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Bridging the Cultural Gap: Relationships Between Programmatic Offerings  

and First-Generation Student Benchmarks 

 

Abstract 

 

Inherent challenges affect first-generation students’ persistence from as early as the first 

college year. Using cultural capital as a guide, this study is unique in that investigates the 

contribution of first-year policies and programs to the success of first-generation students 

in 57 bachelor’s degree-granting institutions across five states (California, Florida, Iowa, 

Texas, and Pennsylvania). We identified at least three policies that seem to hold promise 

towards improving the experience and outcomes for first-year first-generation college 

students. These policies were: (a) residential life/campus support staff who are available 

and knowledgeable, (b) faculty who attend faculty orientation that includes information 

about first-year student experiences, and (c) faculty who attend first-year student 

orientation and/or attend first-year conferences or workshops. However, policies we 

might naturally expect to have been useful (e.g., information dissemination to parents, 

early alert intervention initiatives) showed no statistical significance. The paper 

concludes with implications and recommendations.  
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Up to 77% of college students1 may come from families where their parents either 

did not attend or did not graduate from a two-year or four-year postsecondary educational 

institution (Toutkoushian, Stollberg, & Slaton, 2015). Chen and Carroll (2005) found that 

less than one-quarter (24%) of these “first-generation”2 undergraduates who enrolled in 

an institution of higher education had earned a bachelor’s degree within eight years, 

whereas 68% of non-first-generation students had done so within the same time period. 

Researchers have identified a variety of reasons to explain why these students do not 

persist to graduation including being less likely to be involved in the social life of campus 

(Filkins & Doyle; 2002), being academically underprepared for college (Ward, Siegel, & 

Davenport, 2012), and being more likely to be enrolled part-time (Chen & Carroll, 2005) 

than their non-first-generation peers. In addition, some come from a historically 

underserved racial or ethnic group (Bui, 2002) and/or from a lower socio-economic 

background (Oldfield, 2007). Although these characteristics are not unique to members 

of this group, it is the intersection of challenging factors that particularly threatens the 

ultimate success of first-generation students in college making them less likely to 

graduate than their peers (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Ward et al., 2012).  

The effects of these factors are often visible early in first-generation students’ 

college careers. Research reveals that these students are disproportionately at risk of 

dropping out of college before the start of their second year (DeBerard, Spielmans, & 

                                                      
1 Toutkoushian, Stollberg, and Slaton (2015) say based on the definition employed and 

the institution attended the number of first-generation students can range from 22% – 

77% on a college or university campus. 
2 Because there is not a universally accepted definition for the term, for the purposes of 

this study, we defined first-generation students as having parents who did not attend a 

postsecondary institution (Saenz & Barrera, 2007).   
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Julka, 2004; Ishitani, 2003). Because higher education institutions are aware of the 

importance of the first year of college as setting “the foundation on which the whole of a 

students’ academic experience rests” (Ward et al., 2012, p. 31), they have subsequently 

developed and administered a range of policies and programs to assist first-year students 

in their transition to college. As a result, there has been considerable research done 

exploring students’ first-year experiences (e.g., Barefoot, 2000; Reason, Terenzini, & 

Domingo, 2007).  However, most of the work done on first-generation students, 

specifically, has focused on student characteristics (e.g., Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & 

Terenzini, 2004; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996), persistence in 

comparison with non-first-generation peers (e.g., Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Soria & 

Stebleton, 2012), and the first-generation student experience on a specific campus (e.g., 

Hand & Payne, 2008; Woolsey & Shepler, 2011).  

Considering their increasing prevalence on American college and university 

campuses and their increased likelihood of encountering multiple obstacles during their 

college journeys, first-generation college students need “to be more visible to educators” 

so that they provide appropriate supports that assist these students “to prosper and 

succeed in college” (Ward et al., 2012, p. 3). To that end, this study investigates the 

contribution of institutional policies to first-year student experiences and outcomes, 

which are linked to student retention, for first-generation students at 57 bachelor’s 

degree-granting institutions across five states (California, Florida, Iowa, Texas, and 

Pennsylvania).   

Literature Review 
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 Over the past few decades, though limited in scope, much research has been 

conducted on first-generation students. These investigations help to explain why this 

population of students struggles to achieve goals at the same rate as their non-first-

generation peers. Given the specific focus of this study, in this section, we discuss both 

the unique challenges that negatively affect first-generation students’ persistence as well 

as specific programmatic efforts that have shown promise in addressing the unique needs 

of these students.  

First-Generation College Student Characteristics 

 In the early 1990s, Terenzini et al. (1996) painted a portrait of first-generation 

college students in their study of 4,000 students. They found these students were more 

likely to be academically underprepared, older, and have children. More recent research 

(Chen & Carroll, 2005; Ishitani, 2006) came to similar conclusions. In addition, other 

studies have noted the importance of family support in students’ decision to attend and 

succeed in college; however, first-generation students have less family support, because 

their parents lack information (i.e., cultural capital) about the college experience to assist 

them (e.g., Bradbury & Mather, 2009).  

 The problems encountered by first-generation students continue once they 

matriculate. One primary reason for this occurrence is that first-generation students 

typically come from lower income homes, which makes them more likely to work and 

live off campus (Ward et al., 2012). These living conditions can translate into having less 

time and energy to participate in activities that are known to contribute to persistence, 

such as studying or interacting with faculty and peers (Kuh et al., 2005). Furthermore, 

first-generation college students have less confidence in their academic abilities (Mehta, 
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Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011) and take fewer courses as a result, which incrementally 

slows their progression to graduation and increases the chances of dropping out (Choy, 

2001).   

Perhaps just as damaging is the fact that many first-generation students do not 

know where to turn when they confront problems. Their families lack the first-hand 

experience necessary to understand the college experience and are thus less able to 

provide targeted advice to their students. Moreover, first-generation students are more 

reluctant to talk to their professors about any issues or concerns (Collier & Morgan, 

2008), in part because they are more likely to believe that faculty are not interested in 

their development (Terenzini et al., 1996). Therefore, although research confirms the 

importance of student-faculty interaction in a student’s success (Kuh et al., 2005), it may 

be difficult for these students to make those valuable connections.  

 First-generation students’ challenges do not end in the classroom. They also must 

contend with social issues.  Research has shown that social integration is equally as 

important to a student’s college success (Hodges-Payne, 2006). Yet, these students are 

less likely to participate in campus activities and interact with their classmates in or out 

of class (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Pascarella et al., 2004; Soria & Stebleon, 2012) than 

their non-first-generation peers for some of the same reasons mentioned above (e.g., live 

and work off campus) (Ward et al., 2012). Therefore, a range of challenges inherent to 

their college experiences threatens their postsecondary success.  

Programs with Promise 

 Most programmatic research examines the challenges of first-generation students 

and offers recommendations that might prove helpful for this population. However, 
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because the research often focuses on an individual campus, it is unclear if the 

suggestions can be generalized to a wider population. With these limitations in mind, we 

discuss some of those programs frequently mentioned as being potentially helpful to first-

generation students.  

Many programmatic studies recommend engaging first-generation students in 

“communities of belonging” such as capstone courses, study abroad opportunities, and 

learning communities (Soria & Stebleton, 2012, p. 681). Mehta et al. (2011) studied 452 

individuals at a single, mid-sized, commuter campus in the southwest and found that 

living-learning programs may prove helpful to first-generation student success. They also 

argued that an orientation program would help them transition to the university. In 

addition, based on her meta-analysis of the literature, Petty (2014) suggested that field 

trips and hearing from like peers might assist first-generation students in their college 

transitions. Further, Ghazzawi and Jagannathan (2011) found a positive relationship 

between participation in a specific summer business camp and college attendance at the 

University of La Verne. However, that study did not determine if the camp helped these 

students persist, only that the participants enrolled in the institution.  

Other research identified more specific on-campus supports. Hand and Payne 

(2008) conducted a qualitative study of nine first-generation students at one Appalachian 

college and noted the value of support services like Supplemental Instruction and 

advising in these students’ success. Soria and Stebleton (2012) mentioned that 

undergraduate research programs had been shown to be helpful as well. Thus, these 

studies offer specific recommendations for programs able to engage all students in 

campus life, including, but not restricted to, first-generation students.   
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Although research has identified programs and policies that should help first-

generation students, the research also suggests that first-generation students are still 

leaving college at disproportionately high rates (e.g., Mehta et.al., 2011; Lohfink & 

Paulsen, 2005). Thus, it appears that first-generation students are either not participating 

in these programs and/or these policies are not having as much impact as might be 

desired. As a result of this disconnect between promising programs and positive results, 

we turn to Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital as a lens to help us better understand why 

these programs do or do not provide the necessary support for these students’ college 

success.  

Theory 

Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital guides this study because it helps us 

explore the role of the institution in assisting students to gain college-going knowledge. 

The theory contends that one reason for societal inequities is “the class-based 

socialization of culturally relevant skills, abilities, tastes, preferences or norms that act as 

a form of currency” in capitalist societies (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 5). These norms are 

learned within one’s environment (e.g., family, schools) or habitus (Bourdieu, 1986). For 

example, upper- and middle-class values are those “attitudes and values held by the 

dominant class” (Sullivan, 2002, p. 149), which are transmitted to individuals, 

consciously or unconsciously, by their communities (e.g., parents, teachers). Lacking 

such capital leads to the perpetuation of social inequities (Bourdieu, 1986). For example, 

the value of higher education is often linked to the middle or upper classes. Therefore, it 

is not surprising that fewer first-generation college students graduate from college in 

comparison to those from higher SES families (Garcia, 2015). However, Bourdieu (1986) 
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notes that individuals can exercise personal agency – taking an action to disrupt the 

reproduction of disadvantage. For instance, individuals can attend college even if they are 

the first in their families to do so.  

Yet, employing agency is not easy. Housel (2012) notes that even those first-

generation students who attend college must contend with a lack of cultural capital 

requiring them to “straddle two cultures” (n.p.): the upper- and middle-class culture of 

college and their more working class backgrounds. This cultural challenge is evident 

when other students, who come to college with higher education knowledge, are more at 

home in the collegiate environment than first-generation students.  

Bourdieu (1986) saw one’s ability to resist the unconsciously accepted norms of 

the dominant society as critical to countering the perpetuation of inequality. We suggest 

that rather than force individuals to accept the inflexible, bureaucratic, status quo, some 

postsecondary institutions offer programs and policies and become a “bridge between 

agency and structure” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 17) to help students overcome inequities. 

These offerings may assist first-generation students to navigate a postsecondary 

landscape with which they are largely unfamiliar. Therefore, the purpose of the study is 

to determine if these structural offerings assist (or do not assist) first-generation, first-

year students in their efforts to succeed in college.    

Method 

The current study is part of the Linking Institutional Policies to Student Success 

(LIPSS) project that seeks to identify specific institution-wide policies that might be 

leveraged to increase college student engagement. In this section, we describe the project 
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specifically as it relates to the current analyses.3 Drawing upon data collected from the 

LIPSS investigation, the present study investigates the potential contribution of 

institutional policies to 10 measures of student engagement and self-reported learning 

gains among first-generation students. Several of the experiences captured by these 

student experience and outcome scales (e.g., faculty-student interaction, involvement in 

enriching educational activities) have been linked to student persistence (Kuh, Kinzie, 

Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Moreover, Hu, 

McCormick, and Gonyea, (2012) have found that measures of student engagement are 

positively predictive of student persistence even after controlling for several potentially 

confounding variables. Thus, policies that enhance student engagement and student 

learning in the first year of college both facilitate student success in the first year of 

college and increase the likelihood of a student persisting to the second year. 

Sample 

The LIPSS project included 8,847 first-year college students at 57 bachelor’s 

degree-granting institutions across California, Florida, Iowa, Texas, and Pennsylvania 

that participated in the Spring 2012 administration of the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE) and volunteered to participate in supplemental administrative 

surveys. The current study is based on the responses of 1,785 students whose parents 

never attended a four-year institution. Although our participants were not selected at 

random and, therefore, cannot be said to be formally representative of any specific 

population, the size and diversity of our institutional and student samples allow us to 

                                                      

3 Complete details about the LIPSS project (e.g., full survey instruments, list of 

participating institutions, and a summary of related literature) can be found at 

www.cherti.fsu.edu/LIPSS. 

http://www.cherti.fsu.edu/LIPSS
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assess the role of institutional policies while statistically controlling for a variety of 

institutional and student characteristics. Statistics describing both the student and 

institutional sample members can be found in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Institutional and Student Characteristics 

Institutional Characteristics (n=57)  
Control/Type  

Public, Not For Profit 22.8% 

Private, Not For Profit 73.7% 

Private, For Profit 3.5% 
Highest Degree Granted  

Bachelor’s 45.6% 

Master’s 50.9% 

Doctoral 3.5% 

Size (12 month Unduplicated Undergraduate Headcount)  
Under 1,000 10.5% 

1,000-4,999 64.9% 

5,000-9,999 14.0% 

10,000-19,999 8.8% 

20,000 and above 1.8% 
Non-White (Mean of Institutional Percentages) 32.7% 

Pell Grant Recipients (Mean of Institutional Percentages) 38.4% 

Barron’s Selectivity Indicator  

Non-Competitive, Not-Listed, or Other 15.8% 

Less Competitive 8.8% 
Competitive 45.6% 

Very Competitive 19.3% 

Highly Competitive 7.0% 

Most Competitive 3.5% 

Student Characteristics (n=1,785)  
Race  

White 54.8% (.50) 

Black 8.4% (.25) 

Asian/Pacific Islander 7.9% (.25) 

Latino/Hispanic 27.8% (.46) 
Multi-racial 1.8% (.13) 

Female 54.8% (.50) 

International Student 11.0% (.28) 

Non-Traditional Age (25 or older) 10.4% (.29) 

Transfer Student 6.6% (.22) 
Part-Time 6.5% (.24) 

Varsity Athlete 14.3% (.32) 

Living On-Campus 56.7% (.50) 

Major: Soft (using Biglan’s Soft/Hard categories) 69.9% (.46) 

Major: Applied (using Biglan’s Applied/Pure categories) 62.8% (.48) 
Major: STEM (using NSSE-suggested coding) 36.8% (.48) 

ACT  Composite (Mean score) 22.6 (3.71) 

Note. Standard deviation shown in ( ).  Because standard deviation is not easily calculated with 

pooled data, reported standard deviations are drawn from the original data. 
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Institutional Data and Scales 

 Data used to represent institutional policies come from two project-specific 

surveys completed by administrators at the participating institutions: the Survey of 

Academic Policies, Programs, and Practices (distributed to each Chief Academic 

Officer, typically the Provost) and the Survey of Student Affairs Policies, Programs, and 

Practices (distributed to the Chief Student Affairs Officer, typically the Vice President 

for Student Affairs or Dean of Students). The surveys asked administrators to identify the 

extent to which their institutions had adopted policies and practices consistent with the 

broad literature on college student success, with particular focus on the first year 

experience. For example, administrators reported on policies related to personnel hiring, 

advancement, and professional development; new student orientation and academic 

advising; assessment of instructors and student affairs initiatives. Individual survey items 

were combined to form a priori scales (presented in Table 2) reflecting clusters of related 

institutional policies (e.g., availability of specific student support services, the use of 

data-driven decision-making, the existence of early alert systems, curricular emphasis on 

diversity). The current analysis reports results related to 27 policy clusters with moderate 

to high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.67 – 0.90). We created each scale such 

that institutions that have completely adopted all measured policies related to a particular 

policy cluster would receive a scale score of one. To ease interpretation, it may be most 

useful to think of the scale scores as percentage approximations; a score of 0.50 would 

indicate that an institution has done approximately one-half (50%) of what it could be 

doing to align its policies with the available research.  



 13 

Table 2  

Institutional Policy Scale Descriptions 

Scale Name Scale Description 

Number 

of Items 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

Overall Policy Adoption Scales   

Overall policies scale All CAO scales, all SSAO scales 129 .80 

Overall student affairs 

policies scale 

All SSAO scales 90 .67 

Overall academic affairs 

policies scale 

All CAO Scales 39 .67 

   

Student Affairs Policy Adoption Scales   

Programmatic emphasis on 

diversity scale 

Programming policy, group recognition, programming 

efforts, heterogeneity in residence halls 

13 .89 

Information dissemination 

frequency of contact 

How often institutions attempted to provide 

information to students 

6 .85 

Student affairs service 

availability 

Types of services 13 .83 

Programmatic emphasis on 

sociopolitical issues 

Programming policy, group recognition, programming 

efforts 

8 .82 

First-year orientation: 

Specific student 

populations 

Orientation for specific groups 11 .81 

Data-driven decision 

making: Student 

Affairs 

Impact of findings 5 .81 

Assessment of student 

affairs programs 

Assessing effects on outcomes, variety of methods 

used 

5 .79 

Information dissemination: 

To high school 

counselors 

Type of information provided 4 .77 

Information dissemination: 

To Families 

Type of information provided, number of parent 

contacts 

8 .72 

Student affairs staffing 

policies 

Resident assistants-to-students ratio, degree 

requirements for hall director, recruiting staff with 

particular experiences 

14 .70 

Student affairs 

administrative 

coordination 

Coordination of student affairs activities, faculty / 

academic affairs representation on committee, 

responsible for orientation 

3 .67 
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Academic Affairs Policy Adoption Scales   

Data-driven decision 

making: Academic 

affairs 

Using data for: course development / design, academic 

department / program evaluation, academic 

department / program planning, resource allocation 

4 .90 

First-year seminars Type, optional/required, duration, credit(s), size cap 

(y/n), cap size 

6 .85 

Senior faculty teaching of 

first-year courses 

Teaching first-year seminars, teaching other first year 

courses 

2 .84 

Recent assessment efforts: 

Persistence 

Assessing: classroom experiences, curriculum, out-of-

class experiences 

3 .82 

Recent assessment efforts: 

Learning 

Assessing: classroom experiences, curriculum, out-of-

class experiences 

3 .81 

Faculty involvement 

considered in personnel 

decisions 

Consideration of faculty involvement in the first-year 

experience for: hiring, promotion and tenure, merit 

salary increases 

3 .73 

Early alert / Intervention 

initiatives 

Identifying: academic problems, mental health issues 2 .71 

Funding for professional 

development 

Faculty orientation covers the first-year experience, 

sending faculty / staff to first-year conferences and 

workshops 

4 .69 

Curricular emphasis on 

diversity 

Required diversity courses, meet required diversity 

courses before sophomore year, racial / ethnic 

studies, women’s studies, religious studies, 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, and 

questioning, foreign language / culture 

7 .69 

Campus-wide 

administrative 

coordination 

Mechanism for campus-wide coordination and 

reporting line 

3 .65 

Faculty participation in 

first year events 

Faculty participation in: first-year orientation, other 

first-year activities 

2 .65 
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Policy adoption in Student Affairs included 11 subscales consisting of a total of 

90 survey items. The subscales were: programmatic emphasis on diversity (13 items, 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89); frequency of contact regarding information dissemination to 

students (6 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85); student affairs service availability (13 items, 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83); programmatic emphasis on sociopolitical issues (8 items, 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82); first-year orientations for specific student populations (11 

items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0. 81); data-driven decision making (5 items, Cronbach’s 

alpha = 0.81); program assessment (5 items, Cronbach’s alpha =0.79); information 

dissemination to high school counselors (4 items, Cronbach’s alpha =0.77); information 

dissemination to families (8 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.72); student affairs staffing 

policies (14 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70); and student affairs administrative 

coordination (3 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.67). 

 The researchers constructed 11 Academic Affairs Policy subscales that used a 

total of 39 survey items. The scales included estimates of: data-driven decision making in 

academic affairs (4 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.90); factors related to first-year seminars 

(6 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85); senior faculty teaching of first-year courses (2 items, 

Cronbach’s alpha =0.84); recent student persistence assessment efforts (3 items, 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82); recent student learning assessment efforts (3 items, Cronbach’s 

alpha =0.81); faculty involvement in personnel decisions (3 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 

0.73); early alert/intervention initiatives (2 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.71); funding for 

professional development (4 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.69); curricular emphasis on 

diversity (7 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.69); campus-wide administrative coordination (3 

items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.65); and faculty participation in orientation and other first-
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year events (2 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.65).  

The Overall Policies scale captures all 129 items from the 22 student and 

academic affairs subscales (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.80). The Overall Student Affairs Policy 

scale is an aggregate of the 90 survey items that comprise the 11 individual student 

affairs policy adoption subscales (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.67).  Likewise, the Overall 

Academic Affairs Policy scale is a combination of the 39 items that constitute each of the 

11 unique academic affairs policy adoption subscales (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.67).  

Student Data and Scales 

Student-specific data were drawn from the Spring 2012 administration of the 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) at each of the participating schools.  

Dependent/criterion variables in these analyses included 10 scales reflecting (a) the five 

traditional NSSE benchmarks of effective educational practice in undergraduate 

education (i.e., Enriching Educational Experiences [EEE], Supportive Campus 

Environments [SCE], Level of Academic Challenge [LAC], Student-Faculty Interaction 

[SFI], Active & Collaborative Learning [ACL]), (b) two measures of “deep” learning 

experiences (DP.v1 and DP.v2), and (c) three self-reported measures of learning and 

development (i.e., gains in Practical Competence [GN_PRC]; General Education 

[GN_GED]; Personal & Social Development [GN_PSO]) during the first year of college.  

Descriptions of the NSSE scales4 (are recreated in Table 3.  The Deep Learning scale5 

was computed using all 12 deep learning items (DP. v1) as well as a mean of the three 

subscales: Higher Order Thinking, Integrative Learning, and Reflective Learning (DP. 

                                                      
4 For more information on the NSSE scales see 

http://nsse.iub.edu/html/psychometric_portfolio.cfm. 
5 For more information on the Deep Learning scale see 

http://nsse.indiana.edu/html/creating_scales_scalelets_original.cfm 

http://nsse.iub.edu/html/psychometric_portfolio.cfm
http://nsse.indiana.edu/html/creating_scales_scalelets_original.cfm
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v2).  Gains scales 6 were also calculated using NSSE guidelines and are described in 

Table 3.  All student-level data were weighted to reflect the gender and full-time/part-

time distribution of first-year first-generation students at each participating institution.   

Table 3 

 NSSE Benchmarks, Scales, and Scalets of Effective Educational Practice 

Scale Name 

(abbrev.) 

Scale Description Number 

of Items 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

Enriching 

Educational 

Experiences 

(EEE) 

Complementary learning opportunities including 

field experiences, service-learning, study 

abroad, capstone courses or learning 

communities 

12 .60 

Supportive Campus 

Environment 

(SCE) 

Student perceptions that their postsecondary 

institution is committed to their success 

6 .79 

Level of Academic 

Challenge 

(LAC) 

Student perceptions of institutional emphasis on 

academic effort and high performance 

expectations 

11 .72 

Student Faculty 

Interaction 

(SFI) 

Interactions with faculty inside and outside the 

classroom 

6 .71 

Active and 

Collaborative 

Learning 

(ACL) 

Working with others in problem-solving or 

gaining mastery over challenging academic 

material 

7 .67 

Deep Approaches 

to Learning  

(DP. v1) 

Demonstrating a commitment to understanding 

the relationships between areas of 

knowledge 

12 .85 

Deep Approaches 

to Learning  

(DP. v2) 

Demonstrating a commitment to understanding 

the relationships between areas of 

knowledge 

3 .77 

Gains in Practical 

Competence 

(GN_PRC) 

The degree to which student report having made 

gains in practical competence as a result of 

their undergraduate experience  

5 .83 

Gains in Personal & 

Social 

Development 

(GN_PSO) 

The degree to which student report having made 

gains in personal and social development as 

a result of their undergraduate experience 

7 .87 

Gains in General 

Education 

(GN_GED) 

The degree to which student report having made 

general education gains as a result of their 

undergraduate experience 

4 .84 

                                                      

6 For more information on the Gains scales see 

http://nsse.indiana.edu/html/creating_scales_scalelets_original.cfm 

http://nsse.indiana.edu/html/creating_scales_scalelets_original.cfm
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Missing Data Augmentation  

 

This quantitative data set, like most others, included missing data. To address this 

issue, we used multiple imputation to produce 10 distinct datasets, based on 100 

iterations of an imputation model that included some interaction terms that ultimately 

were not part of the final analyses (e.g., Allison, 2002; Graham; 2009). This was done to 

maintain appropriately sized standard errors without reducing the sample (Cox et al., 

2014). Substantive analyses for which we report results in this paper were run 

independently on each of the 10 imputed datasets, with results pooled across the 10 

analyses in SPSS 22.   

Analytic Approach  

Consistent with the procedures used throughout the LIPSS project (see Cox et al., 

2017), analyses for this study involved a series of multi-level models. After producing 

descriptive statistics (see Table 1), we continued the analyses by building a series of 

random-intercept multi-level models (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) using an unrestricted 

variance/covariance matrix for each of the dependent/criterion variables. For each of the 

10 student outcomes, we first ran an empty/null model, which allowed us to calculate an 

intra-class correlation (ICC) reflecting the extent to which variability in the outcome 

measure was attributable to differences between institutions (Cox et al., 2017).  

The second model included several student-specific control variables representing 

students’ gender/sex, race/ethnicity, age, major, transfer status, full/part-time enrollment, 

involvement with varsity athletics, on-campus residence, and their ACT Composite score. 

Following Raudenbush and Bryk’s (2002) guidelines, we centered all level-1 (student) 

control variables on their grand means. In the third model, we added uncentered level-2 
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control variables reflecting institutional characteristics not easily manipulated by colleges 

or universities: public/private, highest degree offered, undergraduate enrollment, racial 

distribution of student body, Pell Grant eligibility of the student body, and admissions 

selectivity as rated by the Barron’s guide. Finally, in our fourth and final set of models, 

for each of the 10 outcome variables, we constructed 27 models by independently adding 

each of the 27 policy scales to our previous models. Constructing the final analytic 

models in this manner allowed us to isolate the net effects of each policy scale and 

interpret resulting model coefficients as indicative of the manner in which increasing 

levels of policy adoption are associated with improved student outcomes for the average 

first-generation student in our sample.  

Importantly, since our independent variables of interest occurred at the 

institutional level (level-2), where we have just 57 institutions, we used the critical p-

value of 0.10 instead of the more traditional 0.05. Moreover, because none of the reported 

results would remain statistically significant if we were to apply individual Bonferreni 

post-hoc adjustments, we never make a claim of a policy effect based on a single 

coefficient’s statistical significance. Instead, we interpret consistent patterns of 

statistically significant policy coefficients indicative of an underlying policy effects. 

Together with the use of multiple-imputation and multi-level modeling, this interpretive 

caution offers protection against incorrectly claiming a policy effect. 

Limitations 

Nevertheless, this study is subject to two primary limitations.  Because this 

investigation is solely concerned with the relationships between program/policy 

influences and engagement outcomes among the students of interest, comparisons 
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between first-year, first-generation students and their non-first-year, non-first-generation 

counterparts are not made, but represent a topic worthy of additional study.  By not 

concerning ourselves with between-group comparisons, we hope to more clearly identify 

the role seemingly supportive social and instructional structures play in the collegiate 

experiences of first-year, first-generation undergraduates.  In other words, we ask, as 

suggested by Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, if these policies and practices 

provide a bridge to postsecondary success for these first-generation students.  

The relatively small sample size and methodological approach prevent us from 

making formal claims of causality related to policy adoption. Thus, it will be important to 

extend this research to other institutions in other states in the future to be able to provide 

generalizable conclusions. In spite of these limitations, these findings provide valuable 

information regarding which policies and practices relate to the success of first-year, 

first-generation students at these institutions. 

Findings 

This study sought to identify institutional initiatives, which could be linked to 

positive educational experiences and self-reported learning gains among first-generation 

college students. Understood through the lens of Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, 

institutions implement these programs in an effort to ensure all students have access to 

the information and support they need to persist in the first year of college. However, the 

findings presented in Table 4 provide inconsistent support for this conclusion
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Table 4  

Scale Reliability and Linear Modeling Coefficients of Scales on Student Outcomes 

 Scale  EEE SCE LAC SFI ACL DPv1 DPv2 GN_PRC GN_PSO GN_GED 

Overall Policy Adoption Scales            

Overall Institutional Policies 12.34 * 9.58  9.05 13.41 ^ 7.28 7.67 8.24 8.08  8.18 18.94 * 

Overall Student Affairs Policies 10.25 * 7.13   5.76 9.26  3.71 4.55 5.07 4.00  3.29 14.10 ^ 

Overall Academic Affairs Policies 5.79  6.19  6.63 9.22  6.11 5.95 6.23 6.94  7.72 12.34  

Senior Student Affairs Officer Scales                

Programmatic Emphasis on Diversity 5.01 * -2.96  2.35 0.17  -0.67 -0.02 0.12 -2.47  -3.71 6.03  

Information Dissemination Frequency of Contact 4.32  4.14  4.65 2.66  4.34 5.17 5.42 6.70  1.58 4.83  

Student Affairs Service Availability 0.38  5.32  -1.22 6.56  2.87 2.08 2.55 -2.78  3.45 3.89  

Programmatic Emphasis on Socio-Political Issues 2.91  -4.09  -1.31 -1.72  -1.18 -6.33 -6.48 -9.04  -8.24 -1.70  

Orientation Programs for Specific Populations 1.37  0.32  2.67 4.63  1.26 3.05 3.01 -2.89  -0.56 2.75  

Data Driven Decision Making in Student Affairs 4.35 ^ 5.65  1.08 1.56  0.23 0.26 0.64 4.89  4.68 8.44 * 

Assessment of Student Affairs Programs 2.69  3.36  -1.65 0.70  -1.56 -1.22 -0.80 1.99  3.74 1.39  

Information to High School Counselors 3.73 ^ 1.32  0.31 4.72 ^ 0.52 -0.88 -0.78 2.14  2.02 5.23  

Information to Families 7.16 * 3.83  4.55 4.81  8.61 * 5.45 5.11 3.79  1.60 4.25  

Student Affairs Staffing Policies 6.26 * 7.87  10.39 *** 9.22 * 6.46 11.43 *** 11.21 *** 6.91  9.18 13.34 ** 

Student Affairs Administrative Coordination 2.02  1.31  2.54 0.94  -0.39 2.30 2.50 1.38  -3.09 1.22  

Chief Academic Officer Scales                

Data Driven Decision Making in Academic Affairs 0.58  -1.34  0.59 1.06  1.47 0.32 0.44 -0.76  -0.85 -0.72  

First-Year Seminars 2.09  1.57  0.24 3.21  2.12 0.62 0.73 -2.41  2.91 5.85  

Senior Faculty Teaching of First-Year Courses -0.79  5.08  -0.11 4.80 ^ 2.78 1.07 1.21 2.37  6.05 3.74  

Recent Assessment Efforts Regarding Persistence 1.51  -0.66  1.37 0.78  -0.43 1.22 1.25 0.41  -3.03 -0.07  

Recent Assessment Efforts Regarding Learning 0.63  -0.14  0.13 0.30  0.54 -0.24 -0.24 1.40  -1.26 -0.61  

Faculty Involvment in Personnel Decisions 2.07  0.37  4.22 ^ 4.18  3.31 2.98 2.70 2.07  2.29 4.68  

Early Alert Inverventions Initiatives 1.82  10.17 * -0.31 2.29  1.18 1.13 1.33 5.49  7.92 11.57 * 

Funding for Professional Development 2.16  0.80  5.48 ** 5.31 * 3.52 5.38 * 5.55 * 5.18  7.03 ^ 6.49 ^ 

Curricular Emphasis on Diversity 6.30 ^ -2.87  1.94 4.66  0.70 -0.32 -0.35 -6.25  -1.70 6.51  

Campus-Wide Administration Coordination 0.09  3.10  -2.14 -3.10  -1.42 -1.28 -1.21 -0.96  0.87 -0.72  

Faculty Participation in First-Year Events -0.06  7.85 * 4.26 3.80  2.59 3.37 3.60 10.26 * 12.55 * 9.60 * 

^ p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01.  

Note. Assessment & data-driven decision making scales displayed vertically. Student experience and outcome scales displayed horizontally.  
a NSSE Benchmark scales are: EEE (Enriching Educational Experiences); SCE (Supportive Campus Environments); LAC (Level of Academic Challenge);  

SFI (Student-Faculty Interaction); ACL (Active & Collaborative Learning) 
b Deep Learning scales are: DPv1 (calculated using 12 individual items); DPv2 (calculated as the average of the 3 deep learning sub-scales: Higher Order 

Thinking, Integrative Learning & Reflective Learning) 
c “Gains In” scales are: PRC (Practical Competence); PSO (Personal & Social Development); GED (General Education)  
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Although the Overall Institutional Policy Adoption Scale and the Overall Student 

Affairs policies scales bore positive relationships with at least one student outcome 

measure, the results are inconsistent across the three overall policy scales and the 10 

outcome variables. Therefore, we are unable to substantiate the idea that first-generation 

first-year students’ experiences and outcomes are responsive to an institution’s broad 

adoption of literature-supported polices. The analyses of specific student and academic 

affairs policy scales, however, yielded somewhat more consistent results. (See scale 

reliability and linear modeling coefficients of scales on all student outcomes in Table 4.) 

Four of the 11 SSAO scales were significantly and positively related to the 

outcome indicators, with one scale in particular (Student Affairs Staffing Policies) 

demonstrating such a relationship with six student success indicators (i.e., Enriching 

Educational Experiences, Level of Academic Challenge, Student-Faculty Interactions, 

both Deep Learning scale configurations, and self-perceived Gains in General 

Education).   

Six of the 11 CAO scales were significantly and positively related to at least one 

outcome, including Funding for Professional Development, which was significantly and 

positively related to Level of Academic Challenge, Student-Faculty Interaction, both 

measures of approaches to Deep Learning, and self-reported gains in Personal and Social 

Development and Practical Competence. Finally, faculty participation in first-year 

student orientation and other events was significantly and positively related to four of the 

student success measures: Supportive Campus Environment, and self-reported gains in 

Practical Competence, Personal and Social Development, and General Education.   

Student Affairs (SSAO) Scales 
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The institutional behaviors captured by the Student Affairs Staffing Policies Scale 

seemed to yield the greatest number of positive and significant relationships with 

outcomes for first-year, first-generation students: Enriching Educational Experiences 

(EEE; b=6.26, p<0.05), Level of Academic Challenge (LAC; b=10.39, p<0.001), 

Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI; b=9.22, p<0.05), both versions of the Deep Learning 

metric (b=11.43 and b=11.21, p<0.001, respectively), and General Education (GN_GED; 

b=13.34, p<0.01).  First-generation students appear to do better on these measures when 

their residential college/campus support agents are available (low RA to student ratio) 

and knowledgeable (degree requirement for hall director/staff with particular 

experiences).  Policies related to information dissemination to families were only related 

to gains in Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE; b=7.16, p<0.05), and Active and 

Collaborative Learning (ACL; b=8.61, p<0.05). Similarly, policies related to information 

dissemination to high school counselors were only related to gains in Enriching 

Educational Experiences (EEE; b=3.73, p<0.10) and Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI; 

b=4.72, p<0.10).  Furthermore, the scale describing data-driven decision-making in 

Student Affairs was associated with gains in Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE; 

b=4.35, p<0.10) and in General Education (GN_GED; b=13.34, p<0.01). The remaining 

six subscales (i.e., frequency of information dissemination contact, Student Affairs 

service availability, emphases on socio-political issues in Student Affairs, specific 

populations’ Orientation programs, and central Student Affairs administrative 

coordination) did not demonstrate significant relationships with the identified student 

outcomes net of other factors. 

Academic Affairs (CAO) Scales 
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The institutional investments in faculty reflected through the Funding for 

Professional Development Scale appeared to be significantly related to six of the 10 

student measures: Level of Academic Challenge (LAC; b=5.48, p<0.01), Student-Faculty 

Interaction (SFI; b=5.31, p<0.05), both versions of the Deep Approaches to Learning 

metric (b=5.38 and b=5.55, p<0.05, respectively), gains in Personal/Social Development 

(GN_PSO; b=7.03, p<0.10), and General Education (GN_GED; b=6.49, p<0.05).  First-

year, first-generation students seem to be more successful on the outcomes of interest 

when their faculty are introduced to (i.e., faculty orientation covers the first-year 

experience) and supported in working with (e.g. sending faculty/staff to first-year 

conferences and workshops) first-year students.  Hence, sensitizing faculty to the first-

year experience of students was associated with greater student success. 

Faculty participation in first-year student events also appeared to be meaningfully 

associated with gains student success estimates including Supportive Campus 

Environments (SCE; b=7.85, p<0.05), as well as gains in Practical Competence 

(GN_PRC; b=10.26, p<0.05), Personal/Social Development (GN_PSO; b=12.55, 

p<0.05), and General Education (GN_GED; b=9.60, p<0.05).  Much like the previously 

stated findings, first-year, first-generation students seem to perform better when faculty 

are involved early (e.g. via orientation) and often (during other first-year activities).  

Early Alert Academic Intervention Initiatives were associated with gains in Supportive 

Campus Environment (SCE; b=10.17, p<0.05) and General Education (GN_GED; 

b=11.57, p<0.05).  A curricular emphasis on diversity was associated with gains in 

Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE; b=6.30, p<0.10), while faculty involvement in 

personnel decisions was related to gains in Level of Academic Challenge (LAC; b=4.22, 
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p<0.10), and gains in Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI; b=4.80, p<0.10) were related to 

instances of senior faculty teaching of first-year courses for first-generation students. 

Surprisingly, the presence of academic factors typically assumed to be associated with 

student success (e.g., data-driven decision making in Academic Affairs, first-year 

seminars, recent assessment efforts related to student learning and persistence, as well as 

campus-wide academic administration coordination) did not appear to have any 

significant association with the outcomes measured for first-year, first-generation 

students. 

Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 

The most surprising findings from this study were that several factors assumed to 

foster student success in both Student Affairs (e. g., service availability, population-

specific Orientations, administrative coordination) and Academic Affairs (e.g., data-

driven decision making, assessment, curricular emphases on diversity) were not 

associated with significant gains in any of the student outcomes examined among first-

year, first-generation students. Further, our study produced only minimal evidence that 

adoption of more literature-supported policies generally relates to better student 

experiences and outcomes. Rather, this study argues that institutions would be best served 

by leveraging a comparatively smaller set of the most potent policy initiatives to support 

the unique needs of first-generation, college students.  

Specifically, this study found that first-generation students who had available, 

knowledgeable, prepared, and supported campus agents/role models at their institutions 

tended to do better on the identified outcomes. In the student affairs realm, first-year, 

first-generation students seemed to benefit from residential college/campus support 



 26 

agents that were available (i.e., low RA to student ratio) and knowledgeable (i.e., degree 

requirement for hall director/staff with particular experiences). In the academic affairs 

area, faculty orientations that included information about the first-year experience and 

sending faculty to first-year conferences and workshops also appeared to yield benefits 

for first-year, first-generation students. Additionally, students who attended institutions 

where faculty participated in either new student orientation or other first-year 

undergraduate activities reported positive outcomes related to perceived practical 

competence, personal and social development, general education experiences, and the 

overall supportiveness of their campus environments.   

The relative effectiveness of this narrow set of institutional actions may be 

explained by Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital. Bourdieu (1986) argued that 

one’s family and community serve as the primary mechanism through which individuals 

develop ”skills, abilities, tastes, and preferences” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 5) for 

college success (i.e., cultural capital). Yet, by definition, first-generation students do not 

have immediate access to family members who have themselves completed college, an 

experience through which they would have gained extensive exposure to the attitudes and 

behaviors valued by postsecondary institutions. First-generation college students, 

therefore, may need to acquire these culturally valued norms through interactions with 

other influential individuals once they begin their collegiate journey. In these instances, 

institutional policies (e.g., hiring policies, participation in first-year student orientation) 

that bridge the physical or metaphorical distance between students, faculty, and staff help 

facilitate the development of mentoring relationships through which these agents may 

transmit the cultural capital that is critical to these students’ success. 
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These conclusions illustrate that cultural capital is not easy to transmit through the 

types of programs and supports campuses typically put into place, thus confirming 

Housel’s (2012) contention that cultural deficits are challenging to rectify. As Collier and 

Morgan (2008) and Kuh et al. (2005) suggested, first-generation students may lack the 

background knowledge to take advantage of these programs and/or benefit from them, 

which may help explain why the first-year, first-generation students did not gain the 

expected benefits from many of the initiatives.  

Reassuringly, none of the policy predictor variables studied were associated with 

significant student performance declines. The current study showed that the institutions 

that adopted the identified policies were not actively harming their first-generation, first-

year students by doing so. Additional research into these relationships could focus on 

first-generation, first-year student narratives to determine if policies that produced 

negative yet non-significant relationship indicators in the present analysis truly have no 

meaningful impact on the experiences on these students, or if they do in fact represent 

hazards to their postsecondary success. Certainly any decisions regarding discontinuing 

policies and practices that are currently in place should be made with caution, because 

reducing institutional resources based on these findings may have unintended negative 

consequences for other student populations, as well as for faculty and staff, who may 

benefit from these initiatives. Their outcomes in terms of these indicators are beyond the 

scope of this article. 

Nevertheless, this study offers direction to colleges and universities whose 

strategic goals include improving first-generation students’ success. As Bourdieu 

suggested, in many ways the institutional structure provided supports (rather than 
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obstacles) to assist these students in their accumulation of college information to promote 

their success. Most significantly, these campus agents acted in ways that countered the 

knowledge and skill deficits presumed to exist within the families of first-generation 

college students, thereby providing a bridge to the students’ road to success.  
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