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Abstract 

The number of first generation college students enrolling in higher education is 

on the rise. These students often struggle with the transition to a new environment, 

they often do not understand, and many also lack the support groups and systems that 

are needed to be successful. Understanding why these students are coming to college 

and how to assist them is of the utmost importance. 

A qualitative study was conducted to determine the motivations and support 

systems of first generation college students within the College of Agricultural 

Sciences and Natural Resources (CASNR). A basic interpretive qualitative method 

was selected, and interviews were conducted to obtain data. 

Nine respondents from the six departments of CASNR and one respondent as a 

representative from the Texas Tech PEGASUS Program were interviewed and data 

was collected. It was determined that three factors lead to their enrollment at Texas 

Tech – parental/family and teacher encouragement, and self-motivation. The 

researchers also found the students were involved in several organizations. These 

included association with at least one departmental/college organization, affiliation 

with a religious group, involvement with a university program, and/or a connection 

with a first generation college student group. It was also determined that these students 

depended upon three major support groups and systems, such as parental, friend and 

adviser/professor support. The researchers also sought to determine how satisfied the 

students were with their experiences with CASNR and Tech. One over-arching theme 

was found – high satisfaction.  
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 Chapter I 

Introduction 

As the belief that a college education is critical to achieving economic success 

and social mobility increases, most universities are striving to increase enrollment and 

success rates. Educators are realizing how important it is to recognize the new sub-

populations of students that are choosing to further their education. Specifically, the 

number of first generation college students is on the rise. According to a study 

conducted by the Higher Education Research Institute in 2005, one in six (15.9 %) 

students fit into the definition of a first generation college student (Pryor, 2005). A 

wide majority of literature defines a first generation college student as one whose 

parents have earned a high school diploma or less (Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Nunez & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001). The rising number of 

first generation students could be attributed to the fact that this population is realizing 

that in order to gain equal footing with their peers, a college degree is very important. 

For the purposes of this research, Texas Tech University’s official definition that first 

generation students are students whose parents did not receive a four-year college 

degree will be used. 

Background and Setting 

Numerous studies have reported a significant increase in the number of first 

generation college students enrolling in higher education (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pryor, 

2005). First generation students are attempting to weld together two separate worlds, 

their home life and their academic world.  



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

2 

First generation college students are entering new situations with limited 

knowledge of the jargon, traditions, and expected behaviors, with little-to-no family 

connection to the collegiate lifestyle (University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 

2007). These students typically come from working class families and from a variety 

of cultural and ethnic backgrounds. They are also likely to begin their college career at 

a community college, attend college part-time, live off campus, delay entering college 

after high school, and/or work full time during enrollment (Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004; 

Inman & Mayes, 1999). 

Merullo (2002) wrote that:  

Students who face “unusual” transitions, including first generation college 
students, have “an extra weight in their backpacks, a burden composed of 
cultural dislocation (in some cases, just the act of leaving their families at a 
young age to pursue an education is culturally inappropriate); economic 
hardship (many of them, even those with full scholarships, feel obliged to work 
while in college, in order to contribute to the family income); and the inability 
to look to their relatives for guidance about campus life (p. 6). 
 
Despite their intellectual level and capabilities, first generation college students 

may benefit from additional support as they adapt to their new collegiate 

environments. All of these factors could easily prevent first generation students from 

fully engaging in a collegiate setting, and may contribute to early departures 

(University of Illinois at Urbana-Champain, 2007).  

Texas Tech University was established in 1923 as Texas Technological 

College. Today it has grown into a research university with more than 30,000 students. 

Tech offers 150 undergraduate degrees through 11 academic colleges, a graduate 
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school and a school of law. It also offers more than 100 master’s degree programs and 

more than 50 doctoral degree programs. 

The College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources (CASNR) in an 

academic college at Texas Tech University that houses six departments, including the 

Agricultural and Applied Economics, Agricultural Education and Communications, 

Animal and Food Sciences, Landscape Architecture, Plant and Soil Science, and 

Natural Resources Management departments. They offer 14 baccalaureate, 20 masters 

and eight doctoral degrees in agricultural sciences and natural resources disciplines. 

Over 30 clubs, organizations, and competitive teams are CASNR-based. Also, one out 

of every three CASNR students are on scholarships, last year receiving a total of $13 

million.  

Problem Statement 

As the number of first generation college students rises, the need for 

knowledge about first generation college support systems grows, not only within 

Texas Tech University but also within the College of Agricultural Sciences and 

Natural Resources (CASNR). In order to improve the experience for first generation 

college students in CASNR, we must first determine how these students perceive their 

support systems and needs. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine the different needs of first 

generation college students in the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources at Texas Tech University. The results of this research can be used to 
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develop a better support and guidance system for future first generation college 

students. Astin’s involvement theory (1984) and Input-Environment-Outcome theory 

(1993) provided the framework for this study. Due to the rapidly rising number of first 

generation college students, these students were selected as the basis for this study.  

By understanding how first generation college students approach the college 

experience and their wants and needs, faculty and staff can assist the students in 

achieving a more successful and fulfilling academic career. 

Research Questions 

This study was guided by four research questions:  

1. What factors led to their enrollment at Texas Tech? 

2. What programs are they involved in? (Such as extra-curricular 

activities, organizations, teams, social groups, living groups.) 

3. What support groups and/or support systems do they depend upon? 

(Such as Texas Tech’s PEGASUS program, peer groups, family, and 

others.) 

4. How satisfied are they with their experience in CASNR?  

Definition of Terms 

1. First generation college students – students whose parents did not receive a 

four year college degree. 

2. Second generation college students – students who are the second generation 

of their immediate family that attend college.  



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

5 

3. Cultural capital - “degree of ease and familiarity that one has with the 

‘dominant’ culture of a society” (Bills, 2003, p. 90). Otherwise known as, an 

invisible resource for students that is made up of the basic knowledge about 

academic life, level of family income and support, educational aspirations and 

previous academic preparation.  

4. CASNR – The College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources at 

Texas Tech University. 

5. Dr. Bill Bennett Student Success Center (SSC) – Center developed by the 

College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources at Texas Tech 

University to recruit and retain students. 

Limitations of the Study 

The following limitations were identified in this study:  

1. Interviewer’s status as a teaching assistant within CASNR may have 

influenced the participants’ interview responses. 

2. The primary instrument in a case study is the researcher; therefore, the research 

findings can easily be misunderstood by the reader. 

3. Researchers only had access to first generation college students within CASNR 

that would respond to recruitment e-mails. 

4. The nine first generation college student participants were considered to be 

“successful” students. 
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5. Because this study focused on first generation college students within Texas 

Tech’s College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources the results of 

this study should be taken with caution when applying to other situations. 

Delimitations of the Study 

This study was limited to first generation college students in the College of 

Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources at Texas Tech University. The CASNR 

dean’s office / SSC was utilized to sample the population and make the first contact 

with potential participants.  

Basic Assumptions 

The following basic assumptions were made about this study:  

1. The participants answered the questions completely and accurately to the best 

of their ability. 

2. The participants were able to complete the interview believing their opinions 

mattered in regard to the study.  

3. The sample was comprised of first generation college students within the 

College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources.  

Significance of the Problem 

The United States has been transformed from a manufacturing-based economy 

to an economy based on knowledge, and the importance of a college education today 

can be compared to that of a high school education 40 years ago (McGuire, 2011). 

Enrollment in higher education institutions is expected to grow by 1.1% annually for 
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the next decade (U.S. Department of Education, 1997). Due to the expanding number 

of first generation college students, this study sought to understand the motivations 

and goals of students. It is also increasingly important to determine how these students 

perceive their support systems and needs. Hopkins (2011) found that when a first 

generation college student comes to college it really is a different cultural experience. 

They are not just entering a school; they are entering an academic, cultural 

environment that often has a lot of unspoken rules and sets of cultural mores (Hopkins, 

2011). “Higher levels of educational attainment are related to higher incomes and 

lower rates of unemployment, and the earnings gap between high school and college 

graduates only widen over time” (Engle, 2007, p. 25). 

Higher Education Cost 

Generally speaking, first generation college students face a multitude of 

challenges, including a background of low income and lack of collegiate knowledge. 

First generation college students often face inadequate finances, lack of support from 

peers or family members, and poor academic preparation because their families simply 

do not understand the rigors of college, this makes it not only difficult to get into 

college, but also to become successful in a challenging environment (Engle, 2007).  

Student debt levels depend upon a variety of factors such as differences in 

tuition and fees, living expenses, the demographic makeup of the graduating class, the 

availability of need-based aid from colleges and states, and colleges’ financial aid 

policies and practices (Student Debt and the Class of 2010, 2011).  The estimated total 
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debt for college seniors who graduated in 2010 was an average of $25,250, which was 

up 5% from the previous year (Student Debt and the Class of 2010, 2011). 

In Texas, the cost of college can range from $9,128 at a public technical 

college to $22,255 at a private college or university; this includes tuition and fees, 

room and board, books, transportation, and other expenses (Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board, THECB, 2012). The average debt of graduating seniors in Texas 

in 2010 was $20,919 (Student Debt and the Class of 2010, 2011). 

Higher Education in Agriculture 

According to Lastly (2010), more than 30% of American jobs are related to 

agriculture or directly involved with production-based agriculture. This creates a 

significant need for widespread agriculture literacy. Fortunately, the number of 

producers and their children pursuing college educations is still on the rise, while the 

number of people seeking degrees in some other academic areas may be leveling off, it 

is still rising for the farming profession (DiGiuseppe, 2010).  

The agriculture industry is offering multiple exciting opportunities for new 

college graduates, including an abundance of job openings, challenging assignments, 

opportunities for growth, in an industry that combines local work with global impact 

(Byrum, 2012).  Returning to the farm is not the only choice for recent graduates with 

agriculture degrees. Lastly (2010) stated that agriculture would focus on science, the 

environment and new technologies in 2010. Many graduates with degrees specializing 

in agriculture do not go back to the farm, instead they are finding employment with 
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grain companies, agronomy companies, manufacturers, distributors, retailers, food 

processors, and more (Byrum, 2012). 

First Generation Status 

Studies have demonstrated that first generation college students may not model 

the idea of a traditional student by being well-prepared, having earned good grades in 

high school, having the self-esteem and self-efficacy to succeed, and having enough 

familial and financial support to dedicate themselves full-time to becoming a well-

rounded graduate (Hicks, 2002). Smith (2009) stated that being a first generation 

college student could be scary and stressful, not only because they are having a totally 

new experience, but also because some students realize that they represent an entire 

family that was not previously able to attend. These first generation college students 

will also serve as role models and set the stage for those who might follow behind 

them (Smith, 2009). 

College Support Systems 

According to Flury (2007), getting accepted to college should be just part of 

the goal, and the supporters of these new college students need to look beyond that to 

the crucial adjustment students must make after enrollment. Living in a college 

environment requires the balancing of academic expectations with the pressures, 

demands, and excitement of living independently (Flury, 2007). 

“Additionally, because support in the form of basic information about college 

survival and success may not be readily available from families of first generation 

students, there is a need for more extensive research to determine the nature and type 
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of academic support systems needed for this population's successful adjustment to 

college” (Hicks, 2002, p.1). “Without a strong sense of self and the tools necessary to 

weather the inevitable turbulence of this life change, it is all too easy to drown in 

doubt, confusion, and, in worst cases, self-destructive behavior” (Flury, 2007, p. 1). 

The implementation of programs could help establish a strong system to meet the 

academic, personal, and social needs of first generation college students and to 

increase their retention (Hicks, 2002).  

The main benefit from this research was tied directly to the Dr. Bill Bennett 

Student Success Center (SSC) in CASNR. As the student success center grows, staff is 

continually searching for ways to become more efficient and helpful to students. This 

research could help the SSC understand how first generation students are getting 

involved in CASNR and what kind of support they may need in order to become 

successful students and eventually college graduates.  

By starting with a small number of participants in the study, the researcher 

hopes to improve retention and overall experiences of first generation college students 

within CASNR. 

The National Research Agenda 

This study fits into the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education 

and Communication, Agricultural Education in University and Postsecondary settings 

Research Priority Area 5: Efficient and Effective Agricultural Education Programs 

(Doerfert, 2011). This research priority area deals with developing highly effective 

educational programs that meet the academic, career, and developmental needs of 
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diverse learners in all settings and at all levels. It also focuses on distributing accurate 

and reliable data that describes the quality and impact of educational programs and 

outreach efforts at all levels to respective decision groups (e.g., students, parents, 

administration, industry, policy makers).  

Summary 

There are a number of factors that have been shown to negatively affect the 

college success of a first generation college student. These include lower levels of 

academic preparation, lower academic goals, less encouragement and support to attend 

college, particularly from parents, less knowledge about the college application 

process, and fewer resources to pay for college. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to determine the support systems surrounding 

first generation college students in the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources at Texas Tech University, and to determine the ultimate needs of these 

students. This chapter is a review of literature and research related to first generation 

college students, specifically their support systems and motivation.  

First generation college students have been the topic of much research in 

recent years (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). Prior research 

demonstrates that college enrollment and retention rates vary significantly depending 

on parents’ educational levels (Ishitani, 2003; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, 

& Nora, 1996).  “The needs these students bring to the higher education environment 

are multi-faceted, including issues of family, finances, and cultural roadblocks” 

(McCarron & Inkelas, 2006, p. 14). “Although we appear to know much about first 

generation college students with respect to their academic preparation, transition to 

postsecondary education, and progress toward degree attainment, surprisingly little is 

known about their college experiences or their cognitive and psychosocial 

development during college” (Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 250).  

Pryor (2005) reported that about 15.9%, or one in six, students fit into the 

definition of a first generation college student.  Engle and Tinto (2008) estimated that 

24% of students enrolled in post-secondary education today are first generation.  
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First Generation College Students 

A wide majority of literature defines a first generation college student as one 

whose parents have earned a high school diploma or less (Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; 

Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001). They have 

also been defined as a student whose parents have never earned a bachelor’s degree, 

but may have some postsecondary experience (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). For 

the purpose of this study, the researcher will use the official definition used by Texas 

Tech University, which states that first generation college students are considered to 

be students whose parents did not receive a four year college degree (PEGASUS 

Program, 2010).  

When discussing first generation college students, the term non-traditional 

student is used frequently. The newest college population is full of both traditional and 

non-traditional students. Traditional students are typically grouped by their age, 

graduation dates, living accommodations, memberships in organizations, abilities, 

race, ethnicity, or heritage. Non-traditional students are mostly categorized by their 

older age (25 years or older), but recently other definitions have emerged. These 

include financial independence, delayed college enrollment, part-time attendance, full-

time employment, supporting dependents, or GED diplomas (Horn & Nunez, 2000). 

First generation college students can be considered traditional students because of 

their age, but can be classified as nontraditional due to other characteristics. This is 

explained by the fact that first generation college students are more likely to be 
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employed more hours, have lower incomes, and have more financial dependents 

(Inman & Mayes, 1999).  

Cultural Capital  

Evidence points to a distinct disadvantage for first generation college students 

in multiple areas, including basic knowledge about postsecondary education, level of 

family income and support, educational degree expectations and plans, and academic 

preparation in high school (Pascarella et al., 2004). All of these things could be 

considered cultural capital. Cultural capital could be defined as the “degree of ease 

and familiarity that one has with the ‘dominant’ culture of a society” (Bills, 2003, p. 

90).  Cultural capital serves as an invisible resource and it is suggested that students 

with more highly educated parents are more likely to have a variety of forms of 

cultural capital available to them through family relationships. Working-class students 

often arrive at colleges and universities at a disadvantage without the valuable forms 

of cultural capital; therefore, they may experience feelings of alienation and anxiety, 

making the transition difficult, and at times unwanted (Stuber, 2011). 

 Pascarella et al. (2004) determined that first generation college students are 

more likely to be less prepared to make informed decisions about institutions and 

involvement that could potentially maximize their educational developments and 

benefits.  However, it is suggested that the cultural capital, that could help first 

generation college students succeed, could be acquired through the social capital 

gained through extracurricular and peer involvement (Pascarella et al., 2004).  
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As most universities are striving to increase enrollment and success rates, it is 

important to recognize the sub-populations of students that are choosing to further 

their education. Specifically, the number of first generation college students is on the 

rise. This could be attributed to the fact that this population is realizing that in order to 

gain equal footing with their peers, a college degree is a must (Fallon, 1997; London, 

1996; Pratt & Skaggs, 1989).  

Success Rates 

Studies show that students whose parents did not enroll in a four-year 

university or obtain a bachelor’s degree are much less likely to continue their 

education after high school. The likelihood of enrolling in postsecondary education is 

strongly related to parents’ education, even when other factors are taken into account 

(Choy, 2001). Only 34% of first generation students at public four-year institutions 

earned a bachelor’s degree within six years, compared to 66% of their peers (Engle & 

Tinto, 2008).  

Unfortunately, even if first generation students overcome barriers and enroll in 

higher education, they are still at a disadvantage toward finishing their degrees.  Going 

to college often involves a “disjunction” in the lives of first generation students, while 

students whose parents have a college education tend to experience “college as a 

continuation” of their academic and social experiences (Engle, 2007, p. 33).  

“With the growing importance of a college education, the incidence of student 

attrition is increasingly costly to individuals, families and universities” (Martin, 

Swartz-Kulstad, & Madison, 1999, p. 121). In order to reap the benefits of a full 
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college experience, students must stay long enough to obtain a degree. Pascarella et al. 

(2004) found that students whose parents are both college graduates have significantly 

higher cumulative grades in college than similar students who are considered first 

generation college students.  

Enrolling and leaving college without a degree has negative monetary, 

occupational, and other consequences for individuals. The decision to leave has severe 

monetary consequences; especially if the student has secured loans that they must then 

pay back without the benefit of a higher paying job, which is usually much easier to 

obtain with a college degree. It is reasonable to summarize that first generation 

students are more likely to leave a four-year institution at the end of the first year and 

are less likely to stay enrolled or attain a bachelor’s degree after five years (Pascarella 

et al., 2004). McCarron and Inkelas’ (2006) findings suggested that degree completion 

for first generation college students may be a struggle on a traditional timeline, despite 

the desire for an education.  

Adjustment and Involvement 

It is intuitive to assume that parents, peers, and the institution are important 

components in the students’ adjustment to college life. Evidence is clear that as a 

group, first generation college students have a more difficult time with the transition to 

college than their peers (Pascarella et al., 2004). First generation students also often 

lack important study and time management skills and they experience more difficulty 

navigating the administrative aspects of academic life due to the lack of college-going 
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experiences in their families (Richardson & Skinner, 1992). These could include tasks 

such as choosing a major, meeting with advisers, and registering for classes. 

First generation college students are confronting all of the normal anxieties, 

such as relocation, but their experiences are also challenged by cultural, social and 

academic transitions (Pascarella et al., 2004). First generation students are also less 

likely than their peers to be academically or socially engaged (Pike & Kuh, 2005).  

There are numerous reasons why first generation college students are not as 

involved in college experiences as their peers. Gibbons and Shoffner (2004) found that 

first generation students may be less involved in campus activities, due to their work 

schedules and tendency to live off campus, at home. First generation students are 

typically employed more hours, have lower incomes, and can sometimes have more 

financial dependents than others (Inman & Mayes, 1999). It is clear that the tendencies 

to work and live off campus probably have the most dramatic effect on their collegiate 

involvement and could easily account for the lower levels of extracurricular 

involvement and interaction with peers.  

Terenzini et al., (1996) concluded that first generation students need more 

validation and “confirming signals that they can be successful in college and are 

worthy of a place there” (p. 66). Despite having the same level of high school 

preparation and achievement as their peers whose parents went to college, first 

generation students have less confidence in their abilities to succeed in college (Bui, 

2002; Cruce, Kinzie, Williams, Morelon, & Xingming, 2005; Penrose, 2002). 
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Motivation and Support  

There are a variety of factors that motivate first generation college students to 

strive for a college education. Compared to their non-first generation counterparts, 

they are more likely to list the ability to get a better job (77.3% versus 71.2%) and 

make more money (76.4% versus 70.0%) as reasons to further their educations (Pryor 

2005). Terenzini et al., (1996) found that first generation students received less 

encouragement from their parents to attend college, compared to second-generation 

students. Smith and Zhang’s (2010) findings indicated that “first generation students 

received the least amount of parental support in preparing for and gaining access to 

college” (p. 66). “Regardless of the emotional support provided by parents, if parents 

lack college experience, it is possible that they may be unable to provide instrumental 

support while their children adjust to a new context” (Yazedjian, Purswell, Sevin, & 

Towes, 2007, p. 30). This could easily be attributed to the likelihood that parents who 

have a college education are more knowledgeable about college and have access to 

more financial resources than parents who did not attend college (Hertel, 2002). 

Dennis et al. (2005) hypothesized that when first generation college students realized 

their families were unable to provide the instrumental support necessary, they were 

more likely to turn to peers when dealing with academic issues. 

Recruiting First Generation College Students 

First generation college students are realizing that in order to achieve future 

goals they must obtain a college degree. This realization alone is helping educators 

recruit students to higher education. However, first generation students are less likely 
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to enroll in four-year institutions (Horn & Nunez, 2000). Engle (2007) also reported 

that “first generation status has also been shown to limit the types of colleges that 

students from this population consider choosing to attend in terms of location, sector, 

and selectivity” (p. 32). 

 First generation college students place more importance on family, role 

models and educators when deciding on where to attend college. Nearly half (49.9%) 

of first generation college students choose to attend a college within 50 miles of home 

(Pryor, 2005). That high number could be attributed to parental need for long term 

care from their children. Checkovitch and Stern (2002) reported that parents who have 

limited educations are likely to require assistance from their children. “As parents 

become more educated, they are likely to maintain larger wealth bases and have higher 

yearly incomes” (Checkovitch & Stern, 2002, p. 460). Parents with a larger monetary 

base are more likely to be able to fund their own health care, such as in-home care, 

institutional services, or by choosing to live in a retirement community that can 

provide those needed services (Checkovitch & Stern, 2002). McCarron and Inkelas 

(2006) stated that because “parental involvement was tied to students’ educational 

aspirations as measured in high school, college staff working in areas such as 

recruitment must reach out to students and their families via open houses, orientations, 

and high-school to college bridge programs” (p. 12).  

The College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources at Texas Tech 

utilizes a variety of methods both on and off campus to recruit students to the college. 

For on campus recruiting they utilize a variety of methods, including daily campus 
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tours, University Day, Football Fridays, admitted student visit days, Techsan preview, 

Summer Showcase, Red Raider Madness, Discover Texas Tech, Red Raider 

Extravaganza, Red Raider Academy, Red Raider Experience, Back to School Fiesta, 

State 4-H Council Training, Homecoming Breakfast, Reality Check Program, and 

Academic Majors Fair.  

One of the major on campus recruiting opportunities CASNR participates in is 

the Back to School Fiesta. This is an annual fall event open to the Lubbock 

community and surrounding communities’ students and their families. The Fiesta is 

designed to provide information about college and resources to children and their 

families. The SSC staff use the event to target a diverse audience, usually with over 

3,000 participants, and speak with them about career opportunities in agricultural 

sciences and natural resources. 

The Red Raider Extravaganza, a major on-campus recruiting opportunity for 

CASNR, is an event during which Texas Tech hosts several Area and State Career 

Development Events for the FFA. Tours of CASNR, housing, and campus are 

provided.  This event typically allows SSC staff and Agri-Techsans  to speak with 

2,000 students to provide information and answer questions. 

Another major on-campus recruiting event is during University day, a campus-

wide open house. Typically, the university provides a welcome to the students, 

followed by a student services and academic fair. The SSC and all CASNR 

Departments are represented at the fair. The SSC also hosts an information session to 
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discuss majors, career options, and extra-curricular activities. Typically CASNR is 

exposed to between 500-1000 attendees. 

CASNR also reaches out to specifically first generation students through two 

programs, the Red Raider Academy and the Reality Check Program. The Red Raider 

Academy is a five day, two-part program held is many Texas regional centers and on 

the Tech campus in Lubbock. This program is designed to provide important 

information to navigate the admissions process and about life as a red raider. The SSC 

center staff interacts with these students on the fourth day during information fair. The 

Reality Check program is an event for middle schools with large populations of 

minority and first generation students. Overall, it was designed to encourage higher 

education. The SSC staff presents information about career opportunities available in 

CASNR.  

CASNR also does intensive recruiting off campus, including high school visits, 

junior college visits, A Night with the Raiders, spring receptions, President’s 

receptions, State FFA Convention, National FFA Convention, Texas 4-H Roundup, 

Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo, other stock shows, State Fair of Texas, 4-H 

Events, and career fairs.  

Possibly the biggest off campus event is the high school visits completed by 

the Agri-Techsans. The Agri-Techsans are the 20 official undergraduate student 

recruiters for CASNR. Each Agri-Techsan travels to five schools to do a short 

presentation with and play a game of jeopardy designed to make contact with 

prospective students and provide them with information they need to make an 
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informed decision about college. Every year these students make contact with over 

1,300 high school students.  

CASNR also hosts large recruiting booths at the State FFA Convention and the 

National FFA Convention. This allows them to have exposure to over 10,000 students 

and 55,000 show visitors, respectively. In addition CASNR hosts a both at the Texas 

4-H Roundup and is exposed to over 3,000 students and parents during the contest. 

The last major off-campus recruiting opportunity is during the Houston Livestock 

Show and Rodeo. CASNR hosts a recruiting booth at the trade show, and is exposed 

to over 1,890,300 visitors.  

On Campus Activities of First Generation College Students 

 Little is known about first generation college students’ experiences compared 

to the experiences of students who have college educated parents (Pike & Kuh, 2005). 

Because first generation college students spend more time off campus to support 

themselves and their families, financial need may play a key role in limiting first 

generation students’ involvement on campus (Lundberg, Schreiner, Hovaguimian, & 

Miller, 2007).  Pascarella et al. (2004) stated that a large part of first generation 

students’ lower levels of extracurricular involvement and interaction with peers was 

due to the tendencies to be enrolled part-time, work and live off campus. “Despite the 

fact that they were somewhat less likely to be involved in extracurricular activities and 

non course-related interactions with peers, first generation students tended to derive 

significantly stronger positive benefits from these involvements than did other 

students” (Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 270). 
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CASNR hosts 25 different clubs and organizations that are housed in the 

departments and by the college. Most of the clubs and organizations are related to 

specific majors and departments, or professional development, but some are social 

groups designed to get students involved and foster a CASNR support system. A list 

of all 25 clubs and organizations can be found below. 

Ag Council 
Agricultural Communicators of 
Tomorrow 
Agricultural Economics Association 
Agri-Techsans 
Agronomy Club 
Alpha Gamma Rho 
Ambassadors for Agriculture 
American Society of Landscape 
Architects 
Block and Bridle 
Collegiate FFA 
Donald Ashdown Entomology Club 
FarmHouse Fraternity 
Food Science Club 

Horticulture Society 
Meat Science Association 
Minorities in Agriculture, Natural 
Resources and Related Sciences 
Pi Alpha Xi 
Range, Wildlife, and Fisheries Club 
Sigma Alpha-Professional Agricultural 
Society 
Society for Conservation Biology 
Student Association for Fire Ecology 
Tech Collegiate Horseman’s 
Association 
Tech Turf 
Texas Tech Pre-Vet Society

 

Support Systems of First Generation College Students 

Despite society’s view that attending college is a rite of passage, on a path 

directed toward a job with a higher salary, first generation students face many 

challenges along the way. Not only do first generation students perceive their parents 

to be less supportive and less encouraging about their decision to pursue higher 

education (Choy, 2001), but studies have indicated that “first generation students 

receive the least amount of help from parents” (Smith & Zhang, 2010, p. 54).  

Adolescents are often expected to obtain more independence from their parents 

during college (Mounts, Valentiner, Anderson, & Boswell, 2006). Even though some 
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parents continue to provide support for their college-aged children, the average unmet 

need for first generation students each year, before accounting for loans, is close to 

$6,000 (Engle & Tinto, 2008). Jehangir (2010) stated that academic preparation and 

financial constraints are challenges for first generation students, and often impact their 

decision to withdraw from college. It is important to realize that these students are 

“breaking, not continuing, family tradition” (p. 63) by attending college, and this 

could play a major part in how supported the student feels about pursuing higher 

education (Terenzini, Rendon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg, & Jalomo, 1994). “By 

virtue of their decision to attend college, these students have not only entered alien 

territory but distance themselves from the understanding of family and friends” 

(Penrose, 2002, p. 432). 

Students from cultural backgrounds emphasizing family interdependence may 

be expected to fulfill obligations to the family that conflict with college 

responsibilities (Tseng, 2004). It is also possible that if parents have succeeded 

financially and professionally without a bachelor’s degree, it may not be seen as 

important (McCarron & Inkelas, 2006).  

The support of parents could easily boost students’ aspirations, but also can 

diminish the negative effects of a college cultural shock.  Tierney (1992) suggested 

that college culture is important but that the student’s home culture was just as 

valuable. Developing relationships “with faculty and other university personnel may 

be especially beneficial for first generation students as those people can provide the 

necessary information, perspective, values, and socialization that may compensate for 
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cultural capital that was not available” previously (Lundberg et al., 2007, p. 59). 

Richardson and Skinner (1992) found that faculty and peer advising, tutoring, and 

mentoring can help maintain needed support throughout the college years. 

Unfortunately, first generation students are less likely to use student support 

systems on campus (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella et al., 2004; 

Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Terenzini et al, 1996). First generation college students 

often miss out on the academic and social integration that is made up of specific 

academic and social experiences associated with success in college (Pike & Kuh, 

2005). This fact makes it entirely plausible that first generation students would also 

spend less time studying and interacting with faculty and other students both in and 

out of the classroom (Engle, 2007).  

Parents who have not attended college tend to have less education, thus some 

of these parents prefer that their children work rather than attend college (Lee, Sax, 

Kim, & Hagedorn, 2004). Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, and Leonard (2007) found that 

continuous support for a first generation college student’s progress could greatly affect 

their ability to maintain self-confidence in their success.  

CASNR provides several support systems and groups designed to improve the 

overall retention rate. These include Ag Fest, Ag Pals, CASNR Learning 

Communities, Red Raider Orientation, undecided academic advising, the Early Alert 

Program, eNews, Tutoring, Popcorn Pop-Ins and the Student Readiness Inventory.  

One of the biggest events for CASNR is Ag Fest, which is an event held during 

the first week of the fall semester to welcome students, faculty, and staff. Many 
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CASNR student organizations use this as an opportunity to promote their organization. 

This event is focused on providing an opportunity for students to feel that they are part 

of the CASNR family, to make new friends, and get to know faculty and staff. 

Typically there are around 450 attendees, including students, faculty, and staff. 

Ag Pals is the CASNR student-mentoring program. Members of this program 

are current students, who serve as mentors, and entering freshman. The program is 

designed so that the mentors assist the new CASNR members in their transition into 

collegiate life. The SSC staff promotes the program during orientation, and there are 

typically over 80 mentors, and 160 pals. 

CASNR also has a learning community on the Tech campus. The community 

is designed to increase awareness of CASNR and TTU academic programs, as well as 

provide a valuable learning experience.  

CASNR also participates in an Early Alert Program, which depends upon 

faculty in CASNR to provide names of students who might be struggling in classes 

during the first six weeks of the semester. This allows the SSC staff to contact these 

students and try to provide them with information and assist them with classes.  

Socialization of First Generation College Students 

Several studies have suggested that peer support may be extremely important 

for the academic adjustment of college students (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1993). 

Richardson and Skinner (1992) found that by forming study groups, sharing notes and 

experiences, and giving advice about classes to take and strategies to use, peers could 

provide support that is more directly influential to college outcomes. Some parents of 
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first generation college students cannot provide these types of information to their 

students.  

However, first generation students tend to focus their college experiences more 

exclusively on academics than on social interactions (Terenzini et al., 1996). Inkelas et 

al., (2007) summarized that this could be due to the fact that first generation students 

might find these types of “informal peer contacts and co-curricular activities” 

unessential to a good college experience (p. 425). They are less likely to participate in 

extracurricular activities on campus, socialize with faculty or students outside of class, 

and therefore, less likely to develop close friendships with other students (Billson & 

Terry, 1982; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella et 

al., 2004). Terenzini et al. (1994) found that first generation students tend to delay 

participation in extracurricular activities and campus life until they feel they have 

“their academic lives under control” (p. 64). 

Inkelas et al., (2007) said that faculty and staff should keep in mind that first 

generation students may be more reliant upon structured and formal interactions in 

their college environments, and may depend upon faculty and staff to create 

opportunities for them to interact with their peers. First generation students may opt to 

interact more frequently with their peers after faculty, staff and/or other peers led 

structured activities (Inkelas et al., 2007). 

Yazedjian et al. (2007) suggested that a greater sense of attachment to a 

specific institution was fostered once students became more involved and established 

social connections. “It is possible that the multiple connections these students had at 
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the institution made it even less likely that they would disengage from the campus 

culture” (Yazedjian, et al., 2007, p. 40).  

Peers can also serve as a source of support for college students. One study 

found that perceived support from peers predicted college adjustment above and 

beyond academic variables (Martin et al., 1999). However, compared to second 

generation students, first generation students are less likely to be a part of clubs and 

spend fewer hours socializing (Smith & Zhang, 2010).  

Despite the previous research (Astin, 1993; Martin et al., 1999; Tinto, 1993) 

that explains the benefits of socialization for students, it is apparent that for some 

students, peers can serve as a distraction. “Students may need assistance in finding a 

balance between the academic and social aspects of their peer relationships” 

(Yazedjian et al., 2007, p. 43). Inkelas et al., (2007) also suggested that casual peer 

interactions and other outside involvements did not significantly ease first generation 

college students’ academic or social transitions.  

Retention and Success of First Generation College Students 

Engstrom and Tinto (2008) found that “access without support is not 

opportunity,” meaning that just because students have access to college does not mean 

they will succeed without meaningful support (p.20). 

Choy (2001) found that first generation students are more than twice as likely 

as non-first generation students to leave four-year institutions before the second year. 

For first generation college students a variety of factors play into the decision to leave 

the institution. Cost, availability of financial aid, and personal income are just a few of 
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those factors. Almost one quarter (22.7%) of first generation college students had a 

major concern about financing their college education (Gohn & Albin, 2006). In 

determining which college to attend, more first generation students listed the financial 

assistance available to them and the overall cost of attendance as important factors 

(Pryor, 2005). 

Helping college students monetarily will also greatly improve the chances they 

will be retained. Paying for college was once seen as a parental responsibility, usually 

met to some extent by a combination of income, savings, and borrowing (Choy & 

Berker, 2003). Tuition is on the rise in recent years and has created bigger obstacles 

for students, especially those charged with financing their own education. First 

generation college students depend on the availability of grants, loans and/or 

scholarships to pay for their education. Recent research has found that increases in 

financial aid improve the likelihood that first generation students will persist in 

college, while increases in loan debt make it much more likely that they will depart 

(Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Somers, Woodhouse, & Cofer, 2004). In 2003, only 41% 

of the cost of attending a public, four-year institution was covered by the maximum 

Pell Grant award, which was down from 77%  in 1980 (King, 2003). Smith and Zhang 

(2010) suggested that the increase of financial aid, in the forms of grants, scholarships, 

and loans to first generation students could increase the time they have available to 

complete their studies. Retention theorists, such as Tinto (1993) maintain that students 

are most likely to succeed in college when they successfully separate from their home 

context and become academically and socially integrated into the college atmosphere. 
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First generation college students may possess the desire and motivation to succeed in a 

higher education atmosphere, but without funds those factors may not be enough to 

impact first generation college students’ educational future.   

Pascarella et al. (2004) proposed that added work responsibilities might 

explain first generation college students’ significantly lower cumulative grades, 

despite a lighter academic load. Slightly lower GPAs could be explained by the 

tendency of first generation college students to work more hours each week, despite 

the possession of an academic ethic (Smith & Zhang, 2010). 

Students will be retained at greater rates if they feel they are valued. 

Interaction with staff, professors, and other students can lead to greater success (Tinto, 

1993). Gibbons and Shoffner (2004) found that it was important to provide first 

generation college students with information and support that they may not have 

access to through parents or guardians. In a study conducted by Yazedjian et al. 

(2007), students explained how the level of institutional support they felt was affected 

by supportive relationships with professors, teaching assistants, and advisers. 

Educational Satisfaction of First Generation College Students 

Warburton et al. (2001) found a relationship between parents’ education level 

and the likelihood that students would choose a more rigorous high school curriculum 

and, consequently, enroll, perform well, and persist in four-year postsecondary 

institutions. 

Seay (2010) stated that first generation college female students were motivated 

to achieve academic success due to a desire to obtain gainful employment. First 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

31 

generation college students have multiple roles to fulfill. “Being a college student is 

one of these many identities, and it is viewed as an avenue for upward mobility for not 

only the student but also their family and community” (Jehangir, 2010, p. 534). 

In one of the only studies to date examining the relationship between 

institutional support and college adjustment, Martin et al. (1999) determined that 

overall college adjustment could be predicted by students’ perceptions of the 

institution and faculty support. They found that students valued the “atmosphere of the 

university community,” the “physical setting of the community surrounding the 

university,” and the “helpful and caring” faculty (p. 126). 

Theoretical Framework 

This study used Astin’s involvement theory and the related Input-

Environment-Outcome Model to examine the motivations and support systems of first 

generation college students within the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources (See Figure 1.1). The Input-Environment-Outcome (I-E-O) model was 

developed by Alexander W. Astin (1993) as a guiding framework for assessments in 

higher education, and it was based upon his 1984 involvement theory. The basis of 

this model is that educational evaluations are not complete unless information on 

student inputs (I), the educational environment (E), and student outcomes (O) are 

included in the measurement (Astin, 1993). 
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Figure 1. Astin’s I-E-O Model 

“Astin’s involvement theory and related I-E-O model posit that outcomes from 

the college experience are a result of student investment of time and energy in the 

college experience, although entering characteristics may mediate students’ ability to 

invest deeply in that experience” (Lundberg et al., 2007, p. 61).  

Student activities that include significant involvement, especially with peers or 

faculty members, play a part in the positive outcomes of an overall college experience, 

while activities that take attention away from the experience have a negative effect on 

achievement. “This model acknowledges the important role that academic and social 

opportunities have on student change and development as well as the role that students 

play in their transitions experience” (Smith & Zhang, 2010, p. 51). This study was 

guided by the input-environment-outcome model by choosing inputs (previous 

circumstances), environments (current experiences), and outcomes (satisfaction with 

CASNR and Texas Tech) to discover what first generation college students need and 

want to be successful. Inputs are the personal qualities a student brings to the 

education program. They include demographic characteristics, family backgrounds, 
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students’ prior academics, social cultures, reasons for selecting an institution, financial 

status, major field of study, and reason for attending college (Astin, 1993). The inputs 

the researcher focused on for this study were the factors that lead to first generation 

students’ enrollment in college, and specifically at Texas Tech. The factors that were 

included in this study were parental / family and high school faculty and staff, as well 

as self-motivation. 

Environment is the student’s authentic experiences during the educational 

program. The environment includes everything that happens during the program 

course that might affect the student, and therefore the outcomes. Environmental 

factors may include the program, people, instructors, facilities, institutional climate, 

courses, teaching style, friends, roommates, extra-curricular activities, and 

organizational affiliation (Astin, 1993). The environment for this study consisted of 

the collegiate programs the first generation college students were members of, 

including extracurricular activities, organizations, teams, and social and living groups. 

Environments also included the support groups or systems utilized during their time in 

college. These were any departmental/college, religious, and/or university 

organizations and any first generation college student groups the participants were 

involved with.  

Outcomes include students’ characteristics, knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 

beliefs, and behaviors as they leave college (Astin, 1993). The outcomes the 

researcher focused on were the participants’ satisfaction with both CASNR and Tech.  
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A number of previous studies focusing on first generation college students use 

Astin’s input-environment-outcome model (Pike & Kuh, 2005; Smith & Zhang, 

2010). Pike and Kuh (2005) sought to complete a comparison of first and second 

generation college students’ engagement and intellectual developments. Pike and Kuh 

(2005) utilized Astin’s (1993) model and Pascarella’s (1985) model of environmental 

influences on college outcomes to build a conceptual framework. The findings of the 

study indicated that on some key indicators of college success, first generation college 

students do not compare favorably with their peers from families where at least one 

parent graduated from college (Pike & Kuh, 2005). 

Smith and Zhang (2010) used the model to assess the transition experience 

between high school and college; therefore, it only addressed the first two elements of 

the model. In this study, the researchers attempted to describe the influence that key 

factors, such as advisers, professors, parents, friends, and high school teachers and 

counselors had on first and second generation college students. Overall, Smith and 

Zhang (2010) found that:  

First generation students are more likely to possess an academic ethic, and 
certain control variables such as having a scholarship, high school GPA, and 
race as well as the possession of an academic ethic have more influence on the 
transition experience than certain key factors examined in this study (p. 67). 
 

Summary 

Whether a first generation college student enrolls in a four year university and 

completes a degree is determined by a variety of factors, but the truth remains that 

students whose parents did not obtain at least a bachelor’s degree are less likely to 

attend and be successful in the college atmosphere (Choy, 2001).  
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The findings of Pascarella et al., (2004) suggested that parental levels of 

education has a significant influence on multiple factors. These include academic 

selectivity of the institution a student attends; the nature of the academic and 

nonacademic experiences one has during college, and, to a certain extent, the cognitive 

and non-cognitive outcomes of college. 
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Chapter III 

Methodology 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to determine the different needs of first 

generation college students in the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources (CASNR) at Texas Tech University. The results of this research can be 

used to develop a better support system and guidance system for future first generation 

college students, as well as improve retention and enhance these students’ overall 

college experience.  

This study was guided by four research questions: 

!" What factors led to their enrollment at Texas Tech?#

$" What programs are they involved in? (Such as extra-curricular 

activities, organizations, teams, social groups, living groups)#

%" What support groups and/or support systems do they depend upon? 

(Such as Texas Tech’s PEGASUS program, peer groups, family, and 

others.)#

&" How satisfied are they with their experience in CASNR?#

Qualitative Research 

For the purpose of this study, in-depth opinions and perceptions were sought in 

order to provide rich and detailed information about a specific group of people. The 

researcher chose to use a qualitative case study method to study this group.  
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In qualitative research “the researcher is interested in understanding how 

participants make meaning of a situation or phenomenon, the meaning is mediated 

through the researcher as an instrument, the strategy is inductive, and the outcome is 

descriptive” (Merriam, 2002, p. 6). Naturalism, which “seeks rich descriptions and 

interaction as they exist and unfold in their native habitats,” (Gubrium & Holstein, 

1997, p. 6) is one of the founding constructs of qualitative research. 

Case Studies 

The purpose of a case study is “to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

situation and meaning for those involved,” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). Qualitative data 

should be described by events, perceptions, attitudes, and categorical data, it cannot be 

described through numerical data (Yin, 2003). Case studies present a thick description 

and analysis of the circumstances and individuals involved (Smith, 1978). When a 

researcher seeks to define and explain subjective factors such as perceptions to answer 

a specific question or investigate a process, a case study may be an appropriate choice 

(Merriam, 1998). To study a case means that any method of gathering data, such as 

testing, interviews, observation, or others can be utilized (Merriam, 1998). A case 

study was appropriate for this research as the purpose was to determine the different 

needs of first generation college students in the College of Agricultural Sciences and 

Natural Resources at Texas Tech University.  

In defining a case study, Miles and Huberman (1994) found that a researcher 

must have clearly defined boundaries that state what will and will not be studied. 

Smith (1978) said a case is a single entity, or bounded system, selected because it is 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

38 

intrinsically interesting. The most defining characteristic of a case study is specifying 

the object of the study, or the case (Merriam, 1998). The bounded system the 

researcher selected was interviews with first generation college students within 

CASNR, Student Success Center office staff interviews, and PEGASUS staff member 

interviews. This case study examined four specific qualities of first generation college 

students within CASNR. These included the factors that led to their enrollment at 

Texas Tech, what collegiate programs there are were involved in, what support groups 

and / or support systems they depended upon, and how satisfied they were with their 

experiences with CASNR.  

Although there is no set method for data collection or data analysis in case 

study research, the design should facilitate description and explanation as they pertain 

to the research questions (Merriam, 1998).  

Despite the valuable insight provided by case studies, they are also susceptible 

to limitations that could affect the validity of the study. The primary instrument in a 

case study is the researcher; therefore, the research findings can easily be 

misunderstood by the reader. Situations can be embellished upon or understated, 

therefore manipulating the readers’ interpretation of the case findings (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1981). 

Selection of the Issue 

Descriptive studies concerning college students and their academic 

preparedness are not uncommon; however, the impact of first generation college 

student status is not as widely discussed. Through this study, the researcher conducted 
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interviews with first generation college students within CASNR, and analyzed those 

interviews, with the overall goal of gaining a better understanding of the impact.  

Rationale 

The researcher selected qualitative research because of the rich, descriptive 

information that can be gained from qualitative interviews. Researchers chose to 

utilize interviews due to the one-on-one nature they foster, and the fact that focus 

groups would be difficult to arrange and conduct. First generation college students 

tend to have busy work and academic schedules, as well as multiple other types of 

commitments, making arranging focus groups very difficult. By meeting with each 

subject separately, the researcher was able to modify the questions and interview 

process to fit the individual better. This allowed for more depth, clarity, and 

explanation in the interviews. Interviews are conversations that are based on various 

purposes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These purposes can vary from discovering 

information about current events, the history of past events and anticipated events, to 

reasoning behind the decisions leading to those events. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) said there are two types of interviews – structured 

and unstructured. A structured interview is based on the thought that the researcher 

can identify the type of information that is lacking and can ask pointed questions in 

search of this information, while unstructured interviews are used when the researcher 

does not know what kind of information is needed and must rely on respondents to 

provide both questions and answers.  
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This research study contained both specific research questions and a review of 

the literature, which lead the researcher to conduct semi-structured interviews. In this 

format the questions are scripted, but the wording of the questions is flexible and the 

researcher can alter the questions to suit individual participants. It also allows 

questions from the participant, and clarifications from the researcher if needed. This 

allowed the researcher to collect information on previously identified topics that did 

not have conclusive answers or solutions. 

First an initial focus must be developed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

researcher interview schedule was structured using Berg’s (2009) suggestions. First, 

sets of open ended questions relevant to the research questions should be developed; 

the first few questions of the interview should not be sensitive or threatening. Several 

important but non-sensitive questions should be discussed, then sensitive questions. 

Finally, the researcher should follow up with validating questions to ensure their 

understanding of the participant’s answers. The interview schedule was used in every 

interview.  

Qualitative research was chosen for this study because it was the most 

appropriate method to answer the research question. By using qualitative methods, the 

researcher can begin to understand how the backgrounds of first generation college 

students affect their future college careers.  

Researcher Bias 

Like the subjects, the researcher was also classified as a first generation college 

student. While the researcher has no direct ties to any first generation college student 
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organizations, the researcher has strong feelings concerning parental support, and 

financial aspects of being a first generation college student. Also, one participant was 

enrolled in the course the researcher was assisting with. However, a conscious effort 

was made to not allow bias to affect the study.   

The researchers checked all interview materials, and individual topics and 

organizations referenced in the interviews conducted were treated with the same level 

of respect.  

Interviews 

A small sample size can be used for interview research if the topic is clear and 

the information gathered from interviews is significant enough to answer the research 

questions (Morse, 2000). Ten participants were interviewed using detailed questions, 

in order to obtain enough rich information to adequately answer the research 

questions. 

Although face-to-face interviews allow for greater examination of non-verbal 

cues and in some cases, facilitate greater depth of responses, telephone interviews are 

more practical and allow greater uniformity in interview delivery (Charmaz, 2003). 

Telephone interviews allow researchers to contact individuals in other areas when 

travel to the interviewee is not possible. Lack of funding and time prevented a face-to-

face interview with two participants; therefore, two interviews for this study were 

conducted by telephone. One participant was located in another state for an internship 

and the second was a recent alumna that had relocated. Berg (2009) stated that 

telephone interviews were most efficient when the interview consisted of precise and 
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preconceived questions, validating the need for a semi-standardized interview format 

regarding this research study. 

Gaining access and building rapport 

The Institutional Review Board of Texas Tech University granted approval for 

this research study on September 29, 2011, and the guidelines set forth by the Office 

of Research Services were followed. A copy of the IRB approval letter can be found in 

Appendix A. Exempt status was granted due to the lack of foreseeable harm that 

would arise from any of the research proceedings, and the assumption that participants 

could be protected from any potential harm, either personally or in their academic 

careers. Every attempt at participant confidentiality was made. 

Texas Tech University utilizes a self designated system to determine which 

students are labeled first generation college students. When applying to Texas Tech 

students are able to designate themselves as first generation college students on their 

applications. This information is used to compile a complete list of first generation 

college students at Texas Tech during that school year. The dean’s office / SSC is able 

to access this information and run a COGNOS report. This list of first generation 

college students was used to identify possible participants for this research study.  

The subjects for this study were first generation CASNR college students. A 

representative from each grade level and each of the six departments was selected 

from a list of all first generation CASNR college students that is maintained by the 

dean’s office. Two departments (Agriculture and Applied Economics, Landscape 

Architecture) did not have freshmen first generation college students, making the total 
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population sample 22. Nine participants from the six academic departments belonging 

to CASNR, and one representative of the Tech PEGASUS program were interviewed. 

Sampling procedures 

In qualitative research, purposeful sampling, a type of non-probabilistic 

sampling, is often used to select a specific sample that the researcher needs in order to 

fully understand and meet the needs of the study (Patton, 1990). Morse (2000) stated it 

is important to purposefully sample the participants in order to obtain the most 

accurate information sought in regard to the research questions, as smaller sample 

sizes and more thoughtful questioning processes can lead to superior data collection. 

When conducting purposeful sampling the researcher determines which characteristics 

or traits are needed for the sample and will then search out subjects that fit the sample 

criterion (Merriam, 1998). 

For this case study, the researcher sought first generation college students 

within CASNR. The researcher utilized the CASNR dean’s office / SSC to identify 

first generation college students within CASNR, and then one subject from each grade 

level within each of the six departments that comprise CASNR. This created a list of 

22 potential participants. This population sample yielded two interviews. Several 

interviews were scheduled but not completed. Despite the fact that a case study may 

include as little as one interview provided the data were extremely rich (Yin, 2003), 

the researcher felt that the interviews conducted with the initial subject did not fulfill 

the depth of information needed for the study. 
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The researcher felt that a new purposeful sample would be necessary in order 

to obtain the interviews needed to fulfill the case study requirements. The researcher 

met with a dean’s office / SSC staff member and together worked to produce a new 

sample population. This created a list of 24 new potential participants, from all six 

CASNR departments.  

Since the CASNR dean’s office / SSC already had an established relationship 

with the potential participants, the researcher utilized dean’s office / SSC staff to make 

initial contacts. Then dean’s office / SSC staff recruited the participants to the study 

via e-mail. The recruitment e-mail is attached in Appendix A. Subjects who agreed to 

do the interview were then sent an e-mail requesting to set up a time to complete the 

interview.  

Before the interview began, the subjects were provided with an IRB-approved 

consent form and information sheet, informing them that the study was voluntary, 

their responses would remain confidential throughout the study, there were no 

foreseen ill effects by participating, the study would be recorded, and at any time they 

would be able to stop the interview. The information sheet was provided for the 

students to refer to at a later date, in case they wanted to contact the researcher. The 

consent form may be viewed in Appendix A, and the information sheet can be found 

in Appendix A.  
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Data Collection 

Interviews 

An interview guide with a list of questions was developed to be used during 

interviews. The questions came from literature and were based on input and needs of 

the SSC.  Questions were refined by the researcher. Additional questions in the 

interview were subject to the discussion occurring during each interview session. An 

interview guide and list of questions can be found in Appendix B. 

Recording information 

All interviews were digitally recorded and notes were taken during the 

interviews to help denote particularly interesting pieces of the interview. Holstein and 

Gubrium (2003) stated that researchers have a relationship with the data, and, 

therefore, it was beneficial for the researcher to transcribe the interviews as quickly as 

possible.  Immediately following each interview, the recordings were transcribed. The 

researcher was the only individual who transcribed data, in order to keep with the 

confidentiality guidelines proposed by Berg (2009). 

Interview Sessions 

The interview sessions were conducted during a convenient time and location 

for the participants. The first interview was conducted in the Texas Tech Library due 

to a strict schedule that didn’t allow the participant to vary. An empty study room with 

the door shut was selected to ensure privacy for the participant. Five interviews were 

conducted in the Agricultural Education and Communications building in room 209. 

This room was selected after the participants identified the Agricultural Education and 
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Communications building as a convenient location, and the researcher determined that 

the room was not being used and would allow privacy for the interview to be 

conducted. Two phone interviews were conducted during this research study; one due 

to the participant being in Washington D.C. for an internship and the second because 

the participant was a recent graduate that had re-located. The last interview was 

conducted in the Animal Science Pavilion, as it was the most convenient time and 

location for the participant. The participant selected this location due to her schedule 

and the ability to complete the interview and eat lunch during this time. 

Field issues 

There were no specific issues observed in the field. Each interview was 

conducted in an easy manner, and the interview guide provided a smooth path to 

follow. Interview length varied from participant to participant, with interviews lasting 

from 30 minutes to 75 minutes.  

Storing data 

In an attempt to protect each participant’s privacy, their home department and 

major was not matched with their name. They were also assigned a pseudonym to 

protect their confidentiality. Transcripts for the interview were kept only on the lead 

researcher’s computer, and the tape recordings were kept in a locked drawer. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using QSR’s NVivo 8 software. Interview 

transcripts were imported, and then coded and analyzed according to the research 

questions serving as the foundation of this study. Transcripts were labeled according 
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to the participants’ pseudonyms and were analyzed individually using open and axial 

coding.  Common themes were found among the participants and are reported in 

Chapter 4. 

Trustworthiness  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) found that trustworthiness in naturalistic inquiry can 

sometimes be confusing, but there are several factors that contribute to ensuring the 

proper trustworthiness in a study that is conducted using the tenets of naturalistic 

inquiry. Research results are trustworthy “to the extent that there has been some 

accounting for their validity and reliability” (Merriam, 1998, p. 198). Using the basics 

provided by Lincoln and Guba (1985), every attempt to achieve trustworthiness was 

made.  

There are four facets of trustworthiness for qualitative study, based on the 

concepts of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Findley, 

2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  These four principles were considered when designing 

and conducting the research, and used as the basis for the overall trustworthiness of 

the study. 

Credibility 

Credibility means the participants’ perceptions align with the researcher’s 

findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). Engaging in types of research that increase the 

chances of credible data being produced greatly improves the credibility of a study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Though some of the factors governing such engagement 

were not applicable to this study (for example, prolonged engagement, which is 
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irrelevant to the process of conducting interviews), the overall concept of this facet 

was heavily considered. In order to provide the best coverage of topics relating to the 

research, questions were developed and examined. Credibility is enhanced through the 

researcher establishing her bias and monitoring that bias throughout the research 

process (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The researcher established bias previously in this 

chapter.  

Transferability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) claimed transferability to be impossible for the 

purpose of naturalistic inquiry, due to the fact that individual studies differ from others 

in ways that, while seemingly small, could alter the study drastically. Despite these 

possible differences the researchers are charged with developing a basis for future 

judgments by those viewing the data. External validity cannot be specified, but the 

researcher can provide a thick description so someone could transfer the findings to 

their own situation (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

“Transferability is not whether the study includes a representative sample. Rather, it is 

about how well the study has made it possible for the reader to decide whether similar 

processes will be at work in their own settings” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008, p. 78). 

The researcher of this study have made every effort possible to complete this task. 

Dependability 

Providing a neutral viewpoint to examine the process used to conduct the 

research and to determine whether said conclusions are supported by the data is the 

best way to establish a study’s dependability. Dependability was ensured by having 
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the dependability measured by researchers who had no previous connection with 

gathering or analyzing the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). An audit trail, which would 

include raw data and interpretations of the data, can also help the researcher achieve 

dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The audit trail for this research included the 

recordings of the interviews, notes taken during the interviews, the transcriptions of 

the interviews, NVivo files of coding, and printouts of the data.  

How the researcher protects the identities of the subjects is another form of 

dependability (Findley, 2007). Following Findley’s (2007) example, the digital 

recordings were stored in a locked drawer and the participants were provided 

pseudonyms in the transcripts.     

Confirmability 

Confirmability can be compared to objectivity in a quantitative study. Findings 

should be a result of the research, not the researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). 

Confirmability for a study utilizing naturalistic inquiry can be carried out by ensuring 

there is a proper audit trail of materials and that a proper method for the auditing of 

said materials is established (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The research process was 

documented through researcher notes and viewpoints, and all materials were 

documented and logged in order to allow for future auditing. If anyone reviews the 

audit trail and can confirm that the research findings represent the realities of the 

participants, the confirmability has been achieved (Findley, 2007). 
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Chapter VI 

Findings/Results 

The purpose of this study was to determine the different needs of first 

generation college students in the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources (CASNR) at Texas Tech University. The results of this research can be 

used to develop a better support system and guidance system for future first generation 

college students, as well as improve retention and enhance these students’ overall 

college experiences. 

This study was guided by four research questions: 

1. What factors led to their enrollment at Texas Tech? 

2. What programs are they involved in? (Such as extra-curricular 

activities, organizations, teams, social groups, living groups) 

3. What support groups and/or support systems do they depend upon? 

(Such as Texas Tech’s PEGASUS program, peer groups, family, and 

others.) 

4. How satisfied are they with their experience in CASNR?  

Participants 

Ten individuals participated in this study. Nine of these individuals came from 

four of the six academic departments belonging to CASNR. One participant 

represented the Texas Tech PEGASUS Program. The Texas Tech PEGASUS program 

is a first generation college student program designed to assist first generation students 

during their first year at Texas Tech. They work with the admissions office to recruit 
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the students after they are accepted. During their first year the program holds 

workshops, seminars, and other activities designed to help the students adjust to the 

changes in their academic and social lives. Only one participant in this research study 

was previously active in the PEGASUS program. Four of the participants cited the 

name of the program as their reasons for not joining the program. 

The findings of this study portray the thoughts and opinions of each 

interviewee. All participants were classified as first generation college students. 

Interviews were conducted one-on-one between December 2011 and February 2012. 

These interviews were conducted in an environment familiar to the participants on the 

Texas Tech campus.  

A brief description of each of the participants is given to provide a background 

of the participants and allow for greater insight into their responses. Each participant 

was given a pseudonym upon transcription to adhere to the confidentiality of the 

study.  

Theresa 

Theresa is a white senior interdisciplinary agriculture major. She attended a 

local community college directly after high school. After earning two associate 

degrees she decided to move 277 miles from home and enroll at Texas Tech. She 

began her academic career at Tech in the fall of 2010. In the three semesters she has 

attended Tech she has changed her major once. Because of her agriculture science 

teachers’ influence, she decided to certify to teach high school agriculture.  

 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

52 

Steven 

Steven is a Hispanic sophomore landscape architecture major. He enrolled in 

Tech in the fall of 2010, a semester after high school graduation. His hometown is 592 

miles from Lubbock. He chose to study landscape architecture because his parents 

own their own lawn care service company.  

Thomas 

Thomas is a white senior agricultural communications major. He came to Tech 

from his hometown, over 500 miles away, in the fall of 2009, straight from high 

school. During his eight semesters at Tech, he has changed his major once. After 

struggling in his first major, he chose to study agricultural communications once he 

realized he was more geared toward interaction with people.  

Clarissa 

Clarissa is a white senior food science major from the area near Tech. After 

graduating from high school a semester early to have a baby, she enrolled at a local 

community college. She quit school to work full time, but eventually was inspired to 

return to the community college. After completing two years she enrolled at Tech in 

the fall of 2010. She chose to study food science because she has worked in the field 

for so long and is interested in becoming a food inspector.  

Ben 

Ben is a white junior agricultural communications major. His home town is 

177 miles away from Texas Tech. Due to a desire to become a lawyer, he strongly 

considered studying political science. After realizing he could major in agricultural 
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communications and still go to law school he changed his mind. Ben enrolled at Tech 

in the fall of 2010, directly after high school.  

Adam 

Adam is a white recent graduate from the agricultural economics department. 

Directly after high school he attended a community college to receive a technical 

degree in ranch management and agri-business. After working full-time for six years 

he realized he needed a stronger educational foundation and enrolled at a different 

community college. He enrolled at Tech, which is 493 miles from his hometown, in 

the fall of 2009 and graduated in the fall of 2011.  

Ashley 

Ashley is a white junior agricultural communications major. She considered 

going to a different university but eventually chose to go to Tech, which is 277 miles 

from her hometown. Due to her self-motivation she chose to participate in several 

activities in high school that eventually lead her to scholarships. She chose her major 

after completing several agricultural communications projects in high school. She 

enrolled at Tech directly after her high school graduation in May of 2009, and will 

graduate one semester early.  

Abby 

Abby is a Hispanic sophomore agriculture and applied economics major. She 

enrolled at Tech partially due to its close proximity to her hometown, which is 31 

miles away. She chose to study agriculture because she said she felt it would lead to 

job security. She enrolled at Tech in the fall of 2009 and changed her major once.  
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Lily 

Lily is a white junior agricultural communications major. She originally 

wanted to study Christian psychology at Baylor, but realized she did not want to leave 

behind her agricultural roots. Tech, which is 240 miles from home, jumped to the first 

choice school, and she enrolled in the fall of 2009.  

Angie 

Angie is a representative of the Texas Tech University PEGASUS Program, 

which is a program designed to assist first generation college students. They provide a 

variety of programs and services catered toward topics that first generation college 

students tend to struggle with. 

Findings in Relation to Research Question 1 

 Research Question 1 sought to determine what factors led to the first 

generation college students’ enrollment at Texas Tech. Three main themes emerged 

from the data in relation to Question 1: parental/family encouragement, teacher 

encouragement and self motivation.  

Parental / Family Encouragement 

When discussing the factors that led to their enrollment at Texas Tech, several 

participants said their parents were the driving encouragement that pushed them 

toward higher education. According to Ben, opting out of college was not a possibility 

for him.  

BEN: It really wasn’t much of an option. My family was very academic. Both 
my sisters set really high standards, so by the time the number three child came 
around I was expected to fill their shoes, so it really wasn’t an option. And I 
always wanted to go to college; I never really considered not going.  
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Although he had talked about a few other things when he was younger, Ben 

knew he wanted to go to college, and it was always first priority for him. Because his 

two older sisters had attended Tech, he was able to lean heavily on them for 

information. 

Steven said he felt that his parents really impacted his decision to pursue a 

college education. His father went to second grade, but did not finish, and his mother 

graduated from high school. They also moved to the United States in order for he and 

his siblings to get better educations, so he made going to college a priority. 

STEVEN: My parents came from El Salvador and I mean they’ve always 
wanted me to have a better education and stuff. So just in the United States 
college is the big thing, so that is what they wanted me to pursue a degree. So I 
just made that a goal for them.  

 
Theresa said she knew in high school that attending college was a must. Her 

belief that college is important was inspired by her biggest role model, her sister. After 

living with her sister and going to the local community college, Theresa decided to 

make the transition to a larger university. Despite her parents’ preference for her to 

select a college closer to home, Theresa transferred from the community college to 

Tech.   

THERESA: I went to community college, near my local town and I lived with 
my sister for a long time. She was more or less my guardian, because my 
parents were going through some marital troubles. And so, she was very 
supportive, and urged me to go somewhere as far away from my family as I 
could get. My parents were not supportive at all, actually they tried to bribe me 
to stay, in several ways, like offered me a car that they couldn’t pay for. But I 
didn’t let that influence me, ‘cause I really wanted to do what was best for me, 
and that was to come to Tech. 
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Thomas grew up thinking he was going to college, and knew that his parents 

really wanted him to get an education. 

THOMAS: I grew up thinking I was going to go to college and was just 
something I fell into I guess. I was in the top 10% of my class in high school 
and you know, you’re pretty much accepted anywhere in Texas, if that’s the 
case, so you might as well go I guess. And you can’t really do much of 
anything these days without a college degree, so it’s pretty much where I come 
from on that I guess. 

 
Abby’s parents strongly encouraged her to go to college from an early age. She 

has two older brothers that went to college and was able to direct her questions about 

school to them. Ultimately, she knew it was never a question of whether she wanted to 

go to school, just which school she would choose.  

ABBY: My parents had taught me from the very beginning that education was 
important, my grandparents really didn’t push education in college on them, 
but they knew we would need it…. But there really wasn’t ever a question of 
whether I wanted to go to school; it would just be what I chose to do once I got 
there. 

 
High School Faculty and Staff Encouragement 

Several of the participants cited teachers as additional supporters of higher 

education. Many of the students’ specifically mentioned their high school agri-science 

teacher as a main cheerleader for their educational dreams. 

ASHLEY: Then actually when we moved to Texas my agriculture science 
teacher led me to be really involved in FFA and everything, actually get me 
exposed to what college was and what college is and everything. 

 
Overall, Ashley said that her agri-science teacher was the biggest impact on 

her college process. She said she felt that it was the involvement in organizations and 

clubs that helped her see that school was actually really important. Thomas also had a 

special relationship with his agri-science teachers because they were his aunt and 
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uncle. He said he felt he could trust his aunt, and turned to her for information about 

landscape architecture programs.  

Theresa worked mainly with her agri-science teacher in high school, because 

she said she felt that her counselor was not the best option.  

THERESA: I really spoke with my ag teacher. He was the main advisor, our 
counselors just weren’t the friendliest group of people and my advisor had 
more experience in getting his high school students off to college. Even if it 
was just a technical school, or university, he had been really successful at 
doing that, so he was my best advisor.  
 
Although some students said they felt supported by a teacher at their high 

school, multiple students stated that the counselors were not as supportive.  

Self-Motivation 

Three participants specifically mentioned being self motivated toward higher 

education. Despite the same self-administered label, all three had very different 

stories. One had additional supporters, while the second seemed to want to achieve 

simply for the thrill of success. Finally, the third returned to school after he realized he 

might not be adequately prepared for his future.  

Ashley realized from a very young age that if she really wanted something, she 

had to be the one to achieve it. When she was three her father passed away from 

leukemia, and soon after her mother became addicted to prescription pain pills. She 

said she felt that she had been basically on her own and raising herself since the age of 

five. Later on, her aunt and uncle took Ashley and her sister in, and eventually adopted 

them. She categorizes herself as a very different type of person, due to her 

determination and initiative to do things on her own.  
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ASHLEY: I’m just a different person. I’m not your typical college student, 
because I’ve always been determined and had my own initiative to do things, 
even since I was a little kid, because I had to take care of myself. I was like I 
need to wake up and go to school, I’m a kindergartener telling myself to set an 
alarm and go to school in the morning. You don’t get very many people like 
that. Why I am the way I am? That is a good question. I am still trying to 
figure that out.  

 
Clarissa mentioned that college was never really an option for her, and never 

offered as a future path.  

CLARISSA: Really it was just because…. Nobody ever really offered it to me, 
like when I was in high school, nobody ever really talked to me about going to 
school. 

 
She also said she felt like somewhere along the line she got lost amidst the 

students at her school. Clarissa stated that counselors talk to specific kids, and did not 

really make it around to all the kids, so no one ever talked to her about taking college 

entrance exams. Despite never being encouraged she made the decision to go to 

college on her own. 

CLARISSA: I don’t know what made me decide to, you know I went pretty 
much right out of high school, you know cause I graduated in December, I had 
a baby that May and I went back [to college] that August. So I went pretty 
quickly for nobody ever talking to me about it. I have to stay busy and I 
wanted something to do I guess.  

 
After one failed attempt at college, Clarissa realized that she could not survive 

on the income she had at the time. Another new relationship in her life also pushed her 

to return to school. By leaning on her boyfriend at the time, now husband, she knew 

she could return and be successful at school.  

CLARISSA: I think it’s just to prove people wrong. Because everyone thinks, 
when you have a baby in high school your life is over and you can’t do 
anything and you never will do anything, and stuff like that. I have an older 
sister that didn’t have a kid in high school, she didn’t have a kid until after she 
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was married. She did it the way you’re supposed to I guess, and she works at a 
daycare making $10 an hour. She has been there for eight years, so it’s like if 
you want to make yourself better, if you want to do better in life, you can.  
 
Adam returned to school to obtain certain tools that he said he felt he would 

need in the future to be successful. Straight out of high school he earned a technical 

degree, but later said he felt that his time was wasted at that particular institution. 

After six years in the workforce he returned to the academic world.     

ADAM: I had a great work history but as far as education I didn’t have a good 
foundation and I thought that college could be that for me. It is tough finding a 
job right now but I now have something else to put on my resume besides my 
work history.  It just opened me up to a lot more opportunities, that is why I 
chose to go back to school. 
 
Overall, Angie, the representative of the Tech PEGASUS program, agreed 

with the participant’s beliefs about the support systems they depended upon. Angie 

said she felt that universities across the United States are seeing more first generation 

college students due to a desire to better themselves and create a better future. She said 

she feels this is due to the amount of information and opportunities that are now being 

provided to students in high schools.  

ANGIE: I think it’s just the increasing knowledge that is available to them 
while they are in high school and a lot of these high schools now are doing 
college readiness courses and preparing them for college. You can enroll in 
dual credit and so they are already getting that knowledge of a college 
education, so I think that helps out a lot too. I think it is just the increased 
knowledge, and of course they hear all their other friends talking about college 
and that might have something to do with it, but I think that a lot of it has to do 
with it now just different programs that are available to them in high school.  
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Findings in Relation to Research Question 2  

Research Question 2 sought to determine what programs the first generation 

college students are utilizing / participating in. Four major themes emerged from the 

data: association with at least one departmental/college organization, affiliation with a 

religious group, involvement with a university organization, and / or a connection with 

a first generation college student program. 

Departmental/ College Organizations 

Lily joined several organizations when she first came to Texas Tech. After 

speaking with a family friend she joined [a professional sorority]. She is also involved 

with [CASNR organization]. Fortunately, she has not run into any problems balancing 

her schoolwork and those commitments.  

LILY: It really doesn’t impact it much. [A professional sorority] has a meeting 
for an hour once a week and [CASNR organization] for one hour every other 
week. If it is a week when I have a ton of homework it stresses me a little more 
but overall it doesn’t really impact me.  

 
Adam chose to join the [departmental organization] during his time at Tech 

and really enjoyed it. He said that he was drawn to the organization because of a desire 

to meet new people and that it was an excellent experience. It fostered several 

friendships because it provided a place for him to interact with other agricultural 

economics students outside of the classroom.  

ADAM: My first semester was pretty rough, but after I got into the 
[departmental organization] it kind of started to click. It was just tough to make 
friends with a bunch of young kids that wanted to party all the time, instead of 
focus. It was a good experience; there are a lot of good people there. I made a 
lot of good friends. 
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Three students were involved in several organizations. When Ashley enrolled 

at Tech she worked to become actively involved in as many things as she possibly 

could.  

ASHLEY: Since freshman year I have been actively involved in as many 
things as I possibly could be. In high school I was really involved, since I came 
from a small school. I was used to already being a part of everything, so when 
I came to school I was like, why not? And to this day I am still highly 
involved.  

 
She has been active in [departmental organization, departmental organization, 

college organization, college organization, college organization], and was a member of 

a [2011 judging team]. She said initially the [departmental organizations] were 

obvious choices because they were housed in her department. She was drawn to 

[college organization] because she had participated in public speaking organizations in 

high school, and she thought it would be cool to still be a part of that. She was 

nominated for [college organization] and learned what the program entailed and 

thought it would be cool to share her own experiences and help bring kids to Tech.  

ASHLEY: I was nominated for [college organization] and learned about all of 
that stuff and thought it would be cool that I could be there for those students 
who didn’t have experience in coming to school and deciding what they want 
to do or don’t really necessarily have a strong support system at home, because 
sometimes that is hard. I could be there with my own experiences and help 
bring kids to Tech that have love and passion for agriculture.  

 
Ben chose to become active in the [college organization] because he loves 

public speaking. He also wanted to help dispel fears that students might have that 

could be similar to the ones he had before he started at Tech. 

BEN: I am a little selfish; I like the spotlight, so [college organization] is a 
very good fit. You are responsible for your time and I really wanted to promote 
Tech. I know when I was in high school, I thought college was this holy place 
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that if you stepped onto campus they would know you weren’t a college 
student and SWAT would drop out of the trees and take you out, drag you off 
campus. So it’s nice for me to go talk to high school kids and reassure them 
about college and show them what their options are.  

 
He is also active in [departmental organization, departmental organization, and 

college organization]. Professors suggested most of the organizations he participates in 

and he decided to take the leap and join. He really enjoys that community service is a 

key part of all the clubs.  

BEN: All of those clubs are involved in community service, which I have 
found to be an extremely important thing at Tech. Not just in the ag college, 
but all over Tech. There is also some kind of benefit or event or some kind of 
sponsored something that you can go to and donate or volunteer or do 
something for the community, and I think that is really neat.  

 
Theresa is involved in [departmental organization, college organization and the 

college organization]. She was active in FFA in high school and figured she would 

enjoy it at the collegiate level as well.    

THERESA: I think I almost like it [departmental organization] more because 
you do more things for volunteering and things for the university, so you can 
actually make an impact on the department or CASNR. Things you do really 
make an impact and it can be seen.  I am also involved with [college 
organization], I didn’t realize that Tech had this. I think that it was a great idea 
for CASNR to do, because it really makes those incoming CASNR students 
feel welcomed. 

 
Religious / Church Organizations 

Steven works as the leader in the college ministry with a Baptist Church. He 

met several student members at a Tech event, exchanged information, and slowly 

started getting more involved.  

Although Ben is very involved at Tech through a variety of programs he 

attends a Baptist Church in Lubbock.  
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Thomas is also very involved with [a church organization] at the same church. 

The worship minister for the college ministry at the time he joined the group grew up 

near his hometown, and had met Thomas though his pastor. Thomas got involved with 

[a church organization] after the worship minister invited him to come check it out. He 

soon fell in love with the ministry and really enjoyed how much they catered to their 

college students.  

THOMAS: I just liked how welcomed I felt and how much they cater to their 
college students. Church was such a big part of my life back home I knew that 
I needed something that would remain constant for me after I came out here, 
and I knew that if I didn’t get involved in it then I would go down the wrong 
path and never go back. I wanted to maintain that big part of my life.  

 
Theresa also sought out a church environment to provide a sense of support 

and stability to her life. She serves as the committee chair of a Baptist Church’s 

collegiate activities event committee. 

THERESA: We do Sunday school in the mornings and we all take turns doing 
Bible study lessons, and then I am also committee chair of [a] Baptist Church’s 
collegiate activities event committee. We have to come up with one event a 
month that we can all do and have fun, like going bowling.  
 

University Organizations 

Abby chose to join [university organization], a recruiting organization, because 

it allowed her to get involved with a school that she said she felt really had helped her. 

ABBY: [University organization] is a recruiting organization that works out of 
the president’s office, the admissions office and the athletics office. I guess 
what drew me to that was just the ability to get involved with the school and 
kind of pay it forward to a school that has really helped me and made going to 
school possible. That sounds really corny, but it is true. 

 
Thomas chose to get involved with a fraternity after he met a couple of the 

members at the student organization fair during freshman orientation. He said that 
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after talking to the guys they seemed to be normal, average, everyday guys, and people 

that he would like to hang out with. He came back to Lubbock a month later and met 

with several other members, and really appreciated their time and consideration.  

THOMAS: I came back out a month later for convention and went to lunch 
with the president and the recruitment chair and had a really great conversation 
with them and really liked it. They encouraged me to go ahead and go through 
formal rush, and make sure that [fraternity name] was the right fit for me. I 
liked that they encouraged me to look other places as well, because it made me 
feel like they had my interest in mind. Just meeting with them, I really liked 
hanging out with them. 

 
First Generation College Student Programs 

Steven was the only participant who had been active in the PEGASUS 

Program. They recruited him into the program his freshman year, and he even lived in 

a dorm that hosted PEGASUS events.  

STEVEN: I was involved with it my freshman year. That group actually helped 
me out to just learn what it is to be in college and stuff. They would host 
different social events and workshops that we’d go to just to learn how to work 
in a college environment and different topics. Basically you had your group 
you’d hang out with and you would have meetings every week. It just taught 
you as a first generation how to deal with college.  

 
Clarissa was the only participant that was not currently involved with any 

collegiate programs.# 

CLARISSA: No. I am very busy, I work 45 hours a week, I have two kids and 
a husband. And I’m taking 13 hours, which is the least amount of hours I have 
taken since I came back to school.  

 
She said she felt like she already had so many commitments to a variety of 

things that she could not imagine stretching her schedule anymore.  
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Findings in Relation to Research Question 3  

Research Question 3 sought to explore what types of support groups or support 

systems the first generation college students depend upon. Three major support groups 

and system themes were developed from the data in relation to Question 3: parental 

support, friend support and adviser / professor support.  

Parental/Family Support  

Clarissa said she feels like her family is very supportive. Now that she has two 

kids and a husband that is gone frequently, they help her in a variety of ways. They 

understand that she cannot always be at family functions, and even brag about her 

dedication.  

CLARISSA: They were really excited. They are very proud, they help me a lot 
because I have two kids now and my husband is in the military so he is gone 
most of the time. So they are very supportive, they help me, they don't give me 
any trouble even when I need them to watch my kids when I am at school or 
work or anything.  

 
Ashley’s aunt and uncle are very supportive of her academic goals. They 

always saw initiative and determination in her, and were always very supportive, even 

when she considered attending a different university.  

ASHLEY: They’ve always been really supportive in everything that I do, they 
call and ask to get updates on what I am doing, because they never really 
know.  They were really influential and they still are. 

 
Adam said that his parents were 100% behind him and were always supportive 

of his academic goals.  His mother grew up in an orphanage and his father quit school 

at 16, and never returned, so they always encouraged Adam to go to school.  

ADAM: Well my girlfriend at the time she wasn’t too happy about it but my 
parents were more than happy. Neither one of my parents graduated from high 
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school. My mom grew up in a orphanage and she ran away when she was 17. 
My father went to work, he grew up in a poor home, and it was work over 
school. And he never went back or tried to get a GED. They were excited for 
me; they couldn’t believe I got accepted. I wasn’t what you would call a good 
student.  

 
Thomas’ mom encouraged him to visit Tech, and he fell in love with the 

school. His parents attended university day and liked the campus, so his parents have 

been supportive from the very beginning. 

THOMAS: Oh yeah, definitely. You know my mom, especially was more into 
looking for colleges than I was. She’s the reason that I came out here and 
visited Tech and my first impression of Tech, I hated it, so I was like, “I’m 
never going to that school,” and then of course I come back three years later 
and visited and fell in love with it. My family was very supportive. They both 
came out on university day when I came and visited, and both of them really 
liked it.  
 
Ben still maintains a close relationship with his parents, usually speaking to 

them once a day. He considers them to be fully emotionally supportive. 

BEN: Yes, emotionally definitely. We actually get made fun of sometimes for 
being too close. You know, some of my friends will speak to their parents once 
a week or once a month and I call my parents probably once a day. So yes, 
definitely emotionally. 

 
Lily was able to go to her mother when she had questions about applying. This 

was mostly due to the fact that her mother helped her sister apply to TCU.  

LILY: I went to my mom, because she had done it all with my sister. 
Thankfully since I wasn't the oldest one she knew what to do and everything. I 
really didn't go talk to the counselor or anything at school.  
 
Despite her first generation status Lily said she feels like her parents make an 

effort to understand what she goes through at college. Overall, she said she credits her 

parents with her ability to adjust despite being a first generation college student.   
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ABBY: I think that my parents know things that I am struggling with at school. 
I’ve heard some people that are first gen and they say that their parents just 
don’t understand how hard it is. “They don’t understand why I am still here, 
and they don’t understand that after I fail this class, why I don’t just quit?” My 
parents know, and my parents understand that school is hard and it takes a lot 
of failure to be successful someday. They understand that, and so they have 
always supported me. I have bombed a couple of tests and I have made some 
not wise choices and things like that and never once have they said I should 
just come home,  or just stop. So in a sense I credit a lot of how easy it is for 
me specifically, to my parents and how easy they have made it for me. 
 
Lack of Knowledge 

Parental lack of knowledge was a common theme with several participants. 

Most stated that it was not a lack of support from their parents, but more of a lack of 

information or knowledge to give them.  

CLARISSA: And then of course without any of my parents ever really going 
to college they don’t… I won’t say they discouraged it, but they just didn’t 
have the information to give me. 

 
Steven’s parents support him financially and emotionally. However, he said he 

feels like everything is a new experience and learning curve because they have no 

prior knowledge about the college experience. 

STEVEN: With my parents not having gone to college it’s like everything is a 
learning experience. I don’t have a planned way of how to do stuff in college 
so I just take it as it comes and just try to learn from each mistake. Just the 
whole experience is a learning process. 

 
Ashley knows that her family supports her, but she said she feels like 

sometimes they do not understand what she is going through because of their lack of 

experience.  

ASHLEY: Whereas I know my roommate, for example, can call her mom if 
she has a crisis or a financial situation and they understand. “Mom I need more 
money, or Mom I need to go buy textbooks, or I don’t have any money right 
now, I need some food money, or I need to make this decision,” things like 
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that. I don’t have that support and that understanding. Here is one stupid 
instance: Whenever finals were around everyone was getting those baskets 
from their parents, like goodie baskets, did I? No because my family didn’t 
understand the…I guess, background behind it. Having it and knowing that 
they have support and everything. So I guess that has been one of my biggest 
challenges, is not having that parental background that knows what you are 
going through at all times.  
 
Theresa’s parents have always been supportive, but sometimes want to be able 

to depend on her more than she is able to help.  

THERESA: They were very supportive. Emotionally and mentally they are 
very supportive, you know physically and financially not able to at all, but I’ve 
gotten through it. However, they are very supportive that I do go here, they 
always encourage me to buy them Tech stuff, and you know, they are very 
supportive that I’m going here, but in a way they’re still not, they’re just not 
happy that I’m so far away. Cause they wish I was still there to help them with 
things, or just to be there emotionally for them when I’m not always able to.  

 
She has also struggled to be able to explain specific things to her parents, and 

she said she feels like they do not always understand because they have not had the 

same experiences.  

THERESA: It’s been kind of hard when I try to explain things to my parents, 
they don’t always understand because they haven’t had to deal with that 
experience, and so it’s hard to explain what you’re going through. But as far as 
me, it’s just been something that I had to deal with. It hasn’t been a problem.  

 
Sibling Support 

Some of the participants were able to benefit from an older sibling already 

navigating through the higher education system. Ben was also able to turn to his sisters 

for academic support, because they both attended Tech.  He was able to ask his sisters 

questions and visit the campus, but he relied heavily on his sisters due to their first-

hand experiences.  
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BEN: I asked a lot of questions of my sisters, mostly because I knew I wanted 
to go to Tech and both of them had been through Tech. So firsthand experience 
from them, but I also actually came and visited Tech multiple times, spoke to 
[department chair], and a few others from the animal science department as 
well. Mainly, I spoke to my sisters because they had first-hand experience.  
 
Abby has two older brothers and can go to them for advice. Her entire family 

was excited when she chose to attend Tech because of its close proximity to home.  

Financial support 

Lily’s parents are able to support her both emotionally and financially.   

LILY: They are paying for my college education, along with housing while 
here, and books and supplies and gas and insurance on my car. So like food, 
clothes and just little fun things that I want I have to pay for myself. They are a 
very supportive financially.  

 
Thomas’ parents have been able to help him financially, and he has received 

multiple scholarships to help him with the total cost of college. He has developed a 

system to pay tuition and have money left over for books, fraternity dues, and 

anything else he said he feels like is a necessity each semester. 

THOMAS: Yes, I’ve got about $25000 in scholarships through ag stuff from 
high school, and then they’ve paid for everything else, as far as school goes. 
They help me pay rent every month, but other than that, as far as food and gas 
and all that kind of stuff goes, I’m kind of left to do that. Luckily I got a job 
the second semester I was here, and I’ve been there ever since. But if I ever got 
in a bind they would help me out, it’s not like I’m just out here on my own.  

 
Steven’s parents have been able to support him financially during college. He 

said his parents are careful about how they spend money, and he has developed that 

habit as well. 

STEVEN: Financially as a family, we have what it needs to pay. I wouldn’t 
say we are well off but it seems like we can pay what we need too. But we are 
still careful in how we spend.  

 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

70 

Ben’s parents are very supportive emotionally, but with three kids in college he 

has had to pave his own way financially. He has used scholarships and part-time jobs 

to supplement his finances, but knows that his parents would help him out if he needed 

extra help. 

BEN: Financially, since three kids are coming through college and both my 
parents work and we have the family farm, which is a huge expense on us, we 
kind of have to pave our own way in that regard. We’ve all been lucky to get 
lots of scholarships; we all have worked part time jobs while we were in 
school. But our parents are definitely there when we do get in a pinch and we 
need a little extra help. For the most part, we do our own finances.  

 
Despite his family’s excitement about his acceptance to Tech, Adam had no 

financial support while at Tech. During the six years he spent working full time he 

knew his goal was to eventually return to school so he learned to budget. He also 

saved money during his summers off and used that money during the semester. 

ADAM: I set up a budget every semester. Every summer I would work as 
much as I could and stockpile my money. I actually came in with some money 
when I first came back to school. I was working so I was putting money away 
because I knew eventually I was going to go back to school. I am pretty frugal 
because I knew how much college cost. Even at Tech I had quite a few 
scholarships and financial aid and a pell grant. But over the summers I worked 
a lot and budgeted my money.  

 
Theresa has been financially independent since she was 18. She lived with her 

sister for a brief point in time, but has been responsible for tuition, gas and any other 

bills she might accumulate.  

THERESA: Emotionally, very, very supportive. Financially, I support myself. 
I’ve supported myself since I was 18, and uh, I did live with my sister for a 
short period of time when I was going to junior college, so I guess financially 
in a way she did support me because I didn’t have to pay rent. But as far as 
tuition and gas and any other bills I may accumulate that’s all been my 
responsibility, but I can always call on my family if I ever really was in 
trouble.  
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Although Theresa said her parents were very supportive, she occasionally 

helps her parents financially. She said she understood that her parents were struggling 

and knows that if she needed help she could turn to them. However, she said she hopes 

to never let her family interfere with her academic goals. 

THERESA: I occasionally help my dad.  My parents are going through 
bankruptcy and maybe foreclosure on their house, and occasionally I have to 
loan him money. It’s really something that I just do. It’s sad to say, but I would 
hope not to let my family really interfere, unless they were dying or physically 
ill, really interfere with my academic goals at all. Because that’s one thing I 
worked so hard for, and no one can take away from me. 

 
Clarissa has also been financially independent for a considerable amount of 

time. She is the main financial supporter of her family, but knows that she could lean 

on her extended family if she needed help. 

CLARISSA: I have two kids and a husband. I would say that I am the main 
supporter, financially anyway. He only gets income when he is gone, so he 
only gets income for like half the year.  I mean if I asked for it, they would 
give it to me, but I’ve never really needed it.  

 
She has two grants and scholarships that have helped her pay for school, and 

works full time. She and her husband try to save money constantly, so they financially 

do not really struggle. 

CLARISSA: Well, school is pretty much paid for because I do have two grants 
and I’ve had scholarships. So that has never really been an issue. And I am 
pretty tight on money so I save money all the time. My grandparents were 
really amazed when they saw how much money I have in my bank account. 
So, financially we really don’t struggle, and of course my husband is in the 
Army and we don’t ever really expect his pay because we never knew when 
we are going to get it, and so every time he gets paid we put it in savings.  

 
Now that she has been on her own and knows the importance of a college 

education, Clarissa is working toward providing that future for her children. She has 
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set up college funds for them, and knows that when they decide to go they will not 

have to struggle as much as she has. 

CLARISSA: And my kids and my nephews all have college funds already 
going, established by me. I want them to be ready and so every time it is a 
birthday or Christmas or anything I put $25 into all their accounts. For one, it 
saves time, because I don’t have time to shop, and two, I tell them that they 
may not like it now but when it comes time for them to go to school they are 
going to appreciate it, because they won’t have to struggle.  

 
Ben said he feels very blessed to get multiple scholarships. He also works part-

time in order to make ends meet. He has learned to budget his money, and learned to 

spend money only on necessary things.  

BEN: I’ve been extremely, extremely blessed and lucky to get lots of 
scholarships. I get paid more than minimum wage at my part-time job, but I do 
have to budget it because I do only get 15 hours a week. So even by the end, if 
I work all of my scheduled hours, I still make the exact amount of my rent 
every month. That doesn’t include gas, groceries, or books or spirals or 
anything like that. So I definitely have to budget. It is doable. 

 
Ben has managed to avoid multiple student loans but knows that attending law 

school will mean accepting those loans. 

BEN: My scholarships have been very good, but I am already starting to sweat 
law school because I know scholarships are far more limited there. The cost is 
still manageable, but “loans” is definitely a word that is going to come up in 
bold letters. I think that there are ways to do it, scholarships definitely; there 
are decent student loans, so I think that if you do the paperwork, you do the 
initiatives, you fill out the applications, you do the interviews, school is 
affordable.  

 
Ashley has been able to utilize a program that covers some of her tuition due to 

a guardian, her uncle, being a disabled Vietnam Veteran. She gets several credit hours 

paid for, but most of her money comes from scholarships. She uses the VA program, 

scholarships, and financial aid to supplement her finances.  
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ASHLEY: Well I have had a job every semester, except for last semester. But 
mostly my money comes from scholarships. I have been really lucky to have as 
many scholarships as I have, from the department, college, and university 
levels. I have also been awarded some financial aid, very minimal because of 
how much scholarship money I get. But I usually get some sort of refund check 
back, and that helps me with costs during the semester. Besides those, my 
uncle’s VA thing, it almost counts as a waiver. I was also valedictorian, so my 
freshman year tuition and fees were paid for through the Texas valedictorian 
program.  

 
Ashley does occasionally feel like she financially struggles, but does attempt to 

budget her money. She knows that she will have to utilize student loans and worries 

about it on a daily basis. 

ASHLEY: Sometimes I feel like I am in a financial bind, but I try to do my 
best to allocate my funds to the best of my abilities. Like right now I really 
want to go on the study abroad trip, and I am going even if I have to take out a 
student loan. This has been the one time I have been financially struggling and 
wishing I had more funds available to me, because I don’t want to be in any 
financial bind once I graduate. It is something I worry about on daily basis. 

 
Abby utilizes the Texas Grant, a first generation college student financial 

assistance program, to help her pay for school. She located and applied for the grant 

on her own while she was in high school. 

ABBY: I am a part of the Texas Grant and so that pays for my school. It is a 
first generation grant that the state of Texas gives to first generation college 
students. You have to meet a certain requirement, I think you have to have 
completed 24 hours successfully of your school, and you have certain 
requirements for what your family income is, and some other things. I did 
some researching on my own, and I actually found a link to it when I was 
applying for school and I read about it and realized that I qualified for it, so I 
applied for it. 

 
She has taken a few small loans to help her cover rent and other necessities. 

Her oldest brother encouraged her to do so just to help provide a peace of mind about 

her finances.  
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ABBY: I do have a couple of small loans out just to kind of help with rent and 
things like that. I just thought it would definitely help, just to not have to worry 
about a job, I work at school but the latest I work is 5 so I am able to go home 
and study. I talked to my oldest brother and he took out loans and he said it 
was worth it, it was worth the peace knowing that you were going to be ok that 
semester, even though you didn’t work a crazy busy job. 
 
Angie works with many first generation college students and parents through 

the PEGASUS program, and has found that most first generation college students do 

have supportive families. However, many of the parents lack the important knowledge 

that their students need. Their major recruiting is done during orientation so that they 

are able to show the parents of first generation college students that their children will 

have a support network available to them.  

ANGIE: As FGC [FGS] are becoming more visible in the college setting, 
especially in Texas it is hard to say whether it is a lack of familial support, but 
I know that it is just a lack of that knowledge. So not necessarily lack of 
support in terms of their mom and dad knowing the importance of them being 
here and trying to support them in any way they can. I think it’s more of lack 
of knowledge. They don’t have that education and what it is to go to college 
and I do believe that a lot of these parents do know the importance of gaining a 
higher education and what it can do for their student and their future, it’s just 
the lack of knowledge. 
 
Angie said that finding the available means to pay for courses and other 

necessities is one of the hardest parts of being a first generation college student. For 

the most part students are able to rely on their parents, and she sees a lot of first 

generation college students without part-time jobs. Eventually some do get jobs, but 

she does not see a big difference between the two. 

ANGIE: I do have a lot of students that come in that don’t have part time jobs, 
that don’t have any other means of getting money here on campus, but they 
still rely on their parents, so they are getting through the college process quite 
fine. So I guess it is just kind of down the line…. some of my students do have 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

75 

part time jobs, some of them don’t. I don’t see particularly more one than the 
other.  
 

Friend Support 

Abby is able to lean on her friends for support, and she said she believes they 

have really assisted her in the past.  

ABBY: My friends support me a lot. I think that without the help of my friends 
I don’t know… I know one semester for sure I would have lost it. My friends 
have really made my experience at school and I do have some friends that 
aren’t Tech students. I mean I have friends at school, but the ones I hang out 
with most often go to LCU.  

 
Theresa has a variety of friends, mostly from CASNR but she has a few from 

her time pursuing an art degree. She said it took a long time for her to find her niche, 

but after moving to CASNR it became a lot easier. 

THERESA: My first semester I was very uncomfortable with my degree and 
the people surrounding me. You know there were a few people that I 
connected with, but I didn’t really feel like I fit in. So the first semester was 
really hard, and then once I moved to CASNR it became really easy.  

 
Although Steven mostly depends upon his family, he has also built a church 

support system. He likes to hang out with them because they are older guys with 

college experience and are able to help him out, but has a few classmates that he 

considers “working friends”. 

STEVEN: I’d say mostly my parents, but I also go to church so we have a 
group of guys that we can talk about stuff and I mean they have… they are 
older guys so they have experience with college stuff and so they help me out 
too. I would say I hang out more with my church friends so they provide a 
positive environment. But I guess also I’ve been hanging out a lot with my 
classmates from my major, so I’ve been making friends with them. But it’s 
really more like a working environment; we don’t really hang out after.  
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Thomas has friends from all over Tech and from his church, but spent most of 

his time as an undergraduate with his Farm House friends. Now that many of his older 

friends have graduated he does not spend as much time with the group, but he has 

really enjoyed his time there. He said his time with the fraternity was not what most 

people think of when considering fraternities. 

THOMAS: They didn’t force me to change to fit their mold, and that was the 
one thing I was afraid of coming into college, especially pledging a fraternity. 
You think of fraternities as Animal House, and all they do is party and drink 
and that’s it, but there is more to it than that if you get in the right one. And 
[fraternity name] isn’t right for everyone, and it shouldn’t be, part of it was that 
I wanted something that stood for the things that I stood for, and I could hang 
out with people that stood for those things and wouldn’t push me on the things 
that I valued and were important to me. I guess other than that, I think it’s good 
for them to question things, and get you to think about things, but not to force 
you into believing something that is going to go against your values and what 
you think.  

 
Ben prefers to describe his friends as unique. He has friends from all over the 

campus, and really enjoys learning about different subjects from them. 

BEN: I have friends from all over the university, random majors, random 
departments. It’s really, really cool to just you know sit down next to someone 
in a class of 500 people and you start chit-chatting and a couple of weeks later 
you are friends on Facebook and a couple weeks later you’re going out to 
Freebirds or whatever. It’s really cool because I learn so much about 
whatever…political science, or engineering, or whatever it is and they learn so 
much about ag. I think it’s really neat, I think that it is an aspect that a bigger 
college or bigger university can give you that I think maybe a smaller 
university probably couldn’t offer.  

 
Despite Ben’s large pool of friends he keeps a very small close knit circle of 

friends that are mostly from the clubs and organizations he participates in, because 

that is where he spends most of his spare time.  
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Adam said that he made several really good friends during his time at Tech. 

Many of them were goal oriented agricultural economics students, and had a specific 

reason for coming to school. 

ADAM: They were mostly ag kids. Obviously they were younger than I am. 
But they were mostly goal-orientated people, each of them had a specific 
reason to be there. They weren’t just there to go to school, they were trying to 
accomplish something. I try to surround myself with people like that that have 
my kind of motivation and are goal oriented. It was a pretty random group of 
friends but it just worked out, if that makes sense. 

 
Ashley said most of her friends are from CASNR simply because those are the 

people she has classes with and participate in organizations alongside. Most of them 

are really involved, and are willing to go the extra mile to make their resume look 

better, or be a better candidate for a job down the road.  She did not struggle to make 

friends, because she got involved immediately.  

ASHLEY: I really didn’t struggle simply because I was in the learning 
community, and I was welcomed to all these meetings and everything initially. 
It probably would have been harder if I chose not to go to those things, but just 
because of the person I am, I just went so I could make friends and you know 
get to know my surroundings better and see the opportunities I had in front of 
me.  

 
Clarissa was the only participant that did not mention a specific outside friend 

support system.  

CLARISSA: My social life is pretty nonexistent, other than my family and I 
have one friend that lives here, and I was never really social in high school. My 
friends have to know that I can’t talk to them for six months and then when I 
have a summer break I can call them and be like, “Hey, what are you doing?”  

 
Instead she tends to lean on herself and her immediate family. Any friends 

from Tech are specifically from the food technology department.  
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CLARISSA: Anybody that I really talk to here is in the food technology 
department and we all started the same semester for the most part. They, one of 
them specifically his name is [friend’s name], if it wasn’t for him I would have 
a harder time, because he really helps me. I’m not really good a chemistry and 
stuff so stuff that he gets he can put in my terms for me to understand, he really 
takes the time. 

 
Angie said that first generation college students are likely to feel like they are 

out of the norm because they are not familiar with collegiate activities and life. Those 

feelings are what programs like PEGASUS, and other first generation college student 

programs, are designed to help with.  

ANGIE: I would say definitely feeling like you are the only one who doesn’t 
understand something that is going on whenever you don’t know that there are 
thousands of others that are FGC that have the same question. I think, you 
know, just kind of fitting in and not knowing some of the resources that are 
available, not knowing where to go if you have certain questions. That is what 
programs like PEGASUS, and other programs that have FGC organizations on 
other campuses, that is basically what we are here for.  

 
Adviser / Professor support 

Four students specifically mentioned professors or academic advisers when 

talking about who they confide in concerning school problems or issues. 

Theresa usually goes to her adviser and her sister when she needs help. She 

said that her adviser is always available to discuss problems or questions.  

THERESA: I’ll speak with my adviser and family-wise I’ll talk to my sister. 
Um, my adviser is [adviser name], and uh, he is always there to help me, you 
know, get through like any academic problems or if I have any questions about 
my major, or minors or anything like that.  

 
Abby utilized her oldest brother her first year, but now goes to her academic 

adviser or a specific professor with questions. 

ABBY: My first year I tended normally to go to my oldest brother and then 
now I will go to either [professor name] or I’ll go to [professor name]. 
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[Professor name] is my academic adviser and [professor name] taught a couple 
of my classes and I just kind of formed a relationship through that, making a 
good impression on him then I guess, and he just became the kind of mentor 
type to me since then.  

 
Thomas also turns to his adviser with his school-related questions or concerns. 

During his time as a landscape architecture major he lacked this type of support 

system. 

THOMAS: If its school related, I usually talk to my adviser, so it’s usually 
going to be [advisers’ names]. They are usually the first people I run to, and I 
really haven’t run into anything except this last semester. Before, when I was 
in landscape architecture I don’t think I really had anybody to run to. They’re 
not really the most supportive department on campus, by any means.  

 
Clarissa met her adviser when she first visited the food technology department 

and usually goes to her with school questions or concerns. 

CLARISSA: [Adviser’s name] is my adviser and I usually talk to her. Before I 
ever came over here I got to sit down and meet with her and she showed me 
around, and just being in Food Science I guess she is mostly everyone’s 
adviser.  

 
Findings in Relation to Research Question 4   

Research Question 4 sought to inquire how satisfied the first generation college 

students were with their experiences with CASNR. The researcher split the data into 

two sets – CASNR Satisfaction and Texas Tech Satisfaction. One overarching theme 

was found – high satisfaction with their experiences with CASNR and with their 

overall Texas Tech experience. 

CASNR Satisfaction 

One major theme was developed from the data – high satisfaction with 

CASNR.  All nine students said that they had a good experience with CASNR. Four 
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sub-themes emerged – family-like impact, organizations’ impact, professors’ impact, 

and opportunities impact.  

Family-like impact 

Lily said that she had heard CASNR called one big family, and agreed with 

that sentiment. She said that most of the students and professors know each other, and 

make an effort to look out for one another.  

LILY: You know you can go to the dean’s office and just because you are ag 
[major] they will help you out and you don’t have to be from the same 
department within CASNR. Everybody just looks out for each other and it’s 
just like one big family. You know you will see them 10 years down the road 
and I will still feel a connection to them because we are CASNR family.  

 
Theresa said that she has never had any problems with any of the CASNR 

departments. She said all members of the college have been great about helping her 

with financial paperwork and making her feel at home.  

THERESA: I definitely give a lot of credit to my department. Um, and the 
university as a whole is amazing itself. But, I love my department. I have met 
some wonderful people and connections through there that I will probably be 
able to relate to the rest of my life, you know. Just wonderful people, and 
students, and friends.  

 
Thomas echoed Lily and Theresa’s statements about CASNR being a large 

family. He credited his agriculture background with his ability to fit right into the large 

CASNR family.   

THOMAS: The CASNR people are definitely top in the university, as far as 
being friendly and accepting of their own. They are like a family. I had that ag 
background from high school, so that’s pretty much it. I didn’t really consider 
any other department when I came in. 
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Organizations impact 

Three participants mentioned the impact CASNR organizations had on their 

experiences at Tech.  

Ashley said that she has been really satisfied with her experience at CASNR. 

She said she felt like if she needed something someone was always there to assist her 

and that she had multiple resources available to her at all times.  

ASHLEY: I guess the ag college mostly does a really good job of making 
everyone feel linked in and connected because there are like 1,500 undergrads, 
and sometimes we will have to go to class were there are a larger number of 
people, but just because we have all these programs and opportunities available 
to us, it makes me feel like I am connected. I feel like I am one of the faces of 
CASNR. People come to me and ask me about my experiences. It makes me 
feel like I am a part of Texas Tech, because of the ag college. 

 
Thomas specifically mentioned the organizations he had participated in when 

discussing his satisfaction with CASNR 

THOMAS: CASNR as a whole has been good. My sophomore year I was an 
[college organization], I really enjoyed that. I liked the fact that the college had 
its own student organization for recruitment, so that was a fun experience, 
getting to go to different schools and talk to high school students about Tech 
and work at some of the events and things. And then working on [college 
organization], I did that for two years I think and that was good. I don’t know, 
like I said earlier it is just kind of a family.  

 
Ben stated that he does feel a connection to CASNR, and he said he felt that it 

came from the “extra stuff.”  

BEN: Not necessarily from the classroom, I do feel comfortable in my 
classrooms and feel like my professors know me and stuff like that and I am 
friends with everyone in all my classes and I love that, but I think that the clubs 
are really what make me feel like I am important, like I am needed by the 
school. Especially [college organization], I think that is probably my favorite 
thing to put my effort into. I think that those things, because they do place 
responsibility upon you and really make you feel like you’re representing the 
school, I think that is what makes you feel important. 
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Professor’s impact 

Clarissa said that her professors really made a strong impact on her academic 

success. She credits her satisfaction to the fact that she is part of a smaller department. 

Specifically she named two professors that really made an effort to teach.  

CLARISSA: This is my fourth semester. It has been really good, especially in 
the department that I am in, I guess because it is so small. Two of the 
professors that really made a big impact are [professor name] and, of course, 
[professor name]. I learned so much from them and how hard they are on you 
to achieve, which you need to do. They are really awesome teachers, versus the 
teachers that are like, “here’s the material, I don’t really care if you know it, 
and you’re responsible for it on a test.” So they actually take the time to teach 
you. 

 
During her time at Tech she has developed a sense of pride for her department 

and major. In a school that she said she feels like is known for partying she knows that 

her program is not easy to get through and that she is not working toward a “blow off 

degree”. 

CLARISSA: Just because you know Tech is a big place and when you say you 
go to Tech a lot of people associate it with partying and this, that and the other, 
but you know, when I tell them what I study… I mean I have a sticker on my 
computer that says CASNR and people ask me, “Oh, hey, what does that 
mean?” and I tell them and they are like, “Oh, ok.” So it’s like yeah. And the 
food technology department… I am really proud of the department I guess 
so… it is not easy to get through, so it’s not like people can think it’s just a 
blow off degree that anybody can get. 

 
Adam described himself as a very happy customer of the CASNR department. 

He cited the professors as the best part of his experience at Tech.  

ADAM: I am very satisfied, mostly because of the professors. There isn’t one 
that I couldn’t call or email right now and get a letter of recommendation from 
or just sit down and talk with. They go out of their way to help, the career 
center was great. I mean it was great, I enjoyed it. It was a good experience.  

 
Abby knew that going to such a large school could be difficult but finding a 
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specific college where teachers made a point of making her feel like she belonged 

really improved her experience.  

ABBY: The faculty really makes a point of making you feel like you belong. 
For example, my first week I had a rough week my first week at school. First 
of all there aren’t many women in the economics department, but especially 
not any Hispanic women, so that was hard but once I really started getting 
involved in it and stuff I could see that it was where I belong because of my 
mind.  

 
Ben credited his department head for his choice to major in agricultural 

communications, rather than political science. After he learned that he could study 

politics, go to law school and still get an agricultural communications degree he knew 

that CASNR was the right place for him.  

BEN: I came from a smaller 4-A high school and everyone knew my name and 
when I came to visit it was just so nice for the professors to want to know my 
name. I didn’t feel like they were reading off of a generic letter. You know, 
“Welcome to Texas Tech ‘blank’.” I felt like they wanted to know my name, 
they wanted to know what I wanted to do with my degree. I felt like it was 
more like I was shopping for a degree, rather than being told what I am going 
to do. 

 
Opportunities impact 

Abby said that college has been a great experience. She is currently interning 

in Washington, D. C. and credited CASNR with the opportunity.  

ABBY: It has been a very rewarding experience, I mean just… I am here in 
Washington D.C. right now because of school. I am able to intern because of 
school. And I have made some great connections that are going to help 
advance my career because of school.   

 
Ben cited the many opportunities available through CASNR as one of the 

many selling points of the college. He was presented with many scholarship and 

internship opportunities that he knows he would have missed out on in any other 
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college.  

BEN: The study abroad and internship opportunities are amazing. And then all 
of the activities and stuff, we have Ag Fest and that is just like massive club 
day. Ag Pals is awesome….Then this year, I was an ag mentor for my Ag Pals, 
and I think that is pretty neat. And I think that helps the parents as much as it 
does the kids. They don’t think they are sending their kids to boot camp or 
anything. And then the Student Success Center, I mean what other college do 
you know that has an entire center dedicated to student success? And it is there 
solely for us to go in there and say I have a problem, help me fix it. I think that 
is amazing that we dedicate so many resources and time to doing that.  

 
Lily also included the study abroad opportunities in her statement about 

CASNR. She is excited about her upcoming trip and the fact that many different 

majors from all across the college are being included. 

LILY: I love it. I haven’t had any problems with them and I think it is neat 
how they take so many study abroad trips. I am going to England and Scotland 
over the May-mester. And how it’s not just ag comm. majors, it is [majors] all 
across the college that are going. Like I said earlier we are one big family. I 
haven’t had problems like I’ve heard other college students have had with the 
other colleges on campus. I am definitely satisfied with my experience. 

 
Texas Tech Satisfaction 

Abby described her connection to Tech and CASNR as a Red Raider family. 

She knew she made the right decision coming to Tech because she said she felt like 

she fit. 

ABBY: I think that whenever they say Tech is family, and the Red Raider 
family, that to me is real. It really is a family. I know that walking to school or 
whatever if I needed someone I could just… if I locked my keys in my car and 
I didn’t have my phone I know the next person I saw coming I could ask to use 
their phone and it wouldn’t be a big deal.  

 
Theresa fell in love with Tech and Lubbock early on, because she said she felt 

welcomed to the entire university. She was able to find a job she loves, and really 

enjoys the school spirit all across Lubbock.   
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THERESA: My overall experience at Tech has been amazing. Not just the 
university, but the town of Lubbock in general, it’s just, everybody is just 
welcoming and very nice. I found a job here that I absolutely love and is 
affiliated to Tech. I absolutely love it. The games are amazing, the school spirit 
is phenomenal. And you’re just, you feel welcomed. You don’t feel like a 
number here, you feel like an individual.  

 
Adam enjoyed his time at Tech, but his connection really developed after 

graduation. He said he was not into the spirit stuff, but now he wears his Tech ring 

every day and likes to keep up to date with the happenings at the university. He credits 

his satisfaction with Tech to the professors and friends he made here.  

ADAM: I enjoyed it, I really did. It took me a while to get used to Lubbock, 
but it was just a different environment. I really enjoyed Tech. The classes were 
great, I had great professors. I think Tech has some of the best professors on 
the planet; they definitely go out of their way to help students…. It was a good 
experience; there are a lot of good people there. I made a lot of good friends.  

 
Thomas managed to rebound from a bad first impression and has come to love 

Tech. He said his experience has had its ups and down, but for the most part it has 

been a good experience, and he would not change coming here. He has been at Tech 

for so long now, that the university and CASNR just feel like a part of who he is.   

THOMAS: Well, I loved the campus. You know you go visit some of these 
other schools and their campus is ok, but out here everything fits, and it’s all so 
nice and taken care of. Then just meeting people, people here are just friendly, 
and it’s kind of got this family atmosphere even though its 35,000 students. 
But I felt comfortable here, I didn’t feel foreign to everything like I kind of 
expected to feel, going off to college. So that was kind of the deciding factor 
for me was, this was a place that I’m going to be comfortable, this is a place 
that I’m going to fit in, and do what I like doing, and I haven’t regretted the 
decision since.  

 
Lily originally wanted to go to Baylor, but was swayed by her desire to take 

agriculture classes. She knew Tech was the right place for her after she fell into her 

groove from day one. Now she said she feels connected to anyone she notices wearing 
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a Double T or Texas Tech gear. 

LILY:  Tech and Lubbock have just become my second home and every time I 
see…if I am off somewhere… like you know at the Denver stock show or 
anywhere else and I see the Double T or anything Texas Tech I swell up with 
pride. Like, “oh that is my school, someone else goes there, and likes it too.” It 
makes me feel connected to them.  

 
Ben knew from an early age that he wanted to attend Texas Tech. In his words, 

he “grew up with the whole Red Raider experience”, so he never really considered 

going to another school.  

BEN: I really enjoy the fact that it is a big school and I do see people every day 
that I have never met before. And I have the option of big school activities, you 
know, big school events and big football games, and all the big glamour of a 
big school, but when it comes to my academics its really close knit in 
CASNR…. I am very, very impressed with Tech overall. Of course, there are 
little hiccups and bumps that I don’t particularly care for but nothing major. I 
feel like my money is well spent, I feel like I am getting a good education, I 
feel like we have good facilities and its fun. I mean, I like school, I like my 
education. 

 
Clarissa said she felt like she had a much stronger connection to her specific 

department because of her professors and classmates. She said she felt that her 

connection to Tech overall was mostly due to the fact that she grew up nearby.  

CLARISSA: Yeah, but I really wouldn’t say it’s just, I mean it’s kinda because 
I go here, but you know it’s just because I grew up here.  

 
Steven was the only participant that did not show an immense amount of 

support toward CASNR or Tech. He would not say he felt at home, but described it as 

an environment that he can deal with.  

STEVEN: I guess it is a new experience, I really don’t know how to describe 
it. It is all new to me, but so far it is not as bad as I thought it was going to be. I 
was kind of scared that it was just going to be super hard and I wouldn’t be 
able to make it academically. I just thought it was going to be a lot harder than 
I what I have found it to be, also financially. I was intimidated that we might 
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not be able to pay for college, but it has been good so far. Plus I have made 
friends, people are nice here so I guess it has been a good experience so far. 

 
Summary 

This chapter reported the findings of this case study as they related to the four 

previously defined research questions. These findings provided the information sought 

by the researcher to meet the purpose of this study. Conclusions and recommendations 

as they relate to these findings are discussed in Chapter V. 
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Chapter V 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this study was to determine the different needs of first 

generation college students in the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources at Texas Tech University. The results of this research can be used to 

develop a better support system and guidance system for future first generation college 

students, as well as improve retention and enhance these students’ overall college 

experiences.  

This study was guided by four research questions: 

1. What factors led to their enrollment at Texas Tech?#

2. What programs are they involved in? (Such as extra-curricular 

activities, organizations, teams, social groups, living groups)#

3. What support groups and/or support systems do they depend upon? 

(Such as Texas Tech’s PEGASUS program, peer groups, family, and 

others.)#

4. How satisfied are they with their experience in CASNR?#

The researcher sought an in-depth understanding of the motivations and 

support systems of first generation college students; therefore, case study methodology 

was chosen for this research to elicit the appropriate depth of information (Merriam, 

1998). The following conclusions were based upon the findings documented in 

Chapter IV that were ascertained from the semi-standardized interviews of nine first 
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generation college students within the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources at Texas Tech University. 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 1 

The researcher found three main themes when analyzing the data in 

determining what factors led to first generation college students’ enrollment at Texas 

Tech. Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model was used to guide this study, and the factors leading 

to enrollment were the main inputs the researchers focused on for this study.#The 

themes found in relation to Research Question 1 were parental/family encouragement, 

teacher encouragement and self-motivation.###

First generation college students all across the United States are coming to 

college better prepared to deal with the transitions and expectations. This is due to 

more programs and services catered toward these students.  

ANGIE: I think it’s just the increasing knowledge that is available to them 
while they are in high school and a lot of these high schools now are doing 
college readiness courses and preparing them for college.  
 

Parental/ Family Encouragement 

Numerous studies have found that parental involvement is the most important 

factor affecting students’ aspirations for college, regardless of the parents’ level of 

education, which indicates that the rates of college preparation and enrollment for first 

generation students could be significantly improved by early outreach to the students 

and their parents (Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; 

Vargas, 2004).  
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Not only do first generation students perceive their parents to be less 

supportive and less encouraging about this decision to pursue higher education (Choy, 

2001), but studies have indicated that “first generation students receive the least 

amount of help from parents” (Smith & Zhang, 2010, p. 54). The nine participants of 

this study did not fit well into the previous research because they all said that they had 

supportive families and parents; however, only five specifically mentioned a strong 

parental support system. These students said that their parents would not have 

accepted anything other than a college education for them. However, none of the 

participants said their parents determined the institution the students selected or the 

degree they chose to pursue. Penrose (2002) found that due to the first generation 

college students’ decision to go to college they have not only “entered alien territory, 

but distance themselves from the understanding of family and friends” (p. 423). Yet 

again, the participants of this study were completely opposite of the literature, many of 

the participants felt that they were still connected to their parents, and it was important 

to the entire family for them to go to college.  

All but one participant said that their parents strongly encouraged them to go to 

college, and three participants said that selecting an institution was the choice, not 

whether or not they would ever attend.   

ABBY: There really wasn’t ever a question of whether I wanted to go to 
school; it would just be what I chose to do once I got there. 
 
For the children whose parents did not have the opportunity to attend college 

there seems to be more parental support to attend college and do well (Hicks, 2006). 

This was true for several of the participants of this study, especially for two 
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participants. The first participant’s parents moved to the United States in order for he 

and his siblings to pursue better educations, while another set of parents encouraged 

their student to go to college, but ultimately did not like her choice in schools.  

THERESA: My parents were not supportive at all, actually they tried to bribe 
me to stay, in several ways, like offered me a car that they couldn’t pay for. 
But I didn’t let that influence me, ‘cause I really wanted to do what was best 
for me, and that was to come to Tech. 
 
Hicks (2006) found that students who believed they had a positive family 

support system were more likely to have more information about college; and 

therefore become more successful than those who did not perceive positive family 

support. This statement was echoed in three participants’ responses about family 

support.  Three participants specifically mentioned their siblings when discussing their 

decision to go to college. They were able to turn to them for information about 

applying to college, what degree to pursue, and what organizations would be a good 

match. It was clear from the findings that parental and family encouragement played a 

heavy role in many of the participant’s decisions to pursue higher education.  

High School Faculty and Staff Encouragement 

Several of the participants mentioned a specific teacher when asked about the 

support system at their high schools. Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) found that 

the amount of encouragement and support received from significant people, including 

teachers and counselors, in first generation college students’ lives greatly impacts their 

aspirations for attending college. Park and Rudd (2005) found that inspiration from 

local agriculture teachers also influences students’ choice of career path. 
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Many of the participants in this study turned to their agri-science teachers 

when looking for information about higher education. Several students even preferred 

their agri-science teachers to their high school counselors. Park and Rudd (2005) 

found that “secondary agri-science teachers influence many decisions about a 

student’s career and further education through teacher actions, comments, and 

instruction” (p.82).  This could be attributed to hours spent working on supervised 

agricultural experience programs, preparing for career development events, and 

working on FFA activities after school (Park & Rudd, 2005). 

THERESA: I really spoke with my ag teacher. He was the main advisor, our 
counselors just weren’t the friendliest group of people, and my advisor had 
more experience in getting his high school students off to college. Even if it 
was just a technical school, or university, he had been really successful at 
doing that, so he was my best adviser.  
 
Research has demonstrated that students with higher levels of academic 

performance are likely to receive more encouragement from high school staff to go to 

and prepare for college (Horn & Nunez, 2000; Hossler et al., 1999). It is likely that 

first generation college students are less likely to receive this type of encouragement 

and support from teachers and counselors due to lower levels of academic 

achievement (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, &Nora, 1996). It was clear from 

the findings that teacher encouragement played a large role in these students’ 

academic decisions. 

Self motivation 

All nine participants were self-motivated in their own way; however, three 

participants specifically labeled themselves as “self-motivated” students. Pryor (2005) 
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found that first generation students, compared to their non-first generation counter 

parts, were more likely to cite the ability to get a better job (77.3% versus 71.2%) and 

make more money (76.4% versus 70.0%) as reasons to further their educations. The 

three self labeled “self-motivated” students fit into the previous research, due to the 

fact that they all cited a better future as a major reason for going to college.  

Clarissa made the decision to go back to college after being in the work force 

and realizing that she needed to improve her financial situation. She said that if a 

person wants to improve their situation, or wants a better life they can achieve those 

things through hard work and dedication. 

Adam returned to school after receiving a technical degree and working full-

time for six years. He said he felt that a college degree could open him up to more 

opportunities during a time when finding a job is increasingly difficult. 

ADAM: I had a great work history but as far as education I didn’t have a good 
foundation and I thought that college could be that for me.  
 
All three participants knew that they were responsible for their own future and 

that college would a foundation they needed in order to succeed. 

Parental/family encouragement, teacher encouragement, and self-motivation 

were the three major themes that combined to create the factors that lead to the 

participants enrollment in higher education. They also come together to create the 

inputs used in Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model that guided this study. 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 2 

The researcher found four major themes when analyzing the data in 

determining what programs the first generation college students are utilizing / 
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participating in: association with at least one departmental/college organization, 

affiliation with a religious group, involvement with a university organization or a 

connection to a first generation college student program. These organizations 

combined to create the part of the environment used to fill in Astin’s (1993) I-E-O 

model. 

“Despite the fact that they were somewhat less likely to be involved in 

extracurricular activities and non course-related interactions with peers, first 

generation students tended to derive significantly stronger positive benefits from these 

involvements than did other students” (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, Terenzini, 2004, 

p. 270). Previous literature states that first generation college students are less likely to 

participate in extracurricular activities on campus, socialize with faculty or students, 

and therefore, less likely to develop friendships with other students (Billson & Terry, 

1982; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella et al., 

2004). The participants of this study were completely opposite. Eight of the nine 

participants were active in some way, and most were committed to a variety of 

organizations.  

Lily depended upon recommendations from friends and advisers about the 

organizations she might enjoy. Ashley quickly occupied herself with multiple 

organizations because she was already used to a busy schedule. Inkelas et al., (2007) 

summarized that first generation college student involvement could be caused by their 

belief that “these types of informal peer contacts and co-curricular activities” are 

unessential to a good college experience (p.425). The participants of this study felt 
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completely the opposite, two of the students wanted to provide advice for others, and 

felt it was an important part of the college environment. Ashley said that as part of the 

[college organization] program she was able to share her own experiences and recruit 

for CASNR.  

ASHLEY: …[ I ]thought it would be cool that I could be there for those 
students who didn’t have experience in coming to school and deciding what 
they want to do or don’t really necessarily have a strong support system at 
home, because sometimes that is hard.  

 
 Ben echoed Ashley’s feelings with a similar statement about being able to 

dispel fears that students might have that could be similar to the ones he had before he 

started at Tech. 

BEN: I know when I was in high school, I thought college was this holy place 
that if you stepped onto campus they would know you weren’t a college 
student and SWAT would drop out of the trees and take you out, drag you off 
campus. So it’s nice for me to go talk to high school kids and reassure them 
about college and show them what their options are.  

 
Terenzini, Rendon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg, & Jalomo, (1994) found 

that first generation college students tend to delay participation in extracurricular 

activities and campus life until they feel they have “their academic lives under 

control” (p. 64).  However, Adam contradicts those findings; he joined an organization 

related to his major after his first semester at Tech, and really said the organization 

cultivated many friendships.   

ADAM: My first semester was pretty rough, but after I got into [my 
departmental] association it kind of started to click. It was just tough to make 
friends with a bunch of young kids that wanted to party all the time, instead of 
focus. 
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Smith and Zhang (2010) found that compared to second generation students, 

first generation students were less likely to participate in clubs and spent fewer hours 

socializing. The findings of this study were the opposite, as eight of the nine 

participants were very involved in social and academic ways. The participants of this 

study actively sought involvement with a variety of organizations through church or 

religious outlets or through a university organization. Steven is involved with a Baptist 

church and got involved after meeting some of the members at a university event. 

Despite Ben’s busy schedule he attends a church in Lubbock. Thomas is also very 

involved with a college student organization at the same church as Ben. He got 

involved with the program after he was invited by a family friend, and soon fell in 

love with the ministry. 

THOMAS: I just liked how welcomed I felt and how much they cater to their 
college students. Church was such a big part of my life back home I knew that 
I needed something that would remain constant for me after I came out here, 
and I knew that if I didn’t get involved in it then I would go down the wrong 
path and never go back. I wanted to maintain that big part of my life.  

 
Theresa also sought out a church environment to provide a sense of support 

and stability to her life. Abby chose to join [university organization], a recruiting 

organization, because it allowed her to get involved with a school that she said she felt 

really had helped her. 

ABBY: I guess what drew me to that was just the ability to get involved with 
the school and kind of pay it forward to a school that has really helped me and 
made going to school possible. That sounds really corny, but it is true. 

 
Thomas chose to get involved with a fraternity after he met a couple of the 

members at the student organization fair during freshman orientation. He came back to 
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Lubbock a month later and met with several other members, and really appreciated 

their time and consideration.  

THOMAS: They encouraged me to go ahead and go through formal rush, and 
make sure that [fraternity name] was the right fit for me. I liked that they 
encouraged me to look other places as well, because it made me feel like they 
had my interest in mind. Just meeting with them, I really liked hanging out 
with them. 
 

First Generation College Student Programs 

First generation students are less likely to use student support systems on 

campus (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella et al., 2004; Richardson & 

Skinner, 1992; Terenzini et al, 1996). This previous research rang true for the 

participants of this study. Steven was the only participant who had been active in the 

PEGASUS Program, and he participated only during his freshman year at Tech. The 

PEGASUS program recruited Steven into the program his freshman year, and he even 

lived in a dorm that hosted PEGASUS events.  

STEVEN: That group actually helped me out to just learn what it is to be in 
college and stuff, they would host different social events and workshops that 
we’d go to just to learn how to work in a college environment and different 
topics…. It just taught you as a first generation how to deal with college.  
 
First generation students are typically employed more hours, have lower 

incomes, and can sometimes have more financial dependents than others (Inman & 

Mayes, 1999). This rang true for only one participant who was financially responsible 

for two children. Clarissa not only worked full time, but also was enrolled in school 

full time, so she was not involved in any organizations on or off campus. 

Association with a departmental/collegiate organization, affiliation with a 

religious group, involvement with a university organization and/or a connection with a 
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first generation college student program were the major themes that combined to 

create the programs first generation college students are utilizing/participating in. 

They also come together to create part of the environment used in the Astin’s (1993) I-

E-O model that guided this study. 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 3 

The researcher found three major themes when analyzing data in determining 

what types of support groups or support systems the first generation college students 

depend upon: students who lean on parents, students who lean on friends, and those 

who lean on advisers/professors. These support groups and systems combined to 

create the second part of the environment aspect of Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model used 

to guide this study. 

Parental/Family Support 

Parental support is important to the success of any student, not specifically a 

first generation college student. Once a student is enrolled in college, their 

commitment to achieving a degree and their level of success is affected by the level of 

parental support and confidence in them (Hackman & Dysinger, 1970). This could 

easily be applicable to the participants of this study. The emotional support provided 

by the participants families was important to them, but due to the participants being 

“successful” students there is no way to know for sure what damage the lack of 

support would do to these students. 

Four participants mentioned specific emotional support from their family 

members. Even though Clarissa’s parents did not specifically encourage her to go to 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

99 

school, they are now very supportive. Her husband is away frequently due to his job in 

the Army, and she has two children that her parents watch on occasion. 

Ashley’s guardians always saw the initiative and determination within her, so 

they have always been very supportive of her goals. Adam said that his parents were 

100% behind him and were always supportive of his academic goals.  They were very 

excited when he was accepted to Tech, and always encouraged Adam to go to school.  

Thomas did not have a good first impression of Tech, but after his mom encouraged 

him to visit the school again he fell in love with the campus. His parents not only 

attended university day, but have been very supportive of him from the beginning.   

Lack of Knowledge 

Angie said that the parents of the students involved in PEGASUS are not 

necessarily unsupportive, but more so lack the knowledge to connect with their student 

on that level.  Despite the fact that some parents are very supportive of their student’s 

academic goals, and often make significant sacrifices to allow their students to go to 

college, they often feel like they cannot relate to their children after they go to college 

and vice versa (London, 1992; Rosas & Hamrick, 2002). This was true for the 

participants of this study. Most participants stated that their parents were very 

supportive of their academic goals and some knew that their parents made sacrifices 

for them to attend college; however, many of the participants said that there was a lack 

of information or knowledge.  

CLARISSA: And then of course without any of my parents ever really going 
to college they don’t… I won’t say they discouraged it, but they just didn’t 
have the information to give me. 
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Steven’s parents fully support him, but due to their lack of experience and 

prior knowledge he said he felt like everything was a learning curve. The case 

narratives from a study completed by Penrose (2002) signify that despite supporting 

the academic goals of their students, parents of first generation college students may 

not understand or support the daily activities of college, including the additional 

pressures and need to distance themselves from family. The previous research on lack 

of knowledge was very applicable to the participants of this study. Ashley said that her 

family supports her, but she said she feels like sometimes they do not understand what 

she is going through because of their lack of experience.  

ASHLEY: I guess sometimes my family doesn’t necessarily understand what I 
am going through because they haven’t gone through it. Whereas I know my 
roommate, for example, can call her mom if she has a crisis or a financial 
situation and they understand. “Mom I need more money, or Mom I need to go 
buy textbooks, or I don’t have any money right now, I need some food money, 
or I need to make this decision,” things like that. I don’t have that support and 
that understanding…. So I guess that has been one of my biggest challenges, is 
not having that parental background that knows what you are going through at 
all times.  

 
Theresa’s parents also struggle with understanding all of her responsibilities 

and the basic pieces of going to college. They have always been emotionally and 

mentally supportive, but sometimes want to be able to depend on her more than she is 

able to help. She has also struggled to be able to explain specific things to her parents, 

and she said she feels like they do not always understand because they have not had 

the same experiences.  

THERESA: It’s been kind of hard when I try to explain things to my parents, 
they don’t always understand because they haven’t had to deal with that 
experience, and so it’s hard to explain what you’re going through. But as far as 
me, it’s just been something that I had to deal with. It hasn’t been a problem.  
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Sibling Support 

Three participants had at least one older sibling that had already navigated the 

academic system. Overall, the participants were able to gain from the previous 

knowledge and experiences their siblings had gained.  

Lily’s mother and sister had already learned many basics of college application 

and life before it was Lily’s turn. Ben’s two older siblings that were able to help him 

during his first years at Tech, and he depended heavily upon their first-hand 

experiences. Abby also has two older siblings that went to college, so she had been 

able to go to them for financial and emotional advice throughout her time at Tech.  

Financial Support 

Almost one quarter (22.7%) of first generation college students worried about 

financing their college (Gohn & Albin, 2006). This information was true for the 

participants of this study. Some of the participants were able to depend upon their 

families for financial support but several of the participants were on their own 

financially. Angie agreed with this statement and said that one of the hardest parts of 

being a first generation student is working to find the financial means to attend 

college. However, she has a lot of students involved in PEGASUS that do not have 

part time jobs, and depend solely on their parents for financial assistance. Eventually 

some of the students do get part-time jobs but she does not see more one than the 

other.   

Recent research has found that increases in financial aid improve the likelihood 

that first generation students will persist in college, while increases in loan debt make 
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it much more likely that they will depart (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Somers, et al., 

2004). This could be very applicable to the participants of this study, as many of the 

participants depended on financial aid and scholarships. Most of them have worked 

hard to avoid taking out student loans, simply because they do not want the burden 

hanging over their heads after graduation. 

Lily’s parents are able to support her both emotionally and financially, but she 

does work part-time to purchase items that they deem unnecessary. Thomas’ parents 

help him financially, but he has received several scholarships. He typically uses his 

scholarship refunds to pay fraternity dues and purchase books or any other necessities 

at the beginning of every semester. He also works a part-time job to pay for food, gas 

and other odd items.  

THOMAS: They [his parents] help me pay rent every month, but other than 
that, as far as food and gas and all that kind of stuff goes, I’m kind of left to do 
that…. But if I ever got in a bind they would help me out, it’s not like I’m just 
out here on my own.  

 
Steven was the only participant to depend solely on his parents to support him 

financially while at college. His family is cautious with their spending, so they are 

able to fully provide for him. 

Choy and Berker (2003) determined that paying for college was once seen as a 

parental responsibility, usually met by a combination of income, savings, and 

borrowing; however, it was determined that parents of first generation students are 

perceived as less supportive and provide less encouragement for their students (Choy, 

2001).  A recent study revealed that “first generation students receive the least amount 

of help from parents” (Smith & Zhang, 2010, p. 54).  
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Ben has basically funded his college career through scholarships and part-time 

jobs. By learning to budget and only purchasing necessary items he has managed to 

avoid multiple student loans. Although he knows that student loans will be a part of 

his future in law school.  

BEN: My scholarships have been very good, but I am already starting to sweat 
law school because I know scholarships are far more limited there. The cost is 
still manageable, but “loans” is definitely a word that is going to come up in 
bold letters.  

 
During Adam’s time at Tech he used money he had previously saved, knowing 

that he eventually would return to school. He worked full time during summers, and 

then taught himself to enforce a strict budget during the semesters.   

Since she was 18 Theresa has paid for tuition, gas, rent and any other bills that 

she might acquire. She actually helps her parents out financially on occasion.  

THERESA: I occasionally help my dad.  My parents are going through 
bankruptcy and maybe foreclosure on their house, and occasionally I have to 
loan him money. It’s really something that I just do. It’s sad to say, but I would 
hope not to let my family really interfere, unless they were dying or physically 
ill, really interfere with my academic goals at all. Because that’s one thing I 
worked so hard for, and no one can take away from me. 

 
Clarissa has a family and considers herself the main financial supporter. She 

has utilized grants and scholarships to help her pay tuition, but still works full time. 

Because of her frugality she said her family does not struggle financially, and she has 

even set up college funds for her children and nephews.  

Pryor (2005) found that first generation college students were likely to cite 

financial assistance and overall cost of attendance as important factors when 

determining which college to attend.  Two participants relied heavily upon financial 
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programs and grants to pay for college. Ashley utilizes a program that covers some of 

her tuitions due to a guardian, her uncle, being a disabled Vietnam veteran. She uses 

the VA program, scholarships, financial aid and part-time jobs to supplement her 

finances. Despite budgeting she occasionally she said she feels like she financially 

struggles, and said she worries about it daily.  

ASHLEY: Sometimes I feel like I am in a financial bind, but I try to do my 
best to allocate my funds to the best of my abilities.…This has been the one 
time I have been financially struggling and wishing I had more funds available 
to me, because I don’t want to be in any financial bind once I graduate.  

 
Abby utilizes the Texas Grant, a first generation college student financial 

assistance program, to help her pay for school. She has taken out a few small loans 

during her time at Tech, simply to provide a financial cushion.  

ABBY: I do have a couple of small loans out just to kind of help with rent and 
things like that. I just thought it would definitely help, just to not have to worry 
about a job…. I talked to my oldest brother and he took out loans and he said it 
was worth it, it was worth the peace knowing that you were going to be ok that 
semester, even though you didn’t work a crazy busy job. 
 
Smith and Zhang (2010) suggested that the increase of financial aid, in the 

forms of grants, scholarships, and loans to first generation college students could 

increase the time they have available to complete their studies. This research could be 

applicable to the participants of this study, especially because all participants were 

aware of the importance of financial security during college and many were concerned 

about the impact of finances on their future academic plans. 

Friend Support 

According to Angie, many first generation students are likely to feel out of the 

norm because they are not familiar with collegiate activities and life. This was not true 
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for the participants of this study, which could be due to the fact that they had built 

support systems of friends. In fact, eight out of nine participants mentioned a support 

system built of friends. While Inkelas et al., (2007) suggested that casual peer 

interactions and other outside involvements did not significantly ease first generation 

college students’ academic or social transitions, numerous studies have suggested that 

peer support may be extremely important for the academic adjustment of college 

students (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1993). The participants of this study tended to see 

interactions and friends are an important part of their environment in college. Several 

participants cited their friends as major supporters during their time in college. Abby 

is able to lean on her friends for support, and she said she believes they have made a 

large difference in her time at Tech.  

ABBY: My friends support me a lot. I think that without the help of my friends 
I don’t know… I know one semester for sure I would have lost it. My friends 
have really made my experience at school…. 

 
Theresa has a variety of friends, mostly from CASNR but she has a few from 

her time pursuing an art degree. She said it took a long time for her to find her niche, 

but after moving to CASNR it became a lot easier. 

Although Steven mostly depends upon his family, he has also built a positive 

church support system. He likes to hang out with them because they are older guys 

with college experience and are able to help him out with school issues. 

Thomas built friendships with people from all over the Tech campus and from 

his church, but spent most of his time as an undergraduate with members of his 
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fraternity. He said his time with the fraternity was not what most people think of when 

considering fraternities. 

THOMAS: They didn’t force me to change to fit their mold, and that was the 
one thing I was afraid of coming into college, especially pledging a 
fraternity.… I wanted something that stood for the things that I stood for, and I 
could hang out with people that stood for those things and wouldn’t push me 
on the things that I valued and were important to me.  

 
Ben prefers to describe his large circle of friends as unique, due to the fact that 

they originate from all across the campus. The fact that he can learn so much about 

different subjects from new people is one of the characteristics he loves the most about 

the size of Tech. He does maintain a small close knit circle of friends that he can 

depend upon. One study found that perceived support from peers predicted college 

adjustment above and beyond academic variables (Martin, Swartz-Kulstad, & 

Madison, 1999). 

Adam said that he made several really good friends through the Ag Economics 

Association, and many of them were goal oriented and had specific reasons for 

coming to school.  

ADAM: They were mostly goal-orientated people, each of them had a specific 
reason to be there. They weren’t just there to go to school, they were trying to 
accomplish something. I try to surround myself with people like that that have 
my kind of motivation and are goal oriented. 
 
Ashley also has a strong friend support system, and chose to surround herself 

with people with similar characteristics. Most of her close friends are very involved 

and are willing to go the extra mile to make themselves more marketable to future 

employers.  
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Yazedijian et al. (2007) suggested that students might need help in devising a 

place to balance their academic and social lives of the their peer relationships. Because 

the participants of this group were considered to be “successful” and six of the 

participants were upperclassmen, this previous research was not applicable to them. 

They had already found a way to establish the balance.  

Terenzini et al. (1996) found that first generation students tend to focus their 

college experiences more exclusively on academics than on social interactions. This 

was only true for one participant of this study. She did not mention a specific outside 

friend support system, but instead leaned more on herself and her immediate family. 

The only friends from Tech were from her home department, food technology.  

CLARISSA: Anybody that I really talk to here is in the food technology 
department and we all started the same semester for the most part. They, one of 
them specifically his name is Chris if it wasn’t for him I would have a harder 
time, because he really helps me. I’m not really good at chemistry and stuff so 
stuff that he gets he can put in my terms for me to understand, he really takes 
the time. 
 
Although Steven mentioned an outside friend support system, he said that most 

of his interactions with fellow landscape architecture peers were mostly for school 

work.  

STEVEN: I guess also I’ve been hanging out a lot with my classmates from 
my major, so I’ve been making friends with them. But it’s really more like a 
working environment; we don’t really hang out after. 

 
Adviser/Professor Support 

Richardson and Skinner (1992) found that faculty and peer advising, tutoring, 

and mentoring can help maintain needed support throughout the college years. Four 

participants mentioned professors or academic advisers when discussing who they go 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

108 

to for advice concerning school problems or issues. Lundberg, Schreiner, 

Hovaguimian, & Miller (2007) found that the cultural capital that tends to be lacking 

in first generation college students can be compensated for by relationships developed 

with faculty and other university personnel, because these relationships can help 

provide important information, perspectives, values, and socialization skills. 

All the previous literature that said relationships with professors and advisers 

rang true for the participants of this study. Theresa usually goes to her adviser and her 

sister when she needs help. She said that her adviser is always available to discuss 

problems or questions. Abby utilized her oldest brother her first year, but now goes to 

her academic adviser or a specific professor with questions. Thomas also turns to his 

adviser with his school related questions or concerns. During his time as a landscape 

architecture major he lacked this type of support system. 

THOMAS: If its school related, I usually talk to my adviser, so it’s usually 
going to be [advisers’ names]. They are usually the first people I run to, and I 
really haven’t run into anything except this last semester. Before, when I was 
in landscape architecture I don’t think I really had anybody to run to. They’re 
not really the most supportive department on campus, by any means.  

 
Clarissa met her adviser when she first visited the food technology department 

and usually goes to her with school questions or concerns. 

Parental support, friend support and adviser/professor support were the major 

themes that combined to create the support groups and systems that first generation 

college students are depending upon. They also come together to create the second 

part of the environment used in the Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model that guided this study. 
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Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 4 

The researcher sought to determine how satisfied first generation students were 

with their experiences within the CASNR and Texas Tech environments. These 

perceptions of CASNR and Texas Tech combined to create the final piece of Astin’s 

(1993) I-E-O model, the outcomes. To do so the researcher split the data into two sets 

– CASNR Satisfaction and Tech Satisfaction. One over arching theme was found – 

high satisfaction with their experiences with both CASNR and Tech.  

CASNR Satisfaction 

One overall theme emerged from the data – high satisfaction with CASNR. All 

nine participants said that they had a good experience with CASNR and four sub-

themes were developed – family-like impact, professor’s impact, organizations 

impact, and opportunities impact. 

 Family like impact 

“Access without support is not opportunity”, meaning that simply coming to 

college does not mean that students will succeed without meaningful support 

(Engstrom & Tinto, 2008, p.21). Three participants specifically mentioned a family 

like atmosphere within CASNR, and specifically within their home departments. Lily 

said she felt like most of the students and professors know each other and that in the 

future she would still feel connected to members of CASNR. 

Theresa said her department was great about assisting her with paperwork, and 

that the people there made her feel at home. Thomas echoed Lily and Theresa’s 

statements about CASNR being a large family.  
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THOMAS: The CASNR people are definitely top in the university, as far as 
being friendly and accepting of their own. They are like a family.  
 

 Organizations impact 

Yazedjian, Purswell, Sevin, & Towes (2007) suggested that a greater sense of 

attachment to a specific institution was fostered once students became more involved 

and established social connections. This previous research was very applicable to the 

participants of this study. Three participants mentioned the impact CASNR 

organizations had on their experiences at Tech, and believed that those organizations 

and clubs really improved their overall experience.  

Ashley said that she has been really satisfied with her experience at CASNR, 

because CASNR does a good job of making everyone feel linked and connected. She 

said she felt like if she had multiple resources if she needed something or someone to 

assist her. Due to her involvement in a variety of organizations she said she felt like 

she was a “one of the faces of CASNR”. 

ASHLEY: …just because we have all these programs and opportunities 
available to us, it makes me feel like I am connected. I feel like I am one of the 
faces of CASNR. People come to me and ask me about my experiences. It 
makes me feel like I am a part of Texas Tech, because of the ag college. 

 
Thomas specifically mentioned the organizations he had participated in when 

discussing his satisfaction with CASNR. Ben stated that he does feel a connection to 

CASNR, and he said he felt that it came from his involvement in departmental 

organizations.  

BEN: … I think that the clubs are really what make me feel like I am 
important, like I am needed by the school…. I think that those things, because 
they do place responsibility upon you and really make you feel like you’re 
representing the school, I think that is what makes you feel important. 
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 Professors’ impact 

Tinto (1993) found that interaction with staff, professors, and other students 

can lead to greater success for students. Gibbons and Shoffner (2004) found that it was 

important to provide first generation college students with information and support 

that they may not be receiving from parents or guardians. The previous research on 

professors’ impact was very applicable to the participants of this study. Many of them 

cited their relationships with the professors as major contributors to their experiences. 

Clarissa credits her satisfaction to the fact that her professors really made an 

effort to teach. She said she felt that they were more interested in what the students 

learned, than just providing the material and giving tests. During her time at Tech she 

has developed a sense of pride for her department and major.  

CLARISSA: I am really proud of the department I guess so… it is not easy to 
get through, so it’s not like people can think it’s just a blow off degree that 
anybody can get. 

 
Adam described himself as a very happy customer of CASNR. He cited the 

professors as the best part of his experience at Tech.  In a study conducted by 

Yazedjian et al., (2007) students explained how the level of institutional support they 

said they felt was affected by supportive relationships with professors, teaching 

assistants, and advisers. This was true for the participants of this study, many of the 

said that their professors and advisers really made them feel like they belonged. Abby 

knew that going to such a large school could be difficult but finding a specific college 

where teachers made a point of making her feel like she belonged really improved her 

experience.  
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ABBY: The faculty really makes a point of making you feel like you belong. 
For example, my first week I had a rough week my first week at school. First 
of all there aren’t many women in the economics department, but especially 
not any Hispanic women, so that was hard but once I really started getting 
involved in it and stuff I could see that it was where I belong because of my 
mind.  

 
Ben knew CASNR was the right choice for him after visiting with the 

department head about his future plans. He really appreciates that the professors make 

an effort to know his name and were interested in his future. 

BEN: …when I came to visit it was just so nice for the professors to want to 
know my name. I didn’t feel like they were reading off of a generic letter.… I 
felt like they wanted to know my name, they wanted to know what I wanted to 
do with my degree. I felt like it was more like I was shopping for a degree, 
rather than being told what I am going to do. 

 
 Opportunities impact 

Inkelas and associates (2007) found that first generation students depend more 

on structure and formal interactions, and that they might depend on faculty and staff to 

create those interactions.  This could be applicable to the participants of this study as 

many of the participants cited the opportunities provided through the departments and 

college as important to their experiences during college. 

Abby is currently interning in Washington, D. C. and credited CASNR with 

the opportunity and the connections she is currently making. 

Ben said he felt that the multiple opportunities within CASNR were what set 

the college apart from others on Tech’s campus. He was presented with many 

scholarship and internship opportunities that he knows he would have missed out on in 

any other college.  
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BEN: The study abroad and internship opportunities are amazing. And then all 
of the activities and stuff, we have Ag Fest and that is just like massive club 
day. Ag Pals is awesome…. And then the Student Success Center, I mean what 
other college do you know that has an entire center dedicated to student 
success? …. I think that is amazing that we dedicate so many resources and 
time to doing that.  

 
Lily spoke about the study abroad opportunities within CASNR, and really 

enjoyed that students from a variety of majors in the college would be included.  

LILY: …I think it is neat how they take so many study abroad trips. I am going 
to England and Scotland over the May-mester. And how it’s not just ag comm. 
majors, it is [majors] all across the college that are going. Like I said earlier we 
are one big family.  
 

Tech Satisfaction 

Six participants talked specifically about their satisfaction with Tech.  It is 

possible that if students created multiple connections to an institution, attrition would 

be less likely to occur (Yazedjian, et al., 2007). This could be applicable to the 

participants of this study because they cited their involvement as a key part of their 

experiences during college. 

Abby described her connection to Tech and CASNR as a Red Raider family. 

She knew she made the right decision coming to Tech because she said she felt like 

she fit.  

Theresa fell in love with Tech and Lubbock early on, because she said she felt 

welcomed to the entire university. She was able to find a job she loves, and said that 

she did not feel like just a number here.    

Adam stated that his connection to Tech deepened after graduating and still 

likes to keep up to date with the happenings at the university.  
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ADAM: I think Tech has some of the best professors on the planet; they 
definitely go out of their way to help students…. It was a good experience; 
there are a lot of good people there. I made a lot of good friends.  

 
Thomas has come to love Tech, despite the ups and downs of his academic 

career. He loved the campus and said he felt like the people here were so friendly it 

fostered a family atmosphere despite the large number of students.  

THOMAS: I felt comfortable here, I didn’t feel foreign to everything like I 
kind of expected to feel, going off to college. So that was kind of the deciding 
factor for me was, this was a place that I’m going to be comfortable, this is a 
place that I’m going to fit in, and do what I like doing, and I haven’t regretted 
the decision since.  

 
Lily chose to go to Tech after she decided that she wanted to take agriculture 

classes in college, but fell into her groove from day one. Now, she said she feels like 

Tech and Lubbock are her second home and she said she feels connected to anyone 

she notices wearing a Double T or Texas Tech gear. 

Ben never really considered attending a different school, because, in his words, 

he “grew up with whole Red Raider experience.” He enjoys the fact that he has the 

option of big school activities, but his academics are still very close knit. 

BEN: I am very, very impressed with Tech overall. Of course, there are little 
hiccups and bumps that I don’t particularly care for but nothing major. I feel 
like my money is well spent, I feel like I am getting a good education, I feel 
like we have good facilities and its fun. I mean, I like school, I like my 
education. 

 
Clarissa said she felt that her connection to Tech overall was mostly due to the 

fact that she grew up nearby.  Steven was the only participant that did not show an 

immense amount of support toward CASNR or Tech. He commented that college was 

a totally new experience for his family, but not as bad as he thought it might be. 
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Finances were also on his mind, but he said he felt that overall the experience had 

been good.   

STEVEN: I was kind of scared that it was just going to be super hard and I 
wouldn’t be able to make it academically. I just thought it was going to be a lot 
harder than I what I have found it to be, also financially.  
 
Family-like impact, organization’s impacts, professors’ impact, and 

opportunities impact are the major themes that combined to create the overall 

satisfaction with CASNR. They also come together to create the last part of the 

outcome used in the Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model that guided this study. 

Recommendations / Discussion 

For university faculty and staff 

The information gained from this study provides an insight into the academic 

and social worlds of first generation college students. The conclusions drawn suggest 

that first generation college students in CASNR are succeeding both academically and 

socially. 

Previous research (Pascarella et al., 2004) determined that first generation 

college students were less knowledgeable about the importance of college, and how to 

obtain their academic dreams. Despite their first generation status, many of the 

participants of this study knew that college was going to be a major part of their lives. 

Some reached out to parents and other family members for information, while some 

were left to their own devices. The CASNR Student Success Center should continue to 

utilize all student orientations to provide more information about collegiate life and 
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the importance of a higher education to all potential college students. Multiple sections 

for parents and students should be included.  

The findings of this study showed that parental lack of information is also a 

large issue for first generation college students. Even when parents are supportive of 

their children’s academic goals, they are sometimes not able to assist them in adapting 

and understanding important pieces of their new environments. University faculty and 

staff need to find a way to provide more information about collegiate life to parents. 

This lack of information could be addressed in orientations for parents during the 

traditional orientations for students. As well as parental information packets mailed to 

parents after student acceptance to Tech.  

Some information that is key information to provide to students is: 

1. Admissions and applications process 

2. Housing and dining plans 

3. Tuition and financial aid  

Despite the previous research that first generation students were less likely to 

be involved in extracurricular activities, it is clear that more students are seeking 

organizations and foundations to smooth their transitions. Many of the students sought 

to develop a busy schedule, full of different opportunities, and seem to be aware of the 

need for an a variety of support systems. They know that organizations and activities 

are the best ways to develop friendships and relationships and are seeking 

opportunities to do just that. This type of information could be disseminated in the 
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already established orientations, but also in information sessions throughout the 

semester. The information to provide to these students should include: 

1. Balance and managing time 

2. Budgeting skills 

3.  Study skills 

 It is apparent that social and support systems are still key to the success of first 

generation college students. Recent first generation students are reaching out and 

utilizing some of the services provided to them through the university, specific 

departments and from outside venues. Overall CASNR has fostered an environment 

that is welcoming and “family-like,” and the participants have flourished in the 

academic world due to these characteristics. Previous literature stated that these 

students are unsure of sources of important information and of their abilities to 

succeed. University faculty and staff must continue to foster this environment provide 

outlets for first generation students to voice their concerns. This could be done by 

continuing the open door policy, maintaining small class sizes, and professor academic 

advising.  

A limitation of this study was the focus on students that are “successful” first 

generation college students. However, many first generation college students are not 

able to survive in new academic environments for multiple reasons. Because of this 

first generation students that might not be as successful must find ways to get involved 

with their departments, colleges, and their university. SSC staff as well as CASNR 

faculty should find ways to disseminate information about organizations and 
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opportunities. This is could be done by focusing on the importance of involvement in 

the two recruitment programs that target first generation college students. By doing so, 

these students will be better able to establish the support systems that are key to their 

future academic success. Additionally, the two recruitment programs focused 

specifically on first generation college students should be continued and increased to 

reach more students in more locations. 

The findings of this research indicate that agri-science teachers have a large 

impact upon their students’ future academic aspirations and their goal setting abilities. 

It is important that these teachers realize their impact and they must find ways to 

establish contacts with university faculty and staff. This is fostered by Agri-Techsan 

visits to high schools across the state, and this program should be increased to cover 

larger distances from Tech. Contact by phone calls, and recruitment packages to agri-

science teachers across the state could also help to develop these relationships. By 

creating these relationships the teachers are able to communicate to the students more 

information concerning each university and, more specifically their agriculture 

programs. This flow of information will assist not only the universities in their 

recruitment of students, but also the students.  

It is equally as important for the Student Success Center to foster relationships 

with agri-science teachers from a variety of locations. By doing so, they are able to 

recruit more students to their college by provide information students that could be 

interested in attending. This information should contain facts about the university, 

college, and the opportunities provided by both. An obvious place for the SSC staff to 
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seek out these and deliver information to these teachers would be at the Vocational 

Agricultural Teachers Association of Texas conference. 

For future research 

This case study researched the motivations and support systems of first 

generation college students within the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural 

Resources at Texas Tech University. Insight into the factors leading to enrollment, 

collegiate involvement, support systems and groups, and satisfaction with CASNR 

was provided in hopes to develop a plan to assist future first generation college 

students and improve their overall experiences. Previous literature (Gibbons & 

Shoffner, 2004; Inman & Mayes, 1999) suggests that some first generation students 

tend to be older, work full-time, live off campus and support a family. However, 

participants of this study do not fit the previously sculpted model of a first generation 

student. They may fit into one or more of the categories, but only one participant is the 

student described previously. To fully understand these students and their wants and 

needs more research on their basic characteristics and motivations is needed.  

 To further understand these students and their collegiate lives an investigation 

into the financial aspect of their worlds should be included in future research. This 

information would be beneficial in the process of understanding how first generation 

college students are thriving in collegiate environments and how there are funding 

their educations.  

As society evolves and a college diploma becomes more of a common 

achievement more and more students are reaching for an even higher goal. Research 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

120 

on how first generation college students are thriving in the graduate school should be 

conducted, as it would be beneficial to developing stronger support systems for these 

students.  

An investigation into the effects of high school agri-science teachers upon their 

students should be conducted. The information from this study provides a strong 

implication that these teachers are able to assist their students in multiple avenues, 

therefore, research into this relationship could result in the ability of both parties to 

assist their students in more ways.  

Conclusions 

The researchers used the input-environment-outcome model to guide the study 

by choosing inputs (previous circumstances), environments (current experiences), and 

outcomes (satisfaction with CASNR and Tech) to discover what students need and 

want to be successful.  

 

Figure 2. Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model 
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The inputs the researchers focused upon for this study were the factors that 

lead to first generation students’ enrollment in college, and specifically at Texas Tech. 

The factors that were included in this study were parental/family and high school 

faculty and staff encouragement, as well as self-motivation. The environment for this 

study consisted of extracurricular activities, organizations, teams, and social and living 

groups. Environments also included the support groups or systems utilized during their 

time in college. These were any departmental/college, religious, and/or university 

organizations and any first generation student groups the participants were involved 

with. The outcomes the researcher focused on were the participants’ satisfaction with 

both CASNR and Tech. 

By combining all the factors the researcher was able to determine that first 

generation college students in CASNR are enrolling in college because they know an 

education is important to their futures. These students are also active in many 

organizations, such as departmental/college clubs, religious/church organizations, and 

university organizations and have developed multiple support systems, including 

parents, friends and professors, to assist them during their time in college.  Overall the 

researcher determined that these students are satisfied with their experience within 

CASNR and Texas Tech.  
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First Generation College Students: Motivations and Support Systems (Working Title) 
Shylo Adams 

Graduate Assistant, Department of Agricultural Education & Communications 
Dr. Erica Irlbeck 

Assistant Professor, Department of Agricultural Education & Communications 
 

I. Rationale 
Numerous studies have reported a significant increase in the number of first 

generation college students enrolling in higher education. As the number grows, 
not only at Texas Tech University, but also within the College of Agricultural 
Sciences and Natural Resources (CASNR), the need for knowledge about first 
generation college students’ support systems grows. 

Due to the expanding number of first generation college students this study 
seeks to understand the motivations and goals of students. It is also increasingly 
important to determine how these students perceive their support systems and 
needs.  

The main benefit from this research is tied directly to the Dr. Bill Bennett 
Student Success Center (SSC) in CASNR. As the student success center grows, 
staff is continually searching ways become more efficient and helpful to students. 
This research will help them to understand how first generation students are 
getting involved in CASNR and what kind of support they may need in order to 
become successful.  

 
II. Subjects 

The subjects for this study are first generation CASNR college students.  A 
representative from each grade level and each department will be selected from a 
list of all first generation CASNR college students. The researchers will utilize the 
CASNR dean’s office to identify potential participants. Since the SSC already has 
an established relationship with the potential participants, the researchers will 
utilize SSC staff to make initial contact.  Then the participants will be recruited, by 
SSC staff, to the study via e-mail.  The recruitment e-mail is attached in Appendix 
A. An information sheet will also be included in the email and is attached below. 
III. Procedures 

The participants will be interviewed in person and tape recorded. No potential 
risks to the participants are foreseen.  In an attempt to protect each participant’s 
privacy the department they are a member of will not be identified. They will also 
be assigned a pseudonym to protect their confidentiality. Transcripts for the 
interview will only be kept on the lead researcher’s computer, and the tape 
recordings will be locked in the departmental safe.  Subjects will not receive 
compensation for participation. 
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The interview questions are not sensitive in nature.  An interview guide can be 
found in Appendix B. The interviews will take place outside of class in a location 
that is convenient for the participant.   
IV. Adverse events and liability 

No specific liability plan is offered simply because no potential risks are 
foreseen. 
V. Information Sheet 

An information sheet is attached along with the interview questions. This will 
be provided to the students when they receive the recruitment email, and 
before the interview process. 
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VI. Appendix A –Recruitment E-mail 

Hello, my name is _____________, and I am a staff member of the College of 
Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources Student Success Center at Texas 
Tech University.   
I am contacting you on behalf of Dr. Erica Irlbeck and Shylo Adams. Dr. Irlbeck 
and Shylo are interviewing first generation college students in the College of 
Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources (CASNR) concerning what they need 
and want in order to improve retention and enhance these students’ overall college 
experience. Because you were identified as a first generation college student they 
would like to meet with you in person and ask you a few questions about your 
experiences at Texas Tech. Specifically, they will want to discuss factors leading 
to your enrollment at Tech, collegiate programs you are involved in, support 
groups or systems that you might be involved with, and your satisfaction with your 
experience in CASNR. You can skip any of the questions or end the interview at 
anytime. 
You will remain anonymous and the interview will take about 30 minutes. If you 
are willing to participate in the interview, contact Shylo at shylo.adams@ttu.edu, 
Dr. Irlbeck at Erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu, or myself. Please include your contact 
information so that an interview can be set up at your convenience. 
Dr. Irlbeck or Shylo will answer any further questions you may have about this 
study.  They can be reached via e-mail at Erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu or 
shylo.adams@ttu.edu, or call (806) 742-2816.  
 
Thank you, 
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Information sheet 

Thank you for participating in this research study.  The interview will take 
approximately 60 minutes.  The information you provide will help us create better 
data for the student success center in relation to first generation college students’ 
support systems.  

You will be asked a series of questions to help us understand your experience 
as a first generation college student in the College of Agricultural Sciences and 
Natural Resources. You can skip any question at any time. The interview will be 
tape-recorded.  The tapes will remain locked in a safe and will be destroyed after 
one year. 

In order to assure that your responses remain confidential, you will be 
assigned a pseudonym or “fake name”. Transcripts of your interview will be kept 
on one researcher’s computer, but your name will never be associated with your 
transcript. 

No risk to physical, psychological or economic well-being of participants is 
foreseen.  No benefits to participants are foreseen.  Participation in this study is 
voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any time. 

For questions about your rights as a subject contact the Texas Tech University 
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of 
Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can call 
(806) 742-3884. 

Dr. Erica Irlbeck or Shylo Adams will answer any further questions you may 
have about this study.  They can be reached via e-mail at Erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu or 
shylo.adams@ttu.edu, or call (806) 742-2816.  
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Informed Consent Form 
Thank you for participating in this research study.  The interview will take 

approximately 60 minutes.  The information you provide will help us create better data for 
the student success center in relation to first generation college students’ support systems.  

You will be asked a series of questions to help us understand your experience as a first 
generation college student in the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources. 
The interview will be tape-recorded.  The tapes will remain locked in a safe and will be 
destroyed after one year. 

In order to assure that your responses remain confidential, you will be assigned a 
pseudonym or “fake name”. Transcripts of your interview will be kept on one researcher’s 
computer, but your name will never be associated with your transcript. 

No risk to physical, psychological or economic well-being of participants is foreseen.  
No benefits to participants are foreseen.  Participation in this study is voluntary and you 
have the right to withdraw at any time. 

For questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this research, 
contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human 
Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or 
you can call (806) 742-3884. 

Dr. Erica Irlbeck or Shylo Adams will answer any further questions you may have 
about this study.  They can be reached via e-mail at Erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu or 
shylo.adams@ttu.edu, or call (806) 742-2816.  

 
_______________________________________________  ________________ 
Signature of Subject       Date 
 

This consent form expires after February 29, 2012. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Texas Tech University, Shylo Adams, May 2012 

141 

Appendix B 

Interview Questions and Guide 
All interview questions are subject to further discussion in order to draw out 

relevant information due to the qualitative nature of the research.  The questions 
listed are a starting point for discussion. 

1. Tell me what made you decide to pursue a college degree? 
a. Was your family supportive of this decision? 

2. Does anyone in your family have a college degree? 
3. Did you delay pursuing a degree after high school? 

a. If so, why? 
4. Can you explain what made you choose Texas Tech University?  

a. CASNR?  
b. Your specific major? 

5. Did you attend another institution prior to attending Texas Tech? 
a. A different department? Why did you change? 
b. A different major? Why did you change? 

6. How many academic semesters have you attended Texas Tech? 
7. Are you involved in any collegiate programs?  

a. Within CASNR? 
b. Within Tech? 
c. What drew you to these organizations? Tell me about your 

involvement with that organization. 
d. If not, why? Are you involved with anything off-campus? 

8. Tell me about your first semester at Texas Tech. 
9. Did you live in any of the dorms on campus? 

a. If so, which one? 
b. Was it a learning community? Did you participate in activities 

there? 
10. Do you feel a connection or sense of belonging to Texas Tech?  

a. To CASNR? 
b. Can you explain that feeling? 

11. Do you currently work on or off campus? 
a. How many hours per week do you typically work? 
b. Does that make it harder to focus on school? 

12. Do you currently support a family?  
a. Does that make it harder to achieve your academic goals? 

13. Explain how you balance your course work, social activities, and other 
commitments. 

a. Did you struggle with this during your first year at Tech? 
b. Do you still struggle with it? 

14. How satisfied are you with CASNR? 
a. With the Student Success Center? 

15. Have you heard of the PEGASUS program through Texas Tech? 
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16. Are there any programs that you would like to see implemented to assist 
students during their first year at Texas Tech University? Beyond the first 
year? 

17. What is motivating you to complete your bachelor’s degree? 
18. Do you feel that you will complete your bachelor’s degree in the 

recommended time for your degree plan? 
19. Do you feel that being a first generation college student has made it harder 

for you to achieve your academic goals? 
20. Do you have any additional comments that you would like to add? 
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PEGASUS Interview Questions 
All interview questions are subject to further discussion in order to draw out 

relevant information due to the qualitative nature of the research.  The questions 
listed are a starting point for discussion. 

 
1. Tell me about the PEGASUS Program. 

a. What is the program designed to do? 
2. How many FGS are actively involved with the PEGASUS Program?  

a. Mentors? 
b. Mentees? 

3. What is the most common reason FGS say is their reason for pursuing a 
college degree? 

4. Does it seem like the FGS’s have a lack of parental support?  
a. What affect does this have on them? 

5. What is the most common reason FGS cite as a reason/explanation/cause of 
them leaving Tech? 

6. What do most FGS say is the hardest part of being a FGS? 
a. Financially 
b. Emotionally 
c. Physically 
d. Socially 

7. What affect does being involved with programs through Tech have on FGS? 
8. What is hardest part of being involved in a program that supports and 

encourages FGS? 
9. How important is the PEGASUS program to FGS? 
10. Do you have any additional comments you would like to add? 

 

Potential questions 
11. How often do you see transfer FGS? 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 


