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ABSTRACT 

Postsecondary institutions in the United States are tasked with recruiting and 

training the best and brightest in STEM disciplines in order to maintain the nation’s 

standing as a top research and production agent in these industries. Women have 

increasingly enrolled in STEM majors over recent decades, yet gender gaps persist. These 

obstacles are amplified when a woman in STEM happens to be the first from her family 

to pursue a college degree – being a woman in STEM alone can decrease her chances of 

persisting in the discipline. As many as one-third of college students today are First 

Generation Students and roughly 25 percent of college students are placed on scholastic 

probation at least once during their time in college. Being a woman and a First 

Generation Student (FGS) also increases the likelihood of dropping out of college, even 

before considering her academic major. Existing research points to the obstacles FGS 

face, ranging from college readiness to financial concerns; challenges that women in 

STEM must overcome, such as gender stereotypes and identifying a mentor; and the 

prevalence of scholastic probation among females in STEM and FGS, both in and outside 

STEM. Prior research has found clear benefits of building a partnership between students 

and a campus support system, such as a peer network or academic advisors, to support 

students in each of these populations to avoid scholastic probation or overcome its unique 

processes.  

This qualitative study used a narrative inquiry approach and explored the lived 

experiences of ten women, all FGS majoring in STEM at two Tier One Research 

Institutions. Participants have previously been placed on scholastic probation and shared 

their perceptions of academic advising and experiences with scholastic probation specific 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 x 
  

 

to STEM majors at their institutions. The study was guided by the Learning Partnerships 

Model (LPM). This model consists of three assumptions, meant to challenge students, 

and three principles to support them. LPM has been effectively applied in academic 

advising settings to support at-risk student populations. With regard to how participants 

felt advisors benefitted them prior to, during, and following being placed on scholastic 

probation at their respective institutions, students felt most supported when their advisors 

validated them as individual learners, gave them opportunities to build knowledge within 

peer and advising settings, and shared resources in a proactive manner.  

These findings align with the Learning Partnerships Model and suggest that 

students in this population would benefit from their institutions incorporating the model 

into various areas of operations, namely in academic advising units. Recommendations 

are provided for policy and practice in the areas of new student orientation advising, 

parent and family relations, academic advising practices, academic recovery 

programming, and peer support. Further research is required to examine the experiences 

of women in STEM, FGS, and students facing scholastic probation, as well as the 

perceptions of academic advisors regarding these policies and populations. 
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CHAPTER I 

 INTRODUCTION  

To most Americans, pursuing a college degree is considered a prerequisite to 

success in the 21st century. Obtaining a college degree has clear benefits over not having 

one, including but not limited to increased income, a longer life expectancy, and 

increased levels of reported job fulfillment (Trostel, 2017). Going to college prepares 

individuals for the rigors of life and work, but also shapes students into productive 

members of society and introduces them to serving the greater good through their skills 

and knowledge (Bowen, 1997; Trostel, 2017). Upon further considering what success 

looks like today, technology is included in almost every conversation. It makes sense that 

the United States has invested billions to support the advancement of guiding students 

toward the STEM disciplines: sciences, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

(Trostel, 2017). The grip that technology has on the economy means that STEM 

education and advancement is a priority for the success of not just those pursuing these 

disciplines, but our country as a whole (Hutton, 2019).  With the demands of degreed 

individuals in STEM fields, institutions have been tasked with training and supporting the 

best and brightest to maintain America’s status as a leader in STEM (Hutton, 

2019).  Bystydzienski, Eisenhart, and Bruning (2014) and Hutton (2019) explain that 

within the larger agenda to push STEM education, there is a significant need to recruit 

and retain women in STEM.    

The past decade has seen an increase in female enrollments in American colleges 

and universities to the point that there are over three million more women than men 

pursuing a college degree at any given time (Snyder & Dillow, 2013).  One of the major 
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areas of enrollment growth for women is in the sciences, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics disciplines (Dika & D’Amico, 2016).  The number of female students 

majoring in STEM disciplines is approaching the same number of male students in 

STEM majors, but women who are the first of their family to go to college or who 

struggle with college-level coursework are less likely to persist (Casey, Cline, Ost, & 

Qureshi, 2018; Cataldi, Bennett, & Chen, 2018; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Snyder & 

Dillow, 2013).    

When a woman is the first from her family to go to college, many emotions arise 

and conflict with one another.  Excitement is coupled with acknowledgement of one’s 

privilege and the weight of making everyone proud.  The desire to talk nonstop about all 

that is being learned is muffled by the shame of now knowing more than loved ones.  A 

college degree brings opportunities for increased income, job stability, better health, and 

a means to provide for future generations; but for First Generation Students (FGS), it also 

brings a second identity (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Snyder & Dillow, 2013).    

As many as one-third of students pursuing a postsecondary degree are First 

Generation Students (Casey et al., 2018; Cataldi et al., 2018; Garriott & Nisle, 2017; Pike 

& Kuh, 2005).  There are differing views on what the definition of a First Generation 

Student should be with regard to both policy and practice. Redford and Hoyer (2017) and 

Cataldi et al. (2018) define FGS as students whose parents have no postsecondary 

education experience at all. Others label students as FGS if their parents have completed 

an associate’s degree, but not a bachelor’s degree (CITE). A very small percentage of 

institutions define FGS as students whose parents obtained an associate’s degree, but not 

a bachelor’s degree (Whitley, Benson, & Wesaw, 2018). For the purpose of this study, 
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FGS are students whose parents have not earned a bachelor’s degree, per the most recent 

definition from the United States Higher Education Act below 

(a) An individual both of whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree; 

or (b) In the case of any individual who regularly resided with and received 

support from only one parent, an individual whose only such parent did not 

complete a baccalaureate degree. (U.S. Department of Education, 1998, para. f1).  

Both male and female FGS are often unsure of which questions to ask or to whom 

those questions should be directed, and individuals on campus have no idea that these 

students are in uncharted territory because no one wears a “Hi, I’m First-Gen” sticker to 

the first day of classes (Garriott & Nisle, 2017).   FGS have become a popular topic 

among educational researchers over the years and this population is the focus of many 

student support services due to their increased likelihood of being placed on scholastic 

probation or academic suspension (Barouch-Gilbert, 2016; Capstick, Harrell-Williams, 

Cockrum, & West, 2019; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Garriott & Nisle, 2017; 

Schwartz, Kanchewa, Rhodes, Gowdy, Stark, Horn, Parnes, & Spencer, 2018). In the past 

decade, researchers have narrowed their focus to examine how gender and major may 

also impact FGS performance and persistence, which has led to the revelation that simply 

being a female FGS means a student is less likely to persist than a male FGS, female non-

FGS, or male non-FGS – before even considering her academic major (Casey et al., 

2018; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Snyder & Dillow, 2013).    

The addition of a challenging academic major can add to the pile of obstacles in 

front of female FGS.  STEM disciplines are notorious for their difficult coursework, 

increased lab involvement, and push for research involvement.  The requirements of these 
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programs can weigh on the best and brightest students, which makes STEM a less likely 

choice for some.  The number of women pursuing STEM majors has been on the rise, but 

FGS females enroll and persist in STEM in smaller numbers than their non-FGS 

counterparts (Dika & D’Amico 2016).  Hermann, Adelman, Bodford, Graudejus, Okun, 

and Kwan (2017) share that STEM majors are more likely to end up on academic 

probation (Casey et al., 2018; Dika & D’Amico, 2016).  This finding, coupled with the 

aforementioned concerns with female FGS persistence, stacks the odds steeply against 

female FGS pursuing STEM disciplines (Casey et al., 2018; Dika & D’Amico, 

2016).  Institutional academic good-standing policies can pose insurmountable academic 

obstacles for some FGS who may be unsure of where to turn (Barouch-Gilbert, 

2016).  When a student is placed on scholastic probation it is critical for faculty and staff 

to step in to create a support system and to try to understand the student’s whole picture, 

rather than make assumptions about why they are struggling (Stieha, 2010; Teasley & 

Buchanan, 2013).  

Issues that impact students in college can begin well before they enroll in classes 

and not be directly related to course content.  Socioeconomic status (SES) clearly plays a 

significant role in student retention and completion of a degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008; 

Petty, 2014).  FGS are more likely to come from low-income families and may have 

access to specific financial aid options, but these grants often do not cover full tuition, 

fees, and living expenses for a student (Schudde & Scott-Clayton, 2014).  A working 

paper from the Center for Analysis of Postsecondary Education and Employment 

estimates that roughly 21 percent of students who receive a Pell Grant in their first year 

may lose access to the grant because they earn too low of a GPA during their first two 
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semesters of college (Schudde & Scott-Clayton, 2014). The limited access to or loss of 

grants can force students to seek employment while enrolled, take out student loans, 

and/or seek more affordable education options.  Student employment on campus is ideal, 

as campus offices are typically willing to accommodate class schedules.  When students 

are not able to secure campus employment, they seek opportunities off campus that 

usually require longer hours and may not fit with class schedules (Petty, 2014).  

Scheduling for working students then becomes, “How can I fit my classes into my work 

schedule?” instead allowing them to focus on their education first.  Próspero and Vohra-

Gupta (2007) found that FGS who worked while enrolled typically worked more hours 

than non-FGS, but both groups of students saw academic challenges as a result of 

balancing work and school (p. 258).  Regardless of the root of scholastic struggles, 

institutions track students’ performance and attempt to intervene when necessary.  

When a student underperforms academically at most institutions, scholastic 

probation and academic suspension policies exist to address academic shortcomings.  The 

standard requirement to remain in good standing with an institution is a 2.0 GPA (Casey 

et al., 2018).  The first time a student falls below this threshold, they are placed on 

scholastic probation.  If the student remains below a 2.0 GPA in the subsequent semester, 

they are placed on academic suspension.  Institutions have varying policies at this level, 

ranging from permanent suspension to one or two semesters away, followed by a 

readmission process.  Individual programs may have higher GPA requirements, such as in 

STEM or business majors.  A student may be in good standing with the institution, but 

may be dismissed from a specific program due to academic performance.  The notion of 

pursuing a perceived less-than degree after being removed from a students first-choice 
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major in STEM is enough to discourage some students from returning at all (Dika & 

D’Amico, 2016).     

Institutions are not required to provide support services specifically for students 

who have been placed on scholastic probation or academic suspension or to follow up 

with them to assess progress following either status; however, many academic advising 

units now monitor probation/suspension students every semester and support programs 

exist specifically for FGS (Shaffer, 2015; Vander Schee, 2007).  Similar to female FGS, 

STEM students are more likely than other majors to drop out of an institution due to 

several factors, including being placed on scholastic probation or academic suspension in 

the first two years (Hermann et al., 2017).  Casey et al. (2018) find that academic 

advising is a service that can benefit these students during and following scholastic 

probation, as they can be guided to strategically enroll in courses to improve their GPA 

and take advantage of helpful learning resources on campus.  Unfortunately, there are 

many students who fall through the cracks and follow-up is not conducted after the first 

signs of trouble; the follow-up component is key to success.  After a student is placed on 

probation, an advisor typically follows up with the student to explain probation status and 

requirements.  In some cases, this may be a student’s first interaction with an advisor 

beyond course selection.  Fosnacht, McCormick, Nailos, and Ribera (2017) analyzed 

results from the National Survey of Student Engagement and found that 1 in 10 first-year 

students do not meet with an advisor at all during their first year and 4 in 10 only met 

with an advisor once in that time frame.  Following initial probation advising, the student 

either A) returns the following semester, meets requirements, and maintains good-

standing status, B) returns the following semester, does not meet requirements, and is 
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placed on suspension, or C) does not return the following semester.  There are many 

potential paths that students can take when faced with probation, but these three are 

common (Barouch-Gilbert, 2016; Casey et al., 2018; White, 2015).  Students who do not 

meet with an advisor following placement on probation or continue to struggle are at an 

increased risk of dropping out of an institution, and this risk increases for female FGS in 

STEM majors (Barouch-Gilbert, 2016; Dika & D’Amico, 2016; White, 2015).   

The language surrounding scholastic probation policies and the bureaucratic 

approach to moving past probation in college can often contribute to the feeling that a 

larger mountain follows each difficult climb for FGS.  Students in STEM majors 

typically have very structured, sequential degree plans that do not allow for academic 

missteps.  When students repeat the probation/suspension/probation cycle, they lose 

valuable time in completing their degrees, increase their student loan debt, and narrow 

their opportunities for internships and certain careers (Azmitia, Sumabat-Estrada, 

Cheong, & Covarrubias, 2018).  Some students repeat the cycle so many times that they 

reach the maximum borrowing limit for student loans.  Unable to afford to pay tuition and 

fees, which can increase to out-of-state rates when students take or retake too many 

courses, these students are forced to work to pay down their student loans.  They are then 

faced with a common obstacle of needing more money to pay off student loans, but the 

jobs that pay enough require training or a degree that the student cannot acquire without 

borrowing more money.  This vicious cycle can lead to increased loan debt, job 

insecurity, and either extended or nonexistent enrollment periods for students who could 

have been supported by an academic advisor to avoid some or all of these obstacles 

(Azmitia et al., 2018; Barouch-Gilbert, 2016).     
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Since female FGS in STEM majors are at an increased risk for scholastic 

probation and dropping out, it is recommended that they work with academic advisors to 

strategically plan their coursework and utilize academic resources to improve their odds 

(Barouch-Gilbert, 2016; Casey et al., 2018).  When this population is faced with 

scholastic probation, strategic enrollment can include retaking courses for which they 

earned a D or F and completing financial aid paperwork to continue receiving support 

while repairing a GPA (Casey et al., 2018; Schudde & Scott-Clayton, 2014; Stewart, Lim, 

Kim, 2015).  Students who return to STEM majors from scholastic probation navigate far 

more obstacles than those academic or social issues that stand on the surface, and 

academic advising is one of many resources available to help students manage the 

emotions that accompany the experience.  Researchers say that academic advising is one 

of the top three reasons students report staying at or leaving an institution (Drake, 2011; 

Freeman, 2008; Tyson, 2014).  Furthermore, mentoring of female FGS and female STEM 

majors can lead to increased GPAs and positive experiences for students (Hermann et al., 

2017; Simon et al., 2015).  It is crucial to consider the advising model(s) in place and to 

carefully choose the techniques used in interactions with struggling students, especially 

these underrepresented populations in such challenging disciplines.  Institutions spend 

incredible amounts to fund extracurricular programs on college campuses, but additional 

funding to hire and professionalize academic advisors could provide students with access 

to individualized guidance and pathways to benefit from cocurricular activities.  This 

approach allows advisors to focus on the whole student from the moment they begin 

filling out applications through the day they graduate using techniques grounded in 

student development theory.    
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Basic knowledge of theory in higher education is tremendously helpful to those 

who interact with students.  Our students arrive to campus with complex personalities, 

lives, and experiences that construct their beliefs about what a career, an education, and 

their interactions regarding both should look like (Azmitia et al., 2018; Stieha, 2010). 

 The way students perceive themselves in relation to their pursuit of higher education has 

an impact on their time in college (Azmitia et al., 2018).  Some researchers have delved 

into female FGS perceptions and found that they feel guilty about going to college, which 

can contribute to the way they maneuver major choices, have or do not have 

conversations with faculty or advisors, and the way FGS determine career paths 

(Azmitia et al., 2018; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Garriott & Nisle, 2017).    

Statement of the Problem   

Universities are not doing enough to support some of the most at-risk students in 

rigorous STEM disciplines: female First Generation Students (Hutton, 2019).  The 

traditional level and quality of contact between academic advisors and these students, 

particularly when placed on scholastic probation, is not enough to help these women feel 

supported and validated as they pursue STEM careers.  There are several factors that 

build into a larger problem with scholastic probation.  More than half of U.S. college 

students are women, more than a third of college students are First Generation Students, 

an increasing number of women are pursuing STEM degrees, and a small number of FGS 

are pursuing STEM degrees (Casey et al., 2018; Cataldi et al., 2018; Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005; Snyder & Dillow, 2013).  The percentage of women who complete a degree in six 

years is greater than the six-year male graduation rate, but this is not always the case for 

women who are the first from their families to go to college (Snyder & Dillow, 
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2013).  Additionally, one-quarter of college students are placed on scholastic probation at 

least once in college (Azmitia et al., 2018; Renzulli, 2015; Tovar & Simon, 2006).  FGS 

and STEM majors are more likely to be placed on scholastic probation; female FGS and 

FGS STEM majors are less likely to persist beyond the third semester if placed on 

scholastic probation (Casey et al., 2018; Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005).  Female FGS majoring in STEM are discouraged when placed on scholastic 

probation and no one seems to have ideas about how to better support them all following 

probation to ensure persistence toward a degree (Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Hermann et al., 

2017).  This is where students’ interactions with advisors becomes more important than 

ever before.   

The typical assumption is that academic advisors are employed to help with 

course registration (Boylan, 2010; Christian & Sprinkle, 2013).  The field of academic 

advising has made tremendous efforts to show students that advisors have much more to 

offer in terms of student development and an improved college experience, but the 

perception of prescriptive advising remains for many (Fosnacht et al., 2017; Pizzolato, 

2005, 2008; Pizzolato & Ozaki, 2007).  Given that advising has a noteworthy impact on 

retention, significant focus should be placed on the professional development and training 

of academic advisors who provide guidance to struggling students (Fosnacht et al., 2017; 

Freeman, 2008; Tyson, 2014; Vianden & Barlow, 2015; White, 2015).  The methods that 

are chosen for evaluation of these advising services plays a large role in how institutions 

prioritize and fund those efforts (Fosnacht et al., 2017; Schwebel et al., 2012; Teasley & 

Buchanan, 2013).  Much like the existing research on females in STEM and female FGS, 

the way many advising units evaluate effectiveness with these populations is quantitative, 
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but it is clear that qualitative methods would effectively establish a more clear picture of 

how to better serve the students (Teasley & Buchanan, 2013).     

Purpose of the Study   

The purpose of this study is to share the lived experiences of female FGS STEM 

majors who have previously been placed on scholastic probation and worked through it 

with the guidance of academic advisors at two large, public research institutions in the 

Southwest region of the U.S.  Specifically, insights are sought regarding their perceptions 

of interactions with academic advisors during the period of probation status in order to 

inform the practice of academic advising with regard to female FGS and female STEM 

majors.   

Research Questions   

The study aims to address three research questions. The first focuses on a primary 

focus on experiences with scholastic probation and two supporting questions focus on the 

theoretical framework. The first research question is: 

• How do female FGS in STEM disciplines describe their experiences with 

academic advisors while navigating scholastic probation at a large, public 

research institution?   

The two supporting research questions are: 

• How do female FGS perceive the process of academic advising as it relates to 

their unique experiences with scholastic probation in STEM education?  

• What are the perceptions of female FGS on the impact of academic advising on 

their academic performance in STEM following scholastic probation? 
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Significance of the Study   

This study contributes to the fields of academic advising and student persistence 

programs by offering a retelling of female FGS STEM majors’ experiences with advising 

and scholastic probation policies at their institution.  The standard advising assessment 

serves as a satisfaction of service survey at most institutions, but advising units would 

benefit from more narrative assessment combined with the quantitative piece to better 

serve these misunderstood populations (Teasley & Buchanan, 2013).  The insights gained 

may also provide guidance for institutions hoping to implement scholastic probation 

policies and those seeking advising techniques for special populations.    

Quantitative research and existing qualitative studies with a focus on either FGS 

or STEM have been unable to tie together the multifaceted experiences of females in 

these groups (Stieha, 2010).  The purpose of this study is to provide a voice to female 

FGS in STEM where quantitative data cannot.  Through retelling women’s stories and 

discussing their experiences with scholastic probation, this study aims to contribute to the 

larger conversation of supporting specific student populations through academic 

advising.  

Summary of Theoretical Framework    

This study was informed by Baxter Magolda’s Learning Partnerships Model 

(2001).  The Learning Partnerships Model (LPM) is influenced by 

Baxter Magolda’s longitudinal, qualitative research on self-authorship in higher 

education.  LPM is grounded by three assumptions, which serve to challenge students, 

and three principles, which serve to support students. The assumptions include: 1) 

“knowledge is complex and socially constructed,” 2) the “self is central to knowledge 
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construction,” and 3) “authority and expertise are shared in the mutual construction of 

knowledge among peers” (2004, p. xix).  The three principles place focus on: 1) 

validating students as learners, 2) providing students with opportunities to learn, and 3) 

providing opportunities for students to work with others to build knowledge.     

As a female FGS pursuing a STEM major, challenges and external opinions 

abound.  Female FGS STEM majors who choose to persist in spite of academic 

challenges may have a pivotal moment that looks dramatically different from the first 

time they stepped on campus.  Evans et al. (2010) tell us that going to college does not 

magically turn one into an independently-thinking individual, echoing 

Baxter Magolda’s (2001, 2004) discussion of the amount of time it takes to build self-

authorship as a young adult.  If we already know that college does not create organic 

opportunities to build self-authorship, strategically-placed support systems may be able to 

assist (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). Baxter Magolda (2001) shares that the most 

effective opportunities for growth push students to strategically work to gradually depend 

less on authoritative figures, such as advisors and faculty.  This study will explore this 

notion more.    

Assumptions of the Study   

Three assumptions have been made in regards to both students and advisors in 

this study.  First, it is assumed that high-quality academic advising is a priority to both 

advisors and students at the institution of focus. Second, it is assumed that the institution 

has set policies, or definitions at the minimum, regarding scholastic probation and 

academic suspension. Lastly, it is assumed that the students interviewed for the study 

responded honestly about their experiences with advising following probation.   
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Limitations of the Study   

This study presented some limitations and delimitations. The limitations, or 

factors outside of the researcher’s control, include the two institutions’ size and locations. 

Both institutions are located in large cities and have undergraduate populations of more 

than 35,000. The institutions have both received the Carnegie Tier One Research 

Institution designation. As such, findings may not be applicable to institutions with other 

designations, in smaller cities, or with smaller student populations. Additionally, 

participants were not required to provide their GPAs, so GPA-related statistics are not 

discussed as in other retention and persistence research. The academic standing policies 

and resources offered at each institution look different, and some of the participants were 

on probation at other institutions prior to transferring to the institutions included in this 

study. Data collection for this study was completed during the COVID-19 pandemic in 

2020, which presents a clear potential limitation. Interviews could not be conducted in 

person, but took place via Zoom video conferencing. Fortunately, video conferencing still 

allowed the researcher to observe nonverbal cues to aid in analyzing the transcripts. 

Delimitations of the Study   

The researcher chose to focus on a very specific population: individuals who 

identify as female, are majoring in STEM disciplines, are First Generation Students, and 

have been placed on scholastic probation in the past. The experiences included in the 

study are unique to the participating students and the institution they are attending.  Prior 

research indicates that women and men have different needs in terms of facing scholastic 

probation, processing what it means to be a First Generation Student, how they are 

perceived in STEM, and how they request support in college (Brawner et al., 2012; 
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Simon et al., 2015). The study was focused only on STEM disciplines. Although more 

proactive, developmental advising practices are recommended in most disciplines, the 

experiences shared by STEM students may look different from students in other majors 

(Grites, 2013). Furthermore, the participants in this study successfully navigated out of 

scholastic probation or academic suspension and are still studying in STEM; no 

participants have dropped out and not returned to college. These experiences may be 

similar, but cannot be generalized beyond providing insights for practice and implications 

for further research on theory application in the field of advising and student persistence.  

That is to say, the way this institution sets forth probation policy and advising practices, 

as perceived by the participating students, may not be applicable or successful at another 

institution.   

Definition of Terms   

Academic advising - "Advising is a process in which advisor and advisee enter a 

dynamic relationship respectful of the student's concerns. Ideally, the advisor serves as 

teacher and guide in an interactive partnership aimed at enhancing the student's self-

awareness and fulfillment” (O'Banion, 1972).   

Academic recovery programs – programs designed to support students on scholastic 

probation or returning from academic suspension to improve their retention and 

persistence to graduation (Renzulli, 2015).   

Academic suspension – a status applied to students who have held a GPA below 2.0 for 

two or more consecutive semesters (Renzulli, 2015).   
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Appreciative advising – an approach to advising influenced by positive psychology and 

strengths-based advising that focuses on six phases of advising: disarm, discover, dream, 

design, deliver, and don’t settle (Howell, 2010).   

Attribution theory – attempts to explain individuals’ perceived causes of outcomes and 

is based on individual’s internal and external locus of control (Demetriou, 2011).    

Co-curricular activities - opportunities for students to engage with faculty and/or peers 

to complement their in-class learning goals and progress (Camp, 2019).   

Developmental advising – “A systematic process based on a close student-advisor 

relationship intended to aid students in achieving educational, career, and personal goals 

through the use of the full range of institutional and community resources” (Hendey, 

1999).   

First Generation Student (FGS) – students whose parents did not earn a bachelor’s 

degree (Garriott & Nisle, 2018; U.S. Department of Education, 1998).    

Learning Partnerships Model (LPM) – a model designed to support students as they 

move towards self-authorship and independence (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). 

Prescriptive advising – an advising approach whereby advisors prescribe coursework to 

students according to a degree plan and students follow the plan to pursue a degree 

(O’Banion, 1972).   

Proactive advising – also known as intrusive advising, this approach to advising calls for 

increased contact between advisors and students to help students learn their 

responsibilities as students (Schwebel, Walburn, Klyce, & Jerrolds, 2012).   

Scholastic probation – a status applied to students whose GPA falls below 2.0 (Renzulli, 

2015).   
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STEM – A collection of disciplines focused in specific life and social sciences, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (National Science Board, 2007). 

Three-peat rules – any institution may enforce a rule stating that students to enroll in the 

same course more than a set number of times, often three, may be charged higher or out 

of state tuition for excessive credit hour attempts (EDUC § 54.014).   

Summary   

Female FGS in STEM face many obstacles as they navigate the college 

landscape.  Many FGS and STEM students are placed on scholastic probation during or 

at the conclusion of their first year of college due to a low GPA.  The interactions that 

students have with academic advisors can alter their plans to return to an institution and 

persist to earn a degree.  This study focuses on students’ perceptions of their experiences 

with scholastic probation, and specifically their interactions with academic advisors 

through the probation process.  Existing research focuses more on students’ satisfaction 

with advising appointments (Braun & Zolfagharian, 2016).  Identifying key experiences 

that FGS have with advising following scholastic probation may allow advising units and 

student success programs to supplement student satisfaction surveys regarding academic 

advising.  A more comprehensive assessment approach would benefit students through 

the improvement of advising practices and potential development of programs that cater 

to their specific needs as they adjust to the demands of college.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an in-depth view of literature related to 

undergraduate women in STEM majors and how FGS status and approaches to academic 

advising impact their experiences and outcomes when faced with scholastic 

probation.  The Learning Partnerships Model (Baxter Magolda, 2001) is also discussed as 

the lens by which students may view their interactions with academic advisors when 

faced with struggles to persist academically.  The first section of chapter two explores 

themes present in research focused on female students in STEM disciplines.  The second 

section explores the large corpus of research regarding FGS experiences within U.S. 

higher education.  The third section examines challenges presented by scholastic 

probation and what researchers say about student persistence in the face of scholastic 

probation.  The fourth section provides context for the field of academic advising and 

advising approaches that relate to students’ development of self-authorship.  The final 

section provides historical context and details of the Learning Partnerships Model 

(Baxter Magolda, 2001) and its applications in guiding struggling students.     

Female Students in STEM Disciplines   

One population of students that has garnered increased attention in recent years is 

STEM majors (Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Hermann et al., 2017; Stieha, 2010).  Some 

researchers have discovered that students in these majors are at an increased risk of being 

placed on scholastic probation or dropping out due to the rigor and expectations in these 

disciplines (Dika & D’Amico, 2016).  Moreover, female students in STEM disciplines 
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are reportedly less likely to persist, not only because of the rigorous study, but also 

because of gender stereotypes (Hermann et al., 2017).  Simon, Aulls, Dedic, Hubbard, 

and Hall (2015) set out to identify factors that impact female STEM students’ 

persistence.  Women and men have no statistically significant difference in aptitude for 

STEM disciplines, so the discussion shifts to factors such as motivation, self-efficacy, 

and engagement with a support system (Brawner, Camacho, Lord, Long, & Ohland, 

2012; Hermann et al., 2017; Simon et al., 2015).    

Brawner et al. (2012) discussed the stereotypes that women face in STEM 

disciplines, specifically the perceptions of easy STEM majors.  While chemical and 

electrical engineering are male dominant, industrial engineering has been considered the 

easy route (Brawner et al., 2012; Kronberger & Horwath, 2013).  There is a human focus 

in industrial engineering, which is thought to attract more women than men to its study 

and practice (Brawner et al., 2012).  Adding to the stereotypes that women are less able to 

learn STEM subjects and select perceived easier options is the impact of performance 

(Kronberger & Horwath, 2013).  When males in STEM perform well in class, they feel 

good about it.  When females perform well, their social comfort levels decrease because 

the stereotypes say women are not supposed to be good at this; those who are, are 

somehow still less than (Brawner et al., 2012; Kronberger & Horwath, 2013).  Hilts, Part, 

and Bernacki (2017) found that male STEM students and non-FGS do not require others’ 

validation to the same degree as female STEM students and FGS.  Both FGS in STEM 

and female STEM students’ desire to leave their discipline is dramatically decreased 

when they feel valued by peers, specifically as a STEM major (Hilts et al., 2017, p. 762; 

Hutton; 2019).    
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The stereotypes and performance confidence struggles certainly do not begin in 

college; these issues begin in early grade school and begin to peak in middle school 

(Beekman & Ober, 2015; Brawner et al., 2012).  Many researchers have identified 

contributing factors to the gender gap in STEM and note that sociocultural factors, 

including FGS or continuing student status, may have the largest impact on girls’ 

likelihood to pursue STEM disciplines (Beekman & Ober, 2015; Doerschuk et al., 2016; 

Hutton, 2019; Knezek, Christensen, & Tyler-Wood, 2015).  The likelihood of majoring in 

STEM disciplines may also be attributed to the way STEM-related toys are marketed 

more frequently to boys rather than girls, the number of STEM-related afterschool 

activities available to boys compared to girls, and school counselors’ tendencies to push 

boys to enroll in challenging math and science courses (Beekman & Ober, 2015; Smith, 

2010).  Other researchers have found that middle school, and even high school, is not too 

late to guide girls toward meaningful careers in STEM (Bystydzienski, Eisenhart, & 

Bruning, 2014; Gomoll, Hmelo-Silver, Sabanovic, & Francisco, 2016).  The key lies in 

providing role models, validating girls as valuable members of a STEM community, 

acknowledging their unique strengths, and giving them opportunities to explore the 

disciplines (Bystydzienski et al., 2014; Doerschuk et al., 2016; Hermann et al., 2016; 

Hutton, 2019; Knezek et al., 2015; Smith, 2010).  These needs are not out of the realm of 

possibility to fulfill, yet women in STEM baccalaureate programs are struggling – 

especially those who are FGS – and institutions are slow to react to the core issues 

(Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).   
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If more than half of today’s college students are women, statistics tell us that 

women are completing college in greater numbers, and that women are perceived as 

better prepared for the rigors of college – why are there so many more struggles for 

women in STEM (Simon et al., 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2019)?  Existing 

research indicates that students’ struggles can be traced back to many nonacademic 

characteristics, such as gender or socioeconomic status (Arcand & LeBlanc, 2012; 

Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  Students who are the first from their families to attend 

college also face obstacles that may magnify other challenges (Stieha, 2010).      

First Generation Students   

The focus of most research on FGS has been on demographics and obstacles, FGS 

college readiness, and FGS persistence toward a degree in four to six years (Lohfink & 

Paulsen, 2005).  Due to FGS increased likelihood of coming from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds, additional research topics have included financial literacy and students’ 

perceptions of the transition to college and their surroundings, including faculty and staff 

as they mentor students on nonacademic topics (Hermann et al., 2016; Hutton, 2019; 

Stieha, 2010).  The proposed study aims to examine FGS perceptions of advising through 

a scholastic probation experience, which will include many of the former topics 

interwoven as critical components of the conversation surrounding FGS success.  

Existing research has been conducted with useful quantitative methods similar to 

customer satisfaction surveys, whereas the proposed study will attempt to dive deeper 

with semi-structured interviews about students’ lived experiences (Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005; Teasley & Buchanan, 2013).   
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FGS Entering College and Female FGS Outcomes 

When FGS enter college, they have a more intense learning curve ahead of them 

than their continuing generation student (CGS) peers (Pike & Kuh, 2005).  Jean (2010) 

focuses on first-generation students’ transition to college and how their perceptions of 

academic and social adjustment impacts their success in the first year.  Students’ 

perceptions of pursuing a discipline, interacting with faculty, and of themselves can 

change dramatically over the course of the first year (Pike & Kuh, 2005; Stewart et al., 

2015).  Through a quantitative research design, Jean used a chi-square test of 

independence to analyze first-year survey responses and found that FGS perceive 

themselves as less competent than CGS and felt they could not keep up with the 

academic and social demands of college listed in the study’s surveys (2010).  The way 

students attribute their successes or shortcomings is directly tied to their potential for a 

successful or unsuccessful outcome; a self-fulfilling prophecy (Demetriou, 2011; Jean, 

2010).  When FGS begin college with lower self-efficacy, or the belief that they can 

achieve their goals, the greater the likelihood that they will not reach those goals 

(Demetriou, 2011; Stieha, 2010).    

The first year of college presents students with numerous obstacles between 

adjusting to academic expectations and learning how to navigate relationships with peers, 

faculty, and staff (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Morrow & Ackerman, 2012; Pike & Kuh, 2005; 

Stieha, 2010).  Regardless of gender, FGS have the added stress of learning to 

balance who I was with who I am now when talking to family about college (Azmitia et 

al., 2018).  There is an equally important shift between the first and second year of 
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college for FGS, a time when some choose not to return to an institution (Lohfink & 

Paulsen, 2005; Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2000, 2004).    

Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) examined factors that influence first-to-second year 

persistence of both FGS and non-FGS at four-year institutions.  Data on over 1,100 FGS 

from the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Survey (BPS) show that despite 

the higher entry rate of females in postsecondary education, female FGS are less likely to 

persist beyond the first year of college than male FGS (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  This is 

an alarming finding because more females in high school say they plan to go to college, 

more females obtain college degrees, and females are perceived to be better prepared for 

the academic and social expectations of college than male peers (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2015; Ross, Kena, Rathbun, Kewal-Ramani, Zhang, Kristapovich, & Manning, 2012).  

Numerous researchers corroborate this finding and agree that more research should be 

done to understand the experiences behind these statistics (Demetriou & Schmitz-

Sciborski, 2011; Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Kiser & Price, 2008).  Lohfink and Paulsen’s 

study provides encouragement to expand research in the areas of FGS motivation, 

perceptions, and persistence factors (2005).   

FGS Barriers to Persistence 

There are several obstacles that hinder persistence for FGS.  Schudde & Scott-

Clayton (2014) delved into financial obstacles that students face, which are known to 

discourage persistence from year to year.  Satisfactory academic progress (SAP) 

procedures are nearly identical at two- and four-year institutions and determine whether a 

students’ GPA and enrollment trends are aligning with institutional expectations to 

adhere to four to six-year graduation rates (Schudde & Scott-Clayton, 2014).  The SAP 
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form can be confusing to complete and there are often multiple individuals involved, 

including faculty, enrollment staff, financial aid, and academic advising units.  The form 

requires student demographic and enrollment information, an essay detailing why the 

student has not met academic progress standards, and clear, attainable goals set by the 

student and reviewed by his or her academic advisor.  If the student is denied financial 

aid, this SAP appeal form is his or her only chance to regain aid to continue funding their 

education (Schudde & Scott-Clayton, 2016).  Schudde and Scott-Clayton gathered data 

on students whose GPAs fell below a 2.0 on a 4.0 scale, the most common reason a 

student is denied financial aid, and found that the first-year SAP failure rate is close to 

40% (2014).  This means that, according to Schudde and Scott-Clayton's study, close to 

half of all students who earn below a 2.0 GPA will not be approved for future need-based 

financial aid as a result of their academic performance in the first year of college 

(2014).  The remaining 60% of students who are approved for financial aid despite their 

low GPA either accept the second chance and perceive it as motivation to perform better 

or they do not persist to the second year because of the requirements and hurdles 

presented by the SAP evaluation process.  Their findings suggest that more research is 

required to understand what motivates students to persist after earning a GPA below 2.0 

and how institutions can work to retain FGS (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Schudde & 

Scott-Clayton, 2014).    

In addition to financial obstacles, there are many barriers to persistence for FGS 

related to engagement (Freeman, 2008; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2000, 

2004).  Multiple theories have been developed in attempts to understand why some 

students engage and persist and others do not.  Astin (1984) suggested that the amount of 
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engagement students invest into college coupled with the quality of their environment or 

experiences is directly tied to the quality and perception of their outcomes in 

college.  Essentially, Astin and others believe that students who do not invest in their 

college experience academically or socially at the appropriate levels are less likely to 

persist and graduate (1984).  Tinto’s (1975, 1993, 2000, 2004) work suggests that all 

college interactions, including and especially those with academic advisors, have the 

potential to influence a student’s choice to remain at an institution.    

As evidenced by the work of Astin, (1984), Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), 

Tinto (1975, 1993, 2000, 2004), and Strayhorn (2019), involvement and a sense of 

belonging are important to supporting all college students’ trajectories. However, FGS 

tend to have lower levels of engagement and do not report a strong sense of belonging 

and some of this can be improved by more intentional campus interventions, such as 

outreach and awareness of tutoring and student organizations (Pascarella, Pierson, 

Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Schwartz et al., 2018).  

Pascarella et al. contributed to the National Study of Student Learning and found 

that FGS perform better in their second and third years than both FGS and non-FGS who 

did not get involved with campus resources and student organizations during their first 

year of college, but FGS tend to be less involved during their first years (2004). There is 

a strong push to develop support programs that engage FGS almost as soon as they are 

admitted to institutions to ensure their persistence and to establish a sense of belonging 

early on. Schwartz et al. investigated a summer program developed to strengthen First 

Generation Students’ sense of belonging and equip them with knowledge to build social 

capital (2018). The mixed methods study found that a campus support program tailored to 
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the unique experiences of FGS can increase the students’ awareness of resources, 

decrease help-seeking avoidance behaviors, and improve their relationships with faculty.  

Multiple researchers echo the belief that engaging with an academic advisor plays 

a key role in students’ choices to persist and institutions’ abilities to retain FGS 

(Freeman, 2008; Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Vianden & Barlow, 2015).  Demetriou & 

Schmitz-Sciborski (2011) recommend further research and testing of existing models, 

such as Astin’s (1984) Input-Environment-Output model and Tinto’s (1993) Model of 

Institutional Departure.  Each of these examines students’ journeys and persistence in a 

way that attempts to explain why a student thrives at or departs from an institution.  Some 

researchers have started this process with highly specific populations of students, 

including FGS, underrepresented students, and targeted academic disciplines such as 

STEM (Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Hermann et al., 2017; Lizzio & Wilson, 2013).  

Additional research has been recommended to explore and retell the lived 

experiences of FGS in STEM and women in STEM due to each population’s risk for 

scholastic probation and increased dropout rate (Brawner et al., 2012; Dika & D’Amico, 

2016; Hermann et al., 2017; Kronberger & Horwath, 2013; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; 

Simon et al., 2015).  These researchers encourage others to explore the experiences of 

female FGS in STEM disciplines to determine how to better retain and serve them as they 

persist toward a degree in their chosen field (Brawner et al., 2012; Kronberger & 

Horwath, 2013; Stieha, 2010).  

Scholastic Probation   

It has been previously mentioned that female FGS in STEM disciplines are less 

likely to persist, but female STEM FGS are even less likely to persist if faced with 
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scholastic probation (Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Hermann et al., 2017; Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005).  Bowler, a writer for U.S. News & World Report for Education, said that 

approximately 30 percent of students left college after their first year in 2009 and that 

growing enrollments could increase this number (2009).  There are many factors linked to 

attrition post-freshman year, including financial aid access and appeals, academic 

struggles, and family or other personal issues (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Kiser & Price, 

2008).  Academically at-risk students require an additional investment of time, energy, 

and funding to support (Bowler, 2009).  Assisting struggling students may create the 

opportunity for return on investment, as long as students are putting in the expected 

amount of effort to be successful in college (Tovar & Simon, 2006).  Some of this effort 

comes from investing in a partnership with an academic advisor to work towards 

academic and career goals (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Simon et al., 2015; Vianden & 

Barlow, 2015; White, 2015).    

Advisors Supporting Students in Identifying Motivational Factors 

Regardless of gender, FGS/CGS status, or academic major, any student may be 

placed on scholastic probation if he or she does not earn the institution’s required 

minimum GPA.  When a student is placed on scholastic probation, he or she may be 

required to discuss their status and plans for moving forward with an academic advisor or 

enroll in an academic recovery program (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013; Stieha, 2010).  Some 

researchers have identified advising, faculty mentoring, or mandatory tutoring programs 

to be beneficial to students on scholastic probation (Demetriou, 2011; Lizzio & Wilson, 

2013; Simon et al., 2015). While Simon et al. found success with implementing faculty 

mentors for female STEM students’ persistence, Lizzio and Wilson (2013) identified 
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tutoring as a positive way to guide at-risk students as they navigated scholastic 

probation.  Both of these programs help students create partnerships with institutional 

personnel and have the potential to guide students toward increased self-efficacy and self-

authorship (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013; Kronberger & Horwath, 2013; Simon et al., 2015).   

Morrow and Ackermann (2012) looked for themes (e.g., a sense of belonging, 

motivation) in students’ reasons for persisting or dropping out and found 

that the motivation to complete a degree was more influential than a sense of belonging at 

an institution.  Motivation can be intrinsic, meaning the student does not lean on others to 

form the motivation, or extrinsic, meaning individuals and factors outside the student 

influence the motivation (DeMerritt, 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Students are more likely 

to feel motivated to persist toward a degree if they feel supported by faculty, peers, and 

their families and if they feel that they are developing personally, an area in which 

academic advisors constantly strive to support their students (DeMerritt, 2011; Freeman, 

2008; Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Hilts et al., 2017; Morrow & Ackerman, 2012; Pizzolato, 

2008).  Arcand and Leblanc (2012) provided a student’s view of scholastic probation in a 

narrative study and identified academic support programming with encouragement and 

opportunities to reflect was most helpful. These findings align with those Hilts et al. 

(2017) and Simon et al. (2015) which suggest that creating a partnership between 

students and their faculty, advisors, and peers may help students reflect on their 

experiences to develop goals and define what motivates them to persist.  Sometimes, 

students need assistance in building self-efficacy and recognizing their motivation for 

pursuing a college degree, which is where guidance from advisors is incredibly helpful 

(Schwartz et al., 2018; Simon et al., 2015).    
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Similar to the way female STEM students struggle with feeling comfortable when 

they succeed or struggle in classes (Brawner et al., 2012; Howell, 2010; Kronberger & 

Horwath, 2013), FGS students struggle with defining whether they believe they can be 

successful or not in college (Demetriou, 2011; Kelley, 2008; Whitsett et al., 2014).  There 

is a small body of literature that suggests academic advisors can guide students in 

attributional retraining: a process that uses reflection to teach students how to highlight 

their strengths as a result of their struggles (Champlin-Scharff, 2010; Demetriou, 2011, p. 

19; Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Shaffer, 2015).  This process is collaborative, but gradually 

forces the student to take ownership of the reflection process with fewer prompts from 

the advisor or faculty mentor (Demetriou, 2011).  Despite the smaller group of 

researchers focusing on this area, it is agreed that further research is required to better 

understand the lived experiences of students who are struggling and how to guide them 

out of scholastic probation feeling more capable of reaching their goals (Azmitia et al., 

2018; Barouch-Gilbert, 2016; Demetriou, 2011; Fowler & Boylan, 2010).  

The next portion of this literature review serves to provide an in-depth overview 

of academic advising approaches and their relevance to working with specific at-risk 

student populations, including FGS, gender differences with regard to responsiveness, 

and discipline-specific advising needs.  Academic advising units exist to support students 

through scholastic struggles, not just assist with course registration (Barouch-Gilbert, 

2016; Demetriou, 2011; Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Kronberger & Horwath, 

2013).  Kot (2014) conducted research to examine whether a centralized advising office 

impacts students’ success from their first year to the second year of college.   Many 

advisors take pride in their abilities to support struggling students and are available 
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provide individualized support when students are placed on scholastic probation (Tyson, 

2014).  When students take advantage of this type of resource, they are likely to earn 

higher GPAs than students who do not attend advising sessions (Kot, 2014; Lizzio & 

Wilson, 2013; Simon et al., 2015).     

An Overview of Academic Advising   

Research in the field of advising has long focused on the basic experiences and 

satisfaction of services for students (Teasley & Buchanan, 2013).  Quantitative 

information about advising is certainly important, but the service-satisfaction style of 

assessment leaves much undiscussed, particularly when it comes to students at an 

increased risk for being placed on scholastic probation (Demetriou, 2011; Teasley & 

Buchanan, 2013).  Academic advisors support campuses in many ways and over the past 

few decades have been doing so with theoretical frameworks in place to guide their 

approaches to working with specific populations of students (Shaffer, Zalewski, & 

Leveille, 2010).  The advising approach matters because it provides the advisor with 

context and allows for a richer experience for both students and advisors than simply 

registering for classes (O’Banion, 1972; Teasley & Buchanan, 2013).  It is critical to 

provide a detailed look at each advising approach, models with applications to working 

with struggling students, and academic advising as a profession.   

A detailed search of existing literature yields results that support developmental 

advising methods as well as the prescriptive approach in specific student populations 

(Christian & Sprinkle, 2013; Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Grites, 2013).  Five academic 

advising themes consistently surface in most studies related to advising: the shift of the 

advising role in student success, proactive advising strategies as support for at-risk 
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students, appreciative advising as an increasingly popular and effective 

method, prescriptive advising as a preference for high-achieving students or younger 

students, and the use of theory in advising (Christian & Sprinkle, 2013; Fowler & Boylan, 

2010; Hutson et al., 2014; O’Banion, 1972; Schwebel, Walburn, Klyce, & Jerrolds, 2012; 

Vander Schee, 2007; White, 2015).        

Drake (2011) and Vianden & Barlow (2015) share that students’ experiences with 

academic advising have a direct impact on their decision to leave an institution or persist 

through graduation.  Advising is such a notable variable in persistence and retention that 

students place it in their top three most important resources in college (Freeman, 

2008; Vianden & Barlow, 2015).  The potential for a positive retention impact then places 

academic advising at the top of administrators’ lists of services to support 

on their campuses (Tyson, 2014).  Currently, many institutions split their 

attention between cheering for the successful students and the remediation of students 

who are not deemed college-ready (Tyson, 2014).  The students who land in the middle 

or fall below a 2.0 despite having decent admissions materials can get lost and feel less 

prioritized, thus opening opportunities to drop out, transfer, or stop out (Barouch-Gilbert, 

2016; Demetriou, 2011).  Faculty and academic advisors have unique and frequent 

opportunities to meet with students and guide them through difficulties in college, often 

building students’ feelings of validation (Capstick et al., 2019; Demetriou, 2011; Hilts et 

al., 2017; Pizzolato, 2008; White, 2015).   

Academic Advising as a Partnership   

Pizzolato (2008) likens an academic advisor to a teacher or partner in a student’s 

journey to success.  She emphasizes that college is a difficult time in many students’ lives 
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and offers recommendations for engaging students in the decision-making process early 

on to foster self-authorship.  The driving force for the recommendations is Baxter  

Magolda’s (2001) Learning Partnerships Model, which requires that advisors do three 

things: “validate students as knowers, situate learning in students’ experiences, and 

define learning as mutually constructing meaning” (Pizzolato, 2008, p. 21).  White (2015) 

and Capstick et al. (2019) confirm that advising is no longer considered a simple process 

for course registration; it is expected to be “professional engagement with what students 

learn” (p. viii).   With this partnership model in mind, some institutions have taken drastic 

steps to measure and improve their advising units to better support at-risk students.  

Administrators at the University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh (UWO) took it upon 

themselves to assess academic advising at their institution and found that despite a 

decade of research calling for more engagement and learning outcomes, they had 

changed absolutely nothing about their advising procedures.  They had taken their 

assessment and evaluated it as a customer satisfaction piece, rather than a tool to initiate 

positive change.  In May 2004, a new advising program took responsibility for the 

advisement and enrichment of students’ learning, goals, and success (Freeman, 

2008).  After defining academic advising as a partnership between students and 

their advisors, UWO was able to implement successful advising strategies that create and 

maintain a supportive environment, encourage the sharpening of decision-making skills, 

and help students make meaning of their educational experiences (Freeman, 

2008; Pizzolato, 2008; White, 2015).  The original in loco parentis approach of 

prescriptive advising may work for some students, but it is evident that developmental 

advising has made remarkable strides in student support services (Grites, 2013; 
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O’Banion, 1972; Pizzolato, 2008; Shaffer, 2015).   Table 1 illustrates approaches to 

academic advising and their applications for student populations.  

Table 1 
Benefits of Various Academic Advising Approaches 

Target/Benefits of 
Approach 

Prescriptive 
Advising 

Developmental 
Advising 

Proactive 
Advising  

Appreciative 
Advising  

Effective for initial 
enrollment 

X X 
 

X 

Effective for 
continuing enrollment 

 
X X X 

Supportive of at-risk 
populations, such as 
FGS and scholastic 
probation recovery 

 
X X X 

Supportive following 
scholastic probation 

 
X X X 

Prescriptive Approaches to Academic Advising   

Prescriptive advising is as simple as it sounds: advisors prescribe coursework and 

students follow this advice to complete a degree program.  This was the original function 

of the academic advisor.  Over time, research has found that using prescriptive methods 

alone does not allow the greatest opportunities for growth for the student or the advisor 

(Harborth, 2015).  Christian & Sprinkle’s (2013) findings support Fowler 

and Boylan’s (2010) study findings that, at least early on during admissions and 

orientation, prescriptive advising is more beneficial for students who are adjusting to the 

rigors and distractions that college typically offers.  It is important, though, that advisors 

do not engage in prescriptive advising in the most extreme sense of the model by simply 

providing a list of courses to students; advisors should still make an effort to 

communicate with students and learn about them (Christian & Sprinkle, 2013; Freeman, 

2008;  Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Pizzolato, 2008).      
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Kelley (2008) discussed the work of Kolb (1984) and other learning theorists and 

points out to readers that advisors tend to move as quickly as possible during peak times 

of the year for advising (p. 22).  Prescriptive advising supports developmental advising to 

make the process more rewarding for both students and advisors (Drake, 2011; Howell, 

2010; Kelley, 2008; Whitsett et al., 2014).  Shaffer (2015) pointed out that “there is no 

one approach to academic advising,” and most individuals view advising as a spectrum 

ranging from prescriptive to developmental in nature (Champlin-Scharff, 2010; Grites, 

2013; Shaffer, 2015).   

Developmental Approaches to Academic Advising  

Crookston (1972) discussed developmental advising as an approach that goes 

beyond selecting a major and courses each semester.  Developmental advising requires 

advisors to view students holistically to learn their strengths, weaknesses, goals, and 

plans for success (Shaffer, 2015).  College is far more than an academic environment; it is 

a place where academic opportunities and co-curricular experiences integrate to build 

individuals’ knowledge and skill sets (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Shaffer, 2015).  This type 

of advising also teaches students to take responsibility for their learning, goals, and 

eventual success (Pizzolato, 2008; Shaffer 2015).      

Typically, developmental advising is the ideal choice.  Grites (2013) offered his 

insights on the method, drawing from various publications and elaborating on his own 

literature.  It is widely agreed upon that advising, especially the developmental approach, 

is a process (Boylan & Fowler, 2010; Grites, 2013).  He explained his own model, 

developed in 1977, that integrates eight processes categorized into four types of roles that 

advisors fulfill: primary, professional, personal, and programmatic.  The primary portion 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 35 
  

 

of academic advising provides students with information and supports recruitment 

efforts.  The professional role includes advising and post-baccalaureate planning, while 

the personal role is restricted to licensed counselors.  Grites describes the final 

programmatic role of advising as key to student engagement and the assessment of 

students’ overall learning and satisfaction in college (2013, p. 7).  

Citing the work of Bloom (1976), Fowler and Boylan (2010) argued for a similar 

multidimensional approach to Grites’s (2013) that points to the powerful impact of 

nonacademic experiences in college.  Although Fowler and Boylan discussed advising in 

the scope of developmental education, four major takeaway points were made: 1) students 

should not take on so many courses that they are unable to balance them with co-

curricular experiences; 2) teaching and advising should be tailored to reach all learning 

styles; 3) critical thinking skills should be taught and strengthened; and 4) the use of 

campus resources, such as tutoring or supplemental instruction, can help students balance 

coursework with their personal time (2010, p. 4).  This balance is at the crux of 

developmental advising and it is what advisors should strive for when working with 

students throughout college (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Grites, 2013).  Fowler 

and Boylan’s study aimed to assess the effectiveness of a Pathways to Success (PWAY) 

program in helping students move through developmental education courses into college-

level classes.  During the orientation portion of the study, students were prescriptively 

advised after being assigned to advising groups based on their work schedules and 

personal life details.  As students progressed in their first semester, advisors began 

utilizing developmental advising strategies and collaborated with students to create a plan 

for success.  Some students required more proactive advising as the study moved 
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forward.  The PWAY program resulted in a 23 percent increase in retention of first-time 

freshmen in developmental education courses, which suggests that a mixed-method 

advising approach can be extremely effective in student success and retention, as long as 

academic and nonacademic factors are taken into consideration (Fowler & Boylan, 

2010; Grites, 2013; Pizzolato, 2008).     

Proactive Approaches to Academic Advising   

Advising methods like proactive or appreciative advising are closely tied to 

developmental advising (Grites, 2013; Vander Schee, 2007).  The key differences rest in 

the level of contact with advisees and the amount of responsibility placed on the 

individual student.  The proactive approach, also known as intrusive advising, calls for 

heightened levels of contact with students either in person, via phone, or through email 

conversations (Howell, 2010; Vander Schee, 2007).  Similar to developmental advising, 

proactive advising aims to teach individuals their responsibilities as students and can 

result in improved academic performance when carried out effectively (Schwebel et al., 

2012; Vander Schee, 2007).    

Vander Schee (2007) proposed implementing insight with proactive advising to 

assess effectiveness with probationary students.  This approach is similar to the 

developmental advising as it requires advisors to recognize students’ nonacademic 

learning factors and to hold students responsible for their own learning and 

success (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Pizzolato, 2008; Shaffer 2015; Vander Schee, 

2007).  His study examined students’ access of advising and whether the access had an 

impact on students’ success at the institution.  He hypothesized that improved access to 

advising would positively impact students’ grades.  Findings showed that students needed 
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to attend at least three insight-proactive advising sessions before a positive impact on 

student success took place (Vander Schee, 2007, p. 55).  The main limitation here 

was that his population consisted of students on probation, which contributed to difficulty 

in getting students to create and/or attend appointments.  Once students reached that 

threshold, however, insight-oriented proactive advising had a positive impact on students’ 

motivation and acceptance of responsibility.      

Schwebel et al., (2012) also investigated access to proactive advising and its 

impact on students’ success.  In a longitudinal study, the researchers found that increased 

outreach did increase students’ attendance to advising sessions, but no correlation to 

grade point averages was found.  Could it be that proactive advising simply did not work 

for this particular group of students the way it did for Vander Schee’s (2007) 

participants?  Schwebel et al. argued that it is possible that advising approaches that were 

effective in the past may “no longer be relevant today” (2012, p. 41).     

Although the two studies of proactive advising differed in design and scope, they 

shared themes of research: access of advising, frequency of advising, and the impact of 

access and frequency on students’ success.  Each, however, came to separate conclusions, 

leading future research to investigate why proactive advising access may not have an 

impact on certain students (Schwebel et al., 2012; Vander Schee, 2007).    

Yang, Yon, & Kim (2013) conducted a similar study to Vander Schee (2007) with 

undergraduate students in South Korea. The longitudinal study spanned three semesters 

and followed 95 students who had been placed on academic probation. 46 of the students 

were required to attend at least two academic counseling appointments and those who 

went to at least five had significantly higher GPAs after three semesters than their peers 
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who either went to only two or went to none. Findings from Schwebel et al. (2012), Yang 

et al. (2013), and Vander Schee (2007) suggest that more research is needed to determine 

which combination of advising methods and the number of advising appointments is most 

effective for students facing scholastic probation. 

Appreciative Approach to Academic Advising 

Appreciative advising is fairly new to the academic advising scene, appearing 

officially in the past decade.  Developed by Jennifer Bloom, it is the first advising theory 

that has its own for-profit institute and certification process.  Hutson, He, and Bloom 

(2014) discussed how appreciative advising is changing the way we advise students. The 

approach presents advisors with a unique “opportunity” to highlight students’ strengths 

and look into majors and careers that will fit students’ strengths and interests (2014, p. 

47).  The article outlined the phases of appreciative advising, defined as the “intentional” 

practice of asking students open-ended questions about their strengths, interests, and 

goals (Hutson et al., 2014, p. 48).  The following phases make up the approach: 1) disarm: 

create a comfortable environment and welcome the student; 2) discover: ask open-ended 

questions to learn about the student; 3) dream: discuss the student’s goals; 4) design: 

create, with the student, a plan for achieving his or her goals; 5) deliver: the student is 

expected to carry out the plan with minimal assistance from the advisor; and 6) don’t 

settle: expectations are held high throughout the entire advising process, from orientation 

to graduation (Hutson et al., 2014, p. 48).  Appreciative advising rests on the same notion 

as developmental advising: advising is a process that creates a partnership between 

students and those guiding them (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Fowler & Boylan, 

2010; Grites, 2013, p. 9; Hutson et al., 2014; Pizzolato, 2008).     
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Similar to other studies, the work of Whitsett, Suell, and Ratchford (2014) 

reinforces the idea that academic advising is a vital component of student success ranks 

highly among reasons students choose to persist at an institution (Drake, 2011; Freeman, 

2008; Tyson, 2014).  Whitsett et al. (2014) found that students rank advising just beneath 

educational quality and above nearly all other aspects of college.  The study, conducted at 

a small liberal arts college in the United States, examined the importance of specific 

services that academic advisors provide and found that students and faculty agreed on 

high-priority subjects covered in advising sessions: discussing degree requirements, 

career options, extracurricular opportunities, and course content (p. 56).  Although these 

items mainly tie in with prescriptive advising, it is important to note that students placed 

opportunities to discuss personal goals or concerns third on the list of what they expect to 

discuss with advisors.  This provides advisors insight into what may be influencing 

students’ academic success (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Whitsett et al., 2014).  Christian 

and Sprinkle (2013) found that collaborative advising such as appreciative advising is 

successful, but only preferred by certain student groups.  The main takeaway of their 

study is that younger students may prefer more prescriptive advising until they have 

acclimated to the academic environment and its demands (Christian & Sprinkle, 2013; 

Freeman, 2008; Pizzolato, 2008).      

Creative Approaches to Advising Struggling Students   

If an advisor is able to incorporate proactive strategies at the start of the advisor-

advisee relationship and move into utilizing more developmental, appreciative methods 

as students progress, one could hypothesize that the use of attributional retraining of at-

risk students, such as FGS and female STEM majors on scholastic probation, would 
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improve retention of this population (Christian & Sprinkle, 2013; Demetriou, 2011; 

Grites, 2013; Hutson et al., 2014; O’Banion, 1972; Pizzolato, 2008; Shaffer, 2015). 

However, it is critical that advisors do not skip the developmental conversations at the 

start of a students’ experience (Grites, 2013).  The first interactions with an advisor 

should not take place after a female STEM FGS has been placed on probation or after, as 

the damage has been inflicted by this point.  Overlooking the student as an individual 

person and moving directly into prescriptive course and major advisement is 

counterproductive and minimizes opportunities for growth on both the student and 

advisor sides (O’Banion, 1972; Knotts & Wofford, 2017). Despite the lack of research on 

attributional retraining as an advising strategy to develop students’ self-authorship, the 

idea is well-supported by the work of Champlin-Scharff (2010), Demetriou (2011), 

Fowler and Boylan (2010), Freeman (2008), Hutson et al. (2014), Kelley (2008), 

Pizzolato (2008), Vander Schee (2007), White, (2015), and other researchers discussed in 

this review.    

Christian and Sprinkle’s (2013) critical investigation of students’ perceptions of 

academic advising revealed that although the majority of students reported a 

preference for collaborative advising, male students cared less than female students about 

their advisors being motivational or showing interest in career opportunities (p. 279).  

Their results align with Hilt’s et al. (2017) findings that female students respond 

positively to validation.  Christian and Sprinkle’s (2013) findings also 

support Fowler & Boylan’s (2010) and Kelley’s (2008) recommendations that advisors 

employ prescriptive advising before moving into developmental, collaborative advising 
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approaches to individualize advising to specific student populations’ needs (Pizzolato, 

2008).  

Theoretical Framework   

This study aims to explore the experiences of female FGS in STEM disciplines 

who happen to have been placed on scholastic probation.  Specifically, insights are 

sought regarding students’ perceptions of academic advising throughout the scholastic 

probation process.  Inarguably, being placed on scholastic probation is a stressful time 

that provides students with opportunities to take ownership of their circumstances and 

create a plan to move forward (Barouch-Gilbert, 2016; Stieha, 2010).  It is also a time 

when students may rely heavily on authoritative figures or completely withdraw from 

interactions with those individuals (Barouch-Gilbert, 2016).  The Learning Partnerships 

Model (LPM) was influenced by Baxter Magolda’s earlier research on students 

developing self-authorship through an adapted version of Sanford’s 1962 Theory of 

Challenge and Support (in Evans et al., 2010).  LPM has been applied in a limited 

number of studies with promising results.  Olsen, Bekken, Drezek-McConnell, and 

Walter (2011) state that constructivist approaches to pedagogy, such as the Learning 

Partnerships Model, have a stronger impact on students’ understanding of not only the 

content but also of why they think and believe certain ways.  Moore, Fournier, Hardwick, 

Healey, Machlachlan, and Seemann (2011) focused entirely on geography curricula, but 

agree that student-centered approaches to program design are most beneficial when 

faculty and staff acknowledge that learning is a partnership that should capitalize on the 

students’ potential and growth and extend beyond the classroom and into co-curricular 

experiences.   
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The History of the Learning Partnerships Model   

The Learning Partnerships Model (LPM) is influenced by Baxter Magolda’s 

decades-long research on the goal of self-authorship in higher education and is centered 

around three assumptions and three principles.  The assumptions include: 1) “knowledge 

is complex and socially constructed,” 2) the “self is central to knowledge construction,” 

and 3) “authority and expertise are shared in the mutual construction of knowledge 

among peers” (2004, p. xix).  The three principles place focus on: 1) validating students 

as learners, 2) providing students with opportunities to learn, and 3) providing 

opportunities for students to work with others to build knowledge.     

Influenced by Sanford’s (1962, in Evans et al., 2010) Theory of Challenge and 

Support, the principles are intended to provide individuals with support while the 

assumptions are associated with challenges that students face.  The goal of LPM is self-

authorship, which was first defined and explored extensively by Kegan (1994, in 

Baxter Magolda & King, 2004).  When an individual achieves self-authorship, s/he is 

capable of internally defining and managing beliefs, values, and relationships as opposed 

to allowing an external force to influence his or her beliefs, values, and relationships 

(Baxter Magolda, 2001; Baxter Magolda & King, 2004).  LPM takes into consideration 

the four phases associated with self-authorship: 1) dealing with societal expectations, 2) 

crossroads in defining one’s self, 3) choosing and defending one’s beliefs, and 4) 

building relationships and careers from an internal foundation (Evans, Forney, Guido, 

Patton, & Renn, 2010; Baxter Magolda 2001, Baxter Magolda & King, 2004).    
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LPM Applications in Academic Advising   

LPM has been researched in the areas of academic advising and student success 

most notably by Pizzolato (2005, 2008).  King and Baxter Magolda (2011) discuss how 

few college students achieve self-authorship while in college.  Pizzolato found that 

students considered high-risk due factors such as socioeconomic status, high school 

academic performance, or FGS status, tend to develop self-authorship earlier than their 

peers, even while enrolled in college, as a results of their struggles (2003).  She found 

that feeling supported is equally important to students as having the ability to make sound 

decisions (2004).  Torres and Baxter Magolda (2004) conducted a study of Latinx 

students as they moved toward self-authorship.  Their work expanded upon 

Baxter Magolda’s earlier research and found that students’ backgrounds have a strong 

impact on when and how students move toward self-authorship. In 2005, Pizzolato 

reviewed student responses to an experience survey.  Responses indicated that colleges 

can intentionally create opportunities for the development of self-authorship, but the 

success of those efforts may depend on what students believe they will gain from 

participating (Pizzolato, 2005; Pizzolato & Ozaki, 2007).  This echoes prior findings that 

the path to self-authorship, although somewhat formulaic, is completely individualized.   

Much of Baxter Magolda’s research is based in student affairs, but Pizzolato 

(2008) advocates for advisors as teachers or partners in students’ journeys, providing 

opportunities to make difficult decisions and offering support during difficult times in 

college.  Pizzolato discusses programs in place at Michigan State University (MSU) that 

provide support to students recovering from scholastic probation using LPM (2008). In 

these programs, advisors meet with an advisor at the beginning of the semester and 
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follow up every few weeks with the same advisor to reflect and discuss how to work 

through challenges. Through these programs, students academically at risk were guided 

away from negative attitudes or emotions about their struggles and supported as they 

found ways to persist. This is similar to the previously mentioned attributional retraining 

approach and suggests that the success seen in retaining the students and boosting their 

GPAs with LPM advising is a promising method that requires additional exploration 

(Champlin-Scharff, 2010; Demetriou, 2011; Fowler and Boylan, 2010; Freeman, 

2008; Hutson et al., 2014; Kelley, 2008; Pizzolato, 2008; Vander Schee, 2007; White, 

2015).  

Research using LPM has used both quantitative and qualitative designs, but 

Baxter Magolda (2001), Baxter Magolda & King (2004), and Pizzolato (2008) have 

called for increased research of the multiple applications of the model, giving special 

focus to underrepresented or at-risk student populations (Evans et al., 2010).   

Summary   

The literature review presented in this chapter serves to provide an overview of 

factors impacting FGS and female STEM majors, scholastic probation research, 

descriptions and applications of academic advising approaches, and context for the use of 

Baxter Magolda’s Learning Partnerships Model (2001).  The vast majority of existing 

literature focuses on heavily on one of the following with a small mention of one or more 

of the remaining topics: FGS pre-college factors to determine outcomes, FGS obstacles 

and persistence, female student persistence, female STEM major stereotypes and 

persistence, scholastic probation and suspension predictors and outcomes, advising of 

FGS, or mentoring of female STEM majors (Azmitia et al., 2018; Barouch-Gilbert, 2016; 
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Casey et al., 2018; Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Kronberger & Horwath, 2013).  Of the 

existing research, there are no known studies that have attempted to bring together 

female First Generation Students in STEM disciplines in order to retell their stories 

surrounding scholastic probation or interactions with academic advisors.  Stieha (2010) 

offers a retelling of a single female FGS, but there is not a focus on the student’s major 

nor had the student been placed on scholastic probation at the time of the study.  The 

proposed study will explore this population’s experience with scholastic probation, what 

led to their academic struggles, and how the students perceive a partnership with their 

academic advisor(s) had or did not have an impact on their development of self-

authorship as they moved out of scholastic probation and confidently claimed their area 

of study. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS  

Qualitative Research Design 

As discussed in the previous chapters, there has been a largely quantitative focus 

on gender, FGS, student persistence in STEM, and advising satisfaction (Hilts et al., 

2017; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Simon et al., 2015; Teasley & Buchanan, 2013). A small 

but growing number of researchers highlight the importance of interviewing students in 

specific high-risk populations such as FGS and females in STEM disciplines (Barouch-

Gilbert, 2016; Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Stieha, 2010).  Qualitative research approaches 

are used to answer research questions and involve written or verbal communication 

followed by analysis of communication between the researcher and participants to 

identify common themes among participants (Lichtman, 2013).   Informal, semi-

structured interviews were conducted in order to learn about students’ experiences with 

scholastic probation and whether they feel that their interactions with academic advisors 

contributed to increased self-authorship in relation to academic self-efficacy, confidence 

in their major, and choice to remain at a large, research institution.  Quantitative data 

provides helpful information about the number of female FGS who persist in STEM 

beyond scholastic probation, but qualitative data gives insight into the experiences behind 

those numbers.  The goal was to conduct separate online 60-minute interviews using 

Zoom with ten students who meet the study participant criteria and this participant 

threshold was met.  A semi-structured interview allowed the researcher to start with a set 

of thoughtfully crafted questions that address the research questions, but provided 

flexibility to ask follow-up questions as deemed appropriate by the researcher (Creswell, 
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2014; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lichtman, 2013).  Appendix E shows the open-ended 

interview questions that were used.   

Narrative Approach Rationale 

A narrative approach was employed to answer the research questions.  The 

narrative approach is one of many qualitative methodological approaches and was most 

appropriate for this study because it provided the researcher with opportunities to ask 

participants open-ended questions for clarification about their lived experiences.  This 

approach, similar to other qualitative methodologies, has been acknowledged for its 

usefulness and also critiqued as quantitative research has surged in popularity in U.S. 

higher education (Lichtman, 2013, p. 96). Lichtman shares that there is no clear 

beginning of narrative research, but mentions that Pinnegar and Daynes (2006) believe 

that its acceptance and evolution is largely due to the shift from objective research to 

“interpretive” research, a change in the relationship between researchers and study 

participants, and “the acceptance of alternative ways of knowing” (2013, p. 95).  Others 

argue that narrative inquiry has been used for the better part of the last century and was 

influenced by the work of Dewey (1916, 1922, 1938) with regard to lived experiences 

and education-centered research (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 2006; Hamilton, Smith, & 

Worthington, 2008).  Clandinin (2007) counters that the narrative approach is grounded 

in a pragmatic worldview and explanation of experiences.  A social constructivist view 

lends itself to narrative research, as it posits that individuals make meaning of their world 

through their interactions with others and past experiences (Creswell, 2014; Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Lichtman, 2013; Seidman, 2013).  The narrative approach places the 

most focus on individuals’ stories and the epiphanies that often accompany their 
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experiences (Lichtman, 2013). Narrative research provides a rich illustration of each 

participant’s experiences with and perceptions of something that has happened in their 

lives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lichtman, 2013; Seidman, 2013).      

For this study, participants were asked to describe in great detail, but within their 

comfort levels, the following: their experiences with pursuing a STEM major as a female 

FGS, working through scholastic probation with the assistance of an academic advisor, 

and what they perceive to be the factors that helped them navigate out of scholastic 

probation and back into good standing with their institution.  This historical information 

provided context for the way participants view their journeys and interactions.  Students 

were asked whether these experiences shaped the way they believe they have or have not 

taken ownership of their STEM academic careers following scholastic probation.    

Through describing their experiences and perceptions, participants reflected on 

their time in college and had the opportunity to further process their scholastic probation 

and interactions with advisors in general (Seidman, 2013).  The retelling of participants’ 

experiences and perceptions of how those experiences shaped their college career 

supports the study’s social constructivist position, which maintains that the way we view 

the world and behave is a direct result of interactions with others and our perceptions of 

the world around us (Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Research Questions   

The purpose of this study was to share the lived experiences of select female FGS 

STEM majors who have been placed on scholastic probation at a large, public research 

institution in the southwest U.S. region.  The study focused on a primary research 

question with two supporting questions that center around the Learning Partnerships 
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Model in the context of students and advisors working through scholastic probation 

(Baxter Magolda, 2001). The first research question is:   

• How do female FGS in STEM disciplines describe their experiences with 

academic advisors while navigating scholastic probation at two large, public 

research institutions?   

The two supporting research questions are as follows: 

• How do female FGS perceive the process of academic advising as it relates to 

their unique experiences with scholastic probation in STEM education? describe 

their perceptions of and experiences with STEM disciplines leading up to 

scholastic probation?   

• What are the perceptions of female FGS on the impact of academic advising on 

their academic performance in STEM following scholastic probation?  

Protection of Human Subjects and Data Management Plan  

The researcher complied with the Institutional Research Board (IRB) policy and 

procedures in the coordination of this study.  The study first received approval from 

Texas Tech University and then the researcher requested permission from individual 

departments at the study sites to contact their students for participation.  This letter 

allowed the researcher to recruit participants at both institutions included in this study. 

This is common, as letters from the appropriate campus gatekeepers are required prior to 

advertising a study to students (Creswell, 2014).   
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Data retrieved as part of this study was collected, stored, and will be destroyed in 

accordance with institutional policies and research ethics.  All identifiers remain separate 

from data collected and email addresses collected in the Qualtrics survey were only used 

to schedule the interviews and follow up regarding transcriptions.  Obtained identifiers 

have been stored in a password-protected account on a personal, password-protected 

computer. No physical copies of data, identifying or otherwise, exist outside the 

electronic copies. All electronic data will be stored on a password-protected computer 

and within a personal Dropbox folder protected by password for a minimum of seven 

years and then erased permanently.  The researcher is the only individual with access to 

the collected data and analyses. 

Instrumentation  

A questionnaire and interview questions were developed for use in this study to 

serve as the primary data collection methods.  The questionnaire (see Appendix D) was 

linked in all recruitment communications and each potential participant was asked to 

complete it for screening purposes.  Students were asked to provide their preferred name, 

the gender they identify as, ethnicity, age, major, classification, parents’ or guardians’ 

highest level of education, and indicate whether they have ever been placed on scholastic 

probation due to a below-2.0 GPA in college.    

The semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix E) were meant to serve as 

a guide for the interview and participants were encouraged to share as much information 

as they were comfortable disclosing about their choice to pursue STEM, experiences with 

scholastic probation, and interactions with academic advisors.  The interview questions 

were developed with existing literature and the Learning Partnerships Model in mind 
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(Baxter Magolda, 2001).  These questions, which serve as a semi-scripted guide for the 

conversation, were focused on students’ experiences with claiming ownership of their 

majors and trajectories post-scholastic probation.  The questions allowed students the 

opportunity to reflect on their time in college and voice their perceptions, which may 

have helped students feel validated in their experiences.  There was also a focus on what 

the students learned as a result of being placed on scholastic probation and multiple 

questions centered around the way students have worked with others, in this case 

academic advisors, to build knowledge and make progress toward a degree.  In 

developing the research questions, the researcher acknowledged the three assumptions of 

the LPM and merged them with the social constructivist lens of the study: 1) “knowledge 

is complex and socially constructed,” 2) the “self is central to knowledge construction,” 

and 3) “authority and expertise are shared in the mutual construction of knowledge 

among peers” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, p. xix).  The goal of the LPM is to 

produce self-authorship, and by participating in this study students may reflect on and 

verbalize the ways they own their experiences as they persist (Baxter Magolda, 2001; 

Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Evans et al., 2010).  

Site Selection  

Two large, public research institutions in Texas were selected as sites for this 

study based on the following criteria: 1) The institution is a large, four-year institution 

with a strong STEM community, 2) At least one-third of the undergraduate population is 

majoring in a STEM discipline, 3) Females represent roughly half of the student body, 

and 4) FGS represent a large percentage of the undergraduate student population. West 

University’s undergraduate student population includes 24 percent First Generation 
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Students, while 47.6 percent of South University’s undergraduate enrollment is First 

Generation Students. Table 2 offers a thorough breakdown of female FGS, STEM 

majors, and female FGS in STEM who were placed on scholastic probation following the 

Fall 2019 semester at their respective institutions. Although most universities now see 

near-equal gender representation, FGS representation of this scale is not seen at many 

others institutions of this size, and particularly at research-intensive institutions.   

Table 2 
Study Sites’ STEM FGS on Scholastic Probation in Fall 2019  

Sample Areas West University South University 

Undergraduate FGS 7,728 (24% of total 
undergraduate enrollment) 

15,607 (47.6% of total undergraduate 
enrollment) 

Female Undergraduate FGS 4,027 8,143 

Undergraduate STEM 9,091 13,355 

Female Undergraduate STEM 3,304 4,555 

Female Undergraduate FGS 
STEM 

850 1,852 

Female Undergraduate FGS 
STEM on Scholastic Probation 
in Fall 2019 

9 79 

 
Recruitment of Participants  

A call for participants was shared with each STEM department’s listserv 

(Appendix B) and via email (Appendix A) to department chairs or directors of 

undergraduate studies.  The email and listserv posting included a summary of the study, 

incentive information, and the researcher’s contact information to express interest in 

participating in the study.  Qualtrics was used to administer the participation screening 

questionnaire (Appendix D).  The goal of this survey was to collect demographic 

information and serve as initial confirmation of eligibility for the study.  This is referred 

to as purposeful sampling, a process whereby the researcher hand selects participants 

who best fit the scope of the study (Creswell, 2014). When students began the screening 
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questionnaire, they were notified that they may exit the survey at any point in time if they 

chose not to continue.  The researcher did not obtain students’ past or current GPAs or 

course enrollment, as these were not a focus of this study.  Students selected for an 

interview were provided with a $50 virtual Visa or Amazon gift card after they reviewed 

their respective interview transcripts and confirmed accuracy.   

Data Collection  

First, the researcher requested a report from each university’s institutional 

effectiveness or research office to request the most recent: 1) number of undergraduate 

FGS enrolled, 2) number of female undergraduate FGS enrolled, 3) number of 

undergraduate STEM majors, 4) number of female undergraduate STEM majors, and 5) 

number of female FGS in STEM majors who have been placed on scholastic probation 

following the Fall 2019 term. Students were selected for interviews after a thorough 

review of their screening questionnaire responses and confirmation of eligibility.  Those 

who met the inclusion criteria were contacted via institutional email to request a time for 

a one-hour online interview using Zoom.  The list of students who chose to participate, 

which included their names and email addresses, is being kept in a secure digital file that 

will be destroyed following proper data management protocol.  Ten students were 

interviewed for this study in an attempt to capture several perspectives and gain insight to 

the impact of academic advising on female FGS with regard to scholastic probation in the 

STEM disciplines.  Creswell (2012) states that several participants may be interviewed 

using the narrative approach, but asserts that as few as one to two participants is 

appropriate for a narrative study (Creswell, 2014, p. 189; Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 
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186).  Each of the students received a $50 virtual Visa or Amazon gift card, their choice, 

for their participation in the study.    

The semi-structured, interviews were conducted with female FGS majoring in 

STEM previously placed on scholastic probation.  Interviews were scheduled according 

to participant availability and took place using Zoom for video conference. In recruitment 

materials and scheduling, students were assured that the interview would take no more 

than one hour of their time. In some cases, interviews were under 20 minutes, while 

others were over 45 minutes long. The time limit was put in place to respect participants’ 

schedules and responsibilities. Interviews were recorded and recordings were deleted 

following accurate transcription of each interview and participants’ approval. Transcript 

copies were emailed to the respective participants and they were asked to verify the 

information as accurate and provided necessary revisions due no later than two weeks 

from receipt of the copy of the transcript.  Once final transcripts were received by the 

researcher, all transcripts were de-identified and pseudonyms were assigned to protect 

participants’ privacy.  

Data Analysis  

Participants’ responses to the initial Qualtrics questionnaire were developed into 

an Excel table to generate descriptive statistics to include ethnicity, age, major, and 

classification.  Criteria for participation in interviews included: 1) identifies as female, 2) 

FGS status, and 3) past placement on scholastic probation; therefore, these items will not 

be included in the descriptive statistics.  In qualitative research, data analysis happens 

alongside data collection in most cases (Creswell, 2014).  Following each interview, the 

researcher used NVivo Transcription and proofread each transcript for accuracy before 
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sending to the respective participant for approval. This process is known as member 

checking and is one way to ensure validity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Once all transcripts 

were revised and approved by participants, the researcher made note of themes present in 

each transcript. After initial coding, the transcripts were uploaded to NVivo, a qualitative 

data analysis tool.  NVivo assisted the researcher in further identifying common themes 

across transcripts and aided in the development of a codebook.   

The transcripts were then organized in relation to the Learning Partnerships 

Model by experiences and advising interactions that participants felt challenged or 

supported them as they worked past scholastic probation (Baxter Magolda, 2001).   

Transcripts were also coded in accordance with the three research questions. Once all 

conceivable themes were noted, the researcher reviewed the codebook and began the 

winnowing process.  Qualitative research often provides researchers with far more data 

and themes than are applicable to the study at hand, which requires that they isolate those 

that address the research questions and may have implications for future research 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 192).  A retelling of the participants’ experiences was 

then developed by theme and relation to the LPM. Chapter five provides a discussion of 

these themes and their relationships with institutional scholastic probation policies, 

available resources, and the role of academic advising with FGS students facing 

scholastic probation.   

Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness of a study relies on many factors, including but not limited to: 

credibility, triangulation, dependability, confirmability, and transferability.  The 

researcher strived to achieve credibility through transparency and acknowledgment of her 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 56 
  

 

background, but also through member checking (Lichtman, 2013).  Triangulation simply 

means the researcher uses multiple methods of collecting data or collects data from more 

than one source (Creswell, 2014; Lichtman, 2013).  The data sources for this study 

included online institutional scholastic probation policies, a screening questionnaire, and 

semi-structured interviews with ten female FGS majoring in STEM disciplines at two 

four-year, public research institutions. The researcher reviewed the institutional policies 

regarding scholastic probation and good standing prior to interviewing the selected 

participants.  The policies were dissected as the researcher looked for mentions of support 

programs, academic advising procedures or requirements, and key resources for students 

facing scholastic probation at the institution.  A summary of the two institutions’ 

academic standing policies can be found in Table 3. 

Steps beyond academic probation, such as institutional dismissal on the grounds 

of poor academic performance, are not included in this table as they are outside the scope 

of this study. This information, along with the interview transcripts from multiple 

participants, served to solidify the trustworthiness of information being gathered, 

analyzed, and shared in the study (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). 

To be considered a dependable study, it is crucial for a researcher to maintain 

transparency throughout the course of a study and describe any changes and “how these 

changes affected the way the researcher approached the study” (Lichtman, 2013, p. 299).  

The use of triangulation, the opportunity to conduct follow-up interviews if needed, and 

careful note-taking throughout the study increases the dependability and confirmability of 

the study, which means that other researchers may be able to confirm the findings 

(Creswell, 2014; Lichtman, 2013). 
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Table 3 
Study Sites’ Academic Standing Policies  
 

Policy 
Highlights 

West University South University 

Academic 
Warning or 
Notice 

1. Students who earn less than a 2.0 GPA 
in their first semester 
2. Students must complete an academic 
strategy course, an academic recovery plan, 
or enroll in an academic recovery course 
3. Students must be advised by campus 
advising center and major department(s) 
advisors 
4. Limited to 16 credit hours the following 
term 

1. Students who earn less than a 2.0 GPA in 
their first semester 
2. Students must be advised by campus 
advising center and major department(s) 
advisors 
  

Scholastic 
Probation 

1. Students who earn less than 2.0 GPA the 
semester following Academic Warning  
2. Same interventions as Academic 
Warning 

1. Students who earn less than 2.0 GPA the 
semester following Academic Notice  
2. Students are encouraged to seek advising 
in major departments 

Academic 
Suspension 

1. Students who earn less than 2.0 GPA the 
semester following being placed on 
Scholastic Probation are suspended for one 
full semester (fall, spring, or full summer) 
2. Students must reapply to the institution 
for readmission following suspension. If 
readmitted, students are on Scholastic 
Probation until their GPA rises to 2.0 or 
higher and must follow Scholastic 
Probation interventions 
3. Students who earn below a 2.0 the 
semester they are readmitted are placed on 
Academic Dismissal for a full calendar 
year 

1. Students who earn less than 2.0 GPA the 
semester following being placed on 
Scholastic Probation are suspended for one 
full semester (fall, spring, or full summer) 
2. Students must reapply to the institution 
for readmission following suspension. If 
readmitted, students are on Scholastic 
Probation until their GPA rises to 2.0 or 
higher and must follow Scholastic Probation 
interventions 
3. Students who earn below a 2.0 the 
semester they are readmitted are placed on 
Academic Dismissal for a full calendar year 

 

It is difficult to determine whether the findings of this study will transfer on a 

surface level to other institutions without a large population of FGS or to male FGS, as 

campuses with larger FGS populations have noted different needs and program structures 

(Garriott & Nisles, 2017).  However, the participants’ stories and insights gleaned from 

their experiences coupled with a review of institutional policies specific to scholastic 

probation may inform the practice of academic advisors at any institution, as both two- 
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and four-year institutions of all sizes and status support FGS, females, STEM students, 

and students whose GPAs fall below a 2.0 at some point in their college careers. 

Researcher Background 

The researcher-participant interactions in qualitative research pose risk for bias, 

which negatively impacts the trustworthiness of a study (Lichtman, 2013).  Collecting 

information from multiple sources to consider multiple views decreases opportunities for 

bias to interfere with the study and adds increased credibility and dependability to the 

data collection and analysis methods (Creswell, 2014; Lichtman, 2013).  It is impossible 

to conduct qualitative research and have a complete lack of bias.  The researcher is the 

primary tool for collecting data and has lived experiences of her own that led to the 

conception of this study.  Acknowledgment of biases and personal experiences is the first 

step in removing preexisting biases and remaining as objective as possible throughout the 

study (Lichtman, 2013).    

As I planned and conducted this study, I acknowledge and understand the biases 

that I, as a researcher, may hold with regard to researching female First Generation 

Students who have faced scholastic probation while enrolled in a STEM discipline.  As a 

female FGS who entered college as a biology major, I had plans to pursue medical school 

and become a plastic surgeon. During my first semester, I quickly realized that no one at 

home could offer experience-based advice to help me cope with my new responsibilities. 

I struggled with homesickness, depression, and high levels of anxiety – things that many 

college students face and crumble under.   

At the end of my first semester, I received a letter from the Dean notifying me 

that I had earned below a 0.5 GPA and was placed on scholastic probation.  I received 
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this letter while home for winter break and it was devastating, mostly because I could see 

the grief in my parents’ eyes.  They had raised me and taught me that an education is the 

single most important thing a person can pursue, and I had failed miserably. I had no 

motivation and did not know where to turn for help when I returned for my second 

semester and, again, earned below a 1.0 GPA and was placed on academic suspension.  

The Dean told me I could reapply after taking classes at a community college for the 

summer, so I did just that and gained readmission.  My third semester, I endured trauma 

and as such was afraid to leave my residence hall.  A second suspension was added to my 

academic record and as I sat in the Dean’s office crying, he told me it was very unlikely 

that I would finish a four-year degree.  The Dean said I could apply for readmission after 

one to two semesters away, so I enrolled at a community college nearby and gained 

readmission after signing a contract with clear objectives that the Dean and I agreed 

upon. This was my first experience with a university employee that made me feel 

validated, like I was in charge of my path, more than two years into my college 

experience.   

Once I started retaking courses, I found myself interested in a new major and 

started talking with an academic advisor about my goals.  I knew I wanted to support 

college students, to find all the ways colleges are and are not supporting them, and to 

dedicate my life to helping students avoid feeling the way I did the first half of my 

college career. I recognize that because I persisted through multiple semesters of 

scholastic probation and two academic suspensions, I may hold views about the 

experiences of this particular student population. In developing the research and 

interview questions for this study, I acknowledge and understand the biases that I may 
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hold. I continued to recognize any biases that I may hold as a result of my own lived 

experiences as I conducted interviews, analyzed, and interpreted participants’ responses 

and the institutional policies. My goal in any research is for it to be a vehicle for others’ 

messages; I do not intend to speak on their behalf and did not intertwine my own 

experiences or biases with those of the participants in this study. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

The study presents several limitations. The sites selected for this study are both 

large, public four-year institutions with the Carnegie Tier One Research designation and 

are both in large cities. GPA data was not requested from participants, and as such, it is 

not discussed beyond defining scholastic probation as a status applied when a students’ 

GPA falls below a 2.0. The COVID-19 pandemic also limited this study, as in-person 

interviews were not possible and these took place via Zoom videoconferencing.  

Delimitations that refine the scope of this study are due to purposeful sampling. 

First, the sample consisted of female FGS in STEM disciplines. The findings may not be 

applicable to males, non-FGS, or students in non-STEM disciplines. The study 

interviewed students who have faced scholastic probation, but the experiences of female 

FGS in STEM who have not been placed on scholastic probation may be different. 

Students who were previously on scholastic probation and did not continue their studies 

were not included and their experiences may also be different.  

Summary   

This study aimed to explore and share the lived experiences of female FGS STEM 

majors who have previously been placed on scholastic probation at a large, public 

university.  The more specific focus of the study involved asking students to discuss their 
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perceptions of interactions with academic advisors during scholastic probation using the 

Learning Partnerships Model as a lens.  The findings of this study may be used to inform 

the practice of academic advising with regard to STEM majors will be particularly useful 

when working with female FGS.  This narrative study will add to the small but growing 

and needed body of qualitative work on female FGS in STEM disciplines, especially 

those who have faced scholastic struggles.  Furthermore, this study serves academic 

advisors who work with these populations, often at their intersections, and aims to assist 

with the reform of advising practice regarding struggling FGS in STEM. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The goal of this study was to share the lived experiences of female First 

Generation Students in STEM disciplines at two large, public research institutions in 

Texas who have previously been placed on scholastic probation. More specifically, the 

study focused on their perceptions of STEM disciplines leading up to scholastic 

probation, experiences with academic advisors throughout the scholastic probation 

experience, and their perceptions of the impact advisors have had on post-probation 

academic performance. This chapter will first present descriptive profiles for each of the 

ten participants in the study before offering a more detailed view of their experiences 

leading up to and in college. The emerging themes for each of the research questions will 

then be provided along with support from the participant interviews.  

Descriptive Profile of Participants  

Table 4 presents demographic information for each of the ten study participants. 

Participants were assigned pseudonyms to be used and the information presented below is 

organized by pseudonym in alphabetical order. All ten participants identify as 

female First Generation Students who have previously been placed on scholastic 

probation, so this information is excluded from the table.  It is notable that two students, 

Mara and Stacy, transferred from other institutions to their current universities and two 

students are classified as nontraditional, or over the age of 25, and returned to campus 

some time following their placement on scholastic probation. 
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Table 4 
Participant Descriptive Profiles 

Name Age Race Hispanic 
or Latinx? Institution Classification Major 

Amanda 21 White Yes South University Junior Environmental Sciences 

Dahlia 19 White Yes South University Sophomore Biomedical Engineering 

Halle 21 Asian No South University Sophomore Biochemistry 

Lizzie 25 Undisclosed Yes West University Sophomore Nursing 

Mara 24 Black or African 
American 

Yes West University Freshman Human Sciences 

Nadia 20 Black or African 
American 

No South University Sophomore Computer Engineering 
Technology 

Raya 22 White No South University Sophomore Chemical Engineering 

Sarah 20 White Yes West University Sophomore Psychology 

Stacy 22 American Indian Yes West University Junior Civil Engineering 

Tiffany 30 White Yes West University Senior Psychology 

 
Individual Participant Profiles   

Amanda. Amanda is a 21-year-old White woman. She identifies as Latinx and is 

currently pursuing a bachelor’s degree in Environmental Sciences. Her mother earned an 

associate’s degree and her father earned his high school diploma or GED. She described 

her mother’s stance on pursuing a four-year degree as indifferent and most of her support 

in applying for college came from her maternal grandmother and an early college high 

school advisor.  

Dahlia. Dahlia is a 19-year-old White woman. She identifies as Latinx and is 

currently pursuing a bachelor’s degree in Biomedical Engineering and hopes to impact 

the medical field through innovative technology. Her mother and father both earned an 

associate’s degree and her father encouraged her to pursue a bachelor’s degree.   

Halle. Halle is a 21-year-old Asian woman. She is currently pursuing a bachelor’s 

degree in Biochemistry and plans to apply to medical school. Her mother and father both 
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earned associate’s degrees and they raised Halle to believe that going to college was the 

only way to become successful in life.  

Lizzie. Lizzie is a 25-year-old woman who identifies as Latinx and is currently 

working toward U.S. citizenship. She is currently pursuing a bachelor’s degree in 

Nursing. Her passion for healthcare began when she was nine years old and her newborn 

sister required open-heart surgery at just 20 days old. Her mother completed some high 

school and her father’s highest level of education was not indicated, but Lizzie identifies 

as a First Generation Student as she is the first from her family to pursue a bachelor’s 

degree.   

Mara. Mara is a 24-year-old Black woman who identifies as Latinx. She has 

recently transferred to West University and is on the pre-med track in Human Sciences. 

She became interested in healthcare when her mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. 

Her mother completed some high school and her father’s nor her step-father's highest 

level of education was not disclosed. She identifies as a First Generation Student because 

she is the first from her family to pursue a bachelor’s degree.  

Nadia. Nadia is a 20-year-old Black woman pursuing a bachelor’s degree in 

Computer Engineering Technology. Her interest in technology stems from watching her 

sister play video games growing up and she has grown to enjoy the software development 

side of technology. Her mother completed her high school diploma or GED and her 

father’s highest level of education was not disclosed. She states that being the first from 

her family to go to college was one of the biggest factors in pursuing college and sees it 

as a huge accomplishment.  
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Raya. Raya is a 22-year-old White woman pursuing a bachelor’s degree in 

Chemical Engineering. She became interested in this major when she took an engineering 

class in high school and her teacher encouraged her to learn more and pursue this route. 

Both of Raya’s parents received their high school diplomas or GEDs. When she 

discussed pursuing a STEM discipline in college, her parents were indifferent and had 

little to say to her about it.  

Sarah. Sarah is a 20-year-old White woman. She identifies as Latinx and is 

pursuing a bachelor’s degree in Psychology, with plans to pursue a doctoral degree. Not 

knowing where to begin, she applied to 22 institutions and relied heavily on the internet 

and location to select an institution. Her mother completed high school and her father’s 

highest education level was not disclosed, but in her interview she said she wanted to go 

to college to step away from her family a bit, as her parents had only finished high 

school.   

Stacy. Stacy is a 22-year-old American Indian woman who identifies as Latinx. 

She is pursuing a bachelor’s degree in Civil Engineering. As valedictorian of her high 

school class, she felt tremendous pressure and initially attended an elite institution. She 

ultimately chose to transfer to her current university to be closer to family following 

scholastic probation. Both of her parents completed less than high school and have 

contributed to her support system in college.   

Tiffany. Tiffany is a 30-year-old White woman who is in her final year of a 

bachelor’s degree program in Psychology. Her mother enrolled in college, but did not 

finish and encouraged Tiffany to go and complete the degree, citing her own decision to 

drop out as a major regret in life. Tiffany began her college career several years ago in 
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Sociology and Criminology, but went through a divorce and scholastic probation. She 

took time away and came back to pursue her interests in Psychology and hopes to pursue 

graduate school.  

Summary of Participant Profiles  

With the exception of two participants, all are pursuing different majors in STEM 

disciplines. Two students reported that they had transferred institutions following being 

placed on scholastic probation. Two participants intend to apply to medical school, one to 

a nursing program, and two to graduate programs in Psychology.  Half of the participants 

identify as White, two identify as Black or African American, one identifies as American 

Indian, one identifies as Asian, and one participant chose not to disclose her race. Seven 

of the ten participants are Hispanic or Latinx. Two of the participants are nontraditional 

students, meaning they are over the age of 25 (Pelletier, 2010).  

Research Question One  

The primary research question looked at how female First Generation Students 

pursuing STEM disciplines describe their experiences with academic advisors throughout 

the scholastic probation process. Participants offered their perceptions of advising leading 

up to scholastic probation and following as well. Four emerging themes centered around 

this question include: 1) lack of clear communication, 2) early prescriptive advising, 3) 

delayed developmental or proactive advising, and 4) requests for more outreach.  
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Lack of Clear Communication  

Students in this study discussed frustration with the way their scholastic probation 

status was communicated to them. Eight participants were notified of being placed on 

scholastic probation via institutional email, one was notified by mail to her family’s 

home, and one was notified by a phone call to her mother. The emails included little 

information other than the general notice and definition of scholastic probation and 

encouraged students to contact their academic advisors for guidance. One student, Dahlia, 

described an email with several helpful links, but this was not seen elsewhere. Stacy did 

not receive an email about her probation status initially; it was placed on her transcript 

and a general email came several weeks later. The lack of clarity around the notification 

itself and next steps left several students confused. When asked about what resources she 

used after receiving the email, Sarah said  

I would just call the financial aid office like pretty much every three or four days. 

Or I would also talk to my advisor and, you know, kind of ask her. I also, like 

when that happened and I was like, oh, well, the dean told me that it wouldn't 

affect anything or things, like I made sure beforehand. She also wrote a statement 

and let them know to put it in my favor. But other than that, like it was just me 

and with me instigating, calling them because they really didn't reach out to you. 

It’s more your responsibility to figure it out.  

She recounts the emotional stress of the uncertainties and lack of clarity by saying  

So that was a little stressful, because they don't really tell you kind of like what's 

going on. You're kind of like left without knowing for like a long period of time. 

And then like, you call back, like you get more information and they kind of get 
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irritated with you, like it's just because you don't want to be under that kind of 

pressure. And then like, it's stressful because, like, it puts your financial aid on 

hold and stuff. And like without financial aid, I won't be able to afford going to 

school. So it's really stressful because like you realize that you're behind or like 

stuck on something, but there's like kind of pressure to keep going forward, but 

then that also kind of draws you back, you know. So it's stressful being under that 

process and like having them like this kind of hold you like, by a leash, like 

you’re really on a close line.  

Similarly, Stacy shared an experience with lackluster communication efforts. The email 

she received was short and blunt with little sense of empathy. She recalls 

I went home for winter break, came back and it was like, “Hey, you're placed on 

academic probation. You need to make a meeting with your advisor and anybody 

placed on academic probation, please make a meeting with your advisor to 

discuss what will be done moving forward.”  

Tiffany, like Sarah, was in constant contact with the financial aid office to try to sort 

through scholastic probation policies as they related to her financial aid package. She also 

spoke with her advisors about her status. When asked who she talked to most after 

receiving the notice of scholastic probation email, she said  

Mostly the financial aid office, because they're the ones who do the SAP 

[satisfactory academic progress] appeals, so there they were, the ones telling me, 

“Hey, this is what you need to fill out. This is the course you need to take before 

you can register for any classes,” and so on and so forth. I worked a little bit with 
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some of the advisers that were within the college itself, but mostly it was just kind 

of administration for the actual, for the whole university.  

Amanda expressed surprise and frustration when she received her email. As someone 

who did well in high school, like many of the participants, she never expected to be 

placed on scholastic probation in college. She said  

I got an e-mail. No one, no person really told me. I don't know where that e-mail 

came from. I go through an e-mail like, “You have under a 2.0, you’re on 

probation,” so I was like, “Oh.”  

Amanda admitted that she needed time to process the news, but ultimately reached out to 

her advisor about next steps and said   

My academic advisor, she actually did tell me things I had to do from then on. I 

did meet with her around that time. If anything, the email itself was pretty useful 

because there was multiple links like this that you kind of have to do. But my 

academic advisor, she kind of just refreshed that and like she specified a few more 

things that, you know, the e-mail was like kind of unclear.   

Raya said her email told her she was placed on probation and that if she failed more 

classes the following semester, she would be placed on scholastic suspension. This is 

common at most institutions (Sneyers & De Witte, 2017). If a student earns below a 2.0 

for the first time, they are placed on probation. If they fail to raise their GPA above a 2.0 

in the subsequent semester, they are placed on suspension. Students may be placed on 

additional probations as well. Raya describes feeling completely alone in her classes and 

stated that her parents would likely encourage her to give up  
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I didn't tell my parents. I was too afraid of what they would say if they would tell 

me to give up. Nobody really reached out. I had just gotten in contact this past 

semester with my academic advisor, and that was a whole process in itself. They 

have where you can look on the website who your academic advisor is, but the 

whole time I've been in school, it didn't say anybody for me. And so I went and I 

emailed the person that was supposed to be kind of the academic advisor for all of 

the chemical engineers. I thought she was. And she told me that that wasn't her, to 

email someone else. So I e-mailed someone else and they're like, no, this is your 

advisor. And then I had to get in contact with him.  

Nadia described her experience with being notified of her scholastic probation status and 

had a more positive outlook after talking with her academic advisor. Her advisor’s 

immediate suggestions included a referral to tutoring resources on campus, which Nadia 

gladly pursued  

I didn't know about it much beforehand, but they explained to me and it didn't 

seem as bad as I thought it was when they first mentioned it. So it wasn't as bad as 

I thought it was when they got to explaining it. And I thought, “Hey, this is 

something I can get through. This is something I can accomplish. This is 

something…I can get through this.”  

Halle also received a general email from the institution and described the next steps as an 

individual endeavor with little support. When asked who or what resources helped her 

navigate the scholastic probation policies and processes, she said  
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I mean, really, no one did. I didn't get any like, you know, I wasn't, I didn't get 

any additional resources to be honest. I'm off probation right now and it's because 

I went out of my way to look for things.  

Each of these participants were visibly frustrated when describing their first impression 

of scholastic probation. They were frustrated with themselves for being placed on 

probation, but felt worse when their institutions made them feel like an afterthought by 

not providing clear resources and support with the notification. 

Early Prescriptive Advising 

Participants discussed the ways they were advised at orientation and in their first 

semesters. The advising styles described match prescriptive advising, because the 

conversations were focused on which courses to take and degree timelines rather than 

students’ development and experiences. All ten participants reported that their 

interactions with academic advisors prior to being placed on scholastic probation were 

limited to prescriptive advising styles. One participant, Nadia, mentioned more of a 

mixture between prescriptive, proactive, and developmental advising approaches prior to 

being placed on probation. This changed for most participants once placed on probation, 

as they saw a shift away from prescriptive, impersonal advising and toward a more 

developmental or proactive approach to help them repair their GPAs and make 

satisfactory progress toward their degrees. Dahlia described her experience with advising 

leading up to scholastic probation process as negative and said she did not benefit from 

her advisor, saying  

I wouldn't to say that talking to those advisers initially would have, was a good 

thing. I never really felt like the advisors, like did anything for me specifically, if 
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that makes any sense. Like they never really gave me any other resources, like to 

be specific in my, er, rewind, the advisors for engineering, they never really gave 

me like any other, like, they never really said anything to me, communicated with 

me about anything. Like I don't know, like asked if I had any personal struggles or 

I don't even know. Well, like, I never felt like they reached out in any way, even if 

it was in a mass-like email. Other than that one policy that they sent out, like I 

honestly, I haven't heard from any of my advisors.  

Mara transferred from another institution after a negative first-year experience and being 

placed on scholastic probation there and recounts the advising process as difficult to 

access and impersonal. When asked if her advisor was beneficial or supportive for her 

there, she said, “Not supportive at all.” She describes her former advisor the semester she 

was placed on probation, saying  

So my advisor, when I would go and try to see him, he was always busy or you 

know he was out and he was always busy or always talking to or joking, like with 

other students, that he never really had time for me unless things got critical like, 

“Okay, you need to turn this in.”  

Sarah is a Psychology major now, but began her undergraduate studies as a Biology 

major. The biology advisors had so many students in their case loads. She spoke about 

her experience with advisors before being placed on probation and said 

They didn't know your name. It was really hard to ever get an appointment. When 

I was in bio, because in bio they just kind of like, hope that you stay a bio major 

and they don't really like push you to like finish as a bio major.  
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Lizzie discussed her advising experience before being placed on probation and compared 

it to the benefits she has from advising now. She said 

Honestly, with the ones that I had before, it wasn't as great as my current adviser 

right now. Those advisers, like they would, they would go over my stuff with me, 

but it wasn’t as, I don’t know, I just felt like I didn’t get as much information as I 

do now.  

Once Amanda was placed on probation, her advisor was more informative; however, 

earlier interactions were less than satisfactory from the student’s perspective. Amanda 

remembered the first time she met with her advisor and when she met after being placed 

on probation both as very quick, straightforward conversations   

The first time I was with my advisor, I don’t know, she probably wasn’t having a 

great day or something? That was my first time meeting with her. And I'm 

actually kind of shy, so she wasn't like mean, but she was just kind of like more or 

less a little bit indifferent. But overall, she was just kind of like, answered my 

questions pretty quickly and like, um, she did answer my questions well, she was 

helpful, but I can't exactly explain. She was just like, I felt she didn’t help me as 

much as she possibly could have. I'm not sure. Maybe that's just me. Whenever I 

was put on probation, she was just telling me I do have to do good and if not, I 

could go into suspension and all that. But that’s kind of it, overall. 

Stacy was notified of her probation status during winter break and scheduled a meeting 

with her advisor to discuss next steps. One of her regrets is not having access to an 

advisor earlier or more often, but she wanted more than prescriptive advising. Of the 

meeting with her advisor, she said  
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I guess you could say that advising at West University wasn't the best. It was just 

kind of, all she really said was, “You know, we're going to reduce your class load 

by one class,” because everybody, there was a, um, a course, not a course 

description it was a map showing you what class we had to take each semester 

and she said, “OK. This is what students typically take. We're going to reduce 

your class load by one class. Maybe that'll help you.” That was pretty much the 

end of the conversation. 

When asked if her advisors made her feel valued throughout the probation experience, 

Dahlia said  

No, actually, not particularly. I almost feel like I'm just like, I guess like another 

like little, number, another name in their, like list of people, like. I feel as if they, I 

don't know, like I feel as if I'm just like one in a million for them. Like I don't feel 

any sort of connection to them like, like at all really.  

Like Sarah, Lizzie has had multiple advisors throughout her undergraduate experience, 

and the advisors who were meant to guide her through probation took a general approach 

and simply told her to retake classes. She recounts going to speak with her advisor at the 

time  

I went and talked to them. They said, no, like and you can retake this and it wasn’t 

like, they didn't make a big deal about it.  

Tiffany talked to her advisor when she needed to and described a fully prescriptive 

academic advising approach used by her advising team. When asked whether she has 

worked with an advisor over the past few years, especially considering she had taken 

some time away, she said  
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Every now and then, whenever it's required, they're like, “Hey, you need to come 

see me or you can't register.” So, you know, I'll make that appointment and they'll 

pretty much tell me, “Okay, this is the classes that are available. You can choose 

which ones you want to do for the semester,” pretty much.  

Halle described little change between pre- and post-probation advising, all prescriptive in 

nature, stating  

I mean, the interactions were just like as normal as they were before, just like 

really quick. They didn’t give any specific advice, to be honest. They just said, 

“Oh, just keep up,” like, “doing your work, making sure you're turning in your 

work on time,” like basic information.  

She also implied that her advisor was less than helpful when it came to her goal of 

applying to medical school following probation. Remembering the conversation, she said  

They mentioned that if I wanted to go into med, like it'd be a slim chance that I'd 

be able to go into med school, because I mentioned that I was pre-med. So that's 

what they said.  

When asked if the advisor offered any kind of guidance or other paths that she could 

pursue, Halle said flatly, “No.” This calls to mind Clark’s (1960) description of the 

cooling-out function of institutions of higher education. Advisors who partake in this 

behavioral function withhold resources, guidance, or support from students who do not 

appear to be on track for success in a particular discipline. They typically take one of two 

routes: the “hard” response, which immediately dismisses students when they do not 

meet expectations, and the “soft” response, which nudges students toward alternate paths 

when the first path no longer appears feasible from the advisors’ perspective (Clark, 
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1960, p. 571). Moore (1975) found that women experience this cooling more often than 

men.  

Nadia described her experiences with academic advisors as beneficial throughout college, 

even starting as early as new student orientation, because she had a very difficult time 

picking courses and learning how to build a schedule. She said  

They meet, they helped to make things easier for me in the long run. They helped 

to explain things, they helped explain things that I was going to need in the future, 

like how to do my schedule, definitely helped me with that. They explained more 

like how the classes were, how certain things functioned around the campus. 

What to do when you are on an academic probation, um how to get through that. 

Things of that sort. 

The participants shared that there is a clear disconnect between students’ needs and the 

information institutions provide when they begin their college careers. Students felt like 

they only mattered once placed on probation, which did not make them feel validated as 

individuals or as part of their institutions. Participants expressed a clear desire to connect 

with their institutions and to have an advisor to turn to for support, which is not 

accomplished through purely prescriptive advising methods. 

Delayed Developmental or Proactive Advising 

Only one student, Nadia, reported more than prescriptive advising methods being 

used prior to being placed on scholastic probation. Several students described a 

noticeable change in the ways their advisors spoke with them after being placed on 

probation that suggests developmental advising and proactive advising was employed.   
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Lizzie, changed majors after learning she was on probation and had less personal 

experiences with her Biology advisor prior to being placed on scholastic probation. When 

asked about her Psychology advisor and the conversation they had about probation, she 

said  

My current advisor, she's more, “Well, what are we going to do to, like change 

it?” and just advising me as to like, “OK, these two classes are more on a difficult 

level. You might want to consider taking this class this semester,” and it's just 

more organized, you know? As with the other ones, they didn't make a big deal 

about it, honestly. It was not as structured, I guess.  

At her first institution, Stacy felt completely alone the semester she was placed on 

probation. When asked about her interactions with her advisor there, she said  

I saw her once I was placed on academic probation, I never saw her before. So, I 

was just kind of navigating the classes by myself. Nobody was asking me, “Hey, 

how are you doing? What's the best way that we can, you know, work to work 

towards you not being placed on academic probation? We see that you're 

struggling.” There was none of that. It was just kind of, you know, “You're taking 

the classes.”  

Stacy decided to transfer to be closer to family and describes her current advisor as much 

more supportive, especially in light of her past probation status and with regard to 

planning her future. She said  

I feel like now with my current advisor, she really makes me think about, 

“OK. So this is the best way to set things up.” I also have to take into account that 

I have to do internships that will benefit me in getting a job later. I have to also 
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leave time to study for exams, for certifications that I have to go through to once 

be able to put those into place into my job and all of those things. I feel like that 

has really benefited me and has given me a clear picture of I need to do A, B, C 

and D in order to produce these results, which before I didn't have that and I feel 

like I really needed some structure, I guess, to be able to really know, “OK, I have 

to target this, this and this.”  

Mara, who transferred after a rough year at her first institution, described her new advisor 

as much more communicative and proactive, saying that early on she was regularly  

asking me how the day has gone, how my schedule is, you know, if my workload 

probably is a lot because I'm taking four classes and she's like, “Hey, if you need 

to drop anything, this is demanding. But if not, of course, I'm here. Here are some 

tutors that you can go talk to or set up online because everything's virtual right 

now because anything you need, I am here for.”  

Amanda’s advisor came across as indifferent when they first met, but once she was 

placed on scholastic probation this changed and she became more proactive in supporting 

her. Amanda said that when they met after she was put on probation, her advisor  

didn't want me to go into suspension, I could kind of tell that, but she was just 

really, like, helpful in which, like, after probation she was just like, “OK. Make 

sure that if you need any help, there’s like a bunch of resources on campus.  

When Sarah switched majors after being placed on probation, she left a very rigid 

advising experience and was pleasantly surprised by the attention she received by her 

new advisor. Her advisor continued discussing coursework with her, but she went above 

and beyond for Sarah, as she recalls  
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She even sent me like a career book that she has a PDF file of to like, makes sure 

to like show me, like, different things I can enter in psychology like this, just like 

more one on one. Like she really wants to like, help me get to where I need to be. 

And like she's been telling me about programs and stuff like do specific like CIA 

like opportunities or joining the Peace Corps. It's like she's more like definitely 

catering, like help me get somewhere. I feel like I've definitely been more 

encouraged to meet with (her) more often. And like, I definitely get like more 

guidance, like into what I need to do. So like, I get like more clarity and I don't 

feel like so overwhelmed.  

Although she spent much of her time talking with financial aid to ensure her Satisfactory 

Academic Progress (SAP) appeal would go through smoothly, Tiffany also spoke with 

her advisor when she was placed on probation and later when she decided to return to 

campus. They were genuinely interested in helping her and encouraged her to take time 

and be proactive with repairing her GPA. She said  

I spoke to advisers and basically they just wanted to make sure that I was ready to 

pursue the next semester or if I still needed time. Mostly they would tell me that 

maybe I should kind of take things a little slow, don't take on a full load, just kind 

of ease back into things and ask how my personal life was going because that's 

what caused me to drop my GPA was what was going on outside of school.  

Nadia, who felt her advisors were helpful before being placed on probation, maintained 

that her advisors were helpful throughout the probation experience as well. When asked 

to describe her interactions regarding probation, she said  
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They talked to me about a lot. They covered a lot of things. Like, I was debating 

on changing my major, that was a big thing, and they discussed with me like what 

all I needed to do in order to change it, whether or not changing it would be a 

good option, because what I was trying to change it to was very similar to what I 

already had because I was trying to change it to computer engineering and I’m a 

computer engineering technology major. I discussed with them like what all the 

difference is between them and whether or not changing it would be like the best 

option for me.  

Nadia’s advisors helped her think about what might be the best path for her given her 

academic standing and her interests and she felt more confident about making that choice 

after a thorough discussion.  

Requests for More Outreach 

A theme that emerged organically, asking for more understanding and outreach 

from advisors was something most participants indicated. Early on in their college 

careers, many felt like another number to their advisors. One may assert that it felt unfair 

to have to face scholastic probation in order for an advisor to pay attention to their needs. 

Stacy said  

I wish I had more access to talking to them. Being able to see the struggle that 

other students that they have advised before have gone through and being open to 

honestly just hear the, how your students are doing.  

She elaborated  

And I feel like as a first gen student, you're not made aware of all those things that 

you have access to all of that. And just also first gen students, I feel definitely 
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whenever I graduated high school, high school was all about getting good grades 

and getting good grades, getting good grades, being involved. And, you know, 

you'll have access to really great colleges. And in colleges, it's not just about 

getting good grades. You have to learn how to network, learn how to take job 

opportunities and get good grades, but at the same time be able to have a social 

life at the same time, join organizations, have time for those organizations, not 

just focus all your time on studying as well. And I feel like first gen students just 

think, you know, going to class, going to class, go to class, go home, go to class, 

go home, and that's definitely what I would do whenever I was at West University 

at first. I didn't think, “Oh, you know, maybe I should be networking with other 

people, maybe I should go to office hours or go to this organization.” I kind of 

just went to class, went to my room, went to class, went to my room, and I feel 

like being more open to talk to your first gen students or just students in general, I 

feel like academic advisors can definitely give that advice and are able to give that 

advice.  

Raya echoed this sentiment, as her probation stemmed from being hospitalized. She said 

if she could ask for anything from her advisors, she would request  

I guess more of an outreach, more like checking in, making sure I'm doing okay. I 

really don’t know what else they could do, so maybe just more outreach and 

checking in with students.  

Halle elaborated a bit more, calling attention to the fact that advisors are aware of 

scholastic probation statuses on student accounts, but could do more to contact this at-risk 

population  
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I would have liked the advisers to be more hands on. Instead of just like, treating 

us as if we were just like, I don't know. I feel like I would have benefited if they 

just, like, connected with us more and just a, more hands on, and just checking up 

on us more often instead of us finding, go to them. I don’t know, I just would’ve 

liked that. If you know a student is coming to you with a problem, it wouldn't hurt 

to help reach out, especially you've been notified of the problem.   

Mara mentioned that incoming students should be made aware of the realities of college, 

that it is not always what the shiny brochures and happy pictures online would have them 

believe. When asked what she would share with others about scholastic probation, she 

said   

I don't know if this is going to be heard, but I feel as though if someone younger I 

can talk to, to really do your research, don't just look at the successful college 

experiences. Look at the rough ones, too. Because the rough one may maybe the 

path that you may have, and the rough ones may be the ones that will help you get 

through your term or your experience. Not everyone is going to have sunshine and 

rainbows experience-like college. Or if you look on social media and we see all 

the pictures of the games or sorority houses. That's not a college, like the college 

life is not easy. If you're caught up at 3 o’clock in the morning so you can have all 

your homework done or get your presentation together or you know you're up 

because you have to work because you have to pay for school and then come 

home and study and do all you need to do for classes. That is to mean, I guess, a 

true college life like for me now. I work from one to eight o'clock in the morning, 

then I’ll start classes at 10 a.m. and classes in it or I'll try to get another 
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couple hours of studying in before I go to sleep so I can do it all over again the 

next day.   

Students acknowledge that advisors carry heavy caseloads and are busy, especially at 

large institutions like the two examined in this study. They are not asking for daily or 

weekly calls to see how they are doing, but they do want to receive more than general 

mass emails. This is not necessarily a quantity of communication issue, but one of quality 

and thoughtfulness. They want their advisors to follow up to an email the student may 

have forgotten to reply to when they were stressed and studying for midterms. Students 

want their advisors to ask about their goals and if their classes are helping them reach 

those goals – and follow up on these things. 

Summary of Research Question One  

With regard to how students describe their experiences with advisors while 

navigating scholastic probation at a large institution, the participants’ responses indicate a 

clear pattern of early prescriptive advising, lack of clarity and supportive communication 

at the moment of scholastic probation, and for more than half of the respondents, a 

noticeable shift to more proactive and developmental advising styles following scholastic 

probation due to the advisors’ knowledge of the students’ academic standing. More than 

half of the students indicated a negative advising experience and that they did not feel 

valued when describing prescriptive advising practices, whereas eight participants 

indicated feeling valued or having a positive perception when describing more 

developmental or proactive advising approaches. The two students who did not indicate a 

positive experience after probation did not describe a change to developmental or 

proactive advising methods following suspension. The common practice for notifying 
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students of a potentially life-altering academic standing, scholastic probation, is through 

institutional email and leaves more questions than answers for the majority of students. 

The final theme that emerged, students requesting more outreach, speaks to their 

acknowledgment that they desperately want and need a higher level of support from their 

advisors. The participants were not sure of what else would be beneficial in terms of 

navigating scholastic probation, but felt that increased outreach is a good place to start.  

Research Question Two  

Research question two serves as the first supporting question and sought to learn 

more about female FGS experiences with and perceptions of STEM prior to scholastic 

probation. Participants described pre-college and college memories about their 

involvement with STEM and three themes emerged: 1) choice in major, 2) family 

influence, and 3) gender assumptions.  

Choice in Major  

Participants in this study chose their STEM disciplines based on a combination of 

interest, aptitude, and research, much like students in other academic majors. Sarah, the 

participant who switched from Biology to Psychology following scholastic probation 

took into account her academic skills, interests, and spoke with a family member before 

making her decision to switch majors. She explained  

I was a bio major to begin with and a chem minor, but I realized I sucked at 

chemistry and that it was going to be very difficult to continue the pre-med like to 

go to medical school if I suck at chemistry. And I had gotten really interested in 

my psychology courses. And I also have like a family member who is in, who's an 

actual psychologist. She got her master's at SMU and I kind of saw that as a good 
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pathway I could take. And with my credits, it just kind of lined out and I go into 

psychology and not get behind.   

Dahlia began researching biomedical engineering as a field in high school because she 

had always been interested in medicine but did not want to go to medical school. She had 

the opportunity to take a course to learn more about paths she could take and said  

So I think I'd decided it like, when I was a freshman in high school, it was like 

not decided, but it was something I was always like in my mind, something I kind 

of always like, researched. Like I remember I was in this like I was in this like 

principles of health science class. And they made us look into like majors, or not 

majors, like jobs. And that was always one I've looked that, but I'd never really 

like was set in stone with it up until like honestly up until like my first semester of 

college where I was looking at sort of like the classes that I would have to take. 

And I was like, “OK, like, this is kind of like what I like to do.” Like, I want to 

work in, like the medical field, but not necessarily medicine. I want to be like an 

innovator, someone that sort of betters a future for someone else through 

technology. It's always something I kind of liked.  

Stacy felt a tremendous amount of pressure from her high school teachers to pursue 

engineering and decided to pursue it after learning more about the different options. She 

explained   

I've always been very good at math and science. When I was in high school, so I 

kind of, everybody was kind of just pushing me. All my teachers were telling me, 

“You know, you should look into the engineering track, you should look into the 

engineering track.” So once I started college my freshman year, I had had access 
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to three different modules of different types of engineering and I went through the 

modules and civil engineering was the one that I liked the best and I understood 

the most.  

Mara explained that she had opportunities to learn about science growing up and fell in 

love with it. She had a teacher who she identified with and sought advice from about 

college. She recalled  

I've always loved science. And my favorite teacher’s name was [NAME 

REDACTED]. He was a part of the Teachers of America and he actually taught 

my last three science classes, I believe. And with him being close to my age like 

he was younger than my oldest, two of my brothers and I related sort of like, oh, 

like I had some body I know who's around your age or older than you. And he 

really just broke it down to say college life was awesome for him. He grew up and 

went to school in Ohio. And he says if that's something that I would like to pursue 

as a minority woman, it's going to be hard, but it will be rewarding afterwards. He 

knows there are a lot of uphill battles that I would have to face. But at the end, I 

can be one of a handful. And I know that one of a handful is, when you think 

about it, probably not that great, but I could be that person that can make it 

for it,  I can make other young black girls or minority girls want to follow that 

STEM program. If not, you know, they follow other degrees or might not even 

pursue a degree themselves.  

Some students, like Amanda and Nadia, choose their majors based entirely on what they 

are passionate about. Amanda considered multiple options, but described her choice  



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 87 
  

 

I wanted to go to biology for a long time. Like in 9th grade, I was very like, 

drawn to biology. But then in 11th grade, and also just kind of looking back 

throughout history, environmental science seems to fit me better because I always 

did love the environment and I always did want to protect it. But in 11th grade, I 

also did take an AP environmental science class and then that's when I learned 

like, “Oh, I can go into this,” you know, and it kind of relates to biology in a way 

because I loved biology, I still do, but I feel like this just suited me better just 

because I always did have a passion to protect the environment and everything.  

Nadia chose a major she is excited about and her interests started from a young age. The 

decision was made after she took four engineering classes in high school. She recalled 

becoming interested in technology, saying  

As a kid, my sister played video games a lot. I used to watch her play the games 

and everything and after a while, I became really interested in like how, what all 

went into making the games or like, what technology went into it, how were they 

made, and how that was made, and everything. How computers are made. What 

kind of stuff went into that.  

Similar to Mara, Raya spoke with her teacher about engineering because the content was 

interesting. When asked about the conversation, she said  

Mainly, I told her what we were learning was interesting and she was a chemical 

engineer herself. So she saw me about what it was that she did as a chemical 

engineer and really just kind of encouraged me and recommended (me) to get 

started with and my parents were really the only other people I talked to about it 

and they really didn't really have anything else to say too much about it.  
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Raya chose to major in Chemical Engineering, a discipline that is notoriously male 

dominated (Smith, 2010). The presence of a female Chemical Engineer in her life as an 

influence for selecting this major is of particular interest, as other research has found this 

to be critical for female persistence in historically male-dominant fields (Stieha, 2010). 

Family Influence  

It is important to note that students’ families had an impact on their decisions to 

pursue STEM, whether it was a belief that medical school is the best route to success or 

students’ own awareness of their FGS status and implications. Eight participants 

explicitly indicated that their families influenced their decisions to pursue a bachelor’s 

degree or were a strong part of their support systems. Sarah wanted to step out from what 

her parents had done, because they’d only completed high school. Dahlia was motivated 

primarily by her father and explained  

Like, you have to have motivate yourself to go college and I think for me 

personally, a lot of it was kind of like, I would say like my dad a lot. He really 

wanted me to get, like become a more educated woman.  

Tiffany’s mother expressed regret about not finishing college. When asked why she 

herself decided to go to college, Tiffany said  

It's just something that my mom always kind of said that would benefit me in the 

future. She went and didn't finish. So, I guess it's something that she kind of 

regretted.  

Mara and Nadia called to attention their FGS status, among other strong, motivating 

factors. They both felt it had a lot to do with their decisions to pursue college. When 

asked why she went to college, Mara said  
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I’m a First-Generation College Student. My mom and her well, my great, great 

grandma went to [college] and has her nursing degree. But my mom is considered 

First Generation that she didn't go or her grandma didn't go. I mean, her mom 

didn't go. My mom was diagnosed with breast cancer when I was 13 and her 

doctors were really awesome. They really explained everything that they were 

doing with her and it made me want to become that help that she was receiving.   

Nadia was excited to go to college to pursue her passions in technology. When speaking 

about her FGS status and decision to go to college, she said  

Um, that was actually a really big part of it. I thought it would be like, super 

awesome to be the first person in my family to complete college and everything. 

It'd be like a huge accomplishment.  

Parents are not the only individuals who motivated students to pursue college. Amanda’s 

grandmother was her primary supporter in applying for college, as she said  

Honestly, it was mainly my grandma. My mom, she was kind of like, you know, 

“You go if you really want to,” but she was kind of like, “Do what is best for 

you.” She didn't exactly say go to college, but she didn't deny me going to college 

either.  

Lizzie described a health emergency with her younger sister as the catalyst that set her 

passion for medicine in motion. She recalled  

When I was young, I have a younger sister that's like, nine years younger than me. 

And when she was little, she was born with a lot of health issues. She was, at 20 

days old, she had to have open-heart surgery. Then we had her and she fell in a 

chronic pneumonia. So my whole life, I was exposed to that environment. And I 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 90 
  

 

just saw the difference that they were making in her life and I just wanted to be a 

part of that. And so ever since I was about 10 years old, I knew like I wanted to be 

something in the medical field.  

Halle was raised by parents who taught her that going to college is the only way to be 

successful. As a pre-med major in Biochemistry, she felt pressure to choose this route in 

order to have what her parents hoped for her. When asked why she pursued college, she 

stated  

It was my parents and my family for the most part, but also I wanted to go into 

med school. So, yeah.   

Like Mara and Nadia, her First Generation Student status was a big part of her choice. 

She elaborated when asked about being FGS and pursuing college  

Um, it greatly influenced it, because, you know, my parents made it seem that 

college was the only way to become successful.  

It was striking to hear participants discuss devastating family events, such as cancer 

diagnoses or childhood disease and surgery, as the catalyst for choosing a path into their 

majors. The ways students select majors obviously do not always stem from trauma, 

however, as evidenced by Nadia’s love for technology sparked by video games. Many 

First Generation Students feel compelled to pursue a bachelor’s degree to break away 

from their families and make them proud. 

Gender Assumptions  

Two participants brought up sexist remarks or beliefs that their families hold 

about women pursuing STEM disciplines or careers. Mara also wanted to go to college 

for several reasons. She was the first from her family to pursue a bachelor’s degree and is 
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interested in medicine for deeply personal reasons surrounding her mother’s cancer 

diagnosis. One of her high school science teachers let her know that pursuing medicine as 

a Black woman would be an uphill battle, something she acknowledged, but she felt bad 

hearing sexist remarks from family members about her goals. She recalled a conversation 

from a male family member that made her more determined to push forward with her 

goals 

So one of the things I was told by another male in my family, men can be, 

misogynistic, so I was told, and he said he was joking that, “Women are the 

nurses and men are the doctors.” It took me, it took me back for a second because 

I thought, “Why do women have to stop at being nurses? Why can't they go on to 

be the ones who are calling the shots?”  

Raya also faced critical remarks from a male family member about her goals, only hers 

came from her father. When she was placed on probation, she was scared to tell her 

parents about it, saying  

I didn't tell my parents. I was too afraid of what they would say, if they would tell 

me to give up.  

When asked why her parents would ever encourage her to give up, she replied  

Oh, it's my dad. He is more like a conservative type, and he thinks engineering, 

math and all that is more of a man’s thing. And my mom just kind of goes along 

with whatever he says. But. Yeah.  

The lack of support from male family members for Mara and Raya contributed to feeling 

like they have less of a support system following being placed on probation from 

those individuals. Mara, when discussing her family in terms of being supportive, said  
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Growing up, if you had asked other family members with their cousins and most 

grandpas, you get tired of being told “no” so many times that you just stop 

asking. So it's harder, I guess. And honestly, it's harder now. It's a little difficult 

for me to accept help because I was told “no” for so long. And now that I'm 

receiving it, it's refreshing. But I'm just, I guess, waiting for the ball to drop to 

where I have to do it again on my own.  

When asked about how her support system looks since being placed on probation, Raya 

said  

Moving forward, I've noticed I doubt myself a lot more. Like, I don't know if this 

is the right thing for me, even though it's what I've wanted to do this whole time. 

I'll find myself like second guessing here. I think I know the answer. I'd be like, 

no, but I didn't do so well with this before and I'm probably wrong. Just a lot of 

doubt.  

Raya’s face seemed to drop when talking about her father’s beliefs and again when she 

said she doubts herself more following scholastic probation. It is hard not to feel like 

these emotions are connected and that the gender stereotypes in STEM can have strong, 

lasting effects on a woman’s self-efficacy. 

Summary of Research Question Two  

With regard to how female FGS describe their perceptions of and experiences 

with STEM disciplines prior to being placed on scholastic probation, participants 

discussed how they selected their majors based primarily off of interests or passions, 

followed by aptitude and one-on-one conversations with educators or family members 

they felt they could trust, either because they work in those fields or because they were 
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generally supportive. Some students had the privilege of taking STEM courses in high 

school beyond biology, chemistry, or physics, such as engineering or a career-focused 

research course. Respondents described the strong influence that their families had on 

their decisions to pursue college, and more specifically, to choose STEM disciplines. All 

respondents did not discuss ways that gender assumptions impacted their persistence in 

STEM, but two provided particularly impactful stories about sexism that markedly 

impacted their time leading up to probation in STEM.   

Research Question Three  

The second supporting research question examined the perceptions of female FGS 

on the impact of academic advising on their academic performance in STEM following 

scholastic probation. Although academic advisors typically do not have direct influence 

in the classroom unless they are instructing, they do have indirect effects on students’ 

academic performance through the support they provide and resources they share with 

students. Three emerging themes focus around research question two: 1) feeling 

supported, 2) knowledge of resources, and 3) confidence.  

Feeling Supported  

As a result of many of their advisors shifting to more developmental or proactive 

advising styles post-scholastic probation, many students felt more supported. This was 

not limited to advisors, however. All but one student, Tiffany, discussed feeling more 

supported by family and friends following scholastic probation as well. When asked 

about how her advisor supported her, academically, professionally, or personally, Lizzie 

said  
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A big thing that we discussed was everything that happened to me and my 

academics prior to my return to West University and now, just making me realize 

that I have just I've grown a lot and that the fact that I decided to return that this 

means that, it makes me in her words, she's like, “It makes you a stronger 

candidate because you're coming back. So it shows growth and it shows that, you 

know, you're really, you're really wanting to do this because this is what you want 

to do and not because, like, you know, you just chose that, oh, look, I want to be a 

nurse,” you know?   

Responding to the same question, Stacy described her advisor as supportive and 

accessible. Stacy’s advisor is the only one identified in this study as a faculty member in 

addition to their advising role. Faculty advisors are less common for undergraduate 

students in most large research institutions, but Stacy has benefitted from this structure, 

saying  

She's just such a good adviser. Like, honestly, the interactions have really 

changed and I feel like this is what advisors should be, should look like. She's 

open to meeting with me anytime I need her guidance and she's always answered 

her email. She's always on top of her emails and she always makes time for you.   

When asked to elaborate on her support system and how her advising fit in, in the context 

of scholastic probation, Stacy said   

I feel like I've had a lot stronger support system after being placed on, actually. In 

terms of counselors and academic advisors, I felt like before I was placed on 

probation, there was no strong support between with them.  

When asked whether she feels she has a mentor at the university, Stacy said  



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 95 
  

 

I would definitely say it's my advisor, like, she's my professor. It's basically I, it's 

basically her, the person that I feel has guided me so far with all my class 

schedule, class load, and also just thinking about what I need to do in terms of 

professional development and all those things.  

Following a difficult freshman year at her first institution and negative experiences with 

her advisor there, Mara shared how refreshing it is to have an advisor who is supportive, 

claiming  

So, she actually really broke a lot down. She told me, she asked me what was I 

interested in Greek life or any clubs. And I said I am. But she was like, “Well,” 

she goes, “I'll support that no matter what. But to start off, I want you to focus 

solely on your classes and your education and getting through summer one.” And 

she goes, “Even getting through the first year and if you're interested in any of 

that, any extracurriculars and you can, once you're on track, possibly go towards it 

for your sophomore year.” So that, you know, my mom was sitting with me when 

she goes, “I like her! If you go, she's gonna keep you focused and everything you 

need.” So, [NAME REDACTED] has been a huge help.   

Although Nadia felt her advisors were helpful prior to being placed on scholastic 

probation, she admitted that her support system now involves her advisors more, along 

with friends  

Before, I don't think I had much of a support system, I guess, I really didn't. I just 

thought, you know what, I'll just wing it. I think I can handle it myself. No, that 

didn't work out very well. So now I've got like, the advisers are very helpful in 

these cases, there is this center on campus that's very helpful for that sort of thing. 
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Now I’ve got like a great circle of friends who are very supportive for helping me 

out when it comes to like things related to college and stuff like that.  

When asked if she felt her advisors were helpful during the probation process, Nadia 

expressed  

I've benefited a lot, quite a bit. Like without their help, I don't think I would have 

gotten through that. I've been pretty sure I would have been kicked out of the 

college or whatever they do when you don't pass the probation period. They really 

helped me out.  

The fact that Nadia did not know what happens if a student does not bring their GPA up 

following probation – academic suspension – is worrisome. She feels that her advising 

experience has been positive, but this brings back to focus the lack of clear 

communication surrounding academic standing policies and demonstrates that institutions 

choose to cross the bridge when students arrive at it. 

New Knowledge of Resources  

Students learn about many campus resources during new student or transfer 

student orientation, but these events are large and the constant stream of information can 

be overwhelming, leading to forgotten details as the academic year begins. Some 

students, like Halle, did not know about certain resources before they were placed on 

scholastic probation. Halle expressed frustration with her advisors and the scholastic 

probation experience, saying no one really reached out to her or notified her of 

resources   

I didn't know that South University had like, a tutoring center. And so, I was in, 

my counselors didn’t make me aware of that personally. So, I feel like they could 
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have provided more resources for me. I took advantage of just online stuff like 

Khan Academy, YouTube, additional lectures, things like that.   

When asked if she felt that she had benefitted from her advisors, Halle looked down and 

said, “I have not.”  

Other students felt that their advisors offered more resources following probation and 

sent more frequent emails about opportunities. This has led to Lizzie feeling more 

confident about where she stands in her major, as she said  

I just feel more confident about my situation and now I have more resources. I 

feel like there's just so many more opportunities for me. And I don't feel like, I no 

longer feel like this isn't for me. As a matter of fact, I mean, I feel more confident 

about my choice. I'm like, this is definitely for me.  

After Stacy’s experience at her first institution, she decided to do things differently once 

she got in touch with her advisor at South University. Of her advisor, she said  

She's always sending out emails for different scholarships, different internships, 

internships that are made available to her and she's always having those 

conversations.  

In addition to learning about cocurricular opportunities and internships, Stacy chose to 

also get involved on campus to build her network and learn about more resources. She 

shared  

Now, some of the resources I take advantage of now -- beforehand, I wasn't very 

active in clubs and things like that, just things for professional development or 

just finding friends with common interest or organizations that have common 

interests and will help you support you, have your back, give you advice and 
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things like that. And now I've definitely learned to take advantage of those 

resources. That has been a huge help. Now, being at South University, my advisor 

was a huge help, as well as, I guess I’ve gotten out of my shell now, being back 

home. I guess when I was away, I struggled with communicating and interacting 

with people, but I've gotten out of my shell a lot more. I know how to ask for 

help, know how to start conversations with people. And that has definitely helped 

me, being here now.  

Amanda described her advisor as having more of an academic impact than anything else 

following scholastic probation. Her advisor recommended various workshops focusing on 

time management, organization, and other study skills and Amanda found these to be 

helpful. She said  

I feel that I did benefit a little bit academically more than anything, because she 

did tell me like that I had to go, like there is, what are they called, there is like 

workshops and that yes, they look good on paper, but they're also kind of like 

beneficial like in a sense itself. She did recommend those. I actually did go to a 

couple and they were pretty good like. I felt that if some of them kind of 

motivated me to continue on into that, it could get better and that you could, if I 

could do better, you know. And so because of her was I like, yeah, I’m going to 

try this and it did help.  

Enduring scholastic probation can bring about a range of emotions and Tiffany 

acknowledged multiple perspectives on her experience. Despite her obstacles, she feels 

confident because of her experience and thanks to her advisor’s feedback about 

considering graduate school. She said  
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Because I went through probation, I feel like I have a disadvantage because there's 

lots of students. You know, this is kind of a competitive field and not everyone 

has had issues that they've needed to overcome. So I feel like that's a 

disadvantage. But at the same time, it's an advantage because I’ve shown that I 

can actually overcome these things and improve and do what I need to do to get 

things done. So, it's a little on both sides.  

Participants described feeling lost and as if they needed to figure things out for 

themselves; that this is what all college students do. Feelings persisted that they should 

have been better informed before facing scholastic probation. Once their advisors began 

sharing information about resources, they felt more confident and capable of moving 

forward. 

Confidence  

Participants reflected on their scholastic probation experiences and largely 

expressed increased confidence, sureness of their belonging in STEM, and a desire to 

push forward despite the obstacles they had faced. Students were asked to describe how 

they felt when they were notified of their probation status and then reflect on how their 

advisors contributed to the ways they feel now.  

Emotional Response at Time of Notification. The following responses are 

participants’ reactions to being notified of their placement on scholastic probation. 

When she was notified of her scholastic probation, Lizzie said  

Honestly, I was extremely devastated. I like, the idea of college that I wasn't 

prepared and that it was just all a big mistake and I honestly felt really sad, very 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 100 
  

 

devastated. I would cry about it constantly at night. And so it was really, really 

awful.  

When asked to reflect on her time since probation and where she stands now, Lizzie 

explained  

My mind has just changed, and I think my current adviser has been a huge help on 

that aspect. It's just given me more confidence in showing like I'm just, I'm a 

different candidate for the program. So at least like that will also make me look 

different and I think differences can be good because it's not your traditional 

student, you know. Just, you know, it feels a little more, I feel like I'm there for 

the right reason, like I'm there because this is something that I'm very passionate 

about.  

Stacy found out about her scholastic probation and said, “Whenever I got that paperwork 

and I realized, um, I feel like…I just felt very defeated.” Now, she feels differently and 

said  

Following the academic probation, I feel like I've definitely grown as a student. I 

guess I never really understood what struggling academically was until I was 

placed on academic probation. And it was a big eye opener that, you know, just 

because you're at the top of your class in high school does not have anything to do 

with how successful you will be in college. I felt like now, looking back at myself 

during my freshman year and comparing myself now, I've grown as a person. I'm 

a completely different person in terms of how do I study, how do I overcome 

obstacles that I face even in classes right now, and I feel like it's been a very big 

learning experience being placed on academic probation overall. I guess being 
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placed on academic probation has taught me, you know, if you really want 

something, you have to keep working at it. And now I'm a lot more persistent in 

trying to solve those obstacles.  

Mara had a challenging first semester at her initial institution. When she found out she 

was on probation from her mom, she said, “I guess you could say it was a shock, but a 

humbling realization.” Moving forward to today, Mara expresses ownership of her 

journey, saying  

Coming off of academic probation, I feel, yes, I have that support right now. But 

ultimately, I have to do it on my own. I can't depend on anyone to take the test. I 

can't depend on anyone to do the studying. I can't depend on anyone to do the 

homework. I have to learn and do it myself. I have to push myself so that I don't 

go backwards.  

As a strong student in high school, Amanda said learning she was on probation hurt. She 

elaborated  

I…I was always a good student, like in high school and everything. So it actually 

really hurt me at first. I was like, “What am I doing? How did that happen?” I 

mean, I kind of knew how it happened, but still like what? How? You know, I 

was always a good in high school. I got, I graduated from like South University 

with like honors or something and I was like, “What's going on?” It really hurt 

me.  

 New Confidence as a Result of Scholastic Probation. Participants discussed the 

positive outcomes of scholastic probation, such as learning how to study and manage 
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their time, communicating better with their families and friends, and building a 

partnership with their academic advisors and faculty.  

Amanda tried to explain that despite, and maybe partially because of, the obstacles 

presented by scholastic probation and the suspension she endured afterwards, she is still 

proud to be a student in STEM. She said  

I am still proud of being a student. I…I know that it's difficult because I 

personally went through. I know it's difficult. When I first came back 

from proba...suspension and everything else, kind of like, “I don't feel, I don't feel 

as smart as everyone else here.” I'm like, I don't know. I was kind of like. I was 

unsure if I was still kind of belong there. I definitely feel like I've matured after 

this.  

When asked what emotions accompanied her scholastic probation notification, Nadia 

said, “Shock.” She said she would tell advisors, faculty, or administrators about her 

experience with scholastic probation and shared  

Um, well, I'm a little glad that I went through that. I'm trying to think of the right 

words. Hmm. It pushed me to do better in the future, because I admit I was kind 

of, I wasn't I wasn't doing my best. I really, I wasn't. I could have been doing 

better. I really could have. Now, I'm actually trying hard to do, I'm actually, I'm 

trying hard now. I’m giving this my best effort.  

Halle received her probation notification and said, “I was just really sad and disappointed 

and angry at myself,” emphasizing the word angry. When asked how she now views 

herself as a STEM student, she described comparing herself to others even though she is 

a bright student and on the pre-med track. She explained  
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Um, I don't even, hmm…kind of consider myself a STEM student, even though I 

am STEM. Like, I just feel like, like the other people my age in STEM majors are 

doing so much better. So like, I'm not like, I don't even feel like I'm qualified to 

be.  

Participants described being placed on scholastic probation as devastating, frustrating, 

and overwhelming. They described countless calls to financial aid offices to sort out 

problems their GPAs had caused for procuring financial support, struggles with 

scheduling advising appointments, and the defeat they felt when telling family members 

about their academic standing. In the face of adversity, these students persisted and now 

feel they are better students for it. 

Summary of Research Question Three  

With regard to the way female First Generation Students describe their 

perceptions on the impact of advising on their academic performance in STEM following 

scholastic probation, respondents discussed how their advisors and other support system 

members seemed more supportive following scholastic probation. They also shared their 

new and growing knowledge of campus resources provided by their advisors. One 

student expressed frustration that her advisor had not shared enough about certain 

academic resources. Respondents discussed feelings of defeat, shock, devastation, 

loneliness, and anger when they learned they were placed on scholastic probation, but 

then shared how they had grown because of their probation experience and advisors’ 

support through it all.  
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Summary of Findings 

This narrative study examined the experiences of female First Generation 

Students in STEM disciplines who were previously placed on scholastic probation at 

West University and South University; two public, four-year, Tier One research 

institutions in the Southwest United States. The study focused on the students’ 

experiences with and perceptions of academic advisors throughout the scholastic 

probation experience. A total of ten participants were interviewed via Zoom for this 

study. With regard to how students described their experiences with advisors while 

navigating scholastic probation at a large institution, the participants’ responses indicated 

a pattern of prescriptive advising early on, a lack of clear, supportive communication at 

the moment of scholastic probation, and the emergence of developmental or proactive 

advising strategies once the students were placed on scholastic probation. The discussion 

of how female FGS describe their perceptions of, and experiences with, STEM 

disciplines prior to being placed on scholastic probation included participants discussing 

how they selected their majors based primarily off of interests or passions, the strong 

influence that their families had on their decisions to pursue STEM disciplines, and how 

gender role assumptions by male family members contributed to the way they view 

themselves in STEM. With regard to the way female First Generation Students describe 

their perceptions on the impact of advising on their academic performance in STEM 

following scholastic probation, respondents discussed how their advisors seemed more 

supportive following scholastic probation, their knowledge of helpful resources, and their 

emotions and newfound confidence on their scholastic probation journeys.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this narrative study was to learn more about the experiences and 

perceptions of female First Generation Students enrolled in science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) degree programs at two large, public research 

institutions in the Southwest region of the United States. The goal of this study was to 

examine the experiences that this population has had with regard to academic advising 

through scholastic probation and to identify policy and practice implications for 

improvement. The study was guided by the Baxter Magolda’s Learning Partnerships 

Model (2001). Chapter four shared the themes that emerged throughout the interview 

transcripts as they related to each research question. This chapter discusses the findings 

as they relate to the theoretical framework and existing literature discussed in chapter 

two. In closing, policy and practice implications and recommendations for continued 

research will be provided.  

Theoretical Framework  

Although Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski (2011) recommend further research 

about engaging with advisors using Astin’s (1984) Input-Environment-Output model or 

Tinto’s (1993) Model of Institutional Departure, both of these theories have been used to 

guide a large number of studies centered around student success, but tend to focus on 

single populations such as FGS or specific academic majors, but not both (Dika & 

D’Amico, 2016; Hermann et al., 2017; Lizzio & Wilson, 2013). The Learning 

Partnerships Model by Baxter Magolda (2001) has been used in advising settings, such as 

Michigan State University for students repairing their GPAs following scholastic 
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probation, and captures the partnership between students and advisors that may lead to 

positive retention and persistence outcomes (Pizzolato, 2008).   

Learning Partnerships Model  

The Learning Partnerships Model (LPM) focuses on students’ development of 

self-authorship through personal experiences, building knowledge with others, and 

feeling validated or valued as individual learners and contributors of knowledge 

(Baxter Magolda, 2001; Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). There are three assumptions and 

three principles that make up the model as seen in Figure 1 below. The assumptions are 

assumed to align with the challenge in Sanford’s 1962 Theory of Challenge and Support 

and include: 1) “knowledge is complex and socially constructed”, 2) the “self is central to 

knowledge construction”, and 3) “authority and expertise are shared in the mutual 

construction of knowledge among peers” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, p. xix). The 

principles align with the support side of Sanford’s theory and include: 1) validating 

students as learners, 2) providing students with opportunities to learn, and 3) providing 

opportunities for students to work with others to build knowledge. All participants in this 

study described at least some components of having a true learning partnership 

experience supported by academic advisors, but none indicated all six areas were 

fulfilled. This was expected, as prior literature illustrates that FGS females, particularly in 

STEM, tend to be at greater risk of probation and have less knowledge of what questions 

to ask, when to ask them, and who to reach out to at specific times (Dika & D’Amico, 

2016; Hermann et al., 2017; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Stieha, 2010). This also speaks to 

prior findings that demonstrate a path to self-authorship is entirely individualized 
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(Baxter Magolda, 2001; Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Pizzolato, 2005; Pizzolato & 

Ozaki, 2007).    

Figure 1  
Learning Partnerships Model from Baxter Magolda (2001)  

 
 

Assumption One. There is an understanding that knowledge is constructed 

through social channels and is not born out of a single individual’s original thoughts 

(Baxter Magolda, 2001; Kegan, 1994, in Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). Six of the 

respondents acknowledged that knowledge is socially constructed by the ways they 

researched majors prior to college, had conversations with family members or teachers 

about college, and accepted recommendations from academic advisors regarding 

recovering from scholastic probation. A clear example of this assumption in action is 

Lizzie, who said, “My friends, all of their parents help them, you know, getting into 

college and then talking to financial aid. As with me, my family had no idea what I was 

doing and I had no idea what I was doing.” She saw the privilege that socially 

constructed knowledge brought to her non-FGS peers. The remaining respondents 
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discussed feeling alone in applying to college, seeking resources when put on probation, 

and admitted to not sharing as many details about probation with people they knew.  

Assumption Two. Although knowledge is socially constructed, the individual is a 

critical component of building knowledge. Understanding one’s role in the construction 

of knowledge is important for building relationships with others, expertise, and self-

authorship (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). Eight participants indicated that they were 

aware of their place in understanding more about college, discussing their experiences 

with their advisors and others, and recognized that individual effort is required to move 

forward during scholastic probation. Mara discussed her high school science teacher and 

how he helped her realize that as a Black woman pursuing medicine, she would be able to 

pave the way for younger generations of minority women interested in STEM. She said, 

“I know that one of a handful is, when you think about it, probably not that great, but I 

could be that person that can make it for it, I can make other young black girls or 

minority girls want to follow that STEM program.” The other two participants, Nadia and 

Halle, did not discuss how they individually fit into constructing knowledge, but 

discussed how they felt they had to face things completely alone or spoke with advisors 

in largely prescriptive conversations.  

Assumption Three. Sharing knowledge and experiences among peers is a crucial 

component of developing authority and expertise. Eight students discussed the 

importance of sharing their experiences with their advisors and peers, especially if their 

peers were also facing academic struggles. Dahlia, Stacy, and Amanda disclosed that 

many of their friends had been placed on scholastic probation at the same time and that 

they got together to discuss resources offered, reflect on what had gone wrong, and 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 109 
  

 

discuss what they could do to perform better moving forward by using the resources 

recommended by advisors. Tiffany and Mara both returned to college after taking some 

time away after their scholastic probation periods and spoke about how they appreciated 

their academic advisors and support system, but that they felt entirely responsible for 

their futures.   

Principle One. Perhaps the single most important thing an educator can do is 

make students feel valued and validate them as learners (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; 

Pizzolato, 2005, 2008). Six of the respondents said they felt valued and provided 

examples of ways their advisors validated them through thoughtful conversations, 

increased outreach, and concern for post-graduation plans. Raya and Dahlia both 

explicitly stated that they did not feel valued by their advisors throughout the scholastic 

probation experience, while Nadia and Tiffany said they benefitted from prescriptive 

advising, but did not demonstrate overt validation from their advisors. Dahlia said she felt 

like just another one in a million students that her advisor worked with, a sentiment 

echoed by Raya. Sarah, Stacy, Mara, and Amanda felt differently and shared how their 

advisors were a strong piece of their support systems and seemed to genuinely care about 

their paths forward.  

Principle Two. Providing students with opportunities to learn, not only in the 

classroom, but also from their experiences, resources they have utilized, or opportunities 

they have had, is a key to student success at all levels (Pizzolato, 2008). This study 

focused on students having opportunities to learn from their scholastic probation 

experiences through self-reflection or resources offered by academic advisors as a result 

of being in scholastic probation. Seven students described opportunities that they had to 
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learn from scholastic probation from conversations with advisors and through reflection. 

Stacy said, “I feel like it’s been a very big learning experience being placed on academic 

probation overall,” because her advisor makes her think about different opportunities and 

how she can perform better. Sarah shared that after being placed on scholastic probation, 

she reflected on her lack of study skills saying she did not have to try as hard in high 

school. She began to recognize each college course as an opportunity to not only learn the 

material but also to learn how to take effective notes. Halle echoed this theme by sharing 

that college was the first time she was truly independent and scholastic probation 

motivated her to seek out online resources. When Mara transferred institutions, one of her 

courses did not transfer and she recognized it as an opportunity to learn the material 

again, saying, “I definitely need the refresher.”   

Principle Three. The third assumption in LPM recognizes the importance of 

socially constructed knowledge, whereas the third principle focuses on the importance of 

providing opportunities for students to collaborate with others to build knowledge 

(Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). All but one participant, Halle, discussed ways that they 

had been given opportunities to build knowledge with others. Dahlia shared that after 

being placed on scholastic probation, her college’s advising team invited students to a 

workshop for students on probation to discuss their struggles. She said it was an 

opportunity to learn about resources and reflect in a group. As mentioned previously, 

Dahlia, Stacy, and Amanda had opportunities to reflect on scholastic probation with peers 

and made use of the ideas discussed, like campus resources, talking to advisors, and 

attending faculty office hours.  
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Summary of Theoretical Framework  

The experiences shared by the participants align with the Learning Partnerships 

Model by Baxter Magolda (2001). Although not every student explicitly demonstrated an 

experience that fit every assumption and principle of LPM, the majority described 

experiences with scholastic probation and advising that fit the model as a whole. More 

than half of the participants acknowledged that knowledge is socially constructed and all 

but one described the opportunities they had to build knowledge with peers as a result of 

conversations they had with advisors and what they learned about the scholastic 

probation experience. All but two students recognized their individual roles in building 

knowledge through shared experiences. These participants did acknowledge the 

importance of building knowledge with others and having opportunities to do so with 

advisors and peers. Six participants expressed feeling valued by their advisors because 

they validated them through various advising styles, provided resources, and engaged in 

discussions about their journeys. The four students who did not feel valued by advisors 

throughout the scholastic probation process described largely prescriptive advising 

approaches, a lack of developmental or proactive advising early on, or feeling alone in 

the experience. Although this study did not explore advising practices that are built 

around LPM, one of the reasons LPM is successful as an advising framework is because 

it intentionally avoids prescriptive advising and ensures that students feel validated by 

advisors (Moore et al., 2011; Pizzolato, 2005, 2008; Pizzolato & Ozaki, 2007).    

Key Findings to Research Questions  

This qualitative study was guided by the Learning Partnerships Model. The goal 

of this study was to explore and share the lived experiences of female FGS in STEM 
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disciplines who have previously been placed on scholastic probation. More specifically, 

this study sought to examine their experiences with and perceptions of academic advisors 

through the scholastic probation process at their institutions. Participants of this study are 

all STEM majors at two large, public research institutions in the Southwest region of the 

United States. This section of the chapter discusses the answers to the three research 

questions as they relate to prior literature. As students talked about their experiences in 

chronological order, the research questions are ordered in the same manner. Research 

question two, which focuses on students’ perceptions of STEM prior to being placed on 

scholastic probation, is discussed first. Research question one follows as it is centered 

around students’ experiences with scholastic probation and research question three is 

discussed last because it addresses how students believe advisors’ impacted their 

academic performance in STEM following scholastic probation.  

Research Question Two  

Research question two explored female First Generation Students’ perceptions of 

and experiences with STEM disciplines prior to being placed on scholastic probation. 

This includes pre-college experiences. Dika & D’Amico (2016) explained that students in 

STEM disciplines are at an increased risk of being placed on scholastic probation, 

Hermann et al. (2017) found that females in STEM disciplines are less likely to persist in 

these majors, and multiple studies have found that female FGS are at an increased risk of 

scholastic probation regardless of academic major (Brawner et al., 2012; Demetriou, 

2011; Hermann et al., 2017; Jean, 2010; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Ross et al., 2012). 

With this information in mind, it was important to this study to get a better understanding 

of how the participants engaged with STEM disciplines before being placed on scholastic 
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probation. Participants explained that although their families supported their decision to 

go to college, they were mostly on their own in terms of learning about how to apply and 

what to do when they arrived on campus.   

When applying to college, six participants reported that they searched for 

information online and four spoke with a high school counselor about questions they had 

about college. Several students had opportunities to take STEM-focused courses, like 

engineering or pre-health professions, in high school and had access to individuals with 

STEM degrees with questions about their respective fields. Prior research indicates a 

higher likelihood of enrolling in STEM programs and persisting if the student is 

passionate about the subject or given opportunities earlier in life, such as in middle or 

high school, to learn about STEM disciplines (Beekman & Ober, 2015; Brawner et al., 

2012; Smith, 2010). All ten of the participants in this study remained STEM majors after 

being placed on scholastic probation, and their early experiences may have encouraged 

them to persist because they had been dedicated to their studies for a longer period of 

time (Beekman & Ober, 2015).  Brawner et al. (2012) and Smith (2010) explained that 

women in STEM are most successful when they had earlier opportunities to engage with 

the disciplines, without gender biases in the way, and had a mentor in the form of a 

professor or advisor in college. Gomoll et al. (2016) and Beekman and Ober (2015) 

pointed out that girls’ aptitudes for and interests in STEM can and should be piqued early 

on to increase the potential for long-term persistence in STEM.  

The inability for First Generation Students to seek guidance for college from their 

parents is stressful, so participants in the study turned to the resources they felt most 

comfortable with to learn more (Jean, 2010). For some, that was the internet and various 
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videos about the disciplines they were interested in, while others spoke with teachers or 

professionals about the work they do. The opportunity for female FGS to learn from 

others in their fields, to be guided along by a mentor, is something that Stieha (2010) 

found beneficial for females enrolled in STEM disciplines, especially those that are male 

dominant. Mara talked about having a mentor in a high school science teacher who 

discussed what college was like for him, what it might be like for her as a Black woman, 

and how in a STEM discipline as a pre-medicine student, she would have the opportunity 

to pave the way for other minority women in STEM. Similarly, Raya felt drawn to 

chemical engineering because of a high school class and spoke to her chemical engineer 

teacher about what college was like. Raya was met with encouragement to push forward 

and pursue the degree she was interested in. Both students, although a bit shaken by their 

experiences with scholastic probation, continue to persist.  

Respondents mentioned family members’ influences as they discussed their 

decisions to pursue college and in selecting STEM majors. Several said that they wanted 

to stand out from their families and reach a milestone no one else in their homes had met: 

earning a bachelor’s degree. The students chose STEM fields for various reasons, some 

for financial security, others due to academic aptitude, and they found their disciplines to 

be fulfilling. FGS feel validated when their families support their decisions in college, 

because many feel immense pressure being the first to go to college from their families 

(Azmitia et al., 2018). Some of the respondents shared that they felt pressured to do well 

and finish college by family members because of regret those individuals harbored for 

not attending or finishing a four-year degree (Azmitia et al., 2018; Engle & Tinto, 2008; 

Snyder & Dillow, 2013).  
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Existing research has found that females in STEM are less likely to persist, in part 

because of gender stereotypes within the disciplines (Hermann et al., 2017). Two 

respondents shared how gender played a role in conversations about STEM with male 

family members. Mara, who had decided to pursue medical school because of her 

mother’s diagnosis and ongoing battle with cancer, was mocked by her maternal 

grandfather at a family gathering. She recalls the comment, where he said he was joking, 

“Women are the nurses and men are the doctors.” Her tone when talking about this was 

angry, but also deeply hurt. “Why do women have to stop at being nurses?” she thought 

out loud, “Why can’t they go on to be the ones who are calling the shots?” She mentioned 

several times in her interview the importance of being a Black woman with a presence in 

STEM, not just for herself, but because she wanted to be an example for younger 

minority women. Later in the conversation, she spoke of the obstacles in front of her 

because of who she is and the field she wants to make a career in, and the uphill battle it 

feels like. The mentorship she has received, and her thoughtful narrowing of her support 

system, has helped her maintain her goals, as is recommended by prior research (Smith, 

2010; Stieha, 2010).  

Brawner et al. (2012) discussed the gender stereotypes in STEM and Kronberger 

& Horwath (2013) also pointed out that chemical engineering is a male dominant 

discipline. Raya, who pursued Chemical Engineering because of her interests and the 

encouragement of a female chemical engineer she had as a high school teacher, found 

herself scared and alone when she was placed on scholastic probation. She said she was 

scared that if she told her parents, they would actually encourage her to quit school. She 

brushed it off in a nonchalant tone while describing that her dad believes STEM fields are 
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for the men and her mother tends to agree with whatever he says. This belief, presented to 

her more than once, had an impact on how she viewed herself in STEM. Prior research 

indicates that the presence of role models is helpful for young women who decide to 

pursue STEM, but they must also feel validated as valuable members of those disciplines 

by the people they interact with regularly inside and outside the classroom 

(Bystydzienski et al., 2014; Doerschuk et al., 2016; Hermann et al., 2016; Hutton, 2019; 

Knezek et al., 2015; Smith, 2010)  

Research Question One   

The primary research question looked at the ways female FGS in STEM described 

their experiences with and perceptions of academic advisors throughout the scholastic 

probation period, both at the time of notification and the time frame the student held this 

status. Prior research has indicated that female FGS in STEM disciplines are less likely to 

persist if faced with scholastic probation because of the emotional, financial, and 

academic hurdles that often accompany the academic standing (Dika & D’Amico, 2016; 

Hermann et al., 2017; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).   

Participants expressed frustration with the impersonal methods of notifying them 

of their scholastic probation status and often described difficulties getting in contact with 

an academic advisor. Sarah discussed the vicious-cycle nature of scholastic probation, 

stating, “It just kind of keeps you like, you know, like the dangerous, like limbo with 

them because, you know, like sometimes other things like happened like that first 

semester or second semester was really rough. And then like having to like trying to 

come back from not it was also hard to get out of it.” The stress caused by the unknowns 

about probation early on was difficult to manage for respondents.   
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The lack of clear communication at the start of their probation periods became 

more stressful when respondents were asked to speak with financial aid or submit a 

Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) appeal with an advisor’s assistance. Schudde & 

Scott-Clayton (2014) discussed the financial barriers presented to FGS, especially those 

that face academic struggles, and how nearly half of those who submit SAP appeals are 

rejected and denied financial aid packages. One of the students, Lizzie, talked about the 

struggle to secure financial aid even before being placed on probation. The stressors 

brought on by working and taking breaks from school periodically to save up to pay for 

school ultimately led to her being placed on probation, which is what happens for many 

FGS who must work to pay for college (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Schudde & Scott-

Clayton, 2014).  

When asked about their experiences with advisors prior to scholastic probation 

compared to once they were placed on scholastic probation, most of the respondents 

shared that their advisors only told them which courses to take and did not contact them 

unless they needed to schedule an appointment to register for classes. The students 

expressed that they wanted more from their advisors than this, which research suggests as 

prescriptive advising alone does not offer opportunities for learning or growth for 

students or advisors (Harborth, 2015). Participants who only received prescriptive 

advising, like Halle, felt less connected to resources and like they had to search for 

information on their own. Nadia was the only participant who described an advisor who 

seemed to incorporate both prescriptive and developmental advising simultaneously and 

she felt that she was valued as a student because of this, which aligns with prior research 

stating that prescriptive advising can support developmental advising to make the process 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 118 
  

 

more beneficial for all involved (Drake, 2011; Howell, 2010; Kelley, 2008; Whitsett et 

al., 2014).  

Participants shared that their advisors being more supportive following scholastic 

probation than what they experienced before was something that made them feel valued 

and want to push forward. Prior research indicates that students’ experiences with 

advising have a strong impact on their decisions to persist and that advising is one of the 

top three reasons students list for leaving an institution (Drake, 2011; Freeman, 

2008; Vianden & Barlow, 2015). When advisors started engaging in more thoughtful, 

motivational conversations with the participants, they talked more about their experiences 

and goals than before probation and felt like they had someone on their side (Christian & 

Sprinkle, 2013).  

The shift from prescriptive advising pre-probation to more proactive and 

developmental advising after being placed on probation had a clearly positive impact on 

respondents. Some of their advisors may have thought they were practicing 

developmental advising from the start when they sent mass emails with campus resources 

like tutoring or recommended that they take fewer courses, as was the case for Tiffany, 

Halle, and Stacy. However, existing literature points out that developmental advising has 

four tenets and the exclusion of one or more means developmental advising is not in 

practice (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Grites, 2013). These four points include: 1) students 

should not take on so many courses that they are unable to balance them with co-

curricular experiences; 2) teaching and advising should be tailored to reach all learning 

styles; 3) critical thinking skills should be taught and strengthened; and 4) the use of 
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campus resources, such as tutoring or supplemental instruction, can help students balance 

coursework with their personal time (Fowler & Boylan, 2010, p. 4).   

Lizzie, Stacy, Mara, Sarah, and Nadia discussed overwhelmingly positive 

experiences with their advisors as a result of their use of prescriptive, proactive, and 

developmental advising when the time was appropriate. Other respondents explained that 

advising post-probation has been mostly proactive contact and developmental 

conversations about next steps in terms of their goals. Halle, Raya, and Amanda 

described prescriptive and proactive outreach from their advisors following being placed 

on probation. All have persisted in STEM, but those whose advisors blended multiple 

advising approaches reported exceptionally positive experiences and perceptions of their 

advisors and the support they received. While Vander Schee’s (2007) study examined 

probationary students’ likelihood of improved grades as a result of hybrid advising 

methods, this study indicates other positive outcomes: validation and persistence.   

Throughout the process of interviewing participants, they shared what they would 

say to administrators, advisors, or faculty at their institutions about the scholastic 

probation policy and experience. Stacy and Mara called for increased awareness of the 

scholastic probation policy and the realities of college, while Raya and Halle said there 

should be more outreach from advisors. The students understood that advisors have a 

heavy workload but wished for more access to their advisors to talk about their struggles 

and concerns throughout the year rather than just at registration appointments. Vander 

Schee (2007) found that students who attended three or more proactive-centered advising 

appointments each semester following probation were more likely to see higher GPAs 

and this level of access seems to be what the participants want. These requests for more 
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awareness and outreach may be helpful in guiding policy and practice. At the very least, 

answering students’ calls for increased interactions with advisors will lessen students’ 

confusion and help break the negative cycle presented by scholastic probation (Dika & 

D’Amico, 2016; Hermann et al., 2017). 

Research Question Three  

The second supporting research question focused on the perceptions of female 

FGS on the impact of academic advising on their academic performance in STEM 

following scholastic probation. Respondents did not discuss specific grades they earned 

as a result of advisors’ support, but the findings indicated that all but one, Dahlia, were 

only on probation once. Multiple respondents described feeling validated by their 

advisors, and feeling valued in general as students, something that Stieha (2010) and 

Brawner et al., (2012) found necessary for STEM and FGS females’ persistence in 

college.   

Validation did not only come from advisors, however. As Hilts, Part, and 

Bernacki (2017) discussed, female STEM and FGS require higher levels of validation 

than male and non-FGS peers and female FGS in STEM are more likely to depart a major 

when they do not feel valued (Hutton, 2019). This was the case for Sarah, who left 

Biology not only because she felt she could not perform in the chemistry courses, but also 

felt like just another number in the Biology major. She expressed gratitude for her 

Psychology advisor, who takes the time to assure her that her journey brought about 

positive change for her and invests in helping Sarah reach her goals of going to graduate 

school.  



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 121 
  

 

With regard to knowledge of campus resources, participants shared that they were 

unaware of most opportunities before being placed on scholastic probation and only then 

did their advisors share helpful tips and resources, such tutoring, supplemental 

instruction, or financial literacy programs. Existing literature suggests that incoming FGS 

are less knowledgeable about these resources and that more should be done to raise 

awareness and increase outreach to students than generic mass emails (Freeman, 

2008; Jean, 2010; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Schudde & Scott-

Clayton, 2014 Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2000, 2004).      

As respondents began getting involved with student organizations, attending 

workshops centered around college skills, and going to supplemental instruction or 

tutoring sessions, they reported feeling better about their experience and felt they were 

back on track with regard to their majors (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013). This feeling of being 

on the right path is important because past research has found that how students feel 

about their abilities to succeed directly impacts whether or not they will (Demetriou, 

2011; Jean, 2010; Stieha, 2020).     

Respondents described a newfound confidence following being placed on 

scholastic probation. When they were notified of this status on their records, they were all 

sad, angry, or devastated. Some individuals recovered quickly when their advisors took 

the time to explain how to get out of probation and others took more time to reflect and 

speak with peers in similar situations. This feeling is not widely discussed in the 

literature, but is likely a more important indicator for persistence than a student’s GPA 

following probation (Arcand & LeBlanc, 2012; Arcand, 2013; Barouch-Gilbert, 2016). 

Most of the respondents said they have grown as students and individuals as a result of 
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facing scholastic probation. Nadia even went as far as saying she was glad she went 

through it because it forced her to examine what caused her poor performance and how 

she could do better in the future. Mara and Sarah talked about how their current advisors 

make them feel important. Their advisors helped them understand how probation helps 

them stand out when applying to graduate or professional programs; they are resilient and 

have a proven record of pushing beyond obstacles that their peers have not faced. Tiffany 

echoed this by saying that making it through probation shows more growth than never 

having been placed on it.  

On the topic of validation and confidence, Raya mentioned that her father said 

STEM subjects are for men and she described feeling very lonely when on probation. She 

said that even now, she doubts herself as a STEM major. Her advisor has been 

supportive, but the gender-biased comments about STEM have had a negative impact on 

her confidence despite her resilience in pushing past probation and remaining a Chemical 

Engineering major. Prior research describes the phenomenon of gender performance 

confidence; that when males in STEM perform well, they feel good about it. When 

females in STEM perform well, they feel less confident and actually become 

uncomfortable because of stereotypes that women are not supposed to be good at 

STEM (Brawner et al., 2012; Kronberger & Horwath, 2013). Morrow and Ackermann 

(2012) said that students are more likely to persist in general when they are fully 

supported and validated.  

Summary of Interpretation of Findings  

With regard to how students viewed and experienced STEM disciplines prior to 

being placed on scholastic probation, respondents shared that they were first introduced 
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to STEM as young as the age of nine and chose their fields based off of academic 

aptitude, major life events related to family members, and passion for their respective 

fields. Their desire to major in a STEM discipline was confirmed by speaking to teachers 

and trusted individuals in the same disciplines they were interested in pursuing, and either 

talking with guidance counselors or using the internet as a primary resource. The methods 

participants used to identify and select majors indicates that they largely recognize their 

place in building knowledge and understand the importance of constructing knowledge 

with others whenever the opportunity presents itself and benefits them directly.   

Gender stereotypes in STEM have been increasingly explored as more women 

enter these disciplines in college and persist into academia or industry (Beekman & Ober, 

2015; Brawner et al., 2012; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Smith, 2010; Stieha, 2010). Two 

participants in this study brought up how male family members held rigid views that 

STEM disciplines are for men or that women are limited to being nurses and should not 

pursue medical school. As a single comment, a gendered assumption like this may be 

brushed off; however, this belief expressed over time can have lasting negative impacts 

on a student’s self-efficacy in a STEM discipline (Brawner et al., 2012; Hermann et al., 

2017; Kronberger & Horwath, 2013; Stieha, 2010).  

When considering how students perceived academic advising while experiencing 

scholastic probation, it is clear that students benefitted most when their advisors adopted 

a proactive or developmental approach to outreach, conversations, the provision of 

resources, and follow up throughout college (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Vander Schee, 

2007). Students recalled the strictly prescriptive nature of advising appointments prior to 

being placed on probation and felt this level of conversation and outreach was not 
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enough, which is in line with existing research (Harborth, 2015). When asked what they 

wish advisors and administrators knew about the scholastic probation experience and 

what they might recommend for improvement, nearly all respondents said more 

awareness of resources, what scholastic probation is, and increased access to and 

outreach from academic advisors would be most helpful. The single most requested item 

from that interview question was more outreach beyond general mass emails. This points 

to students’ need to feel validated by their institutions and advisors (Baxter Magolda, 

2001; Baxter Magolda & King, 2004).  

Following scholastic probation, respondents shared that their advisors seemed 

more interested in their needs and the nonacademic factors that may have led to them 

being placed on scholastic probation, such as family commitments, work schedules, 

financial aid challenges, or commutes. They described thoughtful conversations in which 

their advisors provided resources about graduate programs, internships, or job 

opportunities in line with their interests and goals and said their advisors were a part of 

their support system. Although the respondents all admitted to experiencing a range of 

negative emotions when they learned they were on probation, they now see the 

experience as a learning opportunity and believe they are better students for it. Many 

respondents felt that the support their advisors provided through the probation experience 

helped them take advantage of, and immerse themselves in, their college careers more.   

Policy and Practice Implications  

This study examined the lived experiences of female FGS in STEM disciplines at 

two public, four-year research institutions in the Southwest region of the United States. It 

focused on this population with regard to their experiences and perceptions of STEM 
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disciplines, academic advising throughout their scholastic probation experiences, and 

advisors’ impact on their post-scholastic probation performance at their respective 

institutions. The following are recommendations for institutions to enhance new student 

orientation and parent and family programs; implement an advising approach that relies 

more on the guiding principles and assumptions of the Learning Partnerships Model by 

Baxter Magolda (2001); and develop academic recovery programming and peer support. 

New Student Orientation 

Both universities had participants who described prescriptive advising methods 

used at the start of their collegiate careers at new student orientation. This is often the 

case for larger institutions as intake advising for hundreds of students each day at 

orientation often does not allow for longer conversations and students’ schedules are 

packed with activities and resource fairs to attend before they leave orientation. Advising 

at new student orientation should be organized in a way that leaves time for students to 

speak with advisors one on one to ensure that their goals are communicated early on. 

When scheduling orientation dates, multiple teams should be a part of the process. 

Enrollment management, to include orientation teams and academic advising units, 

should determine how much time needs to be dedicated to advising sessions and how to 

incorporate sessions focused on academic standing policy and resources for students. 

Many institutions have incorporated technology into orientation sessions, such as apps 

and guidebooks to deliver information to students in a succinct manner. Communications 

via social media and these apps could include quick information about academic standing 

and resources or let students know who on campus can provide support if students are 

struggling in or outside the classroom. Advisors should evaluate presentations and 
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determine what may have already been covered in another session, how to add 

conversations with students about how to succeed in the programs they are being advised 

for, and what the ramifications of scholastic probation are. Parents and families of 

students should ask questions about academic standing policies and how their student(s) 

might be supported in the event that they are placed on scholastic probation. Students 

should make it a point to ask how they will be supported and who they can turn to for 

guidance, whether it is an advisor, professor, or a peer mentor offered by the institution. 

Parent and Family Relations 

 Parents of incoming college students and transfer students often have many 

questions, but First Generation Students’ families often have many questions and face a 

different type of transition Harper, Zhu, & Marquez-Kiyama (2020). Institutions must 

invest in strong parent and family relations initiatives to engage all parents early and 

often, but should share additional resources to families of FGS. Many parent and family 

relations teams share newsletters or social media spotlights and it would be helpful to 

incorporate FGS stories about challenges, expectations, and successes. These could be 

experiences shared by FGS students or families of FGS students. Another helpful item for 

newsletters would be talking points for long breaks or holidays, as many students report 

that they do not know how to talk to their families about how college is going (Azmitia et 

al., 2018). 

Academic Advising Methods 

When meeting with students beyond orientation, advisors should refrain from 

exercising purely prescriptive approaches by telling students which classes to enroll in 

and asking, “Do you have any questions?” Sometimes students respond with questions 



Texas Tech University, Brittni S. MacLeod, December 2020 
 

 127 
  

 

regarding courses or policy, but this question leaves no opportunity for students and 

advisors to discuss nonacademic issues, resources, or how students feel about their place 

at the university (Grites, 2013). Torres and Baxter Magolda (2004) found that institutions 

can easily create opportunities for students to learn and build knowledge with others 

and Pizzolato (2005, 2008) reported that implementing the Learning Partnerships Model 

into advising practice is a successful method of engaging both students and advisors. 

When advisors are able to have more thoughtful conversations with students, it helps 

students process obstacles they may face in college and take advantage of available 

resources more fully and advisors become better equipped to recognize and support other 

students to help them avoid scholastic probation altogether (Pizzolato, 2008). From the 

students’ perspective, as with Stacy, Raya, and Halle, additional outreach and access to 

advisors to discuss more than registering for coursework can make a difference and help 

students feel validated (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Pizzolato, 2005, 2008). 

Technology in Advising. It is difficult for advisors at large institutions such as 

West University and South University to create the type of intimate college experiences 

seen at smaller or liberal arts institutions. However, there are tools to assist with student 

outreach and technology offers advantages to advisors who wish to be more proactive. 

Advisors have access to technology and tools to help them develop watch lists and reach 

out to specific populations of students on a scheduled basis to check in several weeks 

prior to the registration appointment arrives. Software or apps with these features can 

help to alleviate the advising caseload by removing much of the administrative work 

associated with outreach and tracking. Some institutions may not have access to tools like 

this due to budgetary constraints. In the case of an advising unit with limited funds and a 
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high caseload, there needs to be a conversation at the institution about how the unit is 

staffed with both advisors and administrative support, including student assistants. Some 

units may be able to split an administrative role and request that their portion of that 

position focuses on outreach, marketing of resources, and maintaining a database of 

students considered at-risk by enrollment management and based on conversations with 

faculty teaching them. If advisors do have access to apps or software to enhance outreach 

and tracking, they should maintain notes in that system whenever they are in contact with 

students so it is documented for other advisors and faculty to review as needed. When 

crafting emails to be sent en masse, advisors or administrators in support units should 

link helpful resources, such as workshops or event registration sites, and advertise their 

appointment schedule regularly so all students, especially FGS, are aware of what 

advisors have to offer besides helping them register for courses (Grites, 2013; Freeman, 

2012; O’Banion, 1972; Shaffer, 2015). 

Academic Standing Policies 

The two institutions in this study have different academic standing policies that 

aim to support their respective populations but use the same method to notify students of 

their status. West University provides a warning semester before students are placed on 

probation and requires that students enroll in an academic recovery course for one 

semester to gain skills that are meant to help them better adjust to college and avoid 

further academic challenges. South University places first-year students on academic 

warning if they earn below a 2.0 and have fewer than 29 credit hours, but places other 

students on probation immediately if a student earns below a 2.0 GPA and requires them 

attend four workshops offered by an academic success unit on campus. Institutions must 
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review academic standing policies each year and examine the needs of their students in 

doing so. Many universities place students on probation immediately when they earn 

below a 2.0 GPA. If an institution has a higher percentage of FGS or other at-risk 

populations, they should consider adopting an early-warning system and add a warning 

semester for a semester to see if interventions are successful without placing students on 

scholastic probation.  

Scholastic Probation Notification 

The institutions both notify students via email and state the terms of their 

academic standing and require students to contact their academic advisors in order to 

discuss further and have a hold removed from their account. The language used in such 

emails must be understanding, yet firm and the contents should be informative without 

providing so much information that it overwhelms the students and their families. 

Another resource to consider including is a referral to the campus counseling center or 

career center, as both of these resources can be incredibly helpful to students who feel 

afraid of this probation status and how it may impact them academically, professionally, 

socially, and as individuals. Dahlia received an email with links that were helpful, but 

other students received much less helpful communications; Stacy was not notified 

formally until several weeks after the fact. The contents of academic standing emails 

should be reviewed at least every two years, if not annually, to ensure accuracy of 

information and links provided as well as appropriateness of tone to match the mission of 

the institution under current leadership.   
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Academic Recovery Programming 

The institutions represented in this study have different approaches to academic 

recovery programming. West University has an extensive academic recovery course with 

instructors who are faculty and staff at the institution, and many sections are taught by 

academic advisors. South University has an academic support center that offers 

workshops during the academic year to all students enrolled. For South University, the 

workshops were helpful for Amanda, but these are not specific to students recovering 

from scholastic probation or suspension. Institutions interested in developing a 

comprehensive academic recovery program should first consider the population of 

students that tend to end up on probation or suspension and identify patterns based on 

demographics, FGS status, financial aid needs, major, commuter status, and whether they 

have transferred from another institution post-high school (Freeman, 2008; Pizzolato, 

2005; Yang et al., 2013).  

Several participants in this study said that sharing their experiences with 

probation with other students facing similar obstacles was beneficial and a limited 

amount of existing literature supports this as a best practice in supporting students on 

scholastic probation (Arcand & LeBlanc, 2012; Arcand, 2013; Barouch-Gilbert, 2016). 

Further research is required to shape effective peer-support programs alongside academic 

recovery programs. Programs discussed in this study with noteworthy academic recovery 

programs that incorporate well-designed advising practices include Michigan State 

University and the University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh (Freeman, 2008; Pizzolato, 2008; 

Schwebel et al., 2012; Vander Schee, 2007; Yang et al., 2013).     
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Future Research  

Future research should continue to explore the experiences and perceptions of 

students who have been placed on scholastic probation, especially with regard to 

students’ emotional responses to scholastic probation, advising practices, awareness of 

academic standing policies, and resources available to help students repair their GPAs 

and persist toward their desired degrees in a timely manner. As prior research 

recommends, additional research should be conducted to determine why female FGS and 

females in STEM, and the intersection of these groups, is considered at most risk for 

scholastic probation and suspension (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Fowler 

& Boylan, 2010; Kiser & Price, 2008; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005). There were two strong 

examples of gender schema theory at play for participants, where it was assumed that 

females should not pursue STEM disciplines. As more women pursue STEM, minority 

women work to find their voice in these disciplines and additional qualitative research 

must be done to share their experiences and evaluate the support (or lack of) provided to 

them in college (Stieha, 2010). Further research is required to better understand how 

being exposed to gender bias in STEM may impact students’ levels of grit and 

persistence in STEM and whether they feel they belong (Bystydzienski et al., 

2014; Doerschuk et al., 2016; Hermann et al., 2016; Hutton, 2019; Knezek et al., 2015; 

Smith, 2010).   

Conclusion  

As the United States pushes to maintain its status as a leader in STEM-based 

research and industries, it is imperative that institutions identify ways to support students 

in these challenging academic disciplines and help them graduate with a solid 
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understanding of how they contribute and build knowledge with others and move into 

appropriate roles post-graduation (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Hutton, 2019; Trostel, 

2017). More specifically, as STEM education expands, so does the need to recruit and 

retain talented women (Bystydzienski et al., 2014; Hutton, 2019). Institutions have seen a 

rise in female enrollment in STEM to nearly match male enrollment in the U.S. (Snyder 

& Dillow, 2013); however, those females who are the first from their families to pursue a 

four-year degree are considered dangerously at-risk of being placed on scholastic 

probation and are less likely to persist in STEM if faced with such an academic 

standing (Casey et al., 2018; Cataldi et al., 2018; Dika & D’Amico, 2016; Hermann et al., 

2017; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  The individuals on campus, outside faculty, who are 

perhaps best positioned to support students in high-risk populations such as female FGS 

in STEM are academic advisors (Grites, 2013; Stieha, 2010). Implementing regular 

evaluation of academic standing policies and increased outreach to students when they 

arrive on campus, not just when they have been placed on scholastic probation – are 

crucial components to a plan to incorporate a true Learning Partnerships Model on 

campus with academic advising. Students need regular follow-up contact with advisors to 

assess how they are feeling about their time in college and determine what resources may 

be most helpful as they persist.   

Institutions can do more to support female First Generation Students in STEM. 

Students want to know more about scholastic probation as a potential reality of their 

college experience before it happens and they want access to advisors to talk about how 

to avoid this status. Implementing more developmental advising practices, incorporating 

proactive outreach and regular follow-up, and forming working partnerships between 
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advisors and students may lead to better outcomes for the students considered most at risk 

and in need of validation.  
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APPENDICES 
 

APPENDIX A 
CALL FOR PARTICIPANTS EMAIL 

 
Hello,  
My name is Brittni S. MacLeod and I am a Ph.D. student at Texas Tech University in the 
College of Education. I am conducting a dissertation research study to learn more about 
the experiences of female undergraduate students who have faced academic struggles in 
STEM disciplines. More specifically, I hope to gain a better understanding of the role of 
academic advisors in these students’ journeys. I invite you to participate in this study if 
you are a First Generation Student in a STEM-related major (sciences, technology, 
engineering, mathematics). This study will consist of an online questionnaire and a single 
one-on-one interview, which will last no more than 60 minutes and be done using a video 
conference platform that you have access to, such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, 
GoToMeeting, Skype, or Google Hangouts. As an incentive for your participation, you 
will receive a $50 virtual Visa or Amazon gift card. If you are interested in participating 
or have any questions about this study, please feel free to contact me 
at brittni.macleod@ttu.edu.  
  
Thank you for your time!  
  
Sincerely,  
Brittni S. MacLeod  
Ph.D. Candidate  
Texas Tech University  
College of Education  
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APPENDIX B 
CALL FOR PARTICIPANTS LISTSERV POSTING 

 
Email to Department Chairs or Directors of Undergraduate Studies:  
 
Dear Dr. _______,  
My name is Brittni S. MacLeod and I am a Ph.D. student at Texas Tech University in the 
College of Education. I am conducting a dissertation research study to learn more about 
the experiences of female undergraduate students who have faced academic struggles in 
STEM disciplines. More specifically, I hope to gain a better understanding of the role of 
academic advisors in these students’ journeys. Below I have provided a brief invitation to 
participate in this study and I would like to kindly request that it be shared with your 
undergraduate students via listserv or other electronic announcements. If you have any 
questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at brittni.macleod@ttu.edu or (817) 938-
0254.   
 
 
Listserv Call for Participants:  
 
[Title:] Female Undergraduates in STEM Majors Needed!   
 
[Text:] Participants are needed for a doctoral research study focused on exploring the 
academic struggles of female First Generation Students in STEM majors. This study will 
focus on your journey to majoring in STEM and your experiences with academic 
advisors in college. In order to participate, you must meet the following criteria:  
 

1) be an undergraduate student  
2) identify as female  
3) be majoring in a STEM major (sciences, technology, engineering, 
mathematics)  
4) be a First Generation Student (if neither of your parents have obtained a 
bachelor’s degree, you meet this criteria)  
5) have previously been placed on scholastic probation (if you have ever earned 
below a 2.0 GPA for a semester in college, you meet this criteria)  
 

Participants will be asked to complete a brief online survey to confirm eligibility for the 
study. Those that complete both the survey and a single 60-minute online interview will 
be compensated with a $50 virtual Visa or Amazon gift card. If you are interested in 
participating, please contact Brittni S. MacLeod at brittni.macleod@ttu.edu.  
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APPENDIX C 
INFORMATION SHEET 

Women Persisting in STEM: A Learning-Partnership Narrative of First-Generation 
Students’ Experiences with Academic Advising through Academic Probation 

 
What is this research studying?  
This study will help us learn how academic advising may have an impact on the 
scholastic probation experience of female First Generation Students in STEM disciplines 
at {INSTITUTION NAME}. 
 
What would I do if I participate?  
In this study, you will be asked to complete a demographic questionnaire online and to 
participate in a single, one-hour interview with the researcher using one of the following 
video conference platforms: Zoom, Microsoft Teams, GoToMeeting, Skype, or Google 
Hangouts. The demographic questionnaire should take no more than five minutes to 
complete.  
 
Examples of demographic information include gender, age, and parents’ educational 
level. Examples of interview questions include: Tell me about your experiences with 
STEM subjects when you were growing up? What motivated you to go to college? 
Before going to college, how did you envision your college experience and what was that 
based on? What is it like being the first from your family to pursue a bachelor’s 
degree? Who or what helped you navigate the college admissions process?  
Students who complete the one-hour interview will be eligible to receive a $50 virtual 
Visa or Amazon gift card for their participation. You are not eligible for the $50 incentive 
if you do not complete the one-hour interview. Eligible participants will be compensated 
following interview transcription and participants’ proofreading of initial results. 
 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  
Yes, absolutely. Dr. Hugo A. García and Texas Tech University’s Institutional Review 
Board have reviewed this research project and think you can participate comfortably. 
However, you can skip parts of the research you are not comfortable with and stop at any 
time. You will keep all the benefits of participating even if you stop. Participating is your 
choice. 
 
How long will participation take? 
We are asking for one hour of your time. 
 
How are you protecting privacy? 
Your name will not be linked to any material in reports, publications or presentations.  
No one other than the researchers associated with this project will have access to the raw 
data.  All related documentation will be stored in the researcher’s locked office and on a 
password protected computer. 
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What will happen to my data?  
Identifiers might be removed from the identifiable private information and after such 
removal the information could be used for future research studies or distributed to 
another investigator for future research studies without additional informed consent from 
you or your legally authorized representative. 
 
What are the benefits and risks of participating in this research? 
The minimal risks associated with this research include: you may feel uncomfortable 
discussing your family and academics and this study requires one hour of your personal 
time, which may be inconvenient to some.  Although no direct benefits are expected for 
the participants, this study will add to a small body of much-needed qualitative work in 
this area and is expected to benefit the field of higher education by providing a retelling 
of specific students’ experiences with academic advising while on scholastic probation.  
 
I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 
The study is being run by Dr. Hugo A. García and Brittni S. MacLeod from the 
Department of Educational Psychology and Leadership at Texas Tech University. If you 
have questions, you can reach Dr. García at hugo.garcia@ttu.edu or (806) 834-5656 or 
Brittni at brittni.macleod@ttu.edu or (817) 938-0254. 
 
Texas Tech University also has an Institutional Review Board that protects the rights of 
people who participate in research. You can contact them at 806-742-2064 or 
hrpp@ttu.edu. 
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APPENDIX D 
SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
1. Please provide your preferred name. 
2. To which gender do you most identify?  
3. Please specify your race (you may select more than one)  

a. American Indian or Alaska Native  
b. Asian  
c. Black or African American  
d. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander  
e. White 

4. Please specify your ethnicity:  
a. Hispanic or Latinx (regardless of race, the term “Hispanic or Latinx” is 

defined as a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central 
American, or other Spanish culture origin)  

b. Not Hispanic or Latinx  
5. What is your age? 
6. What is your classification?  

a. Freshman  
b. Sophomore  
c. Junior  
d. Senior  

7. What is your academic major? 
8. Have you ever been placed on scholastic probation? (Scholastic probation is 

defined as earning below a 2.0 GPA during a semester.)  
a. Yes  
b. No  

9. What is the highest educational degree earned by either of your parents?  
a. Mother  

i. Less than high school  
ii. Some high school  

iii. High school diploma or GED  
iv. Two-year college degree  
v. Four-year college degree  

vi. Graduate degree (e.g., MA/MS/MBA, PhD/EdD)  
 

b. Father  
i. Less than high school  

ii. Some high school  
iii. High school diploma or GED  
iv. Two-year college degree  
v. Four-year college degree  

vi. Graduate degree (e.g., MA/MS/MBA, PhD/EdD) 
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APPENDIX E 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
Opening Script for Interview:  
I am going to begin the interview now and turn on the recorder.  
[start recording and state the interview number, date, time, and location]  
 
Thank you for taking the time to fill out the questionnaire and consent form ahead of this 
interview. I appreciate your willingness to meet with me and discuss your experiences.  
 
Interview Protocol  
1. What motivated you to go to college? 
2. Who or what helped you navigate the college admissions process? 
3. Tell me about your decision to pursue a STEM major in college? 
4. Who or what informed you as you identified your specific major and enrolled in 

classes? 
5. How would you describe your first semester or year of college? 
6. How would you describe your interactions with academic advisors before you were 

placed on scholastic probation? 
7. How do you feel you benefitted from your interactions with advisors before scholastic 

probation? If you don’t feel that you benefitted, why not? 
8. Tell me about your experience being placed on scholastic probation? 
9. Who notified you of your scholastic probation status? 
10. Who or what helped you navigate the university’s policies and procedures related to 

scholastic probation? 
11. How would you describe your interactions with academic advisors since being 

notified you were on scholastic probation? 
12. How do you feel you have benefitted from your interactions with advisors since being 

notified of your placement on scholastic probation? If you don’t feel that you 
benefitted, why not? 

13. How would you describe your support system in college before and after being placed 
on scholastic probation? 

14. Following scholastic probation, how do you view yourself as a college student, 
specifically in a STEM major? 

15. Is there anything else you would like to say?  
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APPENDIX F 
INTERVIEW QUESTION TABLE 

 
Interview Question Corresponding Research Question 

1. What motivated you to go to college? 2 
2. Who or what helped you navigate the 
college admissions process? 

2 

3. Tell me about your decision to pursue a 
STEM major in college? 

2 

4. Who or what informed you as you identified 
your specific major and enrolled in classes? 

1, 2 

5. How would you describe your first semester 
or year of college? 

1 

6. How would you describe your interactions 
with academic advisors before you were placed 
on scholastic probation? 

1 

7. How do you feel you benefitted from your 
interactions with advisors before scholastic 
probation? If you don’t feel that you 
benefitted, why not? 

1 

8. Tell me about your experience being placed 
on scholastic probation? 

1 

9. Who notified you of your scholastic 
probation status? 

 

10. Who or what helped you navigate the 
university’s policies and procedures related to 
scholastic probation? 

1, 3 

11. How would you describe your interactions 
with academic advisors since being notified 
you were on scholastic probation? 

1, 3 

12. How do you feel you have benefitted from 
your interactions with advisors since being 
notified of your placement on scholastic 
probation? If you don’t feel that you 
benefitted, why not? 

3 

13. How would you describe your support 
system in college before and after being placed 
on scholastic probation? 

1, 2, 3 

14. Following scholastic probation, how do 
you view yourself as a college student, 
specifically in a STEM major? 

3 

15. Is there anything else you would like to 
say?  

Varies by response 

 
 
 


