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Too many students graduate high school and start and then stall in college before degree 

completion. The college persistence and graduation rates for students who come from families 

with low incomes (LI) and students who are the first in their families to attend college (first 

generation, FG) are in stark contrast to those of their peers. The researcher’s intention in 

conducting this research was to better understand and potentially improve persistence and 

graduation inequities for LI and FG students. The purpose of this study was to discover the 

influence of identity on persistence in college for students from LI and FG backgrounds. Past 

research successfully posited that students who see themselves in college and possess a strong 

identity as a college student, known as student identity centrality (Bowman & Felix, 2017), are 

committed to the goal of persisting. This researcher hypothesized that there is a relationship 

between first-year Keene State College students from LI and FG backgrounds with high student 

identity measures and academic outcomes associated with persistence. The research design 

consisted of a cross sectional collection of quantitative data from one point in time during the fall 

of students’ first year in college. Using Holmes, Bowman, Murphy, and Carter’s (2019) student 

identity scale instrumentation, data was collected. Statistical tests were used to compare the 

identity measure against achieved academic outcomes. The research findings suggest that there is 

a positive relationship between identity and academic outcomes related to persistence in college. 

The results revealed that for the LI and FG students who had a high student identity centrality 
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measure, they attempted and completed a higher percent of credits their first semester than their 

peers with lower identity measures. 
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Executive Summary 

 
Introduction: The purpose of this study was to discover the influence of identity on persistence 
in college for students who come from families with low incomes (LI) and students who are the 
first in their families to attend college (first generation, FG). Student identity centrality (SCI) is 
when a student identity is strongly connected to the role of student. The purpose of this study 
was to determine if there was a relationship between student identity centrality and academic 
outcomes related to persistence for Keene State College students who are LI and FG. 

 
Problem of Practice: The persistence and graduation rates for students who are LI or FG are in 
stark contrast to those of their college peers. Unfortunately, LI and FG students encounter 
challenges making it to and through college. College personnel and TRIO practitioners require 
research driven practices to support LI and FG students to persist and graduate from college. 
Understanding the relationship between student identity and academic outcomes could aid in 
addressing degree attainment inequities for LI and FG students. 

 
Research Method: The study was a cross sectional collection of quantitative data (identity 
survey and academic outcomes) conducted in the fall of students’ first-year at Keene State 
College in New Hampshire. The sample size was 70. 

 
Summary of Findings: The results of this student identity centrality research conclusively 
determined that LI and FG students with higher measures of SIC earned a higher percent of 
credits. The students who strongly identified with being a college student attempted and 
completed a higher percent of credits their first semester than their peers with lower identity 
measures. 

 
Limitations of Study: The study noted limitations due to data collection at a single point in 
time, the limited sample size affecting generalizability, the recommendation for a larger multi- 
institution sample, and more longitudinal data including persistence over time and graduation. 

 
Implications/Significance of Study: Identity research is innovative and promising. There is 
more to explore as future research on SIC could produce suggestions, techniques, and strategies 
which middle and high school and college personnel could use to bolster higher education 
enrollment and persistence to degree completion for all students 
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Chapter One – Establishing the Problem of Practice 

Social, Cultural, and Historical Perspective on Problem 

The ethos of the American dream is democracy, liberty, prosperity, and success (Adams, 

1931). Education has come to be known as the “great equalizer,” creating opportunities for 

upward mobility (Mann, 1848, p. 59). Today’s job market is complex and competitive, and the 

education typically required for people at the entry level may differ from that of the people 

already working in it (Torpey, 2018). Between 2016 and 2026, jobs that require a bachelor’s 

degree will grow by 10 percent, outpacing all other occupations combined (Smith-Barrow, 

2019). Therefore, it will be important for high school students to attain a college degree to be 

qualified applicants competing for these positions. 

As per Table 1, according to a National Center for Educational Statistics, studies reveal 

college aspiration rates for 72 percent (2013). However, a closer look at college enrollment and 

completion trends reveals 63 percent of high school graduates enrolled in college (2021). The 

average percentage of first time, full-time degree seeking undergraduates retained in college 

varies by the type and selectivity of the college; retention rates at four-year public institutions 

was 82% (2021). The average 6-year college graduation rate at a four-year public institution was 

64 percent (2021). This examination demonstrates the success rate of student progress in the 

pipeline from high school to and through college. 

Table 1: 
 

National Center for Educational Statistics Enrollment and Completion Trends 
 

College Aspirations 72% 
College Enrollment 63% 
College Retention 82% 
Graduation Rate (6-year) 64% 
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Delving deeper into this pipeline through the lens of student characteristics, there are 

inequities in persistence and graduation rates for students who come from low income 

backgrounds (LI) and students who are the first in their family to attend college, also known as 

first generation (FG) college. According to the Office of Post-Secondary Education, a student is 

determined to be LI by the family’s taxable income from the preceding year; for example, a 

family size of four whose income is under $39,300 would be considered low income; a student 

who is FG is a student whose natural or adoptive parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree 

(What Definitions Apply, 2019). 

The difficulty of attaining a college degree significantly increases for students from low- 

income backgrounds and students who are first in their families to attend college (Attinasi, 

1989; Redford & Mulvaney Hoyer, 2017; Terenzini et al., 1996; Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 

2009). The largest need based Federal grant program is the Pell Grant (Wei & Horn, 2002). The 

student and/or parents’ income from the previous year determines eligibility for Pell grants, with 

awards primarily benefiting low to moderate-income students. A review of persistence data for 

Pell and non-Pell recipients indicates a two percent difference, however when further analysis 

based on student socio-economic status is conducted, students from low income backgrounds 

fare up to 17 percent below their higher income peers (Soldner, 2011 p. 4). Nationally, Pell Grant 

recipients graduate college at 14 percent below their higher income peers (Nichols, 2015). Three 

years after beginning college, only 48 percent of FG students persisted as compared to 67 percent 

of their peers whose parents had earned a bachelor’s degree (Cataldi, Bennett, & Chen, 2018). In 

another study following high school sophomores for ten years, only 20 percent of FG students 

had attained a bachelor’s degree as compared to 42 percent of peers whose parents had earned a 

bachelor’s degree (Redford & Mulvaney Hoyer, 2017). 
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Although three out of four high school students aspire to attend college, current research 

indicates low college transition rates as high school graduates falter in the matriculation pipeline 

to college (O’Connor, 2018). The matriculation pipeline describes the formal process of 

matriculation, which includes aspiring students gaining admission to, and enrollment in college. 

College persistence and graduation rates expose a high number of students who matriculated into 

college and then withdrew before graduating (Shapiro et al., 2019). Today one in five adults have 

entered college for the first time and left with no degree (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2018). 

In summary, the occupational outlook for careers requiring a bachelor’s degree continues to 

grow and educational attainment affords college graduates access to a larger pool of career 

opportunities (Smith-Barrow, 2019). A majority of students aspire to attend college, yet there is a 

high attrition rate as they graduate high school, apply, enroll, persist, and earn college 

credentials. Students who are from LI and FG backgrounds significantly lag behind their peers in 

college persistence and graduation rates (Attinasi, 1989; Redford & Mulvaney Hoyer, 2017; 

Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 2009). 

Local Contextual Perspective on Problem 
 

The disparities for LI and FG students’ persistence and graduation rates continue at a local 

level in New Hampshire (NH). The University System of New Hampshire (USNH) has three 

public institutions: Keene State College (KSC), Plymouth State University (PSU), and the 

University of New Hampshire (UNH). All three institutions have Federal TRIO Student Support 

Services grants to support cohorts of TRIO eligible students. TRIO eligible students are students 

who are LI and/or FG. According to Federal regulations, it is allowable for a small number of 

TRIO students to be eligible for services based on a documented disability. A closer look at NH 
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data reveals the 2018 persistence rate for the general population of students was 75 percent at 

KSC (Sweeney, 2020), 76 percent at PSU (May, 2020), and 87 percent at UNH (Perez, 2020). 

The persistence rate for students from LI and FG backgrounds was 68 percent at KSC, 64 

percent at PSU, and 82 percent at UNH. The 6-year graduation rate for the general population of 

students was 68 percent at KSC, 60 percent at PSU, and 78 percent at UNH. The rate for students 

from LI and FG backgrounds was 58 percent at KSC, 44 percent at PSU, and 72 percent at UNH. 

Table 2: 

USNH Institutions 2018 Persistence and Graduation Comparisons 
 

 KSC PSU UNH Average 
Persistence Rate General Population 75% 76% 87% 79% 
Persistence Rate TRIO Eligible 68% 64% 82% 71% 
6 Year Graduation Rate General 
Population 

68% 60% 78% 69% 

6 Year Graduation Rate TRIO Eligible 58% 44% 72% 58% 
Table 2 indicates at every USNH institution, the general population of students outperformed 

their LI and/or FG peers. Even with the additional Federal TRIO grants and accompanying staff, 

resources, and interventions, USNH institutions have not been successful in closing the 

persistence and graduation gap for students who are LI and FG. To prepare students for the 21st 

century, NH college personnel are challenged to identify strategies to support LI and FG 

students’ enrollment in and persistence to degree completion. 

Leadership Perspectives on the Problem 
 

My personal background is similar to students with the characteristics of LI and FG students. 

My first career was working with children and families at a community-based organization in a 

diverse and densely populated city. There I developed my personal philosophy to support 

students to reach their personal and academic potential. According to Horace Mann (1848) 

“Education, then, beyond all other divides of human origin, is a great equalizer of conditions of 
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men—the balance wheel of the social machinery” (p. 59). Education is the antidote to poverty. 

Through my work, I have witnessed how education transformed students academically and 

personally, realizing and achieving their potential while simultaneously breaking cycles of 

poverty. 

Presently, I am the Executive Director of Student Academic Support Services at KSC. In this 

capacity, I oversee four Federal TRIO Programs. In fiscal year 21, TRIO Programs consisting of 

$1.06 billion in grants funded by the U.S. Department of Education supported over 800,000 

students with college access and success services (Council for Opportunity in Education, n.d.). 

TRIO grants provide 2.6 million dollars to NH annually to support students from LI and FG 

backgrounds to access, persist and graduate from college (New Hampshire Educational 

Opportunity Association, 2016). TRIO Programs serve students in a pipeline from middle and 

high school through post baccalaureate programs via the provision of targeted interventions. The 

interventions include services such as instruction; academic tutoring; research; academic and 

career counseling; mentoring; cultural events; advising and assistance with course selection; 

assisting students to secure admission to college; counseling services to improve students’ 

financial and economic literacy, information on public and private scholarships, and assistance 

with financial aid forms. 

The Social, Cultural, and Historical Perspective on Problem section identifies college 

enrollment and graduation data points and trends. To contextualize this information at a local 

level, using the information from Table 1 and 2, in New Hampshire if there were 100 high school 

graduating seniors, 72 percent or 72 students would aspire to attend college, and 65 percent or 47 

students would enroll. Of the 47 students, 79 percent or 37 would be retained to their sophomore 

year at a four-year public college. Of the 37 students, 69 percent or 26 students would graduate 
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college within 6 years. If the students were LI and/or FG, only 71 percent or 33 students would 

be retained, and only 58 percent or 19 of those students would graduate college within six years. 

These results are concerning and are a call to research and action for this researcher. Through 

the attainment of college credentials, we can reskill current and upskill future generations to 

ensure economic prosperity, especially for students who are LI and FG (World Economic Forum, 

2020). In order to support students to achieve their human potential, college personnel are 

challenged to identify innovative and research-based strategies, especially ones which would 

benefit LI and FG student enrollment and persistence to degree attainment. 

Sphere of Influence with the Problems of Practice: 
 

TRIO Programs are funded through competitive grant competitions sponsored by the U.S. 

Department of Education. Since 2015, there has been heavy emphasis for TRIO to include 

research-based practices in their grant proposals (Rowan-Kenyon, Cahalan & Yamashita, 2018). 

In order to successfully be awarded TRIO grants, directors must include research driven 

strategies in the proposals. TRIO directors have many responsibilities and often lack resources to 

connect research with practice (Perna, 2018). Perna reviewed a “comprehensive meta-analysis of 

research on the effects of college access programs on college readiness and/or college 

enrollment” (Perna, 2018 p. 9). Perna reviewed research relative to college enrollment and 

discovered only 34 studies published between 1990 and 2013 that met the minimum design 

criteria required under TRIO guidelines, and only 18 of the 34 exceeded the criteria. Perna’s 

work illustrates the limited options for TRIO personnel to utilize when developing grant 

proposals to support LI and FG students. More research is needed for TRIO directors to achieve 

college related outcomes for LI and FG students. This is the impetus for this researcher to 
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conduct new research focusing on how identity supports college persistence for LI and FG 

students. 

A relatively new term predominantly used with middle and high school students to indicate 

their plans post high school is a College Going Identity. The term uses both aspirational identity 

and self-efficacy for adolescents and is defined as “the state of mind in which youth believe that 

college is right for them, see themselves as college material, and aspire to attain a college 

degree” (Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012, p. 86). Gibbons and Borders (2010) developed a 

College Going Self Efficacy Scale (CGSES) to measure middle school students’ beliefs in their 

abilities to complete tasks related to getting into college and staying in college. The CGSES was 

successful in connecting students’ college-going self-efficacy, in other words their self- 

judgement about their ability to execute college-going tasks associated with college attendance 

and persistence. The instrument was proven reliable and valid, and the results indicated adequate 

support to apply the instrument with students. The study did not assess the longitudinal impact 

on self-efficacy beliefs, in other words there is no information regarding students’ enrollment in, 

persistence through, or graduation from college. The study did not use student demographic 

information to determine the impact of college-going self-efficacy for LI and FG students. 

Overall, further research was recommended. 
 

Building from Gibbons and Borders (2010) research, Jones (2013) developed a College 

Going Self-Efficacy Scale for High School Students (CSHS) to measure students’ self-efficacy 

with regard to three specific areas: confidence in their college going identity; belief in their 

ability to complete college-going tasks; and conviction in their adult support systems and 

knowledge about barriers. The results demonstrated the CSHS was a successful measure of a 

students’ college-going self-efficacy, which predicted students’ knowledge of self (identity), and 
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knowledge of college; completion of college going tasks such as exploring, applying, and 

enrolling in college; accessing adult support systems, and knowledge of college barriers. The 

CSHS instrument was proven reliable. The study did not assess the longitudinal impact on self- 

efficacy beliefs, no information is available regarding students’ enrollment in, persistence 

through, or graduation from college. The study did not record student demographics including LI 

and FG status. Further research was recommended. 

In reviewing the collective research of both Gibbons and Borders (2010) and Jones (2013), 

all referenced the potential to utilize both the CGSES and the CSHS to nurture or sustain 

students’ college going identities. Both instruments could be applied as a needs assessment with 

students, where the results illustrate the tasks related to getting into college and staying in college 

that students do not feel capable of initiating or executing. Additional research could support the 

practice of developing and sustaining a college going identity to support students who are LI and 

FG to possess self-efficacy with aspiring to, enrolling in, and completing college. 

A college going identity is similar to a newly developed construct called Student Identity 

Centrality, which is defined as “the importance of being a student is important to one’s self- 

image or identity” (Holmes, Bowman, Murphy, & Carter, 2019, p. 1). Bowman and Felix (2017) 

describe Student Identity Centrality as an achieved self-image, which includes identifying as a 

college student. Bowman and Felix hypothesized Student Identity Centrality promotes 

persistence in college. To test the hypothesis a Student Identity Centrality instrument was created 

by modifying Luhtanen and Crocker’s (1992) self-esteem scale, including student centrality, and 

then coupling it with Baker & Siryk’s (1999) Student Adaption to College Questionnaire 

(SACQ). Bowman and Felix (2017) applied the final instrument in an online survey with college 

students. The research successfully posited that Student Identity Centrality promotes goal 
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commitment, institutional commitment, and intent to persist and that “Student Identity Centrality 

might constitute the “missing piece” of the student departure puzzle” (Bowman & Felix, 2017, p. 

245). There were noted limitations including the extent to which the findings were generalizable, 

the study did not measure actual persistence data, and it did not offer new insights regarding 

Student Identity Centrality’s impact on LI and FG students’ college persistence and graduation 

efforts. The researchers recommended additional research and noted the need to identify 

experiences that bolster student identify. 

Bowman (2019) continued the work on Student Identity Centrality. He joined a new team of 

researchers Holmes, Bowman, Murphy, & Carter (2019) to investigate a link between Student 

Identity Centrality and greater academic and social engagement. The team continued to use the 

Student Identity Centrality instrument without the SACQ. Instead, they applied existing 

instruments measuring college sense of belonging, grit perseverance of effort, stereotype threat, 

academic potential, and college experiences to create an online survey for use with college 

students. The new instrument was deemed reliable and valid, and the findings confirmed Student 

Identity Centrality as a predictor of desired college academic and psychosocial outcomes 

including credits earned, grades, academic confident, sense of belonging, and overall well-being. 

The research did include some student demographics although it did not identity LI and FG 

status. The research findings noted limitations due to data collection at a single point in time, the 

limited sample size affecting generalizability, the recommendation for a larger multi-institution 

sample, and more longitudinal data including persistence over time and graduation. Additionally, 

the researchers recommend direct measures of academic success as evidence of the effects of 

Student Identity Centrality. Holmes et al. concluded that future research was needed to better 

understand the new construct of Student Identity Centrality. 
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Holmes et al. (2019) note the potential to measure Student Identity Centrality as an extension 

of a college’s early alert system or as part of campus wide student assessment on how well 

students are adapting to college. The researchers suggest using identity in new and promising 

ways to support college persistence and graduation by using the instrument to identify students 

who are struggling with staying in college and further research on this new construct is 

warranted. 

The researcher’s intention in conducting this research was to better understand and 

potentially improve persistence and graduation rates for LI and FG students. This researcher 

believes there is a relationship between SIC and the achievement of academic outcomes 

predictive of persistence for LI and FG college students. This research was proposed to test this 

hypothesis. 

Research Questions 
 

In reviewing the research of Gibbons and Borders (2010), Jones (2013), Bowman and 

Felix (2017), and Holmes et al. (2019), it is evident that students whose self-concept included 

being a student were more likely to complete tasks supporting their college aspirations, 

enrollment, persistence, and graduation from college whether those students were in middle 

school, high school, or college. The primary research question that guided this study was: For 

first-year KSC students who are low income (LI) or first generation (FG), what is the 

relationship between Student Identity Centrality (SIC) and academic outcome variables. 

There are six guiding research questions: For KSC first-year LI and FG students, 
 

1. What is the relationship between SIC scores and GPA? 
 

2. What is the relationship between SIC scores and percent of credits earned? 
 

3. How does the SIC score differ among students who declared a major or didn’t? 
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4. How does Integrated Thinking and Writing (ITW) completion differ based on SIC scores? 
 

5. How does First-year Seminar (FYS) completion differ based on SIC scores? 
 

6. How does the SIC score differ for students who received progress reports indicating concern? 
 

Academic outcomes include cumulative GPA, credits attempted and earned, declaration of 

major, successful completion of their freshman English composition course (ITW), first-year 

seminar (FYS) course, and progress report status (Turrentine, 2011). 

Key Terms 
 

1. A college going identity is “the state of mind in which youth believe that college is right 

for them, see themselves as college material, and aspire to attain a college degree” 

(Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012, p. 86). A college going identity allows youth to explore 

college going choices and behaviors, connects multiple identities, and takes into 

consideration future orientations. 

2. First Generation (FG) College is defined as a student whose natural or adoptive parents 

did not complete a baccalaureate degree (U.S. Code of Federal Regulations, 2019). 

3. Graduation rate is the percentage of a school’s first-time, first-year undergraduate 

students who complete their program within 150% of the published time for the program 

(Federal Student Aid, 2020). For example, for a four-year degree program, entering 

students who complete within six years are counted as graduates. 

4. Low income individual means an individual whose family's taxable income did not 

exceed 150 percent of the poverty level amount. The poverty level amount is determined 

by using criteria of poverty established by the Bureau of the Census of the U.S. 

Department of Commerce (U.S. Code of Federal Regulations, 2019). 
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5. Pell Grants are the primary Federal aid program to help low income students pay for 

college (Nichols, 2015). Pell grants do not have to be repaid (Federal Student Aid, 2020). 

They are awarded to undergraduate students who display exceptional financial need, also 

known as Pell eligible. Students can only be awarded Pell grants for no more than 12 

semesters in college. The annual award is up to $6,345. 

6. Retention rate is the percentage of a school’s first-time, first-year undergraduate students 

who continue at that school the next year (Federal Student Aid, 2020). For example, a 

student who studies full-time in the fall semester and keeps on studying in the program in 

the next fall semester is counted in this rate. 

7. Persistence is defined as continued enrollment (or degree completion) at any institution 

(National Student Clearing House, 2015). 

8. Student Identity Centrality is when “the importance of being a student is important to 

one’s self-image or identify” (Holmes et al., 2019, p. 1). Students who possess a high 

student identity centrality measure are less impacted by negative experiences that lead to 

attrition or lack of positive experiences at college. 

Summary 
 

This chapter framed the problem of practice within social, cultural, and historical 

perspectives and theories. It provided national and local NH college persistence and graduation 

trends; and highlighted the challenges LI and FG students encounter to make it to and through 

college. It includes research on identity, and self-efficacy. The researcher connected these 

concepts and built a foundation for the hypothesis proposing a relationship between student 

identity centrality scores and academic outcomes for KSC first-year students who are LI and FG. 
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In summary, chapter one contextualized the researcher’s purpose for seeking new knowledge for 

college personnel and TRIO practitioners to address persistence and graduation inequities for 

students who are LI and FG. 

Chapter Two is an in-depth review of the educational research literature, data, and findings 

on student identity centrality. It explains college going culture theory and the history and purpose 

of college access programs from middle school through college. It offers an examination of 

identity development with an analysis of the stages of adolescent identity exploration; including 

consideration of family, school, and community supports. Transitioning to college, a review of 

college readiness skills and experiences are provided. Chapter Two offers a summation of the 

commonalities, nuances, and shortcomings of student identity centrality literature and research, 

and builds the rationale for the purpose of this study. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

In the next decade, the occupational outlook for candidates with skills attained by 

attending and graduating from college is projected to have steady job growth (Smith-Barrow, 

2019). While the majority of high school students aspire to attend institutions of higher 

education, slightly more than half earn college credentials (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2020). Students who come from low income (LI) backgrounds or are first generation 

(FG) college students fare significantly worse in the matriculation pipeline from high school 

graduation through college enrollment and degree completion (Attinasi, 1989; Redford & 

Mulvaney Hoyer, 2017; Terenzini et al., 1996; Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 2009). The 

persistence and graduation inequities for LI and FG students is problematic, particularly for 

college personnel and there is an identified need for additional research to support LI and FG 

students’ enrollment in and persistence through college. 

The purpose of this study is to determine if there if a relationship between student 

identity centrality and academic outcomes related to persistence (Turrentine, 2011) for Keene 

State College (KSC) students who are LI and FG. Student identity centrality is defined as “the 

importance of being a student is important to one’s self-image or identity” (Holmes, Bowman, 

Murphy, & Carter, 2019, p. 1). The primary research question that guided this study was: For 

first-year KSC students who are low income or first generation, what is the relationship between 

student identity centrality (SIC) and academic outcome variables. 

There are six guiding research questions: For KSC first-year LI and FG students, 

1. What is the relationship between SIC scores and GPA?

2. What is the relationship between SIC scores and percent of credits earned?
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3. How does the SIC score differ among students who declared a major or didn’t? 
 

4. How does Integrated Thinking and Writing (ITW) completion differ based on SIC 

scores? 

5. How does First-year Seminar (FYS) completion differ based on SIC scores? 
 

6. How does the SIC score differ for students who received progress reports indicating 

concern? 

Academic Outcomes 
 

Cathy Turrentine, the Director of Institutional Research at KSC began to examine the factors that 

prevent and promote persistence and graduation (2011). Turrentine determined the greatest 

number of students who leave KSC do so in their first-year. Turrentine’s study included a five- 

year view, analyzing cohorts of first-year KSC students from 2006 through 2010. Turrentine 

used factors and demographic categories modeled from a study conducted by Adelman (2006). 

To better understand the different types of KSC students and their needs, Turrentine’s (2011) 

analysis included the following student demographic categories: gender, residency, first 

generation status, race/ethnicity, and income status. The results of this study identified predictors 

of persistence through junior year and progress towards graduation. The study utilized the 

following benchmarks and determined them to have a predictive relationship with persistence for 

first-year students: completion of 30 credits during the first academic year; completion of the 

required first-year English composition course title Integrative Thinking and Writing; completion 

of an elective qualitative literacy course; and managing the transition to college demonstrated by 

avoiding referral to the students of concern CARES team. 

Holmes et al., (2019) used extensive student demographic variables and academic outcomes to 

explore correlations with student identity centrality. The following were determined to have 
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convergent validity (relationship) with student identity centrality: college experiences, 

adjustment, subjective well-being, academic confidence, and grit. Precollege achievement, race, 

parental education level, high school GPA, and ACT scores were found to have divergent 

validity with student identity centrality, meaning there was no relationship. 

Included in Chapter Two are current literature on LI and FG student profiles; the underpinning 

conceptual frameworks on college going identity theory and student identity centrality theory; 

empirical sources and research germane to the problem of practice; and a review of the problem, 

the existing data, and identified gaps. The chapter ends with a summary of the literature, 

research, findings, and recommendations. 

Low Income Students Profile 
 

TRIO Programs are grant initiatives funded by the U.S. Department of Education to 

support LI and FG students’ enrollment in, persistence through, and graduation from college 

(Sweeney, 2021). According to the Office of Post-Secondary Education, a student is determined 

to be low income by the family’s taxable income from the preceding year (What Definitions 

Apply, 2019). For example, a family size of four whose taxable income is under $39,300 would 

be considered low income. To help LI students pay for college, the Federal government awards 

Pell grants which are the largest need based financial aid awarded (Nichols, 2015). In 2017, 75 

percent of Pell grant recipients’ families’ annual earnings were under $40,000 (Ma, Baum, 

Pender, & Welch, 2017). Students who are LI are also Pell grant eligible, however not all Pell 

grant recipients are LI (Sweeney, 2021). 

Information on LI college students is limited; TRIO evaluation and assessment efforts 

often combine students who are both LI and FG thus making it difficult to understand LI 

students. A closer look at Pell grant recipients reveals in fiscal year 2014, $31.5 billion in Pell 
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grants was awarded to students who exhibited financial need. On average, 36 percent of college 

students are Pell grant recipients (Jaschik, 2009), and according to a 2017 student aid report, the 

average Pell grant award was $3,740 (Ma et al., 2017). 

In 2017, a change in the U.S. government’s reporting requirements allowed for greater 

analysis of Pell grant recipients’ performance outcomes including persistence and graduate rates 

(Whistle & Hiler, 2018). The report identified persistence and graduation gaps between Pell and 

Non-Pell student populations. Specifically, Pell grant recipients persisted at a rate of 17 percent 

(Soldner, 2011) and graduated at a rate of 18 percent below their Non-Pell peers (Whistle & 

Hiler, 2018). 

A review of the literature pinpoints characteristics of Pell Grant recipients, often 

identified as risk characteristics due to the high attrition rate of this population of students (Wei 

& Horn, 2009). Cook and King (2007) indicate Pell grant recipients are diverse including 

African-American, Hispanic, and American Indian students and students whose primary 

language is not English. Noteworthy, 60 percent are financially independent of their parents, 

compared to about one-third of Non-Pell students (Wei & Horn, 2009), and many are 

independent students with dependents of their own (Cook & King, 2007). More than 33 percent 

delayed enrolling in college after finishing high school, compared to 23 percent of Non-Pell 

students (Jaschik, 2009). Family responsibilities, cultural norms, and financial responsibilities 

including working while pursing college cause students to attend college closer to home 

(Hillman, Nichols & Weichman, 2018). 

Other common characteristics of Pell Grant recipients include students whose parents 

have no college experience and students with a documented disability. According to a report on 

community college Pell students, they were 14 percent more likely to require developmental 
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education during their first-year in college when compared to Non-Pell peers, suggesting a lack 

of academic preparation (Cho, Jacobs, and Zhang, 2013). Developmental or remedial courses are 

defined as non-credit reading, writing, and math courses to develop skills for under-prepared 

college students (Ganga, Mazzariela, and Edgecombe, 2018). Overall, Pell grant recipients’ total 

college loan debt is double when compared to their Non-Pell peers, indicating Pell grant students 

needed access to loans in addition to grants and scholarships to finance college (Cooke and King, 

2017). 

In summary, Pell Grant recipients are from low income backgrounds (Hillman, Nichols & 
 

Weichman, 2018). Their socioeconomic status puts them at a greater disadvantage than their 

Non-Pell peers. The lack of parity between Pell and Non-Pell students’ persistence in and 

graduation from college is problematic for the students who do not attain the degree and 

subsequent benefits associated with degree attainment. This is a problem that college personnel 

need to address through further research to improve academic outcomes for low income and/or 

Pell Grant recipients. 

First Generation College Students Profile 
 

FG college students are those whose parents or guardian never attended or completed 

college, generally defined as a bachelor’s degree (Choy, 2001). In 2015-16, 24 percent of 

undergraduates nationally had parents who never attended college, and 54 percent had parents 

who attended but did not complete a bachelor’s degree (RTI International, 2019). Students who 

are FG are a growing population for college admissions personnel to recruit. Supporting FG 

students to and through college is challenging as students who are FG persist in college at 

reduced rates as compared to their peers whose parents earned a bachelor’s degree (Cataldi, 

Bennett, & Chen, 2018). Specifically, FG students persisted at a rate of 19 percent and graduate 
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from college at a rate 22 percent below their peers with college educated parents (Redford & 
 

Mulvaney Hoyer, 2017). 
 

FG students do not enter college on a level playing field with their peers. Examining high 

school preparation, disparity exists for FG students in the following areas: less time allotted to 

complete homework/study in high school; lower high school grade point averages; reduced 

academic self-confidence; and decreased self-rated math and writing abilities (Saenz, Hurtado, 

Barrera, Wolf, and Yeung, 2007). These factors contribute to lower levels of academic 

motivation and self-efficacy and substantiate the difficulties FG students encounter in their 

pursuit of college credentials. 

Financial stress affects FG choices in high school and college (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, 

Wolf, and Yeung, 2007). During their senior year of high school, FG students are more likely to 

work 20 hours a week. They continue to work twenty plus hours a week while enrolled in college 

as a means to survive and pay as they go. FG students access financial aid services at higher rates 

than their peers, many accessing loans to finance the cost of college (RTI International, 2019). 

To address the needs of students, colleges offer a core of student support services which 

are integral to FG students’ academic and social integration in college. College advising, 

academic support, health and wellness, and high impact practices consisting of immersive, 

enriching experiences such as career services, research, and internships are greatly underutilized 

by FG students (RTI International, 2019). Many first-year FG students choose not to live on 

college campus and they struggle to make connections, especially with faculty. FG college 

students’ failure to take advantage of support systems leaves them ill-prepared to navigate the 

higher education landscape and results in lower persistence rates than their peers with college 

educated parents. 
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FG students can have intersecting identities with age, race, class, disability, sexual 

orientation, and gender. Stryker and Burke (2000) define identity salience as a low-level 

cognitive ability to situationally assess and determine one’s place in society through the lens of 

one’s identity. Identity salience references when one aspect of identity will be evident regardless 

of role or situation. “Students of color, students from lower socioeconomic status, and 

nontraditional female students most often described a high saliency regarding their (FG) status” 

(Orbe, 2004, p. 40). A FG identity can also be more salient when it intersects with 

socioeconomic status; today 24 percent of FG students are also low income (Opidee, 2015). 

Commonalities of LI & FG students 
 

Staff who advise students encounter LI and FG students who cannot traverse the space 

between their aspirations and their reality (Carlson, 2016). The gap consists of financial 

insecurity, family pressure, bad K-12 experiences, a fear of debt, and a lack of social and cultural 

capital. LI and FG students come from families with varying degrees of social and cultural 

capital. Social capital refers to the economic resources gained from membership in a social 

network and can include access to skills, expertise, knowledge, or information, also known as 

human capital (Burt, 2005). Cultural capital is the accumulation of knowledge, behaviors, and 

skills which demonstrate one's social status or standing in society (Carter, 2007). The lack of 

social and cultural capital is causation for inequalities in college aspirations, matriculation, 

persistence, and graduation of non-dominant culture students as compared to their peers 

(Strayhorn, 2012; Clemens, 2012). When entering higher education, students from non-dominant 

cultures, including those from LI and FG backgrounds, lack resources, networks, and knowledge 

bases of their peers. These gaps hinder LI and FG students’ efforts to pursue and complete 

college. 
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Previously many college campuses used a deficiency-based model, viewing the 

backgrounds of LI and FG students through a singular lens as challenges to college adjustment 

issues (Orbe, 2004). More recently, campuses are celebrating the different “lived experiences” of 

these students. Initiatives intentionally transmit social and cultural capital to support LI and FG 

students to overcome obstacles and access resources. The persistence and graduation inequities 

of LI and FG students illustrates there is room for continued improvement with the effectiveness 

of these educational efforts. 

Conceptual Framework 

 
The researcher seeks to understand first-year KSC students, and the relationship between their 

identity as college students to their academic outcomes achieved in their first semester of 

college. The framework for this literature review clearly supports the rationale for and the 

importance of this study. The framework is structured in two parts: college going identity and 

student identity centrality. 

College Going Culture Theory 
 

TRIO Programs are “Federal outreach and student services programs in the United States 

designed to identify and provide services for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds” to 

access higher education (Council for Opportunity in Education, n.d.). TRIO Programs are an 

example of McClafferty, McDonough and Nunez’s (2002) college going culture theory in action. 

College going culture theory focuses on creating a culture where college is possible for all 

students. TRIO Programs work with cohorts of students nurturing their college aspirations and 

developing skills to achieve enrollment in and persistence through post-secondary education 

(Sweeney, 2021). 
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In 1997, McClafferty, McDonough, and Nunez launched an action research project 

seeking school culture reform as a means to increase college access (2002). School culture was 

defined as “historically transmitted patterns of meaning that include norms, values, beliefs, and 

myths understood, maybe in varying degrees, by members of the school community” (Stolp & 

Smith, 1995 p. 13). McClafferty, McDonough, and Nunez’s (2002) research focus was a four- 

year partnership between the University of California at Los Angeles; the Achievement Council, 

a non-profit organization; and 24 local elementary, middle, and high schools. The research 

resulted in a set of conditions and principles with which to create a college culture. College 

culture is as a component of school culture which “encourage all students to consider college as 

an option after high school and prepares all students to make informed decisions about available 

post-secondary options” (McClafferty, McDonough, and Nunez, 2002 p. 3). The research 

methods used included field notes from meetings and gatherings; a review of curriculum, school 

materials, and newsletters; and interviews with key personnel. 

To establish sustainable change and institutionalize the college-going culture for all 

students the following four conditions were identified: 

1. The school administration has to be committed to developing the college-going 

culture. 

2.  School districts must provide intentional, clear, and consistent messaging to students 

regarding the college preparatory nature of their K-12 experience. 

3. The school counselor role is expanded with an emphasis on college counseling. 
 

4. School counselors, teachers, and parents work in partnership to prepare students to be 

college ready. 
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1. College Talk 6. Faculty 
Involvement 

7. Family 
Involvement 

2. Clear 
Expectations 

5. Testing & 
Curriculum 

8. College 
Partnerships 

3. Information & 
Resources 

4. College & 
Career 

Counseling 

9. 
Communication 
& Coordination 

The first step in the process to build a new school culture is the four conditions 
 

(McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002). The next steps are the nine principles. 
 

 
The first principle is College Talk which consists of communication from a support 

system of mentors to aid in access to and navigation of college expectations and requirements. 

This prepares students to navigate the path to college enrollment. The support system concept is 

a common theme amongst researchers regarding how students best develop a college going 

identity. For people serving as mentors, Clemens (2012) used the term resource broker to 

describe the work linking students to resources. A resource broker is a professional who links 

their dominant capital to a non-dominant recipient so that the recipient can overcome obstacles 

and access resources to achieve a higher status. This work is essential to the process of LI and 

FG students developing a college going identity defined as “the state of mind in which youth 

believe that college is right for them, see themselves as college material, and aspire to attain a 

college degree” (Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012, p. 86). 

The second principle (McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002) is clear expectations. 

This requires school wide engagement with a pro-college ethos amongst teachers, counselors, 

principals, and parents in which the expectation that college is possible for students is consistent 

and clear (McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002; Saunders & Serna, 2004; Suddick, 2017). 
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This requires all students to be prepared for a full range of postsecondary options. This explicit 

goal must be clearly defined, communicated, and a part of the daily culture of the school. To 

achieve this goal, students, families, teachers, administrators, and staff should recognize their 

role in preparing students for college. 

The third principle is information and resources. Students require information and 

resources related to college. This information must be comprehensive, up to date, and easily 

accessible. Although school counselors are likely to have the primary responsibility for 

collecting and maintaining resources, it is recommended it be a shared responsibility for the 

school community. Students, families, teachers, administrators, and staff school should be aware 

of what is available and incorporate it on a regular basis. 

The fourth principle is a comprehensive counseling model. School counselors are an 

important component of the work and can offer families college knowledge, technical support, 

and understanding of the practices necessary to gain access to and success in college. As school 

counselors work with students and families to determine future coursework and career pathways, 

they need resources, professional development, and training to be informed about college and to 

provide up to date and accurate information about postsecondary options. This knowledge 

includes access to career, academic, and college readiness skills, as well as college knowledge in 

the form of information, resources, programs, supports, and structures to adequately prepare for 

the college transition. Further, the school culture recognizes the importance of this work, and 

allows the school counselors appropriate caseloads and adequate time to fulfill this role. 

The fifth principle is testing and curriculum. Standardized tests like the ACT and SAT 

are critical steps on the path to college. Students must be knowledgeable about these tests and be 

aware of testing dates. Moreover, the school must make a commitment to providing the resources 
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necessary to ensure the students are prepared for the tests and that testing fees are not a barrier to 

any students’ ability to take the tests. This includes ensuring access to preparatory coursework, 

such as algebra and geometry. Moreover, the school must ensure that students have access to a 

rigorous program of study that ensures, upon graduation from high school, students are eligible 

to apply to college. 

The sixth principle is faculty involvement. School faculty must be active partners in the 

creation and maintenance of a college culture. They should be kept up to date on important 

information related to college knowledge (e.g. admissions requirements, types of institutions 

etc.) and be provided with ongoing professional development to allow them to play an active role 

in preparing students to aspire to, apply to, and attend college. This should include integrating 

the very idea of college, as well as general college information (such as SAT, ACT, Advanced 

Placement, and dual enrollment options), into regular classroom activities. Faculty are available 

to parents to answer any questions and support them in making decisions about students’ 

academic futures. 

The seventh principle is family involvement. One of the strongest predictors of college 

aspirations is parental support and encouragement (Jones, 2013, McClafferty, McDonough, & 

Nunez, 2002; Suddick, 2017; Terenzini et al., 1996). To empower parents to cultivate college 

aspirations for their children, they need opportunities to gain information about the college 

planning process. In a school system with an active college going culture, parents and or other 

family members are informed partners in the process (McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 

2002). They are provided with opportunities to gain knowledge about the process and genuinely 

believe that college is possible. The counseling staff make themselves available to family 

members to answer questions and help make decisions about students’ academic futures. 
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The eight principle is college partnerships. Forming active links between schools and 

local colleges and universities is vital to the creation of a college culture. The partnership 

facilitates the organization of college related activities such as field trips to college campuses, 

college fairs, college majors’ nights, dual enrollment options, mentors, and the provision of 

academic enrichment programs, all of which raise awareness of and aspirations towards college. 

The ninth principle is articulation. Students should have a seamless experience where a 

college message is communicated and coordinated from kindergarten through 12th grade. As 

such, there must be ongoing communication between counselors, administrators, and teaching 

staff among all schools in the feeder school system to ensure smooth transitions for students. 

The college going culture theory is derived from college access research making the 

college mission the priority. The theory has direct ties to the goals of TRIO Programs, where 

college attendance is seen as the norm not the exception. The four conditions and nine principles 

serve as the foundation for the emergence of the new college going culture complete with 

artifacts, language, traditions, and other expressions. The results of school systems built on 

college going culture theory are students who possess a college going identity and are prepared 

for the full range of post-secondary options. 

College Going Identity 
 

College going identity is when students see college in their future and it is an integral 

component of their identity (Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012). Strayhorn (2012) states a college 

going identity connects who students are in the present, with who they hope to be in the future. 

Students who identify strongly as being a student believe college is the right path for them 

(Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012). It is also called future oriented identity which includes both 

aspirations and expectations. Another definition of a college going identity is an individual’s 
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capacity to engage with and successfully navigate diverse networks and to gain dominant and 

non-dominant social and cultural capital (Clemens, 2012). Social capital refers to the economic 

resources gained from membership in a social network and can include access to skills, expertise, 

knowledge, or information, also known as human capital (Burt, 2005). 

Identity development is a process and a college going identity is a mindset (Savitz-Romer 

& Bouffard, 2012). Identity is not fixed, it can be developed and nurtured. Children begin to 

form identities, habits, and academic trajectories even before they enter primary school. Most 

students make decisions regarding their educational future between 8th and 10th grade (Hossler 

& Vesser, 1999). A college going identity determines how a student views themselves and their 

self-efficacy to succeed in college. Bandura (1997) defines self-efficacy as a belief in one’s 

ability to accomplish a task or one’s ability to persists and overcome obstacles. Beliefs are an 

integral component of college going identity and goal setting (Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012). 

Students need to believe in the goal of college attendance, believe they are college material, and 

believe they are capable of performing in college. Students must be confident in their 

preparation, ability, information, and support systems to enroll in and persist through college 

(Jones, 2013). 

A college going culture theory ensures students have what they need to aspire to college. 

Savitz-Romer and Bouffard (2012) encourage practitioners to expand their focus beyond raising 

college aspirations and exposure and to examine the developmental perspectives of college going 

identity including motivation, peer relationships, family and other developmental processes. 

“Forming a college identity occurs when students’ beliefs and hopes about their future align with 

other parts of their identity and their self-concept” (Savitz-Romer, 2020 p. 3). 
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Identity is the foundation which determines behaviors and self-efficacy provides the 

direction which one exerts energy (Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012). Reitzes and Burke (1980) 

note identity refers to self-meaning, behaviors, plans, and roles as a college student. As students 

develop a college going identity, they engage in college going choices and behaviors (Savitz- 

Romer & Bouffard, 2012; Bowman & Felix, 2017); as high school students they are more likely 

to engage with peers who aspire to college, they seek college preparatory courses, and access 

resources to prepare for admissions to and financing of college (Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 

2012). 

Self-efficacy predicts academic success, academic self-confidence, and personal 

adjustment while transitioning to college (Savitz-Romer and Bouffard, 2012). Conley (2011) 

defines college readiness as enrollment and completion of an entry-level, credit-bearing college 

course leading to a degree, or career pathway-oriented training program, without the need for 

prior remediation. Savitz-Romer (2020) groups college readiness into four readiness areas. 

Academic readiness consists of possessing the ability to successfully complete college level 

work. Financial readiness consists of financial literacy skills and being an informed consumer. 

Informational readiness is access to accurate information. Cultural readiness is understanding 

college processes, norms, and systems. Self-efficacy beliefs are reinforced through mastery of 

these readiness realms and the same developmental process is required for college going skills 

and college staying skills. 

College going identity was selected as one of the conceptual frameworks for this research 

because it substantiates the practices of the TRIO Programs as well as research on middle and 

high school students’ college aspirations to be discussed later in this chapter. A college Going 

Culture Theory is the basis for how to expand the worldview of LI and FG students to nurture 
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college exposure and aspirations. A formation of a college going identity transforms LI and FG 

students’ college aspirations into beliefs about their capabilities, confidence, and conviction to 

pursue higher education. 

Roles 

Reitze and Burke (1980) were early adapters of the term college student identity. They 

sought to explore how role meanings influence identity and behaviors. Role meanings both 

influence and serve as reference points for identity. Through the role, individuals make 

interpretations and then a corresponding plan for action. An established identity stimulates 

performance consistent with one’s meaning of the identity. 

They adapted the Burke-Tully Procedure to develop a survey to distinguish a role or 

identity (college student) against a set of counter roles/identities (non-college peer, high school 

student, graduate student, employed college graduate). They used 24 correlating adjective 

descriptions grouped by responsibility, intelligence, sociability, assertiveness, and emotionality. 

The survey was implemented with 640 undergraduates. 

The research findings demonstrated that measures of identity help to understand 

behavior. Role is the reference for determining actions, and individuals are motivated to perform 

actions consistent with their role or identity. Those who identify as college students are not 

always clear about their identity and the associated actions, expectations, and academic and 

social activities. They may relate more to their recent high school self who was seeking 

enrollment in college or they may look ahead and identify with the future graduate student they 

plan to become. Future research was recommended, including to gain a better understanding of 

peer and family influence on identity. 
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Social Identity Theory 

Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) Social Identity Theory states that one’s self concept is based on 

membership in a group (social class, family, sports teams, religion, nationality, occupation, 

sexual orientation, ethnic group, gender, etc.) and that this group represents one’s social identity. 

Social identity is defined as “the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain social groups 

together with some emotional and value significance to him of this group membership” (Tajfel, 

1972 p. 292). It is a normal cognitive process to group similar things together. Group 

membership can elicit pride and self-esteem, and can create a sense of belonging and social 

identity. 

There are three stages to social identity. The first stage is categorization. Individuals learn 

about themselves based on what group they belong to. There is a tendency to view the norms, 

values, rules, and behaviors of the group as appropriate. The second stage is social identification. 

This occurs when one adopts an identity and conforms to the norms of the group. One’s self 

esteem can also be connected to the group. The third stage is social comparison which is a 

process of allocating people to groups and evaluating people based on group memberships and 

other generalities. 

Social identity affects one’s attitudes and behaviors regarding one’s own group known as 

the “us” or “in group”. Individuals are connected to a group and infer the norms of the group to 

be acceptable or correct. There is also a “them” or “out group”. Often individuals in the “us” or 

“in group” seek aspects of the “them” or “out group” that are different from their own group 

membership norms. Group membership can be problematic if differences become depersonalized 

or determined to be negative attributes of the “them” or “out group”. This can lead to 

stereotyping, conflict, prejudice, discrimination, anger, envy, or stress towards the “out group”. 
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Social Identity Theory is a way to understand human behavior (Hogg and Reid, 2006). 

Social identities are most impactful when individual membership in a group is central to one’s 

sense of self. “The prescriptive force …is likely to be stronger when the in group is important to 

who we are, when we identify strongly or have a strong desire to be accepted as a member of the 

group” (Hogg and Reid, 2006 p. 13). Social identity is not just descriptive providing membership 

in a named group, it can prescribe or manifest behaviors associated with the group. 

Social Identity Theory explains how one’s self concept is determined based on 

membership in social groups. The theory explains how a strong identity to a specific social group 

defines who they are. It also connects how one’s social identity can predetermine behaviors 

associated with a group. Social Identity Theory is an integral component of the research on 

student identity centrality which posits that students who possess strong identities as students, 

choose membership in a group of students, perform roles associated with students, overcome 

challenges, and are retained in college as compared to their peers who have a lower student 

identity centrality measure. 

Student Identity Centrality 2017 

Identity centrality is an individual’s subjective determination of the value of one’s 

identity (Ervin & Stryker, 2001). Similar to a college going identity, Bowman and Felix (2017) 

use a new construct, termed student identity centrality to describe a person whose self-image is 

achieved and they identify as a student. Student identity centrality (SIC) is defined as “the extent 

to which being a student is important to one’s self-image or identity” (p. 1). 

Bowman and Felix (2017) claim that individuals who strongly identified as college 

students, meaning they had achieved a high measure of student identity centrality, would chose 

actions supporting their commitment to being a student, and these actions would ensure they 
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persist in college. The research, detailed later in this chapter, sought to link SIC to goal 

commitment, institutional commitment, and intent to persist. The hypothesis was founded on 

college students who possess a high measure of SIC being more likely to interact with peers on 

campus, participate in campus events, interact with faculty and staff, and invest time in studying 

and completing class assignments (Bowman & Felix, 2017; Strayhorn, 2012). Conversely, 

students who possessed a SIC would be less impacted by negative experiences that lead to 

attrition. 

Early research findings identified role as a reference point for one’s identity and the 

corresponding activities associated with the identity (Reitzes & Burke, 1980). If the role was a 

student, then the individual was motivated to act out what they believed to be consistent with that 

role. More recent research by Kinney-Walker (2015) notes students possess more than one 

identity, and these identifies influence roles and activities. If a student has strong ties to being an 

aunt in her family unit, and wishes to be a role model to their family by earning a college degree, 

the dual identity of aunt and college student would share in the goal of attaining a college degree. 

Stryker’s (2000) interpretation of identity salience referenced how an aspect of a person’s 

identity that was at the core of self-representation had high probability of being evidenced in a 

variety of roles and situations. Bowman and Felix’s (2017) SIC construct postulates identifying 

as a college student spurs the student to actions associated with the goals of persisting and 

graduating. 

Student Identity Centrality 2019 

Holmes, Bowman, Murphy and Carter (2019), expanded on SIC by investigating a link 

between SIC and greater academic and social engagement. Their research succeeded in 

identifying SIC as a predictor of desired college academic and psychosocial outcomes. The study 
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also reaffirmed student identity as a promoter of persistence in college and as an indicator 

predicting academic and psychosocial outcomes for college student success. Their research 

successfully expanded the understanding of SIC by linking it to increased college credits earned, 

performance in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) courses, academic 

confidence, fitting in and belonging, and an overall sense of well-being. 

The literature and findings on SIC from 2017 and 2019 provide a strong and clear 

rationale to continue research on identity development and how it supports enrollment in and 

persistence through college. Student identity centrality theory maintains that students possessing 

a high measure of SIC are committed to the goal of persisting in college and have greater 

academic and social engagement. The work is new and more research is required, especially as 

the information on outcomes for students from LI and FG backgrounds does not exist. There is a 

clear call to action for additional research to support TRIO practitioners and college personnel 

seeking to close the college persistence and graduation gap for LI and FG students. 

Summary of Conceptual Framework 

A review of scholarly work and literature indicates college going identity and student identity 

centrality are both based on specific work with distinct mechanisms, but the work is also 
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connected with processes explaining how one sets college going goals and how one’s sense of 

self or identity allow them to select a course of action with behaviors correlating to the identity. 

Both explain the importance of identity and how it can predict behavior. There are clear steps to 

nurture identifying as a student, and individuals who identify as students are more likely to 

complete actions associated with being a student. 

This researcher seeks to understand first-year KSC students, and the relationship between 

their identity as college students to their academic outcomes achieved in their first semester of 

college. Currently there are only two research studies on SIC and neither focus on students who 

are LI and FG. There is an opportunity to conduct further research on SIC as a mechanism to 

reduce the persistence and graduation disparities for LI and FG students. The framework for this 

literature review clearly supports the rationale for and the importance of this study. 

Empirical Sources 
 

There are five research studies germane to college going identity and student identity centrality. 

The following is a review of each research project, including thorough assessments of the 

research. The research explains how new these topics are, the gaps from the existing research, 

and the opportunities to conduct further research on LI and FG students and their identity 

relationship to college persistence and graduation. 

College-Going Self-Efficacy Scale for Middle School Students 
 

After a thorough examination of research and literature, Gibbons and Borders (2010) 

identified four factors students explore to determine their belief system about the feasibility of 

attending college. First is their social standing or class and their perceptions on how to finance 

college (Bui, 2002; Jackson & Nutini, 2002; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Wahl & 

Blackhurst, 2000). Second, a strong predictor of college aspirations is support and 
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encouragement from parents (McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002; Suddick, 2017; 

Terenzini et al., 1996). Third, students’ beliefs about their academic abilities and preparation 

affect their college aspirations (Horn & Nunez). Lastly, decision-making skills and self- 

perception about abilities influence college planning (Gianakos, 1999; Luzzo & Hutcheson, 

1996). 

Next, Gibbons and Borders (2010) identified five factors related to college persistence, some 

of which are distinct and others are related to college attendance themes. Students’ 

socioeconomic status and worries about how to continue to finance college remained (Bui, 

2002). Beliefs about their academic abilities to succeed in college were again present (Bui; 

Solberg, O'Brien, Villareal, Kennel, & Davis, 1993; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001). Both 

parent expectations and support to remain in school and graduate reoccurred (York-Anderson & 

Bowman, 1991). Self-efficacy beliefs including self-care and social ability also emerged (Bui; 

Solberg et al.) 

Gibbons and Borders then developed a 30-item College-Going Self-Efficacy Scale (CGSES), 

to be used with an audience of young adolescents. They developed the items intentionally 

keeping them simple, brief, and addressing the college-planning topics that influence college- 

going attitudes including college attendance and college persistence beliefs. 

The CGSES was applied to 22 sixth through eighth grade boy or girl scouts. Gibbons and 

Borders next tested the CGSES with 272 middle school students from four schools. In a later 

phase, it was applied to 18 7th graders from one school. Three weeks later, the researchers 

returned and reapplied the instrument to prove reliability and stability over time. After three 

implementations, the overall results indicated that the CGSES was a viable measure of college- 

going self-efficacy beliefs in completing tasks related to getting into college and staying in 
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college. The CGSES was successful in connecting students’ college-going beliefs or self- 

judgement about their ability to execute college-going tasks associated with college attendance 

and persistence. The study did not determine if students with high college-going self-efficacy 

beliefs applied to college or enrolled in college. Limitations identified included additional 

psychometric tests and validity studies; further examination of applied interventions and the 

longitudinal impact on self-efficacy beliefs; expansion of the geographic area of testing to aid in 

asserting if it is generalizable; lastly a factor analysis with more middle school students would 

determine the value of the total CGSES score. 

The implications of this work allow for the analysis and identification of weaknesses in 

students’ college-going beliefs or college going identity. The CGSES results are akin to a needs 

assessment in that it indicates what the problem areas are. If it is attendance beliefs, it breaks the 

concern down further by financial, ability, or decision-making concerns. If it is persistence 

beliefs, it also breaks it down further by ability, finances, family, and life skills. Once the 

specific areas are identified, there is the potential that targeted interventions tailored to the 

student could be mobilized. 

College-Going Self-Efficacy Scale for High School Students 

Building from the work of Gibbons and Borders, Jones (2013) hypothesized that college- 

going factors would relate positively to vocational identity and achieved goals. Vocational 

identity is defined as “the realization of an increasingly stable conceptualization of one’s own 

vocational interests, talents, and goals” and achievement goals are defined as “an individual’s set 

of beliefs that reflect the reasons why they approach and engage in certain tasks” (p. 6). Jones 

developed a 60-item College-Going Self-Efficacy Scale of High School Students (CSHS) 
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specifically to be used with African American students to measure their self-efficacy in 

completing college-going tasks. 

Jones identified three college-going task factors. The first, the knowledge factor, is the 

ability to access accurate and timely information in preparation for applying to college or 

knowledge factors. The second is task factor, which includes self-confidence to execute 

searching, applying and financing college. The third is the support factor, which includes the 

ability to problem solve and actively seek out resources including support from adults as well as 

to predict and surmount obstacles. Jones developed the CSHS to measure the three factors and 

tested it with 272 African American students attending an urban charter school. 

The results demonstrated the CSHS was a successful measure of a students’ college- 

going self-efficacy, which predicted students’ knowledge of self (identity), and knowledge of 

college; completion of college going tasks such as exploring, applying, and enrolling in college; 

accessing adult support systems, and knowledge of college barriers. The results indicated the 

CSHS had satisfactory psychometric properties and adequate test reliability. There was an 

indication of possible selection bias since the students all attended a charter school with a strong 

college-going culture. There was also a sampling limitation geographically. Validation studies 

supported the CSHS. It was recommended to use the CSHS more broadly geographically and 

with high school students from various demographic backgrounds. It was also recommended to 

conduct further research on the instrument; on college-going self-efficacy as it relates to 

achievement goals; and the potential relationship between college-going and vocational identity. 

The study did not assess students with high self-efficacy in completing college-going tasks and 

the correlation with their application to or enrollment in college. 
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Similar to the CGSES for middle school students, Jone’s CSHS instrument can be used to 

measure high school students’ self-efficacy in completing college-going tasks. Specifically, the 

CSHS is a viable tool to measure students’ self-knowledge, college knowledge, and evaluate 

their support systems. Practitioners can use the CSHS to understand students’ confidence in 

specific college-going tasks and potentially respond to their needs through targeted services and 

resources. 

Upward Bound and Identity 

Kinney-Walker (2015) conducted a qualitative case study to understand the role of identity as 

a student and how it influenced persistence in college. The four students in the study were 

college sophomores who all had group membership as participants in a high school college 

access TRIO Program called Upward Bound. The methodology included student surveys, 

observations of behaviors, and interviews. The findings for these particular students note they 

persisted through obstacles and challenges; they possessed more than one prominent identity 

(aunt, sister, engineer, Latinx); they benefited from clear purpose and motivation for attending 

college, and it is often tied to financial security and social mobility; and their participation in the 

Upward Bound program cemented their student identity centrality. 

The role of family is evolving in the college realm. Kinney-Walker’s (2015) study confirmed 

the importance of validating the identity of students with high racial identity or family identity 

and supporting students to draw from those values and experiences. Tierney (1975), Jones and 

McEwan (2000), and Kinney-Walker’s (2015) work all note the positive impact family support 

and assistance has on students’ college aspirations, college enrollment, college persistence, and 

graduation. 
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The saliency of the identity determines how one will think, feel, and act. If one’s identity 

includes the role of a student, the actions, thoughts, and feelings will align with one’s perception 

of what a student does. In order for a college-going identity to be effective, one must achieve 

identity stability, and manage conflict and shifts from multiple identities. 

Student Identity Centrality and Persistence 

Researchers have “aimed to understand identity salience and behaviors associated with 

particular identities” (Holmes et al., 2019 p. 2). Researchers began to use the term Identity 

Centrality to describe a consistent propensity to think of oneself through the lens of a particular 

identity. Similar to a college going identity, Bowman and Felix (2017) used a new construct, 

termed student identity centrality (SIC) to describe a person whose self-image is achieved and 

they identify as a student. Because the role of a college student includes engaging with peers, 

academic and co-curricular experiences, faculty and staff interactions, and academic work, 

Bowman and Felix (2017) posited SIC should promote commitment to the goal of persisting in 

college. To test this hypothesis, they modified Luhtanen and Crocker’s (1992) identity self- 

esteem subscale and replaced it with student centrality to achieve a four-item measurement with 

a response scale of 1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree. The items were “being a student is 

an important reflection of who I am” and “overall, being a student has very little to do with how I 

feel about myself” and “in general, being a student is an important part of my self-image” and 

“being a student is unimportant to my sense of what kind of a person I am”. To delve into 

integration and commitment variables, Bowman and Felix coupled their modified student 

identity centrality scale with components of the Student Adaption to College Questionnaire 

(SACQ) to assess how well a student is adapting socially and academically to the demands of the 

college experience, and developing an attachment to the institution (Baker & Siryk, 1999). 
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Bowman and Felix (2017) applied the new measurement at a large public university with 

449 students enrolled in an introductory psychology course. The results positively linked student 

identity centrality to goal commitment and predicted intent to persist. Results also demonstrated 

that faculty and staff validation of students’ academic pursuits (or lack of) had minimal impact 

on student persistence for those possessing a strong college student identity. 

Due to the limited scope of the participants hailing from a singular institution, the 

findings were not generalizable. Further, the study did not determine the validity of the SIC 

instrument. To better understand SIC and how it predicts commitment and intent to persist, A 

recommendation for future research includes the investigation of outcomes from institutional 

data and a more thorough examination of SIC and its effectiveness compared against other 

psychological constructs. 

Bowman and Felix (2017) developed the SIC instrument to measure the strength of the 

identity as a college student. The results of their research demonstrate those who strongly 

identified as college students were more committed to the goal of completing college. There was 

a positive correlation between students possessing a high measure of SIC and their persistence 

rates. Bowman and Felix’s work possesses the potential to address the college persistence and 

graduation inequities for students who are LI and FG. 

Student Identity Centrality and Academic and Psychosocial Outcomes 

Bowman joined a new team of researchers to expand the work on student identity centrality 

(SIC). Holmes, Bowman, Murphy and Carter (2019) began investigating a link between SIC and 

greater academic and social engagement. They modified the original measurement tool and 

added assessments on sense of belonging, well-being, stereotype threats, grit and perseverance of 

effort, college transition, college enthusiasm, and academic potential to create a 19-item survey 
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and institutional data. Professor of Psychology Claude Steele defined the phenomenon 

of stereotype threat as “being in a situational or doing something to which a 

negative stereotype about (an) identity is relevant” (Kramer, 2016, p. 1). Stereotype threat is 

when marginalized students disengage from academic domains to protect their self-esteem. 

Stereotype threat adversely effects marginalized students’ educational outcomes. 

The online survey was given to 224 first-year students at a large, public university and a 

follow up survey on first-year college experiences and identity was implemented in the spring of 

their sophomore year (Holmes et al., 2019). The SIC construct had acceptable reliability 

measures with a recommendation to drop the weakest measure “being a student has very little to 

do with how I feel about myself”. The researchers predicted convergent validity with student 

identity centrality correlating with college experiences, college adjustments, well-being, and 

academic confidence and identified a divergent relationship with all other constraints including 

aspects of privilege, grit and perseverance of effort, and prior academic achievement. 

Holmes et al., (2019) study results positively support SIC as a promoter of persistence in 

college and as an indicator predicting academic and psychosocial outcomes for college student 

success. The findings successfully expanded the research on student identity by linking it to 

increased college credits earned, performance in STEM courses, academic confidence, fitting in 

and belonging, and an overall sense of well-being. 

The study had limitations. It was complex with multiple items. It was conducted at a single 

point in time preventing the examination of how identity changes or evolves. A larger sample 

size would allow exploration of the generalizability of the findings. The other assessments 

supplementing the SIC measure were strong predictors of persistence and graduation and more 



RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENT IDENTITY CENTRALITY AND ACADEMIC OUTCOMES 42 

work on isolating the role of identity against direct measures of academic outcomes was 

recommended. 

A gap in the research was the study’s failure to measure SIC for students who were LI and 

FG. In summary, the study effectively demonstrated that SIC was an effective measure of college 

persistence and it possessed predictive qualities for specific psychosocial outcomes including 

GPA and credits earned. Future research on SIC is recommended to explore how the construct 

supports students who are LI and FG to persist and graduate from college. 

Summary of Empirical Sources 

In support of students’ college going identities, Gibbons and Borders (2010) and Jones 

(2013) developed tools to measure middle and high school students’ college-going self-efficacy 

in completing college going tasks. The studies accomplished the development of instruments to 

measure self-efficacy in completing college related tasks. One recommendation is for 

practitioners to apply the instruments as a needs assessment to assess and respond to through the 

provision of targeted activities and resources to support students’ self-efficacy in completing 

college related tasks and maintaining a strong college going identity. 

Kinney- Walker (2015) commenced research to understand the role of student identity 

and how it influenced persistence in college. While the study confirmed the importance of 

identity, the sample size was small, homogeneous, and not replicable; however, it created an 

opportunity to further explore critical constructs to student identity centrality and persistence. 

Bowman and Felix’s (2017) research established a positive and promising link between 

SIC and goal commitment, institutional commitment, and intent to persist. Students participating 

in their study were enrolled in psychology courses at one institution so it would be recommended 

to expand the pool and ensure results are generalizable. More information is also needed about 
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the validity of the SIC measurement tool. An analysis of objective measures including 

institutional data and demographics would allow for better understanding of the influence of 

student identity centrality and more research is recommended to more narrowly define the 

impact of student identity centrality versus other psychological constructs such as grit, mental 

toughness, and stereotype threat. 

The Holmes et al., (2019) study on SIC had limitations, it was complex, it was conducted 

at a single point of time, and it was difficult to isolate the role of identity due to the other 

psychosocial factors. Further, the study did not measure SIC for students who were LI and FG 

and thus offered no evidence about these variables. The research did successfully expand the 

research on student identity by linking it to increased college credits earned, performance in 

STEM courses, academic confidence, fitting in and belonging, and an overall sense of well- 

being. 

As identities form, a college going culture ensures students develop an academic 

trajectory towards college (Bouffard & Savitz-Romer, 2012). Students will dream, research, and 

commit to both an identity, and habits or activities, which support the identified role. Middle and 

secondary school teachers, counselors, administrators, and families have clearly defined roles in 

early college planning to support students’ development of college going identities. Student 

identity centrality is a new construct measuring student identity (Bowman & Felix, 2017, 

Holmes et al., 2019). Identity can initiate actions leading to the achievement of academic and 

psychosocial outcomes ultimately promoting student success and college persistence. Student 

identity centrality is a new approach to the challenge of pinpointing students at risk of failing to 

persist to degree completion. 
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College going identity and student identity centrality are new tools for academic and 

career planning. There is evidence of their usefulness during key points in a students’ life cycle, 

specifically with regards to the commitment or goal of being a college student. Current research 

provides a tool to measure student identity centrality and evidence that there is a connection to 

identity and persistence (Bowman & Felix, 2017; Holmes et al., 2019). Yet gaps remain, 

particularly how identity relates to persistence for students from LI and FG backgrounds. College 

personnel and TRIO practitioners require research driven practices to support LI and FG students 

to persist and graduate from college. This researcher hypothesizes that there is a relationship 

between first-year KSC students from LI and FG backgrounds with high SIC scores and their 

academic outcomes. 

Conclusion
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Chapter Three: 

Methodology 

Introduction 

Education is viewed as a means to achieve economic prosperity. Unfortunately, too many 

students graduate high school and start and then stall in college before degree completion. The 

persistence and graduation rates for students who are low income (LI) or first generation (FG) 

college are in stark contrast to those of their college peers (Redford & Mulvaney Hoyer, 2017; 

Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 2009). 

Researchers and college personnel aim to increase college persistence and graduation 

rates and seek to perform this important work in better ways. The work of Bowman and Felix 

(2017) and Holmes et al. (2019) helped to discover the influence of identity. Their scholarship 

indicates students who see themselves in college and possess a strong identity as a college 

student are committed to the goal of persisting. Holmes et al. (2019) defined student identity 

centrality as when “the importance of being a student is important to one’s self-image or 

identify” (p. 1). The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between student 

identity centrality (SIC) and academic outcomes associated with persistence for Keene State 

College (KSC) first-year students who are LI and FG. Previous studies chose Pell grant 

eligibility as a student sub-group, this study intentionally chose to define socioeconomic status as 

defined by Federal TRIO programs as LI. 

The researcher’s intention in conducting this research was to address persistence and 

graduation inequities for LI and FG students. This chapter includes the research question, a 

description of the research design, information about the sample and the instrument, the process 

for the collection of data, the system used to ensure confidentiality, the procedure for data 

analysis, and a summary. 
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Research Questions 
 

The preceding chapters offer a background on the problem of practice and a review of 

literature explaining the significance and complexities of the problem, building the rationale for 

the study. The primary research question that guided this study was: For first-year KSC students 

who are low income (LI) or first generation (FG), what is the relationship between Student 

Identity Centrality (SIC) and academic outcome variables. 

There are six guiding research questions: For KSC first-year LI and FG students, 
 

1. What is the relationship between SIC scores and GPA? 
 

2. What is the relationship between SIC scores and percent of credits earned? 
 

3. How does the SIC score differ among students who declared a major or didn’t? 
 

4. How does Integrated Thinking and Writing (ITW) completion differ based on SIC 

scores? 

5. How does First-year Seminar (FYS) completion differ based on SIC scores? 
 

6. How does the SIC score differ for students who received progress reports indicating 

concern? 

Research Design 
 

The research design explored the relationship between identity and persistence for KSC 

students who are LI and FG. The design consisted of a cross sectional collection of quantitative 

data (identity and outcomes) from one point in time during the fall of students’ first-year in 

college (O’Dwyer and Bernauer, 2014). The method relied on multiple data sources, culminating 

in analysis which both simplified and pinpointed the relationship and differences between 

identity and persistence. The design features were “thoughtfully developed and then rigorously 

followed” (p. 11) to ensure the arrival at trustworthy answers to the research question. 
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The research design built from the existing work of Holmes et al. (2019), seeking to bring 

new knowledge specific to the effects of identity on persistence in college for students who are 

from LI and FG backgrounds. Holmes et al. found the 3-item identity scale instrumentation to be 

reliable in providing consistency of results (Patten and Newhart, 2018). Simply stated, the scale 

produces similar measurements when administered repeatedly to the same student overtime. The 

Cronbach’s alpha measure for Holmes et al. (2019) SIC scale was .083, an acceptable level of 

reliability. Holmes et al. determined the 3-item identity scale instrument was also valid. The 

validity determines the instrument is accurately measuring what it was designed to measure 

(Patten and Newhart, 2018). In this case the instrument accurately measured the participants’ 

identity as a student. 

The academic outcomes closely follow those identified by Turrentine’s (2011) research 

on persistence at KSC. Slight modifications were made. Turrentine defined good academic 

standing as a GPA above a 2.0 and found this measure to be a significant predicator of college 

retention. Instead, following the research of Holmes et al. (2019), this SIC research used GPA as 

a continuous variable. Turrentine (2011) used a first-year math course as an academic outcome. 

KSC has since moved away from requiring the course for all first-year students. This SIC 

research substituted a first-year seminar class (FYS) for the math course. 
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Table 3 
 

Academic Outcome Comparison 
 

Turrentine (2011) SIC Study Academic Outcomes 
Good academic standing (GPA above 2.0) GPA 
Completion of 30 credits fall and spring 
semester 

Percent of credits completed fall semester 
only 

Declaration of major Declaration of major 
Completion of first-year English composition 
course (ITW) 

Completion of first-year English composition 
course (ITW) 

 

Completion of quantitative literacy course Completion of First-Year Seminar (FYS) 
course 

Referral to CARES students of concern team Progress Report Status 
Holmes et al. (2019) measured SIC against GPA in STEM courses and found there was a 

positive relationship. For this reason, GPA was included as an academic outcome. Based on 

professional experience and anecdotal correlation, this researcher added declaration of a major as 

an academic outcome. 

Co-Principal Investigator 
 

In order to preserve confidentiality of participants in the research, Laura Mielke, 

Director of TRIO Programs at KSC served as co-principal investigator. The duties associated 

with this role included identification of email addresses of all Fall 2021 first-year students to 

create a participant list for the sample; distribution of the informed consent and student identity 

survey; sorted the responses by student subgroup category; de-identified the survey responses 

using a unique student identification number before sharing the responses; exported academic 

outcomes for participants repeating the de-identification process; and finally deletion of the data 

per Federal guidelines and IRB assurances. 

Confidentiality 
 

The research design procedures were followed ethically and while the risks were 

minimal, the researcher was committed to protect participants from any harm. Informed consent 

was obtained for all participants. Every effort was made to preserve participant confidentiality. 

To achieve this, institutional student identification numbers (personal identifier from survey 
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question #1) were purged from the raw data and a coding process was used, and student 

identification numbers were replaced with a unique student identification number: example 0001. 

Survey responses, academic outcomes, notes, and data were stored in password protected files. 

In accordance with Federal guidelines and IRB assurances, the original research data was deleted 

on March 31, 2022. 

Sample and Participants 
 

An application for approval for research involving human subjects was submitted and 

approved by the Plymouth State University (PSU) Institutional Review Board on August 5, 

2021, including a detailed plan for conducting the study. To develop the sample, the co-principal 

investigator created a participant list by identifying KSC Fall 2021 first-year students’ emails 

resulting in a population size of 850 first-time, full-time students. The population was 

predominantly traditional college aged (18 years old) KSC students. Given institutional 

admission standards, all students were proficient in English. All other Fall 2021 students (e.g. 

sophomores, juniors, seniors, transfers) attending KSC were excluded. 

In the third week of the semester, the co-principal investigator forwarded to the 

participant list an introduction email from the researcher including an electronic informed 

consent form and the 7-item Student Identity Qualtrics survey. Each week the survey was 

redistributed to non-responsive participants. After four weeks, the co-principal investigator 

closed the survey. The survey responses were exported into MS Excel. Participants were then 

sorted into categorical cohorts or subgroups: FG status, LI status, FG and LI status, and all other 

first-year students’ who were neither LI or FG status to be known as the general population of 

students. 

Of the 850 surveys emailed, 100 were attempted, achieving a 12% response rate. Of the 

100 attempted, 70 were completed with answers to all 7 questions, a 70% completion rate. The 

sample size was n = 70. Responses by subgroup included: FG n =13, LI n=3, FG & LI n =13, 

and general population n=40. It was determined there was adequate sampling of the population 
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with some reservation for the LI sample size (Cohen et al., 2018). A larger sample size may have 

increased the power and significance of the results. 

Measurement Instrument 
 

In order to measure SIC, Holmes et al., (2019) student identity scale was modified for 

this research. The resulting product was a self-administered quantitative Qualtrics Survey titled 

Student Identity Survey consisting of 7- items (Appendix A). The first question was an open 

response question requesting the student’s ID number. The remaining six questions were on a 7- 

point Likert scale ranging from (1) Strongly Agree to (7) Strongly Disagree. Questions two 

through four measured self-images as student worker, athlete, and student leader. These 

questions were added so participants could gain familiarity with the survey and the process of 

revealing components of their identity. Questions five through seven replicated the scale 

developed by Holmes et al., (2019) to measure student self-image, with question seven reverse 

coded. The answers to questions five through seven were converted to numerical values and 

recorded as a continuous variable between zero and 21. 

Data mining allowed for the collection of non-survey data. First, demographic data 

allowed sample participants to be sorted into categorical sub-groups FG, LI, LI and FG, and 

general population of students. Later, non-survey academic outcome data was exported for the 

sample participants. 

To prepare for the statistical analyze the following data was imported into IBM SPSS Statistics 

software, a powerful statistical platform. Table 4 lists the specific data inputted. 
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Table 4 
 

Data Inputted in IMB SPSS 
 

Categorical Variable (Yes or No) Continuous Variable (numeric value) 
LI status SIC measure 

 

FG status GPA 
LI & FG status Credits attempted, completed, and percent earned 

General Population status Number of progress reports of concerns 
Declaration of major  

ITW completion  
FYS completion  

Progress report status  
Data Collection 

 
A systemic process was implemented to examine LI and FG students’ relationship between 

identify and academic outcomes associated with persistence. In order to capture student’s beliefs 

about their college identity early before it was altered by feedback such as grades, the timing of 

the survey was important. In the third week of the fall 2021 semester, the email (Appendix B), 

informed consent (Appendix C), and 7-item Qualtrics student identity survey (Appendix A) was 

distributed to the KSC population of first-time, full-time students. Each week a reminder email 

was sent to non-responsive students. After four weeks, the survey was closed and the results 

were exported into MS Excel, sorted by subgroup category and then deidentified. 

At the end of the fall semester, non-survey data, specifically academic outcome records 

were obtained passively for sample participants via data mining. Academic outcomes data 

included GPA; credits attempted and earned; declaration of major; successful completion of the 

freshman English composition course (ITW) and first-year seminar (FYS) course; and progress 

report status. 

Data Analysis 
 

The hypothesis was that students with a high student identity centrality measure were 

more likely to achieve academic outcomes leading to persistence and graduation, including LI 

and FG student subgroups. Statistical analysis was conducted to form a deduction from the 

sample’s survey results and academic outcomes. The data collected for each guiding research 
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question coupled with the sample size determined which tests were implemented. Listed below 

in Table 5 is an outline of the process. 

Table 5: 
 

Statistical Test Outline 
 

 Guiding Question 
Academic Outcome 

Statistical Tests 

Pr
oc

es
s 

O
ne

 

GPA 
Credits earned 

Progress report status 

1. Scatter plot and correlations 
2. Independent sample t-tests 
3. ANOVA 
4. Post-hoc test 
5. Correlation 

Pr
oc

es
s 

tw
o 

ITW completion 
FYS completion 
Declared major 

1. Independent sample t-tests 

In the first process correlations were chosen to demonstrate if there was a relationship 

between two continuous variables (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018). The student identity 

centrality measure was used as one continuous variable, compared against each guiding 

question’s academic outcome continuous variable. 

Table 6: 
 

Scatter Plot and Correlation Variables 
 

Continuous variable Continuous Variable 
 

SIC 
GPA 
Percent of credits earned 
Progress report status 

The next test consisted of independent sample t-tests to analyzes the difference in means 

between different groups to determine if the results are statistically significant and they did not 

occur by chance (Cohen et al., 2018). This test allowed for the examination of the mean of 

student subgroups for academic outcomes from the guiding questions. 
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Table 7: 
 

t-test Variables 
 

Continuous 
Variable 

Categorical Variable 

 
 

GPA 

Gen. Population 
FG 
LI 

LI and FG 
 
 

Credits Earned 

Gen. Pop 
FG 
LI 

LI and FG 
 
 

Number of Progress Reports 
of Concern 

Gen. Population 
FG 
LI 

LI and FG 
To determine if a significant difference in mean scores exists for a dependent variable 

across student subgroups, an ANOVA test was run (Cohen et al., 2018). To detect where the 

differences were between sub-groups, a Post-hoc test was used next. This allowed for the 

identification of what is different in which student subgroup. 

Table 8: 
 

ANOVA Factors 
 

Dependent Variable Student Sub-groups 
GPA  

LI, FG, LI and FG, and General Population Credits earned 
Progress report status 

Lastly to better understand the relationship between two variables, SIC and an academic 

outcome from the guiding question, another correlation was used (Cohen et al., 2018).\ 
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Table 9: 
 

Correlation Variables 
 

Variable 
One 

Variable Two Student Subgroups 

 
SIC 

GPA  
Credits earned 

 

 Progress report 
status 

LI, FG, LI and FG, and General 
Population 

Through the implementation of these five statistical tests, it was possible to determine 

what the relationship was between SIC and each academic outcome; GPA, credits earned, and 

progress report status for each student sub-group. 

In process two, the goal was to determine the difference between SIC and academic 

outcomes as outlined in the guiding questions. There were issues with the sample sizes of 

students who had not completed ITW or FYS. Also, while there was an adequate sample of 

students with or without a declared major, the variable was categorical. The inadequate sample 

size and type of data limited what statistical tests could be administered. For ITW, FYS, and 

declared major, a series of t-tests were conducted to determine if the difference in mean scores 

were statistically significant (Cohen et al., 2018). Due to sample size, it was not possible to 

conduct a comparison by subgroup for ITW and FYS completion. 
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Table 10: 
 

t-tests Variables and Academic Outcomes 
 

Variable Academic Outcome 
 

Undeclared/Declared 
SIC Score 

GPA 
Credits Earned 

Progress Reports of Concern 

 
 

Passed/Failed ITW 

SIC Score 
GPA 

Credits Earned 
Progress Reports of Concern 

 
 

Passed/Failed FYS 

SIC 
GPA 

Credits Earned 
Progress Reports of Concern 

While there were sample size limitations, the results of the t-tests provided a basis for 

understanding SIC and ITW, FYE, and declaration of major. 

Research Bias and Limitations 
 

As a researcher, I acknowledge my connection to the problem of practice is on a personal 

level as my background qualifies me as an underrepresented student. Also, I have previously 

served as a Project Director of TRIO Programs. I consider it a personal responsibility to utilize 

my sphere of influence to advocate for and with others. My personal philosophy is to support 

students to reach their personal and academic potential. I recognize the lens of who I am and 

where I come from can influence how I process and analyze. To address my biases, my research 

was intentionally designed with a focus on SIC measures with little personal interaction from 

myself with sample participants.  

 

 

 



RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENT IDENTITY CENTRALITY AND ACADEMIC OUTCOMES 56 
 

A review of the layout and presentation including the introduction email language, informed 

consent, and SIC survey were all reviewed by peers working for TRIO programs and at other 

universities to ensure the language was not leading participants to a desired answer or identity; 

and that it was developmentally appropriate for first- year college students (Cohen et al., 2018). 

This study provides a strong and clear rationale supporting more research on SIC. 

However, there were limitations to this research. The sample size, n=70 of this study was small 

and not generalizable. Future research should be designed to include a larger random test group 

of college students with ample samplings of LI and FG students. Also, KSC served 

predominately traditional aged college students. Future research to understand non-traditional 

students and SIC is recommended. This was a cross sectional study conducted at a single point in 

time (Cohen et al., 2018). While this method allowed for the comparison of sub-groups, it does 

not allow for the determination of causal relationships. This study specifically on LI and FG 

students, confirmed Holmes et al. (2019) results, positively connecting SIC with percent of 

credits earned. These results justify future longitudinal studies on SIC to allow for a stronger 

statistical cause and effect analysis. 

There is limited understanding of how to nurture and sustain a person’s identity as a 

successful college student. It is unclear if the SIC measure is stable over time or what factors 

predict changes to SIC and academic outcomes. Future research should explore how to nurture 

SIC and how SIC identity evolves over time. A challenge with the existing SIC research, as 

noted by Bowman and Felix (2017) is a student with a high SIC measure may not persist at KSC 

due to an issue of fit, and may transfer and persist elsewhere at another institution. For students 

who are both LI and FG, these intersecting identities serve as compounding risk factors that 

students and educators need to mitigate. In this SIC research, often LI only or FG only students 

outperformed their LI and FG peers. Larger samples sizes would have allowed for adequate 

populations of the subgroup categories of students which would result in a better understanding 

of SIC as it related to socioeconomic status and educational attainment of parents. As noted by 
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Holmes et al. (2019) and Bowman and Felix (2017), SIC research to date is limited and a better 

understanding of the role SIC plays and how to factor for others areas that lead to attrition needs 

more attention. 

Summary 
 

There is a gap in college persistence for LI and FG students as compared to their peers. 

Based on previous work indicating potential for SIC to influence student persistence, this study 

was designed to expand the knowledge about the role of SIC in college persistence for LI and FG 

students. 
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Chapter Four 
 

Description of Findings and Recommended Actions 
Introduction 

 

This researcher believes that for low income (LI) and first generation (FG) college students 

there is a relationship between student identity centrality (SIC) and academic outcomes. 

Therefore, the researcher conducted a study to test this hypothesis. The purpose of this study was 

to address persistence and graduation inequities for LI and FG students. This researcher 

hypothesized that by applying the modified self-esteem scale developed by Holmes et al. (2019), 

there was a convergent relationship between high measures of SIC and academic outcomes 

related to persistence for first-year students who are LI and FG. 

The primary research question that guided this study was: For first-year KSC students 

who are low income (LI) or first generation (FG) college, what is the relationship between 

student identity centrality (SIC) and academic outcome variables. 

There are six guiding research questions: For KSC first-year LI and FG students, 
 

1. What is the relationship between SIC scores and GPA? 
 

2. What is the relationship between SIC scores and percent of credits earned? 
 

3. How does the SIC score differ among students who declared a major or didn’t? 
 

4. How does Integrated Thinking and Writing (ITW) completion differ based on SIC scores? 
 

5. How does First-year Seminar (FYS) completion differ based on SIC scores? 
 

6. How does the SIC score differ for students who received progress reports indicating concern? 
 

The population targeted for this research was all KSC Fall 2021 first-time, full-time students. 

The 7-item Student Identity Qualtrics survey was emailed to all 850 first-year students. As each 

week passed the survey was redistributed to non-responsive participants. 
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After four weeks, the survey was closed and the results were exported into MS Excel, and 

sorted into subgroups LI, FG, LI and FG, LI or FG, and all other first-year students known as 

general population. Of the 850 surveys emailed, 100 were attempted, achieving a 12% response 

rate. Of the 100 attempted, 70 were completed with answers to all seven questions, representing 

a 70% completion rate. A review of response rates by subgroup include: General Population 

n=40, FG n =13, LI n=3, FG & LI n =13, and FG or LI n=30. It was determined there was 

adequate sampling of the population with some reservation for the LI sample size (Cohen et al., 

2018). 

At the end of the fall semester, academic outcome records were obtained passively via 

data mining from a report for sample participants. Academic outcome participant data included 

fall semester GPA, credits attempted and earned, declaration of major, pass or fail status for ITW 

and FYS courses, and progress report status. The outcome data and participant survey results 

were merged and then went through a process of de-identification before statistical analysis 

began. 

Main Research Findings 
 

To statistically analyze the data as it relates to the research and guiding questions, survey 

results, academic outcomes, and target population, the data was imported into IMB SPSS 

Statistics software, a powerful statistical platform. A series of tests were conducted in SPSS to 

better understand SIC through the construct of outcome variables. An alpha level of .05 was 

used for all statistical tests. Descriptive statistics are listed in Table 11 followed by the main 

findings for each guiding question. 
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Table 11: 

Group Statistics 
 

Categorical 
Variable 

Continuous 
Variable 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Gen. Population GPA 3.51 .45 
FG GPA 3.09 .73 
LI GPA 3.19 .40 

LI and FG GPA 3.01 1.16 
Gen. Pop Credits Earned 97.41 7.19 

FG Credits Earned 91.98 16.56 
LI Credits Earned 100 0 

LI and FG Credits Earned 80.06 26.88 
Gen. Population Progress Reports of Concern .20 .61 

FG Progress Reports of Concern 1.62 1.36 
LI Progress Reports of Concern .82 1.59 

LI and FG Progress Reports of Concern 1.00 1.78 
Undeclared SIC Score 12.63 2.72 
Undeclared GPA 2.95 1.24 
Undeclared Credits Earned 81.43 34.68 
Undeclared Progress Reports of Concern .88 2.10 
Declared SIC Score 13.34 2.58 
Declared GPA 3.37 .60 
Declared Credits Earned 94.82 11.06 
Declared Progress Reports of Concern .29 .71 

Passed ITW SIC Score 13.95 3.50 
Passed ITW GPA 3.42 .52 
Passed ITW Credits Earned 94.66 7.83 
Passed ITW Progress Reports of Concern .21 .57 
Failed ITW SIC Score 14.0 6.08 
Failed ITW GPA 2.33 1.22 
Failed ITW Credits Earned 76.47 35.94 
Failed ITW Progress Reports of Concern .00 2.52 
Passed FYS SIC 13.36 3.50 
Passed FYS GPA 3.45 .52 
Passed FYS Credits Earned 96.98 7.83 
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Passed FYS Progress Reports of Concern .19 .57 
Failed FYS SIC 14.0 6.08 
Failed FYS GPA 1.41 1.22 
Failed FYS Credits Earned 39.22 35.94 
Failed FYS Progress Reports of Concern 3.33 2.52 

Yes Prog. report SIC 12.00 4.40 
Yes Prog. report GPA 2.32 .90 
Yes Prog. report Credits Earned 80.33 29.42 
No Prog. report SIC 13.54 3.22 
No Prog. report GPA 3.55 .38 
No Prog. report Credits Earned 96.25 8.55 

Guiding Question 1: What is the relationship between SIC scores and GPA? 
 

The first analysis consisted of correlations. The tests compared each participant’s SIC 

score to GPA and results indicated a moderate, positive relationship, r(69) = .122, p>.05. While 

SIC and GPA change together in the same direction, the relationship was weak and not 

statistically significant between the two variables. 

ANOVA tests were run and found a null hypothesis and no bearing on the difference of 

mean GPA for any of the student subgroups (general population, LI, FG, and LI & FG), F(3,66) 

= 2.52, p > .05. A Post-hoc test was run to determine which specific groups differed. While not 

statistically different, the results did indicate the mean GPA of the general population of students 

was greater than the mean GPA of LI and FG students. 

Correlations were then conducted using the student groups of general population of 

students, LI only, FG only, and LI & FG students. SIC and GPA were the academic outcome 

variables examined. Results for the general population F(1,38) = .30, p>.05, LI only F(1,15) = 

.22, p>.05, FG only F(1,24) = .24, p>.05, LI F(1,15) = .22, p>.05, and LI and FG F(1,28) = .23, 
 

p>.05, all reveal there is a null hypothesis, a statistically significant relationship does not exist 

between SIC and GPA for any groups of students. 
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Guiding Question 2: What is the relationship between SIC scores and percent of credits 

earned? 

The correlation analysis for continuous variables SIC and percent of credits earned indicated 

a small, positive correlation, r(69) = .10, p>.05. While the two variables did change together, 

meaning as the SIC score increased, so did the percent of credits earned, the strength of the 

relationship was weak and not statistically significant. 

A preliminary examination of ANOVA data rejects the null hypothesis, as there is a 

statistically significant difference between the mean percent of credits earned for all student 

groups (general population, LI, FG, and LI and FG), F(3,66) = 4.91, p < .05. According to the 

post-hoc analysis, the general population earned more credits than LI and FG students. When 

isolating the FG students only group, they earned more credits then the LI and FG group. Also, 

when isolating the LI students only, again they earned more credits then the LI and FG group. 

Next, using the general population of students and variables SIC and percent of credits earned a 

correlation was conducted. The results indicated a null hypothesis or no bearing between SIC 

and percent of credits earned for the general population of students, F(1,38) = .14, p>.05. The 

next correlation was conducted using the LI only group and variables SIC and percent of credits 

earned. The results, F(1,15) = .58, p<.05 were significant revealing a relationship between SIC 

and percent of credits earned for LI students. Another correlation was conducted with the FG 

only group and variables SIC and percent of credits earned. The results were again significant, 

F(1,24) = .51, p<.05, indicating a relationship between SIC and percent of credits earned for FG 

students. The last correlation was conducted using the LI and FG student group, a correlation 

was conducted with variables SIC and percent of credits earned. The results were once again 
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significant, F(1,11) = .59, p<.05, revealing a relationship between SIC and percent of credits 

earned for LI and FG students. 

Guiding Question 3: How does the SIC score differ among students who declared a 

major or didn’t? 

The data for a declared major is dichotomous and this limited the testing options, 

resulting in no finding for student subgroup populations. A t-test was conducted comparing 

students with a declared major against those without a declared major. While students with a 

declared major reported a higher SIC score than their peers, the mean SIC was not statistically 

significant SIC, t(68) = -.543, p>.05 between declared and not declared students. While students 

with a declared major earned a higher GPA, the results determined a null hypothesis indicating 

no statistical difference for students’ GPAs regardless of whether they had or had not declared a 

major, t(68) = -1.62, p>.05. Another test indicated a statistically significant difference for 

students with a declared major earning a higher percent of credits than their undeclared peers, 

t(68) = -2.33, p<.05. Lastly students without a major received a higher rate of progress reports 

indicating concern than their declared peers, t(68) = 1.63. p<.05. 

Guiding Question 4: How does Integrated Thinking and Writing (ITW) completion 

differ based on SIC scores? 

Of the 70 students in the sample, only 39 students enrolled in ITW, and of the 39 only 

one student did not pass ITW. The sample size limitations prohibited using certain tests to 

understand SIC and ITW completion for any subgroup of students. Several t-tests were 

conducted comparing students who did and did not pass ITW against mean outcome variables. 

When comparing the mean SIC score for the student groups of ITW passers and non-passers, t 

(37) = -.018, p>05, there was no statistically significant difference in mean SIC score. The same 
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result occurred for mean GPAs, t (37) =1,86, p>05; percent of credits earned, t (37) = 1.50, p>05; 

and progress reports of concern, t (37) = .39, p>05. Further research is required to understand the 

difference between SIC and ITW completion for LI and FG students. 

Guiding Question 5: How does First-year Seminar (FYS) completion differ for SIC 

scores? 

Of the 70 students in the sample, 59 students enrolled in FYS, of which just three did not 

pass FYS. The sample size was a challenge to understand SIC and FYS completion. The sample 

size limitations made it impossible to study student subgroups. The sample size also limited 

which tests could be used. Comparing mean SIC scores for students who had passed FYS and 

had not passed FYS, t(57) = -.30, p>05, results indicated that while non-passers reported a higher 

SIC score than their peers, there was no statistical difference between the groups. The next test 

again utilized the two student groups of FYS passers and non-passers, and used GPA, t(57) = 

6.21, p<05, results indicated a statistically significant difference in mean GPA scores with FYS 

passers earning a higher GPA. The same test was repeated with percent of credits earned t(60) = 

9.65, p<05 and the results again indicated a statistically significant difference in mean percent of 

credits earned with FYS passers earning more credits. The last test used the same student groups 

with progress reports of concern t(57) = -7.32, p<05; these results indicated a statistically 

significant difference in mean scores between FYS passers and non-passers with non-passers 

receiving more progress reports indicating concern. Because the sample size did not adhere to 

the test requirements, the results cannot conclusively be referenced to answer the research 

question. While more data is needed, the results warrant exploring SIC and FYS completion, 

with a focus on LI and FG students. 
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Guiding Question 6: How does the SIC score differ for students who received 

progress reports indicating concern? 

A correlation was used to compare the variables of SIC score and progress reports 

indicating concern. The results revealed a negative, weak, statistically significant relationship, 

r(69) = .-27 p<.05. This means the more a student identified as being a college student, the less 

they received progress reports indicating concern. 

An initial review of the ANOVA data revealed regardless of the categorical subgroups 

(general population, LI, FG, and LI & FG) there was no bearing on each group of students’ SIC 

scores and the mean of progress reports of concern status, F(3,66) = 2.55, = 2.55, p > .05. A 

review of post-hoc data indicated LI and FG students had more progress reports of concern as 

compared to the general population of student, and also when isolating FG students only. 

A correlation was conducted using the general population of students as the categorical selection 

variable. These results revealed a statistically significant relationship between SIC and progress 

reports of concern for the general population of students, F(1,11) = .45, p<.05. The next 

correlation isolated LI students only and the results, F(1,15) = .28, p>.05 indicated a null 

hypothesis and no statistically significant bearing between SIC and progress report status for LI 

students. Another correlation was conducted using FG students only and the results revealed a 

null hypothesis and no statistically significant bearing for FG students on their SIC scores and 

progress report status, F(1,24) = .33, p>.05. The last correlation conducted examined the LI and 

FG students with variables SIC and progress reports status. The results, F(1,11) = .25. p>.05 

indicated a null hypothesis and no statistically significant bearing between LI and FG students’ 

SIC scores and their progress reports status. 
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Discussion of Research Findings 
 

As a researcher and TRIO practitioner, the researcher’s impetus to seek new and 

innovative practices is based on personal experience recognizing the promise of LI and FG 

students and the implications when these students fail to reach their full personal and academic 

potential. Seventy participants were surveyed, numerous statistical analyses were conducted, and 

Table 12 provides a summary of research findings. 

Table 12 
 

Summary of research findings: 
 

SIC and GPA* 
No Relationship 

SIC and ITW 
Sample Size Limitation 

SIC and Percent Credits Earned 
Yes - Relationship for 

LI & FG, LI only, FG only 

SIC and FYS 
Sample Size Limitation 

SIC and Declared Major 
No Relationship 

SIC & Progress Reports of Concern** 
Yes - Relationship for Gen population only 

SIC and GPA 
 

This research used the SIC measure to assess identity as a college student and then compared 

the SIC measures to an academic outcome, in this case GPA, for student subgroups (the 

generational population of students, LI students, FG students, and LI and FG students). 

According to the research findings there was no relationship between SIC and GPA for students 

who participated in this study. Specifically, student subgroups (general population, LI, FG, and 

LI and FG) SIC scores were not related to the grades they earned, reflected in their GPA. While 

the results indicated students from LI or FG backgrounds had lower mean GPAs than their peers 

their first semester in college, the difference was not statistically significant. 

Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) Social Identity Theory noted identity can prescribe or manifest 

behaviors. Savitz-Romer & Bouffard (2012, p. 65) state “identity is the foundation on which 

many behaviors are based”. Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2011) defined student 
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success as attainment of a satisfactory GPA above a 2.0; persistence from fall to fall; and degree 

completion. Hu, McCormick, & Gonyea (2012) conducted research on college persistence and 

found that GPA had the largest explanatory power for persistence in college. Turrentine’s (2011) 

research determined that when KSC first-year students GPA was above a 2.0, it was a 

statistically significant predictor for being retained to junior status. Holmes et al. (2019) found 

SIC was positively and significantly associated with grades in STEM courses. 

While there is substantive research on GPA as a success indicator, there is only one study on 

SIC and GPA conducted by Holmes et al. (2019) and no findings until now on SIC for students 

who are LI or FG. This study focused on the fall 2021 semester only and cannot contribute to or 

confirm Turrentine’s (2011) findings for both fall and spring grades for first-year students. 

Grades for STEM courses were not collected and therefore this SIC research could not add to the 

work of Holmes et al. (2019). A contributing factor to further explain the differing results in this 

SIC research as compared to past work is to take a closer look at the survey completers and their 

academics, which indicated a small sample size of students not achieving a 2.0 GPA (n = 3). 

SIC and Percent of Credits Earned 
 

To understand the relationship of percent of credits earned for student subgroups (general 

population of students, LI, FG, and LI and FG), statistical tests were conducted. On a surprising 

note, the only group of students where SIC had no bearing on percent of credits earned was the 

general population of students. Research findings indicated SIC had a direct and statistically 

significant relationship on percent of credits earned for LI only students; the same results 

occurred for FG only students, and LI and FG students. It is important to note the difference 

between the mean percent of credits earned for LI and FG students versus the general population 
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was 10 percent less, indicating fewer credits earned by LI and FG students, demonstrating a 

challenge to timely degree completion for LI and FG students. 

Bowman and Felix (2017) successfully posited that students who self-reported high SIC 

scores and felt being a student was an important part of who they were consequently persevere 

through stressors and obstacles and were more likely to persist. Turrentine (2011) found that for 

KSC students who attempt and complete 30 credits their first academic year, the achievement of 

30 credits or completion of 100% of credits attempted was significant and positively predicative 

to sophomore status progression. For this academic outcome, Turrentine sorted the student 

populations and determined the results hold true for students who were Pell recipients, FG, 

female, and racial/ethnic minority students. Holmes et al. (2019) research determined that SIC 

was significantly and positively related to first-year credits earned. 

Coinciding with Turrentine (2011) and Holmes at al. (2019) results, the percent of credits 

earned by participants in this research significantly correlated in the expected direction for LI & 

FG, LI only, and FG only students. While Turrentine (2011) and Holmes et al. (2019) were able 

to achieve statistical significance for all students, this SIC research was not able to do so for the 

general population of students. The difference might be explained because of the limitations in 

the sample size. It is likely a larger sample size would achieve significance for SIC and percent 

of credits earned for the general population of students. 

SIC and Declared Major 
 

Research findings revealed students with a declared major reported a higher SIC than their 

undeclared peers however the difference was not statistically significant for any subgroup of 

students (general population of students, LI only, FG only, and LI and FG). In other words, 

participants’ identity as a college student had no impact on whether they declared a major or not. 
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Students in this research attended KSC, a small, liberal arts college and may be more open to 

exploring academic majors and delaying a declaration of major. There were over five times more 

participants in Bowman and Felix’s (2017) study and they attended a large public university. 

Future research with a larger number of participants would facilitate more generalizable results. 

Kinney-Walker (2015) noted student commitment to a major predicted persistence in college. 

Turrentine’s (2011) research determined KSC students who were undecided with lower high 

school grades were at significantly greater risk of stalling during their first-year in college. 

Turrentine also determined that declaring a major for KSC students was significantly and 

positively predictive of progression to sophomore status. Bowman and Felix’s (2017) research 

positively linked SIC to the commitment or goal of graduating from college. Declaring a major is 

a part of students’ college identity. The act of declaring is a public declaration and commitment 

to their goal. There is a gap in the literature and no past research was conducted to indicate the 

effects of SIC on students with or without a major who are LI and FG. This research could not 

conclusively determine a relationship between SIC and declaration of major. Interestingly, 

students without a declared major (n = 7) received a statistically significant higher rate of 

progress reports of concern than their declared peers. 

SIC and ITW 
 

In this research, the sample size of the participants who had not passed ITW was small (n = 

1) and it was not possible to conduct assessments between cohorts of students, those who had 

passed ITW and those who had not passed ITW. Therefore, it was not possible to conduct any 

analysis subgroups such as LI or FG status. Interesting, the student who failed ITW reported a 

higher SIC score than the mean SIC of those who passed ITW. This could mean the SIC measure 
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and goal of being a college student is more aspirational and would support a call for additional 

research. 

Savitz-Romer (2020) defined academic readiness as possessing the ability to successfully 

complete college level work, like successful completion of the first-year English composition 

course (ITW). Turrentine (2011) found successful completion of ITW to be the best predictor of 

first-to-second-year retention for KSC students with the results being statistically significant. 

Successful completion of ITW increased the probability of being retained including for students 

who are Pell grant recipients and FG students. 

SIC and FYS 
 

This researcher used FYS as an academic outcome indicator. The sample size of participants 

who had not passed FYS was small (n = 3) and it was not possible to conduct an analysis 

between the cohorts of student subgroups. Therefore, it was not possible to conduct any analysis 

on LI or FG status. Unexpectedly mirroring the results from ITW, the students who did not pass 

FYS self-reported a higher SIC measure than their peers who passed FYS. 

Due to the small sample size of the students who had not passed ITW and FYS, it was not 

possible to conduct an analysis on SIC. For academic outcomes ITW and FYS, further research 

is recommended to understand the differences between SIC for those students who completed the 

courses and those who did not, with emphasis on LI and FG student cohorts. 

SIC and Progress Reports 
 

To understand SIC for students with or without progress reports of concern, research was 

conducted via several tests looking at the mean differences. When examining student groups 

(general population, LI, FG, and LI and FG), SIC was statistically significant for the general 

population of students only with progress reports of concern. 
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While there was an adequate representation of students with progress reports indicating 

concern, at KSC faculty submission of progress reports (indicating concern or no concern) is 

voluntary. The SIC study did not assess how many progress reports were missing. Noteworthy, 

all students without progress reports indicating concern reported a higher SIC score, higher GPA, 

higher percent of credits earned, and fewer had not declared a major. More research is 

recommended on SIC and progress reports. 

Turrentine (2011) determined that not receiving a referral to the students of concern CARES 

team was found to be positively and statistically significant with predicting retention for KSC 

students. Bowman and Felix (2017) noted that SIC should protect students against obstacles and 

stressors, for example progress reports of concern, that could lead to attrition from college. 

Summary 
 

College-going identity and SIC theories are each based on specific work with distinct 

mechanisms. Both include processes which describe how one’s sense of self and identity 

achievement promote the determination of goals and response of correlating behaviors. The work 

is also connected to successful goal striving. 

This SIC research was conducted based on the premise that measures of identity can help to 

understand behavior. While small in scale, the results of this research are germane to addressing 

retention and graduation disparities for LI and FG students, and are an important step to future 

research. 

The researcher’s intention in conducting this research was to better understand and 

potentially improve persistence and graduation rates for LI and FG students. This researcher 

believed there was a relationship between SIC and the achievement of academic outcomes for LI 

and FG college students. Research was conducted to test this hypothesis. 
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The research findings revealed there was a statistically significant relationship between SIC 

and percent of credits earned for LI, FG, and LI and FG students. The students who strongly 

identified with being a college student attempted and completed a higher percent of credits their 

first semester than their peers with lower SIC measures. 

Past research by Turrentine (2011) determined credit completion to be a predictor of 

persistence through Junior year, demonstrating progression towards graduation. The results of 

this SIC research conclusively determined that LI and FG students with higher measures of SIC 

earned a higher percent of credits. These findings corroborate the work of Turrentine. The 

findings also provide evidence that there is a positive relationship between SIC and persistence 

and graduation from college for LI and FG students. 

The SIC research findings were not able to determine a statistically significant relationship 

between SIC and GPA. Past research from Holmes et al. (2019) determined that students with a 

high measure of SIC earned higher grades in STEM classes. Turrentine (2011) determined a 

GPA above a 2.0 had a predictive relationship with retention to Junior year. The sample size was 

a limitation in data analysis and future studies with larger samples and a more diverse array of 

students’ academic achievements may reveal more insight into the relationships that exist 

between GPA and SIC. It may also provide an overall better understanding of what impact SIC 

and GPA for LI and FG students’ persistence in college. 

The SIC research findings also identified a relationship between low SIC scores and higher 

instances of progress reports indicating concern for the general population of students. 

Turrentine (2011) assessed how first-year students managed the transition to college by 

analyzing first-year student referrals to the CARES students of concern team. In lieu of a 

referral, the SIC research used progress reports indicating concern for an academic outcome. A 
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larger sample size may have shown a stronger relationship between SIC and progress reports 

indicating concern for all subgroups. 

The SIC research findings did not determine a relationship between SIC and declaration of 

major for any student. Sample size limitations prevented an analysis of SIC and successful 

completion of ITW and FYS. In summary, the findings of a relationship between SIC and 

percent of credits earned, and the potential for SIC and GPA as well as SIC and progress reports 

indicating concern substantiate the hypothesis that there is a positive relationship between SIC 

and persistence in college for LI and FG students. 

Recommendations 
 

Identity research is innovative and promising. There is more to explore as future research 

on SIC could produce suggestions, techniques, and strategies which middle and high school and 

college personnel could use to bolster higher education enrollment and persistence to degree 

completion for all subgroups of students. 

Future Research 
 

Based on the problem of practice and the SIC research findings, several 

recommendations rise to the forefront. First, in two instances ITW and FYS non-passers reported 

higher measures of SIC than their peers who passed the courses. This not only contradicts the 

hypothesis on SIC, it emphasizes an opportunity to better understand SIC. Possibly the students 

had an inflated, idealized, unrealistic, or aspirational identity as college students. The 

relationship between student identity and role needs more attention, especially with consideration 

to the developmental level of college students and how it may impact identity achievement. 

Future research is recommended. 
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A second recommendation is for more research to determine what if any causal effects 

SIC has on college persistence and graduation. Owing in part to the small sample size of this 

study, it is unclear what a moderate SIC measure contributed to attainment of academic 

outcomes versus a high SIC measure. This study provides a strong and clear rationale in support 

of SIC and additional research would allow for a better understanding of SIC and college 

persistence specifically for LI and FG students. 

Another recommendation is for TRIO Student Support Services programs to consider 

adding the student identity scale to their student needs assessments used with LI and FG 

students. The SIC measure is free and not time consuming to complete consisting of only three 

items. It could be used in conversation with students to explore their commitment to being a 

student and how the commitment will be demonstrated in action. Referrals and connections to 

resources could strengthen LI and FG students’ SIC and persistence in college. 

College Recommendations 
 

Bowman and Felix (2017) recommended activities in college that bolster SIC through 

campus involvement. Huerta, McDonough, and Allen (2018) suggested creating opportunities 

for upper-class students to mentor first-year students so they can develop a college going identity 

early. This SIC research validates these suggestions This process benefits the SIC of both the 

mentees through campus acculturation and the mentor by cementing their identify as a college 

student role model worth of emulation. Students providing peer to peer support as well as 

students receiving the peer support are involved on campus and cementing their identity as 

college students. Recommendations include the use of peer mentors, peer tutors, orientation 

leaders, and resident assistants as tangible examples methods to nurture and sustain SIC for first 

year students and upper-class students. 
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Holmes et al. recommended to include the SIC measure in existing campus assessment 

efforts and to use it as a needs assessment to identify who is at risk for attrition and deploy 

appropriate resources. Scaffolding from the previous suggestion to add the identity scale to TRIO 

needs assessments, the identity scale could be imbedded in existing college orientation programs 

or first-year seminars with minimal costs or resources. Another option would be to embed the 

identity scale into campuses early alert systems or peer tutoring or mentoring programs intake 

forms. The results could identify students at-risk for withdrawing or transferring or struggling 

with a sense of belonging, well-being, stereotype threats, grit, college transition issues, college 

enthusiasm, or academic potential. To address student concerns, campus retention programs 

could both assess and implement responses. 

Savitz Romer and Bouffard (2013) recommended educators facilitate student exploration 

of identities in both secondary and post-secondary settings. They suggest implicit work to 

support students to make connections between their identity and college going goals. Kinney- 

Walker (2015) recommended college personnel recognize students’ identities and utilize identity 

as a source of motivation to stay on course to degree completion. Jones (2013) recommended 

college interventions for students based on group identity, such as males, students from public 

high schools, and students concerned about college financing. 

Many campuses invest substantial resources to prepare their students to be global citizens. 
 

Another suggestion is to include student identity with existing campus initiatives regarding 

multiculturalism and diversity. Campus efforts to explore intercultural competency and community 

values could be expanded to include student identity. Residential life and orientation staff could 

offer workshops, or first-year seminar faculty could embed a targeted and tailored curriculum to 

explore what is means to be a college student. 



RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENT IDENTITY CENTRALITY AND ACADEMIC OUTCOMES 76 
 

Both Bowman and Felix (2017) and Holmes et al. (2019) conducted a battery of 

assessments to concentrate on SIC and factors for other psychological constructs. As suggested 

by past researchers, in order to embed the SIC survey as a need’s assessment, it is recommended 

it be attached to other measures known to promote or hinder student success. Based on findings 

in this SIC research, a recommendation for a measure along with SIC that may predict 

persistence would be self-efficacy. Further research is recommended. 

Middle and High School Recommendations 
 

Kinney-Walker placed an emphasis on fostering opportunities before college enrollment 

for students to engage in behaviors that are consistent with SIC, like mastery of study skills. 

These behaviors would become habits and booster students’ college going beliefs. One 

recommendation is for college preparatory programs for LI and FG students to develop college 

aspirations, a college going identity, and personal and academic skills necessary to be successful 

in college. 

Gibbons and Borders (2010) created the College Going Self Efficacy Scale (CGSES) to 

assess middle schoolers self-efficacy to complete college going tasks. They noted that the 

CGSES could be used for early identification of students with lower expectations about their 

abilities to pursue college. They recommended the CGSES results could be as a checklist or 

needs assessment. They also note CGSES could be combined with other tools to measure beliefs 

about college attendance. Building on their work, one recommendation is to combine the SIC 

scale with the CGSES and to evaluate participants enrollment in high school on a college 

preparatory track. 

Jones (2013) created the College-Going Self Efficacy Scale for High School Students 

(CSHS) to assess high schoolers confidence in completing college going tasks. Jones also 
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suggested using CSHS with other assessments to measure college going beliefs. Again, a 

recommendation is to combine the CSHS with the SIC scale and measure high school graduation 

and college enrollment of participants to determine the effectiveness of both survey tools. 

Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, SIC is a new tool with a clear relationship to credit attainment in college. SIC has 

a potential relationship to GPA and progress reports indicating concern. More research is 

recommended to conclusively determine how SIC impacts LI and FG students’ path to degree 

completion. Future SIC research could produce suggestions, techniques, and strategies for 

educators to develop a clear pathway for the provision of targeted and individualized services, in 

support of LI and FG students’ persistence in and graduation from college. 
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Welcome! 

General Information 

APPENDIX A 
 

Data Collection Instrument 
Qualtrics Student Identity Survey 

 

Qualtrics Survey 
 
 

 
The purpose of this short 7-item Student Identity survey is to determine the relationship 
between Student Identity and academic outcomes for first year students at Keene State 
College. 

 

Directions for taking the General Information Scale: Please respond to the following 4 items. Be 
honest – there are no right or wrong answers! 

 
1. Please provide your KSC student ID number: 

 
2. Being a student worker on or off campus is an important reflection of who I am 
□ Strongly agree 
□ Agree 
□ Somewhat agree 
□ Neutral 
□ Somewhat disagree 
□ Disagree 
□ Strongly disagree 

 
3. In general, being an athlete is an important part of who I am 
□ Strongly agree 
□ Agree 
□ Somewhat agree 
□ Neutral 
□ Somewhat disagree 
□ Disagree 
□ Strongly disagree 

 
4. Being a student leader is important to my sense of what kind of person I am 
□ Strongly agree 
□ Agree 
□ Somewhat agree 
□ Neutral 
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Student Identity Centrality 
Created by Holmes, Bowman, Murphy, & Carter (2019) 
Adapted by Bowman & Felix (2017) which were adapted from Luhtanen & Crocker (1992) 

□ Somewhat disagree 
□ Disagree 
□ Strongly disagree 

 
 

 

Directions for completing the Student Identity Scale. Please respond to the following 3 items. Be 
honest – there are no right or wrong answers! 

 
5. Being a student is an important reflection of who I am 
□ Strongly agree 
□ Agree 
□ Somewhat agree 
□ Neutral 
□ Somewhat disagree 
□ Disagree 
□ Strongly disagree 

 
6. In general, being a student is an important part of my self-image 
□ Strongly agree 
□ Agree 
□ Somewhat agree 
□ Neutral 
□ Somewhat disagree 
□ Disagree 
□ Strongly disagree 

 
7. Being a student is unimportant to my sense of what kind of person I am 
□ Strongly agree 
□ Agree 
□ Somewhat agree 
□ Neutral 
□ Somewhat disagree 
□ Disagree 
□ Strongly disagree 
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THANK YOU 

For completing this survey. 

A summary report will be sent to your email including a copy of 
the Informed Consent Form, Survey Responses, and Investigator 

Kristin Sweeney’s contact information 
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APPENDIX B 
Introduction Email Script 

 

Hello, 
 

In addition to working at Keene State College, I have been enrolled in a doctoral program at 
Plymouth State University. I am conducting research for my doctoral dissertation on the grit 
and identity of first and second-year students at Keene State College. 

 
I am inviting you to participate in the study by completing an 11 item electronic survey. It 
should take roughly 5 minutes to complete. By participating, will help me learn more about 
how to support students to and through college. 

 
There will be no direct benefit to you by completing this survey. If you would like to note 
your answers to the Short Grit Scale on a separate piece of paper, an answer key for self- 
scoring purposes will be available at the end of the survey. 

 
Please access the survey via this link: 

 
If you have additional question about the study, please let me know. I can be reached at 
kweeney1@plymouth.edu or (978) 424-5223. 

 

Thank you! 
 

Kristin Sweeney 
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APPENDIX C 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 
PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Kristin Sweeney, Plymouth State University Doctoral Candidate 
 
 

STUDY TITLE: Student Identity 
 
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study is to determine the correlation between student identity and 
academic outcomes for first-year Keene State College students. You are being asked to be a 
participant in the study because you are a first-student at Keene State College. 

 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

Participants will be asked to participate in an electronic 7 item survey to student identity. The 
amount of time required to participate in the study is roughly 5 minutes to complete the electronic 
survey. There are no costs or travel associated with participation in the study. 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 

As a participant in this study, there are minimal risks and/or discomforts stemming from 
participation; no more than what participants would experience in their daily lives. 

 
BENEFITS 

There are no direct benefits from participating in this study; however, the knowledge received will 
be used to guide college personal to strategies and techniques to support students’ transition to 
and through college. 

ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 
 

The alternative is to not participate in the study; participants may leave the study at any time. 
 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information about this research study will be kept confidential in accordance 
with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. The data generated by the study 
may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's Institutional Review Board, which is the 
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committee responsible for ensuring your 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, you will not be identified by name. As per federal guidelines, 
the information collected during your participation in this study will be kept for a minimum of three 
years. 

I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your participation in this 
research. Further, any communication via the internet poses minimal risk of a breach of 
confidentiality. To help protect the confidentiality of your information: (1) The Grit and Identity 
survey is not collecting identifiable student information as part of this study; all data will be 
anonymous. (2) Only the researcher will have access to the data produced from completing the 
survey. (3) Information from the survey will not be shared with anyone including third-party 
vendors. (4) Data will not be used for future studies or shared with other researchers. (5)There will 
be no audio or video recording with this study. I will report the data in aggregate as part of my 
dissertation. The results may be used in reports, presentations, and publications. 

 
 

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION 

You may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If you choose to drop 
out of the study, you may contact the investigator and your research records will be destroyed. Note 
because this is an anonymous survey, the research records cannot be destroyed for individual 
participants following the submission of the survey. Exclusion criteria does not apply to this survey. 

 
 

COMPENSATION 

You will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. 
There will be no cost to you 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. The treatment for such injuries will be at your expense and/or paid through your medical 
plan. 

 

QUESTIONS 

If you have further questions about this study, you may contact Kristin Sweeney at 
Ksweeney1@plymouth.edu or (978) 424-5223. If you have any questions about the rights of 
research participants, you may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s Institutional 
Review Board at 603-535-3114 (Valid until July 1, 2021). 



RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENT IDENTITY CENTRALITY AND ACADEMIC OUTCOMES 100 
 

 
 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

You understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 
participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. You are free to withdraw or refuse consent, or 
to discontinue your participation in this study at any time without penalty or consequence. 

 
 

You voluntarily give your consent to participate in this research study. You will be given a copy of 
this consent form. 

 
 

Signatures : 

Kristin Sweeney 

 
 

Participant’s Name (Print) 
 
 
 
 
 

Participant ’s Signature Date 
 
 

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this consent form 
has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an opportunity to ask 
any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in this research study. 

 
 

(Print Principle Investigator's name) 

Investigator’s Name (Print) Kristin Sweeney 
 
 
 

 
Investigator’s Signature Date 

 
 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the study until 
March 31, 2022. 
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