
 

Persistence of First-Generation, Part-Time, Hispanic Students 

in Community Colleges 

 

 

by 

 

Selsa Lucero Lerma, B.S., M.P.H. 

 

A Dissertation 

 

In 

 

Higher Education Administration 

 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 

of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 

the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

 

 

DOCTOR OF EDUCATION 

 

Approved 

 

Stephanie J. Jones, Ed.D. 

Chair of Committee 

 

Mary Ann Bodine Al-Sharif, Ph.D. 

 

Erika Warnick, Ph.D. 

 

 

 

 

Mark Sheridan, Ph.D. 

Dean of the Graduate School 

 

 

August, 2018  



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2018, Selsa Lucero Lerma



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank Dr. Stephanie Jones for her support in seeing me through 

this journey.  She never grew tired of me asking the many questions I had to complete 

this task.  Dr. Jones has been a guide, a facilitator, and a great coach.  Thank you for your 

endless support and encouragement for the endless times you read the various versions of 

my dissertation.  I would also like to thank Dr. Mary Ann Bodine Al-Sharif and Dr. Erika 

Warnick for serving on my dissertation committee and giving countless hours of their 

time.  I would also like to thank Dr. Robert Munoz who encouraged me to apply to this 

program and gave me the courage and self-confidence that I was doctoral material.  

Thank you for believing in me and seeing that I could accomplish such an arduous task.     

I would next like to thank my family.  My husband and son, Domingo and Eliser, 

for supporting me through this process, for understanding the endless hours I spent away 

from them, and for their support to continue until the end.  My parents, Carmen and 

Lucio Lucero, for believing in me and my endeavors.  Especially, my mother who has 

always believed and inspired us to seek education.  She believes education is the ticket to 

a better future.  Thanks to her, I have aspired to further my education.  Mamá y papá, sí 

se puede, gracias por su amor, bendiciones y la fe con que me crearon.   My siblings, 

Sandra, Sergio, and Carmen, who have always encouraged me to continue and not give 

up on my dreams.  Sandra, you are my guide in continuing to be a better person.  You 

have given me the strength to continue in this process.  You are the wind beneath my 

wings.  Sergio, you have been an inspiration to me.  Thank you for all your encouraging 

notes you sent me.  Carmen, what can I say you are my Mona Lisa.  I have many things 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

iii 

to learn from you.  You are a very giving and caring person that has made your journey 

look easy.  Thanks for believing in me. 

Lastly, thanks to all the people I have encountered throughout this process.  The 

advice, encouragement and your time have made it possible for me to believe in myself 

and continue on this journey.  These people include Stan Stallings, Martha Kunkel, and 

my Adult Education and Literacy staff, Monica Lujan, Irma Matta, David Heath, Kitty 

Doolittle, and Angela Piña. Thank you! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT .................................................................................... ii 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................... vii - ix 

CHAPTER I - INTRODUCTION ................................................................ 1 - 17 

Statement of Problem .........................................................................................6 

Purpose of the Study  .........................................................................................9 

Research Questions  ...........................................................................................9 

Significance of Study  ......................................................................................10 

Summary of Conceptual Framework ...............................................................12 

Summary of Methodology ...............................................................................13 

Assumption of Study........................................................................................13 

Limitations to the Study  ..................................................................................14 

Definitions .......................................................................................................14 

Summary  .........................................................................................................15 

Overview of Remainder of the Study  .............................................................17 

CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................ 18 - 51 

Overview of the History and Access to Higher Education in the US ..............18 

Opportunity for a Diversified Student Body ....................................................20 

An Era of Increased Student Enrollment .........................................................21 

Further Rights for Students ..............................................................................25 

Continue Struggles to Become Educated .........................................................26 

Student Retention Challenges ..........................................................................28 

 Transfer Students and Completion of Degrees  .........................................30 

 First-Generation First-Time Students ........................................................31 

 Student Ethnicity Demographics in Higher Education  .............................33 

 Attrition of Students ...................................................................................34 

 Student Retention  ......................................................................................35 

Persistence in Higher Education  ...............................................................40 

Literature on Persistence  .................................................................................45 

Conceptual Framework of the Study  ..............................................................46 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

v 

Summary ..........................................................................................................50 

CHAPTER III – METHODOLOGY ......................................................... 52 - 68 

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study .........................................................52 

Restatement of the Research Questions  ..........................................................52 

Research Design ..............................................................................................53 

Establishing the Paradigm..........................................................................54 

Type of Study  ............................................................................................55 

Study Settings  ...........................................................................................56 

Study Participants  .....................................................................................57 

Data Collection  ...............................................................................................58 

Data Analysis  ..................................................................................................60 

Trustworthiness of the Study  ..........................................................................62 

Context of the Study and Researcher ...............................................................65 

Context of Study  .......................................................................................65 

Context of Researcher  ...............................................................................66 

Summary ..........................................................................................................68 

CHAPTER IV - FINDINGS ..................................................................... .69 - 102 

       Summary of Research Design .........................................................................70 

            Data Collection Process .............................................................................71 

            Data Analysis Process ................................................................................75 

       Institutions and Participant Profiles ................................................................76 

       Findings...........................................................................................................80 

            Support Systems that Positively Effect Student Persistence......................80 

            Roles of Parent/Guardian and Students in their Persistence ......................92 

            Students Internal Expectations for their Success .......................................96 

       Summary .......................................................................................................101 

CHAPTER V - DISCUSSION ................................................................ 103 - 125 

 Overview of the Study ..................................................................................103 

 Discussion of Findings .................................................................................107 

  Support Systems that Positively Effect Student Persistence ...................108 

  Roles of Parent/Guardian ad Students in Their Persistence.....................110 

  Students Internal Expectations for Their Success ....................................111 

 Implications for Higher Education Practice .................................................113 

 Recommendations for Higher Education Practice .......................................115 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

vi 

 Recommendations for Future Research .......................................................120 

 Conclusion ....................................................................................................122 

REFERENCES ......................................................................................... 126 - 136 

APPENDIX A .....................................................................................................137 

APPENDIX B .....................................................................................................138 

APPENDIX C .....................................................................................................139 

APPENDIX D  ....................................................................................................140 

APPENDIX E .....................................................................................................142  

 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

vii 

ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative collective case study, conducted through a 

constructivist lens, was to explore the perceptions and experiences of Hispanic, first-

generation, part-time, community college students of the supports they utilized to 

successfully persist through their first year of college.  Additional interests in this study 

were what this student population perceives were the roles of their family and themselves 

in their college success, and what they identified as their internal motivators for their 

college success. For the purposes of this study, college success is defined as having 

completed their first year of college.   

The study institutions were two rural-serving, medium-sized community colleges 

(identified as College A and College B for this study) located in West Texas. The 

participants were nine purposefully-selected Hispanic, first-generation, part-time 

community college students from one of the two study institutions (five from College A, 

and four from College B). Data collection for this study occurred through the lens of the 

research, semi-structured interviews, field notes, and a researcher’s journal.  Data 

analyses were conducted using the constant comparison method of analysis, in which the 

researcher looked for similarities and dissimilarities, and open and axial coding.  The 

analysis of the data was used by the researcher to answer the research questions of the 

study.  Trustworthiness of this study was ensured by member checking, and rich, thick 

descriptions of the conduction of the study and the participants’ narratives. 

The results of this study can be used to advance the practices within community 

colleges that promote the persistence of Hispanic, first-generation, part-time students.  



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

viii 

The minority population is likely to become the majority population by 2042.  However, 

the number of educated Hispanics remains low.   

The overall findings of this study suggest that there are multiple ways to ensure 

the college success of Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students.  

The first research question of this study explored the support systems the participants of 

this study had that positively affected their persistence through their first year of college. 

The themes that emerged to answer this question were students must know what to do 

and where to go for assistance, students need encouragement to succeed, and that 

students must work to pay for college. The participants in this study were aware of their 

educational goals, they knew which degree they wanted to obtain, and most of them had a 

degree plan.  They also reported receiving the encouragement to succeed from various 

sources.  They claimed their mothers encouraged them to enroll and persist through their 

first year of college.  Regarding financial aid, many of the students worked to be able to 

pay for their college tuition.   

The second research question sought to understand the roles of parent/guardian 

and the student him or herself in their persistence through their first year of college. The 

two themes that emerged to answer this research question were mothers play important 

roles in student persistence, and students must be self-determined to succeed.  The 

participants perceived that their mother was an essential part of them enrolling and 

persisting in college.  They also perceived that self-determination to succeed made them 

continue staying enrolled in college through their first year.  All of the participants stated 

that their determination to succeed helped them to enroll and persist in college.  They all 

wanted something better for their lives.  The majority of the participants knew they 
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wanted to attend college because it was expected of them from a young age or they felt 

pressured to continue their education by their mothers or both parents.   

The final research question explored what were the internal expectations of the 

participants for their persistence in their first year of college. The participants attributed 

their success (defined in this study as persisting through the first year of college) to 

knowing how to challenge themselves to be successful.  They also mentioned that they 

were expected to succeed.  They mentioned wanting to be examples for their own 

children.  Participants perceived a desire for a college degree because they had set that 

expectation for themselves.  They also had professors or family members who were 

strong supporters of their success for completion of a degree.  All the participants knew 

where they wanted to be, once they finished their college education. 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

At its origin, in 1636, with the founding of Harvard College, higher education in 

the United States (U.S.) was reserved for wealthy, elite, White, male students (Cohen, 

Brawer, & Kisker, 2014).  By the early 1800s, education became available to low and 

middle-income families who sent their children to colleges, motivated by tuition rates 

that were more affordable (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Furthermore, several colleges were 

built within communities.  Religious groups started educating their own followers, and 

the impact of the Morrill Act, enacted in 1862 and the Agricultural College Act of 1890, 

gave federal lands to states on which to build universities and colleges (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010; Vaughn, 1985).  These actions created opportunities for minority students to attend 

college.   

As higher education in the U.S. evolved, additional federal and state acts and laws 

were enacted that paved the way for more minority students to have access to higher 

education and obtain a college education. The first of these acts was the 1944 Serviceman 

Readjustment Act, commonly known as the GI Bill of Rights (or GI Bill).  The GI Bill 

was signed into law to offer soldiers returning from war, including many minorities, 

financial assistance for higher education (Vaughn, 1985).  Another important historical 

act in the history of the United States that supported an increase in minority enrollments 

in higher education was the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  This act encouraged and supported 

minorities to obtain an education, as education aligned with the values of democracy, 

freedom, and equality (Beach, 2011). Other additional important acts that supported 

access to higher education for minorities were: (a) the Vocational Education Act of 1963 
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and the amendments of 1968 and Education Amendments of 1976 (provided federal 

funds to community colleges); (b) the Higher Education Facilities Act of 1963 (provided 

financial assistance for construction, rehabilitation, and improvement of academic 

facilities); (c) the Higher Education Act of 1965 and later the Education Amendments of 

1972 (provided community colleges with student loan programs); and (d) Title IX of the 

Education Amendments of 1972 (prohibited the discrimination of accepting students 

based on sex; Cohen et al., 2014).  

In the wake of these important historical changes in higher education, the 

enrollment of college students, in general, continued to increase; by 1972, the enrollment 

of students increased from 2 million to 11 million, including full-time and part-time 

students (Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Vaughn, 1985).  However, despite this increase in 

enrollment, in 1976 the enrollment of minorities was a mere 10%, compared to the 

enrollment of non-minority, Caucasian students, at 76% (National Center for Education 

Statistics [NCES], 2007).  During an almost 20-year period, between 1976–1993, higher 

education institutions saw another increase in enrollment, this time among older students, 

40-year-old students and older, comprising 15% of the student population (Cohen & 

Kisker, 2010); also among the general population were older minority students.  The 

enrollment in higher education institutions in the fall of 2013 was 17.5 million and 

reflected the makeup of society at large with respect to race, ethnicity, and gender 

(NCES, 2014), resulting in higher education institutions’ enrollment mirroring the overall 

diverse society.  The enrollment of Hispanic students in higher education institutions was 

a mere 2.9 million out of the 17.5 million (NCES, 2014).  Although, increases in student 

enrollment occurred throughout history. For example, in 1998 alone, higher education 
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saw a surge in enrollments when six million part-time students and eight million full-time 

students (nearly 77% of the total enrollment from 1995 to 2009) enrolled in institutions of 

higher education (O’Toole, Stratton, & Wetzel, 2003).  Yet, the gap between the 

enrollments of Hispanic students and non-Hispanic students in higher education 

institutions was not closing.   

Community colleges are an important aspect of communities because they serve 

the education needs of the community (Kasper, 2003).  From 1965 to 1999, public 

community colleges’ enrollment increased by 413%, 309% more than that of four-year 

public institutions (Kasper, 2003).  Community colleges, in particular, serve a greater 

percentage of minority students.  In 2011, 7.5 million students had enrolled at community 

colleges, of which 55% were White and 19% were Hispanic (NCES, 2013d).  In 2013, a 

slight decrease was seen—6.9 million students had enrolled in community colleges, of 

which 54% were White and 22% were Hispanic (NCES, 2014).  This shows that almost a 

quarter of the Hispanic students enrolled in community colleges.  Even though there was 

an increase in college enrollment of Hispanic students in the United States, the results of 

retention and persistence were high attrition and low graduation rates (Cohen et al., 2014; 

NCES, 2013b).  Persistence is the rate at which an institution retains and graduates 

students who first enter the institution as freshman at a given point in time (Tinto, 2012), 

and retention (expressed as a percentage) is the rate at which students persist in their 

educational program at a higher education institution (NCES, 2013a).   

Enrollment at a higher education institution is only the first step, then follows the 

completion of a program of study.  In 2007, at four-year public universities, the overall 

bachelor’s degree completion (within six years) was 39%, with White students 
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completing at a 36.9% rate compared to the rate of completion of Hispanic students at 

24% (NCES, 2013c).  Similarly, in 2007, at public community colleges, the graduation 

rate was 20.3% overall, with 22.9% of White students graduating compared to 15.9% of 

Hispanic students (NCES, 2013c).  Cohen et al. (2014) indicated that in 2009 the full-

time student rate of completion, which is the attainment of a degree within 150% of the 

normal time (NCES, 2013a, para. 4), for higher education institutions was 20%.   

In addition to low completion rates, high attrition rates of students must also be 

examined.  Attrition is the rate at which students leave college without completing a 

degree (Tinto, 2012).  Attrition was found to be high, especially among first-generation, 

underrepresented populations in higher education.  This is an important distinction, 

because first-generation populations include many minorities, among them Hispanic 

students.  Colleges and universities struggle to retain students who have traditionally 

been underrepresented in higher education (Bowen, Chingos, & McPhearson, 2009; 

Greenwald, 2012).  Approximately 90% of first-generation students do not graduate 

within six years of entering college (Bowen et al., 2009; Greenwald, 2012), and more 

than 75% of first-generation students never continue past their first year in college 

(Greenwald, 2012).  McConnell (2000) stated that first-generation students are low 

income and more likely to attend community colleges.  Cohen et al. (2014) further add 

that first-generation students are typically financially independent, single parents, work 

full-time and enter college at a later age.   

Additionally, minority students at community colleges are at a higher risk of 

dropping out and stopping out, leaving the institution with an expectation of returning 

later on (NCES, 2014), and account for the lower rates of students transferring to other 
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institutions (Bailey, Jenkins, & Leinbach, 2005; Kelderman, 2012; NCES, 2013d).  In 

2004, 35% first-time, beginning undergraduate students transferred to another institution, 

according to the U.S. Department of Education.   

The reasons for which minority students, including Hispanics, drop out or stop out 

are many.  The reasons most commonly cited in the literature are a lack of financial 

assistance, personal reasons, emotional and social problems, lack of educational support, 

being first-generation, few opportunities for engagement, and few coping strategies for 

college (e.g., Amelink, 2005; Boyer, 2005; Greenwald, 2012; King, 2003; Mehta, 

Newbold & O’Rourke, 2011, O’Toole et al., 2003; Seidman, 2005; Tinto, 1993).  

While research has shown that colleges and universities have been working to 

address the retention and attrition issues by implementing programs, such as early alerts 

systems, summer bridge programs, and social integration, they have been unsuccessful at 

increasing the persistence of first-generation Hispanic students, thus placing the first-

generation Hispanic students at risk for retention and persistence (McConnell, 2000).  

Compared to White students, first-generation Hispanics attending community colleges 

view themselves differently on several aspects, such as academic and social integration, 

academic performance, and persistence in college (McConnell).  This should be of great 

concern to higher education institutions, especially colleges, since more first-generation 

students attend there.  It is estimated that by 2042 minorities will become the majority of 

the American population (Kellogg, 2011), and Hispanics are part of the minority 

population.  This is already the case in the state of Texas, where, in 2010, the Hispanic 

population reached 37.6% (U.S. Census, 2010).  And in 2016, the Texas Hispanic 

population has reached 39.1% (U.S. Census, 2017).   
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In addition, Hispanic students struggle with time management and performance 

issues, are less likely to participate in study groups or talk to their teachers or advisor, and 

obtain lower grades then second-generation students (McConnell, 2000), all of which 

lead to the risk of not persisting or not being retained in college.  Thus, these hurdles 

affect the first-generation Hispanic students’ overall completion rate of education. 

Furthermore, President Obama (2009) has made it his goal to ensure that by 2020 the 

United States will regain its standing as the number one college-graduating country.  

Therefore, identifying factors that contribute to retention, persistence, and performance 

among first-generation Hispanic students could help to address related issues and 

improve the overall graduation rates for these students.   

Statement of Problem 

Several factors hinder successful retention and completion of Hispanic students in 

higher education.  Among the most prominent are the matters of financial need, having 

fewer strategies to navigate college, and being first-generation students (Greenwald, 

2012; Mehta et al., 2011).  Conversely, there are third sub-factors that may have a direct 

impact on increasing the completion rate of Hispanic students.  The first one was the 

persistence of academic success while exploring if identifying the support systems that 

positively affected their persistence through their first year of college.   Second, the 

perceived roles of their parent/guardian and themselves in their persistence through their 

first year of college.   And third, identify their internal expectations that supported their 

persistence in their first year of college.   For the purposes of this study, academic success 

is defined as having completed the first year of education. 
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Labor data show that between 1973 and 2008 most jobs available in the United 

States required a higher education degree (McGlynn, 2011).  McGlynn (2011) estimated 

that “by 2018, our nation [would] need 22 million new college degrees (associate or 

higher) but [would] fall short by at least three million” (p. 22).  There are still significant 

issues that must be addressed to meet the job demands of having a degree, namely low 

enrollment rates and high attrition rates at community colleges.  In Texas, the 2013 

education progress report indicated that the state had reached the goal of awarding 

210,000 bachelor’s degrees, associate degrees, and certificates (BACs), with the actual 

number of BACs given at 236,682 (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board 

[THECB], 2013b).  The goal set for Hispanic enrollment was exceeded in terms of 

having more BACs awarded (THECB, 2013b).  Specifically, Hispanics were awarded 

5,494 more BACs in 2012 than in 2011 (THECB, 2013b).  Furthermore, by 2013, two 

year institutions awarded 34,004 BACs to Hispanic students, about 3,000 more than in 

2012 (THECB, 2014). 

However, not all years have reported such positive trends.  In the fall of 2012, of 

the three major ethnic groups in Texas, African Americans reached their enrollment goals 

by 63% over what was projected, while Hispanics and Caucasians both dropped in 

enrollment rates (THECB, 2013a).  The report concluded that even though the goal for 

Hispanic enrollment had increased, it was likely not enough to reach the goal set by the 

THECB (2013a).  In order to reach the goal of 438,706 by 2015, 59,000 Hispanic 

students must enroll in higher education institutions for the next three years (THECB, 

2013a).  However, retention and persistence rates of first-generation, Hispanic students 

drop, at a higher rate, after the first year of college (Greenwald, 2012).   
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Despite numerous efforts of community colleges to provide strategies, the 

persistence rates of students at public community colleges in Texas, declined from fall of 

2009 to fall of 2010 by 2.6% (THECB, 2013b, p. 11).  Closing the Gap (2013) report 

indicated that persistence rates decreased among the first-time, full-time students in 

universities and colleges (THECB, 2013b).  The universities persistence rate for Hispanic 

students decreased from 85.8% to 84.9% from 2010 to 2011.  And among two-year 

community colleges, the persistence rate was even lower for Hispanic students, 65.4 to 

63.7 from 2010 to 2011 (THECB, 2013b).   

In 2009, the data gathered showed that 31% of the first-time full-time students 

earned their certificate or associate’s degree within in the 150 percent of the time required 

to do so (NCES, 2013d).  Of the 31% of first time full-time students earning a certificate 

or associate’s degree 20% were from a two-year public institution (NCES, 2013d).  

However, the completion rates among demographics differed considerably.  For example, 

those who graduated with a two year degree 61.9% were Caucasian while only 12.5% 

were Hispanic (NCES, 2014).   

Persistence and completion are important because, according to the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (2013), in 2012 the unemployment rates depended on the amount of 

education a person possessed.  In 2012, the unemployment rate for high school dropouts 

was 12.4%, compared to an unemployment rate of 6.2% for those with an associate 

degree and 4.5% for those with a bachelor’s degree.  In comparison, the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (2017), presents that the 2016 unemployment rate for high school dropouts was 

7.4%, compared to an unemployment rate of 3.6% for those with an associate degree and 

2.7% for those with a bachelor’s degree.  As the data suggest, the more education a 
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person has, the less likely he or she is to be unemployed.  In order to address the needs of 

the U.S. economy, higher education institutions need to look at how to better serve the 

educational needs of the growing minority population.  As stated above, the role 

community colleges play in educating a greater population of students to prepare them 

for employment in the U.S. economy is significant.  Therefore, their efforts to keep 

students in the classroom until successful completion is paramount.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of 

Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, community college students of the supports they 

utilized to successfully persist through their first year of college.  Additional interests in 

this study were what this student population perceived were the roles of their family and 

themselves in their college success, and what they identified as their internal expectations 

for their college success. For the purposes of this study, college success is defined as 

having completed their first year of college.  The results of this study can be used to 

advance the practices within community colleges that promote the persistence of 

Hispanic, first-generation, part-time students.    

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following three research questions: 

1. What do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students 

identify as support systems that positively affected their persistence through 

their first year of college?   
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2. How do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students 

perceive the roles of their parent/guardian and themselves in their persistence 

through their first year of college?   

3. What do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, community college students 

identify as their internal expectations that supported their persistence in their 

first year of college?   

Significance of Study 

By 2042, it is predicted that minorities will become the majority of the American 

population (Kellogg, 2011).  Given this projection, as a nation it is important to assist 

minority students and help them stay and persist in college so that their future emergence 

as a majority will be productive.  In comparing the 2010 population census to that of 

2016, the growth of minorities outpaced that of Caucasians, the Hispanic population grew 

43% while the Caucasian population grew only 1.2% (Kellogg, 2011).  The rapid growth 

of Hispanics, combined with the fact that a mere 12.5% of Hispanic students graduated in 

2009 with an associate degree (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2013; NCES, 

2014) will eventually pose a large educational problem, if not addressed.  Additionally, 

the trends in the American workforce suggest that most jobs in this country will require 

an education beyond a high school diploma (McGlynn, 2011).  As such, a solution must 

be found to assist the future workforce in America, so that the upcoming generations are 

prepared to meet this challenge.  An increased demand for skilled and educated 

employees, including Hispanics, would be a reason to identify the support systems that 

positively affected their persistence through their first year of college, as well as, perceive 

the roles of their parent/guardian and themselves in their persistence through their first 
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year of college.  And lastly, identify their internal expectations that supported their 

persistence in their first year of college.    

Texas colleges and universities may be central to mitigating this problem by 

improving their support mechanisms and further understanding the factors that lead to 

first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students persisting or leaving their college.  This 

information is important to assist with the success of first-generation, Hispanic students 

in college.  One very credible reason for addressing the needs of Hispanic populations in 

higher education, and specifically within Texas, is the high increase in the population of 

Texas, which increased 2,717,496 from 2010 to 2016 (U.S. Census, 2010).  Among the 

Hispanic population the increase was 1,439,341 from 2010 to 2016 (U.S. Census).  The 

increase in population occurred mostly within minority populations.  As can be seen, the 

population increase among Hispanic was more than 50%, from 2010 to 2016 (U.S. 

Census).  Finding the reasons why first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students do not 

persist to graduation can assist in increasing the retention of these students within higher 

education, consequently producing more Hispanic graduates.  

Much of the literature on minority students in higher education has focused on 

why students leave higher education, why students do not persist, or why higher 

education institutions do not retain these students (e.g., Amelink, 2005; Bahr 2007; 

Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010; King, 2003; NCES, 2010b; O’Toole et al., 2003; Pascarella 

& Terenzini, 2005; Seidman, 2005; Tinto, 1993).  This study focused on why first-

generation, part-time, Hispanic students stayed in higher education.  In particular, the 

study has addressed the support systems that positively affected their persistence through 

their first year of college.  Second, this study perceives the roles of their parent/guardian 
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and themselves in their persistence through their first year of college.  And lastly, identify 

their internal expectations that supported their persistence in their first year of college.   

This is especially important because, now more than ever, higher education is needed to 

move this nation forward.   

Summary of Conceptual Framework 

This study was guided by Tinto’s (2012) conceptual framework for rethinking 

institutional action.  Tinto proposed that once a student is accepted into a college or 

university, the institution has an obligation to help that student succeed.  Institutions can 

assist students to succeed by retaining them in college and assisting them to graduation.  

The higher education institutions must look at their “own behavior” and establish 

“conditions within its walls that promote those outcomes” (Tinto, 2012, p. 6).  Rethinking 

institutional action looks at conditions that promote student success.  Tinto’s rethinking 

institutional action has four conditions for student success that resonate most often, which 

are expectations, support, assessment and feedback, and involvement.   

According to Tinto (2012), some students may need assistance in only one of the 

four areas to succeed.  For example, it is likely that underprepared students need more 

academic support and other students need more feedback to change their behaviors.  

However, the goal of these conditions is for the institution to embrace the success of the 

students.   
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Summary of Methodology 

This qualitative collective case study was conducted through the lens of the 

constructivist paradigm.  The collective case study research design assisted the researcher 

in exploring the topic of this study. The study institutions were two rural-serving, 

medium-sized community colleges (identified as College A and College B for this study) 

located in West Texas. The participants were nine purposefully-selected Hispanic, first-

generation, part-time community college students from one of the two study institutions 

(five from College A, and four from College B).  

Data collection for this study occurred through the lens of the researcher, semi-

structured interviews, field notes, and a researcher’s journal.  Data analyses were 

conducted using the constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) of analysis, in 

which the researcher looked for similarities and dissimilarities (Yin, 2011), and open and 

axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  The analysis of the data was used by the 

researcher to answer the research questions of the study.  Trustworthiness of this study 

was ensured by member checking and rich thick descriptions of the conduction of the 

study and the participants’ narratives. 

Assumption of Study 

The study was based on the following assumptions: 

1.  The participants answered interview questions openly and honestly. 

2. Bias or prejudice of the researcher was openly acknowledged and did not 

negatively affect the research study.   

3. The participants in the study were considered knowledgeable of the topic of 

study since they had persisted into their second year of study. 
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Limitations to the Study 

This study’s limitations were that the researcher only explored two public 

community colleges located in West Texas that were rural-serving and of medium size.  

The transferability of the findings of this study is at the determination of the reader and 

the context they are applied to.   

Definitions 

The following terms were used throughout this study and are defined as follows:   

Attrition – Attrition is defined as the rate at which students terminate college 

without completing a degree (Tinto, 2012). 

First-generation students – First-generation students are defined as students who 

are the first in their families to attend college (Greenwald, 2012). 

First-time students – First-time students are defined as a first time, 

undergraduate student seeking a credential or degree (THECB, 2013a). 

Full-time students – Full-time undergraduate students are defined as being 

enrolled in 12 semester or quarter hours or more or 24 contact hours or more each term 

(Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Systems [IPEDS], 2012).   

Graduation rate – Graduation rate is defined as the percentage of students 

completing their programs or degrees within 150% of normal time to complete, which is 

three years for associate degrees (IPEDS, 2012). 

Non-Traditional Student – A student who did not began at the community 

college after graduation, but instead enrolled in college later in life.  
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Part-time students – Part-time students are defined as undergraduate students 

enrolled in less than 12 semester or quarter credit hours or fewer than 24 contact hours 

each term (IPEDS, 2012).   

Persistence – Persistence is defined as the rate at which an institution retains and 

graduates students who first enter the institution as freshman at a given point in time 

(Tinto, 2012). 

Retention – Retention is defined as the rate in which students persist in their 

educational program at a higher education institution, expressed as a percentage (NCES, 

2013a).    

Student success – Student success is defined as having completed the first year of 

education.   

Traditional Student – A student who began at the community college right after 

high school.   

Transfer students – Transfer students are defined as students who transfer from a 

two-year institution to another college or university (Bailey et al., 2005). 

Summary 

Due to the growing number of minority students in the United States, U.S. 

institutions of higher education need to find a way to retain and help minority students 

persist in higher education.  Institutions, particularly community colleges, whose 

enrollment increased 413% from 1965 to 1999, need to identify the factors that assist 

students to persist in community colleges.  One of the student populations that needs to 

be retained is that of Hispanic students because they are a growing population and very 

few continue through the second year of education.  First-generation, Hispanic students 
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comprise a quarter of the community college enrollment and will become the workforce 

of America.  Institutions must address the need for educating the U.S. population.  The 

population increase among minorities (U.S. Census, 2013), the decrease in attainment of 

higher education degrees and certificates of completion among students (OECD, 2013), 

the challenge given by President Obama (2009) to be the number one college-graduating 

country in the nation by 2020, the low number of students being retained and persisting to 

graduate (Almanac of Higher Education, 2012), and the bleak persistence rate among 

full-time and part-time students (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2013) are 

reasons to look closer at what can be done to assist all student.  In particular first-

generation, part-time, Hispanic students, because they are lacking the rates of retention 

and persistence to graduation much more than their counterparts, leaving them without a 

better earning power and lifestyle than they would have with a college degree.   

Although researchers have examined attrition rates of students (e.g., Seidman, 

2005; Tinto, 2012), to identify the reasons why they leave higher education institutions, 

and at institutional student success programs that have been effective in retaining students 

in college, very few studies have focused on factors that students perceive as important to 

their own persistence in community colleges.  This study sought to fill that gap in the 

research literature by identifying the support systems that positively affected their 

persistence through their first year of college.   A second goal was to perceive the roles of 

parent/guardian and themselves in their persistence through their first year of college.  

And lastly, identify their internal expectations that supported their persistence in their 

first year of college.  Specifically, this study examined what factors have affected first-

generation, part-time, Hispanic students’ retention in community colleges and how 
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expectations, support, assessment and feedback, and involvement, as identified by Tinto 

(2012), have influenced the rethinking of institutional action conceptual framework. 

Overview of the Remainder of the Study 

Chapter II presents a literature review, beginning with how education has evolved 

through the years, followed by the minority rates of growth, and ending with persistence 

and retention rates and details of student success programs.  Chapter III details the 

methodology and research design that were used to conduct the study.  Chapter IV 

provides the findings of the study. Chapter V concludes with a discussion of the study’s 

findings, implications and recommendations for higher education practice, and 

recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter II presents a review of the literature relevant to this study.  The following 

topics are discussed: (a) overview of the history of and access to higher education in the 

U.S., (b) overview of community colleges; (c) enrollment, retention, persistence, and 

completion of community college students; and (d) the conceptual framework that guided 

this study.  The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of 

Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, community college students of the supports they 

utilized to successfully persist through their first year of college.  

Overview of the History and Access to Higher Education in the U.S. 

Higher education institutions have positively evolved in their accessibility and 

admittance practices.  In the early 1630s, higher education was available to a select group 

of students.  Generally, these students were from an elite social class (Cohen, Brawer, & 

Kisker, 2014). During this early period, existing jobs did not require a formal higher 

education, so a majority of the population did not pursue or consider a college education 

(Cohen et al., 2014).  Most existing jobs simply required skilled workers, so there was no 

perceived need for obtaining a formal education (Cohen et al., 2014).  Additionally, 

children were needed to assist with the family farm or in the family business and, 

therefore, the family could not afford to send them away to college (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010).  In addition to learning the family business, children learned technical jobs, such 

as crafts and trades through apprenticeships, making education unnecessary (Cohen & 

Kisker, 2010).  Finally, gender was a contributing factor as women were not expected to 
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attend college; instead, they were to learn necessary skills from their mothers and their 

husbands (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).   

As communities evolved, education became more necessary and, eventually, 

available to a wider array of students.  Communities began building and integrating 

“religion with society and religion depended on an educated laity” (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010, p. 24).  As communities worked to recruit residents, the establishment of local 

colleges brought prestige to the growing community.  This, in turn, provided the 

necessary education for the community to develop leaders (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  The 

fundamental purpose of a college education was to assist in teaching young adults 

“discipline, morals, and character” (p. 27).  As communities began to grow and change, 

so did education.   

While educational opportunities flourished in the United States for the White 

majority, the opportunities for ethnic minorities remained relatively sparse (Weinberg, 

1977).  More often than not, minority students were shunned from pursuing a college 

education.  In the 1740s, the Colonial South—North Carolina—announced that teaching 

Blacks how to read and write was a crime.  Specific legislation discouraged the education 

of Blacks, such as the South Carolina Act of 1740.  This Act prevented Blacks from 

being educated.  Aside from legally preventing the education of Blacks, political leaders, 

such as Thomas Jefferson, declared Blacks an inferior, non-intelligent race.  This history 

makes the case that minority students began with a disadvantage of being accepted and 

educated in school in the early years of education.    

The educational experience of Hispanics was not better than that of African-

Americans.  While many Hispanics were allowed to remain in Texas after the U.S.–
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Mexican War of 1846-1848, they were prohibited from pursuing an education.  The 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which gave Mexican-Americans limited civil rights and 

liberties, did not include a civil rights provision allowing for the formal education of 

Hispanics (Weinberg, 1977).   

Opportunity for a Diversified Student Body 

During the years of 1790–1869, many changes in community colleges came 

about. Changes included an increase in the total number of colleges and universities and 

an increase in the number of students attempting to earn a degree (Cohen et al., 2014).  

Among the most noticeable changes during this time period were the diversification of 

the student body and the affordability of attending higher education (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010).  These changes are further discussed below.    

First, higher education became increasingly more available for more than elite 

White males (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  These changes caused a surge in college 

enrollments, with low-and middle-class students growing to outnumber wealthy students 

(Cohen et al., 2014).  One reason for the increase in low- and middle-class students 

attending college was that the tuition of higher education institutions had decreased to 

accommodate lower income families.  It is important to note that although education 

became more affordable during this time, impoverished families still could not afford to 

send their children to college (Cohen et al., 2014).   

By the 1860s, 500 new colleges were established across the United States (Cohen 

& Kisker, 2010).  This growth was fueled, in part, by religious denominations opening 

their own colleges, seeking to educate their followers.  Between the 1850s and the first 

half of the 20th century, about 63,000 students entered college, including women and a 
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few African Americans.  It was during this time that women, aided by changes in the 

social, political, and economic arenas, were allowed to enroll in higher education 

(Solomon, 1985).  This time period was characterized by legislative changes, such as the 

Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890.  The Morrill Acts created state land-grant institutions of 

higher education.  These institutions played a role in the increased enrollment of students.   

The Morrill Acts gave rise to the "people's college" (Vaughan, 1985, p. 3).  In 

1944, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act was signed into law.  The Servicemen’s 

Readjustment Act provided veteran servicemen scholarships to attend college (Vaughan, 

1985).  The Mendez et al., v. Westminster School District of Orange County et al. (1946), 

a class-action lawsuit, established that Mexican Americans’ rights were being violated by 

segregating children of Mexican descent from children of White or Anglo descent by 

requiring them to attend a school designated only for Mexican American children while 

Westminster was designated only for White or Anglo students.  This clearly was a 

violation under the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (Valencia, 

2005).  The ruling on the Mendez v. Westminster case assisted in disaggregating schools.  

It is believed that this case helped with the decision made in Brown v. Board of 

Education of Topeka (1954), the landmark student equal opportunity case in the United 

States (Valencia, 2005).  The United States was opening the doors for many people to 

enter college.   

An Era of Increased Student Enrollment 

Between the years of 1945 and 1975, higher education enrollment in the United 

States soared (Cohen et al., 2014).  During this period, many traditional minority 

students, including African American, Hispanic, Asian, Pacific Islander, American Indian 
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and Alaska Native, attended college (Cohen et al., 2014).  In 1947, the Truman 

Commission advocated for democracy.  The Commission further investigated the barriers 

that prevented minority students from enrolling in college and signed legislation that 

provided financial aid to everyone who wanted to attend college (Vaughan, 1985).  

Additional financial backing came from several new programs, such as the federal grants 

and loans that assisted minority students to attend college (Cohen et al., 2014).  These 

created an opportunity for the nearly two million veterans who attended colleges and 

universities in the two years following the end of World War II (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  

The academic success experienced by veterans in the classroom encouraged other 

members of society to pursue a collegiate education (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  

Also, during this time, the civil rights movement was in full swing.  The 

movement regarded education as being “an ethical concern connected to the national 

values of democracy, freedom and equality” (Beach, 2011, p. 38).  In support, the U.S. 

government established laws to assist people of various backgrounds and ethnicities in 

attending or continuing in college (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Some laws that expanded 

access to minority students were the Vocational Education Act of 1963 and the 

amendments of 1968 and 1972 (provided federal funds to community colleges), the 

Higher Education Facilities Act of 1963 (provided financial assistance for construction, 

rehabilitation, and improvement of academic facilities), the Higher Education Act of 

1965 and the amendment of 1972 (provided community colleges with student loan 

programs), and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 (prohibited discrimination 

in admittance based on sex; Cohen et al., 2014).  
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Over time, certain educational institutions in the United States adopted an open 

door concept (Vaughan, 1985).  The open door policy, which originated in the 1960s, 

suggested that everyone should be able to attend school (Vaughan).  The open door 

policy ensured that students “who came from the lower quartile of performance in their 

high school graduating class and from the lower socioeconomic segments of society” 

would be admitted to the institution (Vaughan, 1985, p. 12).  The Higher Education 

Amendments of 1965 and the Education Amendments of 1972 provided financial aid to 

the lower socioeconomic students to enroll in colleges and universities (Vaughan).  This 

provided assistance for many disadvantage minorities to attend school.  In 1974, the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) was established (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010).  The NCES provided statistics of students attending colleges and universities.  

Cohen et al. (2014) stated that financial packages assisted many students because the 

financial package paid for tuition and living expenses while the students were in college.  

By 2010, 70% of students entered college a year after leaving high school (Cohen et al., 

2014).   

During the 30-year period between 1945 and 1975, institutions of higher 

education flourished in the United States (Cohen et al., 2014).  This era, from 1945–1975, 

was known as the Mass Higher Education Era (Cohen et al., 2014).  New institutions 

brought branch campuses and offerings of classes relevant to the local communities 

(Cohen et al., 2014).  The expansion of these institutions was significant because there 

was an interest in having higher education institutions offer a variety of classes (Cohen et 

al., 2014).  Further, this expansion gave students a greater opportunity to attend colleges 

and universities.  
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In the Mass Higher Education Era, students of varied backgrounds, ethnicities, 

and educational levels entered higher education because of greater financial assistance 

offered to them and because local colleges were established in their communities (Cohen 

et al., 2014).  The ruling in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) stated it was unequal to 

separate students due to race, which gave precedence to disaggregation in schools.  Due 

to the ruling in Brown v. The Board of Education on the disaggregation of students, the 

ruling in Florida ex rel. Hawkins v. Board of Control (1956) was reverted, giving a Black 

man access to graduate school.  Furthermore, during President Johnson’s administration, 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed, giving all people the right to vote, to use public 

facilities, and to obtain a job according to ability (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Additionally, 

this Act gave minorities the ability to be part of society and attend college, helping 

increase enrollment at all higher education institutions (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  And in 

1970, Texas finally recognized Mexican Americans as a minority race, which gave them 

the right to equality under the law (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  All these events were a 

driving force for minorities to educate themselves.  Student enrollment increased across 

all higher education institutions, growing from two million to 11 million (Cohen & 

Kisker, 2010).  Enrollment of part-time students grew 6.4% from 1970 to 2009 (NCES, 

2011).  Generally, part-time students were older students with full- or part-time 

employment (Vaughan, 1985).  Undergraduate enrollment increased 47% between 1970 

and 1983 (NCES, 2013d).  Higher education institutions opened their doors to part-time 

students and to students from different racial backgrounds.    
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Further Rights for Students 

Between 1976 and 1993, higher education in the United States experienced even 

more changes (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  For example, community college enrollment 

increased for older students, 40 years and older, comprising 15% of total student 

enrollment (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  This time period was also marked by a 

philosophical shift in the purpose of education-to prepare students to compete in global 

markets (Beach, 2011, p. 38).  Many part-time and full-time jobs became available, 

providing women an opportunity to participate in the workforce (Cohen & Kisker, 2010) 

and permitting them to attend college.  Even with the increase in enrollment, community 

colleges still saw the same percentage of students graduating from community colleges in 

1993 as in 1970, which was 15.4% graduation rate (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Legislation, 

such as the Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Voting Rights Act (1965), were enacted 

during this period, indirectly assisting higher education by increasing its enrollment 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010). The student enrollment at community colleges experienced an 

increase from 39% in 1976 to 43% in 1993 (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Part-time student 

enrollment in all higher education institutions also increased from 39% in 1976 to 43% 

by 1993 (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  

In 1982, full-time college student enrollment reached 1.3 million (Vaughn, 1985).  

According to Vaughn (1985), of all the students attending two year institutions, 21% of 

them were minority students.  In 1995, 62% of students were enrolled on a full-time basis 

at higher education institutions (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  While this time period saw an 

increase of student enrollment in community colleges, education completion rates did not 

improve significantly. 
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Continued Struggle to Become Educated 

More than 18 million students enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities between 

1945 and 2009 (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  During this time period, the demographics of 

students, in regard to race, ethnicity, and gender, came to resemble the “broader society” 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010, p. 464).  Mellow (2000) stated that President Bill Clinton 

recognized a “community college education as the inalienable right of everyone” (p. 5).  

However, even though there was an increase in enrollment of Hispanic students, it was 

still below the enrollment of White students (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  By 2005, 

community colleges enrolled 6.2 million students, approximately 41% of all 

undergraduates (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Yet, higher education institutions started seeing 

a decrease in the number of students enrolled during this time period.  Between 1994 and 

2006, part-time student enrollment declined 37%, while the number of 25-year-old 

students decreased from 43% to 40% (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Cohen and Kisker (2010) 

explained this shift by stating that the number of older students in community colleges 

decreased because so many more students were graduating from high school and heading 

to college, filling classrooms and leaving little open, classroom space for part-time 

students.  In 2000, 63% of high school graduates entered postsecondary schools within 

one year of leaving high school (Cohen et al., 2014).  By 2010 (Cohen et al., 2014), the 

high school graduates who entered postsecondary schools within a year of leaving high 

school grew to 70%, of which 42% were minority students, entering community college.  

Community colleges, in particular, serve a greater percentage of minority students.   

In the fall of 2011, a total of 18.1 million students were enrolled in undergraduate, 

degree-granting, postsecondary institutions.  Of the students enrolled, 11.4 million were 
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full-time students and 6.7 million part-time students.  In public, two-year, community 

colleges, 55% of enrolled students were White and 19% were Hispanic.  Public, two-year 

community colleges serve the needs of the community and provide education to people of 

all ages.  Students of age 18 to 19 years-old comprised 50% of the enrollment in two-year 

institutions (NCES, 2011).  The enrollment per age group in 2011 was: 40% were 20–24 

years of age, 15% were 25–29 years of age, and 8% were 30–34 years of age (NCES, 

2013e).  The enrollment of full-time students in community colleges was: 27% Hispanic 

and 16.7% White.  However, the majority of White students attended four-year 

universities, where they comprised 56.8% of the enrollment (Davis & Bauman, 2013).  

Conversely, the part-time student enrollment at community colleges was: 17.5% Hispanic 

and 9.5% White (Davis & Bauman, 2013).  The data indicate that the number of 

Hispanics enrolled in community colleges was almost one-third the number of Whites 

and there were twice as many Hispanics as Whites enrolled as part-time students.  The 

data above show that 63% of the students in the community college classrooms in 2011 

were nontraditional students. 

In addition, in 2013, a slight decrease in enrollment was seen; 6.9 million students 

enrolled in community colleges, of which 54% were White students and 22% were 

Hispanic students (NCES, 2014). This shows that only one quarter of the students who 

enrolled in community colleges in 2013 were Hispanic.  Even though, there was an 

increase among Hispanic students in college enrollment in the United States, the retention 

and persistence of students in colleges have resulted in high attrition and low graduation 

rates (Cohen et al., 2014; NCES, 2013b).  
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The Fall 2015 enrollment of undergraduate students in degree granting 

postsecondary institutions was 10.6 million full-time and 6.4 million part-time.  The Fall 

2015 shows a decrease in enrollment of 7% full-time and 1% part-time undergraduate 

students (NCES, 2017).  In 2-year institutions, the Fall 2015 enrollment was comprised of 

39% full-time and 61% part-time undergraduate students (NCES, 2013d).  In 2015 the 

college enrollment rate for young adults, 18 -24 years old, was higher among Whites, 

42%, than Hispanics, 37% (NCES).   

It is important to recognize that community colleges have assisted in providing 

education to many nontraditional students as well as traditional students.  The data show 

that 63% of the students in the community colleges classrooms in 2011 were 

nontraditional students.   

Student Retention Challenges 

From 2006 to 2010, 60.8% of full-time and 41.4% of part-time, public, two-year, 

community college, first-time students were retained in college.  However, of the cohort 

of students who started at a two-year community college in 2009, only 20% obtained a 

certificate or a two-year degree in the allotted 150% of the normal time (NCES, 2013d).  

The 2010 full-time cohort had the same graduation rate of 20%.  The retention rate of 

first-time degree seeking undergraduates at 2-year public institutions for full-time 

students were the following; 58.1% from 2011-2012, 59.3% from 2012-2013, 60.3% 

from 2013-2014 and 60.9% from 2014-2015 compared to part-time students 41.8% from 

2011-2012, 42.9% from 2012-2013, 43.3% from 2013-2014 and 43.2% from 2014-2015.  

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) stated in 2013 
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that the United States was falling short in the number of students they are preparing for 

the future.  

The OECD stated that 12 other countries had better educational attainment rates 

than the United States.  Being ranked 13th worldwide in graduation rates suggests that the 

United States is in dire straits and needs to improve in this category (OECD, 2013).  In an 

effort to promote a higher college completion rate, President Obama challenged the 

United States to be number one in the world for graduation rates by 2020 (Obama, 2016).  

The challenge given by President Obama was a vast one; however, many states have been 

looking at ways to give awards to the colleges meeting this challenge.  Furthermore, 

President Obama (2010) urged “the Senate to follow the House and pass a bill that will 

revitalize our community colleges, which are a career pathway to the children of so many 

working families” (p. 3).   

The OECD (2013) suggested three reasons why the United States ranked 13th in 

the world for higher education graduation rates.  First, they noted that the basic skills of 

U.S. teenagers and high school graduates are relatively weak compared to those teenagers 

of many other OECD countries. Second reason is the educational decentralization which 

means that the individual students have many choices of study to select and it is difficult 

and uncertain to know if they are making the right choice. Third, the financial risks of 

investing in postsecondary education was higher in the United States than in other OECD 

countries because costs and returns are highly variable (OECD, 2013, p. 17).  Thus, the 

community colleges are seeing high attrition and low retention rates, which has led to 

community colleges being held accountable for graduation rates (OECD, 2013). 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

30 

Much of the accountability measures that are being implemented in higher 

education have emerged as the result of politicians and legislators looking at the national 

trends of low college and university graduation rates (Noteworthy News, 2005).  Callan, 

President of the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, stated that some 

states are looking at giving monetary incentives to schools that improve enrollment and 

graduation rates (Noteworthy News, 2005).   

Accordingly, higher education institutions must rethink how to support and retain 

students to graduation.  Higher education institutions are increasing their mechanisms of 

accountability by exploring empirical data, such as data on transfer students, part-time 

students, full-time students, and first-time, full-time students.  

Transfer Students and Completion of Degrees 

Transfer students are not counted in completion rate reports of colleges; however, 

it is estimated that the number of completers at community colleges would be higher if 

the transfer students were counted (Bailey, Jenkins, & Leinbach, 2005).  The Beginning 

Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study of 1996–2001, conducted by the U.S. 

Department of Education, found that 30.7% of community college students transferred to 

a four-year institution within three years.   In 2001, if the completion rate of community 

colleges (20%) and the transfer-to-a-university rate (30.7%) were combined, the rate of 

completing a program at the community college would jump dramatically to 50.7%. 

Most recently, in 2004, 35% first-time, beginning undergraduate students 

transferred to another institution, according to the U.S. Department of Education.  

Currently, student transfers to other institutions are not calculated in completion figures.   
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First-Generation, First-Time Students 

According to Greenwald (2012), one in three college students in the United States 

was a first-generation student.  McConnell (2000) stated that first-generation students are 

more likely to attend community colleges and be low income.  Often, first-generation 

students are more vulnerable to academic failure.  Of first-generation students, 90% 

failed to graduate within six years of entering college (Greenwald, 2012).  This was a 

stark contrast to the 20% failure rate, in a cohort that started in 2008, of non-first-

generation students who graduated within the 150% of the normal time allotted (NCES, 

2013e).  Data from Fall 2007 cohort who enrolled in two-year public institutions suggest 

that about 20% of first-time, full-time students completed a certificate or associate degree 

within 150% of the normal time required to complete such a degree (NCES, 2012).  Of 

the Fall 2007 cohort, the percentage of Hispanics who graduated within the 150% of the 

normal time required to complete such a degree is 16%, compared to 23% of Whites 

(NCES, 2012).  NCES (2014) complied data from select cohorts, 2000–2010.  The 

graduation rate for first-time, full-time Hispanic students was shown to be 16.7%. 

The vulnerability for academic failure may be higher for students who attend two-

year colleges, as Cohen et al. (2014) stated that students attending these institutions are 

more likely first-generation students who have delayed entry into college, are part-time 

student, work full-time, are financially independent with dependents, and are single 

parents.  NCES (2012) data obtained from NCES (2004) showed that, in 1992, 20% of 

first-year college students were first-generation students.  The percentage grew to 22% in 

2000.  During the 2011-2012 academic year, according to Simone, Radwin, Wine, Siegel, 

and Brayan (2013), 36% of students enrolled in community colleges were first-
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generation.  More than one quarter of the students enrolled in community colleges are 

first-generation students who are vulnerable to academic failure.   

First-generation students face many challenges while attending college that may 

affect their successful completion (e.g., Greenwald, 2012; Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 

2011).  Challenges to their success include: financial hardship; personal, emotional, and 

social problems; and no educational support.  Additionally, first-generation students, of 

which the majority are ethnic minorities, are reported to be less engaged and have fewer 

coping strategies for college (Greenwald, 2012; McConnell, 2000; Mehta et al., 2011).  

Pascarella, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004) stated that first-generation students fare lower 

in the college culture.  First-generation students are not knowledgeable about the cost of 

college, application process, or educational degree expectations and are not college 

prepared. In order to mitigate the shortcomings of first-generation students, Cohen et al. 

(2014) stated that interventions to assist with students’ retention needs must be 

implemented, thus helping first-generation students, whether first-time full-time or first-

time part-time, succeed.   

Most students who are first-generation college students are from ethnic and low 

socioeconomic backgrounds (NCES, 2004).  Ishitani (2003) found that the departure of 

minority students from community colleges occurs more frequently within the first year.  

As an example, a cohort of students that began in 1995 at the end of nine semesters, out 

of 1,747 first-year college students, 60% had departed from the public university, 27.9% 

had graduated, and 11.8% were still enrolled (Ishitani, 2003).  First-generation minority 

students whose parents earned less than $25,000 had a 49% rate of departure in the first 
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year (Ishitani, 2003).  The many challenges borne and academic failures suffered by 

minority students prevents them from persisting in community colleges.   

Student Ethnicity Demographics in Higher Education 

According to NCES (2013d), an increase in fall enrollment from 1976 to 2010 at 

degree-granting institutions was reported for ethnic groups.  The increase in enrollment 

for Hispanics grew from 3% to 13%, compared a decrease from 83% to 61% for Whites.  

However, in 2011, the enrollment rate for White students was higher than that for 

Hispanic students.  These statistics indicate a trend of increased enrollment of 

traditionally underrepresented groups in higher education.  Although, according to NCES 

(2013c), in fall of 2011, the demographics of the student population at public, community 

colleges was 19% Hispanics.  Among all the groups represented, the Hispanic student 

group enrollment was low.   

Higher education institutions have recently come under fire by the U.S. federal 

government for low completion rates.  In 2010, completion rates for all full-time students 

were as low as 20% (Cohen et al., 2014).  In 2008, 31% of all full-time students 

graduated from a two-year institution.  The full-time enrollment for all students was 

62.8% in 2011 and 63% in 2012.  Of the full-time students who received associates 

degree in 2011,65.3% were Whites and 13.6% were Hispanics (NCES, 2013d).  These 

data suggest that Whites are five times more likely to graduate with an associate degree 

than Hispanics.   

In the Fall 2011, 58% of part-time students enrolled in 2-year institutions (NCES, 

2013c).  Among public 2-year institutions, in 2011, the enrollment for part-time students 

was 52% under the age of 25, 25% were between 25- to 34-years-old, and 23% were over 
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35-years-old or older (NCES, 2013c).  Boyer (2005) found that part-time students are less 

likely to complete a higher education or persist from one semester to the next.  NCES 

(2011) reported that among part-time students enrolled in Fall 2009 at public 2-year 

community colleges, 70% were under 25 years of age, 61% were between 25- to 34-

years-old and 63% were over 35-years-old or older.   Handel (2009) suggested that the 

larger percentage of part-time students, 35-years or older, is due to students having to 

work, care for a family member, or make accommodations for a disability or chronic 

health-related problem that prevents them from enrolling in college full-time.   The Fall 

2010 enrollment of all part-time students at public 2-year institutions was 64% (NCES, 

2012).   

In 2011, the total student enrollment for two-year community colleges was 7.5 

million, with 58% of students considered part-time (NCES, 2013c).  These enrollment 

trends suggest that many students are enrolling during a period of their lives when they 

are more vulnerable for dropping out.  In the fall of 2012, the enrollment at two-year 

community colleges was comprised of 20% Hispanic and 55% White students (NCES, 

2012).   Hispanic students are less likely to complete a degree and more likely to be part-

time students.   

Attrition of Students 

Attrition affects all students, regardless of demographics; Seidman (2005) noted 

that this problem is particularly high among minority students.  According to NCES 

(2011), only 21% of students who enrolled in public, two-year institutions in Fall 2005 

graduated with a degree or certificate within the 150% of the normal time.  Of the 2009 

cohort that began at a public, two-year community college, 22.5% of the White students 
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and 15.9% of the Hispanic students graduated within the 150% of the normal time.  This 

means that more than 75% of the White students and 80% of the Hispanic students did 

not graduate within the allotted time to complete a certificate or degree.  This suggests 

that students attending two-year community colleges need to be retained beyond the 

150% normal time allowed, to allow them to complete their certificate or degree.  

Student Retention 

Student retention refers to student progression through college or university 

(Tinto, 2010).  The NCES (2010a) defined student retention rate(s) in two-year colleges 

as the “percentage(s) of first-time degree/certificate-seeking students from the previous 

fall who either re-enrolled or successfully completed their program by the current fall” (p. 

23).  

Several efforts have been made to ensure that students enroll and remain in 

college through graduation.  For example, Palmer, Maramba, and Dancy (2011) 

suggested three factors are needed for minority students to be retained in a college 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) program.  The factors were 

identified as peer support, involvement in STEM activities, and a strong, high school 

preparation.  Students claimed that because they had a strong background in science it 

was easier for them to understand the concepts, plus the peer support and involvement in 

STEM activities further assisted them in connecting what they were learning with the 

activities they were doing (Palmer et al., 2011).  These findings may suggest that students 

who enter college and pursue a degree in a discipline with which they have a sense of 

affiliation or familiarity may persevere more so than those who pursue degrees outside 

their area of familiarity.   
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Cortez (2011) explored Latino student retention.  Cortez identified several tools 

that helped Latino students succeed and graduate.  These tools include having a campus 

climate that values and validates Latino culture, academic programs that promote 

collaboration, clear procedures to simplify the transfer process, a well-articulated 

pathway to a degree, and strong faculty advising to help students make connections 

between degrees and careers.  

Despite these success factors, the issue of student retention is vastly complex and 

somewhat elusive (Adams, 2011).  As such, colleges have tried a myriad of strategies to 

retain the students at their institutions.  Strategies include the use of student counselors 

and mentors to encourage students to remain in college, as well as connecting with 

families to assist them in acclimating to the college culture (Adams, 2011).  Adams 

(2011) stated that retention programs, such as one-on-one interviews, early alert systems, 

tutoring, and faculty office hours, have been successful in increasing retention in two-

year colleges.  Another helpful intervention is requiring all students who intend to leave 

the college to have an exit interview with a retention specialist.  Many times during this 

exit interview, students change their mind and continue in college.  Adams identified the 

states that had implemented exit interviews: Arkansas, Massachusetts, and New York.  

Adams reported that the retention rate of students who participated in various retention 

programs went up from 51%, while the rate after implementation was 56%.  Additional 

examples of retention strategies that have been implemented in community colleges 

include: intentional integration of students into college life, day care programs, summer 

involvement and bridge programs, focused advising, freshman orientation, tutoring, 

counseling sessions, and participation in placement testing (Adams, 2011; Cohen & 
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Kisker, 2010; Ensign, 2010, Nealy, 2005).  These strategies mostly focus on providing 

students with information so that they are aware of the benefits available to them (Cohen 

& Kisker, 2010; Ensign, 2010; Nealy, 2005).  Even further, other institutions have 

adopted an early alert system that notifies the college personnel, faculty, and staff when a 

student has missed a class or is below a certain grade point average (GPA; Cohen & 

Kisker, 2010; Ensign, 2010).  Once an alert has been triggered, a staff member will call 

the student in for remedial advising (Ensign, 2010).  These intervention strategies have 

assisted in retaining a higher number of students (Adams, 2011; Cohen & Kisker, 2010; 

Ensign, 2010, Nealy, 2005).  

In 2007, a program known as the Accelerated Study of Associate Programs 

(ASAP) was implemented at the City University of New York.  Adams (2011) stated that 

this program demonstrated success by graduating 55% of the cohort group within three 

years, compared to 24% of the non-cohort group.  In 2009, the cohort retention results 

were even more successful than the previous year.  In addition, the cohort retained 83% 

of students compared to 67% of the non-cohort group. ASAP provided textbooks, 

transportation, and tuition cost to full-time students.  Students in ASAP were required to 

meet with advisors twice per month.  The advisers had information, provided by faculty, 

on the progress of the student.  If the student was struggling, the advisor worked with the 

student and faculty to get the student help.  Adams concluded that this type of program 

was successful because it is individualized for each student attending the college.   

Another strategy that has demonstrated success in retaining students is student 

participation in student success courses (Pandolpho, 2009).  Pandolpho (2009) researched 

student success in a New Jersey community college with students who participated in a 
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student success course; she compared their success with that of students who did not 

participate in a student success course.  The student success course was designed to 

empower students to become familiar with the college and ultimately become successful 

in their course.  The study was conducted in the fall of 2005, and 69% of the students 

completed the student success course.  The students who completed the student success 

course at the end of the semester had a GPA of 2.68 and completed 10.8 credit hours.  

The students who did not finish the course finished with a GPA of .48 and completed 

1.94 credit hours.  Students who completed the success course were 92% more likely to 

be retained for the following spring semester.  Only 48% of students who did not finish 

the success course were retained.   

An essential element for retention programs appears to be the degree to which a 

student is engaged in college (Burnett, 2006).  Burnett (2006) stated that faculty play a 

crucial role in engaging students.  In fact, Burnett found that faculty members were 

instrumental in engaging students in a program that was implemented by Buck County 

Community College located in Newton, Pennsylvania.  Buck County Community College 

implemented a program in which faculty engaged students on the first day of class with 

ice-breakers and formal student introductions. In some instances, faculty created class 

boards with pictures and contact information that allowed for a closer personal 

relationship and demonstrated a commitment to communication on behalf of the faculty.  

Another engagement strategy suggested by Burnett (2006) was that colleges have 

open spaces on campus.  Open spaces attract students and allow for interaction and 

engagement that may also assist with retention. Estrella Mountain Community College, 

in Avondale, Arizona, built private meeting spaces for their faculty and students.  
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Additionally, they held workshops for adjuncts on student engagement in these spaces.  

These spaces provide wireless connections, laptops, and a moveable instructor’s desk.   

Another program that demonstrated success in student retention in 2005, was 

implemented by Cedar Valley College.  They opened a new student tutoring center.  

Students at Cedar Valley College who utilized the tutoring center on a regular basis 

earned higher grades, sometimes as much as an entire letter grade higher, than the 

students who did not utilize the center (Burnett, 2006).  Engstrom and Tinto (2008) stated 

that learning communities and open spaces for students are beneficial.  The benefits 

include students being more engaged and feeling more support than their counterparts 

who did not have such learning communities available to them (Engstrom & Tinto, 

2008).   

Staff can also be instrumental in engaging students and determining entrance into 

the college.  A study conducted by Schwartz and Washington (1999) looked at high 

school grades as a better predictor of student success than standardized test scores.  This 

finding suggests that registration staff must look at both the minority student’s entrance 

exam and high school grades and place greater weight on the high school grades.  

Retention programs, such as Early Alert and Student Success, and time management 

seminars have been developed and implemented to help students succeed (Adams, 2011; 

Burnett, 2006; Pandolpho, 2009; Seidman, 2005).  

It is important to community colleges, students, and parents to determine the 

factors that will help increase retention in higher education across all ethnic groups 

(Cejda & Short, 2008).  In some instances, parents may lack information or have 

misinformation about their children attending college.  Thus, parents may not encourage 
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their children to attend classes (Cejda & Short, 2008).  Other factors that hinder minority 

students to persist in college include: discouragement from Hispanic family members, a 

low student self-efficacy, a lack of family culture for higher education, having to work to 

support the family, a lack of money, and a lack of desire to earn money (Cejda & Short, 

2008).  Cejda and Short (2008) state that in some Hispanic families, the oldest son must 

commit to supporting the family and is expected to discontinue his education after high 

school graduation.   

Interestingly, studies have also shown that students who receive financial aid are 

more likely to continue school, enroll in more semester hours, earn more credit hours, 

and attain some kind of credential (Cejda & Short, 2008).  Students who enrolled in 

college and had a job did not persist in college (Crisp & Nora, 2010).  Thus, it is likely 

that these factors influence retention and persistence as well.  Many strategies and 

retention programs have been used to assist a student to persist in college.   

Persistence in Higher Education 

Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure states that all students who enter 

college come with personal, family, and academic skills and specific intentions regarding 

personal goals and college attendance.  Through day-to-day interactions with the college 

community environment, students consistently revisit and adjust their goals.  If the 

interactions are positive, then the student becomes assimilated and wants to be part of the 

system, resulting in retention.  If negative interactions occur, the student may become 

disheartened and leave without completing a degree (Tinto, 1993).  
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Seidman (2005) stated that in order for students to persist in college, they need 

positive involvement with their institution.  Seidman argued that “involvement, in turn, is 

probably one of the key elements in student achievement and retention” (p. 13).  

Seidman (2005) found that African American students need financial assistance 

and friendly student services in order to persist in college.  Schwartz and Washington 

(1999) highlighted the correlation between students living in dormitories and persistence.  

Interestingly, they found that African American women who were placed with a 

roommate with a strong academic background had an increased chance for academic 

success.  Schwartz and Washington stated that students need to be academically and 

socially adjusted, especially in their first year of college.  Additionally, it is important to 

have student academic support systems and faculty involvement to support student 

progress (Seidman, 2005).  

In general, it has been found that Hispanic students’ lack of persistence in college 

can be attributed to three areas: (a) lack of academic preparation, (b) discomfort 

experienced by being away from family, and (c) insufficient financial aid (Seidman, 

2005).  Like Tinto, Seidman (2005) suggested Hispanic students interact with learning 

communities, participate in intergroup activities, be financially literate, and participate in 

programs and activities that are more attuned to the campus population.  Other factors 

that have been found to contribute to minority student persistence are precollege 

preparation classes, family support, supportive and involved faculty, institutional 

commitment, and continued involvement with cultural ceremonies in their home 

community (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008).   
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A factor that inhibited the persistence of Hispanic students in community colleges 

was their delayed entry to postsecondary education after high school (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005).  NCES (2010b) stated that delaying entry into college is one of the 

major risk factors affecting persistence and attainment.  Additional factors that prevent 

persistence are:  

Weak academic preparation for college, part-time enrollment and interruptions in 

enrollment continuity, low levels of interaction with faculty and little participation 

in school activities, working more than 15 hours a week while enrolled, and 

beginning at a 2-year community college instead of a 4-year institution.  (NCES, 

2010b, p. 161) 

Other factors affecting the persistence of students in a two-year college include: 

attendance, financial aid, and remedial classes (NCES, 2012).  Some studies have 

claimed that remedial courses deter students from persisting (Bahr 2007; Bailey, Jeong, 

& Cho, 2010), while other studies have claimed that they assist students in persistence 

(NCES, 2012). 

O’Toole, Stratton, and Wetzel (2003) noted that personal factors can also impact 

student persistence.  For instance, getting married within five years of starting school will 

decrease persistence for full-time students, though interestingly, not for part-time 

students.  Students who have a child while attending school and students who are 

financially independent have decreased persistence (O’Toole et al., 2003).  Finally, the 

further away the student is from home, the more likely the student is to persist in college 

(O’Toole et al., 2003).  Students who are younger, not married, and have educated 

parents are more likely to persist (O’Toole et al., 2003).   
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King (2003) echoed the authors listed above by suggesting that institutional 

affordability plays a role in student persistence.  King noted that if students borrow 

money and work part-time, they are less likely to drop out of the institution; yet, only 6% 

of students borrow money.   

Amelink (2005) explored factors that affect first-generation student persistence in 

obtaining a bachelor degree.  The factors included: race, gender, financial need, language 

ability, and predictive measures of academic success of first-generation students.  The 

study asked the first-time students to rate themselves in the following areas: academic 

ability, intellectual self-confidence, social self-confidence, self-understanding, 

understanding others, and writing ability (Amelink, 2005).  First-generation students 

rated themselves lower than non-first-generation students.  First-generation students were 

more likely to borrow money, need more financial aid, and use their financial resources 

more than their counterparts.  The first-generation students also mentioned that not 

having to pay back the financial aid they were awarded and earning an academic 

scholarship to attend college were deciding factors of starting at that college.   

Also linked with first-generation student academic success has been the following 

areas race, gender, financial need and language ability.  Amelink (2005) combined each 

area with these five factors; student background characteristics, agents of socialization, 

structural characteristics, institutional environment, and student effort.  These five factors 

are further explained as follows; student background characteristics (self-confidence, 

realistic self-appraisal, and coping mechanisms), agents of socialization (exposure to 

faculty and peers) structural characteristics (in this area the study asked about the 

students living arrangements), institutional environment (classroom facilities, computer 
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facilities, library facilities, tutoring and academic advising ) and student effort (study 

asked how often students felt lonely, worried about meeting new people, isolated from 

campus life, unsafe on campus, worried about health, feeling a need to break away from 

family to succeed in college, and intimidated by professors), which are found to be vitally 

important in first-generation student success (Amelink, 2005).  Students with a GPA 

greater than 1.75 had a positive association with the institutional environment or 

academic and social aspects—they practice in class and campus activities and interact 

with other students and structural characteristics.  Mohammadi (1994) also found that 

earning a high GPA led to a higher retention rate.  On the contrary, Amelink (2005) 

found that first-generation students who had a GPA lower than 1.75 had a negative 

association with socialization agents, structural characteristics, and student effort in 

turning in assignments.   

Boyer (2005) found that part-time students tend to be older and do not participate 

in campus life or campus services.  However, full-time students are often students who 

have graduated from high school and entered college right away (Boyer, 2005).  

Furthermore, full-time students tend to be younger, might work, and tend not to be 

familiar with campus services.  Boyer suggested that most students who are enrolled part-

time have to work, thus making the decision to go to school on a part-time basis a 

foregone conclusion.  Full-time and part-time students also differ in financial aid 

assistance.  The majority of full-time students receive financial aid, while only 20% of 

part-time students receive financial aid (O’Toole et al., 2003).   
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Literature on Persistence 

The Achieving the Dream Organization’s (ADO, 2012) main purpose is to assist 

disadvantaged students in completing their education.  The ADO found that part-time 

students are less likely to persist than full-time students, even after considering 

characteristics such as gender, race, institution attending, number of dependents, marital 

status, and socioeconomic status.  According to the ADO (2007), persistence of a 2003 

cohort was measured at three different points in time.  Persistence was greater among 

full-time students than part-time students.  The greatest persistence difference was during 

the second term, when there was a 21% difference between the persistence of full-time 

and part-time students, with full-time students being more successful. 

Even considering student retention programs, the first-time, full-time, minority 

students’ graduation rate is low.  Retention programs that have been developed and 

implemented have not increased the number of graduating minorities. NCES (2013c) 

reported that of the 2009 cohort only 15.9% of the Hispanics graduated from a public, 

two-year institution as compared to 22.5% of the White students.  

Amelink (2005) reported that Mexican Americans are less likely to be 

academically successful in college than African American students.  She also discovered 

that minority students who needed financial assistance were more likely to be 

academically successful than students who did not obtain financial assistance.  

Furthermore, students who are not native English speakers are less likely to be 

academically successful than native English speakers in three areas: institutional 

environment, student effort, and agents of socialization.   
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Many factors affect college completion rates of full-time and part-time students.  

Some of the factors that negatively affect college completion rates are financial need, 

unfamiliarity with college culture, not being ready for college (either academically or 

socially), being married, supporting families, and being employed full-time (Boyer, 2005; 

Cohen & Kisker, 2010; O’Toole et al., 2003; Steinburg, 2006).   

Conceptual Framework of the Study 

Tinto (2012) presented four conditions that could help retain students in college.  

Retention programs have been implemented in various forms but, unfortunately, many 

have not been successful.  Institutions believe that the reasons students leave college are 

not the same reasons the students stay (Tinto, 2012).  Tinto suggested that academic and 

social engagement encourages students to stay in college.  However, the research is not 

specific on how to engage these students.  Research findings have suggested that 

retention is a problem; however, there are no guidelines on what institutions should do to 

successfully retain students (Adams, 2011; Burnett, 2006; Pandolpho, 2009; Seidman, 

2005).  

Tinto’s (2012) conceptual framework for rethinking institutional action contains 

four main conditions that are associated with student retention.  They include: 

expectations, support, assessment, and feedback and involvement.  Tinto noted that 

“research has also tended to focus on theoretically appealing concepts that do not easily 

translate into definable courses of action” (p. 5).  Tinto perceived that if any advancement 

of improved student retention is to be made, it needs to start in the classroom.  He further 

commented that institutions need to focus their attention on improving success in the 

classroom by changing how classes are taught and how they are structured, especially 
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during the student’s first year.  Researchers have utilized Tinto’s framework of 

institutional action to analyze higher retention and graduation of students in post-

secondary institutions (Bahr, 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Scrivener, Sommo, & 

Collado, 2009; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005).   

The first condition of Tinto’s (2012) framework is expectations.  He defined 

expectations as “what students expect of themselves” (Tinto, 2012, p. 7).  Under these 

circumstances, students need to have self-expectations.  These expectations are a 

combination of what the students expect of themselves and what the institutions expect of 

them.  According to Tinto, “High expectations are a condition for student success, low 

expectations a harbinger of failure.  Simply put, no one rises to low expectations” (p. 7).   

Tinto’s (2012) student expectations include characteristics such as knowing what 

to do to succeed, knowing the rules, and knowing the regulations and requirements.  It 

also includes expectations for student effort necessary to be successful.  The student 

expectations include behavior, having a path to finish a degree or certificate, and having 

expectations of what is required in the classroom.  Expectations for advising include 

providing a roadmap to success (a guide to help them be successful), available resources, 

and setting classroom expectations.   

An example of expectations in the area of advising can be seen in a study 

conducted by Bahr (2008); in 1995, an analysis was run on a cohort of 107 full-time 

California community colleges students who had attended advising to determine if the 

advising had assisted them, as evidenced by improved remedial math completion rates.  

The results of the study demonstrated that students who had more educational 
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deficiencies were more likely to have higher completion rates in remedial math if they 

received advising.   

The second condition of Tinto’s (2012) conceptual framework is support.  

Support includes forms of academic and social opportunities that enhance the student 

experience.  In order for students to be successful, they must have available social and 

financial support services.  It is important for students to feel this support during their 

first year in college when the student is still vulnerable and open to advise (Tinto, 2012, 

p. 7).  In order to remediate the lack of academic support, colleges have established 

summer bridge programs, first-year seminars, and college success courses to assist 

student transition and support (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Scrivener et al., 2009; 

Upcraft, Gardner and Barefoot 2005).  Social support would include an array of programs 

such as mentoring programs, residential life and campus recreation programs, counseling, 

health services, career services, religious services, and services for particular groups of 

students including underrepresented students, adults, those from abroad, and those with a 

disability (Tinto, 2012).  Tinto (2012) noted a program from Buffalo State College in 

which first-year students were connected with second-year students who offered them 

social support to understand first-year requirements.  Financial support also plays an 

important role for completion.  Tinto stated that many higher education institutions work 

with students to assist with financial support to pay for college in the form of employee 

work-study programs, federal work-study programs, and state work-study programs.   

Tinto’s (2012) third condition of institutional action is assessment and feedback.  

According to Tinto, student success increases when student performance is assessed and 

the student is given frequent feedback, especially during the first year.  Feedback and 
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assessment involves classroom assessment, early-warning systems, course redesign, and 

institutional assessment of student experience.  For instance, some classes use feedback 

technology, such as clickers.  Clickers provide immediate assessment and feedback to 

students.  A study by Martyn (2007) included two groups of students at the same 

institution, who also had the same teacher and used the same textbooks.  There were 45 

students in the group with clickers and 47 students in the discussion group.  Martyn found 

no significant difference in student performance between the clicker and discussion 

groups.  However, a post-survey indicated that there was more participation among the 

students using clickers.  The inclusion of assessment and feedback improves student 

participation.  Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) also support assessment and feedback to 

increase meaning for students in the classroom, which is positively linked to success of 

students in the academic and social environment.   

Tinto’s (2012) fourth condition is involvement.  Student involvement at a 

university simply refers to academic and social engagement.  This engagement provides 

an avenue to become involved in educational activities.  By involving students in 

activities, students become socially and emotionally tied to success. 

Tinto (2012) further described involvement as having a sense of belonging and 

meaning.  Involving students in the classroom with the lesson and making sure that the 

students add meaning to the learning, such as “cooperative or collaborative learning and 

problem- or project-based learning” (Tinto, 2012, p. 68), involving and making sure help 

create a sense of belonging.   

Tinto’s (2012) theory of institutional action (2012) suggests that a higher number 

of students persist and are retained in college if they are provided assistance in all the 
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following areas: expectations to succeed; academic, social and financial support; 

academic feedback and assessment; and academic and social involvement.  One place 

where colleges can start implementing strategies is in the classroom, where students have 

access to feedback and involvement (Tinto, 2010).  Support and training must be 

provided to instructors in order for them to be able to assist in retaining students (Tinto, 

2012).  The four conditions may assist students to persist in community colleges.   

Summary 

In the United States, higher education is generally available for anyone who wants 

to attend (Cohen et al., 2014; Vaughn, 1985).  College enrollments have changed 

dramatically since the first higher education institutions were established in the United 

States.  Now, more than just the entitled elite are able to attend college (Cohen et al., 

2014).  Yet, although the opportunity exists for anyone to obtain a college degree, very 

few complete a degree.    

Hispanic students are less likely to persist and continue in college than White 

students.  Studies indicate that financial need, support and health, financial aid, 

developmental education classes (NCES, 2012), delayed entry to postsecondary 

education after high school (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), unfamiliarity with college 

culture (NCES, 2010b) and personal factors (O’Toole et al., 2003) are some of the 

reasons why students do not persist to graduation.  In order to retain students, colleges 

have developed several retention strategies.  Examples of successful retention strategies 

include early alert systems, summer involvement programs, bridge programs, strong 

academic advising, as well as information on campus services so students can be aware 

of the benefits available (Cohen et al., 2014; Ensign, 2010; Nealy, 2005).  Other 
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examples include student support in different areas of the student life and student 

involvement in the campus life.  These examples clearly demonstrate the expectations, 

support, assessment, feedback, and involvement of the college to retain and assist 

students in succeeding in obtaining a college degree or certification (Amelik, 2005; Bahr, 

2008; Tinto, 2010).   

Tinto’s (2012) rethinking institutional action may be a viable guide to follow.  

Tinto examined four critical areas that may prove beneficial to student persistence in 

college and may assist institutions’ efforts to retain students.  These factors include 

expectations, support, assessment and feedback, and involvement.  The reasons students 

give for leaving college are not the same reasons students express for staying enrolled in 

college (Tinto, 2012).  As such, it is critical to find out why first-generation, part-time, 

Hispanic students persist in college.  These reasons may be complex, contextual, and very 

individualized; yet, it is worth examining this topic further.  The following chapter, 

Chapter III, will present the research design for this study.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter III present the methodology for this study.  The following topics are 

presented: (a) restatement of the purpose of the study; (b) restatement of the research 

questions; (c) research design; (d) data collection; (e) data analysis; (f) trustworthiness 

of the study; and (g) context of the study and the researcher.  

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of 

Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, community college students of the supports they 

utilized to successfully persist through their first year of college.  Additional interests 

in this study were what this student population perceived were the roles of their family 

and themselves in their college success, and what they identified as their internal 

expectations for their college success. For the purposes of this study, college success is 

defined as having completed their first year of college.  The results of this study can be 

used to advance the practices within community colleges that promote the persistence 

of Hispanic, first-generation, part-time students.     

Restatement of the Research Questions 

The following three research questions guided this study: 

1. What do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students 

identify as support systems that positively affected their persistence 

through their first year of college?   
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2. How do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students 

perceive the roles of their parent/guardian and themselves in their 

persistence through their first year of college?   

3. What do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, community college students 

identify as their internal expectations that supported their persistence in 

their first year of college?   

Research Design 

Qualitative research establishes how people make sense of their world and how 

they process meaning and interpret what they experience (Merriam, 2009).  In 

addition, Denzin and Lincoln (2011) stated that the definition of qualitative research is 

“an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and sometimes counter disciplinary field.  It 

crosscuts the humanities as well as the social and the physical sciences.” Since 

qualitative research brings in several disciplinary fields there is no “well defined 

variables or causal models” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  Qualitative research looks at 

real-world settings and how people deal with that particular setting (Yin, 2011).  

Natural setting studies attempt to interpret or make sense of the findings in terms of 

the meaning people bring to the study (Denzin & Lincoln).  A type of qualitative 

research is a case study, in which, according to Creswell (2013), the researcher seeks 

to determine how a culture works as a whole, instead of just one case or problem.  

Creswell (2013) viewed a case study as an object of study or a product of inquiry.  

Case studies look at the findings and how these findings can contribute to 

understanding a particular concept (Yin).   According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), 
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case studies are “descriptive materials that can be tested with experimental methods.”  

Furthermore, a collective case study brings meaning to analyze the findings (Yin, 

2011).  According to Yin (2011), multiple-case study samples will support and 

replicate the finding of a study.   

Establishing the Paradigm 

Constructivism is a paradigm that views the participant’s experience in their 

area of life and work (Creswell, 2014).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), there 

are multiple realities that can be made with an infinite number of constructions 

available through this position of constructed reality.  Furthermore, it is the individual 

who wants to understand the world around them.  This paradigm allows the researcher 

to survey the participant’s situation and the participant’s interaction with people in his 

or her lives.  In this situation, the open-ended questions work best because the 

participant can talk about his or her life and how he or she constructs meaning 

(Creswell, 2014).  In listening to the participants during the interview, the researcher 

can corroborate with his or her own experiences.  The researcher can then make an 

interpretation and make sense of the meaning of the participants and their own 

background (Creswell, 2014).  The meanings that participants make are many, which 

allows the researcher to analyze several ideas and or categories (Creswell, 2014).  

Then the researcher develops a meaning or pattern (Creswell).  This design will assist 

in bringing the participants own reality, experience, and the corroboration of the 

researcher in identifying the support systems that positively affected their persistence 

through their first year of college, as well as, perceiving the roles of their 
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parent/guardian and themselves in their persistence through their first year of college.  

And lastly, identify their internal expectations that supported their persistence in their 

first year of college.   

Type of Study 

This qualitative collective case study, an object of study or a product of inquiry 

(Creswell, 2013), explored real-life, in-depth data collection and report actual case 

descriptions and case themes (Creswell, 2014) within this study of first-generation, 

part-time, Hispanic students who have persisted in community colleges after their first 

year of education.  The collective case study assisted in ascertaining what factors 

affect first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students to persist (Creswell, 2014) and 

how the conditions of rethinking institutional action impact these students.  A 

collective case study research design permitted the researcher to determine how a 

culture works as a whole, instead of just one case or problem (Creswell, 2014).  

Multiple cases were selected to gather different perspectives on the issue and to 

strengthen the findings and validity of the study (Merriam, 2009).  The rich, thick, 

descriptions collected in the collective case study will assist readers in determining the 

applicability of the results to other settings (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  Common 

themes and issues were identified from among the cases (Creswell, 2014).  According 

to Lincoln and Guba (1985), case studies are the excellent choice for reporting 

findings of a naturalistic inquiry because case studies provide understanding and 

continuity. 
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Study Settings 

The participants for this study were first-generation, part-time, Hispanic 

students who have finished their first year of education.  The study was implemented 

in two West Texas community colleges, College A and College B; both colleges are 

considered medium sized, rural colleges, according to the THECB (2015). 

College A.  College A is located in West Texas and its service area includes 13 

counties, covering 33,000 square miles (THECB, 2006). The enrollment of College A 

in 2014 was 11,432.  The 2014 annual enrollment for White students was 25.9% 

compared to 57.5% for Hispanic students.  During the fall of 2014, the number of 

first-time, part-time, undergraduate students was 264 White students compared to 715 

Hispanic students.  The 2013 undergraduate persistence after one year of education in 

the same institution was 50.9% for White students compared to 52.7% for Hispanic 

students (THECB, 2015).    

The THECB report on graduation and persistence was 40.6% for White 

students, in 2014, compared to 33.6% for Hispanic students.  The total three-year 

graduation rate was 16.6%, in 2014 (THECB, 2015). 

College B.  College B is also located in West Texas and its service area 

includes five counties, covering 12,008 square miles (THECB, 2006).  According to 

the 2012 census data, approximately 200,000 people reside within the five-county 

service area.  College B enrollment in 2014 was 13,069.   The 2014 annual enrollment 

for White students was 50.1%, compared to 29.9% for Hispanic students.  During the 

fall of 2014, the number of first-time, part-time, undergraduate students was 103 
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White students, compared to 191 Hispanic students. The 2013 undergraduate 

persistence after one year of education in the same institution was 54.8% for White 

students compared to 57.9% for Hispanic students (THECB, 2015). 

 The THECB report on graduation and persistence was 51.8% for White 

students, in 2014, compared to 42.1% for Hispanic students.  The total three-year 

graduation rate was 18% in 2014 (THECB, 2015).   

Study Participants   

The participants selected in this study were identified by key personnel at both 

colleges.  Participants were first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students who have 

finished their first year in college.  Participants were interviewed one-by-one in a 

setting at the respective college.   

Participants were identified after the approval from the Texas Tech 

University’s Human Research Protection Program.  The institutional effectiveness 

personnel from the two respective colleges identified a key person to work with the 

researcher to identify five first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students at each 

campus.  These participants were purposefully selected to participate in the study.  The 

purposeful selection was needed to identify cases that can “match the purpose” of the 

study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   

The researcher then called the key person and email the details of the study to 

potential participants that fit the parameters of the study.  The participant contacted the 

researcher by email or phone.  Once the participants had emailed or called to 
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participate, the researcher selected a date, time, and location for an interview at each 

participant’s perspective campus.   

Data Collection 

In a qualitative research study, the researcher serves as an instrument to collect 

data.  The researcher is the primary source of data collection since a researcher can ask 

for further clarification or more information immediately after a response, during the 

interview process (Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  There are other sources of 

data, such as field notes, observations, documents, and audio and visual materials 

(Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009).    

This study used a semi-structured interview, which is another form of data 

collection.  This format used interview questionnaires designed specifically for this 

study.  The use of the interview questionnaires allowed for comparing and contrasting 

the responses from the participants (Frenkel & Wallen, 2006).  This structure assisted 

in building a conversation with the participants around the subject matter and 

opportunities exist for spontaneous questioning when it is warranted (Patton, 1990).   

During the semi-structured interview, 20 questions were asked of the 

participants (Appendix E).  These questions sought to find factors that affect the 

persistence of first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students in college.  The questions 

focused on the rethinking institutional action concepts, and then follow-up questions 

elicit what they believed the factors were that have helped them persist in college.   

Other sources of data that were used were field notes, reflexive journaling, and 

audio recordings.  Field notes are written accounts of what the researcher observed 
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(Merriam, 2009).  Field notes can provide context to the study (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  Reflexive journaling was used as a means to record 

thoughts, feelings, and perceptions of the researcher.  These data can be used in the 

decision-making process by the researcher (Erlandson et al., 1993).  Merriam (2009) 

stated that audio recording is a valuable method to capture verbal aspects of the 

interview.   

The data collection included the boundaries of the study, the interviews, 

observations, field notes, and audio recordings.  It is important to have a structure on 

how data was collected in order to have a complete and accurate, readily available, 

record of the information collected from the participants (Creswell, 2014).   

The boundaries for this study were two medium, rural serving, community 

colleges in West Texas.  The participants selected were identified by the key personnel 

at their respective colleges.  Students selected were first-generation, part-time, 

Hispanic students who completed their first year in college.  Protocol was established 

by the interviewer, thus establishing reliability to the study (Creswell, 2014).   

Data collection was conducted after setting a time and date for an interview 

with the participants, once they have been identified as being a first-generation, part-

time, Hispanic student who completed their first year in community college.  The data 

collection involved the researcher asking the questions for the interview and recording 

the session.  The researcher let the participant know about the recording.  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) stated that fidelity is better obtained by recording.  Fidelity is the ability 

to “reproduce exactly the data as they become evident to him or her in the field” (p. 
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240).  The researcher asked the participants the questions aloud and recorded field 

notes and answers given by the students.  According to Lincoln and Guba, field notes 

are not threatening to the participant, keep the researcher alert, do not cause technical 

difficulty, are readily available and are useful in following up on comments.   The 

researcher will have recorded the body language of the student.  All the data collected 

was analyzed to determine if there was a theme among the participants being studied.   

Face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted so that the researcher 

could solicit the answers from the participants being studied.  The specific questions 

that asked were organized to give the interviewer a process of which questions to ask 

and stay focused on what is being asked (Creswell, 2014).  The interview was 

structured interview with questions that were formulated before the interview.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that structured questions are the ones to ask if the 

researcher “knows what he or she does not know” (p. 269).  The interviews, field 

notes, and audio recordings were transcribed within two weeks of the interview.   

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using the constant comparative method.  The 

constant comparative method used segments of the data in comparing the similarities 

and the differences of the data collected (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2011).  Then data are 

grouped by “similar dimensions” (Merriam, 2009) and given a name, which then 

becomes a category.  This process is done to “identify patterns of the data” (Merriam).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that events are compared with previous events to 

identify relationships across categories to form and discover themes.  Lincoln and 
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Guba stated that the constant comparison method, described by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967), provides four stages in processing the data: (a) data emerges from the events 

that occur, (b) category integration – does it have properties of previous events, (c) 

stage is delimiting – fewer and fewer modifications are needed as the process 

continues to evolve, and (d) writing the construction.   

The second analysis used was open coding.  The open coding will take the 

categories of data and code the data to be analyzed further (Creswell, 2014; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).  Open coding can be a “repeat of exact word(s) of the participant, your 

words, or a concept from the literature” (Merriam, 2009).  Assigning codes to the data 

extraction is a way to construct meaning of a common theme or category (Merriam).  

This process can verify a meaning of the results of the study at hand (Creswell, 2014).  

Open coding was used to analyze and organize the data from audio recordings of the 

interviews, once transcribed.  The initial coding had broad categories.  Axial coding 

was used to make sense of the open codes.  Once the open coding provided the 

categories then axial coding was used as the focus or “core phenomenon” (p. 86).  

Once the core phenomenon is identified then the axial coding will emerge with five 

conditions: 1) causal conditions – what influences the core category, 2) strategies – 

what influences the response, 3) intervening conditions – what broad and specific 

situational factors influence strategies, 4) context – location of event, and 5) 

consequences – outcomes from using strategies (Creswell, 2014).  
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Trustworthiness of the Study 

Trustworthiness is important in all research being conducted to show that the 

results are indeed meaningful.  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness 

is the ability to assure others that the results of the findings are “worth paying attention 

to” (p. 290).  In order to provide trustworthiness, the study must be tested with four 

criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  Also, a description of the valid strategies used should be provided to 

assist in verifying the accuracy of the research being done (Creswell, 2014).  The 

validation strategies employed in this study were triangulation, member checking, 

rich, thick description, reflexive journaling, clarifying research bias, and field notes.  

One way to establish credibility is to describe the research in enough detail that 

another researcher could duplicate the study. Their results might be different, but that 

doesn’t matter, because the study is dealing with human behavior and the participants 

have had different experiences and in social sciences it is not seen as reliable but 

credible.  In order to lend credibility to the study, it must produce credible findings 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  An activity that will lend credibility to this study is 

triangulation.  Triangulation validates the different methods of data being collected 

(Creswell, 2014).  Data collected from interviews, questionnaires, observations, and 

tests were triangulated.  Another way of adding credibility to the study is through 

member checking, which is allowing the participants to review their responses for 

accuracy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Ely, Anzul, Friedman, Garner, & Steinmetz, 1991).  

The researcher took the responses, interpretations and conclusions the participants 
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provided to be credible since their experiences was the focus of the study.  Thus, their 

member checking will authenticate the data collected for the study.   

The transferability was defined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as having a 

sending and a receiving context to infer something is the same for both items being 

studied.  An example is given that “something is found out about a stratum of Chicago 

residents” (p. 297), it must be compared to the same factors of New York residents in 

order to make the inference.  Transferability is not possible if you only have a sending 

context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Transferability is the ability to use the data in 

another setting or situation that is similar, however, the reader is the one who has to 

determine if this study would work for their own situation (Merriam, 2009; Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  In order for other investigators or readers to apply the findings of this 

study to another population or sample, the researcher has to provide as much 

information for the reader to determine if this particular study is transferable 

(Merriam, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The transferability lies in the hands of the 

person looking to apply the findings to another study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Dependability is the constructivist form of giving reliability to the study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Moreover, dependability looks at both “factors of stability 

and factors of phenomenal” (p. 299) which is a wider view then the conventional view 

(Lincoln & Guba).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), there cannot be 

dependability without credibility.  Therefore, if the researcher establishes credibility 

by triangulation, then dependability has been established.  Dependability in the study 

is to be able to repeat the study with similar participants and the results would be the 
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same (Lincoln & Guba).  To ensure the dependability of the study, the researcher will 

use thick, rich description and precise reflexive journaling.   

The rich, thick description encompasses transferability.  The reader depends on 

the ability of the researcher to describe the details of the study, including the 

participants, setting, physical description, movement, and the activity (Creswell, 2014; 

Stake, 2010).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), rich, thick description is the 

“criteria that separate relevant from irrelevant descriptors” (p. 316).   

Reflexivity is the ability of the writer to be able to expose biases, values, and 

experiences that are brought to this study (Creswell, 2014).  Reflexive journaling will 

be used by the researcher after each participant is interviewed.  The researcher will 

write her thoughts of the interview.  In this way, the researcher will capture any biases 

that might be brought into the study.  This is a means to clarify the researcher’s bias in 

the study.  The reader will be able to have the knowledge of the researcher’s biases 

and assumptions (Merriam, 2009).  Reflexive journaling will allow the researcher to 

bring forth what is being carried by her in the forms of any biases, experiences, 

prejudices and orientations, thus making the study more reliable and credible 

(Creswell).   

Confirmability in a qualitative study is the ability to show the actual results of 

the participants and confirmed them by others (Erlandson et al., 1993; Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  There are several ways to confirm the study; one of the most credible 

ways is to share the results with the participants that were interviewed, in order to 

include them in the results from the information gathered.  Other ways to increase 
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confirmability are for the researcher to disclose any biases he or she might have 

brought to the study and to triangulate the data (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006). 

This qualitative case study used triangulation, member checking, rich thick 

description, reflexive journaling, and field notes in order to demonstrate the credibility 

of the research being done and the soundness of the results.  This procedure will have 

sound believability and confidence to show to the research audience (Creswell, 2014; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985).    

The data collection included the boundaries of the study, the interviews, 

observations, field notes, and audio recordings.  It is important to have a structure on 

how data was collected in order to have a complete and accurate, readily available, 

record of the information collected from the participants (Creswell, 2014).  The 

researcher will develop a form to collect such data.   

Context of the Study and the Researcher 

Context of the Study 

By 2042, it is believed that the majority of the population will be comprised of 

the present minority, which includes Hispanics.  The country will need to have an 

educated workforce in order to continue being a powerful nation.  However, the data 

show that Hispanics are not persisting in college, much less graduating from college.  

A mere 15.9% of Hispanics graduated in 2007. The 2013 undergraduate persistence, 

after one year of education in the same, medium sized, Texas institution was 63.67%.  

This study focused on finding what factors affect persistence in first-

generation, Hispanic students.  This study was implemented at two state-supported, 
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medium sized, community colleges in West Texas.  The Hispanic student enrollment 

at College A is 11,432 and College B 13,069.  The 2013 Hispanic undergraduate 

persistence, after one year of education in the same institution, was 52.7% in College 

A and 57.9% in College B (THECB, 2013).   

Context of the Researcher 

A qualitative research study is guided mainly by the researcher who brings her 

own life experiences with her (Creswell, 2014).  However, the researcher must analyze 

the data that the participants bring instead of her own experiences (Creswell).  The 

qualitative researcher has an “interpretive lens” and a procedure that involves 

“studying social or human problems (Creswell).   

Growing up as a first-generation, Hispanic, this topic of persisting in college 

and knowing the factors that affect Hispanic students’ persistence is dear to my heart.  

As a first-generation, Hispanic, my first language is Spanish, and as such, education 

has always been difficult for me.  However, I have a mother who expected her 

children to attend the university.  She completed fourth grade in her hometown of San 

Luis de Cordero, Durango, Mexico.  She had to endure many struggles to become a 

naturalized citizens of the United States of America.  My father supported my 

mother’s expectation for their children completing their education.  My father’s 

education was up to high school, which included a skill; however, he only attended 

one semester.  He too became a naturalized citizen of the United States of America.   

I feel I understand the first-generation, Hispanic students who attend college.  I 

often have wondered why I completed a higher education degree.  What made me 
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different?  I look back and can see that it was a struggle.  School did not come easy to 

me, especially math.  I remember crying several nights because I did not understand it.  

Going to tutoring at the university was a daunting experience.  The atmosphere at the 

tutoring center was not one of helping you.  Instead, I was ridiculed because I did not 

understood math.  I read in the literature where some first-generation students thought 

they were ready for college, but they were not.  That was very similar to my situation.  

I was not ready either, but I believed in my mind that I was ready.  Looking back at 

what I did to persist in college, I feel I had the following factors on my side.  First, I 

had the expectation of my parents, especially my mom, to get a degree.  Second, I 

joined a leadership program at University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP).  Third, I 

surrounded myself with friends, actually my sister who joined me at UTEP a year 

later.  She also had a goal to persist and earn a degree.  Fourth, I received financial aid 

that paid for my classes.  In looking at Tinto’s (2012) framework of institution action, 

I had the expectation of mom, support, financial support, assessment and feedback, 

which at times was negative due to grades.  I had involvement at the university level 

by joining the leadership program. 

All in all, my parents expected all of their four children to attend and graduate 

from college.  Sandra, my sister, and I attended the University of Texas at El Paso.  I 

graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Allied Health and a Master of Public Health 

degree.  Sandra received a Bachelor of Arts in Psychology and has a Master’s in 

Education Administration.  My brother, Sergio, attended the University of Notre 

Dame and received a Bachelor of Science in Aerospace Engineering, and my baby 
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sister, Carmen, attended St. Edwards University, receiving a Bachelor of Arts in 

Psychology.  Carmen went on to receive a Master in Educational Leadership degree 

and is now enrolled in a doctoral program.   

Due to my personnel experience of being able to persist, I would like to know 

the factors that impact persistence, so that, in turn, I can assist others to persist.  As the 

Director of an Adult Basic Education program, my goal is to assist students in 

continuing to college.  However, I want them to persist through to graduation and 

obtain a degree. 

Summary 

This study used a collective case study qualitative research design to identify 

support systems, the perceive roles of their parent/guardian and of themselves and 

identify internal expectations that supported their persistence in their first year of 

college.   A key person from each of the two state-funded colleges selected five first-

generation, part-time, Hispanic students for the study.  The data for this study was 

collected through semi-structured interviews, field notes, and audio recordings. Data 

analysis methods used included the constant comparative method, open and axial 

coding. Trustworthiness in this study was established by creating a contextual 

background of the study, through triangulation, member checking, rich thick 

description, reflexive journaling, clarification of research bias, and field notes.  

Chapter IV presents the findings of the study.  The findings will be resented by 

specific themes that emerged through the analysis of the data collected to answer the 

three research questions that guide this study. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Chapter IV presents the results of the study. The topics that will be discussed 

include: (a) summary of the research design, (b) overview of study institutions and 

participant profiles, and (c) the study’s findings.  The purpose of this study was to 

explore the perceptions and experiences of Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, 

community college students of the supports they utilized to successfully persist 

through their first year of college.  Additional interests in this study were what this 

student population perceived were the roles of their family and themselves in their 

college success, and what they identified as their internal expectations for their college 

success. For the purposes of this study, college success is defined as having completed 

their first year of college.  The conceptual framework that is used to frame this study is 

based on Tinto’s (2012) work that supports that there are four conditions: 1) 

expectations, 2) support, 3) assessment and feedback, and 4) involvement influence 

student persistence in college.  Studies have explored minority students in higher 

education to ascertain the reasons they leave higher education or higher education 

institutions do not retain these students (e.g., Amelink, 2005; Bahr 2007; Bailey, 

Jeong, & Cho, 2010; King, 2003; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2010; 

O’Toole, Stratton, & Wetzel, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Seidman, 2005; 

Tinto, 1993); however, this study identified factors that influence first-generation, 

part-time, Hispanic students persistence at community colleges.  The results of this 
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study can be used to advance the practices within community colleges that promote 

the persistence of Hispanic, first-generation, part-time students.       

Summary of Research Design 

This qualitative collective case research study was conducted through the lens 

of the constructivist paradigm, views the participant’s experience in their area of life 

and work (Creswell, 2014).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), there are multiple 

realities that can be made with an infinite number of constructions available through 

this position of constructed reality.  Furthermore, it is the individual who wants to 

understand the world around them.  This paradigm allows the researcher to survey the 

participant’s situation and the participant’s interaction with people in his or her lives.   

A collective case study research design, utilizing multiple cases, was used to focus on 

participants’ perceptions on the persistence of Hispanic first-generation, part-time, 

students in higher education and identify support systems, perceive roles of their 

parent/guardian and of themselves and identify internal expectations that supported 

their persistence in their first year of college. Before collecting data for this study, 

approval was sought from the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board.  

This study began after approval was granted (see Appendix A).   
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Data Collection Process   

There were multiple methods of data collection utilized in this study.  The 

primary data collection tools were the researcher and semi-structured, in-person 

interviews.  Data were also collected through field notes and a researcher’s journal.  

These data collection tools were used to carry out a more thorough investigation of the 

participants’ perceptions and experiences, as well as to help triangulate the data 

collected and analyzed.    

The first step in the data collection process was to contact the community 

colleges in West Texas.  An email was sent to two key personnel at the institutional 

effectiveness departments at two distinct colleges. The email requested their approval 

to conduct the study at their institutions and their assistance in identifying participants.  

The key personnel provided names of a gatekeeper at their respective institutions.  

Then, an email was sent to the two gatekeepers.  The email included the introduction 

of the study, the Description of the Study (see Appendices B and C), and participant 

inclusion criteria.   Inclusion criteria for participants were Hispanic first-generation, 

part-time, students in their second year of college.  Approval was received from both 

community colleges to conduct the study at their institutions.   

For descriptive purposes, the colleges will be referred to as Community 

College A and Community College B throughout the remainder of the study.  The 

researcher contacted the gatekeeper for Community College A to request assistance in 

identifying potential participants who meet the selection criteria to participate in the 

study.  The gatekeeper for College A emailed a narrative of the introduction of the 
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study, a Description of the Study document, and the email script invitation to 

participate in the study, to students who met the study’s inclusion criteria.  The 

researcher received no response.  Afterward, an associate dean was contacted for 

assistance in identifying potential participants.  This administrator forwarded to the 

researcher names of students who might meet the criteria.  These students were 

emailed the same documentation as identified above.  In this recruitment phase, five 

students responded to the researcher and agreed to participate in the study from 

College A.  All met the inclusion criteria.  Participants were emailed the interview 

questions prior to the interview and an additional copy of the Description of the Study 

document prior to the interview.   

In a similar manner, the researcher contacted the gatekeeper of Community 

College B through email to request assistance in identifying potential participants who 

met the selection criteria for participating in the study.  The gatekeeper selected by the 

college was the Director of the TRIO program at College B.  The gatekeeper identified 

students who were perceived to meet the inclusion criteria to participate in the study, 

and sent them the same recruitment information that was sent to potential participants 

at College A.  Of those who received the study information, five students responded to 

the researcher that they were interested in participating in the study.  The participants 

selected were emailed the same documents as the participants of College A.  The 

researcher emailed the interview questions to the participants, along with another copy 

of the Description of the Study, prior to the interviews.   
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The semi-structured interviews were conducted in person at the participants’ 

institutions, a public library, or at coffee shops (based on the preference of the 

participant).  Prior to the interviews beginning, the researcher went over the consent 

process with the participants.  All participants consented to participating in the study 

and signed the consent forms. The researcher then gave the participant a copy of the 

consent form and kept one for her. Participants had an opportunity to ask questions 

related to the study before the interviews began.  A similar interview protocol was 

followed with each participant, which consisted of an introduction to the study; 

informal conversation; and an overview, explanation, and review of the purpose of the 

study (see Appendices B and C).  Participants were verbally notified that participation 

was voluntary, that the interview questions could be skipped, and that the interview 

could be stopped at any time.  All of the participants were informed, and they 

consented to having their interview audio recorded.  Also, each participant was given a 

verbal explanation of the privacy and confidentiality procedures associated with their 

participation.  The participants were asked to provide a pseudonym to replace their 

names, but only two gave a pseudonym.  The rest specified that they would like to use 

their names.  However, pseudonyms were assigned to the remainder of the participants 

to protect their identities.  The participants were notified when the recording of the 

interview began. Of the five interviews, four were conducted at a public library and 

one at a coffee shop.  However, during one interview it was discovered that one of the 

participants already had a bachelor's degree.  The participant who was interviewed at 

the coffee shop was the one who had the bachelor’s degree, so the interview was 
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conducted out of courtesy to the participant, and the results were not included in the 

analysis of the data.   

The semi-structured interviews followed proper interview protocol as outlined 

by Creswell (2014), and the same interview questions were asked of each of the 

participants; the same format was followed for each participant.  The interviews varied 

in length from 30 minutes to one hour depending on the participants’ willingness to 

share their life stories, their knowledge, and their experiences.  When needed, follow-

up questions were asked to elicit greater clarification or to extract in-depth and 

valuable information from the participants.  To ensure the credibility of this study, 

member checking was utilized throughout the interview process to verify 

understanding of the data and conclusions (Creswell, 2014; Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  At the end of the interview, 

gratitude was expressed for participating in the study and for their time and input.  

Participants were reminded that they would receive a transcription of the interview in 

case they wanted to make other clarifications.   

The researcher transcribed the audio recordings of the interviews within one 

week of the interviews.  The transcription was reviewed and matched with the audio 

recording to ensure that an exact match occurred and an accurate reflection was 

presented.  The transcriptions were further reviewed for typographical errors and 

compared to observations and field notes to expose any inconsistencies.  Additionally, 

each participant was provided with the transcription of his or her interview and was 
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asked to review and provide remarks and corrections.  None of the 10 participants 

made changes to his or her interview transcription.   

Data Analysis Process 

Analysis of the data was conducted manually without the aid of computer 

software.  Reflexive journaling was carried out throughout the research process to 

monitor and record biases, and to supplement and assess transcripts, observations and 

field notes with an open mind.  The constant comparative method was used to analyze 

the data collected, and this process continued throughout the data analysis (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  First, transcripts were read numerous times for a thorough 

understanding of the participants’ perceptions.  Then, each string of data from 

transcripts, observations, and field notes was constantly compared.  Phrases and key 

terms on each string of data were compared and contrasted for similarities and 

differences, respectively.   As suggested by Creswell (2014), the comparison was done 

to establish validity among the overall themes; the researcher of this study triangulated 

the data collected from interviews, observations, and field notes.   

A thorough understanding of the data was formed by analyzing the data.  Then, 

the next step of data analysis began with open coding.  As recommended, by Saldaña 

(2009), open coding began with a line-by-line manual review of the transcripts and 

color coding of key experiences, phrases, and words.  An outline of colors on a sheet 

of paper indicated what each color symbolized in the data.  The data were reviewed 

numerous times and grouped by colors into broad categories (Merriam, 2009), 

combining similar data.   
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Once open coding was completed, axial coding was utilized to create meaning 

from open codes, categorizing similarly coded data, sorting, and relabeling the data 

into conceptual categories (Saldaña, 2009).  Open codes were sorted into axial codes 

using name badge cards.  Open codes were handwritten on the name badge cards and 

organized, sorted numerous times, grouped, and regrouped until themes emerged 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003), representing the data presented in all interviews.  

Consistency was obtained by sorting the data into certain representative groups; the 

data were synthesized into themes with the key phrases representing each theme 

(Saldaña, 2009).  Key phrases were then clustered in an outline format numerous times 

until the notes were arranged in a way that represented emerging themes.  These 

themes were than analyzed, and the formation of distinct themes emerged (Creswell, 

2014).  The data collected from the interviews, field notes and documents were 

triangulated to ensure validity and comprehensive themes (Creswell, 2014).    

Institutions and Participant Profiles 

The settings for this study were two West Texas rural-serving, state-supported, 

community colleges that serve first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students.  A total 

of 10 first-generation, part-time students participated in this study.  All participants 

selected to participate in the study were Hispanic first-generation, part-time, students 

who had finished their first year at either Community College A or Community 

College B.  

Alejandro was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic male.  He began 

postsecondary immediately after high school.  He stated, “Mom instilled for [sic] me 
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from a very young age that I was going to go to college.”  Furthermore, “She made it a 

point to tell me the hardships of life without an education, even as [sic] I was little.  

So, I think that growing up, it was always instilled that I was going to be the one that 

was going to go to college.”  He asserted that earning his degree would “make life 

easier for our family.”     

Elisa was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic female student who stated that 

she always knew she wanted to go to college.  According to Elisa, she “always wanted 

to be a teacher.”  She was a mother who was attending college at the same time.  She 

did begin her studies immediately after high school, but she became pregnant and 

“then after that, there were problems with his dad [pointing at her son, who was seated 

next to her], and I did not get to finish [school].” 

Karen was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic female who realized that she 

wanted to be better than her parents.  She enrolled in college after her senior year in 

high school, but she did not take it seriously and, therefore, dropped her studies.  

However, now she had restarted her education and was working very diligently to 

accomplish her educational goal.  The reason she was attending college was that she 

wanted more in life and would like to be “exposed to other things that I was not 

exposed to as a child because of the lack of education [and] the lack of money” in her 

family.  She was a single mother with children.   

Kata was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic female who enrolled in 

college right after high school, where she took dual credit classes.  She stated that she 

knew she was going to graduate from high school, which was not a challenge for her.  
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She further stated, “The next step is college, [because] I want to be somebody and 

pursue my career, my calling in life.”   

Juana was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic female.  She maintained, 

“Ever since I was little, when I started going to school, my parents always taught me 

that the best thing I could do was going [sic] to school.”  She was expected to attend 

college and enrolled immediately after high school.   

Lorenzo was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic male. He enrolled in 

college the semester following his senior year, but then he married and dropped out to 

start a family.  He affirmed, “I stopped going to school.”  Nevertheless, after a few 

years, he resumed his studies at the local community college.  

Maria was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic female student who came to 

the United States from Mexico.  Maria stated that she attended college previously, but 

that she began working, earning money, and then decided to leave school altogether to 

continue working.  However, she wanted to attend college after having her children.  

Being a mother changed her outlook on life.  She expressed that she needed to achieve 

more than what she had accomplished.  Maria stated, “I need to go to college to show 

my babies that I can be professional for my babies [sic].  So that is why I go to 

college.”   

Sara was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic female who had a challenging 

life.  She came to the United States from Mexico when she was young and attended 

public school.  However, when she was in high school, her mother withdrew her from 

high school.  She muttered, “Mom did not let me finish.”  She obtained her high 
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school equivalency diploma in Spanish, and then she began learning English.  

Afterward, she married her husband, who was not supportive of her desire to continue 

her education; she consequently dropped out.  Sara then enlisted in the military but 

was not able to understand the commands; she was sent away with a “general 

discharge.”  She explained, “It was hard to communicate with them and, you know, 

they were always yelling at me because we could not communicate or I could not 

understand something.”  After she was discharged, Sara divorced her husband.  Then 

she became a truck driver to support her children.  After a couple of years, she 

relocated to current location and started working in the oil fields.  She stated that she 

saw the benefits of safety in the oil fields and was intrigued by it.  According to Sara, 

“I learned that you know about safety and that you had to take precautions, and I loved 

it.”  She decided to give herself another chance, saying that she “was not going to quit, 

even though, I was a little bit older.”  She also said that she felt “like that girl that back 

then tried to go to college.”  Then, last December she had a stroke.  Nevertheless, she 

was determined, stating “I want to wear my cap and gown,” and insisted that she was a 

mother now and she wanted to set herself as an example for her two boys.   

Victor was a first-generation, part-time, Hispanic male student who knew that 

he had to attend college after high school.  He stated that “after high school, my mom 

pretty much pressure[d] me to go to college and continue studying, so it is more a 

necessity to go, keep going, after high school instead of working.”  He also mentioned 

that he is very shy.  Interestingly, his first language was not English, and he spoke 
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Spanish in their household growing up, but he claimed that he had “lost” the Spanish 

language.    

Findings 

Support Systems that Positively Effect Student Persistence 

Research question one sought to understand what support systems positively 

affect Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students’ persistence 

through their first year in college.  For the purposes of this study, academic success is 

defined as having completed the first academic year after entrance at a community 

college.  The analysis of data produced three themes specific to the participants: (1) 

knowing what to do and where to go for assistance, (2) encouragement to succeed, and 

(3) working and paying for college. 

Knowing what to do and where to go for assistance.  A major theme that 

emerged in the analysis of the data from the participants was knowing what to do and 

where to go for assistance.  The theme of knowing what to do and where to go for 

assistance detailed how each of the participants was or was not aware of the services 

and/or the college culture.  According to the literature, first-generation students face 

many challenges while attending college that may affect their successful completion 

(e.g., Greenwald, 2012; Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011).  These challenges 

range from financial hardship; personal, emotional, and social problems; no 

educational support; being less engaged in their courses; and having fewer coping 

strategies.  In order for students to persist in college and be successful, they must 

know what to do and where to go for assistance.  This is what supports students to 
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persist in college.  Examples of knowing what to do and where to go for assistance 

that emerged in this study will be discussed as follows:  educational goals, orientation 

programs, degree plan, tutoring, studying habits, meeting with professors, 

participating in discussions, working status, grades, belonging to an organization, 

making friendships, and meeting with advisors.   

All nine participants knew their educational goal.  Educational goals, for the 

purpose of this study, are defined as the degrees or careers students have articulated a 

desire to attain.  Indeed, seven out of the nine participants said that they wanted a 

bachelor's degree.  In fact, one student, Kata was sure that she intended to work with 

children but was wrestling between two options.  She was not sure whether she wanted 

to be a counselor or a lawyer for children.  Larry revealed that he would like to earn a 

bachelor’s degree in business administration with a minor in accounting.  Juana’s goal 

was to attend the Univerity of Texas at Permian Basin and earn a Spanish degree.  

Alejandro aspired to earn a bachelor’s degree in theather performance.  Karen wanted 

to earn a bachelor’s degree in Biology with a minor in environmental sciences.  Victor 

was a very ambitious young man who maintained that he would like to earn a 

doctorate in psychology.  Elisa aspired to become a coach, someday, and earned a 

teaching certificate.  Meanwhile, two participants preferred to earn an associate 

degree.  Maria wanted to earn a medical office assistant certificate.  Sara, on the other 

hand, wanted to earn an associate degree in occupational safety.     

Orientation classes have helped many students acclimate to college culture.  

Colleges A and B have implemented similar programs at their campuses.  Completing 
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orientation classes is also a predictor of persistence, according to Pandolpho and Tinto 

(2009, 2012).  The analysis of the data indicated that eight of the nine participants 

attended an orientation at some point in time before beginning college.  The only 

participant who did not remember attending one was Sara.  The participants indicated 

that they learned organizational skills, such as prioritizing and time management, in 

addition to where to go for help and information about programs and scholarships.  

Karen stated that she learned “what is available for them, as far as, resources.”  Juana 

said that she attended the orientation during a summer bridge program.  During the 

program, the instruction targeted goal setting and motives that would help with 

persistence in college, were identified.  Also, Juana indicated that the class provided 

instruction on how to navigate online classes.  She added that the class was geared for 

first-generation students.  The participants reported that they still use the 

organizational skills that they learned in the orientation class; they were able to 

manage time, improve study habits, use online calendars for online courses, take good 

notes, and create well-written essays.  Karen also mentioned that she had taken 

advantage of the information learned during orientation to apply for a scholarship.    

Additionally, eight of the nine participants indicated they had a degree plan, 

and they had seen it.  The participant who did not have a degree plan was Larry.  He 

stated that he did not have a degree plan because he was retaking courses.  The 

participants were asked about the classes they took during their first year of college, to 

understand if they were college ready.  Most of them indicated that they were taking 

core classes (e.g., Introduction to Psychology, College Algebra, English 1301, History 
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1301, Drawing, Introduction to Chemistry, Health and Wellness, Effective Learning 

Skills, Music, Acting II, Introduction to Theater II and voice lessons).  Only two 

participants, Sara and Maria, both from College A, took remedial classes.  In addition, 

these were the only two participants whose goals were to earn an associate degree or a 

certificate.   

Tutoring was available at both colleges; however, six of the participants, Sara, 

Alejandro, Larry, Kata, Maria and Elisa had not used this service.  The most common 

reason for not attending tutoring sessions at the campus was because they did not have 

time.  One of the participants, Maria, had not gone to tutoring sessions because she 

preferred to contact Almudena, an instructor she trusted immensely.  The three other 

participants had used the tutoring services.  Victor attended tutoring sessions for a 

math class.  Similarly, Karen had previously used the tutoring center for help with her 

math homework but was not using it at the time of the study because of lack of time in 

her schedule.  Juana went to tutoring sessions during her first year to check her essays.   

As far as study skills were concerned, six of the nine participants declared that 

they studied at home. Juana studied at home, but, sometimes went to the library.  She 

studied two to three hours for each class period.  Sara, also, studied at home: “I drink a 

cup of coffee at the table and read textbooks for two hours every other day.  However, 

I remember that in the class for Texas Laws I took three hours [studying] because it 

was complicated.”          

Elisa studied at home in the evenings for several hours.  At times, she stated, 

that she was up until 4:00 a.m. or 5:00 a.m. in the morning or until she completed all 
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her homework.  Maria studied at home, as well, for about four hours a day.  Alejandro 

also commented that he studied at home three to four hours a night.  Victor studied 

five to six hours a week at home, unless it was not quiet, in which case he would go to 

the library.  Only three of the nine participants studied at home or somewhere else.  

Kata studied at work or at home for about five to six hours a day.  She was the only 

participant who indicated that she studied with someone else, if needed.  She went on 

to say:    

It depends on what the subject is.  If it is something I know, I can do it by 

myself.  [However], if it is something where I like desperately need others to 

help me understand it, [then] I do it with someone else or in a group of two or 

three [or] maybe four max.   

Larry studied in his office for five to six hours a week.  Karen, from College B, 

shared, “I go to Starbucks, the library, the College, sometimes anywhere there is Wi-Fi 

because I live in the country, and we do not have access to the Internet.  I [study] 

about three hours a day.”  

Tinto (2012) argues that instructors need to support students and meet them 

outside of class, which is also a precursor to persistence.  The analysis of the data 

indicated that seven of the nine participants communicated with their instructors 

outside of class time, had called them on the phone, or had contacted them through 

email.  For example, five participants — Juana, Karen, Kata, Maria, and Victor — had 

met with professors outside of class time.  They met with their professors when they 

did not understand a lesson or when preparing for a test.  Only one participant, Victor, 
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met with one of his instructors only to review his degree plan, and Alejandro, Larry, 

Sara, and Elisa had never met with their instructors outside of class.  Alejandro 

perceived that everything was taught in the classroom and he did not need to contact 

his instructor outside of classroom, but Sara and Elisa contacted their instructors 

through email when they needed something.   

In addition, many of the participants claimed that they had regularly 

participated in class discussions and were actively engaged in their classes.  As noted 

by Amelink (2005), participating in class discussion has shown to contribute to 

students’ increased persistence in college.  A few of the participants, Elisa, Maria, and 

Victor, acknowledged that they did not participate in class discussions because they 

were shy.  Maria mentioned that she did respond once, but usually she does not 

because she is not fluent in English; she feared that she is not understood.  Elisa stated 

that she will discuss in class “only when I am called on.  I am kind of shy.”  Moreover, 

Victor stated that he does not discuss because he is “not fond of talking.”  On the other 

hand, six of the participants conveyed that they do make their presence known by 

participating and discussing during class.  Sara stated that she was taking online 

classes and averaged two contributions each week to the online discussion board.  

Kata mentioned that she has discussed themes “a lot, especially if no one is answering 

and I do know the answer.”  Additionally, Larry discussed topics in his classes about 

five or six times a week.  Alejandro, too, stated that he contributed in class “all the 

time, absolutely all the time.”  He stated, “I love talking in a big group about things 

and trying to make things better.”  Karen also reported that she discusses “on a daily 
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basis, I am a people person.”  She claimed that her classes were discussion driven to 

earn grades.  Juana stated that she will sometimes participate in the discussion:   

If it is a class that I like and it is something that I feel passionate about, I will 

participate really often, but if it is something that I do not really know about, 

then, I mean, I do not want to say anything.    

Some of the participants discussed the grades that they received in their 

classes, and their grade point average (GPA).  Out of the nine participants, though, 

only four knew their GPAs.  Juana, Kata, and Elisa all claimed that they had a GPA of 

3.6 or higher.  Karen stated that her GPA fell from 2.8 to 2.4 during her first year of 

college.  She elaborated, “It was something I did not take serious[ly].  I was single; I 

was straight out of [high] school.  I was working three jobs.  I was, I did not have my 

friends with me no more [sic]. 

Research suggests that it is important for students to engage in college in order 

to persist (e.g., Greenwald, 2012; McConnell, 2000; Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 

2011).  A way students’ can engage is by participating in extracurricular activities or 

organizations.  Only three of the participants in this study belonged to an organization 

within the college.  Kata, from College B, stated, “I belong to Phi Delta Kappa.  I am 

the vice president of that club.  I belong to Sigma Kappa Delta college group and 

Every Nation [a religious organization] on campus.”         

Juana, from College B, echoed that she also belonged to Sigma Kappa Delta, 

Phi Delta Kappa, and an art club.  Victor, from College A, belonged to a catholic 

group on campus.  Six of the nine participants voiced that they did not belong to 
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organizations because they did not have time.  One participant, Maria, stated: “I have 

kids [and] I need to make dinner for them,” indicating that she could not participate in 

the evenings because her duties as a mother took priority.  Another participant, 

Alejandro, admitted, “I do not belong to any.  I have not really branched out.”  Two of 

the participants, Sara and Elisa from College A, were asked to join the honor society 

but would be required to pay a fee, and neither of them had the money to pay for the 

membership, so they did not join.   

According to Tinto (1993) and Seidman (2005), building friendships in college 

and participating in intergroup activities that are attuned to the campus population is 

another way to persist in college.  This was true of the participants in this study, as six 

of them stated that when it comes to friends, they had all different kinds, different 

culture and background.  Three participants, Larry, Victor, and Maria said that they 

only had Hispanic friends.  Furthermore, Victor stated that most of his friends were 

mostly Hispanics from Mexico.  

Another important precursor of persistence was students’ contacting their 

advisors or success coaches.  The data indicated that indeed this precursor had helped 

these students persist through their first year of post-secondary studies.  Eight of the 

nine participants had visited with a counselor.  Karen had not seen her counselor face-

to-face but rather spoke with her counselor over the phone every semester, a strategy 

her counselor used to have some contact with students to make sure they are on track.  

Maria, on the other hand, had visited her coach twice to obtain assistance with 

scheduling classes.  Juana had seen her coach two or three time to talk about her 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

88 

degree plan, graduation, and scholarships.  Kata had only seen her coach one time this 

semester to ask her where to go after college and to get some general advice.  Sara 

expressed that she had seen her coach quite often, “maybe like four times or five 

times.  [I] have gone for my classes pretty much: ‘What other classes? What is next 

[sic]?’”  Larry had seen his coach twice to look a degree plan.  Alejandro, however, 

had seen his coach “a lot actually, probably six or seven times.  For scheduling, for 

extra credit and once for a job interview.”  One other participant, Elisa, emailed her 

coach: 

We always email back and forth, so I say maybe five or ten times a semester.  

[I] make sure my degree plan is going the way it should be.  If there is 

anything else I need to do before graduation. 

Of the nine participants, Victor was the only one who had not seen his coach.  

Encouragement to succeed.  The second theme that emerged from the 

analysis of the data was encouragement to succeed.  Receiving encouragement to 

succeed from people they knew played an important role in the persistence of Hispanic 

first-generation, part-time, students.  For most of the participants, the greatest support 

came from their mothers.  As a matter of fact, eight of nine participants praised their 

mothers for helping them enroll in and attend college.  Also, a participant chimed in, 

saying how her mother helped her succeed.  Karen’s mother helped her by babysitting 

her children.  Karen expressed that her mother “supports me with helping me with my 

babysitting my kids [sic].”  Larry contended, “She [Larry’s mother] is always 
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checking on me and making sure I have attended all my classes and done all my 

paperwork and all my homework.” 

Juana also credited her mother for encouraging her to continue her studies.  

She stated: 

My mom, I mean she talks to me a lot.  Always talks to me about the hardships 

that she went through when she was younger and how she wished she would 

have had more opportunities to get an education.  She tries to make it easy for 

me to, like, go to school and not stress about other things.   

Similarly, Kata’s mother also strongly insisted that she enroll in college.  

Maria said that her mother gave her advice, “me alienta,” to continue in school; 

however, she had not supported her financially.  Elisa stated that her mother offered, 

“‘Whatever you need, [come] to [me].’  [She] takes care of my kids while I go to 

school.”  Victor shared that his mother tells him to “‘keep going, keep trying.  If you 

fall, keep going; pick yourself up.  If you are here, you [must] keep going.’”  

Alejandro believed that his mother was the most positive influence.  He continued by 

saying:  

My mom has never given me a reason to doubt that she will always support me 

in this.  She has always just said, “Just do it.  If not, I will pull you by the 

hair.” It’s weird.  It’s just something in the background always cheering you.  

My mother wants me to be happy, but my mother also wants me to take care of 

the family. 
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In contrast, one of the participants, Sara from College A, expressed that it was 

different in her household.  Sara stated: 

 My mom [said] that I do not need school.  “What for?”  That I am going to get 

married and have kids, and I am supposed to stay home.  My mom had the 

idea: “You are a girl; you are going to get married and have kids.”  [However,] 

my kids do not want me to give up.  My kids want me to succeed, to be happy. 

As for fathers supporting their children, three of the participants preceived that 

fathers gave more financial support.  Juana expressed: 

He supports me a lot economically.  If I am having trouble paying for 

something he always will tell me that whatever I need, if it is for school, he 

will give me the money.  He also pushes me, I guess. 

Karen stated that her father helped her with a car, with money, and with words 

of encouragement.  Elisa boasted that her father will “stop what they [mom and dad] 

are doing” to help her out, by taking care of the kids, or whatever.  Victor stated that 

his father was a supporter, saying “Keep going.  Make it easy, do not make it hard for 

yourself.”  Kata stated that her father provides whatever she needs.  Sara echoed that 

her father just wants her to be happy; that is all.  Three participants did not have a 

father; their fathers were either deceased or estranged from them.  Maria stated that 

her godfather was the one who was always telling her to go to school.  Larry did not 

have a relationship with his father.  Lastly, Alejandro’s had not been in contact with 

his natural father.      
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Working and paying for college.  Working and paying for college also 

emerged as a theme.  The participants were asked if they worked.  Sara was the only 

participant who did not work.  Research suggests that students who work are less 

likely to persist in college (Crisp & Nora, 2010).  However, the findings of this study 

showed a different result.  Eight of the participants worked anywhere from 20 to 60 

hours per week.  Their hours varied: several participants worked part time, some 

worked full time, and some more than full time.  Three participants, Kata, Maria and 

Juana, worked 20 hours or less a week.  Kata worked 19 hours a week at the college.  

However, she also worked at another job on Saturdays for 4 hours, whenever she is 

called.  Maria worked 20 hours or less a week.  Juana worked no more than 18 hours a 

week.  While two participants, Elisa and Alejandro, worked less than 30 hours a week.  

Alejandro worked anywhere from 25 to 30 hours a week.  While Elisa had two part-

time jobs, at one of the jobs, she worked 20 to 25 hours a week and at the other, a 

sports center, up to 20 hours.  Three participants, Larry, Victor, and Karen, worked 

full time or more, from 40 to 60 hours a week.  Victor worked 40 hours a week.  Larry 

had two jobs, one with the city and the other at a funeral home. He worked 60 hours a 

week.  Karen also stated that she worked 40 hours a week, Monday through Friday, 

for the GED program; during the weekend, she was a caretaker.  She stated that being 

a single mom required her to work that many hours.   

An interesting precursor to success was receiving assistance in paying for their 

college tuition.  Two participants, Victor and Maria from College A, paid the tuition 

themselves.  Sara had financial aid, but it was not enough; she and her husband paid 
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the difference.  Juana unsuccessfully tried to get scholarships to pay tuition, so her 

father helped.  Alejandro’s aunt and uncle paid for his college tuition.  Additionally, 

four of the participants received some financial aid for their college tuition. Elisa and 

Karen received grants.  Larry received a scholarship, but he also took out loans to pay 

for the college tuition.  Lastly, Kata, from College B, received a scholarship to pay for 

her tuition.   

Roles of Parent/Guardian and Students in Their Persistence 

Research question two sought to understand how Hispanic, first-generation, 

part-time, community college students perceived the roles of their parent/guardian and 

themselves in their persistence through their first year of college.  The analysis of the 

data revealed two specific themes: (1) Mothers play important role in student 

persistence; and (2) students must be self-determined to succeed. 

Mothers play important role in student persistence.  A main theme that 

emerged in the analysis of the data was that mothers were the greatest support for the 

participants to persist in college.  A majority of the participants, six of the nine 

participants perceived their mothers to be the strongest supporters of their education 

and their educational goals.  Larry (College B) shared that his mother told him, “You 

need to go to college to accomplish and be something and not work so hard but use 

your brain and think a little more.”  He affirmed, “My mom was my strongest 

advocate.”  Similarly, Victor, from College A, echoed that his mother was the reason 

he attended and continued attending college.  Victor also voiced that his mother 

“pretty much pressure[d] me to go into [sic] college and continue studying, so it is 
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more a necessity to go keep going after high school instead of working.”  One of the 

nine participants’ perceptions was that her parents were the ones who encouraged her 

to begin and were still encouraging her to stay in college.  Juana, from College B, 

expressed that her parents told her from a very young age that she was going to 

college: 

College was not really like something that was an option it was something that 

I had to do, because that is what I grew up learning that I had to do, ah 

because, I mean, what my parents taught me was that as women we are seen in 

a certain way, and stuff.  So they wanted me to become really independent, and 

if I ever married someone, or something like that, to be able to, you know, 

leave and be able to support myself and not [be] dependent on anyone else.   

Juana also noted that her Mother was the one who told her to be independent, 

but her Father had words of encouragement for her, as well.  According to Alejandro, 

from College A, going to college was expected to make a difference in his life.  He 

stated that “life [would be] easier for our family, you know, the ones that are 

continuing [to make their life] and [this could] even [help me] to take care of my mom 

and stepdad whenever I [am] older.”  Sara was the only participant whose mother did 

not support her intentions to attend college.  In fact, her mom “did not let me finish 

[high school].  She pulled me out of school.”  Furthermore, her mother stated that she 

“did not need school for what [sic], that I am going to get married and have kids and I 

am supposed to stay home.”  Sara also reported that when she was in the military: 
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Mom did not help.  All I would hear was “Why did you leave?  Come back.  

That is not for you.  What are you doing?”  My ex-husband at the time, my 

kid’s dad, he was always drinking and partying while I was in basic training; [I 

received] no support.  They give [sic] us a chance to call in the afternoons.  I 

would call, and he was never home, so that did not work out.           

Self-determination to succeed.  The second theme that emerged from the 

analysis of data was that self-determination to succeed helped the participants persist 

in college.  Self-determination to succeed means they knew they wanted to enroll in 

college right after high school or they saw the benefit once they became parents.  All 

of the participants stated that their determination to succeed propelled them to enroll 

and persist in college.  This varied from one participant to another; however, all 

participants wanted more in their lives.  Karen, from College B, contended that the 

reason she wanted to go to college was that she wanted to be better than her parents.  

She wanted to be exposed to other ways of living and to experience things that she had 

not been exposed to as a child because of “the lack of education and money in her 

family.”  Three of the nine participants stated that they were expected to go to college 

after high school and their determination to succeed helped them.  Kata, from College 

B, stated that she knew she was going to graduate from high school, so the next step 

was college: 

I am not going to work for anyone forever.  I am not going to do that.  I want 

to be the boss.  So, in order to do that, I went to college.  Also, my mom really 

wants me to go to college because I am the first one to go.   
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Elisa, from College A, confided, “I have always known since I was in 

elementary [that] I always wanted to be a teacher.” She elaborated, “I saw what the 

teachers were doing, and I wanted to do that.”  Juana stated that since she was young, 

the expectation her parents set was to attend college.  On the other hand, Larry knew 

he was going to go to continue his education immediately after high school.  He began 

his college education but decided to marry and, consequently, he had to drop out.  

Now, he was determined to finish school.  Victor and Alejandro also were both 

determined to succeed, and it was their mothers who expected them to persist in their 

postsecondary studies.      

Maria and Sara claimed that they were determined to succeed in order to be a 

good example for their children.  Maria, from College A, declared that she wanted “to 

grow professionally,” and her driving force was her children.  That was when she 

knew that she needed to further her education.  Sara, from College A, mentioned that 

she wanted to “set [an] example for [her] two boys.”  She had had several unfortunate 

events that thwarted her persistence in her education.  However, she was determined to 

give herself a chance and not quit, even though she was older.  She said that she 

“feel[s] like that little girl that back then tried to go to college.” 
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Students Internal Expectations for their Success 

The third research question sought to explore what Hispanic, first-generation, 

part-time community college students perceived were their internal expectations for 

their persistence in their first year of college.  The analysis of data produced two main 

themes: (1) students have specific reasons they want to succeed; and (2) students 

desire a college degree.    

Students have specific reasons they want to succeed.  The major theme that 

emerged in response to this research question was that students have specific reasons 

that they want to be successful in college.  The analysis of the data indicated that 

participants perceived that they had reasons to succeed and persist in college including 

that they knew how to challenge themselves to be successful.  Victor stated, “[I] push 

myself.  [I] tell myself, ‘You have to keep going.  If it is stuck, you have to learn it,’” 

and this is why, he argued, he persisted.  Additionally, he perceived:  

The one thing my mom always tells me is that “You make it look easy,” and 

she tells me that “It is harder than it looks.”  It is just, if I am making a goal, I 

have to make someone happy to show them I can do it.   

Victor perceived that he pushed himself so that he can be successful and that 

one day, his younger brother will follow in his footsteps and succeed as well.  He also 

shared that the reason he was successful was that “I want my parents to be proud [of 

me].  I want to make my parents proud.  I did it.  I did it for you all.”  Victor discussed 

that he has an expectation of completing his education and passing the desire for this 

goal on to the next generation.   
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Similar to Victor, Alejandro shared that he goes “really, really hard.”  He 

perceived that he had to be willing to risk a lot in order to be successful.  He stated 

that he has to have “vision and appreciation—appreciation for the things that have 

been given to me and the things that I have experienced and things that I have 

learned.” 

Sara’s indicated that it was her attitude that has helped her persist in college, 

stating: 

Just be positive, say positive things; [do not] give up when things get tough, 

when things are hard.  Because that is just the easiest thing, to say, “I cannot do 

it, I cannot do it. I cannot do it.”  It is harder to say, “You know what? I cannot 

do it but I am going to have to look for something or someone or somewhere 

that can help me to do it.”  And sometimes, I think, sometimes it’s just pure 

laziness.  We are just comfortable.  We do not want to get out of our comfort 

zone.  I think, at least in my culture that is very common.  A Pa’que (what for).  

What do I need that for? What am I going to do with it?  It is going to be 

sitting there collecting dust.  I think just to be positive and keep the hope, to 

keep the hope [is important].   

Maria perceived that the reason she was successful was because she asked her 

teacher about the homework.  She also looked for resources to assist her with 

education.  Juana, also, stated that she had many reasons why she is successful.  She 

took taekwondo classes to release stress, she communicated with her professors, she 

did not accept more then she could accomplish in her schedule.  She concentrated her 
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focus mostly on her courses, and she enjoyed them.  Elisa, on the other hand, 

perceived that she studied very hard and when she needed help she would ask her 

friends.  Elisa had succeeded in her first year of education because she wanted to set a 

good example for her children.  She wanted her children to do well and complete their 

education.  Two of the nine participants perceived that the reason they are successful 

is that they invoke the Lord for help.  Larry stated, “I pray for success,” and 

furthermore, “I think faith and family are the two most important factors to succeed.”  

Kata stated that she “gives it all to the Lord.”   

Students desire a college degree.  A second major theme that emerged in the 

analysis of data related to this research question is the students’ desire for a college 

degree. The participants had set a high desire for a college degree as an expectation to 

achieve their goals and be successful.  These expectations came from professors, 

family members, or from themselves.  The participants shared that their professors 

expected something from them.  All of the participants perceived that their professors 

expected them to do well, come prepared, or ask questions if they did not understood 

something.  Maria, for instance, expressed that professors expected her “to learn about 

the class,” and she knew what to do because she was told when to do homework and it 

was returned with a grade.  Elisa stated that the expectation has been for “me to do my 

best.  To try my best and if I have any problems, to go to them [instructors] for help,” 

and she knew this because the professors spoke with her.  Sara, on the other hand, 

claimed that she was expected to be responsible, to be hard working, and to 

communicate.  Moreover, she knew this because “[Professors] communicate, they 
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send us emails.”  For Alejandro, there was a different expectation.  As a theater arts 

major, he perceived he was expected to take criticism.  He should “take it and run with 

it.  They [instructors] expect me to be direct able,” and he knew this because this was 

what his instructors told him. 

Victor expressed that he was expected “to keep trying, ask for help, and keep 

going.”  Victor said he knew this because he had a good rapport with teachers.  In 

contrast, Karen stated that the expectation for her was to “go above and beyond,” and 

her professors expected more from her because she had attended another semester.  

Kata stated that she was expected to work hard and be a good student because her 

professors were “very, like, relational, like, they engage with everyone.”  Juana 

agreed: 

[Professors] expect really big things from me, probably because my normal 

working, . . . . How can I say it?  My work ethics are kind of here (she raises 

her hand above her head), that is my normal, when some people are probably 

here (she lowers her hand to the midsection of her body).  They do not expect 

me to be lazy or anything like that. 

When asked how she knew this, she stated that she had formed relationships 

with her professors.  She stated, “I talk to them, and they talk to me.  Like, they ask 

me what my future plans are.”  Larry also contended that “My professors now expect 

100% without any excuses.  They want me to push forward because they know how 

determined I am, and they want me to succeed.”  Larry had spoken to his professors 
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“at interviews when we first started class with the introductions.”  He, therefore, 

perceived that he knew their expectations.  

Additionally, the participants shared that their family members expected much 

of them after graduation.  The analysis of the data indicated that all of the participants 

knew what their families expected them to do after graduation, including to continue 

their education or begin careers.  Kata stated that her family “wanted her to go to [the] 

university. To be someone in life.”  Karen’s family wanted her to “be able to move on, 

move forward” and be able to support herself and her children.  Juana stated that her 

family “just wants me to be able to be independent and support myself.”  Maria’s 

family wanted her “to go to work.”  Elisa’s family wanted her to “get her own career 

and start [working].”  Victor’s family wanted him to “keep going to the next step.”  

Alejandro’s family wanted him to be happy, to take care of himself, take care of the 

family, and his own family once he has one.  Sara expressed that her children wanted 

her “to succeed and be happy.”  Larry’s family wanted him not to work so hard.   

The participants also discussed the expectation they had for themselves and 

their futures.  All of the participants seemed to know exactly when they would be 

graduating and what they wanted to do in the future.  Kata expected to graduate and 

become a “minister to kids of ages [sic] toddlers to 18 years old.”  Karen stated that 

she had to study two years until she graduated and then she saw herself majoring in 

education.  She contended, “I hope to either teach with it [degree], or I hope there is 

[sic] other doors that [will] open as well.”  Similarly, Juana hoped to graduate from 

college, going on to share: 
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Hopefully someday be a teacher, a professor, teach abroad for a while.   

            Ultimately, I would like to teach Spanish here. One of my dreams is to  

 write books about, like, life, and going places and stuff.  I want to travel,  

 teach, and write. 

Maria saw herself graduating in 2019, and she stated that she wanted to work 

“in the office, but I [sic] like to work for [a] pediatrician’s office.”  Victor, on the 

other hand, said that he would graduate within a year and then go “wherever the wind 

takes me.”  He also added, “I was looking more on the clinical side of psychology, but 

at the same time, I am thinking about counseling.”  Alejandro expected to graduate in 

May of 2017, and he stated that he wanted to teach or work in a local theater.     

Sara expected to graduate in the fall of 2016 and work as a safety supervisor or 

coordinator.  She also stated that she wanted to “hopefully, [be] alive [and] working 

and motivating my kids.”  Likewise, Larry expected to graduate in 2019.  He stated, “I 

see myself, running a pretty good business; actually, I want to be the city manager.  

That [sic] is my ultimate goal.”  Elisa expected to graduate and attend UTPB to pursue 

a coaching degree. 

Summary 

Chapter IV presents the findings of this study to the three research questions by 

themes that emerged through the analysis of the data.  The first research question 

sought to identify support systems that positively affected the persistence of Hispanic 

first-generation, part-time students through their first year of college.   The three 

themes that emerged from the analysis of the data were: (a) knowing what to do and 
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where to go for assistance, (b) encouragement to succeed, and (c) working and paying 

for college.   

The second research question sought to determine how Hispanic first-

generation, part-time students perceive the roles of their parent/guardian and 

themselves in their persistence through their first year of college. This question 

resulted in two themes: (a) family assistance to persist, and (b) self-determination to 

succeed. 

The final research question examined how Hispanic, first-generation, part-

time, community college students identified their internal expectations and how this 

supported their persistence in their first year of college.   recommendations for 

community colleges to assist first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students to persist in 

college.  The analysis of the data emerged with two themes: (a) students awareness of 

why they were succeeding, and (b) desire for a college degree.    

Chapter V will present a discussion of the findings of this study, as well as, 

implications and recommendations for higher education practice based on the results 

of this study, and recommendations for future research.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Chapter V presents an overview of the study and discussion of the findings.  

Implications and recommendations for higher education practice are discussed, 

followed by suggestions for future research.   

Overview of the Study 

In 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated that the Hispanic population would 

increase rapidly in Texas and the United States.  The growth of the Hispanic 

population, from 2016 to 2017, was 1.1 million, which makes Hispanics the majority, 

51% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).  Krogstad (2017), from the Pew Research Center, 

stated that the Hispanic population grew faster in three states, from 2016-2017: Texas, 

California, and Florida.  The Texas Hispanic population increased, from 2016 through 

2017, accounting for 21% of the nation’s Hispanic population (Krogstad, 2017).  It is 

believed that by 2042, the minority population in America will be the majority 

(Kellogg, 2011).  This disparity in population growth compels us to look closer at the 

education of Hispanics.  Research suggests that not many Hispanics acquire a higher 

education, and a mere 12.5% graduated from community college in 2009 (College 

Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2013; National Center for Educational Statistics 

[NCES], (2014).  This could lead to a problem of not having an educated workforce in 

the United States.  McGlynn (2011) ascertained that a higher education will be needed 

for the jobs of the future; therefore, it is imperative to prepare future generations.   An 

increased demand for skilled and educated employees, including Hispanics, is a reason 
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to identify support systems, the perceive roles of their parent/guardian and of 

themselves and identify internal expectations that supported their persistence in their 

first year of college.   determine if parental support, financial support, or joining a 

group at the community college assists first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students in 

persisting in college.   

The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of support systems that positively 

affected their persistence through their first year of college.  Second, this study 

perceived the roles of their parent/guardian and themselves in their persistence through 

their first year of college.  And lastly, identify their internal expectations that 

supported their persistence in their first year of college. 

support systems, the perceive roles of their parent/guardian and of themselves 

and identify internal expectations that supported their persistence in their first year of 

college.  The results of this study can be used to advance the practices within 

community colleges that promote the persistence of first-generation, part-time, 

Hispanic students.  For the purposes of this study, academic success is defined as 

having completed the first year of education.    

           This study was guided by the following three research questions: 

1. What do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students 

identify as support systems that positively affected their persistence 

through their first year of college?   
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2. How do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students 

perceive the roles of their parent/guardian and themselves in their 

persistence through their first year of college?   

3. What do Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, community college students 

identify as their internal expectations that supported their persistence in 

their first year of college?   

The conceptual framework that is used to frame this study is based on Tinto’s 

(2012) concepts of expectation, support, assessment and feedback, and involvement.  

Tinto states that the reasons students leave college are not the same as the reasons that 

students stay in college.  Tinto’s (2012) perceives that the four conditions he has 

identified assist students in persisting in college expectations are defined as the self-

expectations of students and the expectations of the institutions.  These expectations 

are shaped by knowing the rules, knowing the regulations, having a path to finish a 

degree, and knowing what is required in the classroom.  The second condition, 

support, refers to support for academic achievement and social opportunities. Tinto 

attests to the importance of supporting students during their first year when they are 

vulnerable and open to advice.  These supports include mentoring programs, campus 

recreation programs, counseling, health services, career and religious services, as well 

as financial support to pay for college.  The third condition, assessment and feedback, 

is described by Tinto as assessing students’ performance and giving frequent 

feedback, especially in the classes they have the first year.  This, according to Tinto, 

will help students adjust their behavior and become successful students.  The fourth 
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condition is involvement in academic and social engagement.  Tinto describes 

engagement as educational activities that provide an opportunity for success.  Tinto’s 

research supports that the four conditions assist students in persistence through 

college.  

The U.S.’ need for an educated workforce calls for higher education to look to 

the growing Hispanic population to meet that need (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).  The 

Pew Research Center (2005) estimated that from 2015 to 2020, 10 million Hispanics 

would be added to the labor force.  The Bureau of Labor Statics (2012) estimates that 

by 2020 the Hispanic labor force will be 18.20%.  In 2007–2008, 41.7% of the 

working-age population were Hispanic (Kochhar, 2008).  The United States will be 

needing a well-educated labor force, requiring a higher enrollment and persistence of 

Hispanics in institutions of higher education, which is currently an issue that must be 

resolved (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2013; NCES, 2014).  

Community colleges should be poised to increase the persistence and eventually the 

completion of Hispanic students’ education to more than the current 12.5% rate 

(College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2013).   In so doing, these institutions of 

higher education would increase the skilled workers needed in the workforce.    

The participants of this study were nine Hispanic, first-generation, part-time, 

community college students who had completed their first academic year of college at 

one of two community colleges in West Texas.  There were five participants from 

College A and four from College B.  College A, which is a medium-sized, rural 

college (\Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 2015), had an 



Texas Tech University, Selsa Lucero Lerma, August 2018 

107 

enrollment of 5,059 for the Fall 2014 semester.  College A’s service area encompasses 

13 counties, covering 33,000 square miles (THECB, 2006).  The five participants from 

College A were: (a) Maria, a female, who had returned for the second time to the 

college environment; (b) Victor, a male, who knew he had to start college right after 

high school; (c) Elisa, a female, who had returned for the second time to the college 

environment; (d) Sara, a female, who had lived a challenging life; and (e) Alejandro, a 

male, who began college right after high school.   

College B is located in rural West Texas and is a medium size college 

(THECB, 2015).  College B had an enrollment of 4,618 students in the fall of 2014.  

The four participants from College B were: (a) Lorenzo, a male, who had returned for 

the second time to the college environment; (b) Kata, a female, who had enrolled in 

college right after high school and took classes online as a dual-credit student; (c) 

Karen, a female, who realized she had to return to college because she wants more out 

of life; and (d) Juana, a female, who was expected to enroll after high school.   

Discussion of Findings 

 The findings of this study are significant to public two-year community 

colleges who in the fall of 2012, saw 22% of first-time, full-time undergraduates finish 

in the 150 hours required for an associate degree (NCES, 2017).  Note that less than 

one quarter of first-time, full-time undergraduates finish college and, if community 

colleges are not already addressing this problem, it will only be more difficult for the 

nation to solve after it has grown larger (College Board, 2013; NCES, 2014).  In 2012, 

of Hispanic students graduating from two-year community colleges, only 18% 
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received an associate degree (NCES, 2017).  Data states that in 2015, 22.7% of 

Hispanics completed an associate degree or more education (Ryan & Baum, 2016). In 

addition, Texas community colleges need to assist first-generation, Hispanic students 

to completion, due to the increased population of Hispanics in the state, 41.8% (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2010).  This study present reasons why first-generation, part-time, 

Hispanic students stay in higher education, which may assist Texas community 

colleges in developing retention programs for students to persistence through 

completion.   

Support Systems that Positively Effect Student Persistence 

Research question one sought to understand what support systems positively 

affected Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college students’ persistence 

through their first year in college.  Based on Tinto’s (2012) four conditions that 

support student persistence, the conceptual framework that is used to frame this study, 

the researcher was able to identify expectations, supports, assessments and feedback, 

and involvement that assisted these participants in persisting through their first year of 

college.  It is important to have support systems in place for students to feel welcomed 

and to increase persistence in college.  Several studies have indicated that students 

who do not have academic, social and sometimes financial support struggle with being 

successful in college (Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  

The participants in this study perceived that they were able to maneuver the 

struggles of being a college student as well as they acknowledged that they were 

recipients of support and encouragement their first year of college.  The participants 
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knew where to go and what to do when they needed assistance, even financial 

assistance.  The participants perceived they had received support and were encouraged 

through different programs or activities in which they participated.  Some of the 

programs/activities identified were attending orientation programs and tutoring, where 

they developed educational goals, study habits, and a degree plan.  Karen stated that in 

her orientation class, she learned “what is [was] available for them, as far as, 

resources.”  They also perceived being supported and encouraged when they meet 

with their advisors and professors outside of class or when they participated in in-class 

discussions.  Kata, Larry, Alejandro, Karen, and Juana stated that they participated in 

in-class discussions.    

The participants reported receiving encouragement to succeed from their 

family members: mothers and fathers.  More often than other family members, 

mothers were the ones who helped them by babysitting, speaking words of 

encouragement, and sharing stories of hardship from their own lives because of their 

own lack of an education.  This finding is different than a finding of Cejda and Short 

(2008) who claimed that parents may not encourage their children to attend school and 

Hispanic parents may discourage their children from persisting in college.  In addition, 

all of the participants either received financial assistance through grants, scholarships, 

and from their family members who helped them pay for their school needs or worked 

to make ends meet.     

Tinto (2012) stated that support could be either academic or social.  Social support 

could involve making a positive experience for the student to be successful.  He 
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further suggested it is important for this support to be provided in their first year of 

college.  These results can assist community colleges in providing students with the 

means to be successful and to become the needed labor force in their communities. 

Roles of Parent/Guardian and Students in Their Persistence 

Research question two sought to understand how Hispanic, first-generation, 

part-time, community college students perceived the roles of their parent/guardian and 

themselves in their persistence through their first year of college.  As noted by Tinto 

(2012), students rise to expectations.  Malaney and Shively (1995) stated that students 

set expectations for themselves, and often this determines their actions.  The current 

study’s findings support those of Malaney and Shively (1995) who revealed that their 

participants’ perceptions of why they persisted at the community college were family 

assistance to persist and self-determination to succeed.   

Family assistance to persist was mentioned by a large percentage of 

participants in this study.  The participants acknowledged that their parents were their 

strongest supports in both enrolling and persisting through their first year of college.  

The mothers were mentioned most of the time as their strongest supporters of their 

educational goals.  The parents encouraged their children even though they themselves 

have never been in college which is a contrast to the research from Cejda and Short 

(2008) that stated that parents discourage their children from going to college because 

they lack information about college.  This finding supports Tinto’s (2012) research 

and exemplifies two conditions, support and expectation.  
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In addition, all participants perceived that their self-determination to succeed 

was the reason they attended college.  Self-determination to succeed means they knew 

they wanted to enroll in college right after high school.  They saw the benefit once 

they became parents being one source of their self-determination.  Their self-

determination varied from one participant to another; however, their self-

determination stemmed mainly from the common desire for a better life.  According to 

Tinto (2012), students are driven by what they expect of themselves.   

This finding family assistance to persist and self-determination to succeed was 

also a reflection of Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure, which explained that all 

students who enter college come with personal, family, and academic skills, and 

specific intentions regarding personal goals and college attendance. 

Students Internal Expectations for their Success 

The third research question sought to explore what Hispanic, first-generation, 

part-time community college students perceived were their internal expectations for 

their persistence in their first year of college. The two themes that emerged to answer 

this research question were: (1) students have specific reasons they want to succeed in 

college; and (2) students desire a college degree.  The participants gave several 

reasons why they perceived they were succeeding in college.  Some mentioned that it 

was because they knew how to challenge themselves; others mentioned it was because 

they knew how to ask for help, and still others stated it was because they invoked the 

Lord for help.  This continues to support Tinto’s (2012) condition for completing 

college, which is expectation.  The expectation, according to Tinto, can come from the 
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student or the institution; in this case, it was clear that the students all were aware of 

the expectation of them succeeding and the reason why they wanted to succeed.  This 

finding also supports research by Schilling and Schilling (1999), who stated, when 

students have expectations, they perform at that expectation—the higher the 

expectation, the higher the performance.  The finding similarly aligns with that of 

Lewallen’s (1993) research, which stated that students who are indecisive upon 

entering college have a higher attrition rate than those who are decided or determined.  

The participants’ desire for a college degree was another factor identified as 

assisting them to persist through their first year.  In their desire for a college degree, 

all nine participants knew when they would be graduating and what they wanted to do 

in the future.  In addition, all nine participants’ parents and families expected them to 

continue in their college endeavors and find a career in their field.   

Additionally, all the participants stated there were expectations set by their 

professors to continue through their first year and through completion.  Several of the 

students perceived their professors expected them to accept criticism and had higher 

expectations for them than other students, and they needed to try harder or ask for help 

when they did not understand something.  This finding is supported by Tinto’s (2012) 

condition of expectation, as well as the survey from Center for Community College 

Student Engagement (2009) that found that students who perceive “clear, high 

expectations from college staff and faculty . . . are more likely to understand what it 

takes to be successful and adopt behaviors that lead to achievement” (p. 6).  The 

findings of the current study are not new, as they further support Tinto’s (2012) 
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condition of support and the findings of other researchers (e.g., Diel-Amen, 2011; 

Swenson, Nordstorm, & Hiester, 2008; Thomas, 2000), who have claimed that 

connecting with staff, faculty, and student peers inside and outside of the classroom 

assist in retention. 

Implications for Higher Education Practice 

The findings of this study suggest several implications for higher education 

institutions.  This study was framed by Tinto’s (2012) concepts of the four conditions 

for student persistence in college—expectation, support, assessment and feedback, and 

involvement.  Most studies’ results have addressed these four conditions that Tinto 

developed, and these same conditions served as the framework of this research.  

Higher education institutions must develop better paths for students to persist through 

to completion, especially first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students whose 

persistence through the second year was only 25% (Greenwald, 2012).  Furthermore, 

institutions must educate Hispanics because the Pew Research Center (2005) estimates 

that 10 million Hispanics will enter the labor force between 2015 and 2020.  Statistics 

from the U.S. Census Bureau (2017), project 19.8% of Hispanics will be in the labor 

force by 2024.   

The first implication for higher education practice is to advocate for Hispanic 

first-generation, part-time, student’s knowledge of college culture.  The college culture 

knowledge must identify support systems that positively affects the students’ 

persistence through college.  Three themes that were found in this research that helped 

students persist through college were students must know what to do and where to go 
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for assistance, be encouraged to succeed by family, friends and community college 

staff and faculty, and support students who work to pay for their college.  Support 

systems are important to increase the number of college graduates and have a well-

educated population.   

The second implication for higher education practice is that community 

colleges should understand what the students perceive roles of their parent/ guardian 

and themselves in their persistence in college which the research identify that for 

Hispanic, first-generation, part-time students their mother played an important role in 

student persistence and the student had self-determination to succeed.  Community 

colleges must be aware of who if any is supporting the students to enroll in college 

and why are the students in college.  Community colleges must give support to the 

mothers of the students so in turn the mothers can continue playing that important role 

in the students’ persistence in college.  Community colleges must, also, know what the 

student’s self-determination is to succeed.  The community college can assist the 

students through identifying this self-determination and reminding them of this on a 

periodic basis.   

The third implication for higher education practice is that community colleges 

should assist students to identify or explore their internal expectations to persist 

through college.  The internal expectations that this research discovered among 

Hispanic, first-generation, part-time students were that the students had specific 

reasons they wanted to succeed and a desire for a college degree.  The 

recommendation would be that community colleges should assist students to discover 
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the internal expectations that support their persistence in college during the student’s 

success classes, orientation, or during time with their advisor.   

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

This study’s findings produced several recommendations for higher education 

practice.  According to Stepler and Brown (2016), in 2014 the Hispanic population 

comprised 17.3% of the total population in the United States, and only 23.9% of 

Hispanics had a two-year college degree compared to 30.3% of Whites.  Hispanics 

will make up 10 million of the workforce, between 2015 and 2020; therefore, higher 

education institutions need to assist students, especially first-generation Hispanic 

students, to persist through completion.  Statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau 

(2017), project 19.8% of Hispanics will be in the labor force by 2024.  Furthermore, 

Hispanic students must be assisted through persistence because, according Greenwald 

(2012), only 25% of first-generation students return the second year of education.   

The first recommendation for community colleges is the need to identify the 

support systems that positively affect the persistence of students through completion.  

Community colleges should assist students by increasing the knowledge of college 

culture among students.  Some ways community colleges could increase this 

knowledge is by having informational nights for parents and students who are thinking 

of going to college. This could be done at the high schools, during (Parent Teacher 

Association) PTA meetings, and by increasing information on social media and 

advertisements in their communities.  
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 One of the support systems for first-generation part-time Hispanic students 

must be to be able to navigate through the college system and knowing where to go for 

assistance.  First-generation students in college face many challenges that affect their 

successful completion.  The challenges range from financial hardship; personal, 

emotional, and social problems; no educational support; being less engaged in their 

courses; and having fewer coping strategies (e.g., Greenwald, 2012; Mehta, Newbold, 

& O’Rourke, 2011).  If students are aware of where to go for assistance, then students 

can continue their journey to an education. 

Another recommendation for community colleges to assist students is by 

implementing that all instructors meet with their students outside of the classroom.  

Tinto (2012) stated that instructors need to support students and meet them outside of 

class, which can assist the student to persist through college. Also, community 

colleges should understand that for Hispanic student’s family plays an important part 

in their educational success.  This study found that the source of encouragement to 

succeed for Hispanic first-generation, part-time students came from their parents.  The 

findings of this study supported Hispanic first-generation, part-time student’s 

knowledge that they knew what to do and where to go for assistance.  They had 

educational goals, had a degree plan, met with instructors outside of class, and 

participated in class discussion.  The encouragement for these students came from 

their parents and family members who placed high expectations on their children to 

attain an education.  Findings of this study supported the findings of Malaney, Shively 
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(1995) and Tinto (2012), which stated that expectations are a powerful tool for 

students because students will rise to their expectations. 

Advisors also need to make sure they are knowledgeable of the college culture 

and where the first-generation, part-time, Hispanic students can go for assistance.  

There are many challenges students face ranging from financial hardship; personal, 

emotional, and social problems; no educational support; being less engaged in their 

courses; and having fewer coping strategies (e.g., Greenwald, 2012; Mehta, Newbold, 

& O’Rourke, 2011).  And, as this study findings indicate, students who know what to 

do and where to go for assistance may persist through their first year and hopefully 

through graduation. Community colleges should be able to assist Hispanic first-

generation, part-time students who already have a plan of what they need to do to 

succeed.  As Tinto’s (2012) research states that support helps students persist and the 

support could be either academic or social.     

Another recommendation for community colleges is to understand the 

dynamics of a Hispanic family and how this affects student’s persistence.  This 

research found that Hispanic first-generation, part-time students mothers played a 

significant part in them persisting through college, keeping this in mind then 

community colleges should invite families for family night events once every 

semester.  Colleges could find community resources that can help families better meet 

their needs and present informational nights at the colleges.  Information that could be 

presented could be child care resources, ways to pay for college, work-study program, 

availability of scholarships for students, and reasons why it would be important for a 
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person to become educated.  These ideas could help the first-generation, part-time, 

Hispanic student persistence through the first year of college.  Vega (1990) found that 

among Latino culture family closeness and loyalty is valued highly.  This closeness is 

what assists many first-generation students to persist through college, especially if 

they have their family encouragement.  Community colleges must understand that 

among Latino culture family closeness (Vega, 1990) is very important and as such 

community colleges should inform the Hispanic first-generation, part-time, students' 

parents on the college resources available so in turn they can assist their child in 

encourage them to seek the information.  This information should be provided in 

Spanish for the parents of Hispanic students.  The information should be in the form of 

advertisement on television or radio.  This could assist parents to continue 

encouraging their children to succeed.  

Community colleges should understand and assist students who come with 

self-determination to succeed and they should continue reminding students of this self-

determination.  The community colleges could support the students by having their 

advisors remind them of the individual student self-determination to succeed.  

Advisors could do this by sending text messages or emails and having motivational 

posters around campus to make sure students see these messages daily.  Advisors 

should remind students of their self-expectations to succeed.  The advisors could take 

it one step further and let the student know what kind of jobs they could do with their 

chosen degrees and where they could find those jobs.  Community colleges could also 

partner with the workforce solutions offices in Texas and give students the resources 
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that these offices offer.  These reminders should be tied back to the expectations 

students have set on themselves.  This study supported that of Schilling and Schilling 

(1999), which stated that when students have expectations, they perform at the level of 

that expectation—the higher the expectation, the higher the performance.   

Another recommendation for community colleges is that they should explore 

the reasons students want to succeed.  Many students already come to colleges 

knowing these reasons and it is necessary for community colleges to determine those 

reasons to help students persist.  Community colleges should place these reasons on 

degree plans so that the advisor can remind the students of their specific reason they 

have to succeed.  Community colleges should help Hispanic first-generation, part-time 

students discover their desire for a college degree. Community colleges could do this 

through the required orientation class students have to take their first year.  Students 

can explore the reasons they should succeed and, as Schilling and Schilling (1999) 

stated, students will rise to higher expectations when their professors and the 

institution make those expectations know.  The participants also stated that the 

expectations to succeed where set not only by their professors, but also by their family 

members and themselves.   

A final recommendation for community colleges is to provide professional 

development in different areas of teaching and procedures on how to enroll in college. 

The professional development should be targeted to professors and academic coaches/ 

advisors, since students spend most of their time in classrooms with professors or must 

see their academic coaches/ advisors.  These academic professionals should be ready 
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to answer students’ questions or refer students to the right department or area of 

campus for more information.  Classroom time should be an opportunity for feedback 

and assessments, either formal or informal.  Class discussion should also be a normal 

classroom activity; students should have consistent opportunities to receive immediate 

feedback from peers on the discussion topics.  This kind of feedback is likely to evoke 

a change in behavior and encourage them to become more involved in classroom 

instruction.  This type of feedback can help expand on a topic or reiterate an idea they 

might have missed.  This kind of discussion involves them in the educational 

environment and provides them an opportunity to perform to their potential. Tinto 

(2012) argued that academic support is crucial for persistence through the second year; 

however, the support must be given the first year of college because it is during that 

time that students will respond better to the support.  Tinto (2012) reiterated that the 

institution in which a student is enrolled must commit to assisting the student in 

staying and graduating. 

Recommendation for Future Research 

This study was to identify the Hispanic first-generation, part-time students 

support systems, the perceive roles of their parent/guardian and of themselves and 

identify internal expectations that supported their persistence in their first year of 

college.  The exploration led to the identification of needs for future research.  One 

study that could be implemented would be a qualitative study to determine how 

Hispanic first-generation, part-time students develop the knowledge of what to do and 

where to go for assistance in the college.  Knowing how they developed this skill 
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could inform the development of programs to aid other students in developing the 

same knowledge, which could esstential assist them to persist through college and to 

completion.  In developing and implementing such programs, community colleges 

would have more graduates and the United States would have more skilled workers in 

the labor force.    

A qualitative study should be conducted to portray the cultural value of family 

closeness and loyalty among Hispanic first-generation, part-time students and explain 

how this helps them complete college and obtain a degree.  The finding of this future 

study could assist community colleges in determining how to better deal with first-

generation, part-time, Hispanic students and increase their persistence and completion 

to more than 25% (Greenwald, 2012).  

Another research study would be a qualitative study of the differences in 

parents who support and expect their child or children to attend college and those 

parents who do not.  In this research, one participant stated that her mother did not 

support her going to college.  It would be interesting to know what is different in this 

mother then all the other eight participants.  If encouragement is necessary in a support 

system, then this study could help identify the specific reasons mothers support their 

child o children. 

Lastly, a qualitative study to determine if acculturation plays a role on 

Hispanic first-generation students who persist through the first year of college and 

those who do not persist. This could determine if the students who have persisted 

through the first year have acculturated in the US culture and if so does this play a role 
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in them finishing college.  Or do the students who have not acculturated are the ones 

who are more likely to finish college.     

Conclusion 

The results of this study can be used to advance the practices within 

community colleges that promote the persistence of Hispanic, first-generation, part-

time students.  The minority population is likely to become the majority population by 

2042 (Kellogg, 2011).  However, the number of educated Hispanics remains low.  As 

an example, in 2009, according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2010), only 12.5% of 

Hispanic students completed a degree.  The data estimated that in 2015, 22.7% of 

Hispanics completed an associate degree or more education (Ryan & Baum, 2016).  

Even more devastating is the percentage (25%) of first-generation students who return 

to college after the first year of education (Greenwald, 2012).   

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of 

Hispanic first-generation, part-time, community college students and the supports they 

utilized to successfully persist through their first year of college.  In addition, the study 

explored what this student population perceived were the roles of their family and 

themselves in their college success, and what they identified as their internal 

motivators for their college success. For the purposes of this study, college success is 

defined as having completed their first year of college.   

The overall findings of this study suggest that there are multiple ways to ensure 

the college success of Hispanic, first-generation, part-time community college 

students.  The first research question of this study explored the support systems the 
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participants of this study had that positively affected their persistence through their 

first year of college. The themes that emerged to answer this question were students 

must know what to do and where to go for assistance, students need encouragement to 

succeed, and that students must work to pay for college. The participants in this study 

were aware of their educational goals, they knew which degree they wanted to obtain, 

and most of them had a degree plan.  They also reported receiving the encouragement 

to succeed from various sources.  They claimed their mothers encouraged them to 

enroll and persist through their first year of college.  Regarding financial aid, many of 

the students worked to be able to pay for their college tuition.   

The second research question sought to understand the roles of parent/guardian 

and the student him or herself in their persistence through their first year of college. 

The two themes that emerged to answer this research question were mothers play 

important roles in student persistence, and students must be self-determined to 

succeed.  The participants perceived that their mother was an essential part of them 

enrolling and persisting in college.  They also perceived that self-determination to 

succeed made them continue staying enrolled in college through their first year.  All of 

the participants stated that their determination to succeed helped them to enroll and 

persist in college.  They all wanted something better for their lives.  The majority of 

the participants knew they wanted to attend college because it was expected of them 

from a young age or they felt pressured to continue their education by their mothers or 

both parents.   
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The final research question explored what were the internal expectations of the 

participants for their persistence in their first year of college. The participants 

attributed their success (defined in this study as persisting through the first year of 

college) to knowing how to challenge themselves to be successful.  They also 

mentioned that that they were expected to succeed.  They mentioned wanting to be 

examples for their own children.  Participants perceived a desire for a college degree 

because they had set that expectation for themselves.  They also had professors or 

family members who were strong supporters of their success for completion of a 

degree.  All the participants knew where they wanted to be, once they finished their 

college education. 

Former President Barack Obama challenged the U.S. to be number one in the 

world for graduation rates by 2020 (Obama, 2016).  Community colleges are posed to 

answer this challenge by assisting Hispanic first-generation, part-time students to 

persist through graduation.  And increase the current statistic of first-generation 

students who graduate from community colleges, which is 10% completing within six 

years of entering college (Greenwald, 2012).  This can be done by supporting 

students’ perceptions of why they are succeeding through their first year of college.  

And, by understanding family values and loyalty (Vega, 1990) as part of the Hispanic 

culture and the part this plays in these students lives.  Furthermore, community 

colleges should acknowledge that students come with their own expectation and self-

determination to succeed.  Expectations should be set high, by parents, institutions of 

higher education, and professors so that students can perform at that expectation, 
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because the higher the expectation, the higher the performance (Schilling & Schilling, 

1999).   
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APPENDIX B - Email Script to Gatekeeper at the Community College 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

My name is Selsa Lucero Lerma, a doctoral student at Texas Tech University in the 

Higher Education Administration program. The purpose of this study is to explore 

parental support, financial support and joining a group at the community college as 

assisting first-generation part-time Hispanic students to persistence in academic 

success.  As well as, explore if first-generation part-time Hispanic students perceive 

parental support, financial support and joining a group at the community college as 

assisting them to persist in college.  The results of this study can be used to advance 

the practice within community colleges on persistence of first-generation part-time 

Hispanic students.   

 

I am conducting a study that explores parental support, financial support and joining a 

group at the community college as assisting first generation part-time Hispanic student 

to persistence in academic success.  I am writing to seek your assistance in forwarding 

the information below about my study to potential first-generation part-time Hispanic 

students.  The inclusion criteria for the study is that the participants must be first-

generation part-time Hispanic students that have completed their first year of 

education.    

 

I have attached a Description of the Study (see Appendix D) document that provides 

more information about the study and what potential participants will be asked to do if 

they choose to participate.  I am asking that students interested in participating in the 

study provide you with their contact information so that I may follow up with them. 

 

If you have any questions regarding this research study, please contact me by email at 

selsa.l.lerma@ttu.edu or call 432-889-2386.  You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. 

Jones, who is supervising this study, by email at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 

 

I truly appreciate your time and consideration in helping me conduct my study.  I look 

forward to hearing from you soon. 

 

Thank you, 

 

 

 

Selsa Lucero Lerma  

Doctoral Candidate, Higher Education Community College Administration 

Texas Tech University  
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APPENDIX C - Email Script to First-Generation Part-Time Hispanic Student 

 

Dear ______________, 

 

Hello!  I hope you are excited to begin your second year of education.  My name is 

XXXXX and I am the gate keeper for a research study being conducted by Mrs. Selsa 

Lucero Lerma, a doctoral student at Texas Tech University.  The purpose of this study 

is to explore parental support, financial support and joining a group at the community 

college as assisting first generation part-time Hispanic student to persistence in 

academic success.  I am writing to seek your assistance in forwarding the information 

below about my study to potential first-generation part-time Hispanic students. As the 

gatekeeper, it is my role to invite your participation in this study and provide you the 

information on how to participate if you choose to. 

 

You are receiving this email because you have been identified as a first-generation 

part-time Hispanic student.   Due to the fact that you finish the first year of education 

at the college you are being ask to participate in this study and answer a few questions.  

 

If you participate in this study, you will take part in a 60 minute interview that will be 

audio recorded with your permission. The interview will be scheduled at a time that 

works for you and the researcher will be on campus for the interview. There is 

additional information about the study attached in the Description of the Study 

document. This document also provides you the steps you need to take if you are 

willing to participate in the study. 

 

Please let me know if you have any questions or if you would like to contact the 

researcher directly with questions.  You may email me at XXXXXXX. If you want to 

contact the researcher, her email is selsa.l.lerma@ttu.edu or you can call her at 432-

889-2386.  You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is supervising this study 

by email at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 

 

Thank you for your consideration in participating in this study. 
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APPENDIX D – Description of the Study and Consent Form 

What is this project studying?       
      This study is a “Collective Case Study of first-generation part-time Hispanic 

students at community colleges.”  This study will help us explore parental support, 

financial support and joining a group at the community college as assisting first-

generation part-time Hispanic students to persistence in academic success.   

What would you do if I participate?                                       
In this study, you will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview. You will be 

asked a series of questions about your perceptions and experiences. With permission of 

the participant, the interview will be audio-recorded. 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?                                                                                                
Yes, absolutely. Your participation is completely voluntary. Dr. Stephanie J. Jones and 

the TTU Institutional Review Board have reviewed the interview questions and think 

you can answer them comfortably. You may skip any question you do not feel 

comfortable answering. You can also stop answering questions at any time. 

Participating is your choice; however, we do appreciate any help you are able to 

provide. 

How long will my participation take?                                                                                                    
We are asking for approximately 60 minutes of your time. 

How is my privacy protected?          
     Pseudonyms will be used to identify participants and their college in the study. 

None of your personal identifying information will be associated with any data 

collected or reported. 

How will I benefit from participating in this study?    
            Besides providing the project with valuable information, you will benefit by 

contributing knowledge to the practice of higher education concerning the persistence 

of first-generation part-time Hispanic students in their first year of education.   

How can I participate in the study?        
              Please send an email stating your willingness to participate and preferred 

communication method to Selsa Lucero Lerma at selsa.l.lerma@ttu.edu.  

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 

1. If you have any questions about this research study, you can contact Selsa Lucero 

Lerma at (432)889-2386 or email her at selsa.l.lerma@ttu.edu.   

    

2. You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is supervising this study at (806) 

834-1380 or email her at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu.  
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3. TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research.  

You can call to ask them questions at 806-742-2064. You can mail your questions to 

the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, 

Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can email your questions to 

www.hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 

_________________________    ______________________ 

Signature      Date 

 

 

_________________________ 

Printed Name 
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APPENDIX E 

Interview Guide 

Interview Protocol Project: Explore how parental support, financial support and 

joining a group at the community college affect the persistence of first generation part-

time Hispanic students in community colleges after their first year of education.  

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

Interviewer:  Selsa Lerma 

Interviewee: 

 I appreciate you accepting to meet with me today and your willingness to 

participate in this research study.  The purpose of the study is to explore how parental 

support, financial support and joining a group at the community college affect the 

persistence of first generation part-time Hispanic students in community colleges after 

their first year of education.  I will be asking you several questions.  I will audio-

record your answer so that I can transcribe it for clarity.  Please be assured that all the 

information that you provide will be kept confidential.  I will be assigning you another 

name as a reference for the information you provide me.   

 Once I compile all the information from the 5 different participants at each 

college, the data will be analyzed for similarities and differences among the 

participants.  Before I start asking you question can you tell me a little about your life 

and the moment you knew you were going to go to college.  Why did you decide to 

come to this college?   
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Thank you for sharing that information with me. 

Let’s begin with the first question. 

1. What do you want out of college?   

2. What are you studying and do you have a degree plan?  

3. When do you expect to graduate? Where do you see yourself in the future?   

4. What do your professors expect from you? How do you know?  

5. What are your immediate family expectations of your accomplishments? 

6. How often do you participate in discussions during your classes?  (If no I don’t 

participate, why not?)  

7. How many hours a week do you work?  

8. When you started college you attended an orientation and/ or a student success 

course.  What did you learn from the class? 

9. What specifically do you use from your orientation class/ student success 

course?   

10. What type of social support do you have in college?  

11. How many times have you seen your college counselor?  Why? 

12. How many times a week do you meet with your professor or instructors 

outside of class time? (If no, I do not, why not?   

13. What classes did you take your first year of college? 

14. When and how many times of week do you go to tutoring?  (If no, I do not go 

to tutoring why not?)  (If yes, where do you go?)   

15. When and where do you study outside of class?  How many hours?   
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16. Do you study by yourself or do you study in a group?  How many in your 

group?  How many friends have you made in college?  What cultural 

backgrounds are your friends from the college?   

17. How did you do in your first year of college?  What grades did you get? 

18. What college clubs or organizations do you belong to at the college? (If none, 

why not?) (If yes, which one (s)?)   

19. Who is paying for your college tuition?   

20. What else do you do to succeed in your studies?  

 


