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ABSTRACT

The researcher conducted nine interviews with high achieving first-generation
college students who were able to overcome difficulties in order to gain access to higher
education, persist through the maze of obstacles that confronts all students, and attain
advanced degrees on the path to the professoriate. Analysis of the interviews followed the
constant comparison method. Two in vivo codes emerged out of the data. First, the seeker
code reflects the internal drive and observable behaviors common to the high achieving
first-generation college students who served as interview participants. Second, the
navigator code represents the range of individual relationships that facilitated the
development or empowerment of the seeker. The navigators observable functions were as
follows: adviser, champion, coach, confidant, classic mentor/protégée, facilitator, guide,
protector, role model, sponsor, teacher, or tutor.

These two in vivo codes were interrelated with code constructs for parental
influence, pre-college experience, institutional selection, persistence factors, attainment
qualities, educational attainment, and career choice in order to explain the phenomenon.
The theory that developed is grounded in the data gathered in this study. Prior to entry
into college each of these high achieving first-generation college students (seekers)
exhibited at least two out of four positive factors: academic success, college expectation,
culture of possibilities, or models of hard work. Eight of the participants earned a Ph.D.
and one a J.D. followed by an MLIS and allare currently employed in a doctoral granting
institution. All participants experienced both negative and positive factors during their
higher education. The cumulative influence did not prevent these individuals from

earning advanced degrees and gaining access into the professoriate.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Each year there is a large high-risk group of students who participate in American
higher education. These students include peoples from across ethnicities, religions,
genders, geographic areas, and even socioeconomic levels within society. The students in
question are those whose parents did not attend college, known in higher education
research as first-generation college students (Terenzini, Springer, Yeager, Pascarella, &
Nora, 1996). This group of students, as a whole, is under prepared for access into
postsecondary education, with almost half lacking the academic qualifications for
admission to a 4-year college (Choy, 2001). This term should not be confused with the
designation of first-generation American. Even though it is possible for a student to be
both a first-generation college student and a first-generation American, one does not
imply the other. For the purpose of this study a first-generation college student is a
college student whose parents had not attended college at the time of his or her first
enrollment.

The practical fact is that, for whatever reason, first-generation college students are
less likely to go beyond high school than those whose parents attended or graduated from
college. Choy (2001) found the following:

Among 1992 high school graduates whose parents did not go to college, 59

percent had enrolled in some form of postsecondary education by 1994. The

enrollment rate increased to 75 percent among those whose parents had some

college experience, and to 93 percent among those whose parents had at least a

bachelors degree. (p. 7)



Even though first-generation college students are less likely to enroll in postsecondary
education it is notable that each year this group represents 43% of the first-time students
across America. The percentage of first-generation college students declines in
institutions as time to degree rises (i.e., from community college to a 4-year college) or as
program completion requirements become more difficult. The proportion of first-
generation college student enrollment represents 73% for institutions requiring less-than-
2-years (these institutions do not necessarily offer collegiate instruction, e.g.,
cosmetology schools), 53% of 2-year colleges, and 34% of 4-year colleges (Kojaku,
Nuiiez, & MPR Associates, 1998; Nuiez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).

First-generation college students are not only less likely to gain access to
postsecondary education, but they are less likely to persist in college. First-generation
college students are twice as likely to drop out and not return prior to their second year of
college as those whose parents attained a baccalaureate degree. For first-generation
college students whose entry goal was a bachelor degree, only 52% are still enrolled in
college after three years. After three years even the best academically prepared first-
generation college students, who started in a 4-year college, are 25% less likely to persist
on track to the baccalaureate degree than students whose parents graduated with
bachelors and advanced degrees (Choy, 2001).

First-generation college students who persist continue at a disadvantage when it
comes to degree attainment. Institutional selection is the first obstacle for first-generation
college students since the majority (51%) choose to enroll in a 2-year college (Nufiez et
al., 1998). This choice becomes an educational glass ceiling for the vast majority of these

students (Rendon, 1994). The best possible transfer rate for all students (regardless of



their parents educational attainment) from 2-year to 4-year institutions would be about
25% (Cohen, 2003). Allowing for the different enrollment access choices, higher drop-
out and lower transfer rates, few first generation college students earn a college degree.
After five years only 13% of first-generation college students graduate with a bachelors
degree versus 33% for non-first-generation college students (Choy, 2001). This means
that first-generation college students, who are nearly half of the entering freshman class,
are outnumbered in baccalaureate degrees earned by non-first-generation college students
by a5 to 2 ratio.

Are the 13% of first-generation college students who attain a baccalaureate in the
same position as non-first-generation college graduates after college? The answer appears
to be complex. It is yes for those who join the labor force because all graduates received
equivalent salaries for similar jobs. However, when graduate enrollment is considered the
answer is no. There is not equivalence between first-generation college students and non-
first-generation college students moving on toward advanced degrees. First-generation
college students are less likely than those whose parents hold bachelors or advanced
degrees (25% versus 34%) to enter graduate school (Cohen, 2003).

There is equivalence in MBA and other masters program enrollment, but when
first-professional and doctoral enrollment are examined there is a significant gap.
Statistics show that only 2% of first-generation college students enroll in first-
professional programs (i.e., law, medicine, religion). Only half as many first-generation
college students enroll in doctoral programs (1%) as enter first-professional programs. In
contrast, students whose parents had some college are more likely to enroll in first-

professional programs and three times (3%) more likely to enter a doctoral program. The



gap widens even more for students whose parents hold degrees. These students are three
times more likely to enroll in a first-professional program (6%) and four times more
likely to enroll in a doctoral program (4%) than first-generation college students. When
graduate enrollment is considered, first-generation college students who graduate do not
appear to have been remediated through the process of attaining a baccalaureate degree
(Choy, 2001).

It is not a surprise that research has identified that socioeconomic status has a
positive correlation with enrollment and re-enrollment in the same college, as well as
entry into graduate school. However, the level of parental educational attainment has
greater impact than socioeconomic status (Astin, 1993). The first-generation college
student has greater difficulty than the non-first-generation colége student in access,
persistence, and baccalaureate degree attainment. In addition, the impact of parental
education attainment continues into the graduate enrollment patterns of first-generation
college students. This means that even for those first-generation college students who
attain the baccalaureate degree, their parents’ educational attainment has a greater effect
on graduate school enrollment than socioeconomic status.

Statement of the Problem

The problem of this study states that universities are poorly equipped to help first-
generation college students gain educational success and attain advanced degrees. These
high-achieving, first-generation college students have gained access to higher education,
persisted through the maze of obstacles that confronts all students and attained the
highest educational degree available to the American university student. There is no

satisfactory understanding as to how or why these same students become high-achievers.



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explain the phenomenon of high-achieving, first-
generation college students who became faculty members. An optimal place to discover
high-achieving, first-generation college students is among those students who have
succeeded in a graduate doctoral program. This is typically the Ph.D. or a doctorate
attached to a particular discipline (e.g., Ed.D. or D.P.A.). The most accessible group of
successful first-generation college students out of these doctoral degree programs are
American university faculty. The general areas of study will focus on: parental
educational attainment, personal educational attainment, institutional selection,
educational influences, and paths into the professoriate. In order to explain the process of
how high-achieving, first-generation college students succeeded, this study will examine
the following: first, what factors helped the student gain access into higher education;
second, why were they able to persist through the process; third, how was degree
attainment made possible; fourth, what influences helped them move through higher
education and into the academy? While finding a position in the professoriate is neither
the only option open to these individuals nor an exclusive measure of success, it does
allow insight into how these first-generation college students moved beyond degree
attainment. One first-generation college student, Gallos (1996), expressed her
circumstances in becoming a professor by the following:

I had little knowledge of academic life. Graduate courses and doctoral seminars

did little to fill the gap. I knew that professors taught classes and published

research. I had no idea how that translated into day-to-day behavior. I was the first



member of my family to attend college, let alone the first with any thoughts of

teaching in one (p. 12).

In this case a high-achieving, first-generation college student does not feel that she has
any real knowledge of the professoriate even though she has moved from being a student
to being a professor.

Numerous researchers have studied failure among first-generation college
students. These students are less likely to enroll in college, more likely to drop out, and
produce fewer graduates than the national average. Little work has been focused on those
who succeed in the academic environment, specifically those who became academicians.
Through the study of educational success, future first-generation college students may be
helped in educational access, persistence, and attainment. The rationale is that by
examining high-achieving, first-generation college students currently serving in the
professoriate, future first-generation college students may be helped so as not to
perpetuate the pattern of failure which has existed for so many.

The practical implications of this study will be to provide knowledge to higher
education professionals to assist in better decision making on behalf of first-generation
college students. This should include recruitment of this population to the university,
development of admissions criteria, and financial assistance to provide greater access for
first-generation college students. First-generation college students are at-risk in the
current collegiate environment and strategies need to be formulated and implemented to
help these students survive and succeed in greater numbers. The degree attainment
numbers should be improved by better decisions, design, and the development of

strategies and programs to improve personal, social, and academic success for first-



generation college students. To have knowledge about how first-generation college
students succeed and not act upon it excludes large numbers of potential students from
higher education access, persistence, and degree attainment. This failure would
perpetuate the exclusion of first-generation college students who are in need of the
socioeconomic lift that higher education provides.

Research Questions

The research questions used to study high-achieving, first-generation college

students from among the professoriate will be:

1. What role does parental educational attainment play in the educational success
of high-achieving, first-generation college students?

2. What is the personal educational attainment of high-achieving, first-
generation college students?

3. How does institutional selection affect high-achiging, first -generation college
students’ degree attainment?

4. Are there educational influences for high-achieving, first-generation college
students that they perceive as having contributed toward their educational
success?

5. What paths did first-generation college students follow or take into the
professoriate?

These questions will be investigated through interviews conducted with university
professors who were first-generation college students when they entered higher
education. An interview protocol will be used and refined to investigate possible factors

that influenced themin both educational success and career selection.



Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study, the following definitions will be used:

Carnegie classification — Refers to criterion used by the Carnegie Foundation for

the Advancement of Teaching to categorize institutions of higher education in 2006
(Carnegie Foundation, 2006).

Educational access — Refers to a student’s pre-collegiate academic preparation,

institutional admissions qualifications, and actual enrollment in an institution of higher
education.

Educational attainment — Refers to the level of higher education determined by

using enrollment experience and academic degrees earned by individuals as benchmarks
of success.

Educational persistence — Refers to students who continue to enroll in higher

education allowing for the continued possibility for a student to earn a degree.

First-generation college student — A college student whose parents did not attend

college prior to the student’s first-time enrollment in college.

High-achieving, first-generation college student — A college student whose

parents did not attend college prior to the student’s first-time enrollment in college, who
is able to complete a doctors degree (definition is for the purpose of this study only and
does not discount the fact that many other first-generation college students are successful

for a variety of reasons).

Non-first-generation college student — A college student whose parents have
enrolled in college or attained a college degree prior to the student’s first-time enrollment

in college.



Phenomenon — As used in Phenomenology refers to the description of the
conscious experience of everyday life and the description of things as an individual
experiences them. The experiences of individuals may be reported as believing, deciding,
evaluating, feeling, judging, perceiving, remembering, and all experiences of bodily
action. In this study the focus is not on the facts of this phenomenon, but the meaning it
possesses for the participants (Moustakas, 1994; Schwandt, 2001).

Professoriate — Refers to faculty of any academic rank or tenure track who have
attained an advanced degree in their field and hold a faculty position at a doctoral
granting institution.

Need for the Study

A large body of research has been accumulated for first-generation college
students. The literature falls into the following groupings: pre-college characteristics and
college choice, transition into the college environment, cognitive development, plus
persistence and educational attainment. The practical application of much of the research
has been to develop strategies and programs to assist first-generation college students
gain access, persist, and attain baccalaureate degrees in college.

The research on first-generation college students diminishes when one focuses on
advanced degree attainment. In the book “Over the Ivy Walls,” the educational mobility
of Hispanics who earned first-professional and terminal degrees was examined. Each was
the first in his orher family to go to college and interviews were analyzed to find
characteristics common to educational success of the participants (Géndara, 1995).
Rodriguez (2001) studied first-generation college students, but her definition of success

was somewhat different than that of Gdndara. Success for the Rodriguez study was



defined as educational or social activism rather than education. All participants had
earned a baccalaureate degree, 65% of participants had masters degrees, and 24% had
achieved a doctorate (p. 12). However, there were some areas of commonality between
the two studies. Both studies investigated first-generation college students whose parents
had no college experience and in many cases no high school diploma. The predominate
professions of the combined 67 participants out of the two studies were: physicians (12),
attorneys (13), and academics (34). In fact, the majority group among all the participants
were the educators (Rodriguez, 2001). These two ground breaking studies focused on
minority students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, but leave room for a closer
examination of the first-generation college student status and its affect on high-achieving
students.

The annual “Survey of Earned Doctorates” investigates parental educational
attainment as a background variable for recent terminal degree recipients. However, the
research focused on the 37% of doctoral graduates whose parents did not earn a
baccalaureate degree regardless of whether they had some collegiate experience. Even
though the definition of first-generation college students refers to baccalaureate recipients
and is different from that of other studies, the results still point to the educational
attainment of a student’s parents as significant. The level of a student’s educational
access, persistence, and attainment is affected by the educational level of his or her
parents (Hoffer, et all, 2003).

The National Center for Education Statistics’ report on “Students Whose Parents
Did Not Go To College” included research on first-generation college students after

completion of a bachelors degree. “Once students whose parents did not go to college
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overcome the barriers to access, persistence, and attainment, are they in the same position
as other graduates?” (Choy, 2001, p. 27). First-generation graduates and non-first-
generation graduates (whose parents attended college) were employed in similar jobs and
at equivalent salaries. When graduate enrollment is considered, there is not equivalence
(Choy, 2001).

There is a continuing disparity for first-generation college students in graduate
and professional school enrollment. Yet some first-generation college students move
from being outsiders in higher education to successful insiders as members of the
academy. Specifically, how does a first-generation college student (who isat a
disadvantage in higher educational access, persistence, and degree attainment) succeed in
graduate education to the point that an academic career becomes an option?

Delimitations

The scope of this research is on the faculty of a university with a RU/H, Research
University (high research activity) ranking, in the southwestern United States and
participants referred from among the professoriate (Carnegie Foundation, 2006).

Limitations

The main weaknesses of this study are its focus on educational attainment and the
professoriate interview sample. It is acknowledged that first-generation college students
who earn a baccalaureate, masters, or first-professional degree are educational successes.
Likewise the career choice of the professoriate may limit generalization of the results in
areas that are unique to the professoriate. The interview methodology is dependent on the
accuracy of each participant’s memory and the level of motivation that existed during the

actual interview.

11



CHAPTER 1T
Explanation and Literature Review
Introduction of theories
The literature on first-generation college students is found among studies on
college choice, persistence, academic performance, and minority students. The first-
generation college student literature is limited, perhaps because such large numbers of
first-generation students attend community colleges rather than research institutions. The
literature reviewed from the community and junior college publications was generally
focused on helping first-generation students successfully move into the college
environment and toward enhancing pre-college academic preparation. A number of
studies used such qualitative methods as narratives, and contrasted the individual
student’s experiences against the larger body of research on traditional college students.
The first-generation college student articles reviewed can be categorized as follows:
1. access into higher education
e The first-generation college student’s pre-college characteristics
e How college choice impacts students
2. persistence through higher education
e The first-generation college student’s transition from high school or work
into the college environment
e The cognitive development differences between non-first-generation
college students and first-generation college students
e The first-generation college student’s persistence in higher education

3. educational attainment by first-generation college students
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General literature for first-generation college students

First-generation college students tend to share the following characteristics. They
are less prepared for college, have lower degree aspirations, and expect to take longer
completing a degree than students whose parents attended, but did not necessarily
graduate from college. The first-generation population is comprised largely of members
from working class families, ethnic minorities, women, and/or adults with a higher-than-
average number of dependent children (Hsiao, 1992; Terenzini, Nora, Pascarella,
Springer, & Yeager, 1995). The twenty-four tribally controlled (Native American)
colleges across the United States with mission statements verifying that the institution
strives to preserve, enhance, and promote the language and culture of its respective tribe.
The characteristic of being a first-generation college student is a recurring factor within
Tribal Colleges. The research found that the student’s family responsibilities bring
pressure to bear on those caring for their children or younger siblings. This responsibility
can lead to absenteeism and financial strain (Stein, 1992).

Access into higher education

After World War II, President Harry Truman’s Commission on Higher Education
concluded that there were five barriers to college for young people. The first barrier was
economic favoring the wealthy. The second barrier was geographic wih students from
rural settings or areas with limited college access attending in smaller numbers. The third
barrier was racial/ethnic divisions and prejudicehat create obstacles for minority
students. The fourth barrier was religious, notably for Jews and other religious minorities.
The fifth barrier was gender related with women having greater difficulty than men in

both going to and staying in college (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996).
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During the last half of the twentieth century, these five barriers have been reduced
to some degree. The economic barriers were targeted through need-based student
financial aid; however, the accelerated cost for higher education has eroded much of the
real dollar impact. The increase in the number of junior and community colleges has
improved accessibility. The gender gap for women has closed at least in regard to the
numbers attending college. In 1979 female students became a slight majority of the
students enrolled and by 1999 that majority increased to over 56% of the total student
population (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001). The reality of the current
environment is that, while there has been improvement in access, these barriers continue
to exist for students in the American higher education system.

For students whose parents have no previous experience in higher education, an
additional barrier exists. These students are the first person from their families to attend
college. This unique place in the family experience distinguishes him or her from non-
first-generation college students (individuals whose parents have previously attended
institutions of higher education) and identifies the individual as a first-generation college
student (a student whose parents did not attend college). Each first-generation college
student must leave the known of family and culture to be initiated into the higher
education experience. The goal is typically an economic one with the college degree
being the means to improved socioeconomic status (Nufiez et al., 1998).

The pre-colége characteristics of first -generation college students

An analysis of the “High School and Beyond” longitudinal study found lower

college aspirations, enrollment, and retention for first-generation college students. There

was a negative accumulation of factors that hindered first-generation college students in
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college going and degree attainment. These negative factors included: lack of support,
lower parental income, lack of siblings in college, lower grades and test scores, plus less
frequent enrollment in college preparatory curriculums. Those who did enroll in college
were less likely to live on campus and more inclined to enroll in nonselective or 2-year
institutions than non-first-generation college students. The combination of these factors
makes a first-generation college student less likely to graduate. The conclusion was that
there is a first-generation college student “effect” that impacts students beyond family
income, race, or ability (Barahona, 1990; Arrendondo, 1999).

Terenzini (1995) reports that, compared to non-first-generation college students,
first-generation college students come from lower-income families, minority families
(Hispanic was the dominant minority group in the study), have lower degree aspirations,
and were less involved with peers and teachers in high school, perhaps because they work
more. In a study analyzing the academic preparation, aspirations and first-year college
performance of 2,190 freshmen at Indiana State University, it was determined that first-
generation students had lower SAT scores and high school grade point averages, but no
difference was found in class rank. Predicted first-semester grades and degree aspirations
were both lower for first-generation college students (Riehl, 1994).

Gandara (1995) proposes seven ways that public policy can assist the educational
attainment of Chicanos and other ethnic minorities with a first language other than
English. There are numerous areas of overlapping when examining strategies to assist
both minorities with a first language other than English and first-generation college
students. Out of her seven proposals there are four that also relate to first-generation

college students. These four are as follows:
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1. ending de-facto segregation to enable minorities (who have a greater potential of
being the first in their families to attend college) to attend common schools with
those students who assume college is a birthright,
2. 1identifying ‘gifted’ students early in their education,
3. rewarding effort and persistence in the college going process, and
4. reanalyzing and rethinking high school curriculum tracks to give increased
opportunities to all students (pp. 117-125).
First-generation college students are at a disadvantage in academic preparation as
demonstrated by their standardized test scores and high school grade point averages.
Once in college first-generation college students tend to make lower first-semester grades
and have reduced degree expectations. This lack of experience in college preparation and
college going may contribute to the different patterns in college choice by first-generation
college students when compared to traditional (non-first-generation) college students.

College choice for first-generation college students

The obstacles from lack of adequate academic preparation and the possibility that
choosing a community college becomes a glass ceiling for many minority and first-
generation students, complicating the possibility of success. Fifty-one percent (51%) of
the beginning first-generation college students choose to enroll in a community college
(Nuiiez et al., 1998). In the analysis of the U.S. Department of Education data from the
Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, 43% of the beginning first-time
college students were coming from households where the parent(s) had no education
attainment beyond the high school diploma. The parents of 23% of the beginning students

had some college and 34% were the children of college graduates. Considering the
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pervasive notion that a college education is needed in American society the percentage of
parents with degrees (34%) is almost as surprising as the percentage of first-generation
college students (43%). Practically speaking for every 1000 first-time freshman enrolling,
approximately 430 of those students are the first in their household to attend college. If
current degree completion percentages are used for these students, out of the 430 first-
generation colleges students only 56 (13%) will attain a bachelors degree within five
years compared to 188 (33%) out of the 570 traditional (non-first-generation) college
students (Nunez et al., 1998). Non-first-generation college students are two and one-half
times more likely to attain a baccalaureate degree than first-generation college students.
The National Center for Educational Statistics reports the percentages for First-
generation (Fgc) and Non-first-generation (Non-fgc) college students’ institutional
enrollment patterns as follows:
Table 1

Beginning Student Enrollment Distribution

Category/ Public Private Public Private, Other less-
Year 4-yr. 4-yr. 2-yr. For-profit Than-4-yr.
Fgc 20% 8% 51% 15.5% 5.5%

Non-fgc 36% 19% 37% 05.5% 2.5%

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics, 1989-90
Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study [BPS:90/94], Second Follow-up
BPS:90/94, Data Analysis System conducted in 1998 (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998,

p. 8).

Most first-generation college students begin their college education at a community
college. This is the point of transition into higher education, but it often creates a
separation from the student’s culture of origin (Striplin, 1999). While enrolling in a

community college to improve one’s academic and social standing are admirable goals,
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the real problem for most students is continuing through the education process to degree
attainment.

This study defines culture in higher education according to the Association for the
Study of Higher Education (ASHE) report, “The Invisible Tapestry,” which occurs on
pages 12-13 as follows:

The collective, mutually shaping patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs, and

assumptions that guide the behavior of individuals and groups in an institute of

higher education and provide a frame of reference within which to interpret the

meaning of events and actions on and off campus (Kuh & Whitt, 1988).

The culture of the institution may affect the access to the institution by certain students
through a targeted recruitment that restricts some students and includes others. The
culture may help some students persist and be obstructive to others. The affect of the
institutional culture on first-generation college students may be dependent on the cultural
distance from the student’s world of origin.

It makes little difference whether first-generation students are from racial
minority groups, immigrant ethnic groups, working-class families, or older adults seeking
a college degree. There are a myriad of challenges to their successful pursuit of higher
education. In order for first-generation college students to succeed in greater numbers,
colleges must provide a range of programs and services that will combat weaknesses
common to the first-generation student. In addition, these efforts must take into account
the obstacles first-generation students encounter upon entrance into higher education
(Hsiao, 1992). Cultural barriers coupled with low socioeconomic status intensify the

difficulty of the assimilation into higher education (Rendén, 1994). These problems are
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real, but successful first-generation college students must still persevere in order to
succeed (Renddn, 1992).

Persistence in higher education

First-generation students enter college with little awareness of the impact the
institution will have on them. The established patterns and expectations of family and
friends formed a comfort zone in the past. The first-generation student may discover that
close family and friends do not appreciate the changes in the student (Hsiao, 1992). These
first-generation college students seem to be on the margins of both their past lives and
their future possibilities, “students live and share in the life and traditions of two distinct
cultures, never quite wanting or willing to break with their past, even if permitted to do
so, and never fully accepted, ...in the culture [college] in which they seek a place”
(London, 1992, p. 7). The requirement of this necessity seems to be an unexpected
burden for large numbers of first-generation college students.

First-generation college students enroll in college “less well-prepared and with
more non-academic demands on them, and they enter a world where they are less likely
to experience many of the conditions that other research indicates are positively related to
persistence, performance and learning” (Terenzini et al., 1995). This is generally true for
first-generation college students from racial minority groups, immigrant ethnic groups,
working-class families, or older adults seeking a college degree. There are a multitude of
obstacles to their successful pursuit of higher education (Hsiao, 1992).

First-generation students were more likely to drop out during the first semester,
have lower first-semester grades, and were less likely to return to college for their second

year (Riehl, 1994, p. 18). Rendén (1994) identified key issues that relate to first-
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generation students, as well as minority students. These are the de-facto segregation of
economic and minority groups, the lack of adequate academic preparation, and the
possibility that the community college becomes a glass ceiling for many minority and
first-generation students. She recommends that alternative methods of assessment be used
to determine admission and placement, communicate the importance of multicultural
learning, emphasize faculty mentoring, collaborative learning, and validating the abilities
of these students.

The Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) published a
report on “Exemplary Programs for College-Bound Minority Students.” In the report,
Colorado State University is cited for its First Generation Award Program which provides
support for worthy students who lack the financial resources to attend college. The
program targets first-generation college students, particularly minorities, women, and
others needing additional encouragement and financial support. After three years,
program participants had an average retention rate of 87% compared to 60% for all
students (Halcon, 1988). These findings indicate that first-generation college students can
persist and succeed beyond non-first-generation college students in certain circumstances.

The transition of first-generation college students

Cultural barriers coupled with low socioeconomic status increase the difficulty for
the assimilation of racial and ethnic minorities into higher education (Arrendondo, 1999;
Rendoén, 1994). Arturo Madrid, a professor of humanities at Trinity University, in an
interview (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2003) noted:

A large number of Latino students are still the first in their families to complete

high school and become eligible to pursue higher education. For the most part,
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they have no familial role models, mentors, or sponsors to help them along and

must depend on teachers, guidance counselors, and other school personnel (p.

BY).

These problems are real, but successful first-generation college students must still
persevere in the transition from the old and familiar into the new collegiate environment.
“American Indian students attending a tribal college present their instructors and
counselors with many challenging cultural, linguistic, and personal situations” (Stein,
1992, p. 90). If this is true to some degree with other ethnic minority groups, who have a
greater possibility of being first-generation college students, these circumstances may
combine to their detriment in terms of degree attainment.

Lower social integration may be related to the fact that first-generation college
students tend to be older than non-first-generation college students. First-generation
college students tend to report having more family and work commitmentsresulting in
less time and interest in social activities. The cultural differences on the value of a college
degree may also influence the choices of a student to involve himself or herself in the
institutional community (Nufiez et al., 1998).

Cognitive development of first-generation college students

Compared to non-first-generation college students, first-generation college
students come from lower-income families, minority families (Hispanic was the largest
minority group in the study), have lower degree aspirations, and were less involved with
peers and teachers in high school, perhaps because they work more. First-generation
students have weaker cognitive skills in reading, math, and critical thinking when

entering college, get less encouragement from family and friends to stay in college, and
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expect to take longer to finish their degrees. First-generation students should be
considered an at-risk population whose numbers and proportional size should grow in
higher education (Terenzini et al., 1995).

First-generation college students are less involved in the academic and social
activities that contribute to higher grade point averages (Grayson, 1995). Latino students
with low SAT scores are more likely to judge themselves as having lower ability, and
almost half reported a perception of missed opportunities as a result of their scores. The
researchers proposed that consideration should be given to better student preparation in
high school, eliminating the bias for Spanish speakers by making it optional on college
applications [the language of instruction was not addressed in the article], and give
attention to other effects on Latino participants (Gandara & Lopez, 1998).

The National Center on Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and Assessment
(NCTLA) examined the influence of academic and non-academic experiences on student
learning, student attitudes about learning, student cognitive development, and student
persistence. The analysis demonstrated how cognitive development is affected by: (1) 2-
year and 4-year colleges; (2) historically black and predominantly white colleges; (3)
teacher behavior toward the students; (4) first-generation college attendance; (5)
intercollegiate athletic participation; (6) campus experiences and the effect on attitudes of
openness to diversity; (7) Greek affiliation during the first year of college; (8) in-class
experiences and out-of-class experiences. The results showed that first-generation college
students were more likely to perceive teachers as unconcerned, report instances of overt
discrimination, or to consider the institution to be a non-welcoming environment

(Pascarella & Others, 1995).
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Continuing through higher education (drop-outs and persisters)

Nunez (1998) states, “the families of first-generation students had lower family
incomes than those of non-first-generation students” (p.8). This lower family income may
be another factor that hinders persistence of the first-generation college student (Rendon,
1992). This student is more likely to be employed than non-first-generation students and
over one-third of first-generation college students worked full-time (Nufiez et al., 1998).
Full-time employment, as well as part-time employment off campus, is considered to
negatively influence re-enrollment (Astin, 1993).

First-generation students were more likely to drop out during the first semester,
have lower first-semester grades, and were less likely to return to college for their second
year (Riehl, 1994, p. 18). These findings gain significance when the first-generation
college student enrollment is compared to traditional students. Traditional students are
more likely both to enroll in a 4-year college and return to a baccalaureate granting
institution than students whose parents did not go to college.

Laura Rendén (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2003), contends that Latino
students (the largest first-generation college student minority) attend poor schools and are
not academically prepared for college. “They often come from low-income backgrounds
and are the first in their families to even consider higher education” (p. B7). This concurs
with a previous finding that the socioeconomic status (SES) of the student’s peer group
has significant effects on satisfaction with the overall college experience and on
willingness to re-enroll in the same college (Astin, 1993).

The cultural differences on the value of a college degree may also influence the

choices of a student to involve himself or herself in the institutional community (Nuifiez et
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al., 1998): “The Social integration index is a composite based on how often students
reported having contact with faculty outside of class, going places with friends from
school, or participating in student assistance centers/programs or school clubs” (p. 34).
First-generation students are less likely to live or work on campus, receive less support of
all types from their parents, and have heavier job loads (Billson & Terry, 1982). Laura
Rendon states, “Even when Latino students get into college, they have a difficult time
staying. Many working-class, first-generation Latinos experience feelings of inadequacy,
isolation, and cultural shock™ (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2003).

First-generation college students were more likely to perceive teachers as
unconcerned, report instances of overt discrimination, or to consider the institution to be
a non-welcoming environment (Pascarella et al., 1995). The willingness of a student to
re-enroll as a freshman in the same college is positively affected by student-faculty
interaction (Astin, 1993). The research reveals differing patterns for academic and non-
academic achievement, environment and social perceptions, drop-out or stop-out of
college and continuance through the difficulties of college. The statistics support the
reality that first-generation college students continue to be an at-risk group within higher
education. The expanded access offered thatthe multiplicit y of institutional numbers and
types across America has not bridged the gaps in access, persistence, or educational
attainment between first-generation college students and non-first-generation students.

Educational attainment

One pre-college characteristic, which many first-generation college students

possess, is the drive to go to college. While most students are fearful of failure, there are
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some who are actually eager to advance into new territory. London (1992) states the
following:

It is evident, however, that for many first-generation students (especially those

who declare a liberal arts course of study or who transfer to a baccalaureate

college), the very act of going to college indicates an interest in attaining a white-
collar, middle-class position not previously attained by a family member, and this

may take the student into uncharted cultural territory (p. 10).

This drive to go to college may be the basic distinction in those students who overcome
obstacles to attend college and those who are satisfied to remain in, or return to, the
familiar patterns of their home culture.

Compared with the general student population first-generation college students
often reported that financial security is very important. In fact, students whose parents
had no formal education beyond high school cited “being very well off financially” 61%
of the time (Nuifiez et al., 1998)). Astin (1993) reports an equivalent percentage (62.2%)
for the same item (p. 147). Those whose parents attained at least some college cited
“being very well off financially” 49% percent of the time. First-generation college
students seem to know what they want, but the attainability of this goal is more complex
for these students than most imagine (Nufiez et al., 1998).

The majority of these first-generation college students have already chosen a
community college with another 20% enrolling in private for-profit or other less than 4-
year institutions. The result is that only 28% of first-generation college students enroll at
4-year (public or private) institutions versus 55% of traditional (non-first-generation)

college students (Nuiiez et al., 1998).“Over 300,000 [13.6%] of the 2.2 million students
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who begin postsecondary studies each year in a two-year college transfer to a
baccalaureate-granting institution within four years of original matriculation” (Cohen,
2003). The overall rate varies according to the definition used, but ranges from 21.5% to
25.2% are optimal (Cohen, 2003). Since half of the first-generation college student
population that enrolls in college starts in the community college, even allowing the high
end transfer rate means that 3 out of 4 of these students will not leave the community
college. The struggle to transfer is compounded by the poor academic preparation and
low socioeconomic level of large numbers of these students (Striplin, 1999). When you
combine a 25% transfer rate for 2-year colleges with the figures from Table 1: Beginning
Student Enrollment Distribution, the practical result is that nearly 60% of the first-
generation college students never arrive at a baccalaureate degree granting institution.

In the NCES Report, “First-Generation Students: Undergraduates Whose Parents
Never Enrolled in Postsecondary Education” (Nufiez et al., 1998), percentages were
given for the parent’s educational attainment of entering students (p.8), institutional type
enrollment (p. 14), bachelor degree attainment within 5 years (p. 37), and graduate school
enrollment (p. 47). Table 2 uses the college choice percentages reported in Table 1 to
filter the numbers for a theoretical 1,000 entering freshmen filtered through the
percentages reported for retention at a public 4-year institution. Table 2 reports the

numbers as follows:
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Table 2

Public 4-vear Enrollment and Educational Attainment

Category/ First-generation Non-first-generation =~ Number
Enrollment % Numbers % Numbers Totals
Beginning Totals 43% 430 57% 570 1,000
Public 4-yr.
Enrollment 20% 86 37% 211 297
Public 4-yr.
Bachelors earned 34% 29 52% 110 139

Graduate school
Enrollment 23% 7 30% 33 40

High-achieving, first-generation college students

Géndara (1982) in studying high-achieving Chicanas [Gandara’s terminology for
females of Mexican-American descent] discovered that there were background factors
and experiences held in common by the participants. Among the factors found to be most
important were the strong role models their mothers provided, the emotional support of
their families, and the fact that they attended highly integrated schools. These powerful
mothers were considered the impetus for their children’s strivings (Gdndara, 1982).

Rodriguez (2001) states that in conducting her research she was able to interview
extraordinary individuals who overcame formidable obstacles and became the first in
their families to complete a college degree. The impact of these individuals on their
respective communities earned a label of acclamation, “giants among us” for those who
show others the possibilities for change. While the study defined success as educational
or social activism rather than advanced educational attainment, all of the participants had

earned a baccalaureate degree with over 65% earning graduate degrees and one in four
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had an earned doctorate. The findings were that these first-generation college students
earned college degrees without a formal plan or strategy, but that the conditions and
elements involved are replicable. The participants perceived that a positive sense of
identity and belonging within the college influenced their success. The transition from
college success to educational or social activism was marked by a personal willingness to
take risks.

In the book, “Over the Ivy Walls,” the educational mobility of 50 low-income
Chicanos was examined to determine if there were characteristics common to educational
success. The family characteristics determined to be common to educational success of
these individuals included:

1. highly supportive mothers with high educational standards,

2. parents who modeled literacy,

3. democratic parenting style, which yielded independence and high aspirations,

4. parents who facilitated attendance in better schools,

5. parents were models of hard work, and

6. family histories that created a “culture of possibility.”
The participants showed personal characteristics of persistence, ability, goals, and
interpersonal skills. The critical element for each seems to be the opportunity for
academic preparation and resources to realize the goal of higher education. (Géandara,
1995).
Graduate enrollment of first-generation college students

The National Center for Education Statistics’ report on “Students Whose Parents

Did Not Go To College” included research on first-generation college students after
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completion of a bachelors degree. One question examined was whether first-generation
college students gained equal status by completing an undergraduate degree (Choy,
2001). First-generation graduates and traditional graduates (whose parents attended
college) were employed in similar jobs and at equivalent salaries. But when graduate
enrollment is considered, there is not equivalence. First-generation status was found to be
a factor in graduate/professional school enrollment:

Overall, 30 percent of 1992-93 bachelors degree recipients had enrolled in

a graduate or first-professional program by 1997, but first-generation

students were less likely than their peers whose parents had bachelors or

advanced degrees to have done so (25 versus 34 percent). This relationship

held even after controlling for other factors significantly related to

graduate enrollment including age, undergraduate major, GPA, and

race/ethnicity, and also after controlling for selected other factors

including sex (Choy, 2001, p. 28-29).
While the study found that first-generation students enrolled in MBA or other masters
programs in similar patterns, their enrollment in doctoral degrees or first-professional
degrees was less frequent than those whose parents had college, graduate, or professional
degrees. The statistical gap between first-generation college students and traditional
students is dramatic. While Nunez (1998) and Choy (2001) do not report the same figures
it is notable that the percentages for each category are equivalent. Students whose parents
have some college are three times more likely to enroll in a doctoral program than first-

generation students. The gap widens with educational attainment students whose parents
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graduated from college or higher were four times more likely to enroll in a doctoral
program than first-generation college students (Choy, 2001, p. 29).

Is there a continuing residual effect for the first-generation college student that
impedes educational advancement into graduate and professional schools? What factors
do high-achieving, first-generation college students consider most important to their
success in graduate school? It should be noted that while socioeconomic status has
positive effects on re-enrollment in the same college and entry to graduate school, the
parental educational attainment of a student has greater impact than parental income
(Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). The effect of parental educational attainment
on first-generation college students does appear to continue into the educational access,
persistence, and degree attainment when compared to traditional students. The indication
that this effect continues into graduate enrollment has evidence in several research studies
(Astin, 1993; Choy, 2001; Chatman, 1994; Nuiez et al., 1998).

Doctoral enrollment

First-generation college students are more likely to be from ethnic minorities. The
Chronicle of Higher Education quoted the University of Texas director of the
Multicultural Information Center, “When you come to a campus with 50,000 people,
what’s the first thing you look for? ... To see a person who looks like you.” (Arnone,
2003). This expression by the campus official may be a common thought for many
universities that have established programs and added personnel to assist access and
persistence for specific student groups that are considered at-risk. There are few mentors
and role models for students who may conclude that the doctorate is not a reasonable

goal. This is also complicated by the fact that serving students in graduate schools is only
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a portion of the responsibilities carried by faculty. Miriam Erez writing in her chapter on
‘Crossing Cultural Borders’ identifies five competing priorities that she carries as a
higher education professional. The following quote is taken from her conclusions written
for Rhythms of Academic Life (Frost & Taylor, 1996):
My time resources were divided among five major subroles: academic
administration, mentoring and advising my graduate students, integrating
research and theory in two published books, serving the professional community
by being on the editorial boards of four journals, and getting involved in the
TAAP (p. 28).
Even though involvement with students is recognized as a faculty role, given the multiple
duties of the faculty within academia, there is no guarantee that students of any
background will be able to enjoy significant relationships with their instructors, even if
they do see a familiar face.
Whatever the reasons, a gap in first-generation college students in doctoral enrollment
persists in the general higher education population. The Baccalaureate and Beyond
Longitudinal Study by the National Center for Educational Statistics (Nufiez et al., 1998)
revealed that due to the first-generation college students low degree attainment they
represent only 15% of the doctoral program enrollment. When the overall enrollment is
considered according to Nunez (1998) there are 11 students whose parents attended
college for every 2 first-generation college students who gain access into a doctoral
program. Using the same theoretical sample of 1,000 beginning students the numbers

would be filtered as follows:
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Table 3

Over-All Enrollment and Educational Attainment

Category/ First-generation Non-first-generation =~ Number
Enrollment % Numbers % Numbers Totals
Beginning Totals 43% 430 57% 570 1,000
Attained Bachelor
Degree by 1994 13% 56 33% 188 244
Graduate school
Enrollment 23% 13 30% 56 69
Doctoral
Enrollment 3% 2 6% 11 13

The equivalent enrollments in masters programs give the appearance of equalized
access, but what is the significance of the differences in doctoral enrollments? The best
place to discover these answers may be among those students who succeed in a graduate
doctoral program. This is typically the Ph.D. or a doctorate attached to a particular
discipline (i.e., Ed.D. or D.M.A.). The most accessible group of successful students out of
these doctoral degree programs are university faculty. The doctorate is the credential for
an academic career. These faculty should be somewhat representative of the percentages
of doctorate completers from each category of parental educational attainment.

Doctoral degree attainment

The annual “Survey of Earned Doctorates” is conducted and funded under the
following United States government agencies: National Science Foundation, National
Institutes of Health, U.S. Department of Education, National Endowment for the
Humanities, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the National Aeronautics and Space

Administration. The definition of first-generation is different from the other studies in
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this review. The unique definition of first-generation is given to those students whose
parents did not graduate from college, rather than those who did not attend. However, the
general findings of the other research are confirmed. There is an impact on the student
that is linked to the parents educational level. This was true not only for enrollment in
doctoral programs, but in the completion and earning of terminal degrees. Overall, about
10 percent of the 2002 doctorate recipients attended a 2-year institution. The lower the
parents educational attainment the longer it will take for the student to earn a doctorate.
This factor is known as 'time-to-degree'. These first-generation college graduates appear
to have faced greater challenges in terms of access, finances (both sacrifice of current
income and the acclamation of more debt) and completion of fewer degrees than those
whose parents had higher educational attainment. The survey does reflect students whose
parents did not go to college (Father’s — 29% and Mother’s — 38%), but the analysis and
findings do not focus on these data. It should be noted that the apparent discrepancies
between the report of Choy (2001) and the “Survey of Earned Doctorates” (Hoffer et al.,
2003) are the different definitions used in analysis. The general findings show similar
patterns when viewed through the various levels of parental educational attainment.
Path to the professoriate

General employment patterns for doctorate recipients

In the 2002 “Survey of Earned Doctorates” 52% of the respondents reported
themselves as having a definite employment commitment. The majority (52.4%) were
committed to jobs in higher education. The next largest single categories were industry or
self-employment (24.2%) and government (7.4%), which includes federal, state, and

local government jobs. The other category (16%) is a mixed bag of various employment
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options that include elementary and secondary education, not-for-profit agencies, and
non-governmental organizations. Three out of the four large categories showed increases
over the last twenty years. The lone exception was government employment which
reflected over a 10% drop since the 1982 baseline numbers (Hoffer et al., 2003). The
female recipients were more likely than males to go into the academy, while male
recipients double the percentage of females employed in industry. The following table is
extracted from “Survey of Earned Doctorates” Table 25 on page 66 and reflects the 2002
results with approximate numbers drawn from the table percentages (Hoffer et al., 2003):
Table 4

Employment commitments of doctorate recipients in 2002

Employment Female Male Totals

Category %  Numbers % Numbers % Numbers
Gender Estimates 100% 7,671 100% 8,435
Academy 57.8 4,428 47.6 4,011 52.4 8,439
Industry/self-employed 15.6 1,198 32.1 2,700 24.2 3,898
Government 6.3 484 8.4 708 7.4 1,192
Other * 204 1,574 11.9 1,003 16 2,577
Commitment Totals 48% 7,671 52% 8,435 100% 16,106

" Includes elementary and secondary school employment

While these estimates are not reported for doctorate recipients by the parental educational

attainment level it should provide a comparison to the general population.
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First-generation college students finding their way

Frost and Taylor (Frost et al., 1996), seeking to discover insight into the various
dimensions and functions that coexist within the academic enterprise, report that in the
past academics relied on the experience and advice of their peers within the institution or
discipline for guidance. In seeking to provide career guidance for prospective, new, or
current faculty they realized that, “little information, conceptual or anecdotal, existed
about the paths that academics choose to follow across the course of their careers (p.
xiv).” The variety of the perspectives offered in the study were chosen to represent the
multiple tasks and recurrent activities that dominate in academy.

One first-generation college student, Joan Gallos, expressed her circumstances in
becoming a professor by the following:

I had little knowledge of academic life. Graduate courses and doctoral seminars

did little to fill the gap. I knew that professors taught classes and published

research. I had no idea how that translated into day-to-day behavior. I was the first

member of my family to attend college, let alone the first with any thoughts of

teaching in one (Gallos, 1996, p. 12).

The initial requirement for one doctoral graduate was securing employment to
gain a measure of financial security. Then the need to establish competence in one’s
discipline and be seen as a legitimate scholar, form meaningful relationships with
students, create a presence within the institution, and gain tenure dominated the early
years of employment for one African American female (King, 1996). In the chapter

entitled, “Rounding Corners,” the writer reflects on her academic career through two
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different institutions and concludes with this insightful quotation from The Teachings of
Don Juan:
Anything is one of a million paths [un camino entre cantidades de caminos].
Therefore, you must always keep in mind that a path is only a path. If you feel
you should not follow it you must not stay with it under any conditions...Look
at every path closely and deliberately. Try it as many times as you think
necessary. Then ask yourself and yourself alone one question...Does this path
have a heart? If it does, the path is good; if it doesn’t, it is of no use. Both paths
lead nowhere; but one has a heart and the other doesn’t (Casteneda, 1968; King,
1996, p. 198).
The best explanation as to why individuals choose to move into the professoriate may be
a mystery that avoids simplistic classification. The journey that any individual in
America takes into a career may begin long before the completion of formal education.
While this study will seek to add some insight into the paths individuals take to the
professoriate it is conceded that it may truly be a matter of the heart.
The role of mentoring
In the process of investigating first-generation college students through grounded
theory methodology the researcher must revisit the literature review to validate the
emerging data. The literature consulted expands during the research to support the
findings whenever possible, the result being that the literature reviewed for the completed
research study is larger than that used for the initial prospectus. While much of the

literature review has been revisited, revised, and expanded during the constant
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comparison of interview data that emerged during the study, the single largest section of
literature that required investigation is the subject of mentoring.

Several of the participants interviewed referred to an individual who was a mentor
to them during college or graduate school. The term was not defined by the individuals
during the interview, so the intended meaning is somewhat fuzzy. Did she or he become
the protégé to the person of influence, did the person designated as the mentor simply
facilitate the student’s progress, or did the student use this individual as a role model? In
the latter case those first-generation college students who moved into the professoriate,
like their role model, could have used the securing of a faculty position as a benchmark
of their success.

What is mentoring ?

The ambiguity of the interview participants about the description or definition of
their mentors is reflected in the literature as follows: “The biggest problem for
researchers into mentoring is still defining what it is” (Clutterbuck, 1996). There are
multiple terms and shades of meaning associated with mentoring:

Mentoring can hold a range of meanings and the terminology reveals a
diverse set of underlying assumptions. For example, youth mentoring has been
associated with programs aiming at coaching, counseling, teaching, tutoring,
volunteering, role modeling, proctoring, and advising. Similarly the role of the
mentor has been described as role model, champion, leader, guide, adviser,
counselor, volunteer, coach, sponsor, protector, and preceptor. A similar range of

terms may apply to the mentee, protégé, client, apprentice, aspirant, pupil, etc.
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The process itself may also be described variously as reciprocal, helping,
advising, leading, or facilitating as a collaborative enterprise with shared ideals or
as a learning process by which the mentor leads by example. In general however
knowledge and understanding about the processes which take place within
mentoring relationships remains at a preliminary stage. Clearly some of the
meanings are contradictory especially in the absence of explanatory frameworks

(Philip, 2000).

The preceding quote illustrates the wide range of terminology and meaning available in

the area of mentoring, but it does not distinguish how the individual student perceives

this during the educational process. There are a number of elements required for a

mentoring relationship. One researcher in approaching the literature phenomenologically

has included certain essential and contingent attributes as follows:

Mentoring appears to have the essential attributes of: a process; a supportive
relationship; a helping process; a teaching-learning process; a reflective process; a
career development process; a formalized process; and a role constructed by and
for a mentor. The contingent attributes of the mentoring phenomenon appear as:
coaching, sponsoring, role modeling, assessing and an informal process (Roberts,

2000).

While this may be a good place to begin the discussion of required elements it is still an

attempt to bring definition to an area that continues to escape hard and fast definitions

(Roberts & Chernopiskaya, 1999).

The origin of the term, Mentor, is in classical Greek literature. In the Odyssey

Homer introduced Mentor as the life long friend of Odysseus to whom he entrusted his
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household and his son, Telemachus. While there does appear some care of the boy during
the years that Odysseus is fighting Troy, in the later period when Penelope is besieged by
suitors and Telemachus is in danger of being assassinated it is Athena (in the form of
Mentor) who actually is the wise protector of the young man. The term mentor actually
acquired the Athena dimension in Les Adventures de Telemaque by Fenelon published in
1699 (Roberts, 1999). “Homer’s Mentor was in fact highly unsuccessful as a counselor
and protector” (Shaw, 2004). The current usage of the term has eclipsed the historical
context of the name.

The product of most mentoring is a reproduction of the status quo through a
preconceived paradigm (Gulam & Zufiqar, 1995). The lack of definite goals in the
mentoring process many times robs the mentee of the ability to interpret their own needs
(Piper & Piper, 2000). Mentoring exists in a variety of dimensions: the classic one-to-
one, individual-team, friend-to-friend, peer-group, and long-term relationships with risk
taking adults (Philip & Hendry, 2000). “Today, a mentor is any caring, mature person
who forms a one-on-one relationship with someone in need” (Dondero, 1997). “A mentor
seeks to help a youth navigate through the everyday challenges of school, society, and the
community by drawing upon his or her greater knowledge and experience, and genuine
concern for the youth” (Lauland, 1998). “Mentors worthy of the name serve as teacher,
sponsor, role model, confidant, and more” (Little, 1990).

Mentoring is a relational process in which a mentor, who knows or has

experienced something, transfers that something (resources of wisdom,

information, experience, confidence, insight, relationships, status, etc.) to a
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mentee, at an appropriate time and manner, so that it facilitates development or

empowerment (Stanley & Clinton, 1992).
There is a distinction between helping someone acquire the skills and behaviors
necessary for a profession when the person has chosen that path voluntarily than when
the relationship is mandatory and/or the mentee is reluctant to adopt the skills and values
that are often hard to define (Shaw, 2004). The best results are produced when the
relationship between the mentor and mentee is voluntary (Caruthers, 1993). There are
three dimensions to mentoring: the origin of the relationship, whether it is natural or
designed; the purpose of the relationship; and the dynamic or nature of the relationship—is
it one-to-one or an individual to a group? Mentoring is not one thing; it seems to be more
of a sliding scale that grows in proportion to the dimensions of the relationship (Shaw,
2004). The role of mentor may be an obligation that the mentor tries to meet in the
relationship with a protégé, but it appears to have a great deal more meaning when the
label is voluntarily bestowed on a person, who is seen as a person of influence and
empowerment, by a protégé who benefits from this relationship.

Mentoring in higher education

Undergraduates who have been mentored expressed a perceived obligation to
persist in college when they might have wanted to drop out. The study notes the
following:

They felt an obligation to continue their education as a result of the deep

commitment of support personnel and the benefits of counseling, tutoring, and

institutional guidance, and found that formal mentoring appeared to positively
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affect student participation, retention, and success in college (Wallace, Abel, &

Ropers-Huilman, 2000).

In a study of lifelong learners, quality relationships with mentors flourished when they
shared emotional ties and a sense of equality (Bennetts, 2001). One research study that
focused on 15 physical education students seeking a post-graduate certificate in education
reported what the group valued in a mentor. The attributes were as follows:

¢ A mentor who functions as a professional

¢ A mentor with demonstrated competency in the subject area

e A mentor with communication skills

¢ A mentor who can be a facilitator

¢ A mentor who knows how to give positive feedback

e A mentor who stays on task
Mentees are looking for mentors who exhibit these qualities in the mentoring relationship
(Yau, 1995). It may be that mentees do not know what mentoring is, but they do know
what it is to be mentored or at least what they like in the relationship.

Some graduate schools have sought to formalize the work of faculty with graduate
students into mentoring programs. The University of Louisville has published a mentor
handbook entitled, “Mentor and Graduate Student: Strategies for Success.” The purpose
is to define the responsibilities of faculty involved to be a role model; one who is
available to students, evaluates student progress, develops skills in both writing and
speaking, engages the student beyond the classroom, and emphasizes teaching. In
addition, faculty should foster collegiality, value diversity, and provide ethical guidance.

The responsibilities of the graduate student focus on proactive contact with the mentor,
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contribute knowledge to others, seek advice from others, and change the mentoring
relationship if it is unsuccessful (Graduate Council (Ed.), 1999).

Another attempt to promote mentoring among engineering, science, and medical
students has been the presentation of the faculty mentor in four capacities. These are as
follows:

e The mentor as faculty adviser

e The mentor as career adviser

e The mentor as skills consultant

e The mentor as role model
This joint publication of the National Academy of Engineering, National Academy of
Sciences, and the Institute of Medicine encourages the practice of mentoring by
recommending ways for improvement and resources to enhance the experience (2006).

The reality is that in higher education some relationships between students and
faculty go beyond being acquainted or meeting academic expectations. In the process of
working together the student becomes a protégé. The reality is that when a student uses
the term mentor for someone who has contributed to their success it is because they stand
out as being a real contributor to the achievement of that student. This means that the
label itself gives validity to the fact that the designated mentor has in reality met the
expectation of the student in some way, even if that expectation is unexpressed by the
student to the mentor. In fact, it may only be after some reflection that the student is able
to assess the influence exerted by another person. Since this study focuses on the factors
that shape high-achieving, first-generation college students the influence of a mentor may

provide another dimension to the data gathered in this study.
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Conclusion

There are certainly numerous opinions as to why some first-generation college
students succeed when so many fail to persist and attain degrees. The best place to
discover these answers may be among those students who succeed in a graduate doctoral
program. This is typically the Ph.D. or a doctorate attached to a particular discipline (i.e.,
Ed.D.). The most accessible group of successful students out of these doctoral degree
programs are university faculty. The doctorate is the credential for an academic career.
These faculty should be accessible and somewhat receptive to a research project that
focuses on high-achieving, first-generation college students within the professoriate.
They should be representative of the percentages of doctorate completers from each

category of parental educational attainment.
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CHAPTER 1II
Methodology

The methodology for this inquiry into high-achieving, first-generation college
students will bean intensive examination of research data generated in the study of first -
generation college students from among the university faculty. The data from interviews,
field notes, and other observations will be analyzed using the constant comparative
method to develop a theory grounded in the research findings as introduced in The
Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). This approach is focused on the generation of an explanation and hypotheses that
emerges from the research data collected. The definition offered by one of Grounded
Theories founding theorists states, “The grounded theory approach is a general
methodology of analysis linked with data collection that uses a systematically applied set
of methods to generate an inductive theory about a substantive area” (Glaser, 1992).

Introduction of Grounded Theory

In the 1960’s two sociologists, Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, began to
articulate a method of research that came to be known as grounded theory. This approach
was developed during a field observational study of hospital employees working with
dying patients. Anselm Strauss attributes two separate areas of work and thought that he
contributed to the development: first, the general emphasis on problem solving found in
the pragmatism of John Dewey and his disciples; second, the Chicago University
emphasis on field observations and interviews in the sociological traditions. The Chicago
sociological traditions about change are that it is a constant feature of social life, social

interaction, participant viewpoints, and processes (Strauss, 1987). Barney Glaser received
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his academic training and education at Columbia University and was strongly influenced
in his methodological approach by Paul F. Lazarfeld. His mentors and colleagues were
doing inductive theory generation using both qualitative and quantitative data (Glaser,
1992). Both researchers were strongly oriented toward field work and documentation.

In contrast to the a priori theoretical orientation in sociology, they held that
theories should be “grounded” in data from the field, especially in the actions,
interactions, and social processes of people. Despite successful collaboration on a number
of outstanding research projects resulting in numerous journal articles and books, they
have differed about the direction of grounded theory in more recent years (Creswell,
1998).

The focus of grounded theory is the generation of a hypothesis from the data
collected in the research of the phenomenon. The thrust of the grounded theory approach
to qualitative data is toward the development of theory, without any particular
commitment to specific kinds of data, lines of research, or theoretical interests. Grounded
theory is not a specific method or technique. “It is a way of qualitative analysis that
includes a number of distinct features: theoretical sampling, constant comparisons,
coding paradigms, conceptual development and theory density” (Strauss, 1987, p. 5).

Grounded theory uses systematic data collection and analysis of data in the
construction of a theoretical model. The most common data collection methods are
participant interviews and the investigator’s field notes and/or journals. Moustakas
(1994) summarizes the grounded theory tenets used by Addison to investigate physician
socialization. Grounded theory researchers continually question gaps in the data—

omissions and inconsistencies, and incomplete understandings. They continually
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