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The purpose of this mixed methods study was to determine how protective 

factors, specifically sense of belonging and self-efficacy, impacted persistence of low-

income first-generation college students from rural communities (LIFGRS). Furthermore, 

analysis from these data were compared to previous research studies to examine how 

institutional practice might foster self-efficacy and sense of belonging among LIFGRS to 

help them persist beyond the first year of college. Analysis from these data were 

compared to previous research studies to unveil how institutional practice can foster self-

efficacy and sense of belonging among LIFGRS to help them persist beyond the first year 

of college. This research study found that a combination of internal (sense of belonging 

and self-efficacy) and external (resources) protective factors operated in unison to enable 

LIFGRS to persist beyond their first year of college despite the barriers they have faced.  
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Executive Summary: March 26, 2022 

 

Introduction: The purpose of the study was to determine the characteristics (traits, 

attributes, qualities) that allowed low-income first-generation college students from rural 

communities (LIFGRS) to persist beyond their first year, and to understand what 

facilitates or hinders the development of these characteristics. 

 

Problem of Practice: There is an access and equity issue among low-income first-

generation college students persisting in college because institutions of higher education 

are not designed for this demographic of students. 

 

Research Method: This mixed-methods study that examined how protective factors, 

specifically sense of belonging and self-efficacy, along with institutional practice impact 

persistence of LIFGRS. A survey (Appendix A) was used to capture demographic 

information and provide data to answer the research questions. Phenomenological 

interviews (Appendix D) were also used to explore the lived experiences of LIFGRS to 

discover what has helped them to persist through college. Participants for the study were 

143 survey respondents and 10 interview participants that identified as low-income first-

generation college students from rural communities that had persisted beyond the first 

year attending a small rural university in the northeastern United States. 

 

Summary of Findings: Sense of belonging and self-efficacy operate as internal 

protective factors to offset barriers which can be developed by external protective factors 

or resources found within institutions of higher education. Educational practitioners can 

foster sense of belonging and self-efficacy as a learned attribute among LIFGRS utilizing 

a strengths-based approach because LIFGRS come to campus with a great deal of 

aspirational capital in the form of hope and motivation. 

 

Limitation(s) of Study: The study focused on low-income first-generation college 

students from rural communities in the northeastern region of the United States. 

Therefore, implications of the study may not be generally applied to other regions in the 

country or outside of the United States. 

 

Implications/Significance of Study: Since financial barriers are such a negatively 

impactful barrier with trickle-down effects, future studies are needed to find systemic 

changes across institutional/financial aid practices to equalize this pervasive barrier.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Problem of Practice 

There is an access and equity issue among low-income first-generation college 

students persisting in college because institutions of higher education were not designed 

for this demographic of students (Browning et al., 2018; Okolo, 2019; Tinto, 2017; 

Yosso, 2005). There is another layer of persistence issues among low-income first-

generation college students from rural communities (Evans et al., 2020; Holbrook, 2016; 

Hudacs, 2020). The term first-generation college student has been defined as students 

whose parents or guardians lack a college degree or students who are first in their family 

to pursue postsecondary education (Engle et al., 2008; Gibbons et al., 2019; Ives & 

Castillo-Montoya, 2020; Soria & Stebleton; 2012). For the purpose of this study, the 

definition of low-income, first-generation, rural students (LIFGRS) is those whose 

parents or guardians lack a four-year college degree and come from low-income, rural 

backgrounds. There is a national problem with low-income first-generation college 

students having lower college retention compared to non-low-income, first-generation 

college students. 

There is a noticeable gap between non-low-income, non-first-generation college 

students and low-income, first-generation college students who complete a college degree 

after six years. According to The Pell Institute (2021), 49% of non-low-income non-first-

generation college students complete a college degree within six years, whereas only 

21% of low-income first-generation college students complete a college degree within six 

years. This demonstrates inequality in college completion among the two groups. 

Researchers have identified the first year of college to be the most challenging and often 
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when low-income first-generation students leave, it is during the first year (Hoel & Dahl, 

2019; Martin, 2017; Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Tinto, 2004).  

Global Contextual Perspectives on the Problem 

 From a global perspective, The Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD; 2021) places the United States in sixth globally for countries most 

educated. The top five most educated countries are Canada, Japan, Israel, Korea, and the 

United Kingdom (OECD, 2021). Of the top five countries reviewed, Canada approaches 

persistence issues among underrepresented students similarly to the United States.  

Merner et al. (2018) examined inequalities among underrepresented students in higher 

education for rural low-income first-generation college students within institutions in 

British Columbia. Inequality exists because underrepresented students face a multitude of 

systemic barriers including lack of access to college, not understanding the college 

process, not being prepared academically, financial constraints, and having a rural 

residence resulting in long distance from post-secondary opportunities (Merner et al., 

2018).  

Continued efforts of breaking down barriers to support this demographic of 

students could reduce inequality for LIFGRS. Much like the United States, institutions of 

higher education in Canada, such as the University of British Columbia, the University of 

Victoria, Simon Fraser University, and other institutions within the post-secondary 

education system in British Columbia, have approached inequality for LIFGRS by 

putting systems in place to provide supports for underrepresented students to break down 

the barriers they face (Merner et al., 2018). Programmatically admissions professionals 

within Canadian institutions have put policies and practices in place to provide services 
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such as college access programs, welcome services, language instruction for recent 

immigrants, scholarships, student loans, and providing assessment and pathways for the 

underrepresented learner (Merner et al., 2018).  

Social, Cultural, and Historical Perspectives 

There is a national problem with low-income first-generation college students having 

lower college retention compared to non-low-income first-generation college students is a 

national problem (The Pell Institute, 2021). At the federal higher education policy level, 

it has been a primary objective to increase access to higher education for disadvantaged 

students since the National Defense Education Act of 1958 (United States House of 

Representatives, History, Art & Archives, n.d.). 

A study conducted by Redford and Hoyer (2017) for the National Center for 

Education Statistics indicated that only 17% of first-generation college students 

completed a bachelor’s degree compared to 46% of students with a parent holding a 

bachelor’s degree; and 59% of students with parents holding a master’s degree. This 

indicates that students with parents holding higher-level degrees are more likely to 

complete a post-secondary education than those with a lower-level or lack of a college 

degree (Redford & Hoyer, 2017). Institutions of higher education are not equipped to 

handle the needs of low-income first-generation college students since they drop out of 

college at a higher rate than non-first-generation college students (The Pell Institute, 

2021).  

Gibbons et al. (2019) associated low-income first-generation college students with 

higher attrition rates and being less likely to achieve their educational aspirations. 

Persistence through post-secondary education has remained an issue for decades. Tinto 
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(2004) claimed the reasons for the differences in retention for low-income, first-

generation college students are that they begin and continue through college with 

insufficient resources, are lacking in academic and social preparation, and college 

campuses are not designed to support their needs. Engle et al. (2008) and Gibbons et al. 

(2019) have echoed low-income first-generation college students are underprepared are at 

a disadvantage in comparison to non-low-income and non-first-generation college 

students. 

Hurd et al. (2016) and Gibbons et al. (2019) explained that first-generation college 

students often come from low-income backgrounds, and they do not have the financial 

capital needed as they enter college (Bassett, 2020; Goldman et al., 2019; Hurd et al., 

2016; Jenkins et al., 2020). This further explains why helping first-generation college 

students to access resources is important, since money was a barrier that brought on fear 

of financial strain causing them to work either part-time or full time, and rely on 

scholarships, grants, and loans to cover expenses (Bassett, 2020; Goldman et al., 2019; 

Hurd et al., 2016; Jenkins et al., 2020).  

Low-income, first-generation college students have also been associated with lower 

grades and standardized test scores, not feeling academically prepared, having 

organizational and time management issues, not completing work on time, not attending 

full-time, and not understanding the college jargon (Evans et al., 2020; Gibbons, et al., 

2019; Gibbons & Woodside, 2014). They often feel underprepared as they enter college 

for the first time in terms of not knowing or understanding the application or college 

process, financial aid, campus opportunities, and overall adjustment to college life both 
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academically and culturally (Atherton, 2014; Brown et al., 2009; Longwell-Grice et al., 

2016).   

Researchers have pointed out that many low-income first-generation college students 

come to college with less social support as they find difficulty navigating alien campus 

cultures (Chang et al., 2020; Havlik et al., 2020; Tobolowsky et al., 2020; White et al., 

2020). On the other hand, Sims and Ferrare (2021) found that first-generation college 

students from urban communities perceived their home communities as a source of social 

capital, while students from rural communities understood the importance of making 

connections in college if they had benefited from mentorship relationships. Lack of 

college cultural capital can lead to difficulty around social integration and has impacted 

academic failure (Havlik et al., 2020; White et al., 2020). It is important for a student to 

know what kind of support is needed and where they can find such support in order adjust 

to college (Chang et al., 2020; Havlik et al., 2020; Tobolowsky et al., 2020; White et al., 

2020). This study employed an improvement research design because the research was 

carried out by a researcher who is close to programs designed for this demographic of 

students (Peterson & Zambo, 2017). 

Local Contextual Perspectives on the Problem 

     According to the New England Board of Higher Education (n.d.) 65% of all New 

Hampshire jobs will require post-secondary education by the year 2025, and only 39% of 

people aged 25-34 years old have a four-year degree. There are not enough degreed 

individuals in the state to meet the increasing demand of an educated workforce.  The 

Indicators of Higher Education Equity report conducted by The Pell Institute (2019) 

showed that only 13% of students from low-income families versus 62% from higher 
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income families completed a bachelor’s degree by the age of 24 in New Hampshire. This 

shows inequity relating to college completion for low-income students in New 

Hampshire (New England Board of Higher Education, n.d.; The Pell Institute, 2019). 

      Admissions directors of New Hampshire state institutions of higher education 

have indicated that student persistence among first-generation college students in New 

Hampshire is a problem, particularly during the first year (K. DeRego, personal 

communication, July 22, 2021; M. Richmond, personal communication, July 16, 2021; 

M. Wallace, personal communication, September 17, 2021). College and university 

administrators and personnel have designed support programs at their institutions to 

support this demographic of students during the first year of college, but students 

continue to drop out (K. DeRego, personal communication, July 22, 2021; M. Richmond, 

personal communication, July 16, 2021; M. Wallace, personal communication, 

September 17, 2021). 

Advocacy and Ethics 

 National organizations such as The Pell Institute (2021) recognized inequity for 

low-income first-generation college students because of financial gaps and other barriers 

they face that may prevent them from achieving and completing their college education. 

Furthermore, Tinto (1993) pointed out that college and university support structures are 

inadequate for low-income first-generation college students. Decades later, similar 

researchers of low-income first-generation college students have found this inequity 

across college and university campuses (Evans et al., 2020; Gibbons et al., 2019; Okolo, 

2019; Martin, 2017; Yosso, 2005).  
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Yosso (2005) and Okolo (2019) pointed out that one of the central issues is that 

institutional actors are focusing on the deficits that low-income first-generation college 

students come to campus with, without considering their potential thus defining students 

by what they lack and limiting the scope of their institutional investment. The multitude 

of unaddressed barriers present a major social justice issue not only for low-income first-

generation college students, but for institutions of higher education as well (The Pell 

Institute, 2021). Some of the barriers low-income first-generation college students face 

are portrayed in Table 1.1. 

Table 1.1  

Barriers Facing Low-Income First-Generation College Students 

Low Self-Efficacy 

(Thompson & Verdino, 2019) 

Low Sense of Belonging 

(Dueñas & Gloria, 2020) 

Lack of Social/College Capital 

(Okolo, 2019; White et al., 

2020) 

Low Self-Esteem 

(Helmbrecht & Ayars, 2016) 

Psychological Barriers 

(Soars & Lopes, 2020) 

Imposter Syndrome 

(Lige et al., 2017) 

Institutional Barriers 

(Evans et al., 2020; Martin 2017; 

Tinto, 1993) 

Lack of Money & Access to 

Financial Resources 

(Evans et al., 2020) 

Lack of Academic Preparedness 

& Low Academic Achievement 

(Nichols & Islas, 2016) 

Organizational & Time 

Management Issues (Gibbons et 

al., 2019) 

Difficulty Relating to High 

Level Vocabulary & Jargon 

(Gibbons et al., 2019) 

Unaware of College Process 

(Students & Parents) (Longwell-

Grice et al., 2016) 

 

Among the multiple of barriers listed above, the focus of this study was centered 

on psychological considerations, along with lack of academic preparedness, finances, and 

cultural capital. Programs and initiatives such as federal TRIO programs have been 

developed to make the college experience more equitable among low-income first-

generation college students by supporting these students and helping to break down the 

barriers they are facing (US Department of Education, 2021).  

As a TRIO professional for over a decade, this researcher observed students 

leaving college during the first year and has witnessed some of the barriers that FGRS 
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face. A known issue among low-income first-generation college students is accessing 

resources and supports that will help them to overcome obstacles (Evans et al., 2020). 

Whereas some colleges and universities have TRIO programs and other services to 

support low-income first-generation college students, nationally, only 21% of low-

income first-generation college students will complete a degree after six years (The Pell 

Institute, 2019, 2021). Figure 1.1 depicts stakeholders within colleges and universities 

that could potentially advocate for FGRS. 

Figure 1.1 

 

Stakeholders Involved with Low-Income First-Generation College Students 

 

 

There are social inequities between students that complete their education and 

those that do not (Michel & McNamee, 2019; Silva & Snellman, 2018). Under the Ethic 

of Justice, administrators and other professional staff members on college and university 

College & 
University 

Administrators

Admissions 
Personnel

Faculty

Campus Staff 
Members that 
Support FGRS

Parents, Family, 
& Community 

Members

Peers
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campuses are socially responsible for providing equality and educational opportunities 

for all students and the greater academic community (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016).  

During the fall of 2021, this researcher was able to attend the National Council for 

Educational Opportunity Conference and heard Education Secretary Miguel Cardona of 

the Biden Administration speak of inequalities of education and Federal TRIO programs. 

Secretary Cardona (2021) acknowledged that students are not treated equally through our 

educational systems and that as a nation, we need to transform higher education to make 

it more equal, particularly for low-income first-generation college students (keynote 

address, September 15, 2021).  

Adam Howard, president of the New Hampshire Educational Opportunity 

Association (2021) also expressed inequalities at colleges and universities that TRIO 

professionals have observed and tried to address while working directly with students. 

TRIO professionals have indicated that policies around college admissions, financial aid, 

and homelessness have presented a social justice issue for low-income first-generation 

college students. In attempt to equalize post-secondary education, TRIO professionals 

across the state of New Hampshire have engaged in back-room work on a case-by-case 

basis to help low-income first-generation college students overcome obstacles; however, 

a more concerted effort is needed to unify and advocate for low-income first-generation 

college students (A. Howard, personal communication, September 21, 2021). 

College and university professionals will be called upon to advocate for LIFGRS 

by connecting those students to resources and services that will support them by creating 

and enhancing programs and services that will help students to persist. The hope is that 

findings from this study will assist administrators and campus personnel to create and/or 
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enhance programs and services that could help LIFGRS to further develop their sense of 

belonging and self-efficacy. 

Specific Problem of Practice 

Although there have been numerous studies that articulate challenges and supports for 

low-income first-generation college students, the focus of the studies has been concerned 

with college students that live in or near urban centers (Azmitia et al., 2018; Savage et al., 

2019; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). There is a gap in the literature when it comes to 

supporting low-income first-generation college students from rural communities, such as 

in New Hampshire. The inequity between college students and LIFGRS is a social justice 

issue because LIFGRS lack financial resources, academic preparedness, family support, 

social capital, and face more barriers that keep them from persisting through college 

(Engle et al., 2008; Evans et al., 2020; Gibbons et al., 2019; Gibbons &Woodside, 2014; 

Hurd et al., 2016). Educational professionals within institutions of higher education have 

attempted to support low-income first-generation college students via programming and 

support services to help this demographic of students, but students continue to drop out 

(Evans et al., 2020; Gibbons et al., 2019).  

The purpose of this study was to determine the characteristics (traits, attributes, 

qualities) that allow college students to persist beyond their first year, and to understand 

what facilitates or hinders the development of these characteristics. The students this 

researcher studied were those who come from low-income environments, live in rural 

communities, and are the first in their families to attend college (LIFGRS).  There was a 

focus on this demographic of students because there is a tendency, as previously stated, 

for them to drop out during their first year of college more so than their peers. Studies 
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such as Tinto (2004/2017) and Evans et al. (2020) will be discussed in the literature 

review to address the unique obstacles and needs of low-income first-generation college 

students. The guiding research questions for this study are as follows: 

1. How do protective factors, specifically sense of belonging and self-efficacy, 

impact persistence of LIFGRS? 

 

2. How might institutional practice foster self-efficacy and sense of belonging 

among LIFGRS to help them persist beyond the first year of college?  
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Chapter 2: Review of Knowledge for Action 

There is a problem with college students characterized as being first-generation 

and from low-income rural backgrounds persisting in college (Evans et al., 2020; 

Holbrook, 2016; Hudacs, 2020). This review of the literature seeks to provide a review of 

the available literature regarding the theoretical and conceptual framework for the 

problem of practice. Furthermore, a review of available empirical literature is presented 

to address the gap in literature pertaining to challenges and supports for low-income first-

generation college students that are also from rural communities. This review of literature 

addresses barriers that this demographic of students encounter, ways in which students 

can potentially overcome these challenges, along with institutional practices that can 

work to break down these obstacles to help low-income first-generation rural students 

(LIFGRS) persist beyond the first year of college. 

Theoretical Analysis 

For the intent of this study, the term LIFGRS represents a combination of the 

terms low-income, first-generation, and rural marginalized students. It could be said that 

to persist in higher education, LIFGRS need to have their basic needs met. Maslow 

(1943) identified the basic needs of individuals with a hierarchical model titled the 

Hierarchy of Needs. The basic needs, or goals, spelled out were physiological, safety, 

belonging and love, self-esteem, self-actualization, and transcendence (Maslow, 1943). 

The needs as they relate to LIFGRS explored in this review of literature will touch upon 

each of the Maslow tenets with a concentration under the sense of belonging and self-

efficacy elements. Furthermore, these elements were connected to how LIFGRS could 
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potentially overcome adversity and persist through college. Additionally, there was a 

focus on how institutions can develop sense of belonging and self-efficacy. 

Resiliency Theory Framework 

Resiliency theory has been used as a framework to study how people overcome 

negative effects in the face of adversity (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Garmezy et al., 

1984; Zimmerman et al., 2013). Within the resiliency theory framework, protective 

factors can reduce negative outcomes by offsetting risk factors or challenges (Garmezy et 

al., 1984). Protective factors include personal attributes, environmental conditions, 

biological conditions, positive events, or a blend of the factors (Garmezy et al., 1984). 

Zimmerman et al. (2013) expanded on Garmezy’s framework by considering how 

resilience is achieved when adolescents can employ internal protective factors called 

assets and external protective factors called resources to offset risk factors. Similar to 

Maslow (1943) the resiliency theory framework that Zimmerman (2013) used looked at 

self-esteem as a building block to get to the next level.    

Holbrook (2016) identified risk factors that included childcare concerns, 

transportation limitations, financial obligations, workplace responsibilities, time 

management issues, and not being prepared academically among LIFGRS. Holbrook also 

found protective factors that offset risk factors including internal locus of control, self-

efficacy, self-regulation, and support systems. To answer the research questions of the 

present study, this researcher will examine similar barriers such as academic concerns 

and financial constraints (Holbrook, 2016). Similar protective factors, namely, self-

efficacy and support systems were taken into consideration to further address the research 

questions (Holbrook, 2016). 
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Motivation and Persistence Framework 

Tinto (2017) developed the motivation and persistence model to unveil how 

motivation to persist may allow college students to expend the efforts to persist when 

faced with the challenges they may encounter. Much like resiliency theory, this 

framework encompasses a strength-based approach that uses factors (or assets) such as 

self-efficacy to overcome challenges (or risk factors) so that students can persist through 

college (Tinto, 2017). Within this framework, students have disparate goals and 

motivations related to completing their college education as they are affected differently 

by their unique experiences (Tinto, 2017). Tinto also suggested that perceived sense of 

belonging (mentioned in Maslow’s model) and self-efficacy are learned attributes that 

can be fostered within institutions of higher education by creating nurturing environments 

(Tinto, 2017).  

Proposed Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework for this study will take into consideration the 

frameworks of Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, Garmezy’s (1984) resiliency theory 

framework, and Tinto’s (2017) motivation and persistence model to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. How do protective factors, specifically sense of belonging and self-efficacy, 

impact persistence of LIFGRS? 

 

2. How might institutional practice foster self-efficacy and sense of belonging 

among LIFGRS to help them persist beyond the first year of college?  

 

The aim of this study was to examine how sense of belonging and self-efficacy can 

operate as protective factors to help LIFGRS overcome the multiple risk factors (or 

barriers) they face so they can persist in college, and to identify institutional practices that 
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foster sense of belonging and self-efficacy. Figure 2.1 displays how the proposed 

conceptual framework could potentially operate. 

Figure 2.1 

 

Proposed Conceptual Framework 

 

 

 

 

  

This conceptual framework incorporates a strengths-based approach used in both 

the resilience and persistence frameworks. It utilizes the internal protective factor (self-

efficacy) to overcome barriers from the resilience framework (Zimmerman, 2013) along 

with sense of belonging and self-efficacy from the motivation and persistence model to 

overcome barriers to persist through college (Tinto, 2017).  

This theory will inform programs and initiatives designed to help LIFGRS persist 

in college by better understanding the barriers that students face, the ways in which they 

may be able to overcome these barriers, and what institutional practices may facilitate 

their success. Garmezy et al. (1984) initiated the resiliency theory for a groundbreaking 

study of children who were at risk for psychopathology because of stressful life events or 

risk factors. Zimmerman (2013) expanded the theory of resilience using protective factors 

to help adolescence overcome the negative effects of risk exposures. Similar protective 
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recently, Hammermeister et al. (2020) used the theoretical concept of resilience to 

examine how first-generation college students could exercise mental fitness skills to be 

more psychologically resilient and achieve academically.  

Tinto (2017) used the theory of motivation and persistence to uncover what 

motivates students to persist through college and how institutional action can promote 

student motivation so they can persist to completion. Tinto also stated that student 

motivation is enhanced or diminished by their college experiences; therefore, the action 

institutional professionals take to better student experiences can influence their perceived 

sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and ultimately their overall motivation to persist.  

Savage et al. (2019) extended Tinto’s framework to look more closely at the role 

of commitment in student persistence.  Using this framework, relevance was found in two 

areas of commitment in higher education: (a) the students’ commitment to persist, and (b) 

the students’ perceptions of the institution (Savage et al., 2019). 

Connection to Problem of Practice 

The theory justifies a need for improvement because despite programs and 

initiatives that have been put in place, low-income first-generation college students 

continue to drop out (Evans et al., 2020; Gibbons et al., 2019; Okolo, 2019). Despite 

retention efforts of colleges and universities over the last two decades, low-income first-

generation students continue to be less likely to persist to college graduation than non-

low-income first-generation college students (Evans et al., 2020; Tinto, 2017). According 

to The Pell Institute’s Indicator Report (2021), only 21% of low-income first-generation 

college students completed a bachelor’s degree that started college in 2011-2012. After 

almost a decade, the needle on student retention has not moved. The Pell Institute (2021) 
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reported the same percentage, 21%, of low-income first-generation college students 

completed a degree in six years, despite retention efforts.  

This researcher has an extensive history as a leader among TRIO programs. As a 

board member of the New England Educational Opportunity Association, this researcher 

will share data garnered from this research with over 100 student support program 

directors across New England. Additionally, results of this study will be presented at both 

state and regional conferences that serve as professional development opportunities for 

people that serve low-income first-generation college students.  

Leibowitz et al. (2020) investigated how traditionally underrepresented first-year 

STEM students could develop sense of belong and self-efficacy within an on-campus 

residential learning community. A limitation of this study had to do with a small sample 

size, and the authors advised that future studies where needed for related campus 

programs that foster sense of belonging and self-efficacy. A hope for this study is to 

uncover ways in which on-campus student support programs can help LIFGRS to 

develop a sense of belonging and self-efficacy to motivate them to persist in college.  

The empirical analysis follows the framework by uncovering studies in which 

protective factors such as sense of belonging and self-efficacy have helped low-income 

first-generation college students to persist through college. Further review of peer-

reviewed literature took place to uncover how institutions of higher education have built 

development of sense of belonging and self-efficacy into their student support programs.  

Review of the Educational Research Literature: Empirical Analysis 

This review of literature examines the barriers associated with LIFGRS along 

with internal and external protective factors (assets and resources) that may help them to 
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overcome these obstacles and persist beyond the first year of college. Table 2.1 provides 

an overview of definitions found in the literature to serve as a guide for understanding the 

meanings of terms utilized by experts in the field. From these meanings, the definition of 

first-generation college students has been refined to apply specifically to this study.  

Table 2.1 

 Terms and Definitions  

 
Term Definition Authors 

Date of Publication 

First-generation College 

Students 

Students whose parents lack a degree or are first 

in their family to pursue postsecondary 

education 

(Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 

2020) 

Rural Marginalized students residing on the outskirts 

of mainstream society 

(Hudacs, 2020) 

Resilience A mechanism for overcoming negative effects in 

the face of adversity or risk factors 

(Garmezy et al., 1984) 

Risk Factors Barriers that could impact student persistence (Zimmerman et al., 2013) 

Promotive Factors Internal assets or external resources to relegate 

the effects of risk factors 

(Zimmerman et al., 2013) 

Assets Internal strengths of individuals (Zimmerman et al., 2013) 

Belonging The belief that one is part of or connected to a 

particular setting or group of individuals 

(Duenas & Gloria, 2020) 

Self-efficacy Self-efficacy refers to an individual's belief in 

his or her capacity to execute behaviors 

necessary to produce specific performance 

attainments  

(Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997) 

College Capital Having the knowledge and ability to access 

resources and information attained on college 

campuses 

(Okolo, 2018) 

Imposter Syndrome Feelings of not belonging due to not feeling 

good enough 

(Thompson & Verdino, 

2019) 

  

For the intent of this study, the term low-income first-generation college students 

(LIFGRS) represents a combination of the terms low-income, first-generation, and 

marginalized rural students displayed in Table 2.1. As mentioned in chapter one, low-

income first-generation college students face multiple barriers, and it is the multiple 

barriers this demographic of students face that make persistence a social justice issue 
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(The Pell Institute, 2021). The list of barriers that cause inequality for these students are 

displayed in Table 1.1. In addition to looking at low-income first-generation college 

students, the purpose of this study was to consider students specifically from rural 

communities.  

Utilizing multilevel logistic modeling, Hudacs (2020) looked at three different 

types of rural communities (rural tourist communities, rural college communities, or 

other rural communities) to see if the type of rural community impacted their ability of 

persisting in college for at least two years. Hudacs found no significance based on the 

type of rural community from which students came; however, he discovered that factors 

relating to academic readiness and poverty had the strongest impact on college 

persistence.  Barriers explored in the study included academic concerns, financial 

constraints, travel, and lack of time (Hudacs, 2020). 

Evans et al. (2020) enlisted a phenomenological approach, using the lived 

experiences of first-generation college students to determine how their lived experiences 

impacted both their academic and non-academic success. Evans et al. identified barriers 

for LIFGRS that included lack of social capital, academic preparation, financial 

resources, and family support.  External resources that have helped low-income, first-

generation college students to overcome obstacles included academic advising, financial 

aid, career services, and peer tutoring (Evans et al., 2020). The scope of this literature 

review will focus on the lack of resources as barriers including psychological, financial, 

academic, and cultural capital. Additionally, protective factors involving sense of 

belonging, self-efficacy, and support systems will be explored. Future studies could 

address additional barriers and protective factors as they relate to LIFGRS.  
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Psychological Considerations 

Billingsley and Hurd (2019) investigated harmful effects such as depressive 

symptoms and low academic performance related to discriminatory treatment on 

underrepresented low-income first-generation college students. Billingsley and Hurd also 

found that involvement in extracurricular activities helped to counteract these affects and 

contributed to psychological adjustment and academic performance (Billingsley & Hurd, 

2019). Other characteristics identified in the literature around psychological aspects had 

to do with stress, lack of control, and low self-esteem as well as feeling disconnected and 

unprepared for college (Gibbons et al., 2019). 

Canning et al. (2020) conducted a longitudinal study with a survey involving 818 

STEM college students, and experience sampling observations of 2,638 students. 

Canning et al. examined how classroom competition within STEM classrooms affected 

first-generation college students. It was determined that high levels of competition could 

trigger imposter feelings, which could in turn predict end of term engagement, 

attendance, drop-out intentions, and course grades (Canning et al., 2020). Thompson and 

Verdino (2019) also associated imposter syndrome with diminished self-esteem among 

low-income first-generation college students. Additionally, persistence of low-income 

first-generation college students could be impacted by the psychological distress they 

may experience as they encounter difficulty adjusting to college life (Canning et al., 

2020; Thompson & Verdino, 2019). 

Lack of Money as a Barrier 

Bassett (2020) analyzed interviews and observations with student support 

professionals that served low-income first-generation college students to understand the 



PERSISTENCE OF LIFGRS 

 

21 

current barriers and best practices for helping them to overcome these challenges. Bassett 

identified financial barriers including lack of economic capital to cover the costs of 

college, high and unequal cost of failing academically, and having few financial safety 

nets. Serious long-term consequences have resulted from a fast downward spiral because 

of unpaid bills or making a few financial missteps (Bassett, 2020).   

Jenkins et al. (2020) described how the cost of textbooks alone presents a social 

justice issue for underrepresented low-income first-generation college students. Since 

students are already lacking the economic capital to cover the costs of college (Bassett, 

2020), the additional burden of high textbook cost can increase stress, cause students to 

underperform academically, and increase their time to graduation (Jenkins, 2020). 

Jenkins found that 84% of professors reported that students would be unable to pass their 

course without required texts. This means unequal access to required material for these 

students that may affect class choice, class failures, and delaying the pace of degree 

completion, which can lead to increased loan debt, altered career paths, and lower 

lifetime earnings (Jenkins, 2020). 

Goldman (2019) used digital storytelling to uncover barriers and supports for 

LIFGRS. Financial issues were found to be a major barrier for LIFGRS that affected their 

college journeys in differing ways (Goldman, 2019). Financial challenges that were 

described involved parents’ financial situations, the burden of debt, balancing work with 

school to make their education possible, and reliance on scholarships, financial aid, and 

vocational rehabilitation (Goldman, 2019).  

Other researchers have identified how low-income first-generation college 

students do not have the financial capital needed as they enter college, and how financial 
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constraints impact time, stress, academic performance, and limit choice as they try to 

navigate college life (Chang et al., 2020; Duffy, 2019; Evans et al., 2020; Martinez et al., 

2021). Additionally, students sometimes had to work several jobs as they were trying to 

make tuition payments, keep up with current bills, and financially help to support family 

members, thus leaving less time to keep up with academics or receive supports available 

on campus (Chang et al., 2020; Martinez et al., 2021). 

Lack of Academic Preparedness as a Barrier 

Gibbons et al. (2019) utilized focus groups to explore perceived barriers and 

supports among low-income first-generation college students at a large public 

southeastern university. Gibbons et al. described how low-income first-generation college 

students face a wide variety of academic barriers as they enter and continue through 

college. These barriers included the following: 

• earning lower grades and standardized test scores 

• rating themselves lower academically compared to their non-first-generation peers  

• being less academically prepared than their peers: with less math and science 

experience, and the need for remedial course work  

• attending only part-time 

• having organizational and time management issues problems managing time 

leading to issues in class or completing assignments on time 

• difficulty relating to the high-level vocabulary and jargon used by faculty leading 

to issues in class or completing assignments in a timely fashion 

 (Gibbons, et al., 2019) 

 

Other researchers have indicated that low-income first-generation college students come 

to college academically underprepared (Farrugia et al., 2019; Goldman, 2019; Roksa & 

Kinsley, 2019), and the multitude of academic barriers put students at risk for dropping 

out of college without a degree (Evans et al., 2020; Gibbons, et al., 2019).  
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Lack of Cultural/College Capital as a Barrier 

Chang et al. (2020) conducted a mixed methods study comprised of a survey and 

group interviews to understand the outcomes of cultural mismatch that occurs between 

low-income first-generation college students and college settings. The cultural mismatch 

creates a cultural barrier that exacerbates existing financial, academic, social, and 

personal barriers this group of students are already facing (Chang et al., 2020). Cultural 

norms can have a negative impact such as not wanting to burden others or put a strain on 

close relationships, fear of being judged or making matters worse, and wanting to be 

perceived as self-reliant and emotionally tough, which has led to poor coping skills and 

unwillingness to seek help and support (Chang et al., 2020).  

Furthermore, White et al. (2020) advised that racially minoritized low-income 

first-generation college students come to campus lacking the collegiate cultural capital 

needed for success in college. White et al. found that college students with ample 

collegiate cultural capital have a better understanding of college systems, how to navigate 

the college experience, what kind of resources are needed, and how resources can be 

acquired. However, lack of collegiate cultural capital can lead to difficulty around social 

integration and has resulted in academic failure as it has put students at risk for leaving 

college prematurely (White et al., 2020). Researchers have also pointed out that cultural 

capital was important to student success, and since low-income first-generation college 

students are not assimilating, they have less of a support structure in place to assist with 

their social, emotional, and academic needs (Evans et al., 2020; Havlik et al., 2020; 

Tobolowsky et al., 2020). 
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On the other hand, Sims and Ferrare (2021) discovered that LIFGRS did not view 

themselves as disadvantaged lacking social ties or cultural and economic wealth, because 

they possessed aspirational, resistant, and familial capital instead. Sims and Ferrare also 

pointed out that LIFGRS related both their success and challenges to their geographical 

and cultural background, and that they benefited from hometown mentorship 

relationships. Okolo (2019) also found that aspirational capital could operate to offset 

lack in college capital and was a significant contributor to student persistence. 

Recommendations were made for campus personnel to connect LIFGRS with mentors 

early in the college experience to help students better understand and broaden their 

interests, understand academic expectations, adjust goals, and develop pathways to 

navigate their college and career trajectories (Okolo, 2019; Sims & Ferrare, 2021).  

Assets: Protective Factors of Low-Income First-Generation College Students 

Sense of Belonging as an Asset. Gopalan and Brady (2020) utilized national 

survey data from the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study to measure 

levels of belongingness of first-time first-year students and how it impacted persistence. 

Gopalan and Brady reported very low levels of sense of belonging among first-generation 

college students compared to non-first-generation college students. It was also 

determined that sense of belonging was associated with likeliness to take advantage of 

campus services, improved mental health, and student persistence (Gopalan & Brady, 

2020). 

Duenas and Gloria (2020) used a psychosociocultural approach to examine the 

role of motivation, belonging, and congruity as it relates to mattering among 236 Latinx 

undergraduate students conducted at a large public Midwest research university. Duenas 
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and Gloria unveiled that the first-generation college students did not feel that they 

belonged or mattered within the university. When first-generation college students feel as 

though they do not belong, they tended not access resources or have equitable access to 

information and experiences (Duenas & Gloria, 2020).  

Jury et al. (2019) provided a more global perspective on sense of belonging by 

comparing how low socio-economic status (SES) affects sense of belonging to academic 

community in the United States and in China. Jury et al. found that SES students from 

both countries experienced low levels of perceived sense of belonging, which can leave 

them with different access to economic, material, social, and personal resources. Multiple 

research studies on sense of belonging have concluded that it is crucial for success among 

low-income students because feeling connected contributes to their overall well-being 

and sense of identity, academic performance, ability to seek assistance, and connection to 

campus resources (Duffy et al., 2020; Garriott et al., 2019; Jury et al., 2019; Okolo, 2019; 

Smith, 2020).  

Evans et al. (2020) conducted a phenomenological study with focus groups of 

rural first-generation college students at both a community college and a large 

metropolitan research university to compare their lived experiences. Evans et al. found 

that determination and self-efficacy were important factors of students’ success. 

Participants from both groups described themselves as highly independent, self-

motivated, self-sufficient, and able to balance work and school (Evans et al., 2020).  

On the other hand, when students are involved in student organizations, they have 

a greater sense of belonging and mattering (Duenas & Gloria, 2020; Jury et al., 2019; 

Leibowitz, 2020). Multiple studies have connected feeling like a part of the academic 
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community with student academic success and persistence (Harper, 2020; Jury et al., 

2019; Leibowitz, 2020; Okolo, 2019). When students feel that they are accepted and 

supported by their peers and educational professionals, social networks can act as a safety 

net of support (Harper, 2020).   

 Self-Efficacy as an Asset. Bandura (2019) reflected on the multifaceted program 

of research that he shepherded over the years and emphasized that self-efficacy is not a 

one-size-fits-all trait, but that individuals each operate under various levels of belief 

systems. Self-efficacy brings forth positive cognitive, motivational, affective, and 

decision-making outcomes (Bandura, 2019). Social cognitive research has quantified 

self-efficacy in low-income first-generation college students as a predictor to persistence 

in college (Kezar et al., 2020; Kitchen et al., 2021; Thompson & Verdino, 2019).  

Thompson and Verdino (2019) followed a descriptive and inferential design that 

gathered data via a demographic questionnaire and two self-efficacy instruments to 

determine levels of both general and academic self-efficacy among first-generation, 

immigrant, and traditional students at an urban community college. Thompson and 

Verdino found that as students developed their self-efficacy, their anxiety decreased and 

their intrinsic motivation, self-determination, and academic performance increased. 

Recommendations were made for educational professionals to place more emphasis on 

students that lack learning experience since the students demonstrated low self-efficacy 

during the first year of college (Thompson & Verdino, 2019).  

Kezar et al. (2020) conducted a mixed-methods study based on Bandura’s Social 

Cognitive Theory that explored how and why a comprehensive college transition 

program (CCTP) promoted career self-efficacy among low-income first-generation 
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college students. Kezar et al. reported inequity among low-income first-generation 

college students because they are faced with unique threats to their self-efficacy during 

their college experience compared to more traditional college-going students. Kezar et al. 

found no statistical significance relating to career decision self-efficacy; however, 

students that participated in the CCTP reported heightened levels of self-confidence in 

their ability to self-advocate on campus to seek information and support. Advisors of the 

CCTP were able to boost student career self-efficacy by connecting them to career and 

major opportunities while helping them to understand their major and career related 

experiences, allowing them to “not just survive but thrive” (Kezar et al., 2020, p. 317). 

Support Systems as Resources: Protective Factors of Low-Income First-Generation 

College Students 

College transition programs. College transition programs have helped low-

income first-generation college students to persist through college (Kitchen et al., 2021; 

Kezar et al., 2020). Kezar et al. (2020) discovered that tailored and individualized support 

delivered in a college transition program helped this demographic of students to persist 

by increasing their career self-efficacy. The researchers recommended that college 

success and transition programs connect students to a support network of program staff 

and offer career activities that help students to cultivate their career self-efficacy (Kezar 

et al., 2020). Kitchen et al. (2021) explored ways to promote academic self-efficacy via a 

grade checking model that involved (a) reflection and self-assessment, (b) emotional and 

interpersonal support, and (c) proactive planning and instrumental guidance. Kitchen et 

al. found that each of the three components not only contributed to academic self-efficacy 

but that the components complemented and reinforced one another.  
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Goodlad et al. (2019) discovered ways to enhance first-year learning communities 

for first-generation college students using narrative reflection and a digital platform. The 

digital platform, Our Stories, served as an online network for students to connect to a 

student services program and participate in narrative reflective writing that allowed 

support staff to better understand students’ specific needs and ways to help students 

overcome challenges and create opportunities for growth (Goodlad et al., 2019). Students 

were also able to use this platform to make connections and find social and academic 

support from their peers (Goodlad et al., 2019). 

Mentoring programs. Campus-based mentoring programs have helped low-

income first-generation college students persist through college (Chelberg & Bosman, 

2020; Farrugia et al., 2020). Chelberg and Bosman (2019) explored an innovative 

approach in mentoring using photovoice, which allowed low-income first-generation 

students to share their lived experiences, and photo-elicit, which allowed the same 

students to explain how they overcame barriers and achieved success. Chelberg and 

Bosman found that the mentoring program allowed students to understand goal setting 

and attainment, be accountable, and develop learning strategies critical to student success. 

Students that participated in the program reported benefits including having someone to 

talk to, relief from stress, feeling cared for, self-expression, goal setting and achievement, 

accountability, social support, learned responsibility, enriched learning experience, 

feelings of self-worth, coping skills, good relationships with mentors, and feeling 

supported in general (Chelberg & Bosman, 2019).  

Farruggia et al. (2019) investigated partnerships between a major urban research 

university and four non-profit organizations that functioned to promote college access 
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and success among underrepresented low-income first-generation college students via 

qualitative interviews among professionals from both constituencies. Farruggia et al. 

recommended that colleges and universities develop synergistic relationships with local 

non-profit agencies to provide underrepresented low-income first-generation college 

students with coaches or mentors to foster college access and success. The coaches 

highlighted in this study provided students with a great deal of social and emotional 

support, allowing the educational professionals the bandwidth to assist with curricular 

and academic concerns.   

Student Retention Programs. Student retention programs have been designed to 

help low-income first-generation college students persist in college (Quinn et al., 2019; 

Schelbe et al., 2019). Schelbe et al. (2019) discovered components that contributed to the 

academic success and retention of first-generation college students from focus groups and 

interviews of students participating in the GenOne campus-based student support 

program. Students reported that the support, expectations, resources, and preparation that 

was provided for them is what helped them to persist and be successful academically 

(Schelbe et al., 2019). The researchers advised that programs can better serve first-

generation college students by offering social support such as assistance in transitioning 

to college and understanding how college culture and academic expectations can operate 

as a protective factor to help these students to persist. The participants reported the 

supports they received from this program were the key to their success in their education 

(Schelbe et al., 2019). 

Quinn et al. (2019) employed a mixed methods study, using the McClusky theory 

of margin, to understand life factors that influence a first-generation college student’s 
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level of load or demand, along with their power or resources. Under this theory, to 

understand a student’s margin in life, the load is divided by the power and then added to 

the load (Quinn et al., 2019). The qualitative analysis of this study compared the extant 

literature, power, and load variables such as income, age, family, employment, and 

academics among low-income first-generation college students to determine how their 

experience participating in a TRIO Student Support Services program influenced their 

success (Quinn et al., 2019).  

The implications of the study showed that although the practitioners of the student 

support program were not exclusively responsible for the power of first-generation 

college students, the program itself was relevant to student success because the 

practitioners of the program were able to mitigate load and increase the power of the 

students (Quinn et al., 2019). The researchers also identified a lack of understanding and 

support from the families and recommended that programs develop inclusive activities 

that allow for family participation to educate members on how to provide support (Quinn 

et al., 2019). Since the greatest strength of the program was the strong personal 

relationships between the practitioners and participants, Quinn et al. (2019) 

recommended that programs focus on the development and maintenance of these 

relationships, and that the program structure and activities maximize interaction between 

staff and students, offer open-door policies, and utilize intrusive advising models. 
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 Data from Relevant Stakeholders 

National Data from The Pell Institute: Indicators of Higher Education Equity in the 

United States  

 According to The Pell Institute’s Indicators of Higher Education Equity in the 

United States Report (2021), the United States has dropped from being second in the 

world in the year 2000 (among reporting countries) to sixteenth in 2019. Federal TRIO 

Programs were developed in response to the War on Poverty by the United States 

Department of Labor in 1964 (US Department of Education, 2021). Student Support 

Services (one of seven federal TRIO programs) is a campus support program that fosters 

college completion among low-income first-generation college students that was created 

in 1968 as a part of the Higher Education Act (US Department of Education, 2021).  

National studies have indicated that TRIO programs have made a strong impact 

on low-income first-generation college students when it comes to college entrance, 

persistence, completion, and graduate school enrollment (The Pell Institute, 2021). 

According to 2019 data, low-income first-generation college students enrolled in two-

year institutions, students participating in a SSS program were 78% more likely to 

complete an associate degree or transfer to a four-year institution than the national 

sample, and low-income first-generation college students enrolled in four-year 

institutions were 24% more likely to complete a bachelor’s degree than the national 

sample (The Pell Institute, 2021). There were 209,075 low-income first-generation 

college students participating in Student Support Services programs throughout the nation 

in 2019 (The Pell Institute, 2021). 
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Green and Bedeau (2020) looked at historical trends in the United States since the 

1970’s relating to increasing college access and success for low-income, first-generation, 

and underrepresented minority college students. Green and Bedeau also examined 

statistical trends in graduation rates along with initiatives that have attempted to close the 

graduation gap for this demographic of students. Green and Bedeau recommended 

developing or enhancing programs like TRIO Student Support Services that have 

demonstrated a long history of success. Other recommendations for student success 

outcomes included the following: 

• Designing culturally relevant, growth, and strength-based approaches to learning  

• Focusing on students from unique backgrounds 

• Increasing emphasis on internal and external supports 

• Developing a campus-wide student engagement  

• Learning from the Nation’s Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBUC’s) that have successfully trained, educated, and molded outstanding 

students for over 150 years 

• Scaffolding learning approaches to success (Green & Bedeau, 2020) 

 

National Data from the National Center on Education Statistics: Report on the 

Condition of Education 2021 

Irwin et al. (2021) in conjunction with the National Center on Education Statistics 

(NCES) published the 2021 Report on the Condition of Education which provides key 

indicators on the condition of education in the United States. The report included impacts 

of the Coronavirus pandemic on fall plans for post-secondary education. Starting in the 

spring of 2020 institutions of higher education created new policies on campus visits, 

cancelled athletic events, underwent financial challenges due to loss of tuition and room 

and board revenue, and shifted from in person to online classes. The NCES conducted 

national surveys and found that 51% of students believed the pandemic would negatively 

affect their ability to complete their degree (as cited in Irwin et al., 2021).  
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According to The Pell Institute’s Indicators of Higher Education Equity in the 

United States Report (2020), COVID-19 has exacerbated inequality for low-income first-

generation college students. Low-income first-generation college students faced 

additional barriers including cost of attendance, transportation, and access to technology, 

food, and housing (The Pell Institute, 2020). The United States Secretary of Education 

stated that students are not treated equally through our educational systems and that as a 

nation, we need to transform higher education to make it more equal, particularly for low-

income first-generation college students (keynote address, September 15, 2021). He also 

endorsed federal TRIO programs, stating that they serve as a great equalizer to expand 

college opportunities (M. Cardona, keynote address, September 15, 2021). 

Organizational Data 

Tinto’s (1993) early work on student retention has informed college educators and 

program coordinators across the country. Savage et al. (2019) expanded upon Tinto’s 

(2017) persistence model to create a student investment framework for understanding 

how students’ level of commitment, along with their perception of the institution’s 

commitment can contribute to student persistence in college. Savage et al. investigated 

persistence within a four-year undergraduate retention model by administering a 

questionnaire among students within their first three years of college at a large pacific 

university. Savage et al. found students that had persisted felt satisfied with the institution 

and had a high level of commitment to the goal of graduation.  

Bassett (2020) explained how the structure, beliefs, and practices across college 

campuses impede the success of low-income first-generation college students. Basset 

pointed to rising cost of attendance, bureaucracy, and ignorance of the needs of low-
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income first-generation college students as barriers that are put upon this demographic of 

students by institutions of higher education. Garriott (2020) indicated that campus 

support programs and initiatives need to be enhanced to better support low-income, first-

generation college students. Some of the potential strategies discussed included helping 

students to understand academic and career plans, leveraging family and community 

capital, and providing a menu of options of campus resources that are designed to 

empower and support students within this demographic (Garriott, 2020). 

Martin (2017) advised policy makers to provide additional supports, such as 

enhancing programs and opportunities for first year students that generally only happen at 

the start of the year. Martin recommended first-year orientation be extended throughout 

the first year to help students better connect to campus resources, peers and personnel, 

and culture. Martin also suggested creating activities and opportunities to build skills and 

requiring students to participate in first-year experience programs.  

Okolo (2019) found that aspirational capital significantly impacted persistence 

among low-income first-generation college students. Okolo claimed that there is a chance 

of a more successful outcome by placing more emphasis on the tenacity of these students, 

such as their navigational and aspirational capital, rather than focusing on their deficits. 

Okolo recommended that institutional practices and programs should foster the 

development of students’ aspirational capital by validating their existing abilities, 

encouraging them to stay connected to previous supports and to engaging with campus 

supports and services, and creating a positive environment that cultivates sense of 

belonging. From a systemic lens, Okolo advised using the application to identify first-

generation college students, automatically enrolling them in supportive, opt-out student 
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services that provide long term relationships and networks throughout their college 

experience, and creating first-generation student centers that welcome and orient students 

to the campus culture. Finally, services should include community building, faculty and 

peer mentoring, access to tutoring, and financial aid mentoring (Okolo, 2019). 

Summary 

The Need for the Study 

According to The Pell Institute (2021), 49% of non-low-income non-first-

generation college students complete a college degree within six years, whereas only 

21% of low-income first-generation college students complete a college degree within six 

years. This presents a social justice issue due to the inequality and barriers that low-

income first-generation college students face (The Pell Institute, 2021). Barriers explored 

in this literature review included psychological considerations, lack of money, lack of 

academic preparedness, and lack of college capital. Psychological considerations 

included stress, difficulty adjusting, perceived lack of control, imposter syndrome, low 

self-esteem, feeling unprepared and disconnected, and having difficulty seeking and 

receiving assistance (Billingsley & Hurd, 2019; Canning et al., 2020). Financial 

constraints have negatively impacted time to degree completion, academic performance, 

ability to receive support, stress, and choice as low-income first-generation college 

students have tried to navigate college life (Bassett, 2020; Change et al., 2020; Evans et 

al., 2020; Goldman, 2019; Jenkins, 2020).  

Researchers have identified multiple academic barriers for low-income first-

generation college students that have included earning lower grades, entering college 

with less math and science experience, needing remedial coursework, attending only part-
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time, having organizational and time management issues, having difficulty relating to 

vocabulary and college jargon, and feeling academically unprepared (Evans et al., 2020; 

Gibbons et al., 2019; Nichols & Islas, 2016). Low-income first-generation college 

students are not assimilating and have less of a support structure in place to address their 

social, emotional, and academic needs (Evans et al., 2020; Garriott, 2020; Havlik et al., 

2020; Tobolowsky et al., 2020).  

The conceptual framework of this study incorporates both the resiliency theory 

framework and the student motivation and persistence model. Resiliency theory has 

functioned by employing protective factors that reduce negative outcomes (Garmezy et 

al. 1984; Zimmerman, 2013). Protective factors such as internal assets and external 

resources have helped low-income first-generation college students offset the risk factors 

or barriers they face (Holbrook, 2016). Common internal assets and external supports that 

have helped low-income first-generation college students emerged from the literature 

review.  

This literature review explored how internal assets such as sense of belonging and 

self-efficacy may lead to persistence. Sense of belonging and self-efficacy are two 

featured internal assets that help low-income first-generation college students to achieve 

academically and persist in college. Multiple researchers have linked sense of belonging 

with student academic success and persistence (Duenas & Gloria, 2020; Duffy et al., 

2020; Harper, 2020; Jury et al., 2019; Smith, 2020). When students developed their self-

efficacy, their anxiety decreased and their intrinsic motivation, self-determination, and 

academic performance increased (Kitchen et al., 2021; Thompson & Verdino, 2019). 

Other researchers have expressed that development of self-efficacy can help low-income 
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first-generation college students to succeed and persist in college (Kezar et al., 2020; 

Thompson & Verdino, 2019). 

Tinto’s (2017) motivation and persistence theory recognizes that low-income 

first-generation college students have differing goals and levels of motivation. This 

theory offers a strengths-based approach that builds in sense of belonging and self-

efficacy as learned attributes that can be developed within campus policies and 

programming (Tinto, 2017). Campus-based support programs such as college transition 

programs, mentoring programs, and student retention programs have served as a systemic 

resource that has influenced low-income first-generation college students in developing 

their sense of belong and self-efficacy. Table 2.2 displays systems as resources that 

institutions of higher education can provide within campus-based programs for low-

income first-generation college students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PERSISTENCE OF LIFGRS 

 

38 

Table 2.2  

Systems/Resources for Low-Income First-generation College Students 

College Transition Programs Mentoring Programs Student Retention Programs 

− Tailored/individualized 

support 

− Connecting students to 

resources 

− Career Activities 

− Reduce anxiety & 

depression 

− Academic support 

− Support  

− Expectations 

− Resources 

− Preparation 

(Kezar et al., 2020) (Farrugia et al., 2020) (Schelbe et al., 2019) 

− Opportunities for 

reflection & self-

assessment 

− Emotional & 

interpersonal support 

− Proactive planning 

− Instrumental guidance 

− Enhance sense of 

identification 

− Academic & social 

support 

− Reduce feelings of 

isolation & distance 

− Increase confidence in 

abilities, potential, 

perseverance, & 

successful future 

− Inclusive family 

activities  

− Strong personal 

relationships between 

the practitioners & 

participants 

− Development & 

maintenance of 

relationships  

− Program structure & 

activities maximize 

interaction between 

staff & students 

− Offer open-door 

policies  

− Utilize intrusive 

advising models 

(Kitchen et al., 2021) (Chelberg & Bosman, 2020) (Quinn et al., 2019) 

 

Despite the numerous studies depicting the characteristics of low-income first-

generation college students and difficulties they have faced during the first year of 

college, researchers of low-income first-generation rural students have identified that 

there is a gap in the literature relating to LIFGRS (Evans et al., 2020; Holbrook, 2016; 

Hudacs, 2020). Holbrook (2016) conducted a study in rural Appalachia that looked at 

resiliency in marginalized students attending a community college. Holbrook was able to 

share the lived experience of ten rural first-generation college students from this 

population, pinpointing how their self-efficacy enabled them to overcome obstacles; 

however, she advised that more studies were needed for generalizability.  
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Chapter 3: Methods and Design for Action 

The methodology and research design are discussed in detail throughout this 

chapter. This review of literature has identified the need to better support low-income 

first-generation rural students (LIFGRS). Nationally, low-income first-generation college 

students face insurmountable barriers that have kept them from completing college 

(Redford & Hoyer, 2017; The Pell Institute, 2021). Careful consideration must also be 

made to support rural low-income first-generation college students (Evans et al., 2020; 

Holbrook, 2016; Hudacs, 2020). From a local context, New Hampshire colleges are 

attempting to support LIFGRS; however, programs and initiatives need to be enhanced to 

better support this marginalized demographic of students. 

Purpose  

 The primary purpose of this this study was to make comparisons between the 

literature and the lived experiences of LIFGRS to identify what has helped them persist 

beyond the first year of college. The secondary purpose of this study is to use this data to 

inform and enhance support systems for this population across college campuses. 

Researchers have suggested that using the lived experiences of students that describe how 

they were able to persist through college is an acceptable way to impart a systems-level 

intervention that will enhance the supports and resources available to low-income first-

generation college students (Holbrook, 2016; Garriott, 2020).  
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The guiding research questions for this study are the following: 

1. How do protective factors, specifically sense of belonging and self-efficacy, 

impact persistence of LIFGRS? 

 

2. How might institutional practice foster self-efficacy and sense of belonging 

among LIFGRS to help them persist beyond the first year of college?  

 

Research Design 

This study employed an improvement research design. This design is appropriate 

because the research was carried out by a researcher that is close to the program and aims 

to use the results to improve the quality of support programs available to LIFGRS on 

campus (Peterson & Zambo, 2017). Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used 

for triangulation. To inform both the survey and interview questions the Sense of 

Belonging to School Scale (SBSS; Akar-Vural et al., 2013), and self-efficacy using the 

General Perceived Self-Efficacy Scale (GPSS; Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995), were 

considered. 

For the quantitative nature of this study, a survey was used to capture 

demographic information and provide data to answer the research questions.  The survey 

was comprised of 16 questions based on a Likert-type scale design. The qualitative aspect 

of this study was based in grounded theory and involved phenomenological interviews to 

explore the lived experiences of LIFGRS to discover what has helped them to persist 

through college. Researchers have used voices of students and their lived experiences to 

show that success can be achieved despite seemingly unsurmountable odds (Holbrook, 

2016; Lichtman, 2010; Oikonomidoy, 2018). The lived experiences of 10 low-income, 

first-generation college students from rural communities in New Hampshire were shared 

to identify and highlight stories of persistence in the face of adversity. 
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Participants and Data Sources 

 Participants were purposefully sampled to represent a diverse group by low socio-

economic status, first-generation status, beyond the first year of college, and from rural 

communities. The quantitative and qualitative inclusion criteria for the sample were 

students that were from low-income, rural backgrounds, first-generation college students, 

and persisted beyond the first year in college. The survey targeting sense of belonging, 

self-efficacy, and resources was distributed to 3, 256 undergraduate Plymouth State 

University students, a state institution located in a rural community in Northern New 

Hampshire. Out of the 3,256 surveys emailed, 742 students completed the survey 

yielding a response rate of 22.66%. The total sample size of LIFGRS that had persisted 

beyond the first year was 143, which included 38 seniors, 48 juniors, and 57 sophomores. 

There is not a lot of racial diversity of the Plymouth State Campus. Only 3% are Black or 

African American, 1% are Asian, 5% are Hispanic or Latino, and 3% are Multiracial. The 

survey did not look for racial nor gender demographics. Further analysis of the survey 

data was conducted to compare the sample of LIFGRS to other demographic groups. 

Additionally, 10 interviews were transcribed and analyzed to provide support and more 

in-depth descriptive data. 

The survey was distributed at the beginning of the spring semester of 2022 via the 

Plymouth State University email system. A raffle involving a $100 Amazon gift 

certificate took place to incentivize participation. Following the survey, an invitation was 

sent out to all undergraduates over the email system for students who identify as first-

generation, rural, beyond freshman year, and with financial barriers to participate in the 

interviews. An additional $100 Amazon Gift card raffle was included to help incentivize 
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interview participation.  A separate email was sent out one week after the survey to invite 

students that identified as low-income first-generation students from rural communities to 

participate in an interview.  

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The intent of this mixed 

methods approach was to help to validate previous studies designed to uncover ways to 

assist low-income first-generation college students from rural communities to persist in 

college (Holbrook, 2016; Hudacs, 2020). Exclusion criteria were students who were not 

first-generation, not from a low-income background, come from an urban area, or were 

currently a college freshman. Demographic variables were established using questions on 

the survey, such as the following: 

1. Did either of your parents complete a four-year college degree? 

2. Did you grow up in a rural town or urban setting? 

3. Do you feel that there are financial barriers for you relating to attending college? 

4. What is your status in terms of year in college (freshman, sophomore, junior, or 

senior)? 

 

 Holbrook (2016) conducted a study in rural Appalachia that looked at resiliency 

in marginalized students attending a community college. She was able to share the lived 

experience of ten rural first-generation college students from this population, pinpointing 

how their self-efficacy enabled them to overcome obstacles; however, she advised that 

more studies were needed for generalizability. One of the objectives of this study is to 

bring additional validity to Holbrook’s research on marginalized rural students.  

Data Collection and Specific Practices  

For this mixed methods research approach, both quantitative and qualitative data 

were collected, analyzed, and interpreted. This mixed methods approach has been utilized 

within studies outlined in the literature review to examine ways in which low-income, 
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first-generation college students have persisted in college (Nichols & Islas, 2016). 

According to Creswell (2020), there has been a rise in the use of mixed methodology 

because it draws on the strength of both quantitative and qualitative research. Mixed 

methods have been used in research in the fields of education, psychology, and sociology 

since the late 1980’s (Creswell, 2020). Both surveys (quantitative) and phenomenological 

interviews (qualitative) were used to collect data. These tools were appropriate for this 

study because they have been used in multiple studies relating to low-income first-

generation college students.  

Quantitative studies have used surveys to identify the barriers that low-income 

first-generation college students have faced (Duffy et al., 2020; Helmbrecht & Ayars, 

2021; Hurd et al. 2016). Studies have also explored protective factors that have helped 

low-income first-generation college students to overcome these barriers (Holbrook, 2016; 

Hurd et al., 2016; Jury et al., 2019). Qualitative studies have utilized interviews to bring 

to light barriers that low-income first-generation college students face, along with 

protective factors that have helped low-income first-generation college students to 

overcome adversity and persist through college (Evans et al., 2020; Gibbons et al., 2019; 

Holbrook, 2016).  

The survey was designed using Qualtrics survey software, the chosen survey 

platform for institutions under the University System of New Hampshire. The Qualtrics 

survey was distributed to all 3, 256 undergraduate Plymouth State University students. 

The intent of the survey was to measure students’ challenges, supports, attitudes, 

behaviors, characteristics, and psychological variables including sense of belonging and 

self-efficacy to collect data to answer the first research question. The survey was also 
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intended to measure students’ characteristics, supports, and perceptions of supports 

offered on campus to collect data to answer the second research question. A five-point 

Likert Scale was utilized with parameters such as 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 

3=somewhat agree, 4=agree, 5=strongly agree. Survey responses were collected and 

stored within the Qualtrics Survey Software platform database. To provide redundancy, 

responses were exported and stored on university servers.  

Semi-structured interview protocols were used with the 10 in-depth interviews to 

identify themes that may offer explanations for quantitative results. An email invitation 

was sent out via the university email system to invite students that identify as LIFGRS to 

participate in the interviews. As an incentive, interview participants were included in a 

raffle for a $100 Amazon gift certification. Participants were prompted to discuss ways in 

which they have felt connected to peers, educational staff, and the institution, along with 

how they have practiced self-efficacy. Participants were asked open-ended questions to 

share their educational experiences and to allow for a free flow of information. They 

were assured that no judgement existed regarding their responses. Interviews lasted 45-60 

minutes and were audio recorded and transcribed. Member checking took place after the 

interviews were transcribed.  

This researcher was not given the names or email addresses of the students 

participating in the survey. Interview participants remained anonymous and was not 

identified by name. To protect the anonymity of the interview participants, pseudonyms 

were used. Security measures were taken to ensure that survey responses, interview 

transcripts, and student identifiers remained secure and confidential. To protect the 

integrity of the data and its analysis, survey data was stored on a secured server and 
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interviews were digitally recorded for transcription, management, and storage on a 

secured server. Additional documents were scanned and stored electronically, and 

password protected. Handwritten notes were stored in a locked cabinet. 

Data Analysis and Evaluation 

This study employed both a descriptive and inferential design, where information 

was gathered from three measures, including a demographic, self-efficacy, and sense of 

belonging instrument. Analysis was conducted to measure perceived sense of belonging 

using the Sense of Belonging to School Scale (SBSS; Akar-Vural et al., 2013), and self-

efficacy using the General Perceived Self-Efficacy Scale (GPSS; Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 

1995). These scales were used to design the survey and interview questions. They were 

also utilized to interpret the responses reported by the participants via the survey and 

interview processes to answer the first research question.  

To answer the second research question, further analysis took place to determine 

how those students’ characteristics might inform higher education professionals 

implementing programs and initiatives designed to support LIFGRS to persist in college. 

Comparisons were made between LIFGRS and students that do not identify as LIFGRS. 

Comparisons were also made between cohort years and between students with rural and 

urban backgrounds. To interpret the quantitative data, descriptive and inferential statistics 

were calculated to provide the scope and nature of the sample to assess the distribution 

frequencies for low-income, first-generation, from rural communities, and beyond 

freshman year. A thematic approach was used to analyze the qualitative data.   

Data analysis for this mixed methods study took place in three phases. First, the 

quantitative data from the surveys were analyzed using the Qualtrics software program. 



PERSISTENCE OF LIFGRS 

 

46 

Second, the qualitative data from the interviews were transcribed and coded using the 

Dedoose software. Transcribed data were entered into the Dedoose software program to 

set parameters for the coding. To provide an additional layer of triangulation and to 

reduce potential for bias, intercoder reliability took place by a coder that had no 

connection to this topic. Finally, both the quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed 

and compared to the resiliency and persistence and motivation theories. A matrix was 

used to record and organize themes related to students’ experiences with campus support 

programs and activities, and how they shaped their ability to persist. Transcript data were 

coded and analyzed to identify themes that can offer explanations for the results from the 

survey analysis to strengthen inferences that were made. 

Targets and Timelines 

The quantitative survey was distributed to 3, 256 Plymouth State University 

undergraduate students. Plymouth State University is a rural university situated in New 

Hampshire serving approximately 3, 256 undergraduate students and 752 graduate 

students (Plymouth State University, 2021). Survey data were collected at the start of the 

Spring 2022 semester. Several email reminders were sent out to remind students to 

complete the survey. An email invitation was sent out to undergraduate students inviting 

low-income first-generation rural students that have persisted beyond the first year of 

college to participate in interviews one week after the survey was distributed.  

The analytic sample consisted of students who identified as low-income, first-

generation college students, from rural communities, and were beyond freshman year. 

The first question on the survey asked, “Did either of your parents graduate from a four-

year college?” The second question on the survey asked, “Do you feel that there are 



PERSISTENCE OF LIFGRS 

 

47 

financial barriers for you relating to attending college?” The third question on the survey 

asked, “Are you from a rural or urban community?” Finally, the fourth question asked, 

“Are you a freshman, sophomore, junior, or senior in college?” These questions were 

asked to help determine whether students were from low-income, first-generation, and 

rural backgrounds to collect accurate data for the research questions. Other examples of 

survey questions were, “Do you feel like you are a part of Plymouth State University?” 

and “Do you feel that your financial needs are being met?” to answer the first research 

question. To answer the second research question, examples of survey prompts included, 

“I have people that can help me on campus when I need it” and “I have utilized services 

from campus support programs to help me be successful.” 

Limitations 

 A potential limitation of this study had to do with the researcher being a first-

generation college student from a low-income background, who also oversees a Federal 

TRIO program that serves low-income, first-generation college students. This researcher 

was aware of the ways in which influence could occur due to background and 

experiences. Subjectivity is an important aspect of qualitative research because it 

provides authenticity and perspective (Lichtman, 2010). Subjectivity stems from the 

researcher’s personal background and years of experience with this demographic of 

students providing a perspective on their many barriers. This researcher was carefully 

objective while analyzing data and employed measures to mitigate bias during analysis. 

To reduce bias, the Qualtrics and Dedoose software programs were used to 

identify themes and connections within both the quantitative and qualitative data 

collected. To ensure trustworthiness, participants were provided the opportunity to 
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correct any misconceptions that were inaccurately obtained from the interviews via 

member-checking. Participants were also made aware of the confidentiality measures that 

were taken to protect their information. Since the study was conducted at a university in 

rural New Hampshire, it may not generalize to other, non-similar states. Further studies 

could be needed to provide additional generalizability.  

Summary 

As the literature review indicated, there are many LIFGRS that do not persist 

beyond the first year of college. The purpose of this study was to examine the 

characteristics of LIFGRS that have persisted beyond their first year of college despite 

multiple challenges. This study focused on protective factors including intrinsic assets 

such as sense of belonging and self-efficacy, as well as extrinsic resources and supports. 

Data were gathered and analyzed using a mixed methods design to help enhance 

programs and initiatives to that support LIFGRS.  

Quantitative data was collected using a Qualtrics online survey platform. These 

data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics built within the software 

program and manipulated for comparisons using Microsoft Excel. Phenomenological 

semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect qualitative data. Analysis took place 

using the Dedoose software program under a thematic approach. Software programs were 

utilized to help eliminate bias since the study is subjective in nature. Further research 

could be done on other intrinsic assets for LIFGRS such as self-esteem, internal locus of 

control, self-regulation, and self-actualization. 
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Chapter 4: Description of Findings and Recommended Actions 

Discussion of the Findings 

Quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed to determine how protective 

factors, specifically sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and resources impacted persistence 

of low-income first-generation college students from rural communities (LIFGRS). 

Furthermore, analysis from these data were compared to previous research studies to 

unveil how institutional practice can foster self-efficacy and sense of belonging among 

LIFGRS to help them persist beyond the first year of college. Analysis from these data 

were compared to previous research studies to unveil how institutional practice can foster 

self-efficacy and sense of belonging among LIFGRS to help them persist beyond the first 

year of college. Holbrook (2016) also found protective factors that offset risk factors 

including internal assets such as self-efficacy, and external resources in the form of 

support systems for LIFGRS. This study will also serve to validate Holbrook’s study.  

 The survey targeting sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and resources was 

distributed to undergraduate college students at a Northern New Hampshire university. 

Out of the 3,256 surveys emailed, 742 students completed the survey yielding a response 

rate of 22.66%. The total sample size of LIFGRS that had persisted beyond the first year 

was 143, which included 38 seniors, 48 juniors, and 57 sophomores. The total sample 

size of LIFGRS that had persisted beyond the first year was 143, which included 38 

seniors, 48 juniors, and 57 sophomores. The survey did not look for racial nor gender 

demographics. Further analysis of the survey data was conducted to compare the sample 

of LIFGRS to other demographic groups.  
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Additionally, 10 interviews were transcribed and analyzed to provide support and 

more in-depth descriptive data. Out of the 10 interview participants, there were three 

males and seven females. Only one of the participants identified as Black, the remaining 

presented as White/Caucasian. Finally, four out of the 10 participants had participated in 

the TRIO/PASS Student Support Services program. Pseudonyms were used to quote 

interview participants to protect their anonymity.  

Sense of Belonging as an Internal Protective Factor 

The conceptual framework identified sense of belonging as an internal asset that 

can serve to help LIFGRS overcome barriers and help them to persist beyond the first 

year of college. Student levels of sense of belonging were demonstrated within the survey 

data, and themes from the student interviews explained how sense of belonging operated 

as a protective factor for LIFGRS. Figure 4.1 displays survey responses from LIFGRS 

that identified as sophomores, juniors, and seniors. The chart represents levels of 

connectedness to faculty and staff, peers, and the campus community. 
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Figure 4.1 

 

LIFGRS Beyond the First Year Sense of Belonging Survey Data 

 

 
 

 

 The data shown above describes perceived sense of belonging among LIFGRS as 

it relates to faculty and staff, other students, and the campus community. Across all three 

measures there is a significant statistical difference between those that strongly or 

somewhat agreed, as compared to those that either strongly or somewhat disagreed. More 

than half of the students exhibited a strong sense of belonging to faculty and staff 

(67.84%), with other students on campus (64.33%), and to the campus community 

(65.97%). On average, 23.50% of those students felt strongly connected, while 42.55% 

felt somewhat connected to faculty and staff, other students, and the campus community. 

Contrarily, only 12.33% felt somewhat disconnected, while only 4.42% felt strongly 

disconnected. 
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 From a qualitative standpoint, students demonstrated some level of belonging 

when it came to faculty and staff, peers, and the campus community as they conveyed 

their experiences for each category. When students agreed strongly about their perceived 

sense of belonging, it was substantiated by body language, voice inflections, and the 

words they used to communicate their feelings. Previous research has associated low-

income first-generation college students with low levels of sense of belonging (Duenas & 

Gloria, 2020; Jury et al., 2019).  This did not seem to be the case for LIFGRS in this 

study. The difference between previous studies and this study could lie within the 

demographics. The previous studies took place on larger urban campuses whereas this 

study took place on a smaller rural campus. A longitudinal study comparing LIFGRS 

sense of belonging levels on large urban campuses versus small rural campuses are 

needed to further explain this difference. Both the quantitative and qualitative data in this 

study unveiled educational practitioners have been able to positively impact sense of 

belonging among LIFGRS on this small rural campus.  

As demonstrated in the literature, when students feel they are accepted and 

supported by their peers and educational professionals, they function as a safety net of 

support (Harper, 2020). Participants felt most connected with professors and staff that 

were friendly, approachable, accommodating, laughed with them, and shared their 

stories, common interests, and what they liked to do. Tina, a participant in her sophomore 

year, said, 

All of the professors are really nice. I have one professor is in his last semester of 

teaching. He is so funny! He does his best to joke around with us and if we get all 

serious about a topic in class, he always tries to lighten it up.  
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Interview participants described how professors created positive classroom 

environments where students were able to work in groups, collaborate, and make 

connections with one another. Participants valued their connection with peers and 

considered friends to be a significant resource for information, advice, guidance, 

encouragement, processing emotions, studying, and goals. Fred, a participant in his 

sophomore year, said, “We get a lot of challenges. Like I said, I can't go to my mom and 

talk to her about it. When I get a challenge, I go and talk to my friends. It's friends, 

friends, friends.” Holbrook (2016) also found that LIFGRS repeatedly agreed that 

“building relationships with their peers helped them to feel that college was the right 

place to be” (p. 21). 

This study also brought to light how as students made connections with peers, 

they found that they were collaborating more, working in study groups, and helping each 

other to achieve goals. One student talked about her rigorous nursing program and how 

her core group of nursing students help her to be successful. The literature also stated that 

discussing classes with their peers and working in study groups helped LIFGRS to 

succeed in their classes (Holbrook, 2016).  

 From a campus community perspective, students discussed how it was 

participating in clubs and events that help them make friends and feel more connected to 

peers and the campus. Their levels of feeling connected also developed over time as they 

made more connections, participated in clubs and activities. As their confidence 

increased, they found that they were more able to seek out resources and  
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opportunities. Jane, a participant in her junior year, said,  

I am glad I am here. I met a lot of awesome people that I never thought I would 

meet. I have made a lot of relationships that I never thought I would make. It is 

really kind of mindboggling. People are welcoming. 

Interview participants shared how the student engagement office was particularly 

impactful by hosting a variety of events that were made well known across email 

distributions, social media platforms, and flyers posted throughout campus. It was also 

noted in the literature how involvement in clubs and activities helped LIFGRS feel that 

they belonged in college (Holbrook, 2016). Table 4.1 shows the percentages of students 

that reported feeling a sense of belonging for each cohort year. 

Table 4.1 

 Sense of Belonging by Cohort Year 

 

 Levels of sense of belonging relating to faculty and staff was 12.22% higher for 

seniors than it was for freshmen. The qualitative data supported this. As students 

reflected upon the differences in connectedness with their professors and other staff 

between now and the start of freshman year. Low-income first-generation college 

students have been less likely to seek out and utilize campus resources during their first 

year due to lower levels of belonging (Gopalan & Brady, 2020).  

An unexpected outcome of the study, illustrated in Table 4.1, was sense of 

belonging to peers and the campus community was higher for freshmen than it was for 

sophomores, juniors, or seniors. The qualitative data unveiled a possible explanation for 
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this change. Interview participants expressed how the negative impact the COVID-19 

pandemic had on their sense of connectedness during periods of campus shutdown and 

online learning. The freshmen responded to this survey in the beginning of their second 

semester. The campus had reopened at this point, so they were able to begin their college 

experience with access to campus, campus services, and attend campus.  

The Plymouth State University campus shutdown and went into remote learning 

during the early spring of 2020, and slowly started to reopen in 2021. A recent study on 

COVID-19 and academic success also found that sense of belonging among first-

generation college students were negatively impacted by the pandemic (DeRossett et al., 

2021). The shutdown of campuses and services, coupled with distanced/online learning 

has left first-generation college students feeling detached or isolated from their 

institutions (DeRossett et al., 2021). Students that were in their sophomore, junior, and 

senior year at the time of the survey, could have been more affected by the shutdown of 

campus and campus services and remote learning. 

Once interview participants felt more connected, they had more confidence, began 

to reach out more, and utilized more resources. LIFGRS also expressed they felt they had 

the support that they needed to persist. The literature also pointed out that as low-income 

first-generation college students experienced heightened levels of belonging it led to 

taking advantage of campus services, improved mental health, and student persistence 

(Harper, 2020; Jury et al., 2019). This shows that sense of belonging can lead to an 

increased level of self-efficacy.  
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Self-Efficacy as an Internal Protective Factor 

 Self-efficacy was introduced as another internal asset built within the conceptual 

framework that can serve to help LIFGRS overcome barriers and help them to persist 

beyond the first year of college. Qualitative themes emerged from the student interviews 

that supported the self-efficacy survey data. Figure 4.2 depicts survey responses from 

LIFGRS that identified as sophomores, juniors, and seniors. The levels of self-efficacy 

traits that students believed they possessed included task performance, utilizing 

resources, goal achievement, and overcoming challenges. 

Figure 4.2  

 

LIFGRS Beyond First Year Self-Efficacy Survey Data 
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Much like the sense of belonging data, there was a significant difference between 

those that felt they embody these traits (84.85%) and those that did not (5.70%). Across 

the seven self-efficacy scales above, 37.88% on average agreed strongly, while 46.97% 

on average somewhat agreed. Self-efficacy related themes emerged from the interview 

participants. Themes included academic achievement, overcoming challenges, utilizing 

resources, non-academic achievement, and self-advocacy. Students delved into greater 

detail by explaining the way in which they were able to achieve goals, succeed, and 

overcome obstacles was by utilizing resources and self-advocacy.  

The survey data revealed that 91.61% of LIFGRS believed they possessed ability 

to achieve personal goals, 83.22% felt they had ability to succeed at any endeavor they 

set their mind to, and 90.21% thought they could successfully overcome challenges. The 

qualitative data provided a possible explanation. As LIFGRS had experiences where they 

moved beyond their comfort zones, advocated for themselves, and/or utilized resources, 

their confidence and motivation levels increased. As a result, it made it much easier to 

achieve their goals and endeavors. Thompson and Verdino (2019) also discovered as 

students developed their self-efficacy, their anxiety decreased, and their intrinsic 

motivation and self-determination increased. 

The survey also specified 81.82% were able to accomplish difficult tasks, 86.72% 

performed effectively on many different tasks, and 75.52% completed most tasks very 

well compared to others among LIFGRS beyond their first college year. The qualitative 

data supported the survey data. Participants described how they found balancing school, 

work, and outside obligations were important, but school came first in their list of 

priorities. They talked about staying focused, organized, determined, and developing a 
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routine to accomplish both academic and non-academic tasks. Students advised other 

LIFGRS to stay focused and utilize resources to achieve. Similar qualitative themes were 

found in Holbrook’s (2016) phenomenological study with LIFGRS in rural Appalachia.   

Overcoming obstacles as a self-efficacy trait was a prominent theme that emerged 

from both the quantitative and qualitative data of this study. Once students realized they 

had the ability to overcome obstacles, they were more able to continue to strive in the 

face of adversity and persist. Overcoming challenges was most widely and deeply 

discussed among interview participants. As they discussed how they have overcome 

multiple challenges, each participant expressed how proud of themselves they were for 

their achievement. Kate, one of the participants, began to tear up as she said,  

I am proud! I had to overcome a lot of adversity to get here! Being from a small 

town where everyone was so privileged, it wasn’t fair. I wanted to prove to myself 

that I could do it to everybody. Myself, my family, my little brother. Everyone!  

As participants explained how they overcame challenges, they brought up the 

multiple challenges they faced. There was a common theme about how students did not 

want to seek help at first because they were either afraid of being judged, or they wanted 

to be viewed as independent and self-reliant. This theme occurred for them during their 

freshman year until they “got over it” and understood the value of accessing and utilizing 

resources. Participants recommended using strategies they have employed for 

overcoming barriers such as being persistent, self-advocating, maintaining a work-life 

balance, staying focused and organized, and embracing opportunities. Repeatedly, 

participants advised other students to seek and use resources. Other studies have resulted 
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in similar recommendations (Gibbins et al., 2019; Holbrook, 2016). Comparisons were 

made among survey responses for each cohort year to determine whether  

self-efficacy traits were developing from freshman to senior year. Table 4.2 displays the 

percentages of students that reported self-efficacy traits for each cohort year. 

Table 4.2 

 Self-Efficacy Traits by Cohort Year 

 

An interesting trend was discovered when comparing the various self-efficacy 

traits. Four out of seven of the self-efficacy traits were higher senior year than freshman 

year. Achieving goals was 7.48% higher, completing difficult tasks was 12.42% higher, 

succeeding at endeavors was 6.01% higher, and overcoming obstacles was 10.13% 

higher. Similar themes were found in the qualitative data in terms of increase in self-

efficacy being higher after freshman year. These data supported the survey questions that 

involved task performance, goal achievement, and overcoming challenges. Lower levels 

of self-efficacy during the first year were also found in the literature (Leibowitz et al., 

2020). 

 Accessing and utilizing resources was a key theme derived from the qualitative 

data in this study. Participants were hesitant to seek out and utilize resources during their 

freshman year, but as people connected them to supports, they realized the benefits. 
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Resources discussed among participants included counseling and health services, 

professors and peers, mentors, parents and family, and academic support services such as 

the writing center, the math center, and academic advising. Two of the male participants 

said, “Find your resources and use them. There is finding them and then there is using 

them.”  

A common concern that participants shared had to do with college students, 

particularly their first-generation peers, having a tendency not to seek out resources. 

Findings from other studies have concluded that LIFGRS were less likely to access 

support systems (Evans et al., 2020; Holbrook, 2016). Participants also pointed out that 

there are many students who are unaware of resources and opportunities available to 

them on campus, especially first-generation college students. This validates other studies 

that have found LIFGRS were often unaware of resources available to them, and how to 

access these supports (Evans et al., 2020; Holbrook, 2016). 

Resources and Supports as an External Protective Factor  

The conceptual framework identified external resources as an external protective 

factor that can serve to help LIFGRS overcome barriers and help them to persist beyond 

the first year of college. Qualitative themes emerged from the student interviews that 

supported the resource survey data. Figure 4.3 illustrates survey responses from LIFGRS 

that identified as sophomores, juniors, and seniors. Responses showed whether students 

felt student support programs were effective, if they had utilized student support 

programs, and if they believed they had people on campus to help them if they needed it. 
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Figure 4.3 

 

LIFGRS Beyond First Year Resources Survey Data 

 

 
 

 Survey data indicated above shows 65.74% believed campus support programs 

effectively help students that need it (23.78% strongly agreed and 41.96% somewhat 

agreed). Furthermore, 55.25% reported they have utilized campus support programs 

(20.28% strongly agreed and 34.97% somewhat agreed. Finally, a large percentage 

(83.22%) indicated they had people on campus to help when needed (39.86% strongly 

agreed and 43.36% somewhat agreed). In retrospect, only 10.79% did not agree campus 

support programs effectively help students when needed, only 18.18% indicated they did 

not utilize campus support programs, and only 7% did not agree that there are people 

available on campus to support them. 
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Interview participants reported they used some form of campus support services 

during their college experience. Participants expressed the importance of seeking out 

resources and utilizing resources. Table 4.3 represents the resources that students used. 

Table 4.3  

Resources that Interview Participants have Utilized 

Resources Utilization 

Student Support Services 

TRIO Student Support Services/Plymouth Academic Support 

Services/PASS - mentoring • academic support • academic advising • 

advice • emotional support • connections to resources and other services • 

strategies for overcoming obstacles • providing information 

Career Services - resume creation & review • interview preparation & 

practice • job searching 

Community Advisors & Directors - advice • connection to resources & 

services 

Health Services - injured • sick 

Counseling Services - therapy services • overcoming challenges • 

processing emotions 

Faculty & Staff 
Answering questions • academic support • emotional support • making 

accommodations • encouragement • advice • role modeling • providing 

information • connecting to resources & services 

Academic Support 

Services 

The Writing Center - help with writing, reviewing work and providing 

feedback • providing ideas • becoming a stronger writer 

The Math Center - help with math in general • becoming stronger in math 

Advising - changing majors • picking classes • assistance adding/dropping 

classes 

Peers 

Emotional Support • socializing • connections to resources & other peers • 

stress management & blowing of steam • advice • blowing off steam • 

emotional support & helping to get out of “funk” • providing information 

& answering questions • academic support • group work 

Parents & Family Emotional support • encouragement • helping to get out of “funk”  

Mentors Pre-College TRIO program mentors • TRIO/PASS mentors • professors • 

older sibling 

 

Those that utilized the TRIO PASS Office expressed they would not have come 

as far as they have without it, and that it made a strong positive impact on their success 

and persistence. Angela, a participant in her junior year said, “PASS helped me get back 

on my feet. Helped with goals, school mindset, anything I needed. They helped me a lot. 

Made me grow. They helped with every single thing. I would not have made it without 
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them.” Participants that were either a part of the TRIO PASS program or were aware of 

the services offered found it to be a valuable and comprehensive resource where students 

can go to make strong connections with peer mentors and the staff while receiving a 

variety of useful services. It has been discovered in the literature that the strong personal 

relationships between the practitioners and participants have the greatest impact, 

particularly when the program structure and activities maximize interaction between staff 

and students, offer open-door policies, and utilize intrusive advising models (Quinn et al., 

2019). 

Three of the participants were not aware that PASS existed or wished they had 

known when they began freshman year. They specified resources that were helpful to 

them such as academic support services that included the writing center, the math center, 

and academic advising. They also named student support services including the IT 

department, counseling services, health services, career services, and residential life. The 

literature showed that support, expectations, resources, and preparation provided for low-

income first-generation college students were what helped them to persist and be 

successful academically (Schelbe et al., 2019). Table 4.4 displays the percentages of 

students accessing resources by cohort year. 

Table 4.4 

 Resources by Cohort Year 
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 There was not a lot of change in the quantitative comparing freshmen to senior 

responses relating to resources; however, as previously stated, the qualitative data 

showed LIFGRS were hesitant or unaware of resources, such as student support services, 

available to them on campus during their freshman year. Another discrepancy was an 

unexplained dip during sophomore and junior year, as depicted in Table 4.4 above. Based 

on data from the qualitative study, pandemic considerations could have been a potential 

cause for the decreased access or use of resources for those cohort years. As previously 

mentioned in the literature, the COVID-19 pandemic negatively impacted access to 

campuses and services for low-income first-generation college students (DeRossett et al., 

2021).   

From a quantitative perspective, 83.22% of the survey respondents felt there were 

people on campus that could help them if they needed support. Interview participants 

discussed a variety of resources that were helpful to them. Some of the participants 

believed that professors were their chief resource on campus. Evan, a sophomore 

participant, said, “A lot of professors were understanding. They would work with me, 

spent extra time with me, and listened.” Participants also utilized their peers as a resource 

to study and collaborate with, get emotional support, and connect to other resources. It 

was also found in the literature that strong positive relationships with faculty and peers 

have operated as an impactful resource for low-income first-generation college students 

and have been linked to persistence and success (Okolo, 2019). 

Data Comparisons 

There were few differences in the average responses of sense of belonging, self-

efficacy, and resources survey questions when comparing LIFGRS responses with non-
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low-income first-generation students (NLIFGS). The same held true when comparing 

LIFGRS with urban low-income first-generation students (LIFGUS). Students from each 

of these groups had persisted beyond the first year of college. Table 4.5 displays the 

average percentages of the question responses. 

Table 4.5 

 Survey Response Average Responses of Students Beyond First Year 

 
Strongly 

Agree 

Somewhat 

Agree 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Percent 

Agree 

Percent 

Disagree 

Sense of Belonging Response Averages 

NLIFGS 26.88% 44.63% 17.74% 7.52% 3.23% 71.51% 10.75% 

LIFGRS 23.50% 42.55% 17.21% 12.33% 4.42% 66.05% 16.75% 

LIFGUS 34.06% 36.23% 15.22% 9.42% 5.07% 70.29% 14.49% 

Self-Efficacy Response Averages 

NLIFGS 29.57% 54.84% 13.98% 4.15% 0.54% 84.41% 4.69% 

LIFGRS 37.88% 51.98% 8.39% 4.06% 2.10% 89.86% 6.16% 

LIFGUS 39.85% 48.55% 9.42% 0.72% 0.72% 88.40% 1.45% 

Resources Response Averages  

NLIFGS 29.57% 36.02% 23.12% 8.60% 3.02% 65.59% 11.62% 

LIFGRS 27.97% 40.10% 20.05% 9.09% 2.90% 68.07% 11.99% 

LIFGUS 26.09% 46.37% 15.94% 6.52% 5.07% 72.46% 11.60% 

 

This a great deal of research on how sense of belonging (Duffy et al., 2020; 

Garriott et al., 2019; Jury et al., 2019; Okolo, 2019; Smith, 2020), self-efficacy (Kezar et 

al., 2020; Kitchen et al., 2021; Thompson & Verdino, 2019), and campus resources 

(Chelberg & Bosman, 2020; Farrugia et al., 2020; Quinn et al., 2019; Schelbe et al., 

2019) can positively impact persistence among low-income first-generation college 

students. Based on this similarity in survey responses across the different demographic 

groups, it is reasonable to consider that these studies could be applied to low-income 

first-generation college students with rural backgrounds since there are gaps in the 
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literature relating to LIFGRS. This data could also provide a baseline of sense of 

belonging and self-efficacy levels for LIFGRS for future studies. 

Summary 

This research study found that a combination of internal (sense of belonging and 

self-efficacy) and external (resources) protective factors operated in unison to enable 

LIFGRS to persist beyond their first year of college despite the barriers they have faced. 

Findings from other studies have also concluded that sense of belonging and self-efficacy 

are learned attributes that can be fostered by institutional practices (Holbrook, 2016; 

Savage et al., 2019; Tinto, 2017).  

The qualitative data also provided insights into the barriers LIFGRS were facing, 

how they overcame barriers, and the level of motivation students had to persist. Analysis 

from these data were compared to previous research studies to unveil how institutional 

practice can foster self-efficacy and sense of belonging among LIFGRS to help them 

persist beyond the first year of college. This study also validated Holbrook’s (2016) 

LIFGRS study on resilience and academic success in rural Appalachian students. 

The qualitative data provided descriptive data that supported the survey results to 

answer the research questions. As a phenomenological research study, recommendations 

were made based on the lived experiences of the students to be conveyed to other 

LIFGRS and those that support this demographic of students including faculty, staff, and 

administrators within institutions of higher education. Participants made 

recommendations relating to sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and institutional practice.  

To answer the first research question relating to how protective factors, 

specifically sense of belonging and self-efficacy, impact persistence of LIFGRS, the 
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interview data provided a clearer picture than the survey data. These data provided an in-

depth look at the barriers students were facing, how they overcame these barriers, and 

their level of motivation. It also represented the differences in self-efficacy and sense of 

belonging between freshman year and beyond freshman year.  

Conversely, themes centered on overcoming challenges within the self-efficacy 

variable were evident in both in the quantitative and qualitative data, particularly how 

students were better able to overcome challenges after they gained experience. These data 

showed LIFGRS were able to do this by learning to self-advocate and utilize their 

resources. Interview participants also discussed how they achieved a greater level of 

sense of belonging after freshman year after making connections in classes, through 

extra-curricular activities, and campus events over time. In other words, the increased 

sense of belonging led to growth in self-efficacy, which heightened their motivation and 

ability to persist. 

To answer the second research question that asked how institutional practices 

foster self-efficacy and sense of belonging among LIFGRS to help them persist beyond 

the first year of college, the quantitative data provided a baseline for interpreting the 

richer qualitative data. Interview participants reported they utilized a variety of resources 

that were available to them on campus. Important themes to highlight related to how it 

took LIFGRS a while to seek and utilize resources, and that they needed someone to 

connect them to the resources and/or encourage them to use them were notable themes in 

the qualitative data. Table 4.6 shows how institutions of higher education can foster sense 

of belong and self-efficacy among LIFGRS based on findings from this study. 
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Table 4.6 

How Institutions of Higher Education Foster Sense-of-Belonging and Self-Efficacy 

Finding Recommendation/Action 

LIFGRS have lower levels of self-efficacy 

during their first year of college 

Identify LIFGRS right away by a link on college 

applications that can serve as a kind of needs assessment  

A strengths-based approach is key more 

Emphasis needs to be placed on self-

efficacy during the first year and continued 

throughout the college experience since it 

develops slowly over time 

 

Requirement (with opt-out options) for freshmen to 

participate in first-year experience programs and student 

retention programs such as student support services 

(TRIO/SSS) 

Extend first year programs and student orientation 

throughout the first year to better connect LIFGRS to 

campus resources, peers and personnel, and culture 

 

Utilizing resources and overcoming 

obstacles were ubiquitous throughout this 

study, which shows that helping students 

to develop such skills is key in helping 

them to persist 

helping students make connections and directing them to 

resources and opportunities 

 

Faculty were very supportive and a key 

resource for LIFGRS 

Faculty should engage in professional development to 

assist them in supporting LIFGRS 

Emphasis should be made on relationship building, 

flexibility with time, spending extra time, making 

accommodations, providing encouragement and advice, 

and helping students make connections to other resources 

on campus 

LIFGRS use peers as resources and the 

campus engagement office was effective in 

engaging LIFGRS to participate in events 

and activities on campus which led to 

students expanding their social network 

Student engagement offices should have a strong email 

and social media presence 

Displaying flyers all over campus were also effective 

 

  

Student retention programs for LIFGRS such and TRIO Student Support Services 

have been effective in helping students to develop their sense of belonging and self-

efficacy as learned attributes. Another way that institutions of higher education can foster 

sense of belonging and self-efficacy for LIFGRS is to invest in and expand Student 

Support Services programs. Table 4.7 details how student support services programs can 

foster sense of belonging and self-efficacy among LIFGRS. 
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Table 4.7 

How Student Support Services Foster Sense-of-Belonging and Self-Efficacy 

Finding Recommendation/Action 

The TRIO Student Support Service on campus 

was impactful of LIFGRS in terms of fostering 

sense of belonging and self-efficacy 

Interview participants also pointed to this 

program as the reason for their academic success 

and ability to persist 

Promote self-efficacy by offering students an 

opportunity for reflection and self-assessment, 

providing emotional and interpersonal support, 

teaching proactive planning, delivering 

instrumental guidance, and helping students to 

connect to additional resources 

Some of the interview participants were unaware 

that the TRIO Student Support Program existed, 

while others indicated that their first-generation 

peers did not know it existed 

A link on the institutions application for first-

generation students could serve as an identification 

process so that programs can reach out to this 

demographic of students 

Student Support Programs should have a strong 

email and social media presence to encourage 

students to participate 

Flyers could also be placed all over campus 

Other interview participants shared that they were 

unable to participate in the TRIO/PASS program 

because they had to work or had outside 

obligations 

Investment should be made in student support 

programs to they can expand their services  

Additional flexibility such as not requiring as many 

mandatory meetings, having online meeting 

options, and expanding or offering a variety of 

hours and days 

 

The interview data also presented a way to identify trends and comparisons 

among different demographic groups of students. Not only did the interview data support 

the survey data, but it also revealed themes that were undetected within the survey data, 

such as explanations as to how a particular theme among this demographic of students is 

functioning. It was the interview data that validated the conceptual framework and 

previous research. Both the survey and interview data were used to provide 

recommendations.  

Contributions to the Field of Educational Leadership 

 This mixed methods study revealed pertinent information about understanding 

and supporting LIFGRS. The lived experiences of the interview participants were shared 

to highlight their stories, in their own words, regarding their experiences and 
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recommendations to help educational practitioners better understand and support 

LIFGRS. This study also uncovered how educational practitioners and student support 

programs have increased levels of sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and as a result, 

motivation, and persistence beyond the first year among LIFGRS. 

This study revealed that LIFGRS have lower levels of self-efficacy during their 

first year of college. Therefore, educational professionals need to place more emphasis on 

self-efficacy during the first year and continue that support throughout the college 

experience since it develops slowly over time. As recommended in the literature, there 

should be a requirement for freshmen to participate in first-year experience programs and 

orientation should be extended throughout the first year to better connect LIFGRS to 

campus resources, peers and personnel, and culture (Martin, 2017).  

From the voices of the students in this study, the ways their level of sense of 

belonging increased was by developing relationships with peers, faculty, and support 

professionals. The way that institutional practice fostered this was by SSS, Campus 

Engagement office, Professors reaching out. Early start, orientation, freshmen mentoring 

program. 

Additionally, interview participants expressed how their level of self-efficacy 

increased by utilizing their resources. The way institutional practice helped them to 

develop these traits were by connecting students to resources. Go after freshmen, do 

needs assessment, require participation in programs like SSS, professors went out of their 

way to make personal relationships and connect them to resources as did their peers. 

Programs can promote self-efficacy by offering students an opportunity for 

reflection and self-assessment, providing emotional and interpersonal support, teaching 



PERSISTENCE OF LIFGRS 

 

71 

proactive planning, and delivering instrumental guidance (Kitchen et al., 2020). Students 

that were part of the TRIO program also listed these opportunities as being exceptionally 

valuable to them. They also heavily benefited from connections to resources and 

opportunities. Kezar et al. (2020) found that student support programs can boost self-

efficacy in students by helping students make connections and directing them to 

resources and opportunities. Utilizing resources and overcoming obstacles were 

ubiquitous throughout this study, which shows that helping students to develop such 

skills is key in helping them to persist. 

The literature has stated that resources such as faculty, staff, and student support 

services provide a wide range of change levers (or protective factors), all which can be 

used to help students overcome the multiple barriers they face throughout their college 

experience, and in the long run, persistence (Savage et al., 2019; Schelbe et al., 2019; 

Tinto, 2017). One of the main issues made clear by the qualitative data was students were 

not aware of the resources that were available to them when they were freshmen. This 

held true particularly with the TRIO Student Support Services program, designed 

specifically to help low-income first-generation college students. Some of the participants 

were still unaware that it existed at the time of the interview. It was also transparent that 

students were hesitant to seek out resources at first; therefore, the resources need to be 

presented to the students. The statement “find your resources and use them” was 

reiterated numerous times throughout the 10 interviews as students gave advice to other 

LIFGRS. 

Low-income first-generation college students have differing goals and levels of 

motivation (Tinto, 2017). From a qualitative standpoint, LIFGRS in this study presented 
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as extremely motivated to persist through graduation. Participants expressed they were 

determined to be successful, and that they did not want to waste the money or the effort, 

be a failure, or be viewed as a failure. Themes arose about being focused and driven. 

Others disclosed they had overcome many obstacles and felt more prepared after making 

connections and knowing both where to access resources and how to use them. 

Observing the struggles, the stress, and the limitations of their parents, and 

wanting a better life for themselves and their families was another prevalent theme. They 

viewed graduation as a means to a better life. Some of them claimed they were doing this 

for their family to give them a better life, one of them for his young son. Others talked 

about how they wanted to set an example for younger siblings, so that they too would go 

to college. They also wanted to show all of them that it was possible to overcome 

adversity and be successful. Many of them said they wanted to prove to themselves, and 

to others, that they could it. Table 4.8 illustrates quotes of participants related to their 

motivation. 

Table 4.8 

 LIFGRS Motivation Quotes 

Quote Interview Participant 

“I am driven and resilient, so many roadblocks can happen. I need 

to succeed.” 
Kate, participant, senior year 

“I am definitely going to make it. I wasn't, but now I am 

determined to graduate. I know I can do it. I love school!” 
Sheila, participant, junior year 

“I  want to prove it to myself that I can do it. And to be 

independent while doing it is important to me.” 
Angela, participant, junior year 

“I wanted to do this since freshman year of high school. I 

definitely plan to make it through college!” 
Tina, participant, junior year 

“ I am going to make it. I am proud of myself and how far I've 

come. I busted my butt to get where I am and I feel like I am in a 

good place, and I am proud". 

Evan, participant, senior year 
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 It was also indicated in the literature that LIFGRS consider themselves to be 

highly independent, self-motivated, self-sufficient, and able to balance work and school 

(Evans et al., 2020). As a result, educational practitioners should approach supporting 

LIFGRS with a strengths-based approach that builds in sense of belonging and self-

efficacy as learned attributes that can be developed within campus policies and 

programming (Okolo, 2019; Tinto, 2017). 

Recommendations and Implications for Educational Leadership for Social Justice 

 The voices of the students from the phenomenological aspect of this study 

highlighted how social injustices are present among college campuses and how they 

impact LIFGRS. The most profound of the barriers had to do with financial implications 

such as having to work to meet the demanding costs of college, which also had a trickle-

down effect thus negatively impacted their time, academics, access to supports, and 

social life. Emily, an interview participant in her sophomore year, disclosed, “Finances 

are the biggest challenge. This is my second year here and I have thought about dropping 

out because it’s really hard to pay my way here. I also work full time outside of school.” 

Students were aware of the inequities that existed on campus since everything seemed 

easier for more traditional college-going students. Kate, an interview participant in her 

senior year, said, 

I talked with friends that are also first-gen, the injustices on campus make it 

harder. It is why it is important for you to do this work. It is why I want to do 

good. A lot of us, we struggle so much, the work we have to go through to get 

over the injustices, the work we do is to restore that justice, and my success will 

help restore it, it will show we can do it. 
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This inequity exists at a national level. It was addressed in the literature and 

recognized by the United States Secretary of Education. Secretary Cardona recognized 

the great inequity that exists in higher education as he claimed that as a nation, we need 

to transform higher education to make it more equal (keynote address, September 15, 

2021). He went on to say that TRIO programs were the great equalizer that expands 

college opportunity for low-income first-generation college students (M. Cardona, 

keynote address, September 15, 2021). Institutions of higher education need to work to 

break down these inequities (barriers) to level the playing field. A way to do that is to 

have more TRIO Student Support Services on campuses that do to have them and expand 

the programs that currently exist.  

 According to the students interviewed in this study, being a LIFGRS does not 

necessarily mean they will not persist, even in the face of adversity. LIFGRS 

demonstrated a profound ability to overcome obstacles, stay motivated, and persist 

utilizing both internal and external protective factors. Low-income first-generation 

college students come to campus with tenacity and aspirational capital in the form of 

hopes, dreams, and expectations (Okolo, 2019). Therefore, an individualized, strengths-

based support is essential. Educational faculty, staff, and administrators need to create an 

environment in which students can harbor a strong sense of belonging while helping 

students to develop their self-efficacy. Institutions of higher education need to 

systematically break down the barriers that LIFGRS face to level out the inequality that 

exists for this demographic of students. When students believe that a campus community 

cares about them, and they are satisfied with the educational experience, their motivation 

increases (Tinto, 2017). 
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 This study touched upon the unsurmountable financial barrier that impacts 

LIFGRS. Financial challenges exacerbate all the other barriers that LIFGRS are facing. 

Future studies are needed to closely examine billing and financial aid policies, along with 

practices relating to LIFGRS that are causing this pervasive barrier, and systematically 

address this social justice issue. Such studies could be conducted as a form of a program 

evaluation and then need to be presented to high level college and university 

administrators to integrate into their strategic planning. 

 This study also unveiled the great need to connect students to resources during the 

first year and provide supports and access right away. This can be accomplished by 

identifying LIFGRS through institutional practices. College applications could include a 

link to a survey that could serve to not only identify LIFGRS, but act as a kind of needs 

assessment. As addressed in the literature, this data would allow institutional researchers 

and the campus community to have a greater understanding of how to support the needs 

of low-income first-generation college students (Okolo, 2019). 

Reflective Summary 

 This mixed methods study revealed pertinent information about understanding 

and supporting LIFGRS, as it served to validate previous research studies. If more time 

was allotted, it would be interesting to see the comparisons of longitudinal study to see if 

this particular group of students persisted all the way through graduation. It would also be 

beneficial to interview faculty and staff that support LIFGRS to ascertain what they feel 

the students’ needs are, how they foster sense of belonging and self-efficacy, and what 

supports have led to student success, and then compare the results to this study.  
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 A mixed methods approach was appropriate for this study. A few unexpected 

barriers arose when sending out the survey and scheduling interviews. First, the survey 

did not go in the timeframe that was planned. It was held up by one week. Campus 

policies had changed that impacted the ability to send out mass-emails (that included the 

survey link). The second obstacle that presented itself had to do with the researcher’s 

email address used to send out the survey and the reminders was flagged for phishing. 

This impacted the ability to exchange emails with interview participants in terms of 

scheduling and sending reminders to attend the interviews.  

 A proactive approach to prevent such occurrences could have been to contact the 

individuals that oversaw the listserv earlier to allow more time to process the request, and 

to inform the IT department that the mass-emailing was going to take place.  Planning 

further ahead would have prevented this from happening. Additional key lessons were 

learned throughout this research process such as the value of accessing resources and 

being patient.  

 Strategies that proved to be beneficial for this study included sending reminders to 

students to complete the survey, and incentivizing participation in the survey and the 

interviews with a $100 Amazon gift card raffle. As a result, the response rate that the 

methodology called for was achieved and data saturation was reached for the interviews. 

Additionally, utilizing the Qualtrics, Microsoft Excel, and Dedoose software platforms 

helped the analysis to go smoothly and reduced the potential for bias. Finally, conducting 

intercoder reliability also help to mitigate chances of bias with this research study. 

 As an education leader it is important to remember that effective change takes 

time, effort, knowledge, and collaboration with all the stakeholders involved. 
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Stakeholders were deeply involved in this study and their participation was crucial. 

Leadership is less effective during periods of exhaustion and burnout. It is important to 

recognize the signs of these conditions and practice self-care, so the work does not suffer. 

This was a lesson that was learned when too many hours, and sometimes days, were 

spent on intense research, analysis, and writing. This study, along with voices of the 

LIFGRS, has taught this researcher how to practice self-efficacy, stay motivated, and 

persist through writing a dissertation. 

Findings from this study will be shared with high level college and university 

administrators throughout New Hampshire. Furthermore, results and recommendations 

from this study with be presented at the New England Educational Opportunity Regional 

Conference that is occurring in April of 2022, and potential of the Council for 

Opportunity in Educational National conference in September of 2022, to collaborate 

with and inform other TRIO leaders and practitioners that support low-income first-

generation college students. Additionally, this study will be exhibited at the New England 

Association for College Admissions Council conference in June of 2022. Finally, there is 

a possibility for scholarly articles related to this study in the future.  
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Appendix B 

Student Persistence Survey 

 

1. Did either of your parents graduate from a four-year college?  

( ) Mother ( ) Father ( ) Both ( ) Neither  

 

2. Do you receive financial aid in the form of grants and loans?  

( ) Yes ( ) No  

 

3. Are you from a rural or urban community?  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

4. What college year are you currently in?  

( ) Freshman ( ) Sophomore ( ) Junior ( ) Senior  

 

5. I feel like I am a part of Plymouth State University (PSU).  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

6. I feel like I am connected with other students at PSU.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

7. I feel like I am connected to faculty and staff at PSU.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

8. I have people that can help me on campus when I need it.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree 

  

9. I have utilized services from campus support programs at PSU to help me be 

successful.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree 

  

10. I believe that PSU campus support programs effectively help students that need it.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

11. Generally speaking, I am able to achieve most of the personal goals that I set for 

myself.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

12. When facing difficult tasks, I am certain that I will accomplish them.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

13. I believe I can succeed at almost any endeavor to which I set my mind.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

14. I will be able to successfully overcome many challenges.  
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( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

15. I am confident that I can perform effectively on many different tasks.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree  

 

16. Compared to other people, I can do most tasks very well.  

( ) Strongly disagree ( ) Disagree ( ) Somewhat agree ( ) Agree ( ) Strongly Agree 

 

 

Thank you for participating in this survey, your response has been recorded.  

 

As a reminder, if you have any questions about this study, you may contact Melissa 

Goyait at mgovait@plymouth.edu.  

 

Your submission has entered you into the opportunity to win a $100 Amazon Gift Card. 

The winner will be selected at random and notified electronically via email to their PSU 

email address where the gift card will be sent electronically. 

CLICK HERE FOR THE RAFFLE 

 

If you did not download a copy of the consent to participate letter at the start of this 

survey and you wish to do so now, it is provided here again for your 

convenience. Consent to participate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:mgovait@plymouth.edu
https://unh.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5aOHnCj20jmCzIi
https://unh.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1NvaFDpAjpNKiDs
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Appendix C 

Invitation to Participate in the Survey 

 

Sender: Melissa Goyait, Plymouth State University Doctoral Candidate  

Subject line: Invitation to Participate in the PSU College Persistence Survey:  

My name is Melissa Goyait, and I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State 

University. I am emailing to request your participation in a brief survey for my 

dissertation on student persistence in college. By completing this survey, you could win a 

$100 Amazon Gift Card; one participant will be randomly selected to receive a $100 

Amazon Gift Card via email.  

This survey will collect information about your college experiences. In addition to 

helping me complete my dissertation, I hope the data you provide will contribute to 

results that can be used to better understand and improve student support at PSU and 

beyond. There are only 16 questions on this multiple-choice survey.  

You may access the survey by clicking on the link below:  

[Link to the survey in Qualtrics will be inserted here]  

After clicking the link above you will be asked to read and sign a consent form  

before you can continue to the survey. Participation in this survey is voluntary, and 

PLEASE BE ASSURED that should you choose to participate your answers will be 

confidential. Should you have any questions or concerns about this study, I encourage 

you to contact me at the email below.  

Thank you for your participation!  

 

Melissa Goyait Ed.D. Candidate  

Doctoral Candidate in the Department of Higher Education Curriculum and Instruction  

Plymouth State University  

mgovait@plymouth.edu 
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Appendix D 

Consent to Participate Voluntarily in a Survey 

Plymouth State University 

  

Investigator’s Name  

Melissa Goyait, M.A., Ed.D. Candidate  

Study Title  

Persistence of Low-Income First-Generation College Students from Rural Communities  

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study is to determine the characteristics (traits, attributes, 

qualities) that allow college students to persist beyond their first year. I understand I am 

being asked to be a participant in this study because I may be able to provide some 

insights into why students make it beyond the first year.  

Description of the Study  

The first question will ask if either of my parents graduated from a four-year 

college. This question is included to determine if I am a first-generation college student. 

The second question will ask if have received financial aid in the form of grants or loans 

while attending college. The third question will ask whether I am from a rural town or 

urban city. The fourth question will ask whether I am a freshman, sophomore, junior, or 

senior to determine whether I have made it beyond the first year of college. These 

questions are included so that the researcher can look specifically at responses based 

upon demographical information.  

The last 12 questions of this survey will ask me to rate my perceived sense of 

belonging, self-efficacy and sense of support received on campus. The estimated time 
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required to participate, through completion of this survey, is 10 minutes or less. Other 

than the time it takes to complete the survey, there are no known costs to participate in 

this study. 

Risks and Discomforts 

While risks are considered minimal, as the probability and magnitude of harm or 

discomfort anticipated are not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily 

encountered in daily life, possible risks, and discomforts from participation in this 

research that I may experience include discomfort in responding to a question, or an 

invasion of privacy and loss of participant confidentiality through a data breach. 

Benefits 

There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the 

knowledge received will help inform research for a dissertation on college student 

persistence and may be of value to better understand and improve campus-based support 

of students at PSU and beyond. 

Alternative Procedures 

Participation in this study is voluntary, and the alternative to participation would 

be to not participate. 

Confidentiality 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept 

confidential in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and 

regulations. I understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth 

State University's Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for 

ensuring my welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the 
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study and compliance with university regulations. If any presentations or publication 

result from this research, I will not be identified by name. 

All data files collected through my participation in this study, including 

participant consent forms, will be permanently deleted three years after the defense of the 

dissertation. The anticipated timeframe for defense of this dissertation is March of 2022, 

and three years after the defense of this dissertation is anticipated to be by the spring 

summer of 2025. 

My confidentiality will be protected by the researcher. Individual participants will 

be randomly assigned a unique survey response identification number. This number will 

be used to replace my identifying information, email address, in the data connected to my 

survey responses. After the researcher has paired participants’ 2022 survey 

responses and assigned a survey response identification number, the researcher will 

delete the key to decipher the code and all participant data will be de-identified. Once 

deidentified, no one, including the researcher, will be able to ascertain the identity of any 

individual participant. 

Termination of Participation 

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I 

choose to drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records 

will be destroyed. 

Compensation 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is 

strictly voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 
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Injury Compensation 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding 

this research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any 

injuries resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be 

at my expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

Questions 

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further 

questions about this study, I may contact Melissa Goyait, at mgovait@plymouth.edu. If I 

have any questions about the rights of research participants, I may call the Chairperson of 

the Plymouth State University’s Institutional Review Board at (603) 535-2915. 

Voluntary Participation 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that 

refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to 

withdraw or refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in this survey at any time 

without penalty or consequence. 

I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand 

that this consent form has been presented to me as a pdf file and that I may save a copy of 

this consent form at this time. Consent to participate (click hyperlink to save) 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the 

study until March 1, 2022. 

X___________________________________ 

Sign Above 

Condition: If consent to participate is not displayed skip to end of survey. 
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Appendix E 

Interview Questions 

1. How prepared did you feel as an incoming college freshman? What were you 

unprepared for? 

 

2. Do you feel like you are a part of the PSU community? In class? On Campus? 

 

3. Describe how connected you feel to other PSU students. How do other students 

make things easier for you? 

 

4. Describe how you feel connected to professors and other staff members on 

campus. How do they make things easier for you? 

 

5. Describe your experience using campus support services. In what ways did these 

services make it easier for you to be successful? 

 

6. Describe how you think campus support programs and services help students in 

general. What services should there be more of? Do you also want to know what 

they think is missing/needs to be changed/done differently?   

 

7. Explain how you are able to overcome challenges. What made it difficult or most 

challenging to be a successful student? How did you overcome these challenges? 

 

8. Describe your ability to achieve academically. What educational tasks did you 

find most challenging or difficult? 

 

9. Describe your ability to perform nonacademic tasks.  

 

10. What would you like to tell others from your area about how to be a successful 

student? 

 

11. Describe your motivation to make it through college and graduate. 

 

12. How does it make you feel to be a first-generation college student and what does 

your family think about it? 
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Appendix F 

Invitation to Participate in the Interview 

Sender: Melissa Goyait, Plymouth State University Doctoral Candidate  

Subject line: Invitation to Participate in the PSU College Persistence Interview:  

My name is Melissa Goyait. I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State University. 

I am emailing to request your participation in an interview for my dissertation on student 

persistence in college. By completing this interview, you could win a $100 Amazon Gift 

Card; one participant will be randomly selected to receive a $100 Amazon Gift Card via 

email. This interview will collect information about your college experiences. In addition 

to helping me complete my dissertation, I hope the data you provide will contribute to 

results that can be used to better understand and improve student support at PSU and 

beyond.  If you would like to participate in a 45-minute interview about how you made it 

past the first year of college, please provide your email address below to setup an 

interview with Melissa: _____________________. 

Select an option that would work best for you in terms of scheduling (within the next 2 

weeks) 

• In person, in the PSU library on Friday, February 4, 2022 

• In person, in the PSU library on Monday, February 7, 2022 

• In person, in the PSU library on Thursday, February 10, 2022 

• In person, in the PSU library on Friday, February 11, 2022 

• In person, in the PSU library on Saturday, February 12, 2022 

• In person, in the PSU library on Monday, February 14, 2022 

• VIRTUALLY, OVER ZOOM, anytime, either 2/4, 2/5, 26, 2/7, 2/20, 2/11, 2/12, 

2/13, 2/14, 2/18 (you can list one or more dates in the space below ___________. 

 

Thank you for your consideration!  

 

Melissa Goyait Ed.D. Candidate  

Doctoral Candidate in the Department of Higher Education Curriculum and Instruction  

Plymouth State University  

mgovait@plymouth.edu 
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Appendix G 

Consent to Participate Voluntarily in an Interview 

Plymouth State University 

Investigator’s Name 

Melissa Goyait, M.A., Ed.D. Candidate 

Study Title 

Persistence of Low-Income First-Generation College Students from Rural Communities 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to determine the characteristics (traits, attributes, 

qualities) that allow college students to persist beyond their first year. I understand I am 

being asked to be a participant in this study because I may be able to provide some 

insights into why students make it beyond the first year. 

Description of the Study 

The interview questions will ask me to rate my perceived sense of belonging, self- 

efficacy and sense of support received on campus. The estimated time required to 

participate, through completion of this interview is 45 minutes. Other than the time it 

takes to participate in the interview, there are no known costs to participate in this study. 

Risks and Discomforts 

While risks are considered minimal, as the probability and magnitude of harm or 

discomfort anticipated are not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily 

encountered in daily life, possible risks and discomforts from participation in this 

research that I may experience include discomfort in responding to a question, or an 

invasion of privacy and loss of participant confidentiality through a data breach. 
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Benefits 

There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the 

knowledge received will help inform research for a dissertation on college student 

persistence and may be of value to better understand and improve campus-based support 

of students at PSU and beyond. 

Alternative Procedures 

Participation in this study is voluntary, and the alternative to participation would 

be to not participate. 

Confidentiality 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept 

confidential in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and 

regulations. I understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth 

State University's Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for 

ensuring my welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the 

study and compliance with university regulations. If any presentations or publication 

result from this research, I will not be identified by name. 

All data files collected through my participation in this study, including 

participant consent forms, will be permanently deleted three years after the defense of the 

dissertation. The anticipated timeframe for defense of this dissertation is March of 2022, 

and three years after the defense of this dissertation is anticipated to be by the spring 

summer of 2025. 

My confidentiality will be protected by the researcher. Individual participants will 

be randomly assigned a unique survey response identification number. This number will 



PERSISTENCE OF LIFGRS 

 

106 

be used to replace my identifying information, email address, in the data connected to my 

survey responses. After the researcher has paired participants’ 2022 survey 

responses and assigned a survey response identification number, the researcher will 

delete the key to decipher the code and all participant data will be de-identified. Once 

deidentified, no one, including the researcher, will be able to ascertain the identity of any 

individual participant. 

Termination of Participation 

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I 

choose to drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records 

will be destroyed. 

Compensation 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is 

strictly voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 

Injury Compensation 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding 

this research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any 

injuries resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be 

at my expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

Questions 

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further 

questions about this study, I may contact Melissa Goyait, at mgovait@plymouth.edu. If I 

have any questions about the rights of research participants, I may call the Chairperson of 

the Plymouth State University’s Institutional Review Board at (603) 535-2915. 
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Voluntary Participation 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that 

refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to 

withdraw or refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in this interview at any 

time without any penalty or consequence. 

I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this interview. I understand that this 

consent form has been presented to me as a pdf file and that I may save a copy of this 

consent form at this time. Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation 

of participants for the study until March 1, 2022. 

X___________________________________ 

Sign Above 

 


