al., 1999; York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991).  Cultural capital, most 

prevalent in the homes of the upwardly mobile, includes knowledge about/appreciation 

for high culture as well as savvy with strategic interactions, while social capital is defined 
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as social networks, which lead to an individual’s advancement (Bourdieu, 1977; 

Coleman, 1988; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Hossler et al.; McDonough, 1997).   

 Research purports that students benefiting from high levels of cultural capital 

develop confidence in interacting with higher education gatekeepers (e.g., admissions 

counselors, faculty) and have an intuitive understanding of the tactical elements of the 

college-going process (e.g., applications, assignments, campus interactions) (Dumais & 

Ward; Lareau & Weininger, 2003).  For traditionally-aged first-generation students, 

especially, the “language” of college transmitted through cultural capital can be critical to 

aspirations and, more importantly, attainment.  Further, this transmission of capital may 

be as salient for the development of graduate aspirations as it is for the development of 

undergraduate aspirations.  In her investigation of the relationship between parental 

capital (i.e., cultural, human, and social) and graduate aspirations for nearly 300 first-

generation college students, Hayden (2008) found that parental capital, though modestly, 

was related to aspirations for graduate study.   

 First-generation college students’ unfamiliarity with the college setting and 

“norms,” potentially as a result of lower levels of cultural capital, may also often lead to a 

sense of “culture shock” (Cushman, 2007; Inman & Mayes, 1999; McConnell, 2000).  

Culture shock may emerge, especially at the undergraduate level, as students not only 

attempt to deal with the anxieties common to the general college-going population but 

also the potential stresses and guilt associated with negotiating the cultural divide 

between home and college life (Piorkowski, 1983; Votruba, 2007).  First-generation 

college students, particularly those raised in collectivist cultures (Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005), may struggle with a “double assignment” (Brooks-Terry, 1988, p. 123) in 
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attempting to internalize college values while maintaining family values.  Davis (2010) 

observed that the first-generation student is often left to his/her own devices in 

understanding how to “behave as a member of the culture of college and how to perform 

the role” (p. 30) of a college student.  While courageous trailblazers, these “firsts” may 

feel as though they are campus outsiders (Hertel, 2002; Lundberg et al., 2007; Pascarella 

et al., 2004) and, thus, have difficulty persisting and planning for long-term success.   

 As “outsiders” negotiating this college cultural divide, first-generation students 

may find it particularly difficult to become involved on campus and to engage with peers 

and faculty at the institution (Astin, 1996; Christie & Dinham, 1991; Hertel, 2002; 

Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007).  Involvement, characterized as “the amount of 

time and physical and psychological energy that the students invest in the learning 

process” (Astin, 1996, p. 124), is linked to a host of college outcomes including 

persistence (e.g., Astin 1984, 1993; Astin & Oseguera, 2005; Berger & Milem, 1999; 

Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 1991; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, & Associates, 

2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Terenzini, Rendón, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, 

Gregg, & Jalomo, 1994; Whitt, Edison, Pascarella, Terenzini, & Nora, 1999) and 

aspirations for advanced study (Heath, 1992; Pascarella, 1984; Sax, Bryant, & Harper, 

2005; Strayhorn, 2010).  However, first-generation students’ levels and types of 

involvements may be different (e.g., focus only on academic involvements) or 

constrained because of external commitments (e.g., work and family obligations) 

(Walpole, 2003), unfamiliarity with the college culture (Terenzini et al., 1996), feelings 

of marginalization, and/or preferences/necessity for involvement with family and friends 

external to the institution (Lundberg et al., 2007). 
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 Given the aspects of the first-generation student experience discussed thus far, a 

complex portrait of these “firsts” emerges.  The research affirms that a number of 

personal and systemic variables may have a hand in contributing to these students’ 

achievement of educational outcomes.  Further, the literature affirms that the parallels 

between the factors salient to first-generation students’ journeys through college and the 

factors salient to enabling their optimistic disposition toward graduate study are 

numerous.  As highlighted above, student’s personal background factors such as student 

race and income and manifestations of cultural capital through pre-college academic 

preparation and aspirations can play a significant role in the undergraduate persistence 

and advanced degree aspirations of first-generation college students.  Further, first-

generation students’ type and level of involvement and interaction with components of 

the college and home environments may also play a role in their feelings of 

connectedness to the institution and, subsequently, factor into departure and post-

baccalaureate study ambitions.  Finally, and quite salient to first-generation students, the 

limited cultural capital with which to decipher college may compromise the realization of 

positive educational outcomes.   

 Given the primacy of outcomes in the undergraduate experience, a number of 

college impact models (Astin, 1993; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Tinto, 1987, 1993; 

Weidman, 1989) have established a link between students’ personal characteristics and 

their involvement in and outside of the college environment to student outcomes.  These 

models, while not specific to first-generation college students,  have categorized 

outcomes in a myriad ways (e.g., aspirations, career choices (Weidman), persistence 

(Bean & Metzner; Tinto)) and have proven valuable in establishing a baseline 
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understanding of the relationship between person and environment.  Given the 

uniqueness of first-generation college students’ backgrounds, their ways of engaging 

their environments, the disheartening completion figures, and the dearth of research 

extending what is known about first-generation students’ aspirations beyond the 

baccalaureate (Payne, 2006), this study will explore this special population using the 

college impact model lens.  Specifically, this study will examine how the individual 

components of the first-generation student portrait, in concert with involvement in a 

variety of environments, contribute to the student outcomes of undergraduate persistence 

and aspirations for post-baccalaureate (i.e., graduate) degrees. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

 First-generation college students’ paths to and through higher education are 

different than those of their non-first peers.  These pioneers must not only balance the 

academic responsibilities common to any college student but they must also negotiate the 

intricacies of being “first” to engage the “…rarified and often mystifying culture of rules, 

rites, and rituals” (Oldfield, 2007, p. 2) inherent to college.  Given first-generation 

students’ background characteristics and the complexities of their home and college 

environments, the factors that may challenge these courageous students in achieving their 

educational objectives and aspirations may be abundant (Davis, 2010; Inman & Mayes, 

1999; McConnell, 2000; Rhiel, 1994; Terenzini et al., 1996).  As such, the purpose of this 

study was to examine the factors that contribute to the undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations of first-generation college students.  The study, based on 

data collected via the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen from students attending 

28 elite U.S. institutions, was guided by the following research questions:  
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1. What are the factors that contribute to the undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations of first-generation college students attending 

elite institutions? 

a. Do student background characteristics (i.e., race, gender, generational 

status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-college 

academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in 

cultural capital activities) contribute to undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations? 

b. Do intra-institutional involvements (i.e., frequency of student-student 

interaction, frequency of co-curricular involvement, frequency of 

student-faculty interaction,  and students’ perceptions of the 

importance of faculty mentoring) contribute to undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in intra-institutional involvements by 

students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

c. Do extra-institutional involvements (i.e., the frequency of student-

parent interaction, students’ perceptions of the importance of family 
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support in guiding them through their college careers) contribute to 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in extra-institutional involvements by 

students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

d. Do intra/extra-institutional involvements (i.e., weekly hours of 

employment, living arrangements) contribute to undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in intra/extra-institutional involvements by 

students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 The research questions outlined above were developed to broaden the 

understanding of the interactions between the first-generation college student and his/her 

many and diversified environments.  Environments discreetly within (i.e., intra) and 

external to (i.e., extra) the students’ institution were explored in addition to environments 

that straddle both worlds and could not be relegated to one or the other (i.e., student 

employment, living arrangements).  Figure 1 provides a visual conceptualization of the 



15 

 

college impact model lens that was employed for this study as well as the individual 

components aligned with the research questions above.  In the following section, the 

discussion on study significance will clarify further the rationale for the research 

questions posed and address the study’s potential value to larger audiences. 

Figure 1 

Conceptualization of Study College Impact Model with Inputs, Concentric Environments, 

and Outcomes 

 

Significance of the Study 

 Results of this study contributed to the toolkit of higher education administrators, 

staff, and faculty committed to fostering first-generation student success as well as 

federal, state, and local policy-makers and advocates intent on eliminating the college 

degree completion shortfall currently jeopardizing the U.S.’s long-term market 

competitiveness and productivity.  While findings are most helpful to improving an 
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understanding of the experiences of first-generation students enrolled at elite institutions, 

broader lessons did emerge.  A complete discussion of the study’s contributions follows.   

 First, given the host of student background and systemic factors that may make 

first-generation college students vulnerable to attrition, this study contributed to a more 

grounded understanding of the specific factors related to persistence for first-generation 

students enrolled at elite institutions.  This understanding was not limited to short-term 

college survival but focused on degree attainment and, thus, helped to address what Nora, 

Barlow, and Crisp (2005) cited as a substantial gap in the current first-year-focused 

persistence literature.  Subsequently, this discussion of student persistence not only 

contributed to an understanding of individual students’ realization of the American 

Dream, but also enabled an exploration of the college factors that play into the potential 

achievement of credentialing and, as a result, national workforce goals. 

 Second, while a number of studies have examined the first-generation student 

experience in the pre-college years, very little research has focused on the explicit 

environments with which first-generation students, let alone first-generation students at 

elite institutions, engage while in college.  While a good deal of research points to the 

benefit of institutional involvement and, specifically, participation in co-curricular 

activities and faculty and peer interaction (Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 1991, 2005; Pascarella 

& Terenzini, 1991, 2005), the benefits of those involvements for first-generation college 

students are largely unknown.  Thus, this study contributed to a broader understanding of 

the types of first-year campus-based interactions first-generation students seek out while 

enrolled and the relationship of those interactions to undergraduate persistence.  These 
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findings are especially poignant given the lens of selective institutions and questions of 

how more elite college environments matter to long-term outcomes.   

 Third, and related to the point above, this study contributed to the knowledge base 

of college educators via data on the critical nature of  a) interactions and involvements 

external to the college environment and b) involvements that straddled the campus gates 

(i.e., intra/extra-institutional).  While cited as “non-involvements” (Astin, 1993) and 

potentially harmful to students’ abilities to engage with the institution, in general, home 

life engagements and their relationships with first-generation student outcomes have been 

largely left unexamined.  Scholarship on these interactions is particularly scarce with 

regard to students at elite institutions.  Therefore, this study’s findings provided a small 

window into the associations between off-campus involvements and intra/extra-

institutional involvements and study outcomes as well as student background variables.  

This contribution may be particularly helpful in the context of students attending elite 

institutions given institutional demands that might challenge home life involvement.   

 Fourth, given that first-generation students are more likely to be students of color 

(Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Bui, 2002; Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Horn & Nuñez, 2000; 

Saenz et al., 2007) and to come from lower-income homes than their non-first peers 

(Hertel, 2002; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Terenzini 

et al., 1996), this study provided administrators, faculty, and policy-makers with insight 

on how student backgrounds potentially interplay with college outcomes.  Further, this 

study noted avenues via which educators and policy-makers can engage the educational 

pipeline (i.e., P-12), design and implement better transitional programs, and enact higher 

education learning environments that are inclusive, supportive, and resource-rich.   
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 Fifth, while this study’s findings still left a number of unanswered questions with 

regard to the factors associated with first-generation college students’ graduate 

educational aspirations, the results did underscore the significant need for continued and 

targeted study of this outcome.  As Engle and Tinto (2008) noted, while an undergraduate 

degree is essential for the new economy, it may soon be less than adequate.  As such, 

examining first-generation students’ graduate degree aspirations may provide clues for 

helping them realize their ambitions.  Payne (2006) noted that in order for first-generation 

students to get to graduate school, they must first get through undergraduate programs.  

Thus, this study underscored the importance of future research that aids administrators, 

faculty, and staff in designing interventions that will support first-generation students 

through the bachelor’s degree “gateway” and into graduate study.   

Overview of the Methodology 

 For this study of first-generation college students and the factors contributing to 

their undergraduate persistence and graduate degree aspirations, a correlational ex post 

facto research design was attempted using the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen 

(NLSF) administered by the Office of Population Research (OPR) at Princeton 

University.  The NLSF was conducted at 28 selective U.S. colleges and universities in 

five waves with the first wave beginning in 1999 as students entered their freshman year 

at the institutions.  Subsequent follow up waves were administered in the spring of 2000, 

2001, 2002 and 2003.  In addition to the longitudinal data collected from respondents via 

the five survey waves, OPR also published respondent graduation data as of spring 2005 

culled from participating institutions’ registrars’ offices and the National Student 

Clearinghouse.  Given that the NLSF tracked students as they departed from one 
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university and either enrolled in another or stopped out, the collected data allowed for an 

investigation of system persistence.  Hagedorn (2005) noted that “system persistence 

accommodates the frequent occurrence of transfer or reenrollment at another campus, in 

another state or…institutional type” (p. 98).  This system-oriented perspective enables a 

more holistic understanding of students’ persistence to degree completion. 

 For the purposes of this study, the “students” selected were those with “first-

generation status,” to be defined below.  Of the 3,924 total students in the NLSF sample, 

this study focused on a smaller sample of 103 participants.  Additional details regarding 

sampling strategy and general methodology will be provided in chapter three.   

Definition of Terms 

 First-generation college student.  As Davis (2010) observed, in prior studies, 

first-generation college students have been defined in one of three ways: a) Students 

whose parent(s) had no college experience, b) Students whose parent(s) had some college 

experience but no degree, and c) Students with one parent possessing a college degree or 

higher credential.  For the purposes of this study, and in alignment with a significant 

number of researchers, first-generation college students were defined as students whose 

parents had no college experience (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Hayes, 2006; Horn & Nuñez, 

2000; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Pascarella et al., 2004; Saenz et al., 2007; Terenzini et al., 

1996; Warburton et al., 2001).   

 Cultural capital.  One of the student background characteristics identified in the 

guiding research questions was “cultural capital.” Cultural capital was introduced by 

Bourdieu (1977, 1986) as the “property” (e.g., knowledge about high culture and society) 

that middle and upper class families transmit to their children to help them negotiate 
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society and maintain class status (Bourdieu; Coleman, 1988).  Cultural capital is often 

linked with “habitus,” which is an internalized set of experiences, perspectives, and 

beliefs that individuals accumulate from their immediate environments (Bourdieu; Perna, 

2000).  As noted previously, Dumais and Ward (2010) defined cultural capital as both 

exposure to high culture and ease with strategic interactions necessary to the college-

going process.  For the purposes of this study, cultural capital was conceptualized as the 

frequency with which students’ parents exposed them to select cultural and educational 

activities (e.g., travel, museums, arts) in the pre-college years.   

 Involvement. Student involvement “refers to the amount of time and physical 

and psychological energy that the students invest in the learning process” (Astin, 1996, p. 

124).  While the concept of involvement will be discussed at length in later sections of 

this study, it is important to note that, for this study’s purposes, “involvement” was 

defined by the amount of time spent with certain activities/relationships.  Further, and in 

respectful opposition to proposed nomenclature (Quaye & Harper, 2009), involvement 

and engagement were used interchangeably.  Quaye and Harper observed that 

involvement and engagement differ in that engagement actually calls the student to active 

participation via leadership or purposeful membership in an activity.  Similarly, in 

consultation with a number of scholars, Wolf-Wendel, Ward, and Kinzie (2009) found 

that “engagement differs from involvement in that it links more directly to desired 

educational processes and outcomes and emphasizes action that the institution can take to 

increase student engagement” (p. 414).  Given that the aim of this study was to link first-

generation student involvement to outcomes and to help revise institutional practice, 

involvement and engagement (intra- and extra-institutional) were addressed similarly.   
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 Intra- and extra-institutional environments and involvements.  Given the 

portrait of first-generation college students presented thus far, the importance of both 

intra-institutional (i.e., internal) and extra-institutional (i.e., external) environments as 

potential factors contributing to persistence and graduate educational aspirations is 

unambiguous.  Reason (2009) asserted that “the goal of persistence research must be to 

explore students within the multiple concentric environments they inhabit, recognizing 

that different students engage differently within those environments” (p. 676).  Thus, in 

alignment with Reason’s observation, this study’s conceptual framework (discussed in 

chapter two), and the first-generation profile, “environments” and “involvements” were 

conceptualized broadly to include on- and off-campus elements.  Further, in recognition 

of the “concentric” nature of first-generation students’ engagement, as depicted by the 

concentric environment spheres in the center of Figure 1, this study explored intra/extra-

institutional environments that could be either campus- or non-campus-based (i.e., 

employment and housing) depending on the individual.   

 With regard to the campus-based environments, vast amounts of research point to 

the benefits of student interaction with faculty and peers as well as engagement in co-

curricular programming to undergraduate persistence (Astin, 1993; Hurtado, Carter, & 

Spuler, 1996; Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005; Kuh et al., 1991, 2005; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  Given the saliency of these involvements and their potential 

openness to interpretation, following is a brief definition of terms applicable to this study. 

 Student-student and student-faculty interactions.  Student-student (i.e., peer) 

interactions and student-faculty interactions have been defined as formal and informal 

discussions and relationships both inside and outside of the classroom that exert influence 
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on student outcomes (Astin, 1993; Newcomb, 1962; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  For 

the purposes of this study, the definition of student-student and student-faculty 

interactions was guided by the NLSF items inquiring about frequency of respondent 

contact with peers and professors.  Where feasible, the student-student and student-

faculty interaction variables included both academic (i.e., course-related) and social (i.e., 

non-course related) aspects in order to address Astin’s assertion that interactions happen 

formally and informally within and external to the classroom.  The study’s examination 

of mentorship was couched in the context of student-faculty interaction.   

 Co-curricular involvement.  While co-curricular involvement may be viewed as 

another form of peer interaction, the concept was examined separately from “student-

student interaction” in this study.  A number of researchers couch co-curricular 

involvement in terms of student engagement with campus clubs and organizations 

focused on a number of interests including athletics, Greek life, politics, service, and/or 

religion (Elliott, 2009; Huang & Chang, 2004; Inkelas & Associates, 2007; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  For the purposes of this study, co-curricular involvement was 

defined as such.  While the benefits of co-curricular involvement to student academic 

achievement and persistence might vary depending on the type of student organization 

(Baker, 2008; Terenzini, Pascarella, & Blimling, 1996), the overall benefit of engaging 

students is broadly understood (Kuh et al., 2005) and presents a topic of interest in the 

exploration of the first-generation experience.   

 In addition to the campus-based peer and faculty involvements noted above, this 

study  also included variables representative of participants’ off-campus life, per 

Reason’s (2009) “concentric” conceptualization of student life.  As such, “extra-
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institutional” involvements in the form of student-parent interactions and perceptions of 

family support were examined.  While perceptions of family support included students’ 

observations on the importance of family to college success, student-parent interactions, 

for the purposes of this study, were shaped by NLSF instrument questions inquiring about 

students’ frequency of home-based visits. 

 Undergraduate persistence.  Persistence has been defined as “an individual 

phenomenon—students persist to a goal” (Reason, 2009, p. 660).  Yet, Reason notes 

“that a student’s ultimate goal may (or may not) be graduation from college…” (p. 660), 

and, as such, “…a student may successfully persist without being retained to graduation” 

(p. 660).  This observation is an important one that underscores the notion that 

persistence can be studied in a number of ways and can range from term-by-term 

persistence to full undergraduate attainment.  While some of the literature explored in this 

study couched persistence differently, with regard to this study’s research interests, 

“persistence” referred to long-term persistence and included the completion of an 

undergraduate degree.  The following definition for persistence, offered by Berger and 

Lyon (2005), was assumed: “the desire and action of a student to stay within the system 

of higher education from beginning year through degree completion” (p. 7). 

 Graduate educational aspirations.  Andres, Adamuti-Trache, Yoon, Pidgeon, 

and Thomsen (2007) noted that “aspirations” refer to an individual’s hopes for a 

particular outcome. In the context of this study, this outcome was graduate education.  In 

accordance with the NLSF survey items presented to student participants, “graduate 

education”  included master’s degrees or equivalents (e.g., Master of Business 
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Administration [MBA], Master of Social Work [MSW]), doctoral degrees, and terminal, 

professional degrees or equivalents (e.g., law and medical degrees).   

Chapter One Summary 

 First-generation college students are a special population in higher education 

given that they not only must manage the universal challenges of college but must also 

negotiate the oft rough eddies of being “first.” As such, it is critical that educators 

understand more fully the nature and needs of first-generation college students as they 

progress to and through higher education.  Using NLSF data, this study endeavored to 

provide some of this understanding by attempting to examine the factors that contribute 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations for first-generation 

college students attending elite institutions.  The following chapter will address the 

literature characterizing first-generation students as well as the general scholarship on 

college environments and involvements, persistence and college impact, and educational 

aspirations in the context of the study’s theoretical and conceptual frameworks.   
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

 The following literature review will provide context for this study and illuminate 

the rationale for the research questions posed.  The review will open with a brief 

discussion of the multi-faceted conceptual framework guiding this study and then 

progress to an examination of the scholarship highlighting the background characteristics 

of first-generation college students.  The review will then engage a broader discussion of 

research addressing intra- and extra-institutional environments as well as undergraduate 

persistence and aspirations for graduate credentials.  Relevant literature focusing on first-

generation students’ intersection with the environments and college outcomes of interest 

for this study will be woven throughout the broader discussion.   

Conceptual Framework 

 Given the uniqueness of first-generation college students and the multiple 

contexts that may shape their undergraduate experiences, the conceptual framework for 

this study was bolstered by four theoretical pillars: Astin’s (1970; 1993) Inputs-

Environments-Outcomes model, Astin’s (1984, 1993, 1996) theory of involvement, Bean 

and Metzner’s (1985) Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition model, and 

Bourdieu’s (1977) concepts of cultural capital and habitus.  Rationale for the selection of 

these models and theories follows. 

 Astin’s (1970, 1993) Inputs-Environments-Outcomes model.  Astin’s (1970, 

1993) Inputs-Environments-Outcomes (i.e., I-E-O) model represented a cornerstone of 

this study’s conceptual framework in that it provided context for how each of the study 

variables was analyzed.  The fundamental purpose of the I-E-O model, as described by 

Astin (1993), is to determine how/if students grow or change given exposure to various 
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college environments.  The model’s component parts (i.e., inputs, environments, and 

outcomes) represent the student’s developmental condition before, during, and after 

college.  As such, any subsequent student changes or growth can be “determined by 

comparing outcome characteristics with input characteristics” (Astin, 1993, p. 7).  Model 

“inputs” refer to student characteristics at the time of his/her entry to college while 

“environments” refer to the various people and experiences to whom/which the student is 

exposed during college.  The final model component, “outcomes,” refers to the student’s 

characteristics after exposure to various environments.  Given its focus on the before, 

during, and after, the I-E-O model provides practitioners and policymakers with key 

details regarding the value of certain environments relative to desired outcomes.   

 As conveyed in Figure 1, for the purposes of this study, the I-E-O “inputs,” or 

student background characteristics, included race, gender, generational status in the U.S., 

pre-college annual household income, pre-college academic aptitude, sibling 

postsecondary attainment, pre-college educational aspirations, and frequency of pre-

college engagement in cultural capital activities.  These inputs were chosen based on the 

literature indicating that these are salient areas in which first-generation students may 

differ from non-first-generation students (Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Hahs-Vaughn, 2004; 

Hertel, 2002; Jenkins, 2007; Pascarella et al., 2004; Saenz et al., 2007; Somers, 

Woodhouse, & Cofer, 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996).  With regard to the environments of 

interest, both on-  and off-campus involvements, including student, faculty, and family-

based interactions, were considered.  Family-based involvements were examined given 

the aforementioned importance of home life for many first-generation students.  

Additionally, the nature of first-generation students’ interactions with faculty and/or other 
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students was of particular interest given that, despite the abundance of literature that 

points to student engagement with peers and faculty as critical in influencing student 

outcomes (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1987; 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; 

Weidman, 1989), relatively few studies (e.g., Sherlin, 2002; Pascarella et al.) highlight 

first-generation college students. 

 In alignment with Astin’s (1970,1993) I-E-O framework, two outcomes were 

examined in this study: a) first-generation college students’ undergraduate persistence 

(i.e., undergraduate attainment), and b) first-generation college students’ graduate 

educational aspirations.  Undergraduate persistence was selected as an outcome because 

it is often cited as problematic for first-generation students given their backgrounds and 

adjustment to college (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Bui, 2002; Terenzini et al., 1996), yet, 

limited empirical studies explore first-generation status and persistence (per Lohfink & 

Paulsen, 2005; Sherlin, 2002).  Similarly, graduate educational aspirations were 

examined because, while first-generation students’ undergraduate educational aspirations 

have been discussed broadly (Amelink, 2005; Engle et al., 2006; McCarron & Inkelas, 

2006; Walpole, 2003), little has been said about these students’ advanced degree 

ambitions─despite aspirations’ standing as a legitimate college outcome (Astin, 1970). 

 Astin’s (1984, 1993, 1996) involvement theory.  As noted above, according to 

Astin (1996), student involvement “refers to the amount of time and physical and 

psychological energy that the students invest in the learning process” (p. 124) and is 

directly linked to a myriad positive student outcomes (e.g., Astin 1984, 1993; Pascarella 

et al., 1996; Kuh et al., 1991, 2005).  Astin (1993) characterized involvement into two 

categories: a) bridge measures of involvement identified as the freshman entered college 
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(e.g., residence hall choice, major), and b) intermediate factors such as academic 

involvement, faculty involvement, involvement with peers, and work involvement.  In 

What Matters in College? Four Critical Years Revisited (1993), Astin reported the results 

of a large, national study that followed 24,000 freshmen students for four years and 

confirmed that involvement, particularly interpersonal interaction, was “found to be a 

powerful means of enhancing almost all aspects of the …student’s cognitive and affective 

development.” (p. 126).  Astin also reported that elements of “non-involvement,” which 

removed students from campus (e.g., work obligations or home life and family 

responsibilities), negatively affected outcomes.   

 Thus, given the noted value of campus involvement, the implied consequences of 

non-campus involvement, and the “concentric” environments in which first-generation 

students may exist, involvement theory served as a centerpiece of this study’s 

examination of college impact.  However, rather than examine involvement only from a 

campus perspective, this study extended involvement theory beyond the campus 

courtyards in an effort to be inclusive of the full first-generation college student 

experience─one not always bound solely to the institution.    

 Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student 

Attrition Model.  For decades, Tinto’s (1987, 1993) Student Integration Model has 

provided a substantial blueprint for understanding student departure and persistence 

(Braxton, 2000); yet, this study’s examination of outcomes for first-generation college 

students was scaffolded by Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-Traditional Undergraduate 

Student Attrition Model.  Bean and Metzner recognized that, while students cannot 

simplistically be dichotomized into “traditional” and “non-traditional” learners, they can 
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indeed “be differentiated on the basis of age, residence, and full- or part-time attendance, 

not to mention ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic status” (p. 488).  Thus, the Non-

Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model acknowledges the complexity of 

students and uses a more holistic lens in studying college impact.   

 This holistic lens is salient for the study of first-generation students given the 

diversity of this student group and the “non-traditional” ways in which these students 

might engage both campus and home environments when compared to non-first-

generation peers.  As noted earlier in this study, first-generation students may involve 

themselves in a limited fashion on campus, they may seek out more academic 

involvements, and/or they be drawn to home life because of the importance of family or 

home obligations.  Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model was appropriate as a pillar of this 

study’s conceptual framework because it supports a more complete study of first-

generation students by allowing for factors such as student background variables (e.g., 

age, high school performance, ethnicity, gender), academic variables (e.g., study habits, 

absenteeism, academic advising), internal and external environment variables (e.g., 

finances, family responsibilities), and, peripherally, social integration variables to 

determine relationships with psychosocial outcomes (e.g., satisfaction, stress), intent to 

leave, and persistence.  Bean and Metzner’s inclusion of non-collegiate environmental 

factors (i.e., family life) is noteworthy and serves as a key differentiator for this model.  

The scholars’ conceptualization of external environments, some of which are included in 

Figure 1, was central to the development of the college impact model guiding this study. 

 In comparison to Bean and Metzner’s (1985) work, Tinto’s theory, while 

valuable, has, even in its revised state (i.e., 1993), minimized the importance of student 
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engagements external to the college environment (e.g., family, parents) that may play a 

significant role in the student’s persistence (Cabrera, Nora, & Castañeda, 1993; Guiffrida, 

2006; Rendón, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000).  Given that this study endeavored to explore the 

contribution of both intra- and extra-institutional environments to first-generation 

students outcomes, Bean and Metzner’s model was essential because it not only includes 

and reinforces the salient components of Astin’s (1970, 1993) I-E-O framework (e.g., 

background variables, academic variables) but also respects the multidimensionality of 

first-generation students via the acknowledgement and inclusion of the total environment.   

 Bourdieu’s (1977) concepts of cultural capital and habitus.  As noted in 

chapter one, cultural capital can be defined as the “currency” earned through exposure to 

experiences inherent to an upwardly mobile home environment and contribute to an ease 

with the language of society (Jensen, 2004).  Bourdieu (1977) asserted that cultural 

capital translated to the making of “habitus,” a world of shared experiences and values 

emerging from the benefits of cultural capital (Perna, 2000).  The brief profile of first-

generation college students shared thus far highlights these students’ potential feelings of 

“outsiderness” in higher education given their attenuated cultural capital, and, as a 

byproduct, a habitus incongruent with that of their non-first peers and, at times, the larger 

institution.  Given this study’s focus on the contribution of cultural capital to persistence 

and to graduate educational aspirations, Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital and 

habitus provided an important lens with which to engage exploration.   

First-Generation College Students: A Portrait 

 In alignment with the conceptual framework, the following section will highlight 

the research focused on the unique background characteristics of first-generation college 
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students.  The discussion will address students’ pre-college factors such as student 

race/ethnicity, generational status in the U.S., age, gender, and family income and SES.  

Further, the review will underscore the relationship between student characteristics and 

the larger systemic issues, such as the manifestation of cultural capital, in the context of 

the college choice and transition process. 

Student background: The individual’s story. 

 Racial and ethnic diversity and generational status in the U.S. First-generation 

students differ from their non-first-generation peers in a range of pre-college 

characteristics.  One primary difference is the racial/ethnic configurations of the two 

populations.  Specifically, first-generation students are more likely than their non-first-

peers to be students of color.  In her 2005 study of first-generation college students at 

two- and four-year institutions, Chen (2005), using the data from NCES’s National 

Education Longitudinal Study of 1988-2000 (NELS:88-00), found that students of color 

made up 36.0% of the first-generation group while they comprised 16.0% of the non-

first-generation group. In their use of the NELS:88-00 data, McCarron and Inkelas (2006) 

reported consistent results: Students of color represented 32.9% of the first-generation 

sample as compared to 23.8% of the non-first-generation student sample.  

 While more limited to a four-year institution focus with smaller samples, Bui 

(2002), using UCLA data, and Somers et al. (2004), using NPSAS:95-96 data, also noted 

that first-generation students were more likely to be ethnic minorities.  This finding held 

in a smaller, community college study conducted by Brown and Burkhardt (1999) who 

reported the same racial differences between first- and non-first-generation populations.  

While stratification of samples may make it difficult to assert the preponderance of one 
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racial/ethnic group over another, Horn and Nuñez’s (2000), Horn and Nevill’s (2006), 

and Choy’s (2001) analysis of nationally-representative NCES data did unearth a more 

specific finding: First-generation college students were more likely to be African 

American and Latino/a. 

 In addition to the greater likelihood of being students of color, first-generation 

students may also be immigrants or children of immigrants (Fortuny et al., 2009; Larsen, 

2004; Saenz, et al., 2007).  In their examination of Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program (CIRP) survey trends for first-generation students culled in 2005, Saenz et al. 

found that 27.7% of non-U.S. citizens were likely to be first-generation students.  

Similarly, analyzing national and state findings from the American Community Survey, 

Fortuny et al. discovered that, in 2006, over a quarter of children of immigrants came 

from a family where neither parent had earned a high school credential, as compared to 

the 8.0% of children with U.S.-born parents. 

 Age and gender.  Though the focus of this study was on undergraduate first-

generation college students likely under 24 years of age, it is important to note that a 

number of researchers have found that first-generation college students are likely to be 

older than their non-first peers.  In a report based on the NPSAS:04, Horn and Nevill 

(2006) found that students whose parents had earned a high school diploma or less were 

more likely be aged 40 and over than students whose parents had higher levels of 

education.  This finding corresponds with the work of Choy (2001) and Horn, Cataldi, 

and Sikora (2005) who, based on their analyses of NCES data, reported that students 

whose parents had lower levels of education were more likely to delay entry into higher 

education, thus, enrolling in college as older, adult students.   
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 In addition to potentially being older students, first-generation students are more 

likely to be female.  In a recent CIRP-based study exploring first-generation student 

trends at four-year institutions, Saenz et al. (2007) found that 16.9% of all women were 

first-generation students as compared to 14.7% of all men.  Saenz et al.’s finding 

corresponds with Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin’s (1998) earlier study for which the 

researchers used data from NCES’s 1989–90 Beginning Postsecondary Longitudinal 

Study (BPS:90/94) to confirm that first-generation college students were more likely to 

be female than male (57.0% and 51.0%, respectively).  In a later and more recent study, 

Horn and Nevill (2006) also noted that first-generation students were more likely to be 

women than students whose parents had a bachelor’s degree.   

 Family income and socioeconomic status.  Recent data from the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (2011) noted that, in 2010, individuals possessing a bachelor’s degree 

earned 65% more than those holding only a high school diploma.  Yet, by definition, the 

parents of first-generation college students did not earn a bachelor’s degree, and thus, one 

can draw the reasonable conclusion that family incomes for first-generation students may 

be lower than those of their non-first peers.  In fact, in 1996, Terenzini et al. published a 

study on the characteristics of 825 first-generation students using National Center on 

Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and Assessment (NCTLA) data.  Though the sample 

was relatively small and racially dichotomized (i.e., Black/White), Terenzini et al. found 

that one of largest differences between first-and non-first-generation students was family 

income, with first-generation students at the disadvantage.   

 In alignment with Terenzini et al. (1996), Jenkins (2007), in a comprehensive 

study of first-generation student demographics also noted that these students were much 
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more likely to be poor than their non-first-counterparts.  While Jenkins’s sample was 

modest in size (i.e., 71 first-generation students), his findings were validated by Choy’s 

(2001) national study in which she reported that 51.0% of parents of first-generation, 

1992 high school graduates had annual incomes of less than $25,000.  Similarly, a more 

recent study by Murphy and Hicks (2003), surveyed 133 first-generation students 

attending a public four-year institution and found that nearly 50.0% of students with 

family incomes below $25,000 had parents with no college experience.  McCarron and 

Inkelas’s (2006) findings from analysis of NELS:88-00 data, aligned with those of 

Murphy and Hicks; they noted that more first-generation college students fell into the 

lowest SES quartile (38.7%) than “non-first” students (27.6%).  Saenz et al.’s (2007) 

study of first-generation student trends validated all of the findings discussed above: The 

authors shared that only half of first-generation students entering college in 2005 reported 

an annual family income at or higher than $40,000.   

 Intersections.  This discussion of first-generation students’ individual 

characteristics is not intended simply to deliver a litany of demographic facts and figures, 

but it is meant to emphasize the point that first-generation students’ background variables 

play a key role in the larger, systemic issues factoring into their higher education journey.  

Perez and McDonough (2008) noted that “factors such as race, socioeconomic status 

(SES), college generational status, and gender influence access to resources and the 

college selection decision that students make…” (p. 250).  These factors, embroiled with 

cultural capital, can contribute to or detract from the ability of students and their families 

to make college a reality.  Bowen, Chingos, and McPherson (2009), in discussing college 

preparation, observed that “…problems of ‘preparedness’ have their roots in family 
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circumstances and educational deficits that are evident both in early childhood years and 

in high school” (p. 6).  These authors’ contributions suggest that cultural capital plays a 

significant role in how first-generation students and their families prepare for and 

experience the college choice, transition, and college-going process.  In the following 

section, the role of cultural capital will be explored more fully in the context of first-

generation students’ journey to and through higher education.   

 Student background in the context of higher education: The cultural capital 

story.  Though cultural capital is “symbolic,” Berger (2000) asserted that “students with 

higher levels of cultural capital are more likely to persist, across all types of institutions, 

than are students with less access to cultural capital” (p. 114).  This persistence is 

attributable to the social “currency” provided by familial status that equips students with 

the “know how” to navigate the process of college choice, the expectations of transition 

to college, and the process of creating and sustaining the networks and connections for 

success (Jehangir, 2010; Jensen, 2004).  Based on discussions in chapter one, first-

generation students’ economic circumstances and potential racial/ethnic/generational 

marginalization paired with constraints in parental education limit the cultural capital 

available for college-going dispositions, exploration, and eventual enrollment.   

 In an effort to understand this role of cultural capital in the higher education 

journey of first-generation college students and its interplay with student backgrounds, 

this study examined the first-generation pre-college period via the “three-stage” college 

choice model proposed by Hossler and Gallagher (1987).  This model identified the three 

stages students go through prior to making a college enrollment decision (i.e., 

predisposition, search, and choice) and asserted that student background characteristics 
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(e.g., parental income and education, parental attitudes about college, family support, and 

high school academic performance) play a significant role in each stage.  Given the 

holistic nature of this model, it provided a helpful blueprint for discussing the student’s 

choice process in the context of more systemic issues.     

College predisposition, search and choice and the role of cultural capital. 

 Predisposition.  Hossler and Gallagher (1987) noted that the predisposition stage 

was characterized by the intermingling of student characteristics, college/school 

characteristics, the influence of significant others, and the student’s educational activities 

in the development of the student’s dispositions (i.e., aspirations) toward attending 

college.  Hossler et al. (1999) asserted that cultural and other forms of capital are 

evidenced in the role parents play in shaping the educational aspirations of their children.  

Exploring the issue of parental education and students’ postsecondary aspirations, Spera, 

Wentzel, and Matto (2009) surveyed nearly 14,000 parents of public middle and high 

school students and discovered that aspirations for postsecondary education (both 

undergraduate and graduate) increased as a function of parental education.  In alignment 

with Spera et al., Horn and Nuñez (2000), using NELS:88-00 data, sampled a cohort of 

eighth grade, first-generation students and reported that not only were first-generation 

students’ aspirations lower than those of non-first peers but also that, as parental 

education decreased, students’ aspirations beyond secondary schooling decreased.  

Similarly, Hossler and Stage (1992), via analysis of nearly 2,500 ninth graders, 

discovered that parents’ combined educational level related to students’ postsecondary 

aspirations: More parental education corresponded to higher educational aspirations.  

Hossler and Stage’s discovery, as well as the other aspiration-focused findings discussed 
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above, suggests that parents’ limited educational attainments may translate into less 

college knowledge and, thus, lower aspirations held by their children.   

 In addition to the development of aspirations in the predisposition stage, planning 

for college in the context of academic preparation may also be a consideration.  

McDonough (2004) noted that students’ development of college awareness and 

aspirations must begin in the middle school years and, as such, goes hand in hand with 

selection of “gate-keeping” high school coursework that will best prepare students for 

college.  Similarly, Cabrera and La Nasa (2001) asserted that a high school student’s 

likelihood of continuing on to higher education hinges on a number of essential tasks, 

with the first being the acquisition of at least minimal college qualifications.  

Interestingly, however, Berkner and Chavez (1997) analyzed NELS:88-00 data with the 

intent to examine access to postsecondary education of 1992 high school graduates and 

found that high school students whose parents had lower levels of income and education 

could still attend four-year institutions at the same rate as students with higher family 

incomes if they presented the appropriate scores on coursework, entrance exams, etc.  

Adelman (2006), also using NELS:88-00 data, further underscored this point by reporting 

that students’ high school curriculum still counted the most in providing the thrust toward 

earning a bachelor’s degree.  In agreement with Adelman, Astin and Oseguera (2005), in 

their study of CIRP data for nearly 60,000 students at 262 institutions, found that students 

who entered college with “A” averages were more than four times as likely to complete 

their degrees as students who entered with “C” averages or less.   

 Yet, with regard to college readiness in the context of appropriate pre-college 

curriculum, Davis (2010) noted that first-generation students are often pinned with a 
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“lack of sophistication about K-12 education that carries over into the postsecondary 

environment” (p. 174).  Interestingly, Saenz et al. (2007) found that the gap between first-

generation students and their peers in the time spent studying in high school, academic 

self-confidence, and average high school grades has widened over the past few decades.  

The authors reported that, in 2005, 59.1% of first-generation students reported a “B+” 

average or better in high school compared with 70.0% of their non-first peers.  Further, 

Saenz et al. found that, while SAT scores have increased for both non-first-generation 

and first-generation students since 1971, first-generation students’ scores as of 2005 were 

still lower than those of their non-first peers.  In alignment with Saenz et al., Warburton 

et al. (2001) discovered that, compared with their non-first-peers, first-generation 

students were less likely to have taken standardized entry tests and rigorous coursework 

while in high school.  Uncovering similar results, in their study of 921 first-generation 

students at a single Midwestern institution, Martinez, Sher, Krull, and Wood (2009) 

reported that first-generation students, while earning higher high school class ranks than 

their non-first peers, had lower ACT scores than their peers.  Given the findings shared 

above, research suggests that first-generation students may not be as aware of and/or 

robustly prepared for the academic requirements of college. 

 A scan of the college preparation difficulties of first-generation students 

summarized above may easily lead some to question the intellectual abilities of these 

students.  However, as Green (2006) offered, innate ability can often be neutralized in the 

face of larger systemic issues.  While Cabrera and La Nasa (2001) affirmed that 

“planning for college as early as the eighth grade and having parents involved…are key 

factors that increase the likelihood of securing minimal college qualifications by the end 
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of the senior year” (p. 137), for first-generation students, limited cultural capital and the 

resulting habitus may mediate parental involvement and support.  As Acker-Ball (2007) 

observed, “parental involvement and knowledge of practices that allow high-SES 

students access to college, such as SAT courses, college prep courses and on-campus 

visits are practices that demonstrate higher forms of cultural capital” (p. 56).  The parents 

of first-generation students, given the intersections of parental education, income, race, 

and other social factors shaping their habitus, may not be able to capitalize on the 

“college knowledge” (Vargas, 2004) inherent to parents of students hailing from less 

historically underserved populations.  In fact, Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, and Perna (2008), 

while conducting case studies of 15 high schools (for a total 596 parent and student 

participants) across five states, found that, while parents shape college opportunity for 

their children, SES tempers parental involvement.  Thus, for first-generation students, 

“parental involvement” could have a different look and feel than for “non-first” students. 

 Elaborating on the “look and feel” of parental involvement, Cabrera and La Nasa 

(2001) noted that pre-college parental involvement could exist as motivation and 

encouragement or in terms of proactive participation such as assistance with college 

applications.  For first-generation students in the predisposition process, parental 

involvement in the form of motivation and inspiration appears to be the most salient 

given that parents can impart the value of education but not necessarily be able to engage 

in the logistical, strategic processes necessary for enrollment.  For example, Acker-Ball 

(2007), in a qualitative analysis of family influence on the college aspirations of nine 

first-generation college students, found that, regardless of family background and SES, 
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the majority of parents, while not all proactive in the college-going process, reinforced 

the importance of a college education. 

 In alignment with Acker-Ball, Cabrera and Padilla (2004), in interviews with two 

Mexican-American, first-generation Stanford University students, found that both 

students attributed their successes to their mothers’ encouragement.  However, the 

authors also found that parental aspirations were insufficient for success; college 

knowledge was also critical.  Thus, the Stanford students noted the importance of 

counselors, tutors, and mentors as sources for college knowledge.  Citing similar 

findings, Ceja (2006), interviewed 20 first-generation, low-income Chicana high school 

students and reported that, while parents aspired for their daughters to attain a college 

degree, parents lacked the necessary information to assist with applications and 

enrollment.  Interestingly, the participants did cite older, college-going siblings as 

important to their own pursuits.   

  Yet, despite the propensity of parents of first-generation students to be less 

equipped to assist their children with the tactical elements of the predisposition stage of 

college choice, their contribution cannot be underestimated.  In a recent study, Saenz et 

al. (2007), utilizing data collected through the CIRP Freshman Survey noted that, in 

2005, first-generation students were more likely than their non-first peers (47.0% versus 

43.0%, respectively) to report that they went to college as a result of parental 

encouragement to do so.  Elaborating on this concept of encouragement, Gofen (2009), in 

interviews with 50 first-generation Israeli students exploring how students break the 

cycle of postsecondary non-attainment, found that all of the participants credited their 

families (or a member of the family) with making the “breakthrough” to higher education 
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possible.  Specifically, Gofen found that families’ attitudes toward education, expressions 

of love, and transmission of values had a significant role in the journey toward higher 

education.  Further, the researcher discovered that older siblings played a critical role in 

the participants’ path to college.  Given the work of Gofen and other scholars discussed 

above, the role of predispositional parental involvement for first-generation students 

within the context of habitus and cultural capital becomes more discernible.  The findings 

suggest that cultural capital has a substantial hand in shaping aspirations, pre-college 

preparation, and students’ general disposition toward the pursuit of higher education. 

 College search and choice.  The previous section focused on the role of cultural 

capital in students’ predisposition toward college, particularly with regard to aspirations, 

academic preparation, and parental involvement.  Yet, the degree of cultural capital 

possessed by families and their potential college students continues to play a role as 

individuals contemplate college search and choice and, thus, must be examined in an 

effort to understand fully the implications of first-generation status with regard to the 

undergraduate experience.  Further, given the limited availability of scholarship 

addressing first-generation students’ journey toward graduate studies, this exploration of 

baccalaureate college search and choice might provide helpful insight into the place of 

students’ backgrounds in long-term actions and ambitions for advanced credentialing.   

 Hossler and Gallagher (1987) described the college search phase as the stage in 

which students gather information (e.g., financial aid, cost, academic programs) about 

potential college options, and they characterized the final “college choice” step as the 

narrowing down of college options, submission of application materials, and enrollment 

decision-making.  However, Dumais and Ward (2009) observed that “first-generation 
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students come from families lacking institutionalized cultural capital (degrees and 

credentials); moreover, they do not have any hands-on experience with the college 

selection and application process” (p. 250).  As such, akin to the predisposition stage with 

aspirations and college preparation, cultural capital may play a significant role in college 

search and choice as well, manifesting itself in the agents available to help students 

gather information and make an enrollment decision.  This implication is evidenced in 

Pérez and McDonough’s (2008) research.  Through interviews with over 100, primarily 

first-generation Latino/a high school juniors and seniors examining the college choice 

process, Pérez and McDonough discovered that students could not often rely on parents 

for guidance as they investigated college but found themselves informing their parents 

about the college process.  Further, the authors noted that, given the limits of parental 

capital, students relied on siblings, peers, high school counselors, and other relatives for 

help with the postsecondary planning and application process.   

 In a deeper exploration of parental capital, Dumais and Ward (2009) analyzed 

NELS:88-00 data as well as the Postsecondary Education Transcript Study (PETS) to 

determine the levels of cultural capital possessed by first-generation students relative to 

their non-first peers.  Operationalizing cultural capital as participation in the high arts and 

strategic interactions with gatekeepers in an effort to access educational information and 

resources, Dumais and Ward reported that family cultural capital, social class, and 

parental assistance with the college application process were associated with four-year 

college enrollment.  Emerging from their research with findings similar to Dumais and 

Ward, Perna and Titus (2005), using NELS:88-00 data to explore the contribution of 

parental involvement to the formation of habitus and, thus, to choice, found that parental 
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involvement (i.e., discussions about education and monitoring of behavior) mattered.  

Specifically, the researchers discovered that students’ odds of enrolling at either two- or 

four-year institutions increased as parental discussions about college increased.  

Interestingly, the researchers also reported that the proportion of students’ friends 

planning to attend four-year institutions positively related to either two- or four-year 

enrollment.  This finding by Perna and Titus suggests that the peer group may also play a 

significant role in the college-going habitus.    

 Habitus, as noted by Berger (2000), can be shaped by student backgrounds 

(particularly cultural capital) and can be a key determinant in students’ expectations 

about college and, subsequently, students’ choice of institutions.  More simply, the 

perceptions of what is/is not important to students, as embedded in habitus, can play a 

central role in students’ articulation of the factors essential for institutions to be most 

congruent with student needs.  In the study of the factors that influenced college choice 

for first-generation students, a number of elements, including cost and distance from 

home, emerged as salient.  For example, Saenz et al. (2007), in their CIRP-based study of 

four-year college entrants in 2005, found that first-generation students were more likely 

than non-first students to cite proximity to home as an important reason for choosing an 

institution.  Further, the researchers noted that, while the importance of financial aid 

offers in college selection had increased for first- and non-first-generation students since 

1971, financial assistance was still more important to first-generation college-goers than 

their non-first peers (41.4%  versus 33.9%, respectively).  Interestingly, Ohl-Gigliotti 

(2008) explored cost and financial aid in the context of parental involvement and 

knowledge networks via interviews with 12 parents of first-generation students.  The 
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researcher found that, while parents planned to support their students financially in some 

way, they had not developed long-term funding plans for education.  Ohl-Gigliotti 

surmised that the parents’ lack of knowledge regarding college, given their own modest 

attainments, contributed directly to their modest plans.   

 For first-generation students, issues of financial planning in the college choice 

process combined with potential familial responsibilities and modest pre-college 

preparation, may lead to substantial differences in the types of institutions these students 

select.  In her, nationally-representative study, Choy (2001) noted that, of the 47.0% of 

1995-1996 beginning postsecondary students who were first-generation, 53.0% enrolled 

at two-year institutions and 34.0% enrolled at four-year institutions.  In alignment with 

Choy, Horn and Nevill (2006) and Provasnik and Planty (2008) analyzed a collection of 

NCES  data to develop a picture of community college attendance and reported that 

community colleges are more likely to enroll greater proportions of adult students, low-

income students, and students of color than four-year institutions.  Provasnik and Planty 

further noted that students whose parents have lower levels of educational attainment 

may enroll in community colleges at higher rates than peers with more credentialed 

parents.  These findings on the potential prevalence of first-generation students at 

community colleges suggests that elements of the pre-college habitus, including cultural 

capital, may pre-determine where students enroll despite student desires.   

 First-generation college students and elite institutions.  While the research 

addressed above noted that familial and economic reasons may lead first-generation 

students to more modestly priced institutions and community colleges, the focus of this 

study was on first-generation students enrolled at elite institutions.  Thus, as a component 
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of the college search and choice discussion, a treatment of select literature on elites and 

the experiences of first-generation students at these institutions is warranted.   

 According to Carnevale and Rose (2003), institutional selectivity is generally 

determined on the basis of scores on standardized admissions exams, students’ high 

school grade point averages and ranks, and the number of students accepted to the 

institution.  In a review of Barron’s Profile of American Colleges (2000) (as cited in 

Carnevale & Rose), the authors determined that students admitted to “most” and “highly” 

competitive institutions placed in the top 35.0% of their high school classes, reported 

high school grade point averages of “B” or better, scored 1240 or higher on the SAT I or 

above 27 on the ACT, and only comprised 50.0% of those who applied.  Given these 

parameters, the first-year cohorts at these top tier schools only represented about 10.0% 

of the nation’s freshman college class (to include two- and four-year institutions).   

  Using two NCES data sets (i.e., National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 

(NELS:88) and the High School and Beyond study (HS&B 80:92)), Carnevale and Rose 

(2003) explored the students comprising these top tier cohorts.  The researchers found 

that African American/Black and Hispanic or Latino/a students as well as lower income 

students were substantially underrepresented in the 1995 and 1997 freshman classes.  

Astin and Oseguera (2004), in a CIRP-based trends analysis of admission to selective 

institutions from 1971-2000, found similar results with regard to income.  The 

researchers uncovered a steady rise in the representation of high-income students over 

time, a decrease in the representation of middle-income students, and little change for 

lower income students.  Additionally, with regard to parental education, Astin and 

Oseguera reported that, from 1971-2000, students from the well-educated families 
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sustained high rates of access to selective institutions, while first-generation students’ 

access diminished.   

 While they must be interpreted carefully given their age, the results highlighted 

above with regard to differences in student access by income and parental education do 

underscore the potential stratification and further compounding of social inequities 

promulgated by elite institutions.  With access to elite institutions comes exposure to a 

wealth of resources and opportunities, which can become currency for advancement later 

in life.  As noted by Carnevale and Rose (2003), selective colleges may spend four times 

more per student than less selective institutions, they may be better equipped to support 

students academically and, thus, more readily ensure long-term persistence, and elite 

institutions may be able to open doors to graduate and advanced studies and highly 

desirable, lucrative careers more easily.  Thus, the benefits of attending elite institutions 

persist beyond the resources and experiences available during college.  From a social 

reproduction perspective (Berger, 2000; Bourdieu, 1977), for those who can attend, an 

elite education may re-enforce or revise students’ cultural capital and life possibilities. 

 Examining the benefits of attending elite institutions becomes especially 

important in the context of understanding the experience of first-generation students at 

these colleges.  One such benefit, graduation, was recently studied by Small and Winship 

(2006) using data emerging from the College and Beyond study focused on the entering, 

1989 cohort at 27 elite institutions.  While a bit dated and not limited to first-generation 

students, the researchers’ findings indicated that institutional selectivity greatly improved 

graduation rates for African American/Black students.  Interestingly, Small and Winship 

suggested that high institutional expectations of student performance played a role in this 
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outcome.  Akin to the work of Small and Winship, Melguizo (2008) used a sample of 

3,000, 1992 high school graduates from the NELS:88 data set to examine the impact of 

institutional type on student graduation.  The researcher found that not only did 

graduation rates of all students increase as institutional selectivity increased, but also that, 

while 45.0% of African Americans/Black and Hispanic or Latino/a students completed 

college at nonselective institutions, 92.0% did so at highly selective colleges and 

universities.  Melguizo also noted, however, that despite the robust graduation rates, 

African Americans/Black and Hispanic or Latino/a students were underrepresented at 

selective institutions when compared with Asian and Caucasian/White students.  While 

Melguizo’s work and that of Small and Winship was not explicitly focused on first-

generation students, given that a large proportion of first-generation college students 

identify as students of color, the findings suggest that elite institutions may make a 

difference in the long-term persistence of first-generation college students.   

 The work of Carnevale and Rose (2003), Small and Winship (2006), and 

Melguizo (2008) underscores the role that elite institutions may play in the undergraduate 

life-long outcomes of first-generation college students.  Yet, little is known about how 

first-generation students who attend elite institutions differ from first-generation students 

who do not.  One can speculate that strong preparation, family resources, exposure to a 

college-going habitus, involved parents and high school counselors, and aggressive 

college admissions offices play a role, yet, is there something intrinsic to the student such 

as a strong sense of self-efficacy? A recent study by Hayden (2008) touches on the 

differentiators between first-generation and non-first-generation students attending elite 

institutions.  Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLSF), 
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Hayden explored the relationship between parental capital (i.e., human, social, and 

cultural) and graduate aspirations for 267 first-generation college students.  While she 

found that parental capital was only slightly related to aspirations, the researcher 

discovered that there was no difference in graduate aspirations between first- and non-

first-generation students.  In alignment with Hayden’s own expositions, this finding 

suggests that the first-generation college students who are drawn to elite institutions 

and/or are selected by elite institutions possess a sense of self-efficacy and drive that, 

despite the potential for more humble beginnings, puts them on par with non-first-peers. 

 College transition and cultural capital.  Berger (2000) noted that the college 

environment is comprised of three subsystems, to include “organizational” and the two 

subsystems which will be discussed in this section─”academic” and “social.” Berger 

emphasized that the more congruent a student’s habitus is with these subsystems, the 

more s/he will feel supported and, potentially, persist.  Thus, the transition into the 

college environment, while not a component of the college choice process but certainly as 

important and worth exploring, reinforces the saliency of cultural capital and the pre-

existence of the college knowledge that helps students decipher the comprehensive 

culture of college.  Yet, for the first-generation student, congruence may be difficult to 

obtain and the transition disorienting.  Davis (2010), in his rendering of “the first-

generation student,” made the following observation: 

First-generation student status is not about the number of years a parent attended 

college or the number of academic units a parent accumulated.  It is about being 

competent and comfortable navigating the higher-education landscape, about 
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growing up in a home environment that promotes the college and university 

culture.  (p. 5) 

 In her analysis of the power of social class, Jensen (2004) noted that “professional 

middle class social style, language, and knowledge consitute a kind of social currency” 

(p. 177) that facilitates membership and mobility for those who have access to it.  As 

reinforced by Davis (2010), first-generation students may not have this access.  To this 

point, Davis (2010) noted that two core elements may define the first-generation student 

once s/he arrives on campus: a) Feelings of outsiderness, and b) The struggle to straddle 

home and college cultures.  With regard to Berger’s (2000) academic subsystem, modest 

college preparation (e.g., Davis, Saenz et al., 2007; Warburton et al., 2001), as potentially 

determined by parental/familial levels of cultural capital,  may contribute to feelings of 

“outsiderness” with regard to college requirements and academic demands.  For example, 

Votruba (2007), in a study of college adjustment, surveyed nearly 300 students (49 of 

whom were first-generation) and found that first-generation status was associated with 

lower levels of academic adjustment.  Along similar lines of research, Byrd and 

MacDonald (2005), in their phenomenological inquiry exploring the college readiness of 

eight, adult first-generation college students, found that students struggled with 

understanding the academic system of college.  Respondents noted that, in addition to 

academic skills, essential skills in time management, focus, and self-advocacy were 

critical to navigating the “system.” Given these findings, it is important to note that these 

tools may not have been passed on by parents and/or high school counselors. 

 In addition to the academic dissonance experienced by first-generation students in 

their transition to college, feelings of familial dissonance and culture shock may also 
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develop as students attempt to embrace the social subsystem and upwardly mobile world 

of the college-going.  Jengahir (2010) underscored this “divided consciousness” (p. 537) 

that emerges as first-generation students attempt to make sense of the norms and rituals 

embedded in the college culture while preserving their “home” identities.  This divided 

consciousness, or “straddling” as noted by Davis (2010), may be particularly potent for 

first-generation students who, given the salience of ethnic, cultural, and/or racial 

identities, operate in multiple contexts (Rendón et al., 2000; Tierney, 1992).   

 In an attempt to understand the contexts in which first-generation students 

function, Roberts and Rosenwald (2001), examined this “converging of worlds” (Rendón 

et al., 2000, p. 137) via interviews with 15 first-generation college graduates and current 

undergraduates and found that many students had experienced feelings of guilt, 

confusion, and loss in the college transition.  These feelings were attributable to the 

students’ attempts to reconcile the home habitus with that of the upwardly mobile college 

environment.  Roberts and Rosenwald observed that “outdoing the previous generation 

both financially and educationally can bring about disruption in relations with family and 

friends, as well as the discomfort and uncertainty of moving into an alien world” (p. 92).  

London (1996) described first-generation students’ transition into this alien world as the 

“shedding of one’s social identity and the taking on of another” (p. 12).  Thus, while first-

generation students successfully enroll in college, the work of these pioneers is not done; 

the interplay between cultural capital, habitus, and institutional congruence provides 

these learners with a continued systemic challenge on their road to success.    

 Summary: The first-generation portrait.  Davis (2010) noted that one of the core 

elements associated with being a first-generation student is the determination to succeed.  
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Yet, for these pioneers, background characteristics, particularly cultural capital and 

habitus, may mediate determination and factor into educational successes.  This portrait 

of first-generation learners, which is by no means exhaustive, has provided a glimpse into 

the pre-college elements that may contribute to college outcomes.  Yet, first-generation 

outcomes do no hinge on backgrounds alone.  In the following section, Astin’s (1993) I-

E-O model and his (1984, 1993, 1996)  involvement theory will scaffold a discussion of 

the intra- and extra-institutional environments first-generation students engage on the 

higher education journey.  Relevant literature on specific involvements and relationships 

in on- and off-campus arenas, per the salient variables posed in the research questions, 

will be explored.  Scholarship specific to first-generation college students and particular 

involvements will be interwoven as the current gaps in literature permit.   

Intra- and Extra-Institutional Environments and Student Involvement  

 In chapter one, intra-institutional environments and involvements were defined as 

those bound by the campus “walls” while extra-institutional elements were characterized 

as those pursuits associated with a first-generation students’ home or non-campus life.  

Additionally, environments that could be situated either on- or off-campus (i.e., 

employment and living arrangements) were also clarified.  Following, literature 

highlighting the intra-institutional involvements associated with peer interaction, co-

curricular activities, and faculty interactions and mentoring will be explored.  Further, 

research exploring extra-institutional engagement with parents and elements of family 

support will be addressed. Finally, scholarship focused on the intra/extra-institutional 

elements of employment and student residence will be examined. Literature relevant to 

the first-generation student will be incorporated throughout the discussion.  
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 Intra-institutional involvements.  Astin (1970) asserted that “The college 

environment refers to those aspects of the higher educational institution that are capable 

of affecting the student” (p. 225).  He noted that these aspects could be quite numerous 

and include administrative policies and practices, curriculum, facilities, pedagogy, and 

peer relationships.  One environmental aspect especially well-studied and documented by 

Astin (1984, 1993, 1996) in later research was the concept of student involvement in 

college.  Despite the fact that Astin’s (1993) original research was based on a 

conventional view of the undergraduate student as White, traditionally-aged, residential, 

and enrolled full-time, his findings were supported by Pascarella and Terenzini (1991, 

2005) who, in their meta-analyses, noted that “A large part of the impact of college is 

determined by the extent and content of one’s interactions with major agents of 

socialization on campus…” (p. 620).  As such, in the following pages, campus 

socialization will be discussed in the context of peer/faculty interaction, co-curricular 

involvement, and mentorship. 

 Student-student interaction and co-curricular involvement.  Historically, 

researchers have asserted the benefits of involvement in the form of student-student (i.e., 

peer) interaction on the psychosocial and cognitive development of college students 

(Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 1991, 2005; Newcomb, 1962; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 

2005; Pascarella et al., 1996a; Tinto, 1993; Ullah & Wilson, 2007).  In fact, Astin asserts 

that “the student’s peer group is the single most potent source of influence on growth and 

development during the undergraduate years” (p. 398).  Several studies support this 

assertion.  For example, Bank, Slavings, and Biddle (1990), in a study of 1,240 entering 

freshmen, found that parents and peers had the most profound influence on student 
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persistence.  Also validating the power of peers, analysis of nearly 17,000 student 

responses regarding curricular peer interactions gleaned from a recent administration of 

the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) (NSSE, 2010) confirmed that 

“students who engaged in learning activities with their peers were more likely to 

participate in other effective educational practices and had more positive views of the 

campus learning environment” (p. 9).   

 In a similar vein to the findings discussed above, antonio (2004), via a mixed 

methods study of nearly 400 students, reported that peer group effects as part of the 

“microlevel interpersonal environments of a college campus are important sites of 

influence on socialization and student development” (p. 463).  antonio’s work, though 

based on a modest student sample size, is particularly significant in that it raised 

important questions about the value of diversity at the peer level and diversity’s influence 

on students’ sense of ability and self-concept.  Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) echoed 

this sentiment in their meta-analysis of research on peer groups, asserting that 

Perceptions of racial-ethnic prejudice or tension, particularly when seen in 

students’ peers, have statistically significant and negative net effects on minority 

students’ transition and adjustment to college as well as on their sense of 

belonging and attachment to their institutions.  (p. 420) 

 Elaborating on Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) observation, Hurtado, Carter, 

and Spuler (1996), in a study of 203 high-achieving, Latino/a college students, reported 

that college peers provided the most support, and this support was closely tied to college 

adjustment.  While the sample size for this study was small, the researchers did find that 

college adjustment, in turn, helped students negotiate the new college culture while 
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maintaining healthy family ties.  Swenson, Nordstrom, and Hiester (2008), also focusing 

on college adjustment, studied the peer relationships of 271 first-year students and found 

that, while maintaining high school friendships was important for the college transition, 

establishing close relationships with college friends was beneficial to academic, social, 

and emotional college adjustment outcomes.  Kuh et al. (2005) also touted the broad 

range of benefits associated with peer interactions discovered via the researchers’ 

analysis of 20, four-year colleges selected for the Documenting Effective Educational 

Practices (DEEP) project.  The DEEP project, highlighting institutions that promoted 

student success as quantified by student graduation rates and high scores on the NSSE, 

reinforced that “By becoming involved with people with similar interests inside and 

outside the classroom, students develop support networks that are instrumental to helping 

them deal effectively with academic and social challenges” (Kuh et al., p. 260). 

  One forum critical to the development of the “networks” identified by Kuh et al. 

(2005) as part of the DEEP project is co-curricular activities.  In exploring the 

relationship between co-curricular involvement and psychosocial development, Foubert 

and Grainger (2006) conducted a single institution, cross-sectional study of 407 students 

during which they discovered that students who were more involved in co-curricular 

activities (i.e., student organizations) reported more growth in areas such as “establishing 

and clarifying purpose” and “life management.” Interestingly, in alignment with Harper 

and Quaye’s (2009) assertion that true engagement only comes from active participation, 

Foubert and Grainger discovered that students who “joined or led organizations reported 

more development than those who just attended a meeting” (p. 166).  In a more recent 

study, Elliott (2009) also explored the link between student development and 
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involvement in formal, college-sponsored co-curricular activities (i.e., student 

government, community service programs, and athletics) for nearly 100 two-year 

students.  The author found that not only were involved students more self-confident and 

better able to manage emotions, but they also earned higher GPAs and reported more 

satisfaction with college.   

 Turning to an explicit focus on the importance of co-curricular involvement for 

diverse populations, Fischer (2007) found that for students of color, particularly Asian 

and Black students, greater involvement in extracurricular activities diminished the 

likelihood of attrition by at least 83.0%.  Additionally, Huang and Chang (2004), in their 

study of College Experiences Survey  (CES) results for over 600 juniors at 14 higher 

education institutions in Taiwan, noted that gains in self-confidence and interpersonal 

skills were associated with co-curricular involvement (e.g., student clubs, departmental 

programs) and that co-curricular involvement was not a detriment to academic 

involvement.  In keeping with the “detriment” theme, Baker (2008), in her study of the 

college involvements of 1,097 Black and Latino students, found that, while students 

benefitted academically from organizational involvement, the level and breadth of benefit 

varied dramatically by race and type of organization.  Specifically, political organizations 

were beneficial to most students, but Greek letter organizations could be detrimental to 

student outcomes.  Seemingly, Baker’s findings, as supported by Terenzini et al.’s 

(1996a) observation, confirm that not all forms of co-curricular involvement may be 

equally advantageous and positive for all students. 

 First-generation college students and involvement with peers.  While the general 

literature on the relationship between peer interactions (to include co-curricular activities) 
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and student outcomes is abundant, the same cannot be said for such explorations focusing 

specifically on first-generation college students.  However, the few studies that have been 

conducted provide a helpful snapshot.  For example, in her study of the impact of faculty, 

staff, and peer interactions on the retention of 617 community college students (76.0% of 

whom were first-generation), Ewers (2007) found that higher frequencies of interaction 

with fellow students outside of the classroom were positively associated with students’ 

likelihood to persist.  Along similar lines, Koch (2008), in a qualitative study of six first-

generation students who left college before the second year, found that persistence was 

threatened by lack of involvement in co-curricular activities (e.g., clubs, organizations) 

and a dearth of campus friendships.  Validating Koch’s findings, Nuñez and Cuccaro-

Alamin (1998), using nationally representative NCES data, found that first-generation 

students were less involved and socially integrated as defined by involvement in school 

clubs, interaction with faculty outside of class, and outings with friends.    

 In alignment with Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin’s (1998) findings, Asrat (2007), 

via a study of 211 first-generation student responses to the spring 2005 administration of 

the NSSE, reported that, while students found the campus supportive, they reported less 

involvement with co-curricular programs.  Saenz et al. (2007) confirmed first-generation 

college students’ potentially limited campus involvement in their CIRP-based study.  The 

researchers reported that only 22.0% of first-generation college students noted that there 

was a very good chance of participating in volunteer/community service work.  Given the 

portrait of first-generation students detailed earlier in this chapter, it is no surprise that the 

intersection of competing demands and college comfort might curtail involvement.  Yet, 
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findings such as those presented by Ewers (2007) provide evidence that first-generation 

college students can benefit from peer interactions as much as their non-first peers. 

 Student-faculty interaction and mentoring.  In addition to involvement in the 

form of peer interactions, research indicates that student-faculty interaction plays a 

significant role in the achievement of student outcomes such as persistence, attainment, 

institutional fit, and overall sense of well-being (Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 1991, 2005; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Sax et al., 2005; Svanum & Bigatti, 2009).  A 

number of scholars have explored the “how” of faculty interaction more deeply in an 

effort to understand the specifics of the impact.  For example, Settle (2005), using data 

from NCES’s BPS:96/98 found that, for his sample of 3,506 two-year and four-year 

students, “social contact with faculty members outside of the classroom” was perfectly 

associated with year-to-year persistence.  Affirming Settle’s findings, Ullah and Wilson 

(2007), analyzing data from single institution NSSE data, reported that students' 

relationships with faculty had a positive influence on students’ overall academic 

achievement─as measured by cumulative GPA.  Similarly, in their large-scale, 

longitudinal study using the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ), Kuh 

and Hu (2001) examined the nature and impact of student-faculty interaction on students’ 

personal development and learning.  Overall, the researchers found that students who 

interacted with faculty reported higher gains, but Kuh and Hu also discovered that 

academically-focused interactions were more valuable than social interactions.   

 In alignment with Kuh and Hu (2001), Cox and Orehovec (2007) developed a 

typology of faculty-student interactions based on their research in a residential college at 

a public university.  The scholars discovered that, of the five types of student-faculty 
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interactions (i.e., academically-oriented functional interactions, personal interactions 

unrelated to academics, incidental interactions, disengagement, and mentoring), 

academically-oriented functional interactions outside of class were most important.  Akin 

to Cox and Orehovec’s discovery, Kim and Sax (2009) utilized cross-sectional data 

collected from nearly 60,000 students who participated in the 2006 University of 

California Undergraduate Experience Survey (UCUES) and found that course-related 

faculty interaction resulted in students of all SES levels obtaining higher college GPAs.  

Further, the researchers determined that all students were led to aspire to more advanced 

degrees, achieve grander gains in critical thinking and communication skills, and be more 

satisfied with college overall.  Using a similarly sized sample, Umbach and Wawrzynski 

(2005), by culling NSSE responses from freshman, seniors, and faculty at 137 schools 

surveyed in spring 2003, found a positive relationship between gains in college and 

course-related interactions with faculty.  Given its cross-sectional nature, this study 

emphasized the long-term contribution of student-faculty interaction to student outcomes.   

 While the student-faculty interaction studies discussed thus far corroborate the 

potency of these relationships most explicitly with regard to academic gains and general 

satisfaction with college, research indicates that these interactions could also be 

associated with students’ sense of feeling supported and connected.  As evidence, in their 

study, Umbach and Wawrzynski’s (2005) indicated that, for seniors especially, student-

faculty interactions (though course-related) were positively related to perceptions of a 

supportive campus environment, interpersonal support, and support for learning.  Support 

was a theme that also emerged in Komarraju, Musulkin, and Bhattacharya’s (2010) study 

of the most salient aspects of student-faculty interaction among 242 freshmen and 
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sophomores at a public institution.  The researchers found that “Students who perceive 

their faculty members as being approachable, respectful, and available for frequent 

interactions outside the classroom are more likely to report being confident of their skills 

and being motivated, both intrinsically and extrinsically” (p. 339). 

 Also focusing on this concept of support engendered by faculty interaction, 

Jackson, Smith, and Hill (2003) studied the impact of faculty interaction on the 

development of Native American students.  They reported that a good relationship with 

faculty had a positive effect on adjustment and persistence.  These relationships were 

found to be particularly important for building connections to campus for these students 

of color.  Elaborating on the experiences of students of color, Hernandez (2000), studying 

the impact of involvement with faculty on Latino/a students, reported that retention 

increased when faculty attended to students and cared for their well-being.  In an analysis 

of the impact of faculty contact across racial groups, Lundberg and Schreiner (2004) via a 

sample of 4,501 students who responded to the CSEQ between 1998 and 2001, found that 

“quality of relationships with faculty was the only variable that significantly predicted 

learning for all the racial/ethnic groups” (p. 555) and was the strongest predictor for 

students of color.  Similarly, in her focus on racial/ethnic background, involvement, and 

outcomes, Fischer (2007), focusing on selective institutions, noted that increased 

connections to professors was related to higher grades for all student racial groups.   

 The research discussed thus far suggests that, across a number of factors including 

institutional type, student racial/ethnic identity, and students’ academic class standing, 

faculty connections inside and outside of the classroom have proven critical to student 

development and success.  However, given that, according to Pascarella and Terenzini 
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(1995), about 80.0% of students’ waking hours are spent outside of the classroom, 

interaction with faculty members cannot be relegated to the bounds of contact hours.  

Kuh et al. (2005) observed that “Students learn firsthand how to think about and solve 

practical problems by interacting with faculty inside and outside of classrooms.  As a 

result, teachers become role models, mentors, and guides for lifelong learning” (p. 207).  

While this concept of “mentoring” has proven to have significant impact on 

undergraduate student outcomes such as GPA and persistence (Crisp & Cruz, 2009), in 

their study of the most common types of student-faculty interaction, Cox and Orehovec 

(2007) noted that mentoring was the most infrequent type encountered.   

 This mentoring “scarcity” could, potentially, be related to the fact that the concept 

of mentorship is still undefined and/or misarticulated on college campuses.  Crisp and 

Cruz (2009), in their comprehensive literature review on the state of college student 

mentoring from 1990 to 2007, observed that, unfortunately, still little is empirically 

known about how mentoring works.  However, the authors settled on an understanding 

that mentoring should involve a focus on the development of the individual, an aim to 

provide support, and a nature that is personal and reciprocal.  To advance this 

“definition,” in a study with 200 community college students, Nora and Crisp (2007), 

found that three specific latent variables emerged as comprising mentoring experiences 

for the students: a) educational/career goal-setting and appraisal, b) emotional and 

psychological support, and c) academic subject knowledge support aimed at advancing 

students’ knowledge relevant to their chosen fields. 

 Based on broad interpretations of mentoring noted above, a number of studies 

have affirmed the value of mentoring relationships.  For example, in their 11-year 
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analysis of the effects of faculty mentoring relationships on 339 undergraduate students, 

Campbell and Campbell (2007) found that, at the end of year one, mentored students had 

a higher GPA and a higher retention rate than the control group. While eleventh year data 

showed a neutralization of these outcomes, the long-term analysis did reveal that 

mentored students remained on campus for graduate study.  Additionally, favorable 

findings with regard to faculty mentoring were also discovered by Mangold, Bean, 

Adams, Schwab, and Lynch (2002) who, via a longitudinal study of nearly 2,000 students 

in a freshmen block registration and mentoring program, found that the faculty mentoring 

program had a positive impact on graduation and persistence. 

 In addition to examining the role of faculty mentors alone, a number of studies 

have broadened the landscape.  For example, in a recent study of over 36,000 students 

participating in the Multi-Institutional Study of Leadership (MSL), Campbell, Smith, 

Dugan, and Komives (in press) found that students’ socially responsible leadership 

capacities were significantly influenced not only by the nature of the mentoring 

relationship, but also by the type of mentor.  The researchers found that mentors 

committed to students’ personal development shaped leadership most significantly and, 

interestingly, that student affairs staff emerged as more potent than faculty mentors with 

regard to personal development.  Also exploring mentorship beyond faculty, Hu (2010) 

used survey data from over 300 participants in the Washington State Achievers (WSA) 

program and discovered that having a faculty/staff mentor was positively associated with 

persisting in college.  Interestingly, Hu also found that persisting was positively related to 

the extent to which participants relied on mentors for support and encouragement and the 

importance that the students placed on mentoring.  Relatedly, Hu reported that Hispanic, 
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more so than White students, turned to mentors for support and perceived the mentoring 

experiences to be important.  This finding is especially important given the role that 

faculty/staff mentors can play in minimizing the potential marginality experienced by 

students of color on college campuses.   

 First-generation college students and involvement with faculty.  As noted for the 

peer interaction literature, research focused on the contribution of faculty interaction to 

first-generation students’ college outcomes is scarce.  A few researchers have, however, 

shed some light on the relationship. Strayhorn (2010), for example, explored the 

influence of student-faculty interactions on 215 White undergraduate students’ (49.0% of 

whom were first-generation) overall satisfaction with college while enrolled at a HBCU.  

Using data from the 2004-2005 CSEQ administration, the author found that faculty-

student interactions such as working on research projects and discussing personal issues 

and career plans positively related to students’ satisfaction with college.  Kim and Sax 

(2009) found similar results with a state sample of 58,281 students (nearly 20.0% of 

which was comprised of first-generation students).  These researchers reported that, for 

all SES levels, students who assisted faculty members with research were more likely to 

earn higher college GPAs and to aspire to higher degree attainments.   

 Yet, despite the promising findings above, results from the 2007 NSSE (NSSE, 

2007) administration noted that first-generation students and transfer students were less 

likely than their peers to engage in activities such as research projects with faculty.  

Interestingly, in their national study, Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin (1998) found that first-

generation students were also less likely to meet with faculty or advisors, attend career-

related lectures, or discuss academic matters with faculty.  In fact, a small, qualitative 
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study of four “working-class” first-generation students conducted by Longwell-Grice and 

Longwell-Grice (2008) concurred with Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin’s work.  The 

researchers discovered that students were too intimidated to seek out faculty support, 

which left the students feeling unsupported by faculty and at risk for departure.   

 However, while first-generation students’ contact with faculty may be more 

modest than that of their peers, evidence of the influence of faculty members was 

reinforced in an earlier study by Tinto (1997) who, noting that the classroom potentially 

represented the only arena where faculty and commuter/non-traditional students could 

become involved, examined how learning communities contributed to persistence.  

Analyzing a sample of 121 students, 27.0% of which was comprised of first-generation, 

Tinto reported that learning community students viewed faculty, students, the college, 

and their own involvement more positively and persisted to the following term at a higher 

rate than comparison peers.  In alignment with both Strayhorn’s (2010) and Tinto’s 

findings, Barnett (2006), surveyed 300 community college students, a third of whom 

were first-generation college students, and determined that four validating faculty 

constructs contributed to students’ sense of integration and intent to persist: a) Feeling 

known and valued, b) Good instruction, c) Appreciation for diversity, and d) Mentoring.   

 With regard to mentoring, Hu and Ma (2010), in their study of over 300 

scholarship recipients in the aforementioned WSA program, found that students with 

neither parent having a baccalaureate degree were less likely than peers with at least one 

college-educated parent to meet with their mentors and seek out encouragement.  

Interestingly, a similar theme emerged from Murphy and Hicks’ (2003) study of the 

educational expectations of 203 HBCU-attending students (133 of whom were first-
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generation students).  The researchers found that students who had at least one parent 

with a bachelor’s degree spent more time meeting with faculty than their first-generation 

peers.  These findings are reflective of the cultural capital discussion: First-generation 

students may not be comfortable approaching faculty because the understanding of how 

the college culture works with regard to these interactions is too modest. 

 Extra-institutional involvement.  Astin (1993), in his study of 24,000 freshmen, 

found that various forms of “non-involvement” that removed the student from campus, 

such as work or home responsibilities, negatively affected outcomes and jeopardized 

persistence.  Yet, per Reason’s (2009) implied argument, “involvement” cannot be 

dichotomized or normed based on how students can/cannot engage the campus; student 

environments are more complex.  As observed by Weidman (1989), “typical educational 

institutions are not encapsulated environments, it is reasonable to assume that 

performance in college may be affected by the student’s ability to cope with problems at 

home and other community settings” (p. 300).  However, despite the importance of non-

college environments in the student’s life, Stieha (2009) asserted that  “vital relational 

connections that students have with family members” (p. 238) are often excluded from 

research.  In an attempt to highlight these “relational connections,” the richness of 

students’ lives, and the potential for much involvement outside the institutional gates, 

particularly with home-based family and friends, the following section will review the 

work of a number of scholars who have explored the topic of college student interactions 

with parents and students’ perspectives on the concept of family support.  

 Student-parent interactions and perceptions of family/parental support.  Shoup, 

Gonyea, and Kuh (2009) noted that that research on the effects of student engagement 
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with parents and parental involvement during students’ college experience has been 

limited.  Yet, a few researchers have explored the student-parent relationship for the 

broader college-going population with, mostly, favorable findings.  For example, results 

culled from the deployment of the 2007 NSSE (NSSE, 2007) highlighted that 70.0% of 

students surveyed communicated “very often” with at least one parent or guardian during 

the school year.  The study also found that undergraduate students with parents who were 

in frequent contact (and who intervened frequently) reported higher levels of 

engagement, greater gains in college outcomes, and, despite lower grades, more 

satisfaction with college.  With a similar focus on college outcomes, Wintre and Bowers 

(2007) examined the predictors of persistence for nearly 1,000 students (mostly female) 

at a Canadian commuter university.  Study results indicated that, among other variables, 

parent/child relationships in the form of parental support were critical to persistence.   

 Akin to Wintre and Bowers’s (2007) favorable findings, Simmons (2008), in 

interviews with 17 seniors at Brown University, noted that students perceived parents as 

playing a critical role as guides in the decision-making process and as sources of general 

support.  Further, though the sample was mostly comprised of White students, Simmons 

noted that students hailing from minority or foreign cultures perceived their “parents 

most helpful in maintaining their connection with home” (p. 37).  In similar explorations 

of family support, Rayle and Chung (2007), examined the relationship between 

family/friend support, academic stress, and mattering for 533 first-year college students 

and found that students who felt supported by family and school friends experienced less 

academic stress and/or felt more important to the college/to school friends.  Interestingly, 

Rayle and Chung discovered that support from college friends, not family, was a 
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significant predictor of students’ sense of mattering to the institution.  Also reporting on 

the salient role of friends versus family, Friedlander, Reid, Shupak, and Cribbie, (2007) 

found that increased support from friends, rather than family, had a more significant role 

in improved college adjustment for the 115 freshmen in their study.  While 90.0% of the 

students in the sample contacted their parents weekly, Friedlander et al. hypothesized that 

the residence hall experiences of those living on campus favored the support of those 

more proximal─i.e., friends.  This research suggests that living arrangements figure 

directly into the nature, selection, and power of certain relationships.   

 First-generation college student interaction with parents and family support.  

Earlier in this study, the role of parental involvement, in tandem with cultural capital, 

during first-generation students’ pre-college years was discussed.  The findings, overall, 

noted that family was seen as an important source of motivation and personal support but 

that parents could offer little to students in terms of tactical college knowledge (e.g., 

Acker-Ball, 2007; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Cabrera & Padilla, 2004).  However, the 

purpose of this section, while related, is to explore the texture of first-generation college 

students’ interactions and engagement with parents/family during the college-going years 

as well as students’ perception of family support.   

 As aforementioned, the transition into the college environment for first-generation 

students can be challenging and painful as they straddle the cultures of home and campus 

life (Davis, 2010).  Given the likelihood of attending community college, commuting to 

campus, and having home-life responsibilities (Asrat, 2007; Choy, 2001; Saenz et al., 

2007; Walpole, 2003), the suggested probability of first-generation students engaging 

frequently with home-based family and friends via personal contact or other forms of 
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communication is high.  One study explored the implications of such contact.  Votruba, 

(2007), while studying influences on college adjustment, found a significant main effect 

for leaving campus frequently to visit family/friends (i.e., daily/weekly versus monthly) 

on college adjustment.  Yet, interestingly, students’ college generational status was not 

significant.  Votruba’s findings are compelling in that they suggest that all students, 

regardless of “generation,” can experience difficulties with college adjustment as a result 

of leaving campus frequently to visit home-based family and friends.  Interestingly, this 

study, focused mostly on White students, surfaces questions of whether results, given 

Rendón et al.’s (2000) discussion on dual socialization and converging worlds for 

students of color, would be different with a more racially/ethnically diverse sample.   

 This concept of converging worlds did emerge in Maramba’s (2008) study of 82 

Filipina-American college students’ (46 of whom were first-generation) experiences of 

family support during the college-going process.  Maramba reported that, while all of the 

women in the study cited parents as their primary influence to attend college, not all of 

the parent-daughter relationships during college were good.  Specifically, Maramba 

shared that the women found relationships with parents to be stressful given the tug-of-

war between family and school obligations.  Further, the respondents noted that parents’ 

unfamiliarity with the college environment prompted parents to misunderstand the rigor 

of college work and/or to underestimate the value of extra-curricular involvement.  This 

theme of “unfamiliarity” also emerged in Bradbury and Mather’s (2009) research.  In 

their qualitative study of the integration of nine first-year, first-generation Appalachian 

students into the college environment, Bradbury and Mather noted that family was a 

double-edged sword.  While family support was vital for students’ morale, the lack of 
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parental college knowledge forced students to negotiate the new terrain, particularly with 

regard to faculty expectations, quite alone.   

 Akin to the themes uncovered by Bradbury and Mather (2009), Bryan and 

Simmons (2009), in their qualitative study of 10, first-generation Appalachian college 

students, noted that, despite family college knowledge, the presence of parental support 

and encouragement was central to the student experience.  While family members could 

be of little help during the college experience, their role as motivators was critical.  

Reporting a related outcome, Acker-Ball (2007), in her qualitative study of nine first-

generation college students, found that older, college-going siblings who served as role 

models and motivators, were essential to first-generation students’ decision to remain 

enrolled.  The findings shared by Bradbury and Mather, Bryan and Simmons, and Acker-

Ball suggest that parents are an important source of inspiration for first-generation 

college students but that support during the college-going years may be limited given 

parents’ access to information about college culture.  Yet, the discussion regarding first-

generation college students’ interaction with parents also implies that, while tactical help 

may be wanting, communication and contact may be frequent, desired, and may play a 

substantial role as these students negotiate their home and college worlds.   

 Intra/extra-institutional involvements.  In the following section, student 

employment and students’ living arrangements will be explored as intra/extra-

institutional involvements given their potential for on- or off-campus “placement” in the 

consideration of the “concentric” (Reason, 2009) fashion in which student environments 

can and should be considered.   
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 Employment.  In a 1995 research study, Kuh (1995) assessed that literature 

focused on the relationship between student employment and college outcomes was 

inconclusive; over a decade later, Moore and Rago (2009) asserted the same point.  

Studies exploring the value of work have shown that employment can both detract from 

and enhance the college experience (Moore and Rago).  In What Matters in College?, 

Astin (1993) found that, while modest on-campus employment contributed positively to 

student outcomes, employment off-campus could be detrimental to college involvement.  

Similarly, Furr and Elling (2000), in their study of over 400 undergraduate students, 

discovered that students working more than 30 hours per week off-campus were less 

involved with campus activities than peers working fewer or no hours.   

 Yet, Lundberg (2004), using a national sample of 3,774 students responding to the 

CSEQ, found that, while students who worked 20 or more hours off-campus reported less 

faculty contact, they did not suffer differences in learning when compared to peers.  

Bradley (2006), in researching the influences of campus employment, also found no 

differences.  In fact, in his more modest study of 246 full-time undergraduates, Bradley 

reported that GPAs were similar for students who worked more than 20 hours per week 

and those who did not work.  Yet, results for a similar study of GPA conducted by Moore 

and Rago (2009) were mixed.  Via analysis of over 200,000 student responses to the 

NSSE, the authors found that GPAs did not suffer from greater hours worked on-campus 

but that students who worked 10 or fewer hours off-campus had higher grades.  Further, 

students working more than 31 hours off-campus perceived the campus environment as 

unsupportive.  Interestingly, Moore and Rago reported that Hispanic and Black students 

were more likely to work off-campus and to work more than White students.   
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 First-generation college students and employment.  Though not synonymous 

terms, “first-generation” and “low-income” do often go hand in hand given the amount of 

overlap between the two student populations (Gupton, Castelo-Rodriguez, Martinez, & 

Quintanar, 2009).  As such, it comes as no surprise that first-generation college students 

are usually more than gainfully employed.  In a recent study, Martinez et al. (2009) 

followed over 3,000 students for four years at a single institution in an effort to 

understand attrition risk factors.  In studying the 921 first-generation students in the 

sample, the researchers found that first-generation college students were not only more 

likely to work during college, but they were also more likely to maintain full time jobs.  

 While Martinez et al.’s study was based on a sample of students that was more 

than 90.0% White and for which parental education was dichotomized, the findings are 

consistent with those of larger studies.  For example, Engle and Tinto (2008), while 

examining a range of NCES data from NPSAS, B&B, and BPS collections, discovered 

that low income, first-generation students were likely to work more than 20 hours per 

week.  This finding was supported by Saenz et al. (2007), who, using multi-institution 

CIRP data, reported that, in 2005, more first-generation students than non-firsts worked 

20 or more hours per week in their final year of high school (22.2% versus 15.0%).  

Additionally, more than half of these first-generation students expected to get a job to pay 

for college.  In a much smaller study, Asrat (2007) validated Saenz et al.’s findings by 

reporting that, of the 211 first-generation NSSE responses analyzed, 50.0% of the 

students reported they were working.  Asrat’s study, coupled with the work of Engle and 

Tinto, Saenz et al., and others, suggests that employment is central to the first-generation 

profile and may play a role in how they think about other involvements. 
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 Residence.  Rethlake (2007), in his study of over 61,000 college students using 

NCES’s NPSAS:00 data, found that living off-campus was negatively associated with 

persistence.  Reporting related findings, Somers et al., (2004), in their study of 24,262 

students at four-year institutions, found that students who lived on campus were more 

likely to persist.  Somers et al.’s discovery affirmed the earlier work of Astin (1993), 

who, via his CIRP-based study of over 20,000 undergraduates, found that living in a 

campus residence hall aided retention.  In addition to the benefits to retention, research 

suggests that on-campus living may also contribute to better academic performance.  In 

their study of the relationship between “academic performance” (i.e., GPA) and living on 

campus for 363 Indiana University Purdue University Indianapolis sophomore students, 

de Araujo and Murray (2010) found that on-campus living significantly increased GPA.  

The findings that emerged from Rethlake, Somers et al., and de Araujo and Murray’s 

research on students’ place of residence are echoed by Terenzini et al. (1996a) who, in 

their meta-assessment of out-of-class experiences that contributed to positive cognitive 

outcomes, pointed to student’s place of residence as a powerful force.   

 First-generation college students and residence.  As noted earlier in this chapter, 

Choy (2001), in her NCES-sponsored study, reported that 53.0% of 1995-1996 beginning 

postsecondary first-generation students enrolled at two-year institutions instead of the 

typically residential four-year colleges and universities.  The suggested implication is that 

first-generation students may be more likely to commute than live in the residence halls.  

In support of this point, Asrat (2007), in her modestly-sized study of 211 first-generation 

students enrolled at a HBCU, uncovered that 66.0% of the students in her sample were 

commuters.  Further, Saenz et al. (2007), in their CIRP-based study of students at four-
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year public and private institutions, found that first-generation students were less likely to 

live on campus than non-first-generation peers.  Additionally, Koch (2008), in a smaller 

qualitative study exploring the second year departure rationale for six first-generation 

students, found that five of the six students lived off-campus with parents or siblings. 

 Interestingly, the scholarship documenting the likelihood of first-generation 

college students’ off-campus living is plentiful, yet, literature exploring residence hall 

living and its contribution to outcomes for these students is quite scarce.  In one CSEQ-

supported study examining this topic, Pike and Kuh (2005) compared the intellectual 

development and engagement of 439 first-generation students to similar outcomes for 

688 non-first-peers and found that first-generation students were less engaged due, in 

part, to living arrangements while attending college.  In fact, the researchers found that, 

for students in general, “living on campus had the greatest total effect (i.e., the 

combination of direct and indirect effects) on learning outcomes of any student 

characteristic” (Pike & Kuh, p. 289).  Pike and Kuh attributed the power of campus living 

to Newcomb’s (1962) propinquity principle, which surmised that the proximity to college 

life, such as that provided by the residence halls, inspired engagement.   

 In alignment with Pike and Kuh’s (2005) findings regarding the value of campus 

living, Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, and Leonard (2007) provided a more specific understanding 

of the benefits of residence halls via their exploration of the role of Living-Learning 

Programs (LLPs) in facilitating 1,335 first-generation college students’ perceived social 

and academic transitions to college.  Inkelas et al. found that first-generation students 

participating in LLPs reported more successful transitions than first-generation peers 

living in traditional residence halls.  These findings, drawn from the 2004 administration 
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of the NSLLP, suggested that LLP facilitated involvements, such as faculty interactions 

and supportive residence hall climates, were associated with smoother academic and 

social transitions.  Inkelas et al.’s work may imply that, given the potential need for 

additional transition support, some first-generation college students might not only 

benefit from general on-campus living, but also from on-campus living tied to intentional 

programming with the goal of involving students.   

 Summary: Intra- and extra-institutional environments and involvement.  In 

the previous pages, general involvement literature as well as potential first-generation 

student engagements on- and off-campus were explored in an effort to understand 

students’ experiences relative to the outcomes of interest.  This exploration summarized a 

number of compelling findings but also revealed substantial gaps in the literature with 

regard to the examination of intra- and extra-institutional environments and involvements 

for first-generation students.  With these limitations in mind, and in keeping with this 

study’s conceptual framework, the following section will explore undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations in an effort to develop a more holistic 

understanding of the first-generation experience and its relationship to outcomes. 

Student Outcomes: Undergraduate Persistence and Graduate Educational 

Aspirations 

 The goals of this study were to explore the student characteristics and 

college/non-college environmental elements potentially associated with two critical 

outcomes for first-generation college students: undergraduate persistence (i.e., 

attainment) and graduate degree aspirations.  Following, literature addressing both of 

these outcomes will be explored.  First, persistence scholarship will be discussed in the 
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context of the theoretical developments and common themes.  Following, the persistence 

models providing context for this study will be address, and, finally, persistence literature 

highlighting first-generation college students will be explored.  The aspirations 

discussion will begin with a broad examination of aspirations literature, to include 

graduate aspirations, and will conclude with a discussion of first-generation college 

students’ aspirations for advanced study.   

Undergraduate persistence.   

 Theoretical evolution and common themes of persistence.  While not a 

substantial topic of research and study in the U.S. until the 1970s, student retention and 

persistence issues eased into higher education’s consciousness in the 1930s as the value 

of a college degree paired with concerns about student departure emerged (Berger & 

Lyon, 2005).  In its earliest iterations, the study of persistence was linked to academic 

failure, but the understanding of student departure began to change when scholars such as 

Spady (1971) asserted the value of the interplay between student characteristics and 

institutional environments in departure decisions (Berger & Lyon; Tinto, 2006).  Spady 

proposed that a student made the “decision to leave a particular social system as the result 

of a complex social process that includes family and previous educational background, 

academic potential, normative congruence, friendship support, intellectual development, 

grade performance, social integration, satisfaction, and institutional commitment” (p. 38).  

Decades later, while the persistence literature base has blossomed to include economic, 

organizational, psychological, and sociological models for understanding and deciphering 

the “ill-structured problem” of student departure (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005), persistence 

themes have remained fairly consistent.   
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 Bean (2005), in his attempt to foster a broader appreciation for the complexity of 

persistence, posited nine such themes, noting that student intentions, attitudes about 

institutional fit, attitudes about institutional loyalty, academics (including faculty 

interactions), social factors (e.g., belonging), bureaucratic factors, external factors (e.g., 

work and family), student background, and finances played a role in persistence.  

Similarly, Noel (1985) cited a robust list of “themes of attrition” jeopardizing student 

success such as academic boredom or uncertainty, transition and adjustment difficulties, 

limited or unrealistic expectations of college, incompatibility, and irrelevancy.  Using 

Noel’s writing as a foundation, Pappas and Loring (1985) identified five variables most 

related to participation and persistence: a) communication, b) sociological variables such 

as gender, income, race, and occupation, c) psychological variables such as academic 

aptitude, d) program and classroom variables such as curriculum irrelevancy and faculty 

behavior, and e) situational factors such as transportation and home life.   

 While there is considerable overlap between the themes noted by Bean (2005), 

Noel (1985), and Pappas and Loring (1985), this overlap reinforces the salient aspects of 

persistence from the earliest theoretical offerings made by Spady (1971) to the more 

recent codification of college impact conceptualized by Astin (1993) via his I-E-O model.  

This overlap further suggests a robust and pragmatic blueprint for the manner in which 

persistence models can be adapted to understand the key contributors to student 

persistence from a holistic perspective.  Two such persistence models─Tinto’s (1987, 

1993) interactionalist Student Integration Model and Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-

Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model─offer tangible examples of how the 

persistence themes noted above can be adapted and actioned.   
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 Given these models’ influence, in the following section, Tinto’s (1987, 1993) and 

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) models will be discussed and appropriate critiques will be 

addressed.  While a review of these models will not exhaust the theoretical offerings on 

persistence, these two models were selected for discussion given their saliency to the 

larger literature base and/or saliency to this study.  Tinto’s near “paradigmatic stature” 

(Braxton & Hirschy, 2005, p. 68) in higher education persistence research begs a deeper 

discussion of the model’s contributions and challenges, particularly with respect to non-

traditional student populations (e.g., first-generation students).  Bean and Metzner’s 

model constituted a pillar of this study’s theoretical framework given its ability to address 

environmental elements critical to persistence left unengaged by Tinto’s popular model, 

and, as such, warrants special attention. 

Models of persistence, applications, and critiques.   

 Student Integration Model.  Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) sociologically-focused 

Student Integration Model advanced the notion that student departure from college 

reflected “the character of the individual’s social and intellectual experiences within the 

institution” (1993, p. 50) and the extent to which those experiences integrated the student 

into institutional life.  Tinto noted that lack of congruency (i.e., fit) between students and 

the institution as well isolation (i.e., lack of academic and social integration with peers 

and faculty) resulted in the departure decision.  Reflecting on the work of anthropologist 

Arnold Van Gennep, Tinto’s model focused on the “rites of passage” that characterized 

student departure as an inability to integrate fully into the membership of the institution 

while leaving the “home” memberships behind.   



77 

 

 Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) phases of passage included separation, transition, and 

incorporation, with each stage including an adjustment in interactions between the 

individual and society.  In Tinto’s  model, the separation phase involved leaving past 

associations while the transition stage involved developing ways of relating to the new 

group. The final incorporation stage involved students establishing new patterns of 

membership in the new group and forming commitment.  Tinto focused on a student’s 

loyalty or commitment to the institution and noted that “within institution” occurrences 

and involvements were more critical to promoting persistence than external ones.  While 

Tinto’s 1993 revision of his model offered a more favorable rendering of external 

commitments, as illustrated in his admission of the potential existence of a “supportive 

subculture in the student’s home community” (p. 63), Tinto still argued that external 

obligations “‘pull’ one away from participation in the local communities of the college” 

(p. 64) and, potentially, hinder persistence. 

 The value that Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) placed on the institutional environment 

has earned him a number of critiques, particularly with regard to underserved student 

populations and students for whom external factors (e.g., family) are of high importance 

to undergraduate pursuits.  In his critique of Tinto’s Student Integration Model, Guiffrida 

(2006) observed that  

While Tinto’s theory recognizes the impact of family on pre-college commitment, 

to truly be descriptive of students who espouse collectivist cultural orientations, 

the theory must also recognize the potential of families and friends from home… 

to support students once they arrive at college.  (p. 457) 
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Rendón, Jalomo, and Nora (2000) shared a similar sentiment and voiced unease with 

Tinto’s presumption of a “dominant” culture into which students must integrate─i.e., the 

institutional culture.  Additionally, Rendón et al. numbered a variety of concerns with 

Tinto’s model to include the model’s tendency to put the involvement responsibility 

solely on the student (rather than with student and institution), its bent on painting 

external environments as a liability, and its diminishment of the systematic barriers (e.g., 

cultural capital) potentially playing a role in the persistence of underserved populations.  

Recently, however, Tinto (2006) offered a reframed perspective countering some of these 

critiques.  He acknowledged the systemic impact of economic stratification, and, with 

regard to external contexts, noted that where, at one point “retention required students to 

break away from past communities, we now know that for some if not many students the 

ability to remain connected to their past communities, family, church, or tribe is essential 

to their persistence” (Tinto, 2006, p. 4). 

 Despite the critiques made of Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) model, a number of 

researchers have validated portions of his interactionalist theory.  Specifically, Mutter 

(1992), guided by the Student Integration Model in a study of 766 community college 

students, found that students who experienced more academic integration, goal and 

institutional commitment, and, interestingly, external encouragement from others were 

more likely to persist.  Also with a focus on community colleges, Karp, Hughes, and 

O’Gara (2010), explored the use of Tinto’s model with a qualitative study of 44 first-time 

two-year students and found that, while engaging with the institution might be more 

challenging for these students given issues such as time, off-campus residence, etc., both 

social and academic integration occurred and contributed to their second-year 
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persistence.  Exploring the balance between social and academic integration from a 

different perspective, Mannan (2007), with a study of 2,400 full-time undergraduate 

students at a four-year institution, tested the compensatory relationship between academic 

and social integration.  The researcher found a strong, inverse relationship between 

academic and social integration: Students who integrated less so in the social aspects of 

the institution integrated more deeply into the academic realm and, thus, persisted.  This 

discovery affirms Tinto’s notion that, while both social and academic integration are 

necessary for student persistence, the extent of the integration can be different. 

 Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model.  While the 

acknowledgement of external factors in the persistence equation is apparent in Tinto’s 

(1993) more recent work, the understanding that factors external to the institution (as 

well as internal) could play a role in student persistence has been critical to Bean and 

Metzner’s (1985) model since its inception.  Reminiscent of Bean’s (1985) earlier work 

on student dropout syndrome, the Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition 

Model focused on the experiences of “non-traditional” learners given these students’ 

growing enrollment numbers and differing circumstances as compared to full-time, 

residential, parent-supported undergraduates.  Bean and Metzner wrote that “traditional 

and nontraditional students cannot be easily classified into simple dichotomous 

categories” (p. 488).  Yet, “These two groups of students can be differentiated on the 

basis of age, residence, and full- or part-time attendance, not to mention ethnicity, gender, 

or socioeconomic status” (Bean & Metzner, p. 488).  Bean and Metzner noted that 

background and defining variables (e.g., age, high school performance, ethnicity, 

gender), academic variables (e.g., study habits, absenteeism, academic advising), 
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environmental variables (e.g., finances, family responsibilities), and, peripherally, social  

integration variables, through direct and indirect means, influenced psychosocial 

outcomes (e.g., satisfaction, stress), intent to leave, and persistence.   

 While the other-than-author translations to practical use for Bean and Metzner’s 

(1985) model are limited in the literature, one study by Stahl and Pavel (1992) did 

attempt to validate the model in the exploration of community college student 

persistence.  However, in their study of 597 students at an urban community college, 

Stahl and Pavel found that Bean and Metzner’s model had weak explanatory power for 

their population.  The researchers were able, though, to adopt pieces of the model in the 

creation of the Community College Retention Model.  Specifically, they removed a 

number of background variables from the new model to include age, ethnicity, and 

gender.  In a more recent study grounded in Bean and Metzner’s theoretical framework, 

Olson (2009) analyzed NCES data to compare non-traditional student retention at 

community colleges with student retention at for-profit institutions.  With an initial 

sample of nearly 1,000 students, Olson found that model variables such as credit hours 

and age were viable potential contributors to student completion.  While Olson’s analysis 

did not include all elements of the Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition 

Model, he surmised the model to be of use in the study of non-traditional students.   

 Akin to Olson (2009), Rowan-Kenyon, Swan, Deutsch, and Gansneder (2010) 

also found portions of Bean and Metzner’s conceptualizations to be of value.  Using Bean 

and Metzner’s work as the theoretical basis, the researchers conducted a mixed-methods 

study aimed at understanding the academic experiences and achievements of working 

adult students.  Via quantitative analysis of 1,179 student responses to the 2007 National 
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Study on Non-Traditional Students Survey and qualitative analysis of focus group 

transcripts, Rowan-Kenyon et al. discovered that elements of the Bean and Metzner 

model such as age, gender, and income, as well as external support from employers, 

factored into student outcomes.  The research by Rowan-Kenyon and other scholars 

discussed above affirms that, while not all elements of Bean and Metzner’s model have 

been explored uniformly, the model has proven helpful in providing some understanding 

about the college experiences of non-traditional students whose lives go beyond campus 

gates.  Thus, Bean and Metzner have supplemented the external considerations that 

Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) interactionalist model minimized. 

 Interestingly, Cabrera et al. (1993) recognized that, despite the differences 

between Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) model and the earlier iterations of the Bean and 

Metzner (1985) model conceptualized by Bean (1985), both models regarded persistence 

as a set of complex interactions connected to “fit” between institution and student.  Given 

this common thread, Cabrera et al., conducted a longitudinal study with a traditional 

freshman class of 466 students.  The researchers used elements of both models, 

particularly the factor of institutional commitment, and found that external factors were 

critical in the student transition.  Cabrera et al. reported the impact of encouragement 

from family and friends on commitment, the importance of the intent to persist, and the 

saliency of GPA and goal commitment on persistence.  The researchers confirmed that 

merging Tinto’s and Bean’s work allowed for the inclusion of external and internal 

factors which, together, best explained persistence behavior and intent to persist.  This 

synthesis is particularly important in the conceptualization of persistence for students, 

such as first-generation students, where a holistic view of the individual is essential.   
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 First-generation college students and persistence.  While research exploring the 

persistence of first-generation students has been included throughout this literature 

review when relevant to the discussions of the first-generation student profile or intra- 

and extra-institutional involvements, the following pages document studies where 

persistence was an explicit outcome of interest.  Studies reporting the general state of 

first-generation student persistence will be addressed as well individual studies 

examining the “why” of first-generation persistence.   

 In exploring the general state of first-generation persistence, Choy (2001), using 

nationally-representative NCES data, reported that first-generation students were more 

than twice as likely as non-first-generation students to leave four-year institutions before 

the second year.  In a more recent study, Bradburn (2002), analyzing BPS:96/98 data, 

found that, for 1995–96 beginning postsecondary students, first-generation students were 

more likely than non-firsts to leave public four-year, private four-year, and public two-

year institutions without a credential.  Validating both Choy and Bradburn’s findings, 

Astin and Oseguera (2005) analyzed CIRP degree attainment data collected in fall 1994 

for 56,818 students at 262 institutions and reported that higher levels of parental 

education did indeed facilitate degree completion in four or six years.  These findings 

suggest that students whose parents did not attend or complete college were at a 

disadvantage.  Clearly, first-generation students are vulnerable to early departure from 

college, but the question of “why” students stay or leave is one that a number of 

researchers have attempted to answer.   

 In an attempt to understand the “why,” Koch (2008) explored the academic and 

non-academic experiences of six first-generation students who left their university before 
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the second year and found that departure was attributed to the need to enroll in a college 

closer to home, academic boredom, financial problems, uncertainty about educational or 

occupational goals, lack of social contact with other members of the college community, 

bureaucratic issues (e.g., registration policies), and academic unpreparedness.  Duggan 

(2001), examining nationally representative NCES data, also explored this issue of 

academic preparation and found that first-year, first-generation persistence was related to 

the rigor of high school curriculum, where students with slightly/less rigorous courses 

had an 83.0-88.0% persistence rate and students with moderately rigorous/rigorous had a 

92.0-97.0% persistence rate.  Cushman (2007), in interviews with 16 first-generation 

college students and alumni, also examined academic preparation.  While she found that 

first-generation students arrived on campus with less academic preparation, confidence, 

and money than their non-first peers, she also discovered that strong social and academic 

networks aided persistence.  Further, co-curricular activities and faculty guidance 

mattered to persistence.  As aforementioned in this study, the value of peer and faculty 

relationships in the college persistence process can be quite potent.  Pursuing this line of 

thought, Settle (2005), using the BPS:96/98 data set to explore first-generation student 

year-to-year persistence, reported that students who persisted at either two- and four-year 

institutions had campus friendships and extra-classroom contact with faculty. 

 Rethlake (2007), examining the first-to-second year persistence of over 61,000 

students using NCES’s NPSAS:00 data, analyzed persistence measures for nearly 10,000 

first-generation students and found that race, academic preparation, income, and 

aspirations all played a role in the persistence of first-generation students.  Specifically, 

Rethlake reported that first-generation students who had earned a high school diploma 
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(rather than a GED), who aspired to a bachelor’s degree (rather than “some” college), 

who reported high income, and who identified as “other than African American” were 

more likely to persist.  Rethlake’s study highlighted a particularly salient issue for first-

generation college students: the link between race, income, and persistence.  As noted in 

chapter one of this study and earlier in chapter two, first-generation students are more 

likely to be students of color and to report lower family incomes─both of these factors 

play into the larger persistence picture.  In fact, Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) commented 

on the multiple oppressions of first-generation students given the intersection of identities 

(e.g., race, SES-level) that makes them vulnerable to attrition.  Specifically, these two 

researchers, in their study of over 1,000 first-generation and nearly 3,000 continuing-

generation students, found that, while first-generation status was negatively related to 

persistence, being a first-generation student and a student of color (i.e., Latino/a) only 

further jeopardized persistence.  In alignment with Lohfink and Paulsen, Somers et al. 

(2004), in their study of key persistence variables for first-generation students, reported 

that first-generation students of color were much less likely to persist.   

 Interestingly, the intersection of vulnerabilities is further underscored with regard 

to income.  Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) found that first-generation college students with 

higher incomes were more likely to persist than those with lower incomes, suggesting 

that income plays a significant role above and beyond parental education.  Walpole 

(2003), while comparing a total of 5,000 low-SES and high-SES students (defined via 

parental income, education, and occupation), found that students with lower SES levels 

(and, thus, parents with less education) had lower levels of educational attainment than 

their higher-SES peers.  This point was reinforced by Sherlin’s (2002) study of nearly 
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1,000 first-generation students via which he found that higher income had both direct and 

indirect effects on persistence to include the facilitation of more college involvement 

leading to attainment.  The research done by Lohfink and Paulsen, Walpole, and Sherlin 

underscores the important point that first-generation student persistence cannot be 

understood in a vacuum; multiple factors are at play in their attainment journeys.   

Graduate educational aspirations. 

 The educational aspirations landscape.  Educational aspirations, or goals, have 

been identified as a noteworthy predictor of actual educational attainment (Bradburn, 

2002; Qian & Blair, 1999; Sewell & Hauser, 1980), and, as noted in the earlier discussion 

of the first-generation student profile, can be shaped by a myriad student characteristics 

including cultural capital and habitus.  MacLeod (1987, 2008), in his ethnographic study 

of the academic and social struggles of two peer groups in the Clarendon Heights housing 

projects, emphasized this point.  In assessing the educational and occupational aspirations 

of the low-income youths in his study, he confirmed that upward mobility involved more 

than an achievement orientation; class conditions and habitus were pivotal.   

 MacLeod’s observations reinforced findings that emerged in a study completed 

decades earlier by Sewell and Shah (1968) in which they analyzed data from a cohort of 

nearly 10,000 Wisconsin high school seniors.  The researchers found that, in addition to 

intelligence and parental involvement, SES was well-associated with students’ college 

aspirations.  These findings do much to affirm Astin’s (1970) and Weidman’s (1989) 

perspective that aspirations, much like persistence and the vast number of other 

endogenous variables noted in college impact models, are a legitimate college outcome.  

Yet, while secondary students’ college aspirations have been studied robustly (Ellwood & 
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Kane, 2000; Horn & Nuñez, 2000; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Rowan-Kenyon et al.; 

2008; Walpole, 2003), little research, as confirmed (and foretold) by Pascarella (1984), 

has examined how/if student input characteristics and postsecondary experiences 

contribute to aspirations for post-baccalaureate credentials.   

 In one of those rare studies, Pascarella (1984), in a path analysis study of nearly 

5,000 undergraduate students who completed the 1975 CIRP student survey, found that, 

while pre-college student demographics were the best predictors of students’ aspirations 

at the end of college, environmental factors such as academic/intellectual competition, 

accessibility of faculty, and social climate also had a modest influence on aspirations for 

advanced education.  In alignment with Pascarella, Hearn (1987), via his CSEQ-based 

longitudinal study of the influences on plans for graduate training for 418 

undergraduates, discovered that environmental factors such as parental supportiveness 

and student-faculty interaction played a role in graduate aspirations.  The role of faculty 

also emerged as significant for Sax et al. (2005), who in a study of the contribution of 

college-based interactions to a number of outcomes, used CIRP survey data collected 

between 1994 and 1998 for nearly 17,000 undergraduate students and discovered that 

faculty support contributed to aspirations for higher-level degree attainment. 

 Extending this exploration of faculty support and interaction, Strayhorn (2010) 

analyzed survey responses from undergraduate students who participated in a Ronald E.  

McNair Scholars Program summer research experience.  Through analysis of responses 

from students in this special college access program, Strayhorn discovered that 

engagement with undergraduate research positively influenced aspirations for graduate 

study.  The researcher found that over 70.0% of the students (sample size undisclosed) 
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surveyed noted that their considerations of graduate school were “sustained or increased” 

because of their participation in research activities.  Heath (1992), examining the 

graduate school aspirations of a CIRP-based sample of nearly 16,000 students, found 

that, for all students, college involvement with research was related to graduate school 

aspirations.  The researcher also noted that students’ high school achievement was 

associated with aspirations.  In an effort to explore racial differences, Heath compared the 

graduate school aspirations of African American and White students and found that, 

while African American students aspired to higher degrees (e.g., doctorates) than White 

students, White students were more likely to have plans to attend graduate school.  This 

finding might speak to the intersectionality of race and SES, as proposed by scholars such 

as Lohfink and Paulsen (2005), in the realization of educational goals.   

 Given the saliency of SES and race in the higher education process, Walpole 

(2008) utilized CIRP data from the 1985 Freshman Survey to explore the differences in 

undergraduate and graduate educational aspirations for a sample of 365 African 

American students.  Walpole found that students from low-SES households reported 

higher aspirations for bachelor’s and master’s degrees than their more affluent peers but 

lower aspirations for more high-status credentials such as doctorates or medical and law 

degrees.  Interestingly, though, over the course of Walpole’s study (i.e., 1985-1994), 

aspirations for low-SES students did not rise above those of their high-SES peers.  This 

study’s findings are compelling given Pascarella et al.’s (2004) observation that “the 

college experience itself provides a vehicle for acquiring additional cultural/social 

capital” (p. 252).  If the college experience can enrich students’ cultural toolkits, one 

would assume more equity in graduate degree aspirations.  Given the aforementioned 
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modesties in first-generation college students’ levels of cultural capital, the exploration of 

aspirations for post-baccalaureate degrees should be particularly salient.   

 First-generation college students and graduate educational aspirations.  A recent 

report summarizing findings from the deployment of the 2009 NSSE (NSSE, 2009) to 

640 institutions detailed disheartening news: First-generation seniors were less likely to 

pursue graduate education.  Sharing similar results, a NCES-sponsored, B&B:93/03 and 

NPSAS:93-based study authored by Nevill, Chen, and Carroll (2007) noted that the 

likelihood of completing a graduate degree was associated with parents’ highest 

education level “with the rate increasing from 53 percent among those whose parents had 

less than a high school education to 67 percent among those whose parents had a 

graduate degree” (Nevill et al., p. ix).  Andres et al. (2007) echoed Nevill et al.’s findings 

in their longitudinal study of nearly 1,000 British Columbia high school graduates; the 

authors found that students with more highly education parents were more likely to 

complete bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate or professional degrees.   

 The studies cited thus far underscore the link between parental education and 

students’ likelihood of pursuing/completing graduate study; the parallels to 

undergraduate degree persistence are striking.  Yet, the parallels continue.  While 

literature exploring first-generation college students’ graduate educational aspirations is 

in short supply, particularly with respect to aspirations gauged during postsecondary 

schooling, a few studies have touched on the subject in one context or another.  These 

studies further highlight the parallels between the importance of student background and 

experienced environments to graduate aspirations.  In one such study, Saenz et al. (2007) 

examined the 35-year trends in graduate aspirations of students entering four-year 
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institutions and found that, while the aspirations of both first-generation and non-first-

generation students had increased from 1971 to 2005, first-generation students still had 

lower aspirations.  The researchers hypothesized that lower degree aspirations were 

linked to financial realities and general lack of information about college.   

 Examining the issues of finances and information through the lens of parental 

capital, Hayden (2008), explored the relationship between parental capital (i.e., human, 

social, and cultural) and graduate aspirations for 267 first-generation college students.  

Hayden, using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLSF), found 

that parental capital was slightly related to aspirations but that degree of aspirations did 

not differ between the “firsts” and “non-firsts.” The researcher hypothesized that the high 

selectivity of the NLSF institutions were a mediating factor in aspirations, thus, 

producing little difference.  Interestingly, however, in parsing aspirations by student 

demographics, Hayden did find that female students, both first- and non-first generation, 

had higher graduate school aspirations than their male counterparts and that Asian 

students had the highest aspirations followed by Black, Hispanic, and White students.  

 Hayden’s (2008) findings with regard to gender and race are consistent with those 

of McCarron and Inkelas (2006) who, utilizing NCES’s NELS:88-00 data to examine the 

educational aspirations of 1,692 first-generation secondary students, also discovered that 

Asian/Pacific Islander students were more likely to aspire to master’s and doctorates than 

first-generation students of any other racial/ethnic identity.  With regard to levels of 

aspirations, McCarron and Inkelas found that nearly 25.0% of the first-generation 

students surveyed aspired to graduate degrees and that parental involvement was a viable, 

but marginal, contributor to aspirations.  Interestingly, this potency of parents/family was 
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also salient in Payne’s (2006) study of the barriers and motivations associated with 

planning for/attending graduate school for 124 first-generation college students.  Payne 

found that, while finances were a barrier, parental/familial encouragement were critical to 

students’ dispositions toward graduate school.    

 The issue of finances as an impediment toward higher educational aspirations, as 

underscored by Payne (2006), also surfaced in Engle and Tinto (2008)’s examination of 

low-income, first-generation students’ aspirations for advanced degrees.  The researchers 

used nationally-representative, NCES B&B data and discovered that low income, first-

generation students were as likely to aspire to advanced degrees as their more affluent 

peers but, consistent with the aforementioned attainment rates, were less likely to 

complete.  The authors suggested that first-generation students’ aspirations and 

persistence at the graduate level were susceptible to the same detractors as aspirations 

and persistence at the undergraduate level (e.g., dearth of information, finances, support).  

This observation complements Payne’s sentiment that in order to get “to” graduate 

school, first-generation students first need to get “through” college, and, thus, serves as a 

sound reminder that student background variables as well as engagements in intra- and 

extra-institutional environments matter far beyond the college diploma.     

 Summary: Persistence and graduate educational aspirations.  In the section 

above, the college outcomes of undergraduate persistence and graduate educational 

aspirations were discussed and appropriate literature citing the intersections with first-

generation student status was embedded.  However, while the persistence literature 

acknowledged both individual and environmental factors at play in students’ decisions to 

remain in higher education, research linking these elements to the development of 
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aspirations, particularly aspirations for advanced study, was modest.  Additionally, across 

most areas of scholarship for both persistence and aspirations, literature focusing on first-

generation students is scarce.  This study hoped to remedy, in part, this literature gap via 

contribution of new knowledge through the subsequent analyses. 

Chapter Two Summary 

 Based on the literature presented, first-generation students represent a diverse 

population that brings a variety of life experiences to the college campus.  This review of 

the scholarship has attempted to highlight the major studies that explore this experience 

both in terms of personal characteristics and the higher education environment.  While 

studies summarizing the pre-college circumstances of first-generation students as well as 

their individual background characteristics (e.g., race, SES, cultural capital) are in 

abundance, little research expounds on the collegiate experiences of these students.  

Specifically, studies that address the intra- and extra-institutional involvements of these 

students in relation to undergraduate persistence and aspirations for graduate education 

are limited or non-existent.  Thus, this study sought to fill a gap in what is known about 

this important population of students by examining their college lifecycle and doing so 

with a specific eye toward students at elite institutions.   

 The main objective for this study was to provide a holistic understanding of the 

individual and environmental factors that contributed to undergraduate persistence and to 

educational aspirations beyond the bachelor’s degree.  The following methodology 

chapter will outline this study’s approach to these important issues via discussion of 

sampling, instrumentation, data collection procedures, and data analysis techniques. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 The review of the literature has shown that first-generation college students, while 

sharing common elements as a population, are unique individuals and necessitate a 

deeper understanding if educators and vested others hope to develop successful 

interventions.  As such, the purpose of this study was to examine one component of the 

first-generation experience: the factors that contribute to the undergraduate persistence 

and graduate educational aspirations of first-generation college students attending elite 

institutions.  The following chapter will outline the methodology for collecting and 

analyzing the data critical to clarifying some of these factors.  As originally posed in 

chapter one, the primary research question and multiple sub-questions will be reviewed 

and the corresponding hypotheses will be articulated.  This chapter will also detail the 

specific statistical methods planned for data analysis. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 Given this investigation’s purpose and terminological parameters, the study was 

initially guided by the following research questions:  

1. What are the factors that contribute to the undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations of first-generation college students attending 

elite institutions? 

a. Do student background characteristics (i.e., race, gender, generational 

status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-college 

academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in 
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cultural capital activities) contribute to undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations? 

b. Do intra-institutional involvements (i.e., frequency of student-student 

interaction, frequency of co-curricular involvement, frequency of 

student-faculty interaction, and students’ perceptions of the importance 

of faculty mentoring) contribute to undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in intra-institutional involvements by 

students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

c. Do extra-institutional involvements (i.e., the frequency of student-

parent interaction, students’ perceptions of the importance of family 

support in guiding them through their college careers) contribute to 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in extra-institutional involvements by 

students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 
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d. Do intra/extra-institutional involvements (i.e., weekly hours of 

employment, living arrangements) contribute to undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in intra/extra-institutional involvements by 

students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 The primary research question sought to determine the factors that contributed to 

the undergraduate persistence and graduate degree aspirations of first-generation college 

students attending elite institutions.  In alignment with the college impact variables 

suggested by Astin’s (1970, 1993) I-E-O framework and the potential measures of 

persistence noted in Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student 

Attrition Model, these factors were parsed into four research sub-questions.  These sub-

questions explored the contribution of a) student background characteristics (i.e., inputs), 

and b) environmental aspects such as campus-based (intra-institutional) involvements, 

off-campus-based (extra-institutional involvements), and intra/extra-institutional 

involvements relevant both on- and off-campus.  A discussion of each research question 

and the associated hypotheses follows.  Hypotheses will vary in their directionality, with 

some noted as non-directional, given the researcher’s understanding of the potential 

relationships between variables.   
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 Research sub-question one hypotheses: Student backgrounds.  With regard to 

student backgrounds or inputs, literature discussed in the previous chapter noted the 

saliency of first-generation students’ pre-college background characteristics in relation to 

college persistence and the development of educational aspirations.  Elements such as 

first-generation students’ income, race, pre-college preparation, and their relationship to 

cultural capital, could potentially play a role in students’ persistence and aspirations for 

graduate study (e.g., Acker-Ball, 2007; Bui, 2002; Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Davis, 2010; 

Duggan, 2002; Dumais and Ward, 2009; Engle et al., 2006; Hayden, 2008; Hertel, 2002; 

Horn & Nuñez, 2000; Hossler et al., 1999; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; McConnell 2000; 

Saenz et al., 2007; Spera et al., 2009; Terenzini et al., 1996; Warburton et al., 2001).  

Thus, the hypotheses developed for research sub-question one follow:  

• Hypothesis One: There will be a relationship between students’ a) race, b) 

gender, and c) generational status in the U.S. and the study outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Two: There will be a strong, positive relationship between 

students’ a) pre-college annual household income, b) students’ pre-college 

educational aspirations, c) pre-college academic aptitude, and d) frequency of 

pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities and the study outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Three: There will be a positive relationship between students’ 

sibling post-secondary attainment and the study outcomes of undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 
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 Research sub-question two hypotheses: Intra-institutional involvements.  The 

second sub-question sought to examine the contributions of intra-institutional 

involvements, specifically peer interactions, involvement in co-curricular activities, 

interactions with faculty, and the perceived importance of faculty support (mentoring) to 

their college careers, to the undergraduate persistence and graduate educational 

aspirations of first-generation college students attending elite institutions.  The 

scholarship reviewed in chapter two highlighted the importance of students’ interaction 

with faculty and peers, in general, as contributory to college persistence and other 

psychosocial and cognitive outcomes (Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 1991; 2005; Newcomb, 

1962; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Tinto, 1993).  Yet, as noted in the literature 

review, little research has emerged regarding the specific contributions of such 

interactions to the undergraduate persistence and graduate aspirations of first-generation 

students.  Despite the modest, specific scholarship, the researcher aligned the hypotheses 

with the optimistic view of peer and faculty interactions on long-term outcomes noted in 

the general literature.  Therefore, the hypotheses for sub-question two follow: 

• Hypothesis Four: There will be a strong, positive relationship between 

students’ a) intra-institutional peer interactions, b) intra-institutional co-

curricular involvement, c) intra-institutional faculty interactions, and d) 

perceived importance of faculty mentoring to the study outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Five: There will be differences in students’ intra-institutional 

involvements by students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college 



97 

 

educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of 

pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 Research sub-question three hypotheses: Extra-institutional involvements.  

Sub-question three sought to assess the role of extra-institutional involvements through 

examination of a) student-parent interaction as determined by the frequency of home 

visits and b) students’ perceptions of the importance of family support to their college 

careers.  With regard to first-generation students, the literature discussed in chapter two 

highlighted students’ straddling of home and college life and, thus, suggested that the 

extent of student-parent interaction could be quite significant as well as challenging and 

validating (e.g., Asrat, 2007; Choy, 2001; Davis, 2010; Rendón et al., 2000; Walpole, 

2003).  Yet, while research articulating the influence of type and frequency of student-

parent contact is scarce, literature noting the potential benefits of family support to the 

college persistence of first-generation college students is substantial (e.g., Bradbury & 

Mather, 2009; Bryan & Simmons, 2009).  Given what is known (and unknown) based on 

the current literature base, the hypotheses for the third sub-question follow: 

• Hypothesis Six: There will be a relationship between students’ extra-

institutional interaction with parents and the study outcomes of undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Seven: There will be a strong, positive relationship between 

students’ perceptions of family support and the study outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Eight: There will be differences in students’ extra-institutional 

involvements by students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-
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college annual household income, pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college 

educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of 

pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 Research sub-question four hypotheses: Intra/extra-institutional 

involvements.  The fourth and final sub-question sought to examine the contribution of 

involvements in intra/extra-institutional environments, namely weekly hours of 

employment and living arrangements, to the undergraduate persistence and graduate 

educational aspirations of first-generation students attending elite institutions.  As noted 

in chapter two, research findings detailing student employment’s influence on college 

outcomes is mixed.  While some scholars pointed to the harms of off-campus 

employment with respect to academic outcomes (e.g., Astin, 1993), others (e.g., Bradley, 

2006; Lundberg, 2004) found no achievement differences between employed and 

unemployed students.  As such, the hypothesis for this employment variable follows: 

• Hypothesis Nine: There will be a relationship between students’ intra/extra-

institutional weekly hours of employment and the study outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

 While the literature on student employment did not coalesce around one major 

opinion, the scholarship on student residence did.  For the most part, living on campus 

(Pike and Kuh, 2005; Somers et al., 2004) was associated with positive outcomes.  Given 

the literature’s bent, the residence hypothesis follows:  

• Hypothesis Ten: There will be a strong, positive relationship between 

students’ living arrangements and the study outcomes of undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 
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 The final hypothesis for the fourth research sub-question, and for the study in 

general, was based on the examination of difference.  The final hypothesis follows: 

• Hypothesis Eleven: There will be differences in students’ intra/extra-

institutional involvements by students’ race, gender, generational status in the 

U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-college academic aptitude, 

pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and 

frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities? 

Description of Sample 

 Quantitative analysis of the research questions was based on the responses of 

students surveyed via the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLSF) 

administered by the Office of Population Research (OPR) at Princeton University.  

Beginning in the fall of 1999 (with subsequent survey waves administered in the spring 

of 2000, 2001, 2002, and 2003), OPR launched the NLSF with a stratified, probability 

sample of 3,924 (i.e., 86.0% response rate) first-time students entering selective U.S. 

colleges/universities (Massey, Charles, Lundy, & Fischer, 2003; NLSF, n.d.a).  Initially, 

OPR invited 35 institutions to participate, which reflected, in large part, the colleges and 

universities studied by Bowen and Bok (1998) (as cited in Massey et al.) in their College 

and Beyond Survey, but the final sample was drawn from the freshmen rolls of 28 

institutions (Massey et al.; NLSF, n.d.b).  The list of participating institutions is included 

in Appendix A.  Of the seven institutions that did not participate, five (i.e., Duke, 

Hamilton, Wellesley, Vanderbilt, and Xavier) declined the invitation and two (i.e., 

Morehouse and Spelman) had logistical issues with providing a list of freshmen for the 

study (NLSF).  The nonparticipation of Xavier, Morehouse, and Spelman reduced the 
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number of historically Black institutions (HBCUs) in the study from four to one and was, 

therefore, cited as a study limitation by Massey et al. Further discussion of this limitation 

will be broached in the final chapter of this study. 

 The OPR’s study priorities included the underachievement of students of color in 

college, therefore, equal numbers of African American/Black, Hispanic or Latino/a, 

Asian, and Caucasian/White students were sampled at each institution (NLSF, n.d.a).  

Additionally, institutional samples were stratified by the relative size of the African 

American/Black student population on campus (i.e., campuses with higher numbers of 

African American/Black students were assigned a larger target sample size) (NLSF).  The 

final NLSF study sample was comprised of 1,051 African American/Black students, 916 

Hispanic or Latino/a students, 959 Asian students, and 998 Caucasian/White students 

(NLSF).  Students who were not U.S. citizens or resident aliens were excluded from the 

sample.  Of the 3,924 students in the NLSF sample, this study focused on a smaller 

sample of first-generation students who earned bachelor’s degrees. 

 In this study, first-generation student status was determined using parental 

education as assessed by the NLSF in fall of 1999 when students were incoming 

freshmen.  NLSF survey items “w1q151” and “w1q152” asking students their mother’s 

(or female guardian) and father’s (or male guardian), respectively, highest level of 

education were utilized.  First-generation status was determined by responses of “high 

school graduate” or less for both parents’ highest level of educational attainment.  

Additionally, given that the explicit focus of this study was to determine the factors that 

contributed to persistence, the first-generation sample was further filtered to include 

students who completed their undergraduate degrees in six or fewer years (i.e., by 2005 
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or earlier) as represented by NLSF item “overallg.” Specific NLSF measures used to 

determine the first-generation student sample are outlined in Table 1.   

 Once the preliminary filters were applied to the dataset and specific measures 

critical to the study analysis were identified, the dataset was further cleaned.  The 

researcher established a standard protocol for cleaning the dataset which began with 

consulting each of the wave-specific NLSF codebooks to determine how missing values 

and respondent refusals for the variables of interest were categorized by OPR.  Once the 

appropriate codes for un-useable responses were determined, the researcher utilized both 

sorting and filtering features in SPSS and MS Excel to locate and remove cases with 

missing or refusal values.  In addition to consulting the codebooks, and in an effort to be 

thorough, the researcher scrutinized each variable of interest independently, removing 

cases for which missing and refusal values were present but for which codes had not been 

established in the NLSF codebooks.  Once filtered and cleaned, the student sample 

included 103 participants.  Females comprised over half of the sample (63.1%, n = 65) 

while males numbered 38, equating to 36.9% of the sample.  With regard to race, 

students of color represented 82.6% (n = 85) of the first-generation college student 

sample.  Full race distributions for the sample follow: 43.7% Hispanic or Latino/a (n = 

45), 24.3% Asians (n = 25), 17.5% Caucasian/White (n = 18), and 14.6% Black/African 

American (n = 15).  Additional demographic and background details for the sample will 

be provided in the sample characteristics section of chapter four.     

 While modest in size, this study’s sample allowed for an intentional exploration 

of first-generation students.  Additionally, given the deliberateness of the overall NLSF 

sampling strategy, the first-generation student sample facilitated a robust representation 
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of students of color in the findings, which was critical to this study given the scholarship 

noting the high proportion of first-generation students of color (Brown & Burkhardt, 

1999; Bui, 2002; Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Horn & Nuñez, 2000).  However, it is 

important to note that the NLSF sampling strategy could have also prompted an over-

representation of students of color in the first-generation sample, thus, skewing the study 

findings.  Further, while the NLSF team was diligent in its inclusion of a substantial 

representation of students of color (i.e., African American/Black, Hispanic or Latino/a, 

and Asian students), it was limited by its exclusion of students identifying with other 

races/ethnicities (e.g., Native American, multi-racial).   

 In addition to being limited with regard to full racial diversity, the NLSF data set 

and, as a result, this study’s sample, was limited by its exclusion of students enrolled at 

institutions other than selective colleges and universities in the U.S. The sample did not 

include students matriculated at a broader classification of colleges/universities (e.g., 

community or for-profit colleges), which may enroll a substantial number of first-

generation students.  Finally, and importantly, this study sample was limited in that, 

regardless of the NLSF project team’s best efforts to retain all students who participated 

in the original 1999 administration, student attrition, presumably due to student stop outs, 

relocations, and other possible life events, did occur between 1999 and 2003. 

Research Design 

  A correlational ex post facto research design was attempted in this study given 

that use of the NLSF data sought to determine the factors that contributed to first-

generation college students’ undergraduate persistence and graduate educational 

aspirations.  Although this ex post facto research design could not prove cause and effect 
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with regard to factors and outcomes, the correlational nature was appealing given its 

potential for providing substantial insight into the relationship between variables.  

Additionally, while true experimentation was not feasible given the secondary nature of 

the design, the existing data presented a rich portrait of each respondent and allowed for 

varied analyses.  Further, despite the limitations of the research design discussed above, 

the NSLF was an appealing tool for this study given its multi-institutional, longitudinal 

construction, which, as cited by Astin (1970), presented the most appropriate manner in 

which to study the contributions of college impact based on inputs, environments, and 

outcomes.  Moreover, for the most part, students who stopped out of college or 

transferred to another college during the study were tracked and remained in the study 

regardless of their place in the educational process (Massey et al., 2003).  Thus, these 

data allowed for a more systemic approach to persistence.   

Description of Instrument and Measures 

 Instrumentation.  As noted earlier, the primary rationale for the design and 

administration of the NLSF was to examine a wide range of theoretical explanations for 

the underachievement of students of color in higher education.  These theoretical 

explanations included theories of capital deficiencies, oppositional culture, stereotype 

threat, peer influence, and attachment (Massey et al, 2003).  Given this broad spectrum of 

potential explanations for underachievement, each of the five waves of the instrument 

was designed to gather extensive and comprehensive information about the respondents.  

The number of items included in the NLSF instruments ranged from 155 in the baseline 

instrument administered in the fall of 1999 to approximately 100 in the fifth follow-up 

survey deployed in the spring of 2003.  OPR approval for the reproductions of the 
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instruments deployed in all waves was granted to this study’s researcher and, as such, are 

included in Appendices B through F of this document. 

 For the baseline instrument administered in fall 1999, respondents were asked a 

number of questions about life prior to college in an effort to measure initial attitudes, 

perceptions, and motivations (Massey et al., 2003).  A number of questions were phrased 

retrospectively and included a variety of items on topics such as parental involvement 

and employment, social and cultural capital, the condition of home, school, and 

neighborhood, quality and types of friendships, racial/ethnic attitudes, and educational 

aspirations.  The baseline offered a variety of question formats including Likert, multiple 

choice, and open-ended formats.  The follow up surveys, however, were more focused 

and required less time.  Question formats for the follow up surveys included multiple 

choice and Likert designs and asked respondents about topics such as courses, grades, 

living arrangements, financial matters, interfering problems, attitudes toward college, 

perceptions of prejudice, and work, study, and social habits (Massey et al.).   

Given the importance of the baseline and first follow-up surveys as cornerstones 

for the NSLF, the validity and reliability of items on both instruments were established 

over the period of one year.  With regard to content validity, the NLSF design team 

became immersed in the literature to guarantee that the survey items aligned with and 

were grounded in theoretical nuances (Massey et al., 2003).  Further, face validity was 

addressed by conducting extensive, in-depth interviews with students, faculty, and 

administrators at the University of Pennsylvania, one of the participating institutions.  

Additionally, the baseline was administered to a pilot group of freshmen at the University 

of Pennsylvania in fall 1998, and the follow-up was administered to the same students in  
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spring 1999 (Massey et al.).  Students invited to participate in the pilot group reflected 

the desired demographics for the actual administration and included 130 African 

American/Black students, 98 Hispanic or Latino/a students, 130 Asian students, and 130 

Caucasian/White students; response rates ranged from 65% for Hispanic or Latino/a 

students to 82% for African American/Black students (Massey et al.). 

Results gleaned from these pilot tests provided fodder for testing the instrument 

items’ reliability in self-reporting.  Specifically, student responses on topics such as 

grades and parental income were correlated with actual data provided by Registrars and 

Offices of Financial Aid.  With respect to students’ earned grades, researchers found that 

the correlation between reported and recorded grades (i.e., .894) was strong with perfect 

agreement between actual and self-reported figures in 82.8% of cases.  Researchers also 

discovered that the correlation for student-reported and actual parental income was .70.  

Yet, despite its robustness, the NLSF team was more cautious with this figure given the 

variability in correlations across different racial groups.  Overall, however, taking the 

unreliability of some student self-reports into account, the assessment provided the NLSF 

team with valuable insight into item accuracy.  Further, it equipped researchers with the 

appropriate information to be optimistic about the strength of some relationships and 

more conservative in their evaluation of less robust associations (Massey et al., 2003). 

 Rationale for instrument use and critique.  Given the details shared above, the 

NLSF inquired both deeply and broadly with respect to the student experience and, thus, 

differentiated itself from other secondary data sets.  The NLSF appealed to the researcher 

for a number of reason to include its longitudinal, systemic approach to persistence as 

well as the fact that it not only focused on students’ college experiences, but it also honed 
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in on experiences in the pre-college years as well as ambitions/aspirations following 

college graduation.  While the second (spring 2000) through fifth waves (spring 2003) 

focused primarily on college life, courses, grades, social experiences, finances, 

involvements, and future plans, the researcher appreciated the rigor with which the first 

wave (fall 1999) sought a holistic picture of each student beginning with childhood.  

Further, in its deployment of a robust set of retrospective questions inquiring about grade 

school, middle school, and high school life, the data set also fed cultural capital 

indicators─a research dimension that made the NLSF quite desirable for this study.   

 While the NLSF data set was well-aligned with the researcher’s needs and 

appealing in a myriad ways, it also gave pause with regard to the manner in which it 

managed socially sensitive questions.  This critique is especially salient for the questions 

included in the first wave in the fall of 1999.  Given the NLSF’s thrusts, the first wave 

asked students a number of questions regarding their perceptions about the stereotypes 

associated with various races as well as senses of prejudice.  The approach to some of 

these questions straddled the line, in the researcher’s opinion, between collecting good 

and helpful data and advancing students’ negative perceptions with regard to race.  For 

example, in an effort to examine stereotypes, a set of wave one items asked students to 

rate White, Black, Asian, and Latino individuals on certain characteristics and included 

descriptors such as “lazy or hardworking,” “unintelligent or intelligent,” “self-supporting 

or living off welfare,” and “honest or dishonest.” While employed to collect candid 

information, the language used in these items was jarring.  Perhaps the word choices 

speak to both the age of the instrument and the advances in more socially just ways of 

engaging with survey respondents around sensitive issues.  This critique of the NLSF 
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instrument is a reminder that the instrument has incredible value but, similar to many 

other instruments, is also prone to challenges, which should be fully considered.   

 Conceptual framework and measures.  As discussed in chapter two, this 

study’s conceptual framework was scaffolded by Astin’s (1970, 1993) I-E-O model, 

Astin’s (1984, 1993, 1996) theory of involvement, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-

Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model, and Bourdieu’s (1977) concepts of 

cultural capital and habitus.  This framework provided context for the study variables and 

rationale for which NLSF survey items were used to operationalize study variables.   

Student background characteristics: Inputs.  The independent variables of 

student race and gender were assessed using NLSF items “w1qzeth” and “sex,” 

respectively, as posed in fall 1999.  While the original NLSF codebook noted that 

“w1qzeth” measured “ethnicity,” the researcher changed this measure to race to represent 

data more accurately.  Additionally, while the original NLSF codebook used the term 

“sex,” the researcher changed this measure to “gender” in an effort to be more inclusive 

of students’ identities.  Both the race and gender variables were nominal in nature, and, as 

such, were re-coded into more standard categorical variables (See Table 1).   

An additional student background variable,  annual pre-college household 

income, also measured in 1999, was operationalized via survey item “w1q179.” For this 

item, students were asked to disclose their best retrospective estimate of household 

income in their senior year of high school by opting for one of 14 response choices 

ranging from “under $3000” to “$75,000 or more” annually.  The researcher 

acknowledges that this range lacked granularity with regard to students’ whose pre-

college annual household incomes were larger than $75,000 but included the variable 
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given its best representation of economic status at college entry.  However, in an effort to 

make the variable more amenable to analysis, the researcher consolidated and re-coded 

the response choices into four simpler income options, as noted in Table 1. 

“Generational status in the U.S.” was also included as an input measure given its 

indication of students’ identities as “immigrants” or “children of immigrants.” This 

generational variable was operationalized via the following 1999 NLSF items: a) “fborn” 

assessing whether or not a student was born in the U.S., b) “w1q166” assessing whether 

or not the student’s mother was born in the U.S., and c) “w1q167” assessing whether or 

not the student’s father was born in the U.S. In order to make responses choices across 

the study consistent, “fborn” was re-coded with “0” representing students born external to 

the U.S. and “1” representing U.S.-born students.  Further, as noted in Table 1, while 

responses for both w1q166 and w1q167 included country codes for dozens of nations, the 

researcher consolidated and re-coded response choices with “0” representing foreign 

countries and “1” representing the U.S. 

The student background variable of pre-college academic aptitude was 

operationalized via students’ SAT verbal/SAT quantitative (i.e., “w3q28a”/“w3q28b”) or 

ACT composite (i.e., “w3q28c”) scores as retrospectively reported by sophomores in 

spring 2001 (i.e., wave 3).  The test scores question allowed for an open response ranging 

from “0 to 800” for both SAT questions and “0 to 36” for the ACT question.  In an effort 

to streamline data analysis and to simplify interpretability, individual SAT verbal and 

SAT quantitative/mathematics scores were consolidated into a composite SAT score for 

each respondent.  Additionally, in an effort to ensure that the SAT and ACT scores could 

be compared, the SAT composite scores were converted to ACT scores using the ACT-
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SAT concordance protocol established by Dorans, Lyu, Pommerich, and Houston (1997).  

These guidelines were created based on ACT and SAT administrations held between 

October 1994 and December 1996 and were appropriate for use with the NLSF’s 1999 

college-bound participants.  Additional details regarding specific data analysis procedures 

are provided in the “Data Analyses” section of this chapter. 

The sixth student background variable of interest concerned students’ pre-college 

educational aspirations, as measured in fall 1999.  Though measured while students were 

entering college, this variable served as a pre-college input given that students disclosed 

these aspirations so early on in the college-going process.  These aspirations were 

assessed via NLSF variable “w1q90” for which response choices ranged from “I plan to 

take college one year at a time…” to “I plan to graduate from college and go to graduate 

or professional [school].” The researcher simplified these response choices and recoded 

them to include three response options ranging from “don’t know” (coded as “0”) to 

“finish master’s or other professional degree” (coded as “2”).   

In addition to pre-college educational aspirations, students’ sibling post-secondary 

educational attainment was also examined.  Research has shown that college-

going/completing siblings may help facilitate the post-secondary process for brothers and 

sisters, and, thus, attenuate the “first-generation” experience (Ackers-Ball, 2007; Attinasi, 

1989; Ceja, 2006).  As such, it was critical that sibling education be included as a control 

in this study.  In an effort to operationalize the variable, NLSF items “w1q161” and 

“w1q164” were utilized. The items asked students to report their a) number of siblings 

aged 18 or over and b) number of sibling college graduates, respectively.  For both items, 

the original response choices were “none” and a write-in of “one to twenty siblings.” In 
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an effort to streamline analysis, the researcher recoded responses.  Answers of “none” 

were equated to “no/0” and answers of one or more were equated to “yes/1.”  The 

purpose of item “w1q161” was to explain missing values in “w1q164”; the researcher 

assumed that answers of “none” in “w1q161” held for “w1q164” and, thus, enabled the 

researcher to impute values for cases that would, otherwise, have been deleted.   

The final input, students’ frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital 

activities was measured by the “culcap” variable representing the Index of Parental 

Involvement in Formation of Cultural Capital created by OPR (α = .886) using data 

collected from students in the fall of 1999.  While full details regarding the individual 

items incorporated in this index may be found in Table 1, at a high level, this item 

measured student participation in cultural activities (e.g., attending concerts, visiting 

museums and science centers) from age six to 18.  Student response choices ranged from 

zero to four representing “never” to “always” in terms of participation.   

With regard to the “culcap” index, the NLSF appealed to the researcher, in 

substantial part, because of the instrument’s attention to cultural capital and inclusion of 

the scale.  Yet, while important and compelling, the index necessitates a caveat and some 

critique.  Specifically, as noted above, the scale mostly associated cultural capital-

building activities with the beaux arts (e.g., travel, museums), yet, current literature on 

cultural capital points to the multi-dimensionality of Bourdieu’s (1977) concept.  For 

example, Dumais and Ward (2010) suggested that cultural capital might include both 

arts-based activities and strategic learning (e.g., completing college application).  Thus, 

while the “culcap” index might represent one understanding of cultural capital, it may not 

be complete or conventional in more contemporary contexts. 
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Institutional characteristics.  As noted in Table 1 and explained in further detail 

in later sections of this chapter, institutional characteristics were included in the analyses 

per Astin’s (1993) recommendations.  For this study, institutional characteristics included 

college type and total college cost.  College type was operationalized using fall 1999 

NLSF item “college,” which reported whether students were attending a) liberal arts 

colleges, b) private research universities, or c) public research universities.  Response 

choices were categorical in nature, and, per Table 1, were not re-coded.  The second 

institutional characteristic variable of interest was total college cost.  This variable was 

operationalized via a summation of supplemental OPR data collected from U.S. News 

and World Report for the 1998-1999 academic year.  The researcher summed the 1998-

1999 out-of-state cost of undergraduate tuition/fees for each respondent  (i.e., “tuit9899”) 

and the 1998-1999 cost of undergraduate room and board for each respondent (i.e., 

“room9899”).  Once raw dollar figures were determined for each respondent, the 

researcher translated the continuously scaled data into categorical data via re-coding into 

three response choices ranging from “Under $20,000/year” to “$30,000 or more/year.” 

Details pertaining to exact figures and re-coding can be found in Table 1. 

Student involvements: Environments.  In order to examine the relationship 

between first-generation college students’ intra- and extra-institutional involvements and 

college outcomes, the researcher analyzed these interactions as measured by NLSF items 

deployed, with some exception, in wave two (i.e., spring 2000) when students were 

second-semester freshmen.  Choy (2001), in her nationally representative study, found 

that first-generation students were more likely to depart college after year one.  Thus, 

first-year data should foster a better understanding of the transition vulnerabilities salient 
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to freshmen, first-generation college students (e.g., Davis, 2010; Koch, 2008) and, 

potentially, serve a purpose in deciphering contributions to outcomes.   

Intra-institutional involvements.  Given the distinction made in the literature 

between academic-based interactions and socially-based interactions with peers and 

faculty (Astin, 1993), the researcher attempted to make a similar delineation in this study 

given the data available from the spring 2000 NLSF survey administration.  This wave of 

the NLSF included a 25-item set of frequency questions (i.e., “w2q23a-y”), under the 

heading “Typical Behaviors in College,” which pertained broadly to topics related to 

students’ interactions with faculty regarding course-related matters, students’ interactions 

with peers involving academic pursuits, and students’ individual help-seeking behaviors 

regarding academic needs.  The response choices for all items were based on a scale from 

zero to 10 and ranged from “never” to “always.” Given the large range in response 

options, the small sample, and the fact that some of the original response choices had no 

student representation, the researcher consolidated and re-coded the response options, as 

shown in Table 1, into four categories ranging from “never” to “always.”  

In an effort to determine if delineation of types of interaction were possible given 

the data, in accordance with Astin (1993), the researcher conducted an exploratory factor 

analysis (also called principle components analysis (PCA)) on the 25 “Typical Behaviors 

in College” items.  However, in order to ensure that PCA was a suitable approach for the 

items and that the data were indeed “factorable,” the researcher, per Pallant’s (2007) 

guidance, first investigated Bartlett’s test of sphericity and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

(KMO) index of sampling adequacy via SPSS to ensure adequate correlation among the 

desired index variables.  A significant outcome (i.e., p<.05) for Barlett’s test and a 
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minimum score of .6 (within a possible range of zero to one) for the KMO index would 

signal the appropriateness of factor analysis.  The “Typical Behaviors in College” items 

were factorable: the Bartlett test yielded p=.000 and the KMO index score was .774.   

Once it was determined that factorability was feasible given item correlations, the 

researcher utilized SPSS to commence with factor extraction using the PCA method.  The 

researcher set the following PCA parameters for the “Typical Behaviors in College” item 

set: Orthogonal factor rotation; pairwise exclusion of missing cases; and suppression of 

factor loadings under .4 to aid in interpretation.  As assessment of the resulting PCA 

variances indicated that seven components were extracted, i.e. seven components 

emerged with eigenvalues above one and explained 64.8% of the variance.  In an effort to 

determine which of these seven components should be retained, the researcher examined 

the accompanying scree plot.  A conservative assessment of the plot revealed that 

component one captured the majority of the variance (i.e., 26.7%), but, given the 

exploratory nature of this study and the allowance for such by the scree, components two,  

three, and four also emerged as important.  Together, these four components explained 

50.4% of the variance.  A review of the PCA rotated component matrix also confirmed 

the potency of components one, two, three, and four. 

Of the four components that emerged, one was representative of students’ 

interactions with faculty and one was representative of students’ interactions with each 

other.  With regard to faculty interactions, no delineation was evident between academic 

and social, the factor was comprised of the following five items with factor loadings of 

.666 through .823: a) respondent asks professors questions in class, b) respondent asks 

professors questions in lecture, c) respondent asks professors questions after class, d) 
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respondent sees professors in their offices and asks questions, e) respondent sees 

professors in their offices and talks about issues other than class.  This student-faculty 

interaction scale (variable “SF_Int” in Table 1) was assessed for reliability and 

Cronbach’s alpha was equivalent to .816.  With regard to peer interactions, the factor was 

comprised of the following five items with factor loadings of .663 through .841: a) 

respondent studies with other students, b) respondent organizes study groups, c) 

respondent gets academic help from peers.  This student-student academic interaction 

scale (variable “SS_AcInt” in Table 1) was assessed for reliability and Cronbach’s alpha 

was equivalent to .771. 

While the spring 2000 “Typical Behaviors in College” item yielded a factor 

dedicated to academically-oriented peer interactions, socially-based peer involvement 

was operationalized via the more optimal spring 2000 NLSF item “w2q21k.” This item 

explicitly asked students about the frequency with which they socialized with friends on a 

weekly basis.  Response choices included open replies from zero to 120 hours, but the 

researcher re-coded the open response options into five categories each representing 10 

hours (approximately) in an effort to provide more discrete analysis.   

In addition to peer and faculty interactions, intra-institutional involvement 

variables also included co-curricular participation and faculty mentorship. The spring 

2000 NLSF survey item “w2q21c,” which asked students about the frequency with which 

they participated in extra-curricular activities on a weekly basis, was used to 

operationalize co-curricular involvement.  While the response choices included open 

replies from zero to 120 hours, the researcher re-coded the open response options into 

five categories, each representing 10 hours, as a means to improve analytical nuance.   
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With respect to faculty mentorship, given the literature base equating mentorship 

to support and guidance, the researcher examined a 10-item question set included in the 

spring 2003 administration of the  NLSF (i.e., “w5q42a-j”) asking students how 

important certain people (e.g., professors, resident advisors, career counselors) were in 

guiding them through their college careers.  The response choices for all items were 

based on a scale from zero to 10 and ranged from “unimportant” to “greatly important.” 

Given the substantial range in response options, the modest study sample size, and the 

fact that some of the original response choices had little or no student representation, the 

researcher, as shown in Table 1, consolidated and re-coded the response options into four 

categories ranging from “unimportant” to “greatly important.”  

In an effort to determine if faculty emerged as an influential group from the 10-

item question set on guidance, the researcher proceeded with PCA.  However, as before, 

in order to ensure that PCA was a viable approach for the items, the researcher first 

investigated Bartlett’s test of sphericity and the KMO index of sampling adequacy.  The 

results of both measures, as indicated by SPSS output, ensured that the items were 

factorable: the Barlett test indicated p=.000 and the KMO index score was .725. 

Once it was determined that factorability was feasible, the researcher employed 

SPSS to commence with factor extraction using PCA.  The researcher set the following 

PCA parameters for the guidance item set: Orthogonal factor rotation; pairwise exclusion 

of missing cases; and suppression of factor loadings under .4.  An examination of the 

resulting PCA variances indicated that three components with eigenvalues above one 

were extracted and explained 63.3% of the variance.  In an effort to determine which of 

these three components should be retained, the researcher examined the associated scree 
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plot.  Once again, a conservative assessment of the plot revealed that component one 

captured the majority of the variance (i.e., 33.4%), but, given this study’s exploratory 

nature and the allowance for such by the scree, components two and three also emerged 

as compelling.  Together, these three components explained 63.3% of the variance.  The 

rotated component matrix confirmed the viability of components one, two, and three. 

Of the three components that emerged, one pointed to students’ perceptions of the 

importance of faculty guiding them through their college careers.  The factor was 

comprised of the following three items with factor loadings of .570 through .893: a) 

professors in major courses, b) professors in general, and c) major advisors.  

Interestingly, the factor not only included professor guidance but it also included 

guidance by major advisors.  Given that faculty often take on the role of advisors (Baker 

& Griffin, 2010; Light, 2001), this association was not surprising and provided rationale 

for the inclusion of “major advisor” in this faculty mentoring scale.  This faculty/advisor 

mentoring scale (variable “Fac_Ment” in Table 1) was assessed for reliability and 

Cronbach’s alpha was equivalent to .742.  Results of analyses dependent on this scale and 

others created for this study will be conveyed in the following chapter.   

Additional details regarding the specific NLSF measures that were analyzed in an 

effort to further an understanding of first-generation college students’ involvement with 

intra-institutional environments are noted in Table 1.   

Extra-institutional involvements.  The extra-institutional involvement measures 

included a) student-parent interactions and b) student perceptions of the importance of 

family support in guiding them through their college careers.  Student-parent interactions 

were explored using spring 2000 NLSF item “w2q17a,” which assessed the frequency 
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with which students left campus to visit their parents in the previous fall term.  Response 

choices ranged from zero to 100 times, allowing students to provide an open answer.  The 

researcher re-coded the open response options into five categories, each representing 10 

hours (approximately), in an effort to provide more discrete analysis. 

The second extra-institutional measure of “family support” was explored in this 

study using student perceptions of the importance of family support in guiding them 

through their college careers (spring 2003 item “w5q42j”).  This retrospective item was 

chosen given its operationalization of the exact variable of interest above and beyond 

items posed to students in the spring 2000 deployment of the NLSF instrument.  

Response choices were based on a scale from zero to 10 and ranged from “unimportant” 

to “greatly important.” Given the large range in response options, the small sample, and 

the fact that some of the original response choices had no student representation, the 

researcher consolidated and re-coded the response options into four categories ranging 

from “unimportant” to “greatly important.” Specific coding details for this item as well as 

particulars for all the extra-institutional involvement measures are available in Table 1. 

Intra/extra-institutional involvements.  Intra/extra-institutional involvements have 

been defined as involvements occurring in the on-campus and/or off-campus 

environments.  As such, both students’ weekly hours of employment and living 

arrangements were explored in this context.  The researcher examined the role of 

employment in students outcomes via spring 2000 NLSF items “w2q27” and “w2q28b.” 

Item “w2q27” asked students whether or not they had worked for pay during the 

academic year, and item “w2q28b” asked students to report the specific number of hours 

per week.  As indicated in Table 1, the student response option for this item was open, 
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ranging from one to 60 hours.  The researcher re-coded the options into four categories, 

each representing 10 hours (approximately), in an effort to provide more discrete analysis 

and comparability with current literature.  The purpose of item “w2q27” was to explain 

missing values in “w2q28b”; the researcher assumed that answers of “zero” in “w2q27” 

held for “w2q28b” and, thus, enabled the researcher to impute values for cases that 

would, otherwise, have been deleted.  Specific item details for intra/extra-institutional 

involvements, including response recodes, are available in Table 1. 

In addition to exploring employment, this study examined the contribution of 

students’ first-year living arrangements to persistence and aspirations for graduate study 

via the spring 2000 NLSF item “w2q11.”  Response choices included options such as 

“on-campus dormitory,” “fraternity/sorority house,” or “with parents.” Given the large 

range in response options, the small sample, and the fact that some of the original 

response choices had no student representation, the researcher consolidated and re-coded 

the response options into three categories (as shown in Table 1).   

 Student outcomes.  The outcome of undergraduate persistence (i.e., 

undergraduate degree attainment) was operationalized using the NLSF variable 

“overallg,” which conveyed whether or not students had graduated within six years of 

beginning college (i.e., by spring of 2005).  While respondents did not self-report 

graduation data, the OPR worked with the offices of the registrar at the 28 institutions 

studied as well as the National Student Clearinghouse to ascertain degree completion 

information for 3,914 out of 3,924 participants in the NLSF (NLSF, 2008).  NLSF item 

descriptions and response choices for the persistence variable are detailed in Table 2. 
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 The study’s second outcome of interest,  graduate educational aspirations was 

assessed in the fifth wave of the NLSF administered in the spring of 2003 during 

students’ senior years.  The aspirations item, noted as “w5q61,” asked students to identify 

the highest degree they expected to obtain, and responses ranged from “less than a BA” 

to a “Ph.D., MD, LLD, or Equivalent.” The researcher simplified these response choices 

and recoded them to include four response options ranging from “don’t know” (coded as 

“0”) to “finish Ph.D.  or other professional degree” (coded as “3”).  Table 2 details the 

recoded response choices for this advanced degree aspirations variable. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

 The NLSF study launched its baseline survey in fall 1999 with participation from 

28 selective college and universities across the U.S. The 3,924 participants who 

responded to OPR’s initial invitation to participate in the NLSF represented an 86% 

return rate.  The students who completed the 1999 baseline study but who stopped out of 

college or transferred to another college or university were tracked and, for the most part, 

remained in the study regardless of their place in the educational process (Massey et al., 

2003).  The study team’s efforts to track students resulted in robust response rates for all 

NLSF survey waves.  The response rate for the second survey wave (spring 2000) was 

95.0% (N=3,728), while the response rates for the third (spring of 2001), fourth (spring 

of 2002), and fifth (spring of 2003) waves were 89.0% (N=3,475), 84.0% (N=3,280), and 

79.0% (N=3,098), respectively (NLSF, n.d.b).   

 The first wave of the NLSF, deployed in the fall of 1999, surveyed participants as 

they were beginning their freshman year and was administered via a face-to-face, 

Computer-Assisted Personal Interview (CAPI) for which respondents received a payment 

of $15.00 (Massey et al., 2003).  Given the vast number of retrospective and open 

questions in the baseline instrument, the survey took an average of two hours to 

complete.  The follow up surveys were administered in the spring semester of the 

participants’ freshman (i.e., 2000), sophomore (i.e., 2001), junior (i.e., 2002), and senior 

years (i.e., 2003) and were administered as a Computer-Assisted Telephone Interview 

(CATI) (Massey et al.).  The follow up surveys were more focused than the baseline and 

required less time (i.e., average of 40 minutes) to complete (Massey et al.), and 

participants who completed the final survey in spring 2003 did receive a $20.00 payment.  
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As noted earlier, in addition to the self-reported data collected via the five survey waves, 

in the spring of 2005, OPR published graduation data for 3,914 out of the 3,924 original 

participants.  The data reported whether or not students had attained undergraduate 

degrees within four and six years of beginning college (NLSF, 2008). 

Data Analyses 

 Several statistical methods were employed as a means to analyze the data 

provided by participants in the NLSF.  As a foundation for the analyses, descriptive 

statistics were utilized to understand more deeply first-generation students’ background 

characteristics such as race, gender, pre-college annual household income, generational 

status in the U.S., pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, 

sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 

capital activities.  In an effort to grasp the intersectionality of students’ background 

characteristics, key variables (e.g., race and generational status in the U.S., race and pre-

college annual household income) were compared in the context of supporting literature.  

Additionally, in an effort to understand the differences and similarities between the 

background characteristics of the first-generation college students in the study and the 

non-first-generation students in the larger NLSF population, descriptive statistics and 

Chi-square tests for independence were employed.  Finally, from an institutional 

characteristics standpoint, descriptive statistics enabled an assessment of the type of 

college attended as well as total college costs estimated for first-generation students.  

Subsequent analyses were based on the particulars of each research question.   

 The primary research question sought to determine the factors that contribute to 

the undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations of first-generation 
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college students enrolled at elite institutions.  From this primary interest, four sub-

questions emerged as follows: a) “Do student background characteristics such as race, 

gender, pre-college annual household income, generational status in the U.S., pre-college 

academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, 

and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities contribute to 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations?”; b) “Do intra-

institutional involvements (i.e., interaction with peers and/or faculty, participation in co-

curricular activities, faculty mentorship) contribute to undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations?”; c) “Do extra-institutional involvements (i.e., student-

parent interaction, perceptions of family support) contribute to undergraduate persistence 

and graduate educational aspirations?”; and d) “Do intra/extra-institutional involvements 

(i.e., employment and living arrangements) contribute to undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations?” Given these questions, the researcher attempted to 

conduct two separate regression analyses: a) a logistic regression testing the relationship 

between student inputs and intra- and extra-institutional involvements and the 

dichotomous undergraduate persistence variable, and b) a multinomial logistic regression 

examining the relationship between student inputs and intra- and extra-institutional 

involvements and the polytomous graduate educational aspirations variable.   

 Regression was chosen for this study given that the research questions were 

concerned with the contribution of certain factors to study outcomes, or, put more simply, 

the ability of factors to predict study outcomes.  Appropriately, logistic regression uses 

the maximum likelihood method to form the equation that “best fits” or maximizes the 

odds that the dependent variable may be predicted from the independent variables (Burns 
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& Burns, 2008; Garson, 2011).  While regression does not provide details on causality 

such as Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), it was apt for this study given its 

advantages as a tool for exploratory analysis (Gefen, Straub, & Boudreau, 2000).  

Further, regression was optimal to the study’s research design given its natural alignment 

with the I-E-O (Astin, 1993) backbone of the study’s conceptual framework. In fact, 

Astin (1991), in assessing the use of SEM with the I-E-O model, noted that, while path 

modeling was plausible, regression was more desirable given its ability to manage larger 

numbers of variables and permit simpler focus on environments and outcomes. 

Interestingly, in a more recent exploration of appropriate statistical methods for multi-

campus college impact studies, Astin and Denson (2009) compared the utility of 

Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) with that of regression and discovered that, for the 

most part, both models’ fit was equally as acceptable. Thus, given these researchers’ 

observations, the use of regression with this study’s I-E-O framework was appropriate 

and consistent with use in previous research endeavors. 

 As described in chapters one and two, the I-E-O model’s main thrust is to 

determine “whether students grow or change differently under varying environmental 

conditions” (Astin, 1993, p. 7).  In other words, the model seeks to examine the 

environmental effects that contribute to (i.e., predict) certain student outcomes.  

However, as Astin purported, in order to analyze the environment’s contribution to 

student outcomes effectively, researchers must “exert as much control as possible over 

potentially biasing student input variables before examining the possible effects of 

environmental variables” (p. 90).  Thus, isolating input and environment variables into 

intentionally ordered “blocks” was crucial to this study’s original research design. 
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 Given that regression analysis allows for variable blocks to be entered into the 

model in specific order based on the researcher’s scheme for controlling for biasing 

elements, Astin (1993) asserted that the student input characteristics (e.g., race, gender, 

pre-college academic aptitude) known before the student interacts with college are most 

appropriately housed in variable block one.  The second block, according to Astin, 

included “bridge” variables that represented both entering student characteristics and 

environmental aspects (e.g., financial aid package, major).  Institutional characteristics 

(e.g., size, research classification) comprised the third block, and, finally, measures of 

student involvement or engagement (e.g., involvement with peers and faculty, volunteer 

work) with their environments were included in block four.  While Astin’s original block 

structure relied on these four components, additional variable blocks may be established 

in an effort to create more gradation between clusters of inputs or clusters of 

environments as long as the order of entry remains consistent with control protocols. 

 For the purposes of this study, independent variables were entered into the 

regression models in seven distinct blocks, as noted in Table 3, based on Astin’s (1993) 

guidance and the researcher’s desire to achieve a granular representation of inputs and 

environments.  Specifically, first-generation student background characteristics were 

entered into the regression models’ first two blocks.  Block one included student 

demographic details and block two included the quasi pre-test, another type of input.  

Pre-tests are categorized as inputs because they represent a pre-college competency with, 

or understanding of, a certain outcome and must be included as a means to remove as 

much bias as possible (Astin).  Yet, per Astin, it is not always possible to coordinate a 

pre-test for all outcomes; as such, in the event that explicit pre-tests are unavailable, 
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student self-predictions are acceptable.  In this study, student perceptions about future 

education served as a “quasi pre-test” for the graduate educational aspirations outcome 

given the empirical value of self-predictions (Astin; Pascarella, 2001).   

 Following the input variable blocks, as noted in Table 3, the researcher included a 

third block dedicated to the institutional characteristics derived from the data set.  Given 

that bridge measures were not included in this study in an effort to keep the scope 

targeted and manageable, the next set of blocks included measures of student 

involvement and engagement (i.e., environments) on- and off-campus.  Based on Astin’s 

(1993) explorations of student interactions with peers and student interactions with 

faculty as separate and distinct measures, block four included the intra-institutional peer 

involvements while block five was comprised of the intra-institutional faculty 

involvements.  Block six included extra-institutional involvements with parents and, 

while it could be suggested that these interactions be situated with student inputs, this 

block purposefully represented involvements of student socializations while in college.  

Weidman (1989), in alignment with Bean and Metzner (1985), noted that family/parental 

influences persist while students are enrolled and, thus, may mediate experiences.  This 

same logic prevailed in the construction of block seven, which represented student 

environments that, though potentially salient pre-college, have potency during college 

both on campus and in the context of “non-college reference groups” (Weidman).  A full 

representation of each block is detailed below in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Variables Associated with Each Block in Study Regression Design 

Block Model Component Variables 

1 Input: Student 
background 
characteristics 

Race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-
college annual household income, pre-college 
academic aptitude, sibling post-secondary attainment, 
and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 
capital activities 

2 Input: Quasi-pretest Students’ pre-college educational aspirations 

3 Institutional 
characteristics 

College type, total college cost 

4 Environments: Intra-
institutional student-
student 

Frequency of student-student social interactions, 
frequency of student-student academic interactions, 
and frequency of co-curricular involvement 

5 Environments: Intra-
institutional student-
faculty 

Student-faculty interactions, students’ perceptions of 
the importance of faculty/advisor mentoring to their 
college careers 

6 Environments: Extra-
institutional 
parents/family 

Frequency of student-parent interactions, students’ 
perceptions of the importance of family support to 
their college careers 

7 Environments: 
Intra/extra-
institutional work and 
housing 

Weekly hours of employment, living arrangements 

  

 In addition to the regression analyses, this study’s research questions necessitated 

further analysis to address the tertiary query of interest: “Are there differences in intra- 

and/or extra-institutional involvements by students’ race, gender, pre-college annual 

household income, generational status in the U.S., pre-college academic aptitude, pre-

college educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of 

students’ pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities?” In order to determine 

these relationships, cross-tabulations were performed between each background 

characteristic and each involvement variable.  Results will be presented in the following 

chapter and interpreted in combination with other analyses.   
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Methodology Limitations 

 A number of limitations must be considered regarding the research methodology 

of this study.  First, it is important to note that the 28 selective, elite institutions that 

participated in the NLSF do not represent the fullest spectrum of institutions at which 

first-generation college students matriculate and, thus, do not fully represent the first-

generation student population.  Second, the research design chosen for this study, the ex-

post facto design, was reliant on existing data; therefore, study questions were bounded 

by existing variables and the manner in which they were originally configured and 

conceptualized by the NLSF team.  To this end, the data collection methodologies and 

response choices available shaped the researcher’s selection of the statistical tools with 

which to analyze the data.  Additionally, the correlational design chosen cannot prove 

cause and effect with regard to factors and outcomes.  Furthermore, the age of the data 

must be a consideration: The first wave of the NLSF instrument was deployed in 1999 

with final data collection from students completed in the spring of 2003.  The passage of 

time may certainly have changed how constructs are conceptualized and operationalized.  

Finally, threats to external and internal validity, discussed below, must be considered. 

 Threats to external and internal validity.  Given the careful and consultative 

instrumentation protocols followed by the OPR, threats to internal validity for this study 

were modest.  However, testing effects could have been an issue for internal validity, 

especially since the longitudinal nature of the NLSF might have induced participants to 

recall how they answered questions in previous waves and, thus, regardless of actual 

feelings, respond similarly in the current wave.  Additionally, the CAPI format for the 

baseline might have prompted socially desirable answers from participants rather than 
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honest ones, given the presence of the interviewer.  Also, given that several of the 

questions in the first wave of the NLSF survey (i.e., fall 1999) asked participants to recall 

events beginning at age six, the accuracy of the data provided could have been 

compromised.  Finally, the NLSF is a longitudinal study, and, as such, participants were 

surveyed over time about the same topics.  As participants matured, their views may have 

change and this change may have jeopardized internal validity. 

 In addition to slight threats to internal validity, threats to external validity, with 

regard to generalizability to a diverse population of first-generation students, are a 

concern for two significant reasons.  First, the 28 institutions that participated in the 

NLSF were elite, selective colleges and universities that may not fully represent the 

college-going choices of first-generation college students.  Second, the inclusion of three 

populations of students of color (i.e., African American/Black, Hispanic or Latino/a, and 

Asian students) in the study may have limited transferability of findings to students of 

color not represented in the NLSF, including Native American students as well as multi-

racial and multi-ethnic students.  Yet, despite this limitation, and the additional 

limitations discussed above, analysis of NLSF findings may hold practical promise. 

Chapter Three Summary 

 This chapter outlined the research methodologies employed in the study of the 

factors that may contribute to the undergraduate persistence and graduate educational 

aspirations of first-generation college students attending elite institutions.  Multi-

institutional data collected in several waves via the comprehensive NLSF guided the 

exploration and analytical methods were devised in the context of Astin’s (1970, 1993) I-

E-O framework.  The study was further shaped by the contributions of Astin’s (1984, 
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1993, 1996) theory of involvement, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-Traditional 

Undergraduate Student Attrition Model, and Bourdieu’s (1977) concepts of cultural 

capital and habitus.  Study findings emerged through the employment of varied statistical 

methods and, accordingly, the following chapter will present the results obtained through 

the use of the methodologies discussed. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that contribute to the 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations of first-generation college 

students attending elite institutions.  As described in chapter three, the student sample for 

this study was culled from Princeton University’s Office of Population Research’s 

National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLSF).  The NLSF surveyed individuals at 

28 selective U.S. colleges and universities.  Therefore, the demographic details of the 

sample conveyed in this chapter, as well as subsequent analyses, are representative of 

students at these elite institutions and not necessarily first-generation college students 

enrolled at a broader classification of colleges/universities.  The researcher shares this 

reminder in an effort to ensure accurate interpretation of study factors.   

 In an effort to explore the contributing factors of interest for the specific first-

generation college students in this study, several elements pertinent to each student were 

selected for investigation.  These elements included student background characteristics as 

well as student involvements in college and non-college environments.  The selection of 

these factors was grounded in the study’s conceptual framework bolstered by Astin’s 

(1970, 1993) I-E-O Model, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-Traditional Undergraduate 

Student Attrition Model, Astin’s (1984, 1993, 1996) Student Involvement Theory, and 

Bourdieu’s (1977) concepts of cultural capital and habitus.   

 In this chapter, the results of the data analysis techniques utilized for the 

exploration of this study’s research questions will be presented.  First, the characteristics 

of the sample as reflected by the study’s input variables (i.e., students’ gender, race, 

generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-college 
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academic aptitude, pre-college post-secondary educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital 

activities) will be discussed.  Second, the analytical approaches attempted for each 

research question will be described and relevant findings, as well as ancillary analyses, 

will be presented in tandem with conclusions for associated hypotheses.  Tables will be 

provided in an effort to highlight specific and/or particularly compelling results.   

Characteristics of the First-Generation College Student Sample 

 The study sample included 103 first-generation college students, 87 (84.5%) of 

whom completed their undergraduate education within six years of commencing it (i.e., 

by spring 2005) and 16 (15.5%) who did not complete by the sixth year.  As noted in 

Table 4, of the 103 first-generation students in the full study sample, 47.6% (n = 49) 

enrolled at private research institutions, while 10.7% (n = 11) enrolled at liberal arts 

colleges, and 41.7% (n = 43) matriculated at public research institutions.  Total college 

costs for the student sample also varied.  Per Table 4, most students (62.1%, n = 64) were 

enrolled at colleges with total costs of $20,000 - $29,999, while 24.3% (n = 25) enrolled 

at institutions with total cost under $20,000, and 13.6% (n = 14) of students chose 

colleges with total costs of $30,000 or more.  While the institutional characteristics 

available for study in the data set were limited, a full listing of the institutions represented 

in the NLSF as well as the relevant control and classification data extracted from the 

National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System (IPEDS) and the National Association of College and University Business 

Officers’ (NACUBO) Total Market Value of Endowments Study (NACUBO, 1999). 

can be found in Appendix A. 
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 Sample demographic descriptive statistics, as detailed in Table 5, indicate that 

female students were overrepresented, comprising over half of the sample (63.1%, n = 

65) while males numbered 38, equating to 36.9% of the sample.  With regard to race, 

students of color represented 82.6% (n = 85) of the first-generation college student 

sample.  Full race distributions for the sample are noted in Table 5 and follow: 43.7% 

Hispanic or Latino/a (n = 45), 24.3% Asians (n = 25), 17.5% Caucasian/White (n = 18), 

and 14.6% Black/African American (n = 15).  While the larger, complete NLSF 

population included a nearly equal number of each of the four race groups noted here, the 

first-generation student sample did not reflect this distribution.   

 In addition to gender and race, students’ generational status in the U.S. was 

explored.  Per Table 5, results indicate that the largest proportion of students (40.8%, n = 

42) were U.S.-born with at least one foreign-born parent while 35.9% (n = 37) of students 

in the sample were U.S.-born with U.S.-born parents, and 23.3% (n = 24) of students 

were foreign-born with at least one foreign-born parent.  These findings underscored the 

point that, potentially, nearly two-thirds (64.1%, n = 66) of the students in the first-

generation sample were either immigrants or children of immigrant(s).    

 An exploration of the intersection between students’ generational status in the 

U.S. and race, as shown in Table 6, uncovered that more Hispanic or Latino/a students 

(i.e., 66.7%, n = 30) were born in the U.S. and reported at least one foreign-born parent 

than students in any other race group. Further analysis within race groups indicated that 

more Asian students (56.0%, n = 14) were foreign-born with at least one foreign-born 

parent when compared to peers.  While the NLSF data set did not include the country of 

birth for foreign-born students, ad-hoc analysis of parental country of birth indicated that, 
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for Asian students, South Korea and China represented the top two countries of birth for, 

at least, 40.0% of mothers and fathers.  Similar analysis of parental country of birth for 

Hispanic or Latino/a students who reported foreign-born parents showed that over 40.0% 

of mothers and fathers came to the U.S. from Mexico.   

 While 11 of the 15 (73.3%) Black/African American students in the study and 15 

of the 18 (83.3%) Caucasian/White students in the study reported being U.S.-born with 

U.S.-born parents, small proportions of these student groups were comprised of 

immigrants or children of immigrants.  While student country of birth could not be 

determined given limitations in the data set, analysis of parental country of birth for 

Black/African American students indicated that students’ mothers hailed from Jamaica (n 

= 2), Nigeria (n = 1), and Saint Vincent/Grenadines (n = 1).  Country of birth analysis for 

students’ fathers yielded identical results.  Analysis of parental country of birth for 

Caucasian/White students who reported foreign-born parents showed that students’ 

mothers were born in Hong Kong (n = 1), Portugal (n = 1), and Russia (n = 1).  Further, 

these students’ fathers hailed from China (n = 1), Portugal (n = 1), and Russia (n = 1).   

 In addition to generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual household 

income was also included in the exploration of sample characteristics.  Per Table 5, the 

largest proportion of students (41.7%, n = 43) reported annual household incomes 

between $25,000 and $49,999 in their senior year of high school, with the next largest 

proportion (26.2%, n = 27) reporting incomes under $25,000.  The income distributions 

for the highest two quartiles follow: 19.4% (n = 20) $50,000 - $79,999, 12.6% (n = 13) 

$75,000 or more.  Given that first-generation student status and financial concerns often 

go hand-in-hand, annual income in the context of student race was also investigated.  As 
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detailed in Table 7, within race groups, more Asian (44.0%, n = 11), Black/African 

American (53.3%, n = 8), Caucasian/White (44.4%, n = 8), and Hispanic or Latino/a 

(35.6%, n = 16) students fell into the “$25,000 - $49,999” income quartile than any other 

income range.  With regard to the highest and lowest income quartiles, Hispanic or 

Latino/a students were overrepresented in the “Under $25,000” quartile, comprising 

55.6% (n = 15) of this income group. In the highest income quartile (i.e., $75,000 or 

more), Black/African American students were most represented (26.7%, n = 4).   

 In addition to annual household income, the researcher sought to explore another 

pre-college student demographic characteristic: academic aptitude as expressed by 

students’ composite ACT scores.  With regard to pre-college academic aptitude, results, 

as noted in Table 5, showed that the overwhelming majority of students (83.5%, n = 86) 

in the first-generation college student sample fell into the 75th - 99th ACT percentiles.  

Percentile data are based on all 1999 high school completers who took the ACT during 

their sophomore, junior or senior year, and ranks of 75th or above mean that students in 

these percentiles earned scores ranging from 24 to 36 (out of 36) (ACT, 1999).  Table 8 

provides a detailed snapshot of student performance on the ACT (scaled continuously) 

across the entirety of the first-generation college student sample.  Of note, is that a score 

of 29 boasted the highest frequency (n = 13), earned by 12.6% of students.   

 With regard to pre-college educational aspirations, 59.2% (n = 61) students 

aspired to a master’s or other professional degree when asked at the start of their college 

careers.  A smaller percentage of students, 29.1% (n = 30) aspired to complete a 

bachelor’s while 11.7% (n = 12) of students in the sample responded that they did not 

know what their current educational aspirations were.  In a continued exploration of 
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student background variables, descriptive statistics were utilized to understand better the 

proportion of first-generation college students with older siblings who graduated from 

college.  Of the 103 students in the sample, findings indicated that most (68.0%, n = 70) 

reported no sibling college graduates while 32.0% (n = 33) of first-generation students 

reported at least one older sibling with a college degree. 

 The final study input explored was “frequency of pre-college engagement in 

cultural capital activities.” As noted in Table 5, most students (52.4%, n = 54) responded 

that they engaged in these activities “rarely.” The next largest proportion (35.0%, n = 36) 

reported that they “never” engaged in pre-college cultural capital activities while 10.7% 

(n=11) reported that they engaged “sometimes” and 1.9% (n=2) “often” engaged.  No 

students reported that they “always” engaged in cultural capital activities pre-college. 

 Given the link between engagement in cultural capital activities and income noted 

in the literature (e.g., Bourdieu, 1977), the intersection between this input variable and 

pre-college annual household income was explored.  Findings, as noted in Table 9, 

indicated that students who reported pre-college annual household incomes under 

$25,000, were overrepresented (i.e., 51.9%, n=14) in the “never” response to pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities.  Interestingly, this trend of modest to no 

engagement held across all income ranges with 84.6% (n=11) of the wealthiest students, 

those reporting $75,000 and more in household income, indicating only rare engagement.  

Interestingly, students reporting income between $25,000 and $49,999 were the only 

group with representation (i.e., 4.7%, n=2) in the “often” category.   
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Table 4 

Institutional Characteristics of the Colleges and Universities in Which First-Generation 

College Students Enrolled in Fall 1999 

Institutional Characteristics Frequency (n) Proportion (%) 

College type 
Liberal arts college 
Private research university 
Public research university 

 
11 
49 
43 

 
10.7% 
47.6% 
41.7% 

Total college cost 
Under $20,000/year 
$20,000 - $29,999/year 
$30,000 or more/year 

 
25 
64 
14 

 
24.3% 
62.1% 
13.6% 

 

Table 5 

First-Generation College Students Sample Characteristics 

First-Generation Student Characteristics Frequency (n) Proportion (%) 

Gender 
Female 
Male 

 
38 
65 

 
36.9% 
63.1% 

Race 
Asian  
Black/African American 
Caucasian/White 
Hispanic or Latino/a 

 
25 
15 
18 
45 

 
24.3% 
14.6% 
17.5% 
43.7% 

Generational status in U.S. 
Foreign-born with at least one foreign-born parent 
U.S.-born with at least one foreign-born parent 
U.S.-born with U.S.-born parents 
Foreign-born with U.S.-born parents 

 
24 
42 
37 
0 

 
23.3% 
40.8% 
35.9% 
0.0% 

Pre-college annual household income 
Under $25,000 
$25,000-49,999 
$50,000-74,999 
$75,000 or more 

 
27 
43 
20 
13 

 
26.2% 
41.7% 
19.4% 
12.6% 

Pre-college academic aptitude 
75-99th Percentiles [ACT scores of 24-36] 
50-74th Percentiles [ACT scores of 21-23] 
25-49th Percentiles [ACT scores of 17-20] 
<25th Percentiles [ACT scores < 17] 

 
86 
11 
5 
1 

 
83.5% 
10.7% 
4.9% 
1.0% 

Pre-college educational aspirations   
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Don’t know 
Finish bachelor’s 
Finish graduate or other professional degree 

12 
30 
61 

11.7% 
29.1% 
59.2% 

Sibling post-secondary attainment 
No siblings with college degree 
One or more sibling(s) with college degree 

 
70 
33 

 
68.0% 
32.0% 

Frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 
capital activities 

Never 
Rarely 
Sometimes 
Often 
Always 

 
 
36 
54 
11 
2 
0 

 
 
35.0% 
52.4% 
10.7% 
1.9% 
0.0% 

 

Table 6 

First-Generation College Students’ Generational Status in the U.S. by Race 

Generational Status 
in the U.S. 

Race Total 

Asian Black/ 
African 
American 

Caucasian/ 
White 

Hispanic  
or  
Latino/a 

Foreign-born (fb) with at 
least one fb parent 14 2 1 7 24 

% within USGen_Stat 58.3% 8.3% 4.2% 29.2% 100.0% 

% within Race 56.0% 13.3% 5.6% 15.6% 23.3% 

% of Total 13.6% 1.9% 1.0% 6.8% 23.3% 

U.S.-born with at least  
One fb parent 8 2 2 30 42 

% within USGen_Stat 19.0% 4.8% 4.8% 71.4% 100.0% 

% within Race 32.0% 13.3% 11.1% 66.7% 40.8% 

% of Total 7.8% 1.9% 1.9% 29.1% 40.8% 

U.S.-born with U.S.-born 
parents 3 11 15 8 37 

% within USGen_Stat 8.1% 29.7% 40.5% 21.6% 100.0% 

% within Race 12.0% 73.3% 83.3% 17.8% 35.9% 

% of Total 2.9% 10.7% 14.6% 7.8% 35.9% 

Total 25 15 18 45 103 

% of Total 24.3% 14.6% 17.5% 43.7% 100.0% 
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Table 7 

First-Generation College Students’ Pre-College Annual Household Income by Race 

Pre-College Annual  
Household Income 

Race  Total 
 
 

Asian Black/ 
African 
American 

Caucasian/
White 

Hispanic 
or 
Latino/a 

Under $25,000 7 2 3 15 27 

% within PC_Inc 25.9% 7.4% 11.1% 55.6% 100.0% 

% within Race 28.0% 13.3% 16.7% 33.3% 26.2% 

% of Total 6.8% 1.9% 2.9% 14.6% 26.2% 

$25,000-49,999 11 8 8 16 43 

% within PC_Inc 25.6% 18.6% 18.6% 37.2% 100.0% 

% within Race 44.0% 53.3% 44.4% 35.6% 41.7% 

% of Total 10.7% 7.8% 7.8% 15.5% 41.7% 

$50,000-74,999 4 1 3 12 20 

% within PC_Inc 20.0% 5.0% 15.0% 60.0% 100.0% 

% within Race 16.0% 6.7% 16.7% 26.7% 19.4% 

% of Total 3.9% 1.0% 2.9% 11.7% 19.4% 

$75,000 or More 3 4 4 2 13 

% within PC_Inc 23.1% 30.8% 30.8% 15.4% 100.0% 

% within Race 12.0% 26.7% 22.2% 4.4% 12.6% 

% of Total 2.9% 3.9% 3.9% 1.9% 12.6% 

Total 25 15 18 45 103 

% of Total 24.3% 14.6% 17.5% 43.7% 100.0% 
 

Table 8 

First-Generation College Students’ ACT Composite Scores - 1999 

ACT 
Score 

Frequency (n) Proportion (%) ACT 
Score 

Frequency (n) Proportion (%) 

16/36 
17/36 
18/36 
19/36 
20/36 
21/36 
22/36 
23/36 
24/36 
25/36 

1 
1 
1 
2 
1 
4 
3 
4 
11 
6 

1.0% 
1.0% 
1.0% 
1.9% 
1.0% 
3.9% 
2.9% 
3.9% 
10.7% 
5.8% 

26/36 
27/36 
28/36 
29/36 
30/36 
31/36 
32/36 
33/36 
34/36 

7 
9 
11 
13 
5 
9 
5 
5 
5 

6.8% 
8.7% 
10.7% 
12.6% 
4.9% 
8.7% 
4.9% 
4.9% 
4.9% 
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Table 9 

Frequency of First-Generation College Students’ Pre-College Engagement in Cultural 

Capital Activities by Pre-College Annual Household Income 

Frequency of Pre-College 
Engagement in Cultural 
Capital Activities 

Pre-College Annual Household Income Total 

Under 
$25,000 

$25,000-
49,999 

$50,000-
74,999 

$75,000 
or more 

Never 14 15 6 1 36 

% within PC_CulCap 38.9% 41.7% 16.7% 2.8% 100.0% 

% within PC_Inc 51.9% 34.9% 30.0% 7.7% 35.0% 

% of Total 13.6% 14.6% 5.8% 1.0% 35.0% 

Rarely 11 22 10 11 54 

% within PC_CulCap 20.4% 40.7% 18.5% 20.4% 100.0% 

% within PC_Inc 40.7% 51.2% 50.0% 84.6% 52.4% 

% of Total 10.7% 21.4% 9.7% 10.7% 52.4% 

Sometimes 2 4 4 1 11 

% within PC_CulCap 18.2% 36.4% 36.4% 9.1% 100.0% 

% within PC_Inc 7.4% 9.3% 20.0% 7.7% 10.7% 

% of Total 1.9% 3.9% 3.9% 1.0% 10.7% 

Often 0 2 0 0 2 

% within PC_CulCap 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_Inc 0.0% 4.7% 0.0% 0.0% 1.9% 

% of Total 0.0% 1.9% 0.0% 0.0% 1.9% 

Total 27 43 20 13 103 

% of Total 26.2% 41.7% 19.4% 12.6% 100.0% 
Note. There were no cases in the “always” PC_CulCap category. 

 Differences in sample characteristics between first-generation and non-first 

generation college students.  In order to understand more fully the unique demographic 

(i.e., input) attributes of the study’s first-generation college student sample (n=103), the 

researcher utilized the Chi-square (χ²) test of independence to determine if there were any 

differences between the categorical characteristics for the study’s first-generation student 

sample and the non-first-generation students who participated in the NLSF.  In order to 

ensure analytical accuracy, the researcher “cleaned” the appropriate variables for all non-
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first-generation cases in alignment with established protocols for the first-generation 

sample, thus yielding a non-first-generation student sample (n) of 958. 

 Given the exploratory nature of this study, the researcher increased the 

significance threshold to p < .10, noting findings between .05 and .10 as “marginally 

significant.” Based on these testing parameters, Table 10, shown below, indicates that 

there were significant differences between first- and non-first-generation students with 

regard to a) race, b) generational status in the U.S., c) pre-college annual household 

income, d) pre-college academic aptitude, e) sibling post-secondary attainment, and f) 

frequency of students’ pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities.   

Table 10 

Differences in Sample Characteristics between National Longitudinal Study of Freshmen 

First-Generation and Non-First-Generation College Students 

Sample Characteristics  χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Race 
Genderª 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Pre-college annual household income 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Sibling post-secondary attainmentª 
Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 

28.334 
2.583 
15.322 
95.977 
13.972 
4.585 
7.467 
 
69.554 

3 
1 
3 
3 
3 
2 
1 
 
4 

.000* 

.108 

.002* 

.000* 

.003* 

.101 

.006* 
 
.000* 

1061 
1061 
1061 
1061 
1061 
1061 
1061 
 
1061 

ªYates Continuity Correction value and associated significance used instead of Pearson Chi-square given 

the two-by-two nature of cross-tabulations (Pallant, 2007). 

 
 Race.  Per Table 10, there was a difference between first- and non-first-generation 

college students with regard to race [χ² (df = 3, n = 1061) = 28.334 with p = .000].  Given 

this significant association the researcher examined the Cramer’s V produced by the 

analysis to assess the strength of the relationship. Per Pallant’s (2007) guidance, Cramer’s 
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V was examined in lieu of the standard “Phi coefficient” given the statistic’s more 

accurate report of cross-tabulation tables larger than two-by-two.  Cramer’s V equaled 

.166, thus, indicating a small to medium effect and, as a result, a modestly strong 

relationship between first-generation college student status and race.   

 Further examination of the cross-tabulation table comparing first-generation status 

and race showed that, compared to Asian, Black/African American, and Hispanic or 

Latino/a peers, Caucasian/White students comprised more of the non-first-generation 

group (i.e., 29.2%, n=280).  Compared to peers, Hispanic or Latino/a students 

represented the largest proportion of the first-generation sample (i.e., 43.7%, n=45).   

 Generational status in the U.S. As noted earlier, there was a difference between 

first- and non-first-generation college students with regard to generational status in the 

U.S. [χ² (df = 3, n = 1061) = 15.322 with p = .002].  Based on this finding, the researcher 

examined Cramer’s V to gauge the strength of the association and found that the effect 

size was .120─denoting a small to medium effect and, thus, a modestly strong 

relationship between the variables.   

 Additional scrutiny of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square analysis of 

first-generation status and generational status in the U.S., revealed that most (53.1%.  n = 

509) non-first-generation students were U.S.-born with U.S. born parents.  With regard to 

first-generation students, the largest proportion (40.8%, n = 42) were U.S. born with at 

least one foreign-born parent.  Interestingly, only 13.0% (n = 125) of non-first-generation 

students were foreign-born with at least one foreign-born parent while 23.3% (n=24) of 

first-generation students fell into this category.   
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 Pre-college annual household income.  As detailed in Table 10, there was a 

difference between first- and non-first-generation college students in the context of pre-

college annual household income [χ² (df = 3, n = 1061) = 95.977 with p = .000].  Given 

this significant association the researcher examined the Cramer’s V and found it to equal 

.301, thus, indicating a medium effect and moderately strong relationship between first-

generation status and students’ pre-college annual household income.   

 Further examination of the cross-tabulation table comparing first-generation status 

and pre-college annual household income indicated that most (56.4%.  n = 540) non-first-

generation students reported incomes of $75,000 or more while most (41.7%, n = 43) 

first-generation students reported incomes of $25,000-49,999.  Interestingly, while the 

smallest proportion (8.5%, n=81) of non-first-generation students reported pre-college 

annual household incomes of less than $25,000, the second largest proportion (i.e., 

26.2%, n=27) of first-generation students did so.   

 Pre-college academic aptitude.  As noted previously, there was a difference 

between first- and non-first-generation college students in terms of pre-college academic 

aptitude [χ² (df = 3, n = 1061) = 13.972 with p = .003].  Based on this significant finding, 

the researcher examined Cramer’s V and found that the effect size was .115─denoting a 

small to medium effect and modestly strong relationship between the variables. 

 Additional investigation of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square 

analysis between first-generation status and students’ pre-college academic aptitude, 

indicated that the majority of both non-first-generation students (93.4%, n = 895) and 

first-generation students (83.5%, n=86) ranked in the 75-99th academic aptitude 

percentiles.  Interestingly, the proportion of first-generation students in the three lower 
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aptitude percentiles was greater than that of non-first peers.  For example, 10.7% (n=45) 

of first-generation students fell into the 50-74th percentile as compared to (4.7%, n =45) 

of non-first-generation college students.   

 Sibling post-secondary attainment.  Per Table 10, there was a difference between 

first- and non-first-generation students with regard sibling post-secondary attainment [χ² 

(df = 1, n = 1061) = 7.467 with p = .006].  Given this significant association and the two-

by-two nature of the resulting cross-tabulation, the researcher examined the Phi 

coefficient produced by the analysis to assess the strength of the relationship. The Phi 

coefficient was found to be equal to .088.  Thus, based on Cohen’s (1988) (cited in 

Pallant, 2007) criteria for effect sizes, the effect was confirmed to be small and, as a 

result, indicative of a weak relationship between the variables. 

 Further scrutiny of the cross-tabulation table comparing first-generation status and 

sibling post-secondary attainment indicated that, within the non-first generation student 

group, 80.1% (n=767) of students reported no sibling college graduates.  However, while 

most first-generation students also reported no sibling college graduates, the proportion 

of first-generation students who reported one or more siblings with a college degree was 

greater (32.0%, n = 33) than that of the non-first group. 

 Frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities.  As detailed 

above, there was a significant difference between first- and non-first-generation college 

students in the context of students’ frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 

capital activities [χ² (df = 4, n = 1061) = 69.554 with p = .000].  Based on this significant 

finding, the researcher examined Cramer’s V and found that the effect size was 
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.256─denoting a medium effect and moderately strong relationship between first-

generation status and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities. 

 Additional examination of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square 

analysis between the variables revealed that while most non-first- and first-generation 

students fell into the “rare” engagement category (53.0%, n=508; 52.4%, n=54, 

respectively), non-first engagement was skewed toward higher frequencies overall.  

Specifically, 35.0% (n=36) of first-generation students “never” engaged in pre-college 

cultural capital activities while only 9.2% (n=88) of non-first-generation students 

reported as such.  Further, 31.7% (n=304) of non-first-generation students “sometimes” 

engaged while only 10.7% (n=11) of first-generation students actually reported that they 

did so.  In the “often” category, 5.4% (n=54) of non-first-generation students were 

represented as compared with 1.9% (n=2) of first-generation students. 

Research Question Analyses and Hypotheses Conclusions 

 As noted in chapters one and three, and depicted in Figure 1, this study’s primary 

research question sought to determine the factors that contribute to the undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations of first-generation college students 

attending elite institutions.  In alignment with the college impact variables suggested by 

Astin’s (1970, 1993) I-E-O framework and the potential measures of persistence noted in 

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model, 

these factors were parsed into four research sub-questions.  These sub-questions were 

designed to explore the contribution of a) student background characteristics (i.e., inputs), 

b) environmental aspects such as campus-based (intra-institutional) involvements, c) off-

campus-based (extra-institutional) involvements, and d) on- and off-campus intra/extra-



152 

 

institutional involvements.  The analytical methods attempted for each research question 

follow as well as the actual analytical operations used and the associated findings.   

 Research sub-question one: Student backgrounds.  The first research sub-

question was concerned with the contribution of student background characteristics to 

undergraduate persistence and students’ graduate educational aspirations.  The original 

research question follows: Do student background characteristics such as race, gender, 

generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-college 

academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, 

and frequency of students’ pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities contribute 

to undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

 As expressed in chapter three, the original data analysis plan devised for this 

question included two separate regression models: a) a binary logistic regression testing 

the relationship between student inputs and the dichotomous undergraduate persistence 

variable, and b) a multinomial logistic regression examining the relationship between 

student inputs and the polytomous graduate educational aspirations variable.  However, 

once the researcher assessed the NLSF data set and began to execute the appropriate 

statistical operations utilizing SPSS, it was discovered that both types of regressions 

would fail to converge.  Convergence was problematic because of the modestly-sized 

study sample, the relative complexity of the research model design, and data limitations.   

 With regard to first-generation student sample size, once the data set was cleaned 

and purged of the substantial missing values for the salient study variables, the 

anticipated “n” of nearly 350 students was reduced to 103 students.  This modest sample 

size presented convergence issues for both the binary and multinomial regressions.  With 



153 

 

regard to the binary regression, the researcher encountered issues of quasi-complete 

separation.  The challenge of quasi-complete separation is best understood in the context 

of logistic regression’s maximum likelihood underpinnings.  Specifically, the purpose of 

logistic regression is to predict the log odds or “likelihood” of a categorical outcome 

based on a number of independent variables (Burns & Burns, 2008; Garson, 2011).  As 

such, logistic regression uses the maximum likelihood method to form the equation that 

“best fits” or maximizes the odds that the dependent variable may be predicted from the 

independent variables.  However, in instances of separation (quasi or complete), one or 

more of the independent variables perfectly predicts one or more outcomes and, thus, 

finite maximum likelihood estimates do not exist (i.e., parameter estimates are infinite) 

(Allison, 2008; Hancock & Mueller, 2010).  While perfect predictions can be attractive, 

they do not allow for a true understanding of the effects of independent variables. 

 According to Allison (2008), Hancock and Mueller (2010), and Hosmer and 

Lemeshow (2000), the occurrence of separation often hinges on a) sample size, b) the 

number of variables in the logistic regression model, and c) imbalances in the frequency 

distribution of either the independent or dependent variables.  These three factors are 

significantly interrelated, and the study’s sample was vulnerable to all of them. 

 First, the diminished sample size could not support the independent variables in 

the study.  While the original research design included approximately 20 predictors, this 

number was nearly doubled given that many of these independent variables were 

categorical in nature and, thus, necessitated the creation of dummy covariates for the 

binary model.  The dominance of categorical predictors was both a product of the NLSF 

team’s item construction protocol and the researcher’s attempt to transform several non-
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parametric continuous variables into simpler representations of the data.  Nonetheless, the 

inflated number of variables in the model violated sensible guidance for variable-to-event 

ratios such as that posed by Peduzzi, Concato, Kemper, Holdford, and Feinstein (1996).  

In their study of the ideal number of events per variable (EPV) in the execution of valid 

logistic regressions, Peduzzi et al. found that an EPV value of 10 or greater was best for 

avoiding statistical issues.  In the first-generation sample, the number of events of interest 

was 87 (students who graduated) and, as a result, the EPV equaled 2.81 (i.e., 87/31 

predictors)─ a figure far below Peduzzi et al.’s recommendation for viable designs. 

  While, as a whole, the study sample size proved challenging to the initial data 

analysis plan, the study sample partitioned by the binary graduation outcome responses 

presented additional difficulties.  Specifically, of the 103 first-generation students in the 

study sample, an overwhelming majority of students (84.5%, n = 87) reported a “yes” or 

“1” outcome for graduation while 15.5% (n = 16) reported a “no” or “0” outcome for 

graduation.  This extreme split/imbalance in the outcome or dependent variable prompted 

estimation issues by contributing to near perfect predictions.  Given that so many students 

in the sample graduated, there was little variability in outcome responses and, thus, the 

model was vulnerable to instability.  Proof of perfect/near perfect predictions given the 

imbalance was represented by the appearance of zeros in the two-by-two classification 

tables produced by the binary logistic regression.  Per Altman, Gill, and McDonald 

(2004), “…for any dichotomous explanatory variable in a logistic regression, if there is a 

zero in the 2x2 table formed by that variable and the outcome variable, the ML estimate 

for the regression coefficient will not exist” (p. 265).  This estimation challenge might 

have been mitigated by a larger sample size with more variability in the outcome. 
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 With regard to the multinomial logistic regression, the study sample size and the 

number of independent categorical variables played a significant role in the model’s 

failure to converge.  The researcher’s attempts to execute the model were met with a 

number of SPSS-generated warnings citing the large number of cells with zero 

frequencies (over 50.0%) and singularities in the Hessian matrix.  As a result of these 

errors, SPSS halted model iterations prematurely.  The zero cell counts were attributable 

to a number of factors including a) the small sample size that translated to inadequate 

numbers of cases in the NLSF item’s response categories and b) NLSF items with large 

numbers of response categories.  With regard to the Hessian matrix, a product of the 

Newton-Raphson algorithm driving the iteration of the regression equations (Allison, 

2008), singularities emerged.  Complications with the Hessian matrix such as 

singularities denoted missing data in a substantial portion of the data set and were 

attributable to inadequate distribution of cases across response categories.  As confirmed 

by Gill and King (2004), sample size and complex modeling are often culpable.   

 In an effort to remedy the convergence issues discussed above for both the binary 

and multinomial regressions, the researcher attempted a number of solutions offered by 

Allison (2008).  These potential remedies, or attempts at “respecification and reanalysis” 

(Gill & King, 2004, p. 144) included a) simplifying the research questions in an attempt 

to reduce the number of categorical variables in the study with large numbers of missing 

values and, thus, grow sample size, b) reducing the number of categories (i.e., response 

choices) within predictor and dependent categorical variables by consolidating and 

combining response choices, c) consolidating continuous variables with inadequate 

distribution of cases in response options to combat singularity issues, d) substituting 
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continuous predictor variables for categorical predictors if the options presented 

themselves in the data set, and e) engaging a forward, step-by-step approach to regression 

model building to indentify and combat problematic analytics.  While some variations of 

both the binary and multinomial models “ran” with these re-specifications and changes in 

analysis, SPSS terminated the model iterations prematurely, and, thus, the researcher 

made the assessment that resulting statistics could not be trusted for interpretation.  In 

short, none of these approaches described above remedied the quasi-complete separation 

issue or stabilized either regression model for use.    

 Given the failed analytical attempts made to address research sub-question one 

using the originally described data analysis methods, the researcher opted to address the 

relationships between the study’s input, environment, and outcome variables via bi-

variate, non-parametric analysis. The researcher selected the Chi-square (χ²) test of 

independence and employed the less stringent p value of p < .10.  The exploratory nature 

of this study permitted the use of the more forgiving significance threshold and allowed 

the researcher to categorize findings of p > .05 and p < .10 as “marginally significant.” 

However, regardless of significance thresholds, unlike logistic regression, the Chi-square 

test could not infer predictions or likelihoods, but it could showcase significant 

relationships between categorical variables.  As such, continuous independent variables 

were transformed into categorical predictors so that they could best be related to the 

outcomes of undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations.  These 

transformations are described in Table 11 and supplement the variable details noted in 

Table 2 (Description of Study Independent Variables). 
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Table 11 

Summary of Study’s Independent Variable Transformations from Continuous Variables 

to Categorical Variables 

Study  
Variables 

Continuous 
Response 

Categorical Response  
After Transformation 

Pre-college 
academic aptitude 

Quantitative ACT 
scores ranging 
from 0 to 36 

1) 75-99th Percentiles [ACT scores of 24-36] 
2) 50-74th Percentiles [ACT scores of 21-23] 
3) 25-49th Percentiles [ACT scores of 17-20] 
4) <25th Percentiles [ACT scores < 17] 

Sibling post-
secondary 
attainment 

Quantitative 
response ranging 
from 0 to 20 
siblings 

0) No siblings with college degree 
1) One or more sibling(s) with college degree 

Frequency of 
student-student 
social interaction 

Quantitative 
response ranging 
from 0 to 120 
hours of 
interaction 

0) Zero hours 
1) 1-9 hours 
2) 10-19 hours 
3) 20-29 hours 
4) 30 or more hours 

Frequency of co-
curricular 
involvement 

Quantitative 
response ranging 
from 0 to 120 
hours of 
involvement 

0) Zero hours 
1) 1-9 hours 
2) 10-19 hours 
3) 20-29 hours 
4) 30 or more hours 

Frequency of 
student-parent 
interaction 

Quantitative 
response ranging 
from 0 to 100 
visits to parents 

0) Zero visits 
1) 1-9 visits 
2) 10-19 visits 
3) 20-29 visits 
4) 30 or more visits 

 

 Based on the new variable structure and the necessary alternative statistical 

approach to research sub-question one, the revised research question follows:  

• Is there a relationship between student background characteristics (i.e., race, 

gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-

college academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital 
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activities) and the outcome variables of undergraduate persistence and graduate 

educational aspirations? 

 The association between each student background characteristic and each 

outcome variable was analyzed via the Chi-square test of independence, and appropriate 

χ² statistics and significance figures are reported in the following section.  Pertinent, 

descriptive tables are included where appropriate.  

 Students’ background characteristics and undergraduate persistence.  Analysis 

of potential relationships between first-generation students’ background characteristics 

and the undergraduate persistence outcome yielded one significant association.  As noted 

in Table 12, there was a marginally significant relationship between students’ pre-college 

educational aspirations and their undergraduate persistence.   

Table 12 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Background Characteristics 

and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Background Characteristics  χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Race 
Genderª 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Pre-college annual household income 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 
capital activities 

2.516 
0.052 
3.082 
0.725 
5.873 
4.730 
0.047 
 
3.062 

3 
1 
2 
3 
3 
2 
1 
 
3 

.472 

.820 

.214 

.867 

.118 

.094* 

.828 
 
.382 

103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
 
103 

ªYates Continuity Correction value and associated significance used instead of Pearson Chi-square given 

the two-by-two nature of cross-tabulations (Pallant, 2007). 

 
 Pre-college educational aspirations and undergraduate persistence.  As noted 

above in Table 12, a marginally significant relationship was found via the Chi-square test 
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for independence between first-generation college students’ pre-college educational 

aspirations and their undergraduate persistence [χ² (df = 2, n = 103) = 4.730 with p = 

.094].  Given this marginally significant outcome, the associated correlation coefficient 

(i.e., Cramer’s V) was explored in order to gauge the strength of the relationship. 

Cramer’s V indicated that the effect size was .214 thus, denoting a small to medium 

effect and a modestly strong relationship between the variables. 

 In addition to providing proof of a marginally significant, modestly strong 

relationship between students’ pre-college educational aspirations and undergraduate 

persistence, the Chi-square test also highlighted additional dynamics of the relationship. 

As detailed in Table 13, of the 30 first-generation college students who aspired to finish a 

bachelor’s degree, 93.3% (n = 28) actually did so.  Additionally, of the 61 students who 

aspired to finish a graduate or other professional degree, 51 (83.6%) completed college 

within six years of commencing it.  Interestingly, 66.7% (n=8) of the 12 students who 

“did not know” when asked about their aspirations earned undergraduate degrees.   

 Though interesting, however, the results above must be considered with caution 

given that this analysis violated one of the assumptions upon which the validity of the 

Chi-square test of independence is based: minimum expected cell frequencies.  

According to Pallant (2007), a) each of the cells in the cross-tabulation matrix should 

have no fewer than five observations, or b) no more than 20.0% of cells in the matrix 

should have expected frequencies of less than five.  In this analysis of aspirations and 

undergraduate persistence, 33.3% of cells had an expected count of less than five.   

 This cell frequency issue will resurface throughout this chapter as results of 

analyses are reported.  As such, in the interest of full disclosure and informed 
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interpretation, cross-tabulations that do not meet Pallant’s (2007) guidelines will be 

accompanied by a note detailing any expected cell count challenges.   

Table 13 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Pre-College Educational 

Aspirations and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Undergraduate  
Persistence 
  

Pre-College Educational Aspirations Total 
  Don't know Finish  

bachelor's 
Finish 
graduate  
or other  
professional 
degree 

Not graduated from college 4 2 10 16 

% within UG_Persist 25.0% 12.5% 62.5% 100.0% 

% within PC_EdAsp 33.3% 6.7% 16.4% 15.5% 

% of Total 3.9% 1.9% 9.7% 15.5% 

Graduated from college 8 28 51 87 

% within UG_Persist 9.2% 32.2% 58.6% 100.0% 

% within PC_EdAsp 66.7% 93.3% 83.6% 84.5% 

% of Total 7.8% 27.2% 49.5% 84.5% 

Total 12 30 61 103 

% of Total 11.7% 29.1% 59.2% 100.0% 
Note. For this analysis, 33.3% of cells had an expected count of less than five. 

 Students’ background characteristics and graduate educational aspirations.  

The analysis of potential relationships between first-generation students’ background 

characteristics of race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual 

household income, pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, 

sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 

capital activities and the outcome variable of graduation educational aspirations yielded 

no significant associations.  The specific findings associated with the Chi-square test of 

independence conducted for this analysis are outlined in Table 14. 
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Table 14 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Background Characteristics 

and Students’ Graduate Educational Aspirations 

Background Characteristics  χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Race 
Gender 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Pre-college annual household income 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 
capital activities 

4.300 
2.295 
2.101 
4.820 
5.854 
6.606 
1.630 
 
5.974 

6 
2 
4 
6 
6 
4 
2 
 
6 

.636 

.317 

.717 

.567 

.440 

.158 

.443 
 
.426 

103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
 
103 

 

 Given the findings for the analysis of relationships between students’ background 

characteristics and the outcome variables of undergraduate persistence and graduate 

educational aspirations, appropriate hypotheses conclusions as well as hypotheses 

rejection decisions are presented in the following section.   

 Hypotheses conclusions.  The hypotheses proposed for research sub-question 

one, based on the original conceptualization of data analysis methods, follow: 

• Hypothesis One: There will be a relationship between students’ a) race, b) gender, 

and c) generational status in the U.S. and the study outcomes of undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Two: There will be a strong, positive relationship between students’ a) 

pre-college annual household income, b) students’ pre-college educational 

aspirations, c) pre-college academic aptitude, and d) frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities and the study outcomes of undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 
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• Hypothesis Three: There will be a positive relationship between students’ sibling 

post-secondary attainment and the study outcomes of undergraduate persistence 

and graduate educational aspirations. 

 While data set limitations necessitated that the researcher reframe the data 

analysis process, the Chi-square test of independence still allowed for an examination of 

relationships.  Yet, in order to reflect correctly, accurately, and more plainly the new 

analytical approach, the relationship hypotheses were revised into their null counterparts.  

For simplicity, these hypotheses were consolidated into the general hypothesis below: 

• Ho: There will be no significant relationship between students’ a) race, b) gender, 

c) generational status in the U.S., d) pre-college annual household income, e) pre-

college academic aptitude, f) pre-college educational aspirations, g) siblings’ 

post-secondary attainment, and h) frequency of pre-college engagement in 

cultural capital activities and the study outcomes of a) undergraduate persistence 

and b) graduate educational aspirations. 

 Based on the significance (p) levels that corresponded to the Chi-square (χ²) 

statistic for the relationships between the student background variables and the study 

outcomes, the researcher failed to reject part of the consolidated null hypothesis.  To 

ensure a clear understanding of the parts of the hypothesis that were rejected, the 

researcher segmented the null hypothesis by outcome variable and articulated hypothesis 

rejection decisions by independent variables of interest.  Details are shown in Table 15.   

 

 

 



163 

 

Table 15 

Hypotheses Rejection Decisions for Research Sub-Question One 

Null Hypotheses (Ho) Rejection 
Decision 

Student Background Characteristics and Undergraduate Persistence  

There will be no significant relationship between students’ pre-college 
educational aspirations and the study outcome of undergraduate 
persistence. 

Reject 

There will be no significant relationship between students’ a) race, b) 
gender, c) generational status in the U.S., d) pre-college annual household 
income, e) pre-college academic aptitude, f) sibling postsecondary 
attainment, and g) frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital 
activities and the study outcome of undergraduate persistence. 

Fail to 
Reject 

Student Background Characteristics and Graduate Educational Aspirations  

There will be no significant relationship between students’ a) race, b) 
gender, c) generational status in the U.S., d) pre-college annual household 
income, e) pre-college academic aptitude, f) pre-college educational 
aspirations, g) sibling postsecondary attainment, and h) frequency of pre-
college engagement in cultural capital activities and the study outcome of 
graduate educational aspirations. 

Fail to 
Reject 

 

 Summary.  In summary, in the investigation of relationships between student 

background characteristics and study outcomes, one significant relationship was found 

between the student input variable of pre-college educational aspirations and the study 

outcome variable of undergraduate persistence.  This finding, as well as the additional 

findings that may emerge for the remaining study research questions, will be interpreted 

and discussed further in chapter five. 

 Research sub-question two: Intra-institutional involvements.  The second sub-

question sought to examine the contributions of first-generation college students’ intra-

institutional involvements with regard to peer interactions (academic and social), co-

curricular activities, and faculty interactions to their undergraduate persistence and 
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graduate educational aspirations.  As a secondary aim, this question sought to uncover 

differences in intra-institutional involvements by students’ background characteristics.   

 The original data analysis plan for exploring the relationship question involved 

the use of binary and multinomial logistic regressions.  However, as noted previously, 

sample and data limitations would not permit the use of regression models.  As such, the 

relationship question was explored via the Chi-square (χ²) test of independence using p < 

.10.  Based on this revised statistical approach to research sub-question two, the new 

primary research question follows:  

• Is there a relationship between students’ intra-institutional involvements (i.e., 

frequency of student-student academic interaction, frequency of student-student 

social interaction, frequency of co-curricular involvement, frequency of faculty 

interaction, and students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty mentoring) and 

the study outcomes of undergraduate persistence and graduate educational 

aspirations? 

 The secondary “differences” question was not altered and follows: 

• Is there a difference in intra-institutional involvements by student race, gender, 

generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-college 

academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary 

attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 Given the research questions above, the association between each intra-

institutional involvement variable and each outcome was analyzed via the Chi-square test 

of independence.  Additionally, given their inclusion as “controls” in the original study 

design and their importance in characterizing the college environment, the relationship 
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between institutional characteristics (i.e., college type, total college cost) and the outcome 

variables was also explored via Chi-square.  Results of both analyses are reported in the 

following section, and descriptive tables are provided where appropriate. 

 Students’ intra-institutional involvements and undergraduate persistence.  The 

analysis of potential relationships between first-generation students’ intra-institutional 

involvements and the outcome variable of undergraduate persistence yielded three 

significant or marginally significant relationships.  As noted in Table 16, there was a 

significant relationship between persistence and a) the frequency of students’ academic 

interaction with other students, b) the frequency of students’ interaction with faculty, and 

c) students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty (and advisor) mentoring.   

Table 16 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Intra-Institutional Involvements 

and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Intra-Institutional Involvements  χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Frequency of student-student academic interaction 
Frequency of student-student social interaction 
Frequency of co-curricular involvement 
Frequency of student-faculty interaction 
Students’ perceptions of the importance of 
faculty/advisor mentoring 
College type 
Total college cost  

8.912 
4.263 
4.390 
10.409 
 
12.216 
2.074 
0.388 

4 
4 
4 
4 
 
4 
2 
2 

.063* 

.372 

.356 

.034* 
 
.016* 
.355 
.824 

103 
103 
103 
103 
 
103 
103 
103 

  

 Frequency of student-student academic interaction and undergraduate 

persistence.  As noted in Table 16, the results of the analysis exploring the relationship 

between the frequency of student-student academic interaction and undergraduate 

persistence indicated a marginally significant association between the two variables [χ² 
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(df = 4, n = 103) = 8.912 with p = .063].  Based on this significant outcome, the 

correlation coefficients were explored in order to gauge the strength of the relationship. 

Assessing Cramer’s V, the effect size was .294 denoting a medium effect and a 

moderately strong relationship between the variables.   

 In addition to providing proof of a marginally significant, moderately strong 

relationship between the frequency of student-student academic interaction and 

undergraduate persistence, the Chi-square test also provided additional context for this 

relationship. For example, as indicated in Table 17, out of the 87 students who graduated 

from college, the largest proportion (49.4%, n = 43) only reported a modest “1” in 

student-student academic interaction.  While “1” cannot be well-interpreted because of 

the lack of qualifiers in the NLSF instrument, the number’s proximity to “never” suggests 

that the students surveyed interacted with each other rarely on the weekly basis.  

Interestingly, an exploration of graduation rates within frequency categories showed that 

nearly two-thirds (i.e., 66.7%, n = 6) of students on the lowest (i.e., “never”) end of the 

interaction scale graduated college in six years while 100.0% (n=12) of the students on 

the higher end of the scale (i.e., “3” and “always”) graduated college in six years. 

Table 17 

Relationship between Frequency of First-Generation College Students’ Academic 

Interaction with Peers and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Undergraduate  
Persistence 

Frequency of Student-Student  
Academic Interaction 

Total 

Never 1 2 3 Always 

Not graduated from college 3 4 9 0 0 16 

% within UG_Persist 18.8% 25.0% 56.3% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within SS_AcInt 33.3% 8.5% 25.7% 0.0% 0.0% 15.5% 

% of Total 2.9% 3.9% 8.7% 0.0% 0.0% 15.5% 
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Graduated from college 6 43 26 11 1 87 

% within UG_Persist 6.9% 49.4% 29.9% 12.6% 1.1% 100.0% 

% within SS_AcInt 66.7% 91.5% 74.3% 100.0% 100.0% 84.5% 

% of Total 5.8% 41.7% 25.2% 10.7% 1.0% 84.5% 

Total 9 47 35 11 1 103 

% of Total 8.7% 45.6% 34.0% 10.7% 1.0% 100.0% 
Note. 40.0% of cells have an expected count of less than five. 

 Frequency of student-faculty interaction and undergraduate persistence.  Per 

Table 16, the results of the analysis exploring the relationship between the frequency of 

students’ interaction with faculty and students’ undergraduate persistence indicated a 

significant association between the two variables [χ² (df = 4, n = 103) = 10.409 with p = 

.034].  Given this significant outcome, the correlation coefficients were explored via 

Cramer’s V, and the effect size was .318 denoting a medium effect and a moderately 

strong relationship between the variables.    

 In addition to confirming a significant, moderately strong relationship between 

the frequency of student-faculty interaction and undergraduate persistence, the Chi-

square test also highlighted additional dynamics of the association.  As noted in Table 18, 

most students in the first-generation student sample (i.e., 52.4%, n = 53) noted a “1” in 

student-faculty interaction frequency.  While this frequency cannot be tightly interpreted 

given lack of qualifiers in the NLSF instrument, its proximity to the lowest end of the 

interaction scale implies that most students interacted with faculty rarely on the weekly 

basis.  However, most (88.9%, n=48) of these students did complete their undergraduate 

degrees.  Interestingly, of the 14 students who responded that they “never” engaged in 

student-faculty interactions, 71.4% (n = 10) also graduated from college in six years.  

Yet, is it important to point out that, while the “always” frequency category only included 
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one student, the second highest interaction category (i.e., “3”) was comprised of 10 

students─all who earned their undergraduate degrees.    

Table 18 

Relationship between Frequency of First-Generation College Students’ Interaction with 

Faculty and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Undergraduate  
Persistence 

Frequency of Student-Faculty Interaction Total 

Never 1 2 3 Always 

Not graduated from college 4 6 5 0 1 16 

% within UG_Persist 25.0% 37.5% 31.3% 0.0% 6.3% 100.0% 

% within SF_Int 28.6% 11.1% 20.8% 0.0% 100.0% 15.5% 

% of Total 3.9% 5.8% 4.9% 0.0% 1.0% 15.5% 

Graduated from college 10 48 19 10 0 87 

% within UG_Persist 11.5% 55.2% 21.8% 11.5% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within SF_Int 71.4% 88.9% 79.2% 100.0% 0.0% 84.5% 

% of Total 9.7% 46.6% 18.4% 9.7% 0.0% 84.5% 

Total 14 54 24 10 1 103 

% of Total 13.6% 52.4% 23.3% 9.7% 1.0% 100.0% 
Note. 50.0% of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 Students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty/advisor mentoring and 

undergraduate persistence.  As noted in Table 16, the results of the analysis exploring the 

relationship between students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty/advisor 

mentoring and undergraduate persistence indicated a significant association between the 

two variables [χ² (df = 4, n = 103) = 12.216 with p = .016].  Given this significant 

outcome, Cramer’s V was assessed, and the effect size was found to be .344─denoting a 

medium effect and a moderately strong relationship between the variables.   

 Additional investigation of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square 

analysis between students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty/advisor mentoring 

and undergraduate persistence revealed that as students’ perceptions of the importance of 

mentoring increased, so did the proportion of students who completed their college 



169 

 

degrees.  For example, of the 20 students who reported a “1” for importance, 16 (80.0%) 

graduated, while 85.4% (n=35) of the 41 students reporting a “2” graduated, and 89.7% 

(n=35) of the 49 students who reported a “3” graduated.  Interestingly, compared to non-

graduates, more graduates (81.5% v.  62.5%) chose importance levels of “2” or higher. 

Table 19 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Perceptions of the Importance 

of Faculty/Advisor Mentoring and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Undergraduate  
Persistence 

Students’ Perceptions of the Importance of 
Faculty/Advisor Mentoring 

Total 

No 
import-
ance 1 2 3 

Greatest 
import-
ance 

Not graduated from college 2 4 6 4 0 16 

% within UG_Persist 12.5% 25.0% 37.5% 25.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within Fac_Ment 100.0% 20.0% 14.6% 10.3% 0.0% 15.5% 

% of Total 1.9% 3.9% 5.8% 3.9% 0.0% 15.5% 

Graduated from college 0 16 35 35 1 87 

% within UG_Persist 0.0% 18.4% 40.2% 40.2% 1.1% 100.0% 

% within Fac_Ment 0.0% 80.0% 85.4% 89.7% 100.0% 84.5% 

% of Total 0.0% 15.5% 34.0% 34.0% 1.0% 84.5% 

Total 2 20 41 39 1 103 

% of Total 1.9% 19.4% 39.8% 37.9% 1.0% 100.0% 
Note. 50.0% of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 Students’ intra-institutional involvements and graduate educational aspirations.  

The analysis of association between first-generation students’ intra-institutional 

involvements and the outcome variable of graduate educational aspirations yielded no 

significant associations.  The specific findings associated with the Chi-square test of 

independence conducted for this analysis are outlined in Table 20. 
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Table 20 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Intra-Institutional Involvements 

and Students’ Graduate Educational Aspirations 

Intra-Institutional Involvements  χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Frequency of student-student academic interaction 
Frequency of student-student social interaction 
Frequency of co-curricular involvement 
Frequency of student-faculty interaction 
Students’ perceptions of the importance of 
faculty/advisor mentoring 
College type 
Total college cost  

12.445 
9.560 
7.118 
12.957 
 
7.532 
1.811 
5.622 

8 
8 
8 
8 
 
8 
4 
4 

.132 

.297 

.524 

.113 
 
.480 
.771 
.229 

103 
103 
103 
103 
 
103 
103 
103 

 

 Differences between students’ intra-institutional involvements and students’ 

background characteristics.  The variables representing students’ background 

characteristics (i.e., inputs) and intra-institutional involvements were either originally 

categorical in nature or transformed into categorical variables for ease in executing the 

revised data analysis plan.  Thus, in examining the differences between categorical inputs 

and categorical intra-institutional environments, the Chi-square test of independence (p < 

.10) was used given that lack of relationship equates to lack of difference.   

 This analysis of relationship/difference with regard to students’ intra-institutional 

involvements, noted in Table 21, indicated that there was a significant difference between 

the frequency of students’ co-curricular involvement and pre-college academic aptitude.   
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Table 21 

Differences between First-Generation College Students’ Intra-Institutional Involvements 

and Students’ Background Characteristics  

Variables χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N  

Intra-Institutional Involvements     

Student-student academic interaction and 

Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

 
 
11.034 
17.741 
15.036 
8.298 
1.867 
9.197 
3.031 
12.199 

 
 
12 
12 
12 
8 
4 
8 
4 
12 

 
 
.526 
.124 
.239 
.405 
.760 
.326 
.553 
.430 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 

Student-student social interaction and 

Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

 
 
12.772 
17.716 
10.962 
8.810 
0.748 
4.086 
3.320 
5.004 

 
 
12 
12 
12 
8 
4 
8 
4 
12 

 
 
.386 
.125 
.532 
.359 
.945 
.849 
.506 
.958 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 

Co-curricular involvement and 

Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 
 

 
 
11.568 
23.900 
14.243 
9.610 
4.942 
9.720 
4.279 
10.932 

 
 
12 
12 
12 
8 
4 
8 
4 
12 

 
 
.481 
.021* 
.285 
.294 
.293 
.285 
.370 
.535 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 

Student-faculty interaction and 
Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 

 
 
9.857 
13.824 
17.599 
3.966 

 
 
12 
12 
12 
8 

 
 
.627 
.312 
.128 
.860 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
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Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

2.244 
8.979 
3.573 
13.647 

4 
8 
4 
12 

.691 

.344 

.467 

.324 

103 
103 
103 
103 

Students’ perceptions of the importance of 
faculty/advisor mentoring and 

Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

 
 
 
13.801 
12.552 
10.500 
4.651 
1.615 
12.591 
3.744 
6.952 

 
 
 
12 
12 
12 
8 
4 
8 
4 
12 

 
 
 
.314 
.402 
.572 
.794 
.806 
.127 
.442 
.861 

 
 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 

  

 Frequency of co-curricular involvement and pre-college academic aptitude.  As 

noted previously in Table 21, there was a difference between the frequency of students’ 

co-curricular involvement and their pre-college academic aptitude [χ² (df = 12, n = 103) = 

23.900 with p = .021].  Based on this significant finding, the researcher examined 

Cramer’s V and found that the effect size was .278─denoting a medium effect and 

moderately strong relationship between the variables.  This relationship was assessed 

further via review of the Chi-square cross-tabulation table.   

 Per Table 22, most students (59.2%, n = 61) in the first-generation sample 

reported one to nine hours of co-curricular involvement, as did most students in the 75-

99th and 50-74th academic aptitude percentile ranges (58.1%, n = 50 and 81.8%, n=9, 

respectively).  Interestingly, 94.2% (n = 97) of students in the sample spent 19 or fewer 

hours per week participating in co-curricular activities.  Of the six students who reported 

more than 20 hours of co-curricular involvement, five (83.3%) were situated in the 

highest aptitude range (i.e., 74-99th).   
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Table 22 

Differences between First-Generation College Students’ Co-Curricular Involvement and 

Students’ Pre-College Academic Aptitude 

Frequency of Co-
Curricular Involvement 
  

Pre-College Academic Aptitude 
(ACT Score Percentiles -1999) 

Total 
  

75-99th 
Percentile  

50-74th 
Percentile 

25-49th 
Percentile  

<25th 
Percentile 

Zero Hours 9 1 1 0 11 

% within CoCurr_Inv 81.8% 9.1% 9.1% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_AcApt 10.5% 9.1% 20.0% 0.0% 10.7% 

% of Total 8.7% 1.0% 1.0% 0.0% 10.7% 

1-9 Hours 50 9 2 0 61 

% within CoCurr_Inv 82.0% 14.8% 3.3% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_AcApt 58.1% 81.8% 40.0% 0.0% 59.2% 

% of Total 48.5% 8.7% 1.9% 0.0% 59.2% 

10-19 Hours 22 1 2 0 25 

% within CoCurr_Inv 88.0% 4.0% 8.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_AcApt 25.6% 9.1% 40.0% 0.0% 24.3% 

% of Total 21.4% 1.0% 1.9% 0.0% 24.3% 

20-29 Hours 4 0 0 1 5 

% within CoCurr_Inv 80.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_AcApt 4.7% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 4.9% 

% of Total 3.9% 0.0% 0.0% 1.0% 4.9% 

30+ Hours 1 0 0 0 1 

% within CoCurr_Inv 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_AcApt 1.2% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.0% 

% of Total 1.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.0% 

Total 86 11 5 1 103 

% of Total 83.5% 10.7% 4.9% 1.0% 100.0% 
Note. 80.0% of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 Given the findings reported above for the analysis of relationships between 

students’ intra-institutional involvements, background characteristics, and outcome 

variables, appropriate hypotheses conclusions as well as hypotheses rejection decisions 

are presented in the following section. 
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 Hypotheses conclusions.  The hypotheses proposed for research sub-question two 

based on the original conceptualization of data analysis methods follow: 

• Hypothesis Four: There will be a strong, positive relationship between students’ 

a) intra-institutional peer interactions, b) intra-institutional co-curricular 

involvement, c) intra-institutional faculty interactions, and d) perceived 

importance of faculty mentoring to the study outcomes of undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Five: There will be differences in students’ intra-institutional 

involvements by students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college 

educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-

college engagement in cultural capital activities. 

 As discussed at the beginning of chapter four, data limitations prompted a change 

in the data analysis plan.  Accordingly, the Chi-square test of independence served as the 

primary analytical tool for research sub-question two and, thus, compelled a slight change 

in the aforementioned hypotheses.  In order to articulate the hypotheses in accordance 

with analytical revisions and for the sake of simplicity, all hypotheses were revised into 

their null counterparts.  The updated hypotheses follow: 

• Ho: There will be no significant relationship between a) the frequency of student-

student academic interaction, b) the frequency of student-student social 

interaction, c) the frequency of co-curricular involvement, d) the frequency of 

student-faculty interaction, and e) students’ perceptions of the importance of 
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faculty/advisor mentoring and the study outcomes of a) undergraduate persistence 

and b) graduate educational aspirations. 

• Ho: There will be no significant differences between a) the frequency of student-

student academic interaction, b) the frequency of student-student social 

interaction, c) the frequency of co-curricular involvement, d) the frequency of 

student-faculty interaction, and e) students’ perceptions of the importance of 

faculty/advisor mentoring and students’ a) race, b) gender, c) generational status 

in the U.S., d) pre-college annual household income, e) pre-college academic 

aptitude, f) pre-college educational aspirations, g) sibling post-secondary 

attainment, and h) frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital 

activities. 

 Based on the significance (p) levels that corresponded to the Chi-square (χ²) 

statistic for the relationships between students’ intra-institutional involvements and the 

outcome variables as well as students’ intra-institutional involvements and background 

characteristics, the researcher failed to reject parts of both consolidated null hypotheses.  

In an effort to provide an accurate portrayal of the parts of the hypotheses that were 

rejected, the researcher segmented the null hypotheses and articulated rejection decisions 

by dependent and independent variables of interest.  Details are shown in Table 23. 

Table 23 

Hypotheses Rejection Decisions for Research Sub-Question Two 

Null Hypotheses (Ho) Retention 
Decision 

Intra-Institutional Involvements and Study Outcomes  

There will be no significant relationship between the frequency of student-
student academic interaction and the study outcome of undergraduate 
persistence. 

Reject 
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There will be no significant relationship between the frequency of student-
faculty interaction and the study outcome of undergraduate persistence. 

Reject 

There will be no significant relationship between students’ perceptions of 
the importance of faculty/advisor mentoring and the study outcome of 
undergraduate persistence. 

Reject 

There will be no significant relationship between a) the frequency of 
student-student social interaction and b) the frequency of co-curricular 
involvement and the study outcome of undergraduate persistence. 

Fail to 
Reject 

There will be no significant relationship between a) the frequency of 
student-student academic interaction, b) the frequency of student-student 
social interaction, c) the frequency of co-curricular involvement, d) the 
frequency of student-faculty interaction, and e) students’ perceptions of the 
importance of faculty/advisor mentoring and the study outcome of 
graduate educational aspirations. 

Fail to 
Reject 

Student Background Characteristics and Intra-Institutional Involvements   

There will be no significant differences between the frequency of students’ 
co-curricular involvement and pre-college academic aptitude. 

Reject 

There will be no significant difference between a) the frequency of 
student-student academic interaction, b) the frequency of student-student 
social interaction, c) the frequency of student-faculty interaction, and d) 
students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty/advisor mentoring and 
students’ a) race, b) gender, c) generational status in the U.S., d) pre-
college annual household income, e) pre-college educational aspirations, f) 
sibling post-secondary attainment, and g) frequency of pre-college 
engagement in cultural capital activities. 

Fail to 
Reject 

 

 Summary.  In summary, in the investigation of relationships between students’ 

intra-institutional involvements and the outcome variables as well as students’ intra-

institutional involvements and background characteristics, four significant relationships 

were found.  Most notably, findings related to the frequency of students’ academic 

interaction with other students, the frequency of students’ interaction with faculty, and 

students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty/advisor mentoring emerged as 

compelling.  These findings, in conjunction with other study results, will be interpreted 

and discussed further in chapter five. 

 Research sub-question three hypotheses: Extra-institutional involvements.  

Sub-question three sought to assess the role of extra-institutional involvements through 
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examination of a) the frequency of student-parent interaction (as determined by 

frequency of home visits during the previous semester) and b) students’ perceptions of 

the importance of family support in guiding them through their college careers.   

As a secondary aim, this question also sought to determine if there were differences in 

extra-institutional involvements by students’ background characteristics.   

 As aforementioned for the previous research questions, the original data analysis 

plan for exploring the relationship between the extra-institutional involvements and the 

study outcomes involved the use of a binary and multinomial logistic regressions.  

However, as noted previously, data limitations would not permit the use of regression 

models.  Accordingly, the relationship question was explored via the Chi-square (χ²) test 

of independence using p < .10.  Per guidelines of use for Chi-square, the researcher 

transformed all continuous environment/involvement variables into categorical variables 

(as described in Table 11) so that they could be examined in relation to the outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations.  Based on this revised 

statistical approach to research sub-question three, the new research question follows:  

• Is there a relationship between students’ extra-institutional involvements (i.e., 

frequency of student-parent interaction, students’ perceptions of the importance of 

family in guiding them through their college careers) and the study outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

 The secondary “differences” question was not altered and follows: 

• Is there a difference in extra-institutional involvements by student race, gender, 

generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-college 
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academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary 

attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 Given the research questions above, the association between each extra-

institutional involvement variable and each outcome was analyzed via Chi-square. 

Additionally,  differences between student background variables and extra-institutional 

involvements were explored. Results of both analyses as well as descriptive tables of 

noteworthy findings are included in the following section. 

 Students’ extra-institutional involvements and undergraduate persistence. 

Analysis of relationships between first-generation students’ extra-institutional 

involvements and undergraduate persistence yielded one marginally significant 

relationship. As noted in Table 24, there was a significant relationship between the 

frequency of students’ interaction with parents and undergraduate persistence.   

Table 24 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Extra-Institutional 

Involvements and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Extra-Institutional Involvements χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Frequency of student-parent interaction 
Students’ perceptions of the importance of family 
in guiding them through their college careers 

6.293 
 
1.746 

3 
 
4 

.098* 
 
.782 

103 
 
103 

 

 Frequency of student-parent interaction and undergraduate persistence.  As 

noted above, the Chi-square test for independence investigating differences between the 

frequency of student-parent interaction and students’ undergraduate persistence produced 

a marginally significant result: χ² (df = 3, n = 103) = 6.293 with p = .098.  Based on this 

finding, Cramer’s V was evaluated, and the researcher found a medium effect size (i.e., 
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.247) and, subsequently, a moderately strong relationship between the two variables

 In addition to confirming a significant, moderately strong relationship between 

the frequency of student-parent interaction and undergraduate persistence, the Chi-square 

test also highlighted additional dynamics of the relationship. Per Table 25, most (73.8%, 

n =76) students in the first-generation sample visited parents one to nine times over the 

course of the previous fall term, and, of these 76 students, 85.5% (n=65) graduated 

college.  Of the 10 students who made zero visits to their parents, 90.0% (n=9) completed 

college while 33.3% (n=1) of the three students who visited parents 30 or more times did 

so.  Interestingly, the proportion of college completers in the “1-9 visits” and “10-19 

visits” categories was nearly identical (85.5%, n = 65 and 85.7%, n =12, respectively).   

Table 25 

Relationship between Frequency of First-Generation College Students’ Interactions with 

Parents and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Undergraduate  
Persistence 

Frequency of Student-Parent Interaction Total 
  Zero 

Visits 
1-9  
Visits 

10-19 
Visits 

30+  
Visits 

Not graduated from college 1 11 2 2 16 

% within UG_Persist 6.3% 68.8% 12.5% 12.5% 100.0% 

% within PS_Int  10.0% 14.5% 14.3% 66.7% 15.5% 

% of Total 1.0% 10.7% 1.9% 1.9% 15.5% 

Graduated from college 9 65 12 1 87 

% within UG_Persist 10.3% 74.7% 13.8% 1.1% 100.0% 

% within PS_Int  90.0% 85.5% 85.7% 33.3% 84.5% 

% of Total 8.7% 63.1% 11.7% 1.0% 84.5% 

Total 10 76 14 3 103 

% of Total 9.7% 73.8% 13.6% 2.9% 100.0% 
Note. 50.0% of cells have an expected count of less than five.  Cells citing 20-29 visits were not populated 
by data.   

 

 Students’ extra-institutional involvements and graduate educational 

aspirations.  The analysis of potential relationships between first-generation students’ 
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extra-institutional involvements and the outcome variable of graduate educational 

aspirations yielded no significant associations.  The specific findings associated with the 

Chi-square test for independence conducted for this analysis are outlined in Table 26. 

Table 26 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Extra-Institutional 

Involvements and Students’ Graduate Educational Aspirations 

Extra-Institutional Involvements  χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Frequency of student-parent interaction 
Students’ perceptions of the importance of family 
in guiding them through their college careers 

4.793 
 
8.124 

6 
 
8 

.571 
 
.421 

103 
 
103 

  

 Differences between students’ extra-institutional involvements and students’ 

background characteristics.  In examining the differences between categorical inputs 

and categorical extra-institutional involvements, the Chi-square test of independence (p < 

.10) was used given that lack of relationship equates to lack of difference.  This analysis, 

detailed in Table 27, indicated that there were differences (i.e., significant or marginally 

significant relationships) between a) students’ perceptions of the importance of family 

support in guiding them through their college careers and the frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities, b) students’ perceptions of the importance of 

family support in guiding them through their college careers and pre-college educational 

aspirations, and c) students’ perceptions of the importance of family support in guiding 

them through their college careers and race. 

 

 

 



181 

 

Table 27 

Differences between First-Generation College Students’ Extra-Institutional Involvements 

and Students’ Background Characteristics 

Variables χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N  

Extra-Institutional Involvements     

Student-parent interaction and 

Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

 
 
12.080 
5.842 
10.003 
6.317 
0.910 
3.986 
2.500 
6.091 

 
 
9 
9 
9 
6 
3 
6 
3 
9 

 
 
.209 
.758 
.350 
.389 
.823 
.679 
.475 
.731 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 

Importance of family support and 
Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

 
 
21.204 
8.922 
14.953 
7.035 
3.354 
14.903 
6.313 
25.060 

 
 
12 
12 
12 
8 
4 
8 
4 
12 

 
 
.047* 
.710 
.244 
.533 
.500 
.061* 
.177 
.015* 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 

 

 Students’ perceptions of the importance of family support and the frequency of 

pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities.  As aforementioned, the 

relationship between students’ perceptions of the importance of family support in guiding 

them through their college careers and the frequency of pre-college engagement in 

cultural capital activities was investigated via the Chi-square test for independence.  A 

marginally significant relationship was found [χ² (df = 12, n = 103) = 21.204 with p = 

.047].  Based on this finding, Cramer’s V was assessed, and a medium to large effect size 

was discovered (i.e., .262) pointing to a strong relationship between the variables  
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 Additional investigation of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square 

analysis of students’ perceptions of the importance of family and the frequency of 

engagement in cultural capital activities yielded further details about this relationship. For 

example, per Table 28, the three students who perceived family support as unimportant 

also reported no pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities.  Interestingly, of the 

36 students who “never” engaged and the 54 students who “rarely” engaged in cultural 

capital activities, most in both groups (63.9%, n=23 and 75.9%, n=41, respectively) 

assessed family support as greatly important or just shy of such.   

Table 28 

Differences between First-Generation College Students’ Perception of the Importance of 

Family in Guiding Them through Their College Careers and Frequency of Students’ Pre-

College Engagement in Cultural Capital Activities 

Students’ Perception of 
the Importance of Family 
in Guiding Them Through 
College Careers 

Frequency of Pre-College Engagement in 
Cultural Capital Activities 

Total 
  

Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

No importance 3 0 0 0 3 

% within Fam_Supp 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_CulCap 8.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 2.9% 

% of Total 2.9% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 2.9% 

1 3 6 0 0 9 

% within Fam_Supp 33.3% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_CulCap 8.3% 11.1% 0.0% 0.0% 8.7% 

% of Total 2.9% 5.8% 0.0% 0.0% 8.7% 

2 7 7 2 2 18 

% within Fam_Supp 38.9% 38.9% 11.1% 11.1% 100.0% 

% within PC_CulCap 19.4% 13.0% 18.2% 100.0% 17.5% 

% of Total 6.8% 6.8% 1.9% 1.9% 17.5% 

3 17 30 4 0 51 

% within Fam_Supp 33.3% 58.8% 7.8% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_CulCap 47.2% 55.6% 36.4% 0.0% 49.5% 

% of Total 16.5% 29.1% 3.9% 0.0% 49.5% 
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Greatest importance 6 11 5 0 22 

% within Fam_Supp 27.3% 50.0% 22.7% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_CulCap 16.7% 20.4% 45.5% 0.0% 21.4% 

% of Total 5.8% 10.7% 4.9% 0.0% 21.4% 

Total 36 54 11 2 103 

% of Total 35.0% 52.4% 10.7% 1.9% 100.0% 
Note. 65.0% of cells have an expected count of less than five.  Cells citing “Always” were not populated by 
data.   

 
 Students’ perceptions of the importance of family support and pre-college 

educational aspirations.  As noted in Table 27, there was a difference between students’ 

perceptions of the importance of family support in guiding them through their college 

careers and students’ pre-college educational aspirations [χ² (df = 8, n = 103) = 14.903 

with p = .061].  Based on this marginally significant finding, the researcher examined 

Cramer’s V and found that the effect size was .269─denoting a medium to large effect 

and a rather strong relationship between the variables.  This relationship was assessed 

further via review of the Chi-square cross-tabulation table.   

 Per Table 29, of the 30 students who aspired to finish their bachelor’s degrees 

when questioned as college freshmen, most (76.7%, n=23) categorized the importance of 

family support as a “3.” While this number cannot be tightly interpreted given that no 

qualifiers were identified for this item’s response choices in the original NLSF 

instrument, the number’s proximity to the “greatest importance” category suggests that 

these students placed substantial value on family support.  Similarly, of the 61 students 

who aspired to finish a graduate or other professional degree, the largest proportion 

(36.1%, n=22) responded with a “3.” Of the 22 students who placed the greatest 

importance on family support, most (72.7%, n=16) aspired to a graduate degree or other 

professional credential.  Interestingly, of the three students who placed no importance on 

family support, all aspired to finish a graduate or other professional degree.   
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Table 29 

Differences between First-Generation College Students’ Perception of the Importance of 

Family in Guiding Them through Their College Careers and Students’ Pre-College 

Educational Aspirations 

Students’ Perception of 
the Importance of Family 
in Guiding Them Through 
College Careers 

Pre-College Educational Aspirations Total 

Don't know Finish 
bachelor's 

Finish 
graduate or 
other 
professional 
degree 

No importance 0 0 3 3 

% within Fam_Supp 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% within PC_EdAsp 0.0% 0.0% 4.9% 2.9% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 2.9% 2.9% 

1 1 1 7 9 

% within Fam_Supp 11.1% 11.1% 77.8% 100.0% 

% within PC_EdAsp 8.3% 3.3% 11.5% 8.7% 

% of Total 1.0% 1.0% 6.8% 8.7% 

2 3 2 13 18 

% within Fam_Supp 16.7% 11.1% 72.2% 100.0% 

% within PC_EdAsp 25.0% 6.7% 21.3% 17.5% 

% of Total 2.9% 1.9% 12.6% 17.5% 

3 6 23 22 51 

% within Fam_Supp 11.8% 45.1% 43.1% 100.0% 

% within PC_EdAsp 50.0% 76.7% 36.1% 49.5% 

% of Total 5.8% 22.3% 21.4% 49.5% 

Greatest importance 2 4 16 22 

% within Fam_Supp 9.1% 18.2% 72.7% 100.0% 

% within PC_EdAsp 16.7% 13.3% 26.2% 21.4% 

% of Total 1.9% 3.9% 15.5% 21.4% 

Total 12 30 61 103 

% of Total 11.7% 29.1% 59.2% 100.0% 
Note. 46.7% of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 
 Students’ perceptions of the importance of family support and race.  As detailed 

in Table 27, there was a difference between students’ perceptions of the importance of 

family support and students’ race [χ² (df = 12, n = 103) = 25.060 with p = .015].  Given 
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this significant association, the researcher examined Cramer’s V and found that the effect 

size was .285─denoting a large effect and a strong relationship between the variables. 

 Additional investigation of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square 

analysis of students’ perceptions of the importance of family support yielded further 

details about this relationship. As noted in Table 30, across all race groups, the largest 

proportion of students in each group categorized family support as a “3” (i.e., of 

substantial importance).  The proportional details for this observation follow: Asian 

(48.0%, n=12), Black/African American (66.7%, n=10), Caucasian/White (61.1%, n=11), 

and Hispanic or Latino/a (40.0%, n=18).  With regard to the “greatest importance” 

category, more Hispanic or Latino/a students (33.3%, n=15) fell into this category than 

any other students; they were followed by Asian students (20.0%, n=5).   

Table 30 

Differences between First-Generation College Students’ Perception of the Importance of 

Family in Guiding Them through Their College Careers and Students’ Race  

Students’ Perception of 
the Importance of Family 
in Guiding Them 
Through College Careers 

Race Total 

Asian Black/ 
African 
American 

Caucasian/ 
White 

Hispanic 
or 
Latino/a 

No importance 1 0 0 2 3 

% within Fam_Supp 33.3% 0.0% 0.0% 66.7% 100.0% 

% within Race 4.0% 0.0% 0.0% 4.4% 2.9% 

% of Total 1.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.9% 2.9% 

1 0 4 0 5 9 

% within Fam_Supp 0.0% 44.4% 0.0% 55.6% 100.0% 

% within Race 0.0% 26.7% 0.0% 11.1% 8.7% 

% of Total 0.0% 3.9% 0.0% 4.9% 8.7% 

2 7 1 5 5 18 

% within Fam_Supp 38.9% 5.6% 27.8% 27.8% 100.0% 

% within Race 28.0% 6.7% 27.8% 11.1% 17.5% 

% of Total 
 

6.8% 1.0% 4.9% 4.9% 17.5% 
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3 12 10 11 18 51 

% within Fam_Supp 23.5% 19.6% 21.6% 35.3% 100.0% 

% within Race 48.0% 66.7% 61.1% 40.0% 49.5% 

% of Total 11.7% 9.7% 10.7% 17.5% 49.5% 

Greatest importance 5 0 2 15 22 

% within Fam_Supp 22.7% 0.0% 9.1% 68.2% 100.0% 

% within Race 20.0% 0.0% 11.1% 33.3% 21.4% 

% of Total 4.9% 0.0% 1.9% 14.6% 21.4% 

Total 25 15 18 45 103 

% of Total 24.3% 14.6% 17.5% 43.7% 100.0% 
Note. 65.0% of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 
 Given the findings reported above for the analysis of relationships between 

students’ extra-institutional involvements, background characteristics, and outcome 

variables, appropriate hypotheses conclusions as well as hypotheses rejection decisions 

are presented in the following section. 

 Hypotheses conclusions.  The hypotheses proposed for research sub-question 

three based on the original conceptualization of data analysis methods follow: 

• Hypothesis Six: There will be a relationship between students’ extra-institutional 

interaction with parents and the study outcomes of undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Seven: There will be a strong, positive relationship between students’ 

perceptions of family support and the study outcomes of undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Eight: There will be differences in students’ extra-institutional 

involvements by students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college 

educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-

college engagement in cultural capital activities? 
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 Given the aforementioned data limitations, the Chi-square test of independence 

was utilized to examine all of the hypotheses articulated above for research sub-question 

three.  As with previous research questions, all hypotheses were revised into their null 

counterparts and consolidated for simplicity.  The updated hypotheses follow: 

• Ho: There will be no significant relationship between a) the frequency of student-

parent interaction and b) students’ perceptions of the importance of family 

support in guiding them through their college careers and the study outcomes of 

a) undergraduate persistence and b) graduate educational aspirations. 

• Ho: There will be no significant differences between a) the frequency of student-

parent interaction and b) students’ perceptions of the importance of family 

support in guiding them through their college careers and students’ a) race, b) 

gender, c) generational status in the U.S., d) pre-college annual household 

income, e) pre-college academic aptitude, f) pre-college educational aspirations, 

g) sibling post-secondary attainment, and h) frequency of pre-college engagement 

in cultural capital activities. 

 Based on the significance (p) levels that corresponded to the Chi-square (χ²) test 

statistics for the relationships between the extra-institutional environments and the 

outcome variables as well as students’ extra-institutional involvements and background 

characteristics, the researcher failed to reject parts of both consolidated null hypotheses.  

In an effort to convey a clear description of the parts of the hypotheses that were rejected, 

the researcher segmented the null hypotheses and articulated rejection decisions by 

dependent and independent variables of interest.  Details are shown in Table 31. 
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Table 31 

Hypotheses Rejection Decisions for Research Sub-Question Three 

Null Hypotheses (Ho) Rejection 
Decision 

Extra-Institutional Involvements and Study Outcomes  

There will be no significant relationship between the frequency of student-
parent interaction and the study outcome of undergraduate persistence. 

Reject 

There will be no significant relationship between students’ perceptions of 
the importance of family support in guiding them through their college 
careers and the study outcome of undergraduate persistence. 

Fail to 
Reject 

There will be no significant relationship between a) the frequency of 
student-parent interaction and b) students’ perceptions of the importance of 
family support in guiding them through their college careers and the study 
outcome of graduate educational aspirations. 

Fail to 
Reject 

Student Background Characteristics and Extra-Institutional Involvements   

There will be no significant differences between students’ perceptions of 
the importance of family support in guiding them through their college 
careers and students’ race. 

Reject 

There will be no significant differences between students’ perceptions of 
the importance of family support in guiding them through their college 
careers and pre-college educational aspirations. 

Reject 

There will be no significant differences between students’ perceptions of 
the importance of family support in guiding them through their college 
careers and the frequency of students’ pre-college engagement in cultural 
capital activities. 

Reject 

There will be no significant differences between a) the frequency of 
student-parent interaction and students’ a) race, b) gender, c) generational 
status in the U.S., d) pre-college annual household income, e) pre-college 
academic aptitude, f) pre-college educational aspirations, g) sibling post-
secondary attainment, and h) frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities. 

Fail to 
Reject 

 

 Summary.  While no significant relationships were found between students’ 

extra-institutional involvements (i.e., frequency of student-parent interaction and 

perceptions of the importance of family support in guiding them through their college 

careers) and the study outcome of graduate educational aspirations, associations were 

found between student-parent interaction and undergraduate persistence.  Additionally, 

significant differences emerged between students’ extra-institutional involvements and 
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students’ background characteristics.  These findings, as well as subsequent study 

findings, will be further explained and discussed in the following chapter. 

 Research sub-question four hypotheses: Intra/extra-institutional 

involvements.  The fourth and final sub-question sought to examine the contribution of 

students’ involvements in intra/extra-institutional environments, namely employment and 

living arrangements, to first-generation undergraduates’ persistence and graduate 

educational aspirations.  Further, as a secondary objective, this question also sought to 

determine if there were differences in intra/extra-institutional involvements in the context 

of students’ background characteristics.  

 In alignment with previous research questions, the original data analysis plan for 

exploring the relationship between the intra/extra-institutional involvements and the 

study outcomes involved the use of a binary and multinomial logistic regressions.  

However, as noted previously, data limitations would not permit the use of regression 

models.  Accordingly, the relationship question was explored via the Chi-square (χ²) test 

for independence using p < .10.  Per guidelines of use for Chi-square, the researcher 

transformed all continuous environment/involvement variables into categorical variables 

so that they could be examined in relation to the outcomes of undergraduate persistence 

and graduate educational aspirations.  These variable transformations are detailed in 

Table 11.  Based on the revised statistical approach to research sub-question four, the 

new primary research question follows:  

• Is there a relationship between students’ intra/extra-institutional involvements 

(i.e., weekly hours of employment, living arrangements) and the study outcomes 

of undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 
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 The secondary “differences” question was not altered and follows: 

• Is there a difference in intra/extra-institutional involvements by student race, 

gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual household income, pre-

college academic aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling post-

secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital 

activities? 

 Based on the research questions above, the association between each intra/extra-

institutional involvement variable and each outcome variable was assessed via the Chi-

square test.  Additionally, differences between student background variables and 

intra/extra-institutional involvements were examined. Results of both analysis are 

described in the following section and accompanied by descriptive tables.  

 Students’ intra/extra-institutional involvements and undergraduate persistence.  

The analysis of potential relationships between first-generation students’ intra/extra-

institutional involvements and the outcome variable of undergraduate persistence yielded 

two significant or marginally significant relationships.  Per Table 32, there was a 

significant relationship between a) students’ weekly hours of employment and 

undergraduate persistence and b) students’ living arrangements and undergraduate 

persistence.   

Table 32 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Intra/Extra-Institutional 

Involvements and Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Intra/Extra-Institutional Involvements χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Weekly hours of employment 
Living arrangements 

6.450 
11.861 

3 
2 

.092* 

.003* 
.250 
.339 
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 Students’ weekly hours of employment and undergraduate persistence.  As noted 

above in Table 32, a marginally significant relationship was found via the Chi-square test 

for independence between first-generation college students’ weekly hours of employment 

and their undergraduate persistence [χ² (df = 3, n = 103) = 6.450 with p = .092].  Given 

this finding, the associated correlation coefficient (i.e., Cramer’s V) was explored to 

gauge the relationship’s strength. Cramer’s V indicated that the effect size was .250, thus, 

denoting a small to medium effect and a modestly strong relationship. 

 In addition to providing evidence of a significant association, the Chi-square test 

also provided cross-tabulations that revealed further details about the relationship 

between first-generation college students’ weekly hours of employment and their 

undergraduate persistence.  For example, as detailed in Table 33, of the 31 students who 

worked zero hours per week, most (74.2%) graduated within six years.  Interestingly, the 

proportion of students who completed their undergraduate degrees was larger for the 

group of students who worked 11-20 hours per week (i.e., 87.0%, n =20) and larger still 

for the group of students working one to ten hours per week (93.0%, n=40).  Of the 16 

students who did not graduate, 50.0% did not report any weekly employment. 

Table 33 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Weekly Hours of Employment 

and Student’s Undergraduate Persistence 

Undergraduate  
Persistence 
  

Weekly Hours of Employment Total 
  Zero 

hours 
1  to 10 
hours 

11 to 20 
hours 

21+ 
hours 

Not graduated from college 8 3 3 2 16 

% within UG_Persist 50.0% 18.8% 18.8% 12.5% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 25.8% 7.0% 13.0% 33.3% 15.5% 

% of Total 7.8% 2.9% 2.9% 1.9% 15.5% 
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Graduated from college 23 40 20 4 87 

% within UG_Persist 26.4% 46.0% 23.0% 4.6% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 74.2% 93.0% 87.0% 66.7% 84.5% 

% of Total 22.3% 38.8% 19.4% 3.9% 84.5% 

Total 31 43 23 6 103 

% of Total 30.1% 41.7% 22.3% 5.8% 100.0% 
Note. 37.5% of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 Students’ living arrangements and undergraduate persistence.  Per Table 32, a 

significant relationship was found via the Chi-square test for independence between first-

generation college students’ living arrangements and their undergraduate persistence [χ² 

(df = 2, n = 103) = 11.861 with p = .003].  Given this significant outcome, Cramer’s V 

was assessed to gauge the strength of the relationship between the variables.  The 

correlation coefficient was found to equal .330, thus, indicating a medium effect and a 

moderately strong relationship between the variables.   

 Additional investigation of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square 

analysis between first-generation students’ living arrangements and their undergraduate 

persistence revealed that, of the 103 students surveyed, an overwhelming majority 

(93.2%, n=96) reporting living in an on-campus residence hall or apartment.  Per Table 

34, of these 96 students who lived in an on-campus residence hall or apartment, 85.4% 

(n=82) graduated from college.  Interestingly, neither student who reported living with 

parents or other relatives graduated from college; yet, of the five students who lived in an 

off-campus residence hall or apartment, all completed their undergraduate degrees. 
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Table 34 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Living Arrangements and 

Students’ Undergraduate Persistence 

Undergraduate  
Persistence 

Living Arrangements Total 
  On-campus  

dorm or apt 
Off-campus  
dorm or apt 

With parents 
or other 
relatives 

Not graduated from college 14 0 2 16 

% within UG_Persist 87.5% 0.0% 12.5% 100.0% 

% within Liv Argmts 14.6% 0.0% 100.0% 15.5% 

% of Total 13.6% 0.0% 1.9% 15.5% 

Graduated from college 82 5 0 87 

% within UG_Persist 94.3% 5.7% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within Liv_Argmts 85.4% 100.0% 0.0% 84.5% 

% of Total 79.6% 4.9% 0.0% 84.5% 

Total 96 5 2 103 

% of Total 93.2% 4.9% 1.9% 100.0% 
Note. 66.7 % of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 Students’ intra/extra-institutional involvements and graduate educational 

aspirations.  The analysis of relationships between students’ intra/extra-institutional 

involvements and the outcome variable of graduate educational aspirations yielded no 

significant associations.  The specific findings associated with the Chi-square test of 

independence conducted for this analysis are outlined in Table 35.   

Table 35 

Relationship between First-Generation College Students’ Intra/Extra-Institutional 

Involvements and Students’ Graduate Educational Aspirations 

Intra/Extra-Institutional Involvements χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N 

Weekly hours of employment 
Living arrangements 

9.402 
5.854 

6 
4 

.152 

.210 
103 
103 
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 Differences in students’ intra/extra-institutional involvements by students’ 

background characteristics.  In examining the differences between categorical student 

background variables and categorical intra/extra-institutional involvements, the Chi-

square test of independence (p < .10) was used.  This analysis, detailed in Table 36, 

indicated that there were marginally significant differences (i.e., relationships) between a) 

students’ weekly hours of employment and students’ pre-college annual household 

income and b) students’ weekly hours of employment and students’ race. 

Table 36 

Differences between First-Generation College Students’ Intra/Extra-Institutional 

Involvements by Students’ Background Characteristics  

Variables χ² df Sig.   
(p < .10) 

N  

Intra/Extra-Institutional Involvements     

Weekly hours of employment and 
Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

 
 
2.705 
7.605 
14.885 
6.747 
2.110 
8.021 
1.597 
15.536 

 
 
9 
9 
9 
6 
3 
6 
3 
9 

 
 
.975 
.574 
.094* 
.345 
.550 
.237 
.660 
.077* 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 

Living arrangements and 
Frequency of pre-college engagement in 
cultural capital activities 
Pre-college academic aptitude 
Pre-college annual household income 
Generational status in the U.S. 
Sibling post-secondary attainment 
Pre-college educational aspirations 
Gender 
Race 

 
 
5.932 
3.657 
2.858 
4.500 
2.727 
1.723 
1.205 
3.246 

 
 
6 
6 
6 
4 
2 
4 
2 
6 

 
 
.431 
.723 
.826 
.342 
.256 
.786 
.547 
.777 

 
 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
103 
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 Students’ weekly hours of employment and pre-college annual household income.  

As noted above in Table 36, a marginally significant difference was found via the Chi-

square test of independence between first-generation college students’ weekly hours of 

employment and their pre-college annual household income [χ² (df = 9, n = 103) = 

14.885 with p = .094].  Given this marginally significant outcome, the associated 

correlation coefficient (i.e., Cramer’s V) was explored in order to gauge the strength of 

the relationship. Cramer’s V indicated that the effect size was .219, thus, denoting a small 

to medium effect and a modestly strong relationship between the variables. 

 Additional investigation of the cross-tabulation produced by the Chi-square 

analysis of first-generation college students’ weekly hours of employment and students’ 

pre-college annual household income revealed that the six students who worked 21 or 

more hours per week were parsed equally into three of the four income categories: None 

fell into the highest income category ($75,000 or more).  Additionally, as indicated in 

Table 37, of the 31 students who reported working “zero hours,” the largest proportion 

(38.7%, n=12) represented pre-college annual household incomes between $25,000 and 

$49,999 and the smallest proportion (16.1%, n=5) was comprised of students reporting 

incomes “Under $25,000.”  Further, of the 23 students who worked 11-20 hours per 

week, the largest proportion (34.8%, n=8) fell into the “Under $25,000” income category.  
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Table 37 

Differences between Students’ Weekly Hours of Employment and Students’ Pre-College 

Annual Household Income 

Pre-College Annual 
Household Income 

Weekly Hours of Employment Total 

Zero 
hours 

1  to 10 
hours 

11 to 20 
hours 

21+  
hours 

Under $25,000 5 12 8 2 27 

% within Income 18.5% 44.4% 29.6% 7.4% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 16.1% 27.9% 34.8% 33.3% 26.2% 

% of Total 4.9% 11.7% 7.8% 1.9% 26.2% 

$25,000-49,999 12 23 6 2 43 

% within Income 27.9% 53.5% 14.0% 4.7% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 38.7% 53.5% 26.1% 33.3% 41.7% 

% of Total 11.7% 22.3% 5.8% 1.9% 41.7% 

$50,000-74,999 6 7 5 2 20 

% within Income 30.0% 35.0% 25.0% 10.0% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 19.4% 16.3% 21.7% 33.3% 19.4% 

% of Total 5.8% 6.8% 4.9% 1.9% 19.4% 

$75,000 or More 8 1 4 0 13 

% within Income 61.5% 7.7% 30.8% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 25.8% 2.3% 17.4% 0.0% 12.6% 

% of Total 7.8% 1.0% 3.9% 0.0% 12.6% 

Total 31 43 23 6 103 

% of Total 30.1% 41.7% 22.3% 5.8% 100.0% 
Note. 43.8 % of cells have an expected count of less than five.   

 Students’ weekly hours of employment and race.  As noted above in Table 36, a 

marginally significant difference was found via the Chi-square test of independence 

between first-generation college students’ weekly hours of employment and race [χ² (df = 

9, n = 103) = 15.536 with p = .077].  Given this finding, the associated correlation 

coefficient (i.e., Cramer’s V) was explored in order to gauge the strength of the 

relationship. Cramer’s V indicated that the effect size was .224, thus, denoting a small to 

medium effect and a modestly strong relationship between the variables. 
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 Further scrutiny of the Chi-square analysis of first-generation college students’ 

employment and race provided additional insight. For example, per Table 38, of the 31 

students who reported working zero hours per week during the academic year, the largest 

proportion (29.0%, n=9) indentified as Asian.  Interestingly, of the six students who 

reported working 21 or more hours per week, half identified as Asian while two (33.3%) 

identified as Hispanic or Latino/a and one (16.7%) identified as Caucasian/White.  

Further, of the 43 students working “1-10 hours” and the 23 students working “11-20” 

hours per week, Hispanic or Latino/a students consistently comprised the largest (and 

majority) proportion in both groups: 53.5% (n=23) and 56.5% (n=13), respectively.   

Table 38 

Differences between Students’ Weekly Hours of Employment and Students’ Race 

Race Weekly Hours of Employment Total 

Zero 
hours 

1  to 10 
hours 

11 to 20 
hours 

21+  
hours 

Asian 9 11 2 3 25 

% within Race 36.0% 44.0% 8.0% 12.0% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 29.0% 25.6% 8.7% 50.0% 24.3% 

% of Total 8.7% 10.7% 1.9% 2.9% 24.3% 

Black/African American 8 3 4 0 15 

% within Race 53.3% 20.0% 26.7% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 25.8% 7.0% 17.4% 0.0% 14.6% 

% of Total 7.8% 2.9% 3.9% 0.0% 14.6% 

Caucasian/White 7 6 4 1 18 

% within Race 38.9% 33.3% 22.2% 5.6% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 22.6% 14.0% 17.4% 16.7% 17.5% 

% of Total 6.8% 5.8% 3.9% 1.0% 17.5% 

Hispanic or Latino/a 7 23 13 2 45 

% within Race 15.6% 51.1% 28.9% 4.4% 100.0% 

% within Emp Hrs 22.6% 53.5% 56.5% 33.3% 43.7% 

% of Total 6.8% 22.3% 12.6% 1.9% 43.7% 

Total 31 43 23 6 103 

% of Total 30.1% 41.7% 22.3% 5.8% 100.0% 
Note. 43.8 % of cells have an expected count of less than five.   
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 Given the findings reported above for the analysis of relationships between 

students’ intra/extra-institutional involvements, background characteristics, and outcome 

variables, appropriate hypotheses conclusions as well as hypotheses rejection decisions 

are presented in the following section. 

 Hypotheses conclusions.  The hypotheses proposed for research sub-question 

four based on the original conceptualization of data analysis methods follow: 

• Hypothesis Nine: There will be a relationship between students’ intra/extra-

institutional weekly hours of employment and the study outcomes of 

undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Ten: There will be a strong, positive relationship between students’ 

living arrangements and the study outcomes of undergraduate persistence and 

graduate educational aspirations. 

• Hypothesis Eleven: There will be differences in students’ intra/extra-institutional 

involvements by students’ race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college 

educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and frequency of pre-

college engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 Given  the aforementioned data limitations, the Chi-square test of independence 

was utilized to examine all of the hypotheses articulated above for research sub-question 

four.  As with previous research questions, all hypotheses were revised into their null 

counterparts and consolidated for simplicity.  The updated hypotheses follow: 
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• Ho: There will be no significant relationship between students’ a) weekly hours of 

employment and b) living arrangements and the study outcomes of a) 

undergraduate persistence and b) graduate educational aspirations. 

• Ho: There will be no significant differences between students’ a) weekly hours of 

employment and b) living arrangements and students’ a) race, b) gender, c) 

generational status in the U.S., d) pre-college annual household income, e) pre-

college academic aptitude, f) pre-college educational aspirations, g) sibling post-

secondary attainment, and h) frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural 

capital activities. 

 Based on the significance (p) levels that corresponded to the Chi-square (χ²) 

statistics for the relationships between intra/extra-institutional environments and study 

outcomes, the researcher failed to reject parts of both consolidated null hypotheses.  As 

before, the researcher segmented the null hypotheses and articulated rejection decisions 

by dependent and independent variables of interest.  Details are shown in Table 39. 

Table 39 

Hypotheses Retention Decisions for Research Sub-Question Four 

Null Hypotheses (Ho) Retention 
Decision 

Intra/Extra-Institutional Involvements and Study Outcomes  

There will be no significant relationship between students’ a) weekly hours 
of employment and b) living arrangements and the study outcome of 
undergraduate persistence. 

Reject 

There will be no significant relationship between students’ a) weekly hours 
of employment and b) living arrangements and the study outcome of 
graduate educational aspirations. 

Fail to 
Reject 

Student Background Characteristics and Intra/Extra-Institutional 
Involvements  

 

There will be no significant differences between students’ weekly hours of 
employment and students’ pre-college annual household income. 
 

Reject 
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There will be no significant differences between students’ weekly hours of 
employment and students’ race. 

Reject 

There will be no significant differences between students’ a) weekly hours 
of employment and students’ a) gender, b) generational status in the U.S., 
c) pre-college academic aptitude, d) pre-college educational aspirations, e) 
sibling post-secondary attainment, and f) frequency of pre-college 
engagement in cultural capital activities. 

Fail to 
Reject 

There will be no significant differences between students’ living 
arrangements and students’ a) race, b) gender, c) generational status in the 
U.S., d) pre-college annual household income, e) pre-college academic 
aptitude, f) pre-college educational aspirations, g) sibling post-secondary 
attainment, and h) frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital 
activities. 

Fail to 
Reject 

 

 Summary.  While students’ intra/extra-institutional involvements (i.e., weekly 

hours of employment and living arrangements) were not found to be significantly 

associated with the study outcome variable of graduate educational aspirations, both 

involvement variables did emerge as related to undergraduate persistence.  Further 

exploration also revealed significant differences between students’ weekly hours of 

employment and pre-college annual household income as well as students’ race.  These 

findings, in tandem with other study results, may play a key role in study implications 

and will be discussed further in the following chapter of this study. 

Chapter Four Summary 

 This chapter described the results of the analytical methods used to explore the 

study’s four sub-research questions in an effort to understand the factors that may or may 

not relate to the undergraduate persistence and graduated educational aspirations of first-

generation college students attending elite institutions.  While the original, logistic-

regression based data analysis plan could not be executed given challenges with sample 

size, model complexity, and data set limitations, the researcher did attempt to explore the 

relationships between student background characteristics, intra- and extra-institutional 
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environments, and the study outcomes using the Chi-square test of independence.  While 

modest in number, significant findings were uncovered with regard to environmental 

variables and student backgrounds.  These findings are summarized in Table 40. 

Table 40 

Summary of  Significant Relationships between Study Variables 

Inputs Inputs and Intra-
Institutional 
Environments 

• Co-curricular involvement and pre-college 
academic aptitude 

Inputs and Extra-
Institutional 
Environments  
 

• Students’ perceptions of the importance of 
family support in guiding them through their 
college careers and  

• Race 

• Pre-college educational aspirations 

• Frequency of students’ pre-college 
engagement in cultural capital activities 

Inputs and 
Intra/Extra-
Institutional 
Environments  

• Students’ weekly hours of employment and  

• Race 

• Pre-college annual household income 

Inputs and 
Outcomes 

• Pre-college educational aspirations and 
undergraduate persistence 

Environments Intra-Institutional 
Environments  
and Outcomes 
 

• Frequency of student-student academic 
interaction and undergraduate persistence 

• Frequency of student-faculty interaction and 
undergraduate persistence 

• Students’ perceptions of the importance of 
faculty mentoring and undergraduate 
persistence 

Extra-Institutional 
Environments and 
Outcomes 

• Frequency of student-parent interaction and 
undergraduate persistence 

Intra/Extra-
Institutional 
Environments and 
Outcomes 

• Students’ weekly hours of employment and 
undergraduate persistence 

• Students’ living arrangements and 
undergraduate persistence. 
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 Given the findings noted above, the following chapter will delve into these study 

results with a discussion of interpretations and implications for practice.  Additionally, 

chapter five will address a number of the study limitations and present commentary on 

suggestions for future research with first-generation college students.   
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 This chapter will deliver a discussion of the findings that emerged from the 

investigation of the relationships between the background characteristics, involvements in 

environments on- and off-campus, and the study outcomes of undergraduate persistence 

and graduate educational aspirations for first-generation students at elite institutions.  The 

chapter will open with a review of the study’s problem statement, revised research 

questions─as relayed in chapter four─and the research design utilized to address the 

research questions.  This review will be followed by interpretation and discussion of the 

results in the context of existing scholarship as well as the findings’ relationship with 

actual practice.  Finally, the chapter will close with a disclosure of the limitations of the 

study and directions for future research on the first-generation college student population. 

Review of Problem Statement, Revised Research Questions, and Research Design 

 Problem statement.  As expressed in chapter one, first-generation college 

students’ journeys to and through undergraduate and graduate programs may be different 

from those of their non-first peers.  These pioneers must not only balance the academic 

responsibilities common to any college student but they must also negotiate the 

intricacies of the being “first” in their families to do so (Oldfield, 2007).  Given first-

generation students’ backgrounds and the complexities of their home and college 

environments, a number of factors may test their resolve in achieving their educational 

goals (Davis, 2010; Inman & Mayes, 1999; McConnell, 2000; Rhiel, 1994; Terenzini et 

al., 1996).  Based on this hypothesis, the purpose of this study was to examine the factors 

that potentially contribute to the undergraduate persistence and graduate educational 

aspirations of first-generation students attending selective colleges/universities.  The 
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study was conducted utilizing data collected via the National Longitudinal Survey of 

Freshmen (NLSF) from undergraduates attending 28 elite U.S. institutions.   

 Revised research questions and research design.  As noted above, the original 

intent of this study was to determine the factors that “contributed” to the undergraduate 

persistence and graduate educational aspirations of first-generation college students 

attending elite institutions.  Based on the study’s conceptual framework, this primary 

research question was divided into four research sub-questions examining the role of 

student background characteristics (i.e., inputs) and students’ on- and off-campus 

environments in study outcomes.  As detailed in chapters three and four, original data 

analysis methods for the investigation of “contribution” included binary and multinomial 

logistic regressions with supplemental Chi-square tests of independence.  However, given 

the sample size and data set limitations discussed in the previous chapter, the four 

research sub-questions and, subsequently, research methods, were revised.  The new 

research design hinged on the analysis of relationships between categorical predictor and 

outcome variables and, as such, on the sole use of Chi-square tests of independence.  The 

revised primary research question as well as the four research sub-questions follow:  

1. Is there a relationship between first-generation college students’ background 

characteristics and involvements in environments on-and off-campus and 

students’ undergraduate persistence and graduate educational aspirations? 

a. Is there a relationship between student background characteristics (i.e., 

race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-college annual 

household income, pre-college academic aptitude, pre-college 

educational aspirations, sibling post-secondary attainment, and 
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frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities) and 

the outcome variables of undergraduate persistence and graduate 

educational aspirations? 

b. Is there a relationship between students’ intra-institutional 

involvements (i.e., frequency of student-student academic interaction, 

frequency of student-student social interaction, frequency of co-

curricular involvement, frequency of faculty interaction, and students’ 

perceptions of the importance of faculty mentoring) and the study 

outcomes of undergraduate persistence and graduate educational 

aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in intra-institutional involvements by 

student race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling 

postsecondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

c. Is there a relationship between students’ extra-institutional 

involvements (i.e., frequency of student-parent interaction, students’ 

perceptions of the importance of family in guiding them through their 

college careers) and the study outcomes of undergraduate persistence 

and graduate educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in extra-institutional involvements by 

student race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-
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college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling 

postsecondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

d. Is there a relationship between students’ intra/extra-institutional 

involvements (i.e., weekly hours of employment, living arrangements) 

and the study outcomes of undergraduate persistence and graduate 

educational aspirations? 

i. Is there a difference in intra/extra-institutional involvements by 

student race, gender, generational status in the U.S., pre-

college annual household income, pre-college academic 

aptitude, pre-college educational aspirations, sibling 

postsecondary attainment, and frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities? 

 Though data limitations necessitated the revision of research questions, use of a) 

the Chi-square test of independence to determine the presence of significant relationships 

between study variables and b) appropriate ad hoc analyses to understand the strength of 

significant relationships in addition to examinations of cross-tabulation tables, enabled 

the researcher to uncover a number of noteworthy findings.  A summary of these 

findings, to include a discussion of the findings in the context of the study’s conceptual 

framework as well as a discussion of select sample demographics, is presented below.  

Where appropriate, findings’ connections to existing literature, to include the scholarship 

scaffolding the study’s conceptual framework, will be underscored.   
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Summary and Discussion of Results 

 In the previous chapter, a number of significant relationships emerged between 

study input and environment variables and the study outcome of undergraduate 

persistence that, for the most part, were supported by the study’s conceptual framework.  

While the study’s altered research design tempered an understanding of the contributory 

nature of input and environment variables to persistence─as consistent with a “true” 

application of Astin’s (1970, 1993) I-E-O model─the potency of intra-institutional 

environments aligned with the tenants of Astin’s (1984, 1993, 1996) involvement theory.  

Interestingly, the fact that significant associations with undergraduate persistence were 

not exclusive to intra-institutional environments suggests that Bean and Metzner’s (1985) 

Non-Traditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model, which highlights the value of 

involvements and relationships external to the college environment, is an appropriate lens 

with which to understand first-generation students.  Per Reason’s (2009) assertion, 

student environments can be “concentric,” quite complex, and more broadly defined.   

 While the study findings spoke more explicitly to the three conceptual framework 

pillars noted above, they were more subtly connected to the fourth: Bourdieu’s (1977) 

concepts of cultural capital and habitus.  No significant relationships emerged between 

the frequency of students’ pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities and study 

outcomes, yet, the variable was associated with an environment that related to 

undergraduate persistence.  This potentially indirect relationship modestly suggests that 

there may be an interplay between cultural capital and habitus and outcomes.   

 Bourdieu’s (1977) theories and the larger conceptual framework, as a whole, 

provided a scaffold upon which an exploration of the graduate educational aspirations 
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and undergraduate persistence of first-generation students’ attending elite institutions 

could be conducted.  Both the alignments and departures from the framework are 

discussed in the following section in the context of study results and interpretations.   

 Sample characteristics.  Female students comprised over half of the study’s first-

generation student sample, thus, corresponding with the work of Saenz et al. (2007), 

which revealed that 16.9% of all women in the CIRP-based study were first-generation 

students, as compared to 14.7% of all men.  Similar findings were shared by Horn and 

Nevill (2006) who also discovered that first-generation students were more likely to be 

women.  Yet, while the findings presented in the current literature validate the results of 

this study, this validation must be tempered given that the overrepresentation of female 

first-generation students could be due to the overrepresentation of women in the larger 

NLSF population (i.e., 58.1% women) and in the 1999 enrollee composition for two- and 

four-year institutions (i.e., 56.1% women) (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).   

 With regard to racial differences in the first-generation student sample, the 

researcher found that Hispanic or Latino/a students comprised the largest proportion of 

the sample followed by Asian students, Caucasian/White students, and Black/African 

American students, respectively.  When the researcher compared first-generation students 

with non-first-generation students, this finding was elaborated: Caucasian/White students 

comprised the largest proportion of non-first-generation students.  While one of the 

objectives of the NLSF was to include equal numbers of students from specific race 

groups, the unequal representations in the first-generation group are aligned with current 

scholarship.  For example, the work of Somers et al. (2004) revealed that first-generation 

students were more likely to be ethnic minorities, and the work of Horn and Nuñez 
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(2000), Horn and Nevill (2006), and Choy (2001) posited that first-generation students 

were more likely to be African American and Latino/a.  Given the support for this study’s 

findings, the results suggest that, with regard to race, first-generation student groups will 

be composed similarly across institutions, regardless of selectivity.   

 In addition to uncovering details about student gender and race, the researcher 

also found that nearly two-thirds of the students in the first-generation sample were either 

born abroad or children of parents born abroad.  Further comparative analysis revealed 

that most non-first-generation students were U.S.-born with U.S.-born parents.  These 

findings are affirmed by Saenz et al. (2007), who, in their CIRP study found that 27.7% 

of non-U.S. citizens were likely to be first-generation students.  Similarly, Fortuny et al. 

(2009) and Larsen (2004) posited the prevalence of immigrants or children of immigrants 

in the first-generation student community.   

 Given the findings that emerged with regard to generational status in the U.S., the 

researcher conducted an investigation of the intersection between race and generational 

status in the U.S. so as to understand better students’ places of origin and ethnic 

identities.  Within-generational group analysis revealed that more Asian students were 

immigrants born to, at least, one immigrant parent and that, of the students born in the 

U.S. to at least one immigrant parent, most were Hispanic or Latino/a.  Parents’ 

geographic immigrant roots were traced back, in large part, to South Korea and China for 

Asian students and to Mexico for Hispanic or Latino/a students.  Given the small sample 

size of African American/Black students with foreign-born parents, social origins were 

not examined; however, this omission should be broached in future study.   
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 The country of origin analysis provided a perspective on the individuality of 

students despite this study’s consolidation of students into four discrete race groups and 

concurred with current literature on immigration patterns.  For example, Larsen (2004), 

in a detailed 2003 census summary on the country of origin for the U.S.’s foreign-born 

population, reported that Central America represents the birth home of nearly 37.0% of 

the U.S.’s foreign-born residents while Asia represents 25.0%, Europe 13.7%, the 

Caribbean 10.1%, South American 6.3%, and other regions 8.0%.  Further, Fortuny et al. 

(2009), in their detailed study of the children of immigrants, reported that 55.0% of 

children of immigrants were of Hispanic origin while 19.0% were White, 18.0% were 

Asian, and 8.0% were Black.  In alignment with this study’s findings, Fortuny et al. 

discovered that most children of immigrants had parents from Latin America, with the 

largest proportion of these parents (i.e., 41.1%) hailing from Mexico.   

 This study’s findings, with regard to the intersection between race and 

generational status in the U.S., suggest that, while statistics may distinguish first-

generation student groups on the basis of race as a first-blush differentiator, students’ 

identities and their connections to outcomes are more complex.  In fact, above and 

beyond race, regardless of institutional classification, immigrant identity and ethnic 

identification may play a role in the realization of outcomes for first-generation students 

in practical matters such as English language competency, negotiating college cultural 

norms, and family involvement (Teranishi, Suárez-Orozco, & Suárez-Orozco, 2011).   

 In addition to investigating the intersections with generational status in the U.S. 

highlighted above, the researcher also examined students’ pre-college annual household 

income and discovered that nearly two-thirds of the students in the first-generation 
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sample reported household incomes under $50,000 in their senior year of high school.  

Further analysis comparing first- and non-first-generation students revealed that most 

non-first-generation students reported incomes of $75,000 or more while most first-

generation students reported incomes of $25,000-49,999.  These findings aligned with the 

work of Jenkins (2007), Murphy and Hicks (2003), and Saenz et al. (2007) who 

confirmed that the first-generation profile was often linked to more modest means.  

Further, these findings suggest that first-generation students’ financial circumstances 

might be more alike than different across institutional type.   

 Given the link between first-generation students’ race and potential financial 

fragility discussed earlier in the study, the researcher explored the intersection between 

student race and income.  While nearly two-thirds of first-generation students in the 

sample, regardless of race, reported annual household incomes under $50,000, Hispanic 

or Latino/a students were overrepresented in the “Under $25,000” quartile.  While this 

finding emerged from the NLSF income data collected from students in the fall of 1999, 

current literature on the financial circumstances of Hispanic or Latino/a individuals 

underscores that these students might be particularly prone to financial concerns.    

 Brown, Santiago, and Lopez (2003), in their analysis of Latino/a students in 

higher education, emphasized the fact that these students are likely to experience 

financial stress in the context of college affordability.  Taking race, generational status, 

and income into account, Erisman and Looney (2007), in their recent report on higher 

education access prepared for the Institute for Higher Education Policy, noted that “More 

than a third of Latin American immigrants…earn incomes below 150 percent of the 

federal poverty level” (p. 6).  Thus, the data suggest that first-generation Hispanic or 
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Latino/a students, especially those who may be immigrants or children of immigrants, 

may be particularly vulnerable in terms of college-going financial stressors. 

 In addition to annual household income and its intersection with students’ race 

and generational status in the U.S., this study also explored students’ pre-college 

academic aptitude.  While first-generation college students populated lower aptitude 

categories at higher rates, the vast majority of first-generation students were strong 

performers (i.e., fell into the 75th - 99th ACT percentiles).  For the most part, this study’s 

findings run counter to some of the scholarship (e.g., Warburton et al., 2001) on first-

generation college students that points to challenges with pre-college preparation and 

standardized college entry exams.  Yet, the fact that most students’ scores were clustered 

in the highest percentile range comes as little surprise considering that the NLSF included 

students at elite institutions for which college admissions criteria were quite robust.   

 As part of the sample demographics exploration, the researcher also investigated 

the pre-college educational aspirations of the first-generation college student sample.  

This exploration revealed that most first-generation students aspired to a master’s or other 

professional degree when asked at the start of their college careers.  The finding that a 

majority of the students aspired to a master’s or other professional degree contrasts with 

Walpole’s (2003) research, which highlighted the more modest graduate aspirations of 

first-generation students.  It is critical to note, however, that this contradiction in findings 

might be attributable to the uniqueness of the sample and parallel Hayden’s (2008) 

discovery that the degree of aspirations did not differ between the “firsts” and “non-

firsts” in her study of NLSF students.  Hayden hypothesized that the high selectivity of 

the NLSF institutions were a mediating factor in aspirations.   
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 A continued exploration of student background variables, specifically the 

proportion of first-generation college students with older siblings who had earned 

undergraduate degrees, revealed that, while most non-first- and first-generation students 

reported no sibling college graduates, the proportion of first-generation students who 

reported one or more siblings with a college degree was slightly larger.  This finding is 

more difficult to interpret and could mean, quite simply, that the study’s first-generation 

students had more siblings in general, thus, increasing odds of having older siblings with 

degrees.  Yet, this finding could also be a building block for deeper thinking around the 

benefits of older siblings.  While the literature on first-generation college students and the 

roles of their older, college-experienced siblings is limited, some scholarship does note 

the benefit of household role models (e.g., Ceja, 2006).  Among others, this facet, in 

particular, of the first-generation college student experience does require further study.   

 The final input variable explored as part of the sample demographics discussion 

was “frequency of pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities.”  As detailed in 

chapter four, most of the first-generation students responded that they engaged “rarely” 

while the next largest proportion reported that they “never” engaged.  Further analysis 

comparing first- and non-first-generation students revealed that, while most non-first- and 

first-generation students engaged “rarely,” non-first engagement was skewed toward 

higher frequencies overall.  These findings are unsurprising given the hypothesized 

modesties in cultural capital for first-generation students (e.g., Davis, 2010) and further 

underscore the variance between the first- and non-first pre-college experience. 

 As a means to unpack a key component of this pre-college experience, the 

researcher explored the frequency of engagement in cultural capital activities and its 
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intersection with income.  Analysis showed that first-generation students who reported 

pre-college annual household incomes under $25,000, were overrepresented in the 

“never” response to pre-college engagement.  In fact, this study also uncovered a trend of 

modest to no engagement across all income ranges with a vast majority of the wealthiest 

first-generation students indicating only rare engagement.  Interestingly, however, when 

compared with non-first-generation students, first-generation students not only reported 

lower incomes, but they also engaged in cultural capital activities less frequently.  This 

finding is aligned with Jensen’s (2004) work, which asserted that cultural capital is tied to 

upwardly mobile, socioeconomically solvent home environments and implies that the 

differentiators between first- and non-first-generation students persist at elite colleges. 

 Yet, though the analysis of first-generation students’ “frequency of pre-college 

engagement in cultural capital activities” yielded unsurprising results, especially when 

compared with results for non-first-generation college students, the findings prompted 

this study’s researcher to ask the following question: If cultural capital is perceived as 

playing a key role in institutional choice (Berger, 2000) and this study’s first- and non-

first students differed in engagement frequencies, how then did these differing groups 

select (and get selected for) the same elite institutions? One can only surmise that 

“cultural capital” is measured by more than exposure to cultural activities and/or it is 

most potent (as offered by Bowen et al. (2009)) when meshed with financial privilege.   

 Speaking to this hypothesis, a recent study by Zimdars, Sullivan, and Heath 

(2009) of 1700 applicants to the University of Oxford found that cultural capital factors 

operationalized as participation in the “beaux arts” (e.g., exposure to museums, travel) 

were not quite relevant to educational outcomes.  In fact, students’ gender, race, and 
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academized “cultural knowledge,” as cultivated by reading, played a more vital role in 

admission to elite Oxford.  Thus, demographic snapshots of cultural capital engagement 

for first-generation college students in the beaux arts alone may not be contributory 

enough, particularly in the context of first-generation students, college choice, and their 

place in elite institutions.  Further, this study’s findings suggest that, once again, 

intersectionality of background variables (e.g., engagement in cultural capital, income, 

race, and family social origin) might provide the best method for understanding the 

factors that contribute to first-generation college student outcomes across institutions.   

 The findings relevant to engagement in cultural capital activities discussed above 

as well as the additional results summarized and analyzed, hopefully, encourage broader 

thinking about first-generation college students and the larger context in which they work 

to persist and aspire to dreams.  While first-generation students can be “invisible” on 

college campuses, including elites, because there is no outward declaration of “first-

generationship,” this discussion of their individual attributes may add to the depth of 

what is known in an effort to serve these pioneers.  As a means to continue this process of 

discovery, additional results, in the context of study research questions that yielded 

significant results, will be summarized and discussed in the following section.   

 Research sub-question one: Student backgrounds.  As summarized in Table 

40, the study revealed a significant relationship between first-generation students’ pre-

college educational aspirations and their undergraduate persistence.  Further, an 

overwhelming majority of the students who aspired to finish a bachelor’s degree or 

graduate or other professional degree completed college.  These findings counter the 

work of Adelman (2006), who, while examining factors contributing to college 
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graduation, found that students’ bachelor’s degree “anticipations” (expectations for the 

bachelor’s degree as measured in 10th and 12th grade) were not related to long-term 

persistence.  Yet, Dubow, Boxer, and Huesmann (2009), while examining data collected 

via the 40-year Columbia County Longitudinal Study, found that individuals’ secondary 

and post-secondary educational aspirations (as disclosed at age 19) played a significant 

role in educational attainment.  In fact, the authors found that educational aspirations 

were a mediating factor for other individual effects such as parental education─i.e., 

higher levels of parental education led to higher aspirations and, thus, better attainment.   

 Though Dubow et al.’s (2009) findings conflict with Adelman’s (2006) work, 

perhaps, the conflict suggests that pre-college educational aspirations may indeed relate 

significantly to undergraduate persistence but that they may be most powerful when 

combined with additional, contributing individual effects.  These individual effects may 

be curated and cultivated in the context of pre-college cultural capital and, as Strayhorn 

(2010) offered, the associated habitus. 

Research sub-question two: Intra-institutional involvements.   

 Student-student academic interaction and undergraduate persistence.  As 

expressed in Table 40, this study revealed a significant association between the frequency 

of students’ academic interactions with each other in their first year of undergraduate 

work and students’ undergraduate persistence.  Further analysis indicated that, for the 

largest proportion of first-generation students who graduated, interaction with each other 

was quite rare.  Yet, despite modest interactions for a good deal of the sample, overall, 

more students on the higher end of the interaction scale graduated than did students on 

the lower end.  These findings are bittersweet in that they endorse the value of student-
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student academic interaction to persistence but paint a dismal picture with regard to 

frequency of involvement in the first year overall.   

 The rarity of first-generation students’ academic interactions with peers 

underscores concerns about these students’ overall level of intra-institutional involvement 

(Koch, 2008) and suggests either that systemic issues of non-inclusion and 

discouragement are at play or that students are choosing less interaction in their first year.  

Perhaps, the fact that the sample was drawn from selective institutions where individuals’ 

sense of academic self-efficacy might be higher also translated into fewer peer “study 

dates.”  Yet, while it advances concerns, the data also suggest that these interactions have 

value and not only support Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1991, 2005) and Astin’s (1993) 

assertions regarding the potency of peer groups to the collegiate outcomes of students, in 

general, but also Cushman’s (2007) position that, for first-generation students 

specifically, academic networks are important to persistence.   

 Student-faculty interaction and undergraduate persistence.  The researcher 

uncovered a significant relationship between the frequency of first-generation college 

students’ interactions with faculty and their undergraduate persistence.  Additional 

analysis showed that, while most first-generation students interacted with faculty rarely 

on the weekly basis, the vast majority of these students did complete their undergraduate 

degrees.  Interestingly, though a small group, all of the students who interacted with 

faculty nearly always earned their undergraduate degrees.  While the student-faculty 

interaction variable for this study could not be parsed into “course-oriented” and “non-

course-oriented” given data possibilities, based on the composite variable’s construction, 

this study’s finding suggests a number of hypotheses about faculty interaction.   
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 The fact that most students completed degrees despite the nature of interactions 

with faculty, could, once again, speak to the self-efficacy of the students at the 28 elite 

institutions represented in this study.  Yet, the modest levels of interaction could also be 

attributable to the discomfort and intimidation experienced by first-generation college 

students in reaching out to faculty (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008; NSSE, 

2007) given their potential unfamiliarity with college norms.  As Berger (2000) 

summarized in his discussion of post-secondary institutions, social reproduction, and 

cultural capital, this discomfort could be tethered to students’ understanding of what they 

are “entitled to” in life as shaped by a) cultural capital and b) interactions with the 

colleges that they attend.  First-generation students, in particular, despite enrollment at 

elite institutions, may not know that accessing faculty is not only appropriate but also 

essential.  Further, first-generation students’ sense of appropriate entitlement may not be 

encouraged by the elite institutions, which are potentially grounded in a culture of 

independence and self-directed seeking of opportunities (Stephens, 2009). 

 However, the finding that all students who interacted with faculty nearly “always” 

graduated might be promising on a number of fronts.  It might suggest that strong, 

motivated students destined to persist, regardless of interactions, happened to seek out 

faculty.  Alternately, this finding could suggest that interactions with faculty are a key 

ingredient for undergraduate persistence.  This latter point concurs with the general 

research noting that student-faculty interaction plays a significant role in the achievement 

of student outcomes such as persistence, attainment, institutional fit, and overall sense of 

well-being (Astin, 1993; Inkelas et al., 2007; Kuh et al., 1991, 2005; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Sax et al., 2005; Svanum & Bigatti, 2009).  While the current 
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scholarship on the contribution of student-faculty interaction to the persistence of first-

generation students, specifically, is limited, Strayhorn (2010) and Kim and Sax (2009) 

did relate these interactions to mediating factors for first-generation persistence such as 

satisfaction with college and undergraduate grade point average.   

 Importance of faculty/advisor mentoring and undergraduate persistence.  A 

final finding with regard to intra-institutional involvements, per Table 40, highlighted the 

significant association between students’ perceptions of the importance of 

faculty/advisors in guiding them through their college careers (i.e., mentoring for the 

purposes of this study) and undergraduate persistence.  Additional analysis revealed that, 

as students’ perceptions of the importance of faculty mentoring increased, so did the 

proportion of students who completed their college degrees.  This finding is supported by 

the work of Barnett (2006), who found that for students, a third of whom were first-

generation students, feeling known and valued by faculty, being mentored by faculty, and 

sensing an appreciation for diversity by faculty contributed to students’ intent to persist.  

The finding is also validated by Campbell and Nutt (2008), who described the important 

place of academic advisors: “When viewed as an educational process and done well, 

academic advising plays a critical role in connecting students with learning opportunities 

to foster and support their engagement, success, and the attainment of key learning 

outcomes” (p. 1).  The saliency of faculty/advisor guidance and mentoring to first-

generation students’ persistence suggests that, perhaps more than course-based student-

faculty interaction, authentic concern expressed by these key campus figures is vital.   
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 Background characteristics and students’ intra-institutional involvements.   

 Co-curricular involvement and pre-college academic aptitude.  The researcher 

found a significant difference between the frequency of students’ co-curricular 

involvement as freshmen and their pre-college academic aptitude.  Further investigation 

showed that the vast majority of the students in the sample spent 19 or fewer hours per 

week participating in co-curricular activities with most students in the highest two 

aptitude percentile ranges reporting one to nine hours of involvement.  Interestingly, most 

of the students who reported more than 20 hours of involvement were situated in the 

highest aptitude percentile range.  These findings suggest that, while most of the first-

generation students were conservative with the amount of co-curricular involvement, 

higher-aptitude students were well-represented in the most involved group.  

 While the link between higher-aptitude students and more co-curricular 

involvement might be attributed to feelings of self-efficacy at elites and/or the association 

of co-curricular activities with academics, the overall modesties in involvement might be 

rooted differently.  Given that these results emerged from data collected during students’ 

freshman year, the finding of modest involvement might imply that students, in general, 

were more conservative about co-curricular involvement in favor of establishing 

academic routines or spending time with family.  As noted earlier in this study, first-

generation students’ levels and types of involvements may be different (e.g., focus only 

on academic involvements) or constrained because of external commitments (e.g., work 

and family obligations) (Walpole, 2003), unfamiliarity with the college culture (Terenzini 

et al., 1996), feelings of marginalization, and/or preferences/necessity for involvement 

with family and friends external to the institution (Lundberg et al., 2007).  The fact that 
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modesties in involvement persist at elite colleges, however, implies that engaging first-

generation college students may be challenging regardless of institutional type. 

Research sub-question three: Extra-institutional involvements.   

 Student-parent interaction and undergraduate persistence.  The researcher 

found a significant relationship between the frequency of student-parent interaction for 

students as freshmen and undergraduate persistence.  Deeper analysis revealed that the 

proportion of graduates was nearly the same (i.e., approximately 85.0%) for both the “1-9 

visits” and “10-19 visits” categories; yet, slightly more students who made no home visits 

completed college, and only a third of the students who visited 30 or more times did so.  

These findings, while cautiously interpreted given the small number of students in the 

high-visit category, suggest that student-parent interaction should not necessarily be 

lumped in with the “non-involvements” (Astin, 1993) that may detract from student 

progress.  This point is further underscored given that the results shared here represent 

the tendencies of first-year students, who may, more than their sophomore through senior 

counterparts, crave and need interaction in larger doses during the transition to college.   

 While this study’s results indicated that “no” student-parent interaction proved 

slightly better for persistence, overall, the detrimental “drop-off” did not happen until 

students visited parents 30 or more times.  Thus, it seems that, for first-generation 

students for whom connection with family in the “external” environment is particularly 

salient as they negotiate the potential college/home cultural divide (Davis, 2010), 

beneficial home visitations should be supported.  In fact, while “during college” first-

generation student-parent interaction scholarship is limited, the 2007 NSSE (NSSE, 

2007) found that undergraduate students, in general, with parents who were in frequent 
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contact (and who intervened frequently) reported higher levels of engagement, greater 

gains in college outcomes, and, despite lower grades, more satisfaction with college. 

 Background characteristics and students’ extra-institutional involvements.   

 Importance of family support in guiding students through their college careers 

and race.  The researcher discovered a significant difference between students’ 

perceptions of the importance of family support in guiding them through their college 

careers and students’ race.  Additional investigation revealed that, not only was family 

support substantially important to all first-generation students, it was of utmost 

importance to Hispanic or Latino/a students and, secondarily, Asian students.  This 

finding suggests that, while family support was critical across the board, students of 

color, who may also be immigrants or children of immigrants, are particularly sensitive to 

family support.  Not only are these students navigating the first-generation student path, 

but they may also be navigating the “divided consciousness” (Jengahir, 2010) between 

home and college culture where issues of ethnic, cultural, and/or racial identities interplay 

(Rendón et al., 2000; Tierney, 1992) and family connection is most salient. 

 Importance of family support in guiding students through their college careers 

and pre-college educational aspirations.  As noted in Table 40, the researcher discovered 

a significant difference between students’ perceptions of the importance of family 

support and pre-college educational aspirations.  Further analysis revealed that, of the 

students who placed the “greatest importance” on family support, most aspired to a 

graduate degree or other professional credential.  These findings suggest that more 

perceived family support connects to loftier educational aspirations for first-generation 

college students at elite institutions and vice versa.  The reciprocal nature of this 
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relationship may indeed be attributed to the students’ general home culture (habitus) of 

support and encouragement for the educational process.  For example, Acker-Ball (2007) 

found that, regardless of family background and SES, the majority of parents of first-

generation students, while not all proactive in the college-going process, reinforced the 

importance of a college.  This finding might be particularly salient for the first-generation 

students in this sample given that the importance placed on higher education may have 

translated to enrollment at elite colleges and universities.   

 Importance of family support in guiding students through their college careers 

and pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities.  Findings showed a significant 

difference between students’ perceptions of the importance of family and the frequency 

of students’ pre-college engagement in cultural capital activities.  Closer scrutiny of the 

data revealed that the few students who perceived family support as unimportant also 

reported no engagement.  Yet, most of the students who reported low or no engagement, 

all rated family support as important or greatly important.  These findings suggest that, 

while students might associate support with exposure to cultural capital-building 

activities, how first-generation students in this sample conceptualized family support, in 

general, had little to do with exposure to the beaux arts, museums, and travel as 

youngsters.  Perhaps, as posited by Gofen (2009), families’ attitudes toward education, 

expressions of love, and transmission of values mattered most in the college path context. 

 Research sub-question four: Intra/extra-institutional involvements.   

 Weekly hours of employment and undergraduate persistence.  The researcher 

found a significant relationship between students’ first-year weekly hours of employment 

and undergraduate persistence.  Further investigation revealed that the proportion of 
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students who completed their undergraduate degrees was quite large (i.e., over 85.0%) 

within the group that worked 11-20 hours per week and larger still for the group working 

one to ten hours per week.  Interestingly, the proportion of completers dropped off 

slightly for students working zero hours and slightly more for students working 21 or 

more hours.  These findings provide a mix of insight.  First, the findings related to 

students working the most hours suggest that, as Astin (1993) noted, “non-involvements” 

such as work obligations (particularly those off-campus) can be detrimental to outcomes.  

Students’ need to work excessively, however, may be a forced choice given first-

generation students’ potential financial challenges (Engle et al., 2006; Walpole, 2003) 

and, for this study sample, the potentially hefty price tag of an elite education.  Thus, 

without intent to do so, students are compromising undergraduate persistence. 

 Second, the findings suggest that some amount of student employment 

(particularly on-campus─as supported by Astin (1993)) may actually be more beneficial 

to undergraduate persistence than no student employment at all.  Perhaps intentional 

employment might be contributing to cognitive enrichment and, thus, persistence.  Yet, 

despite the seeming clarity of the findings in this study, the relationship between 

employment and persistence is complex given that not only is the quantity of work at 

issue, but also up for debate is the type and geography.  As Perna (2010) offered, 

“…understanding how employment affects students’ educational experiences is 

complicated by why students work” (¶ 3), and, thus, any speculation about the connection 

between work and persistence necessitates more exploration.   

 Living arrangements and undergraduate persistence.  As indicated in Table 40, 

the study’s analysis revealed a significant relationship between first-generation students’ 
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living arrangements and undergraduate persistence.  Additional investigation revealed 

that an overwhelming majority (i.e., over 90.0%) of students lived in an on-campus 

residence hall or apartment, and the vast majority of these students graduated from 

college.  Interestingly, all of the students who lived in off-campus residence halls or 

apartments completed college but students who reported living with either parents or 

other relatives did not earn their degrees by spring 2005.    

 Though the relationship with persistence was significant, the findings above with 

regard to living arrangements are difficult to interpret.  While the results might suggest 

that living on-campus is second to living off-campus with regard to positive outcomes, 

more details regarding the type of off-campus residence halls occupied by students and 

their variance from on-campus facilities are required.  Further, given that over 90.0% of 

students reported living on-campus, which is understandable given the freshman status of 

respondents, the favorable outcome for this living arrangement might not only be due to 

the association between residence halls and positive outcomes for first-generation 

students (Inkelas et al., 2007), but also the sheer numbers of students nested in this 

housing category.  Additionally, given that some of the first-generation scholarship (e.g., 

Asrat, 2007; Koch, 2008) points to these students likely commuting to campus, the 

anomaly of this study’s findings and its potential relationship with the selectivity of 

students’ institutions should be studied further.   

 Background characteristics and intra/extra-institutional involvements.   

 Weekly hours of employment and pre-college annual household income.  The 

researcher found a significant difference between students’ weekly hours of employment 

and students’ pre-college annual household income.  Additional analysis revealed that 
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students who worked 21 or more hours per week (the most), were not represented in the 

highest income category.  Further, lowest income students comprised the largest 

proportion of students working 11-20 hours per week and the smallest proportion of 

students working zero hours per week.  These findings suggest that the students with the 

most financial need may also be the students who are working the greatest number of 

hours per week, regardless of institutional type.  Though speculative, this point raises 

questions about the potential mediating effect of income on student persistence.   

 If, as found in this study, involvements outside of employment are related to 

undergraduate persistence, then students with financial need may be at an attainment 

disadvantage if excessive work demands prevent them from engaging in beneficial 

environments.  As Sherlin (2002) found, higher income had both direct and indirect 

effects on persistence to include the facilitation of more college involvement leading to 

attainment.  Given this study’s earlier findings regarding the income disparities between 

first- and non-first-generation students, results might suggest that, regardless of 

equivalent access to high-caliber, elite institutions, first-generation students might have to 

work doubly hard just to meet the status quo and remain enrolled. 

 Weekly hours of employment and race.  Analysis revealed a significant difference 

between students’ weekly hours of employment and students’ race.  Of the students who 

reported working zero hours per week during the academic year, the largest proportion 

indentified as Asian while Hispanic or Latino/a students consistently comprised the 

largest (and majority) proportion of student groups working “1-10 hours” and “11-20” 

hours per week.  This latter finding underscores the intersectionality of race, generational 

status in the U.S., financial need, student employment, and, potentially, persistence.  Not 
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only did Hispanic or Latino/a students report working the most, they also comprised the 

largest proportion of students in the lowest income quartile and were, in great proportion, 

children of immigrants.  Thus, an extrapolation of these findings, given earlier analysis, 

might point to the potential challenges experienced by Hispanic or Latino/a students not 

only with the large college engagement themes but also with the tactical financial issues 

relevant to remaining enrolled.  As such, scholarships and transition support may play a 

bigger role for first-generation Hispanic or Latino/a students than for their peers.   

 Results discussion summary.  The results discussion above initiated a dialogue 

about the study’s findings, their connection or conflict with current scholarship, and 

potential avenues for further understanding the first-generation student both at elite and  

non-elite institutions.  As noted in Table 40, the relationships that emerged were mostly 

tethered to the concentric environments (per Figure 1) upheld by the study’s conceptual 

framework that represented the complexity of the first-generation student’s college life.  

Table 40 also underscored that no inputs or environments were related with graduate 

educational aspirations despite the known parallels with development of pre-college 

aspirations, such as finances and familial encouragement (Payne, 2006).  As such, 

graduate educational aspirations, in the context of first-generation students, require 

further study before changes in practice can be made with regard to them.  However, 

given what is known from the discussion above, the following section will address broad 

implications for practice in the continued pursuit of serving first-generation students.   

Implications for Practice 

 The undergraduate persistence of first-generation college students is enmeshed 

with a host of ambient factors such as family, peers, faculty and advisors, just to name a 
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few.  Thus, in considering the practices most appropriate to fostering first-generation 

student attainment and success, the African proverb “it takes a village to raise a child,” 

must be the theme mantra.  While these implications are not about the “raising” of first-

generation students, they do center around the community approach critical to supporting 

these pioneers on the path to and through higher education.  Accordingly, the following 

implications will emphasize roles for student affairs practitioners, university faculty and 

advisors, first-generation students’ parents and family, university leadership and 

administrators, and policymakers so as to delineate unique responsibilities as well as 

places for partnership for those touching the lives of first-generation students.  While 

these implications are inspired by findings rooted in the circumstances of first-generation 

students attending elite institutions, it is the researcher’s hope that the suggestions for 

practice can be applied universally to engage and bolster all first-generation students. 

 Student affairs practitioners.  Student affairs practitioners are often-times 

students’ ambassadors to the larger campus.  Among the many avenues for connection 

with students, student affairs professionals manage orientations, residence halls, career 

centers, and student activities and, as such, are in a rare position to help shepherd, 

validate, and engage first-generation students.  Harper and Quaye (2009) offered that 

“…students should not be chiefly responsible for engaging themselves…, but instead 

administrators and educators must foster the conditions that enable diverse populations of 

students to be engaged” (p. 6), and Rendón (2002) echoed this point with regard to non-

traditional students and students of color, in particular.  Given the fact that first-

generation students are more likely to be students of color, represent a number of 

ethnicities, come from lower income backgrounds, and, possibly, be immigrants or 
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children of immigrants, helping students establish a connection with the campus while 

validating students’ home culture and previous experiences is critical to caring for the 

whole student.  As noted in chapter two of this study, the transition to college for first-

generation students may indeed involve a straddling of home and college culture, and, 

such, it is the responsibility of student affairs practitioners, in partnership with other 

educators, to help ease the way. 

 Given the philosophy of inclusion and validation with which student affairs 

practitioners should approach first-generation students and the fact that many of the 

findings in this study point to first-year involvements, these professionals should create 

meaningful opportunities for intra-institutional involvement with peers, both 

academically- and socially-focused, that help first-generation students establish a sense of 

belonging within the university community.  For example, practitioners, with the support 

of leaders and administrators, should consider special academic and social support 

centers for first-generation college students replete with resources on navigating the 

academic obligations, information on co-curricular clubs and organizations, resources on 

financial aid and scholarships, counseling on student employment, resources for mental 

health needs, and access to discipline-based peer-tutors and peer and staff mentors.   

 In alignment with Harper and Quaye’s (2009) and Oldfield’s (2007) insights,  

these centers should be at the physical, accessible heart of campus and coordinate 

informal (e.g., social gatherings) and formal programs (e.g., orientation courses) aimed at 

inclusion and education.  Importantly, the brick and mortar centers should be 

supplemented by a robust online presence in an effort to reach commuting students or 

students who spend less time on campus.  Additionally, these centers should include a 
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parental component that would allow for communication and exchange with first-

generation students’ families in an effort to validate students’ home life and help families 

support students.  Staff and faculty representing the diversity (e.g., race, ethnicity, 

language) of first-generation students should be recruited to be present in the centers in 

order to foster inclusivity and to help students develop a sense of belonging. 

 Additionally, student affairs administrators and practitioners should lead the way 

in creating dedicated communities for first-generation students that honor these pioneers 

without stigmatizing them (Saenz et al., 2007).  For example, practitioners should 

consider special first-generation student-led clubs, academic Greek-letter organizations, 

and advocacy outlets tailored toward celebrating and knitting together first-generation 

students while still creating avenues for inclusion on the larger campus.  In addition to 

organization-based communities, practitioners and student affairs administrators should 

consider innovating special housing for first-generation students, akin to the First 

Scholars program recently launched at the University of Kentucky that provides first-

year, first-generation students with a special residence hall designed to enable, careful 

non-stigmatized support.  As with any of the suggestions above, “careful” and 

“thoughtful” are key qualifiers given the risk of isolation and peer judgment that could 

accompany attempts to launch special initiatives for first-generation students.   

 Faculty and academic advisors.  Faculty inhabit a unique space in the lives of 

first-generation college students in that students will always be in the classroom in one 

manner or another and, thus, always be exposed to faculty.  As Tinto (1997) offered, the 

classroom lies at the heart of learning in the higher education context.  As such, faculty 

are in a prime position to shape undergraduate student persistence via supportive and 
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educative interactions with students.  This study’s results indicated that, while first-year 

students interacted little with faculty, interactions were of some value, overall.  Given this 

finding and the previously noted scholarship that indicates first-generation students might 

be intimidated by faculty, faculty should reach out more intentionally.  For example, 

faculty should work with academic advisors and student affairs professionals to 

understand more fully the types of students in their classes so that they can begin to 

formulate a strategy for creating affirming learning environments that acknowledge and 

celebrate the difference first-generation students bring to the college campus.  As noted 

by Rendón (2002), affirming and validating learning environments are especially 

important to non-traditional students and students of color, and, given that first-

generation students can be described as both, the in-class environment matters.   

 In addition to attending to the classroom, faculty should also develop their role 

with regard to supporting first-generation students outside the classroom.  Faculty should 

volunteer to serve as formal and informal mentors to first-generation students through 

campus resource, career, and counseling centers.  Further, faculty should engage with 

first-year, first-generation students outside their own classes by advising first-generation-

specific student groups or teaching and/or guest lecturing college orientation courses or 

first-year experience symposiums.  As noted in a recent study by Pan and Bai (2010), the 

faculty role in academically integrating first-year students can be critical to students’ 

long-term persistence.  Given that first-generation students’ sense of social “entitlement” 

(per Berger, 2000) may influence how/if they seek out faculty, it is critical for faculty to 

take the first step.  Accordingly, faculty should reach out and encourage first-generation 

students to participate in research work as a means to decrease students’ feelings of 
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intimidation or academic marginalization.  Finally, in addition to facilitating interaction 

between themselves and students, faculty are also in a position to facilitate interaction 

between students and, as such, should develop course curricula that encourage peer-to-

peer learning, teaching, and mentoring.   

 Academic advisors, much like faculty, were perceived as important sources of 

support during the college careers of the first-generation students surveyed in this study.  

Similar to faculty, advisors have a unique opportunity to mentor and guide first-

generation college students much more comprehensively.  As Torres (2006) noted, 

advisors are gatekeepers and can provide a safe space for first-generation students to ask 

questions and become familiar with the larger campus environments.  As such, academic 

advisors should work with faculty and student affairs professionals to institute “triage” 

protocols for first-generation students who are particularly vulnerable to attrition.  These 

students might include first-generation students who are immigrants or children of 

immigrants who might be contending with language acquisition issues in addition to the 

general challenges of becoming familiar with the college environment.  Additionally, 

advsiors can work with first-generation parent resource centers and, as suggested by 

Hicks (2002), orientation programs to engage the parents and families of first-generation 

students in an effort to validate students’ home life and help parents and families 

understand their important roles in the college careers of their children.   

 Family members.  This study revealed that first-generation students perceived 

family support as vital to their college careers and, as such, families must have a role in 

nurturing and fortifying students throughout the college process.  However, as offered by 

Acker-Ball (2007), Cabrera and Padilla (2004), and Rowan-Kenyon et al. (2008), this 
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role may look differently for different students: more moral support-oriented for some 

and more tactical for others.  Further, the type of support may be tethered to cultural 

capital indicators, which could be linked to issues of economic standing.  As such, 

families should not feel that there is a right or wrong way to support students in the 

college-going process but simply become as informed as they can in an effort to build a 

habitus inclusive of college talk.  In doing so, families might attempt to familiarize 

themselves with their students’ institutions.   

 This process of familiarization could include taking a walk on campus, speaking 

with supportive and informative staff in the financial aid, career, counseling, or first-

generation resource centers.  In order to offer the most appropriate (and manageable) 

support, families should take an informal inventory of their students’ needs with regard to 

college in such areas as emotional support, time, space, and desired levels of 

involvement.  While for first-generation students, families’ ability to help with financial 

needs can be much more complex, families should encourage students to ask their 

advisors, faculty, and residence hall advisors about scholarships, work-study 

opportunities, and other resourcing.  Families should also encourage students to be their 

own advocates and to find safe spaces to ask questions. 

 Additionally, families should feel comfortable seeking information about how 

best to support their students from sources other than the student’s institution.  For 

example, a number of community programs are designed to work with the families of 

non-traditional and first-generation students in an effort to inform and support.  Along 

these lines, national organizations such as the College Board and the Hispanic 

Scholarship Fund offer online college guidance resource centers as well as no cost, 
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community-based college counseling seminars. Further, the U.S. Department of 

Education provides information online about the college-going process as well as funding 

resources through www.college.gov.  Additionally, local churches, community colleges, 

and high schools may offer low or no cost programs aimed at helping families learn about 

college and support their students in the process.  These options provide families with an 

opportunity to understand their first-generation students’ experience in safe spaces that 

may not be as intimidating as the unknown college campus. 

 College/university leadership and administration.  Those involved with 

institutional leadership and administration are in optimal positions to effect change for 

the betterment of first-generation students’ persistence.  These individuals not only have 

a bird’s eye view of the institutional issues that benefit and detract from student success 

but also have the agency to engage with external partners to create opportunities for first-

generation students.  The data for this study reflected that pre-college educational 

aspirations might be significantly related to undergraduate persistence but, potentially, 

most powerful when combined with a pre-college habitus fully encouraging of post-

secondary work.  Thus, the question becomes: What can institutional agents do to shift 

students’ and families’ pre-dispositions toward college?  Further, given what is known 

about the social reproductions that manifest in and through higher education, what can 

colleges and universities do to change the climate of privilege? 

 Administrators can begin to broach these questions by creating and sustaining 

secondary-to-post-secondary bridge programs and summer institutes such as the TRIO 

program that introduce students (and families) to the language of college in an effort to 

norm and familiarize post-secondary pursuits.  These programs might be particularly 
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beneficial to lower-income first-generation students, first-generation students of color, 

and first-generation students who are immigrants or children of immigrants.  Further, and 

also recommended by Harper and Quaye (2009), institutions can weave the university 

into secondary schools and tend to the college information gap (Vargas, 2004) via 

avenues such as field trips to college campuses, faculty lectures in high school courses, 

pre-college academic advising, financial aid workshops, parent workshops in English and 

native language, no/low cost SAT/ACT preparation, and pre-college career development 

programming that begins to link college attainment with future possibilities.   

 In addition to boosting students’ pre-college pre-dispositions in an effort to 

bolster persistence, institutional leaders and administrators could also work to make 

college a more reasonable, sustained possibility for first-generation students.  Given the 

financial challenges faced by first-generation students, university leadership could re-visit 

how private merit and need-based aid is distributed and consider the development of 

scholarship funds specifically for first-generation college students.  Additionally, given 

that this study raised some questions about the benefit of student employment and its 

potential to compromise persistence if excessive and/or located off-campus, leaders, in 

conjunction with federal aid administrators and policymakers, should undertake a serious 

review of federal work study policy and, as Perna (2010) suggested, the student work 

culture on campus.  Institutional administrators should create additional opportunities for 

students to contribute toward their education by working in environments that enrich their 

academic and professional portfolios (e.g., student research with faculty, tutoring).   

 Additionally, university leaders and administrators can work to humanize 

institutions and enact diverse learning environments (Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pederson, 
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& Allen, 1999) in which first-generation college students (and their families) of differing 

backgrounds can see themselves in college administrators, staff, and faculty and feel 

more connected and included in the larger campus culture.  Relatedly, administrators can 

support faculty and other educators across campus in their own development regarding 

the needs of first-generation college students and, simultaneously, encourage educators to 

develop validating curricula─as suggested by Rendón (2002)─that enable first-generation 

students, particularly students of color, to explore their experiences.    

 Policymakers.  As shared in chapter one, a primary goal of policymakers, 

particularly within the current political administration, is to increase access to higher 

education for a larger number of Americans in an effort to enhance the U.S.’s global 

competitiveness.  First-generation students represent a population that could benefit 

greatly from policy changes easing some of the barriers to college entry and degree 

attainment.  For example, while university administrators can re-dedicate private funds to 

help low-income, first-generation students, changes in work-study regulations, PELL 

disbursements, and other federal aid program adjustments are largely in the hands of 

high-level policymakers.  As such, Congress, with the encouragement of university 

leadership, must tend to college affordability and, as asserted by President Barack Obama 

(Obama, 2012) in the 2012 State of Union Address, work to keep interest rates on student 

loans manageable and extend the college tuition tax credit for eligible families.   

 In addition to supporting federal efforts, policymakers at the state level should 

examine the P-16 educational pipeline and the systemic issues (e.g., learning 

accountability, teacher involvement, curricula, geographic imbalances in standards, 

neighborhood privilege) that may be contributing to or detracting from first-generation 
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students’ pre-dispositions toward college.  This call to action is particularly important 

given that early educational experiences, as noted in chapter two, contribute to students’ 

formations of educational aspirations. These pre-college aspirations, as found in this 

study, are potentially linked to undergraduate persistence.  By scrutinizing the 

educational playing field, policymakers can make positive strides toward slicing through 

the cycle of social reproduction (Berger 2000; Bourdieu, 1977) that sustains an imbalance 

in the ways in which students amass the cultural capital necessary for higher education. 

 In addition to scrutinizing the systemic issues prevalent to first-generation 

students, state policymakers should also work with universities to develop auxiliary and 

research funding streams dedicated to improving access by creating scholarships and 

launching college awareness campaigns for students and families throughout the 

elementary, middle, and secondary process.  While the point is not to force every student 

into college, the goal is to make college search, choice, and financing transparent for 

first-generation students and their families.    

Limitations of the Study 

 Though this study’s findings provided fodder for practical implications designed 

to bolster the success of first-generation students, the study was not without its 

limitations.  First, it is important to note that the sample was drawn from students only 

enrolled at elite U.S. institutions, and, as such, findings cannot be generalized to first-

generation students enrolled in a broader range of colleges and universities.  Additionally, 

within this “elite” group, as evidenced in Appendix A, religiously-affiliated institutions, 

minority-serving institutions, and women- or men-only institutions were 

underrepresented.  Given that levels of student engagement and approaches to student 
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development may be different at these institutions, as evidenced by Nelson Laird, 

Bridges, Morelon-Quainoo, Williams, and Holmes (2007) and Laden (2001) in their 

studies of learning environments at historically Black colleges and Hispanic-serving 

institutions, respectively, no assumptions should be made about the universal treatment 

and outcomes of first-generation students at elite colleges.   

 A second limitation is represented by the small sample size of first-generation 

college students available for this study.  While the complete NLSF population numbered 

3,924 students and the number of first-generation students within that population was 

close to 300, after the researcher purged the data set of missing values and ambiguous 

non-responses, the first-generation sample was reduced to 103 students.  The removal of 

a large number of cases may have not only removed data vital to a stronger analysis but 

also, as described in chapter four, played a significant role in the inability of the 

researcher to pursue the original, multivariate research design.  Further, the sample size 

reduction may have contributed to the cross-tabulations cell size violations (i.e., too few 

cases in cross-tabulation cells) noted in chapter four.  Given this violation, assumptions 

about relationships necessitate the use of prudence and conservatism in interpretation.   

 A third limitation is also related to sample construction.  Specifically, the NLSF 

included three populations of students of color (i.e., Black/African American, Hispanic or 

Latino/a, and Asian students) but did not include Native American students or multi-

racial and multi-ethnic students.  Further, men were underrepresented in the sample, and 

the study, in general, was skewed toward “traditionally” aged students.  As such, study 

findings are limited in the transferability to the larger community of diverse students.   
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 In addition to challenges with the study sample, the research design selected, 

which was reliant on the use of secondary data, represented a fourth limitation.  Given 

this ex-post facto design, variables could only be operationalized in the context of 

available information.  For example, given data constraints, student-faculty interactions 

were operationalized in one dimension (as opposed to academic and non-academic), 

“mentoring” was associated with support measures instead of actions or more explicit 

qualifiers rooted in the literature, and student-parent interactions were bounded by home 

visits.  Additionally, the necessitated changes in analytical strategy (i.e., regression to 

Chi-square) negated the research design’s ability to be predictive.   

 Finally, as noted in chapter three, a noteworthy limitation of this study is the age 

of the data: The first wave of the NLSF instrument was deployed in 1999 with final data 

collection from students completed in the spring of 2003.  The passage of time may have 

altered how study constructs and variables are conceptualized and operationalized.  

Further, as noted in the discussion of instrumentation in chapter three, the instrument’s 

age may also have implications for how language was used in the framing of NLSF 

questions given contemporary evolution of more socially just syntax. 

Directions for Future Research 

 While this study’s findings highlighted a number of potentially compelling points 

about the interplay between the backgrounds, environmental engagements, and outcomes 

of first-generation college students attending elite institutions, there is much more to be 

learned about first-generation students on a universal scale.  As such, in the following 

section, directions for future research will be discussed via two distinct avenues: research 

opportunities and research process.  Research opportunities will propose potential 
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research threads based on this study’s findings and salient points of interest.  The second 

avenue, research process, will focus on data sampling and data collection methods that 

might best support these research opportunities in the context of the data challenges 

encountered in the process of this study’s execution.   

 Research opportunities.   

 Cultural capital.  The proxies used for cultural capital development in this study 

were mostly beaux arts-based and focused more on students’ exposure to cultural 

activities than the familiarizing with culture and cultural norms via study and interaction 

with college gatekeepers.  As confirmed by Zimdars et al. (2009), participation in the 

beaux arts alone may not provide a complete picture of the cultural capital scenario for 

first-generations students.  Thus, in studying cultural capital, capital-acquisition activities 

must be conceptualized more broadly in the context of students’ intersecting identities.  

Further, given that this study did not reveal a link between pre-college engagement in 

cultural capital activities and study outcomes, future research might also examine more 

closely if and how cultural capital indicators matter once a first-generation student is 

enrolled.  While much of the research shared in chapter two pointed to the deep-seated 

connection between first-generation students and cultural capital, Dumais and Ward 

(2010) suggested that both arts- and strategy-based cultural capital potentially diminished 

in influence once students matriculated.  Further study is required to determine if this 

hypothesis holds for the larger first-generation student context.   

 Student background characteristics, intersections, and outcomes.  This study’s 

findings highlighted the connection between first-generation students’ race, ethnicity, 

income, and generational status in the U.S. and offered a sliver of insight into how the 
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inter-related nature of background variables could factor into student outcomes.  

Specifically, this study suggested a number of potentially indirect relationships between 

students’ background variables and study outcomes via associations with shared 

environmental/involvement variables.  Given the potency of students’ characteristics, 

future research should focus explicitly on how background variables relate to and effect 

outcomes in the context of mediating environmental variables.  Such research might best 

be accomplished using tools such as path modeling (i.e., SEM).  

 Additionally, in an effort to develop a deeper and more meaningful understanding 

of the intersecting nature of students’ background characteristics, future research should 

consider a more deliberate study of what students’ race and places of family origin mean 

for financial need, cultural negotiation, access, and persistence in the undergraduate 

process.  Future research must set aside the idea that there is a “type” of first-generation 

student and, instead, revel in and, as Rendón (2002) suggests, validate the intersections 

that make each first-generation student unique.  For example, future studies could explore 

how first-generation students who are immigrants and children of immigrants engage the 

educational process or navigate the cultural norms as compared to U.S.-rooted first-

generation students.  Additionally, forthcoming studies could examine how ethnicity, 

immigrant roots, and family social origins play into motivations, conceptualizations of 

education in context of the American Dream, and, as Massey, Mooney, Torres, Charles 

(2007) investigated, college choice and admission.   

 Faculty and advisor interactions and support.  While much is known about the 

contributions of student-faculty interactions on student outcomes, as noted in chapter 

two, far less is known about first-generation student-faculty interactions.  In attempting to 
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address this literature gap, the current study focused on the relationship between 

interaction frequencies, as reported in the freshman year, and persistence.  “Interactions,” 

however, were mostly centered on course-based engagements and not inclusive of 

broader involvements with faculty.  Further, while this study also revealed that students 

perceived faculty and advisor support to be highly important in guiding them through 

their college careers, “support,” given variable configuration, was quite undefined.  As 

such, future studies should continue to explore the contribution of faculty interactions and 

support to college outcomes but do so in a manner that parses interactions into academic 

and non-academic components, operationalizes support more appropriately (e.g., general 

advice-giving, emotional support), and accounts for interactions across college years.  

Further, given the literature that points to first-generation students’ feelings of 

intimidation in connecting with faculty (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008; NSSE, 

2007), future studies should examine this “intimidation factor” in the context of 

interaction and support as it might be particularly salient for low income students or 

students of color who might easily feel marginalized.   

 In addition to examining more deeply issues of first-generation student 

interactions with faculty and the support dynamic, future studies should also consider 

similar research themes with regard to academic advisors.  Advisor support emerged as 

important in this study and, given the role of academic advisors as “connectors” 

(Campbell and Nutt, 2008) on campus, questions of how these individuals play a role in 

the success of first-generation students merits further attention.  Forthcoming research 

should, especially, attempt to operationalize advisor support into tangible, component 
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parts (e.g., academic advising, emotional support, financial aid advice) so that practice 

can more aptly and appropriately meet the needs of first-generation students. 

 Peer interactions.  Similar to the literature base focused on first-generation 

student-faculty interaction, the available scholarship on first-generation students’ 

interactions with other students is somewhat limited.  While this study’s findings did 

contribute some insight in that they highlighted both the importance and rarity of first-

generation students’ academic interactions with peers, little emerged with regard to 

students’ socially-based interactions.  This continued literature gap is especially 

concerning given the general research that points to the power of peers throughout the 

entire educational process (e.g., Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  As 

such, future studies should examine first-generation students’ interactions with peers both 

in the academic and social arenas and, subsequently, further unpack “co-curricular 

involvement” into more discernible, understandable pieces.  Additionally, these inquiries 

should examine interactions throughout students’ undergraduate experience.   

 With regard to peer interactions, future research should also examine how peer 

interactions might lead to intermediate outcomes (e.g., positive transitions, satisfaction) 

that, in turn, contribute to undergraduate persistence and other post-college achievements.  

For this type of research, a path modeling (i.e., SEM) approach might be useful.  Finally, 

forthcoming studies should explore how changes in the patterns of first-generation 

student involvement (i.e., interactions as freshmen, sophomores, junior, and seniors) with 

other first- and non-first-generation students contribute to short- and long-term outcomes. 

 Parent interactions and family support.  As noted in chapter two, much is known 

about the role of parents and family during first-generation students’ pre-college process, 
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particularly with respect to cultural capital, aspirations, and college choice.  Yet, far less 

is known about the role of parents and family while students are enrolled and working 

toward degree completion.  Contrary to some of the scholarship pointing to the 

detriments of off-campus involvements with family, this study deduced that, for the most 

part, interactions with parents did not compromise persistence until excessive.  As such, 

future studies should explore the unique relationship first-generation college students 

have with parents and other family members during the college-going process in an effort 

to determine what kinds of interactions are most helpful and if/how specific family 

members matter.  With regard to specific family members, Acker-Ball (2007) affirmed 

the special place of siblings in coaching younger, first-generation college-goers.  As such, 

future research could specifically focus on the role of older, college-educated siblings and 

what types of interactions with these role models contribute to the undergraduate 

persistence and long-term outcomes of first-generation students.   

 Explorations of first-generation students and family would be particularly salient 

to first-generation students of color and first-generation students who might be 

immigrants or children of immigrants.  Given that cultural patterns of familial 

involvement could look differently for these students than from those of White, U.S.-

rooted first-generation students, future studies would enable learning that could aid 

colleges in supporting the first-generation student more holistically.  Finally, this concept 

of “support” should also be explored in future work in an effort to disassemble what 

“support” means for first-generation students.  In the context of this study, the family 

support variable was quite generic in nature, but future work should include additional 

qualifiers such as financial support, emotional support, and academic support.   
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 Understanding nature of student work.  As noted earlier in this study, the 

research is rather mixed on the benefits and drawbacks of student employment, in 

general, and rather scarce with regard to first-generation students specifically.  This study 

found that the relationship between work and persistence can be positive, if work hours 

are not excessive and that, alarmingly, students with the most financial need work the 

most.  Given this combination of findings, future studies must explore further the purpose 

and influence of student employment for/on first-generation students, particularly given 

that financial fragility could mean more work, less involvement, and, as a result, 

compromised graduation.  Additionally, future research should be careful to examine 

effects of work in the context of on- and off-campus employment, given the known 

benefit of campus employment and the stigma of “non-involvement” (Astin, 1993) 

attached to off-campus work.  Forthcoming research on the nature of first-generation 

student employment is particularly important given that employment can both enrich the 

student experience and, unfortunately, marginalize students further.   

 Living arrangements.  The nature of living arrangements for the first-generation 

students in this study was uniform and campus-based and, as such, limited a true 

understanding of the potential relationship between students’ housing selections and 

undergraduate persistence.  However, existing research on the positive contributions of 

campus-based residence hall living on first-generation student development (e.g., Inkelas 

et al., 2007) underscores the need to investigate further these connections.  Future studies 

should not only explore the influences that type and nature of campus-based housing 

have on first-generation student outcomes, but they should also explore more fully the 

first-generation commuter student experience.  As noted in chapter two, research on 



246 

 

commuter students often underscores the lack of campus connection and belonging that 

emerges from less enmeshment on campus.  Yet, practitioners and administrators must 

develop meaningful ways to understand the true implications of commuting on first-

generations students’ outcomes and the interventions needed to foster success. 

 Persistence and transfer students.  One of the advantages of the NLSF data set 

was its utility in investigating students’ systemic persistence and, thus, students’ transfers 

to institutions other than the ones in which they were originally enrolled.  Yet, given the 

reduced sample size resulting from data treatment, the researcher could not study the 

departure and re-enrollment rationales of the first-generation transfer students’ in the 

study.  As such, future research focused on first-generation students’ persistence should 

examine not only single-institution persistence, but it should also examine systemic 

persistence and the factors that influence first-generation students’ decisions to leave one 

college for another.  Researchers might scrutinize issues pertaining to finances, campus 

climate, interactions with peers and faculty, racial or ethnic marginalization, and family 

and work obligations and their influence on first-generation students’ transfer decisions.  

This research work might be particularly potent if conducted as a comparative analysis 

between the transfer decisions of first-generation and non-first-generation scholars.   

 Additionally, future examinations of first-generation students’ persistence and 

transfer decisions might be most robust if pursued in the context of institutional type.  

While this study focused on first-generation students attending elite institutions, 

discussion of the explicit role played by institutional type across student outcomes was 

limited.  As such, future researchers might explore the discrete contributions of 
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institutional characteristics to the first-generation experience.  Such research might 

benefit from the use of HLM, given that the statistical approach is suited for nested data.  

 Graduation educational aspirations.  One of the original outcome variables of 

interest for this study was first-generation students’ graduate educational aspirations.  

Yet, none of the input or environmental variables chosen for this study emerged as 

significantly associated with students’ graduate educational aspirations.  While, as noted 

in the limitations section above, this lack of relationship could be attributed to research 

design, this scenario could also underscore the possibility that additional variables may 

be at play.  For example, Cruce et al. (2006) found that students’ academic effort in 

college coursework contributed to graduate degree aspirations.  As such, future research 

should consider a more comprehensive model for the study of factors that shape graduate 

educational aspirations and might include college grade point averages, college major, 

and competencies in college-level writing, reading, and reasoning skills.  Additionally, 

future studies could consider college-based finances (e.g., undergraduate loan 

indebtedness) given that both Payne 2006 and Engle and Tinto (2008) hypothesized their 

saliency to the pursuit of advanced study.  Finally, new research could embark on a more 

nuanced examination of some of the environmental variables used in this study (e.g., 

student-faculty interaction focused on research opportunities) in an effort to uncover 

more specialized factors of interest and import to graduate educational aspirations. 

 Research process.  The research opportunities above are merely a modest 

mentioning of the study topics that could further knowledge about first-generation 

college students.  These research threads could be pursued via a number of 

methodologies to include quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods.  Qualitative 
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inquiry, in particular, would be powerful for research questions exploring the lived 

experiences of first-generation students in the context of undergraduate outcomes.  For 

example, a qualitative study on the intersections of first-generation students’ multiple 

identities, their interplay with the concentric environments of college life, and their 

influence on persistence would provide a deeper understanding of the first-generation 

student as “person” and ensure that students’ voices are heard.  Complementary to 

qualitative methods, quantitative designs, much like the NLSF, offer researchers the 

opportunity to survey a broader landscape and to reach a larger number of first-

generation students as well as the family, faculty, and college staff members who support 

them.  While different, both inquiry methods are valuable to advancing knowledge about 

first-generation students; yet, each method also has its challenges.   

 Given the quantitative thrust of this study, a number of these challenges surfaced 

and, as such, will be included as “process”-oriented considerations for future research.  

These considerations flow from some of the challenges encountered by the researcher 

with the NLSF data set and speak to instrumentation and data collection specifically.  

These thoughts will be most appropriate for those researchers, in particular, who hope to 

create original data sets in order to study most fully first-generation students.   

 Instrumentation.  With regard to instrumentation, in order to maximize the utility 

and analytical versatility of data, future researchers should consider, where possible and 

appropriate, developing questions so that responses yield continuous rather than 

categorical data.  Continuous data might lend itself more appropriately to parametric 

statistical tests and, in addition, be consolidated into categories for non-parametric 

analysis; categorical data does not offer this same flexibility and can limit research 
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designs.  Additionally, with regard to instrumentation, future researchers considering 

longitudinal studies should ensure that questions developed to assess the same student 

conditions or attributes from year to year are treated in a repeated measures fashion and, 

as such, phrased identically offering identical response choices.  While repeated measures 

may be vulnerable to respondent conditioning, consistent questioning will enable 

researchers to benefit from the fact that longitudinal data are uniquely qualified to shed 

light on issues of causality, time-related changes, and gross changes (Lynn, 2009).   

 Sampling.  In order to perform effectively a number of statistical operations that 

are sensitive to data separation issues, such as those attempted in this study (e.g., logistic 

or multinomial regression), researchers particularly concerned with first-generation 

outcomes must ensure that samples are large enough and that outcomes are varied enough 

to accommodate these analyses.  Both sample size and outcome variance could be 

managed by reconciling sample needs with variables of interest and, perhaps, making 

first-generation students the sole study population.  Additionally, sample size and 

outcome variance issues could be remedied by a more careful approach to data collection.   

 Data collection.  The NLSF model of longitudinal inquiry offered a broad 

perspective on students’ pre-college and college life cycles and, as such, may be a 

desirable method for future researchers.  However, researchers should develop a plan for 

how non-responses and missing data will be managed as these issues may substantially 

compromise sample sizes and analytical options.  Given the extensive time investment 

with longitudinal data collection, particularly in the context of face-to-face and telephone 

interviews, researchers should be particularly diligent in collecting data from every 

student and, even in cases of response refusal, clearly note appropriate codes.  Missing 
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data, blanks, and ambiguously interpretable responses compromise the wholesomeness of 

the data set, constrain statistical options, and, potentially, lead to unsatisfying analysis. 

 The suggestions for researchers above with regard to instrumentation, sampling 

and data collection are offered in an effort to advance future research in a meaningful 

way.  The objective for all educators should be to support first-generation college 

students as best as possible as they traverse unique paths to, through, and beyond 

college─good research grounded in strong methods is a stepping stone toward this end.   

Study Conclusion 

 In some respects, first-generation students can be “invisible” in the academy 

given that “first-generationship” has no distinguishing attributes that represent both the 

triumphs and burdens of this pioneering role.  Yet, it is this susceptibility to roam the 

college corridors unseen that should catalyze action within the higher education 

community, first-generation families, and legislative halls across the country to identify 

factors that contribute to the undergraduate persistence as well as the multi-dimensional 

long-term successes of first-generation students.   

 In an effort to identify some of the factors related to success and college outcomes 

for first-generation students, this study examined these students’ unique backgrounds and 

the concentric environments in which these students engage.  While findings varied, were 

contextualized by students’ enrollment at elite institutions, and oscillated between 

uplifting and challenging, they underscored the desperate need for continued inquiry into 

the experiences of first-generation students and a renewed commitment to helping these 

students achieve their unique American Dream.   
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 This study’s discussion began with consideration of the American Dream, its 

connection to political goals for American education and global competitiveness, and the 

numerous ways in which scholars and musers have conceptualized its core meaning.  Yet, 

rather than focusing broadly on the common recipe for the American Dream, perhaps 

practitioners, researchers, administrators, and policymakers should begin to contemplate 

the shape and face of the unique American Dream held by first-generation students.  Max 

Beerbohm, a British poet, once shared that, “We must stop talking about the American 

Dream and start listening to the dreams of Americans.”  Given this wisdom, the great 

potential in each multi-faceted first-generation student, and the blueprints in hand for 

improved practice in the pursuit of critical outcomes, it is time for all those invested to 

listen, to actually hear, and to act to serve these special scholars.   
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