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ABSTRACT 

 

 The aim of the present study was to gain a further understanding of first-generation 

college students (FGCS) in comparison to their non-FGCS peers. The study examined both 

groups in relation to the following variables: resilience levels, perceived social support, 

perception of barriers, and negative career thoughts. Specifically, the goal was to understand how 

resilience levels and perceived social support were related to perception of barriers and negative 

career thoughts. General group differences on resilience levels, perceived social support, 

perception of barriers, and negative career thoughts were explored using a one-way ANOVA. 

Then, multiple regressions were used to examine whether resilience level and perceived social 

support could predict perception of barriers and negative career thoughts. The 10-Item Connors-

Davidson Resilience Scale (CDRISC; Campbell-Sills & Stein, 2007) was used to examine 

resilience levels. The Social Support Appraisal Scale (SSA; Vaux et al., 1986) was used to 

examine perceived social support. The Perception of Barriers Scale (POB; Luzzo & McWhirter, 

2001) was used to examine perception of barriers. The Career Thoughts Inventory (CTI; 

Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 1996) was used to examine negative career 

thoughts.  

Participants (n = 272) for the study were recruited from a large, southeastern, public 

university, specifically from the university’s College of Education and the Center for Academic 

Retention and Enrichment (CARE). CARE’s mission is to recruit and support FGCS. There were 

101 FGCS and 171 non-FGCS included in the sample. The results indicated that there were no 

statistically significant differences between groups on resilience levels, perceived social support, 

and negative career thoughts. There were statistically significant differences between groups on 

perception of barriers with non-FGCS perceiving more barriers than FGCS. The multiple 
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regression revealed that resilience level and perceived social support predicted 9.1% of the 

variance in perception of barriers and 15.3% of the variance in negative career thoughts. A 

discussion regarding the findings of the study, limitations, and implications for theory, practice 

and future research are offered.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

 In many families, one of the messages given to students is that they must focus on getting 

an education and achieving academically. They are often encouraged to attend a four-year 

institution, graduate in a timely manner, and have a clear idea about what they want to pursue as 

a career (Durnan, 2012). This message is not lost on institutions of higher education as one of 

their goals is to help students gain the knowledge necessary to be successful, academically and 

professionally, and develop into well-rounded members of society (Brown, 2015; Selingo, 2003). 

Academic institutions often judge their progress in meeting this goal by evaluating how many 

students graduate in an acceptable amount of time and how many students are transitioning to 

employment or advanced education.  

 As college campuses become more diverse (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2013), so do the issues that college students bring with them upon beginning their academic 

careers (American Psychological Association, 2016). Universities are tasked with being prepared 

and able to manage the concerns and issues students bring with them (Kadison, 2004). In the 

career development field, there is not a full understanding of how various demographic variables 

can impact the interventions and programs being utilized to address student needs (Whiston & 

Rahardja, 2008). Deficits in the research regarding these variables requires more exploration of 

student characteristics, and what unique background characteristics might need to be accounted 

for when helping them reach their professional and academic goals. 

 First-generation college students (FGCS) are one student population that often arrive on 

college campuses with a deficit in terms of academic preparedness, limited knowledge of how 

institutions function, and less support from family and friends, etc. (Boyett, 2010; Bui, 2002; 
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Chen & Carroll, 2005). FGCS usually identify as racial/ethnic minorities (Chen & Carroll, 

2005), are older upon entering a four-year institution (Boyett, 2010), have begun their career in 

higher education at a community college (Gibbons & Borders, 2010), and are less academically 

prepared for the rigorous coursework that lies ahead of them (Bui, 2002). Previous research 

(Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004) noted that these students are more likely to be 

living off campus, working several hours a week, and are responsible for helping their families 

either financially or in a supportive role. These are just some of the characteristics that make this 

subset of students unique and complex.  

 Research regarding FGCS’ characteristics has further informed student affairs 

practitioners’ understanding of how these students experience college and the career 

development process. Research (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Pascarella, et al., 2004) indicates that 

FGCS do not feel as connected or supported by their college campus and that they are more 

likely to withdraw from or repeat courses throughout their academic careers. Furthermore, they 

are more likely to experience lower career decision-making self-efficacy (Gibbons & Border, 

2010), lower career aspirations and expectations (Bohon, Johnson, & Gorman, 2006), and 

perceive more career and educational barriers (Fiebig, Braid, Ross, Tom, & Prinzo, 2010) than 

their non-FGCS peers. One study (Fowler, 2012) found that their status as FGCS also increased 

the amount of negative career thoughts they experience. These factors may make it more 

challenging for FGCS to clarify their career goals and persist to graduation.  The next section 

will discuss the theoretical framework used to support the variables in this study.  

Theoretical Framework 

 This current study drew from two career development theories, social cognitive career 

theory (SCCT; Betz & Hackett, 1981; Lent, 2013) and cognitive information processing theory 
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(CIP; Sampson, Peterson, Reardon, & Lenz, 2004). The first theory, SCCT, has its foundations 

in Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory. Bandura’s theory focuses on how experiences are 

shaped and suggests that environmental factors, personal characteristics, and behaviors play a 

large role (Bandura, 1986). SCCT is especially pertinent for FGCS since they tend to enter 

college with a set of challenges not typically experienced by their non-FGCS peers. SCCT 

suggests that environmental factors can impact self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and personal 

goals (Lent, 2013). SCCT theory encompasses contextual factors that may make it difficult for 

individuals to select a career path and specifically informs one of the variables of interest in this 

study, perception of barriers.  

 The second theory used in this study is cognitive information processing theory (CIP; 

Sampson et al., 2004). CIP theory provides a way to understand various factors that impact a 

person’s ability to navigate the career decision-making process. This theory focuses on an 

individual’s readiness to engage in career problem solving and decision making. Level of 

readiness is determined by individuals’ capability to solve a career problem and the complexity 

of their life circumstances (Sampson et al, 2004). Additionally, CIP examines how self-

knowledge, options knowledge, the decision-making process, and metacognitions can influence a 

person’s ability (Sampson et al., 2004). A key aspect of CIP theory is negative career thoughts, 

which is one of the variables being examined in the proposed study. The following section 

briefly discussed the gaps in the literature.  

Statement of the Problem 

 A review of the literature provides the field with some useful information regarding 

college students and FGCS in relation to resilience, social support, perception of barriers, and 

negative career thoughts. However, the literature does not provide any information regarding the 
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relationship between these variables. There are some studies that highlight the importance of 

resilience and social support (Hartley, 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Werner, 1982; 

Yalcin, 2011), but none that discuss how these variables may serve as protective factors against 

perception of barriers and negative career thoughts. Furthermore, there is limited research 

regarding FGCS and the impact of negative career thoughts on this population. The connection 

between resilience, social support and negative career thoughts has also not been studied. Several 

of the studies reviewed for this study are qualitative in nature which provides us with a richness 

in responses that are valuable, however, a more empirical approach to understanding the 

relationship between these variables, which builds off the findings of qualitative research, may 

allow us to comprehend the career and educational development of FGCS further. Lastly, there is 

lack of studies exploring how FGCS and non-FGCS are similar or different. There are several 

reasons why understanding this population is important which will be discussed in the next 

section.  

Social Significance of the Problem 

 Given that a primary task of institutions is to help students clarify their career goals, 

graduate, and obtain jobs post-graduation, it is important to gain a better understanding of the 

FGCS population and how these students navigate career tasks (Brown, 2015; Selingo, 2003). 

About 50% of the college student population is considered FGCS and 30% of all incoming 

freshmen are classified as FGCS (First Generation Foundation, 2013). It has been reported that 

89% of low income, FGCS leave an institution of higher education within six years without a 

college degree (First Generation Foundation, 2013). Gathering information about how FGCS 

status impacts career development factors can help practitioners and other university 

stakeholders achieve their mission of assisting students in achieving their academic and career 
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goals. FGCS may enter college without the full support of their parents, guardians, or family 

members because these family members have never attended college themselves (Boyett, 2010, 

Bui, 2002; Chen & Carroll, 2005). FGCS may also have distinct characteristics that make them 

different from non-FGCS students, which would be helpful for practitioners to know to help 

them navigate college life. Therefore, it is important to further explore what needs this 

population may have and develop interventions and programs to address their needs. Literature 

regarding FGCS characteristics and college experiences, resilience, social support, perceived 

barriers, and negative career thoughts were examined to learn more about how these concepts 

interact with each other in the lives of FGCS and how FGCS may differ from non-FGCS. 

Purpose 

The purpose of the study was to gain an understanding of how level of resiliency and 

social support are related to perception of barriers and negative career thoughts in a sample of 

FGCS and non-FGCS. First, general group differences on level of resiliency, social support, 

perception of barriers, and negative career thoughts were explored. Secondly, analyses were run 

to examine whether level of resiliency and social support predicts perception of barriers and 

negative career thoughts. These variables were assessed by recruiting FGCS and non-FGCS with 

various demographic backgrounds from a large, southeastern university. The goals of the study 

and literature review led to several research questions which are discussed below. The rationale 

for these questions are described in further detail in Chapter 2.  

Research Questions 

 Based on the literature review and gaps that the proposed study aims to address, the 

following research questions were proposed: 
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1. Are there differences in resilience levels of first-generation college students and non-

first-generation college students? 

2. Are there differences in perceived social support in first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students? 

3. Are there differences in perception of barriers in first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students? 

4. Are there differences in level of negative career thoughts in first-generation college 

students and non-first-generation college students?  

5. Does resilience level and perceived social support predict perception of barriers in first-

generation college students and non-first-generation college students? 

6. Does resilience level and perceived social support predict level of negative career 

thoughts in first-generation college students and non-first generation college students? 

Operational Definitions of Terms 

 first generation college student – A college student with parents (or guardians) that did 

not complete education more advanced than high school levels (Choy, 2001). This 

definition would exclude students whose parents (or guardians) have taken any college 

level courses as being defined as a first-generation college student.  

 negative career thoughts – The way one views oneself and how that view impacts the 

ability to be engaged in career problems solving and decision making (Sampson, 

Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 1996b). 

 perceived barriers – Within individuals or their environments, conditions or events that 

hinder career progress (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; Swanson & Woitke, 1997). 
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 resilience – The personal qualities that enable one to thrive in the face of adversity 

(Connor & Davidson, 2003, p. 76). 

 social support – “information leading the subject to believe that he is cared for and 

loved, esteemed, and a member of a network of mutual obligations” (Cobb, 1976, p. 300) 
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CHAPTER 2 

 REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 In the following section, literature related to the variables presented in the proposed study 

will be reviewed. First, an overview of the theories utilized to understand FGCS and the 

variables of interest will be provided. The theories included are social cognitive career theory 

(SCCT; Betz & Hackett, 1981; Lent, 2013) and cognitive information processing theory (CIP; 

Sampson et al., 2004). Then, a review of the literature on FGCS characteristics and college 

experiences will be discussed. Next, literature related to resilience, social support, perception of 

barriers, and negative career thoughts will be discussed. Lastly, a summary of the literature and 

hypotheses will be provided to help readers understand the research questions proposed in this 

study.  

Social Cognitive Career Theory 

The first theory that serves as a conceptual framework for this research is social cognitive 

career theory (SCCT; Betz & Hackett, 1981; Lent, 2013). SCCT focuses on the fact that 

occupational paths are impacted by many factors including, but not limited to, learning, 

socialization experiences, resources, and environmental barriers. One of SCCT’s primary aims is 

to explain how vocational interests are developed, choices related to occupations are made, and 

successful or unsuccessful careers are achieved (Lent, 2013).  

SCCT is based on Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory which attempts to understand 

how people, their actions, and environment interact to influence perceptions and experiences. 

Both Bandura’s theory and SCCT suggest that people are capable of making choices that impact 

their lives. Self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and personal goals can influence self-direction 

(Lent, 2013). Examining the decisions made by people using these personal characteristics can 
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provide an understanding of how the environment and inherent characteristics can impact 

individuals. 

SCCT consists of four models which focus on how individuals develop interests, how 

they make choices, what influences these choices and subsequent results, and how satisfied 

individuals are with their performance and choices (Lent, 2013). One of the models that applies 

to the proposed study is the model of person, contextual, and experiential factors affecting 

career-related choice behavior (Lent, 2013). This model highlights the fact that self-efficacy 

beliefs and outcome beliefs influence career-related choices, which in turn, influences career 

choice goals (Lent, 2013). The identified goals then guide individuals in terms of the behaviors 

they engage in to be successful. These behaviors are then seen as successes or failures which 

continues to influence and refine career goals (Lent, 2013).  

In addition to these personal characteristics that influence career behaviors, there are 

environmental factors that play a role. SCCT asserts that people turn their career interests into 

goals which guide their behavior. When the environment provides support and minimal barriers, 

the actions are encouraged and goals are strengthened (Lent, 2013). In environments that are 

hostile and unsupportive, individuals are less likely to feel as though they can achieve the goals 

they set for themselves (Lent, 2013). Hostile or unsupportive environments may present various 

barriers to individuals which prevent them from pursuing their goals. Some examples of barriers 

are lack of emotional or financial support and discrimination (Lent, 2013). For example, if 

students are interested in majoring in mathematics, but do not find support from faculty, staff, 

and mentors and are receiving the message that they will not succeed, they are less likely to 

continue to want to pursue this major. This perceived barrier may encourage students to select 
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alternative majors that are less appealing because the environment supports this choice more 

readily.  

 This theory provides a framework to explore FGCS and their experiences in college and 

their career development. Studies using SCCT theory have been helpful in understanding the 

impact of various factors such as race/ethnicity, gender, culture, socioeconomic status, etc. on 

career development (Lent, 2013). FGCS tend to be from diverse backgrounds and SCCT 

provides a framework comprehending contextual factors that may play a role in their academic 

and career development. This theory also takes into consideration individuals’ personal 

characteristics that influence their career development such as their predispositions (Lent, 2013). 

Lastly, SCCT can be “useful in addressing two areas of career concern: performance attainment 

and persistence at overcoming obstacles” (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2016, p. 74). When 

obstacles are perceived, SCCT can be used to explore how these barriers might impede 

individuals’ ability to pursue the career they desire. Self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, 

or some combination of the two can be the reason why the barriers are perceived, and addressing 

these areas can be useful in helping clients select and work towards their goals. The following 

section will discuss the second theory utilized to examine the variables in the proposed study.  

Cognitive Information Processing Theory 

Cognitive information processing theory (CIP; Sampson et al., 2004) focuses on helping 

individuals learn how to make decisions regarding their careers in the present, as well as learning 

problem-solving skills for the future. The theory is concerned with the content and process of 

career decision making. The content includes the elements involved in a career-related decision 

and the process focuses on the steps needed to make a career-related decision. There are two core 

constructs related to CIP, which are the Pyramid of Information Processing (Sampson et al., 
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2004) domain and the CASVE cycle (Sampson et al., 2004) which will be discussed further 

throughout this section of the manuscript. An additional construct related to CIP, readiness, will 

not be addressed in this study.  

The Pyramid of Information Processing has four domains (Sampson et al., 2004). The 

foundation of the pyramid consists of self-knowledge and options knowledge. Within the self-

knowledge domain individuals are asked to identify interests, values, and skills. Interests are 

activities and topics that individuals find interesting. Values are thought to be factors that 

motivate someone to work such as leisure time, financial stability, autonomy, creativity, etc.  

Skills are defined as activities in which an individual has developed a competency (Sampson et 

al., 2004). The second domain in the pyramid’s foundation is options knowledge. This domain 

focuses on understanding the world of work. This includes understanding how occupations, 

industries, and titles are organized. This knowledge is often gained through education, work, or 

observation and increases and changes over time as experience is obtained (Sampson et al., 

2004).  

The pyramid’s third domain focuses on the process of making a career decision 

(Sampson et al., 2004). The decision-making process in CIP is called the CASVE cycle and 

consists of the following phases: Communication, Analysis, Synthesis, Valuing, and Execution 

(Sampson et al., 2004). During the Communication phase individuals becomes aware of a 

discrepancy between where they want to be (i.e., ideal state) and where they are presently 

(Sampson et al., 2004). The next phase of the cycle is Analysis, which covers the all the 

pyramid’s domains and consists of individuals reflecting on their self-knowledge, options 

knowledge, and ability to make a career decision. In the Synthesis phase individuals expand 

possible options and alternatives and narrow those identified options without becoming 
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overwhelmed (Sampson et al., 2004). The CASVE cycle’s Valuing phase consists of individuals 

evaluating identified occupational options by examining the costs and benefits to their 

community, family, and significant others (Sampson et al., 2004). This phase also includes 

developing tentative plans for implementing first and second choices. The CASVE cycle’s final 

phase is the Execution phase and involves putting the identified plan for the first choice into 

action (Sampson et al., 2004). Once a plan is implemented, individuals re-enter the 

Communication phase to assess their level of satisfaction with their choice. While the CASVE 

cycle has been described here as a cyclical process, it is possible for individuals to go back and 

forth between phases (Sampson et al., 2004).  

The last domain of the Pyramid of Information Processing is the Executive Processing 

domain (Sampson et al., 2004). There are three components involved in the executive processing 

domain: self-talk, self-awareness, and control and monitoring. Self-talk is the ability for one to 

think positively or negatively about oneself. Self-awareness is the ability for an individual to 

recognize any thoughts or feelings that arise during the decision-making process. Finally, control 

and monitoring is when individuals reflect on the process and determine when it is necessary to 

gather more information or move forward with the information they have gathered (Sampson et 

al., 2004). The metacognitions identified within this domain can impact the other domains within 

the pyramid. Any negative cognitions experienced can hinder progress in the career development 

process by making it difficult for an individual to make career decisions and increase self and 

options knowledge (Sampson et al., 2004). This section of the pyramid is especially pertinent to 

the proposed study as one of the variables being examined is negative career thoughts and how 

they can impact FGCS. Research on negative career thoughts and college students will be 

discussed further in a later section of this manuscript.  
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Both theories serve as a lens to view FGCS and the selected variables in this proposed 

study. Specifically, all five factors in Connor’s Five Factors of Resilience (positive, focused, 

flexible, organized, and proactive) (Connor, 1992) framework can be connected to both SCCT 

and CIP. Each factor and its connection to theory will be discussed in a later section. 

Additionally, social support and perception of barriers are connected to the discussion of 

environmental factors in SCCT. Lastly, negative career thoughts come directly from CIP’s 

executive procession domain. The next section provides an overview of FGCS, including 

research on specific characteristics that differentiate them from the non-FGCS peers, and a 

discussion of their college expectations and experiences.  

First Generation College Students (FGCS) 

 The following section will examine literature on the characteristics of first generation 

college students (FGCS) and provide an overview of their college experience. FGCS have been 

defined FGCS as those students whose parents’ highest level of educational achievement is less 

than an associate’s degree (Soria & Gorny, 2012). Other studies have categorized FGCS as 

individuals whose parents’ highest level of educational achievement is less than a bachelor’s 

degree (Billson & Terry, 1982; Soria & Gorny, 2012). For the purposes of this research, FGCS is 

defined as college students whose parents (or guardians) did not receive higher than a high 

school education (Choy, 2001). This definition of FGCS encompasses students who may have 

very limited exposure to college or guidance about the process which may influence how they 

progress during their college years. The following section will provide an overview of FGCS 

student characteristics and their experiences in a college setting. 
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FGCS Characteristics   

 Information gathered from educational surveys and research articles suggests that the 

FGCS are unique and diverse. FGCS vary in their socioeconomic status (SES), racial/ethnic 

identity, age, academic profile, and level of enrollment when compared to their peers (Boyett, 

2010; Chen & Carroll, 2005; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alami, 1998). FGCS tend be from households 

with lower income levels and are designated as being from a low SES group (Bui, 2002; Gibbons 

& Borders, 2010; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). 

Hertel (2002) surveyed 130 first year students at a large Midwestern public university who were 

considered to be first (n= 25) and second (n=105) generation college students and found that 

FGCS parents received less income than their second-generation peers.  

In addition to SES differences, FGCS students tend to be more diverse in terms of 

racial/ethnic identity. The National Center for Education Statistics (Chen & Carroll, 2005) used 

the Postsecondary Education Transcript Study which was collected in 2000 as part of the 

National Education Longitudinal Study to examine FGCS’ course taking experiences. The 

National Education Longitudinal Study began in 1988 using a nationally representative sample 

of students in the 8th grade (Chen & Carroll, 2005). There were 7,400 participants for the 

Postsecondary Education Transcript Study who were in 12th grade in 1992. 28% of these students 

were identified as having parents who did not have a postsecondary education. Of that 28%, 22% 

of the students enrolled in postsecondary education between 1992 and 2000 (Chen & Carroll, 

2005).  The analyses conducted in the Postsecondary Education Transcript Study included the 

22% of students mentioned above (n = 407). Participants had to have valid information regarding 

their parents’ highest education level in order to be included in the study. This study found that 

FGCS were more likely to identify as African American or Latino than those students whose 
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parents had some college experience (Chen & Carroll, 2005).  Furthermore, FGCS tend to be 

older when first enrolling in college than those students who are not considered FGCS (Boyett, 

2010; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001).  

Students who identify as FGCS have a somewhat different academic profile than their 

non-FGCS peers. Some studies have shown that they are more likely to attend a two-year 

institution prior to enrolling at a four-year institution (Bailey, Alfonso, & Calcagno 2004; Bui, 

2002; Gibbons & Borders, 2010; Phillippe & Valiga, 2000). They begin their academic careers at 

a two-year institution for a variety of reasons such as affordable tuition, flexible timing of 

courses offered, and because they are not academically prepared to gain entrance into a four-year 

institution (Bui, 2002). Chen and Carroll (2005) found that these students were less academically 

prepared as evidenced by standardized tests scores (SATs, ACTS, etc.), less prepared in 

mathematics abilities, and had lower senior achievement test scores. Senior achievement test 

scores were a weighted average of reading and mathematics scores divided into percentiles with 

low scores representing scores in the lowest 25%.  When FGCS are underprepared for the 

academic rigor of college, they are more likely to enroll in remedial courses to help close the gap 

between their current level of academic knowledge and what is required to be successful in 

college (Boyett, 2010). Chen and Carroll’s (2005) research found that, FGCS were more likely to 

delay their entry into higher education by a year or more.  

Earlier research found that when FGCS enrolled in college, they were more likely to be 

classified as part-time students (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alami, 1998; Pascarella et al., 2004). The 

desire to enroll at an institution part-time may be influenced by the reasons FGCS report for 

attending college overall. Bui (2002) studied 64 FGCS in their first year of college enrolled in a 

program aimed at providing extra support through academic counseling, peer counseling, and 
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tutoring. The study had two comparison groups with students whose parents had at least a 

bachelor’s degree (n = 68) and students whose parents had some college experience but no 

degrees (n = 75). The comparison groups were students in a psychology research pool and were 

also first year college students. 

 Bui (2002) sought to gather more information about the characteristics of this 

population, their reasons for attending college, and their college experience. The responses were 

then compared to students whose parents had at least a bachelor’s degree (n=68) and students 

whose parents had some college experience but did not graduate with a degree (n=75). The 

results indicated that FGCS attended college to help their families financially after graduation 

and they believed that attending college would bring honor to their families. FGCS did not differ 

significantly from their peers on reasons such as their friends are also attending college, their 

parents expected them to attend, they liked learning, etc. (Bui, 2002).  

An additional characteristic of FGCS that distinguishes them from their peers is their 

knowledge of how to utilize college opportunities outside of what is learned in the classroom.  

Parks-Yancy (2012) examined the social capital levels of African American students entering 

college and their knowledge of how to gain more social capital while in college. Social capital 

can be defined as a set of resources that helps individuals move forward in their career 

trajectories (Lin, 2001). Social capital influences career trajectory by affording one with 

opportunities to gain training, access to the “hidden” job market, and achieve a higher paying job 

(Parks-Yancy, 2012). The study included 58 African American juniors and seniors, of which 48 

were considered FGCS. Parks-Yancy (2012) found that the FGCS students did not enter college 

with very useful social capital (Parks-Yancy, 2012). The data was gathered through qualitative 

interviews with all 58 participants, and was then transcribed with a program that allowed the 
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researcher to define selected variables, prior to the interviews, to be studied. The participants 

were often responsible for their family emotionally and financially, and were expected to be 

present in the home or contributing to it by working when they were not in class which limited 

the amount of time they had to gain more social capital (Parks-Yancy, 2012).  

The studies reviewed in this section highlight some of the unique characteristics of FGCS 

that may make it challenging for them to gain access to higher education, and once they are 

there, factors that make it difficult for them to take full advantage of the opportunities available. 

The following section highlights research regarding the college experiences of FGCS.  

College Expectations and Experiences  

FGCS’ characteristics can influence the way they experience college.  For example, the 

participants in Chen and Carroll’s (2005) study were found to have lower GPAs and repeat or 

withdraw from more classes than their peers. These factors are supported by previous research 

cited that highlights the fact that FGCS are less academically prepared (Bui, 2002; Chen & 

Carroll, 2005; Horn, 1998). The difficulties FGCS experience with their academics in college 

may contribute to increased attrition rates for this population. Ishitani (2006) utilized the 1988 

National Education Longitudinal Study (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2001) to 

examine the college attrition behavior of 4,427 students who attended both public and private 

institutions. College attrition behavior was defined as the first time a student departed for a time 

from the four-year institution he or she matriculated to initially. The results indicated that FGCS 

were more likely than their non-FGCS peers to leave their initial institutions and not return or 

attend any other institution, and were 83% less likely to graduate in the fourth or fifth year of 

their enrollment in college when compared to those students whose parents have graduated from 

college (Ishitani, 2006).   
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 Bui (2002) studied experiences specific to FGCS using a sample of students whose 

parents had no college education (n= 64), students whose parents had some college education 

(n= 75), and students whose parents had a bachelor’s degree (n= 68) to study characteristics 

specific to FGCS. Bui (2002) used a questionnaire that assessed their reasons for attending 

college, their experiences during their first year, and other demographic information and found 

that FGCS had a greater fear of failing courses and therefore spent more time studying. The fear 

of failing courses while in college may support the notion that some FGCS have lower levels of 

self-efficacy (Gibbons & Border, 2010). Gibbons and Border (2010) surveyed 272 seventh grade 

students in a single southeastern state, of which 103 were prospective FGCS, to examine if they 

had a different expectation of the college experience. The authors used the College-Going Self-

Efficacy Scale (Gibbons, 2005), the Perception of Educational Barriers Scale (PEB; McWhirter, 

2000), the Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS; Malecki, Demary, & Elliott, 

2000), and the College-Going Outcomes Expectations Scale (GOEGS; Gibbons, 2005) to assess 

for these differences. They found significant differences between all the prospective FGCS and 

non-prospective FGCS in their study where prospective FGCS reported lower levels of college-

going self-efficacy expectations, lower positive outcome expectations, and a higher number of 

perceived barriers (Gibbons & Borders, 2010).  

 Some research suggests that FGCS have a difficult time transitioning from high school to 

college (Pascarella, et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005). This difficulty with transitioning could be 

due to the challenges some FGCS face when they enter college. Pascarella, et al. (2004) 

conducted a study using the National Study of Student Learning (NSSL) data which surveyed 18 

four-year institutions for a period of three years. The NSSL examined factors that contribute to 

student learning and cognitive development during college. Pascarella, et al.’s sample was 
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comprised of 1,518-1,524 students with high parental postsecondary education (both parents 

completed a bachelor’s degree or higher) (n = 428), moderate parental postsecondary education 

(not explicitly defined by the researchers) (n = 746), and first generation college students (n = 

344) (first in the family to attend college). The results indicated that FCGS were less likely to 

live on campus, worked more hours per week, completed less credit hours, and had lower levels 

of involvement in extracurricular activities than their peers (Pascarella, et al., 2004).  

 Pike and Kuh (2005) examined 1,127 students who completed the College Student 

Experiences Questionnaire (CESQ, Pace & Kuh, 1998) to learn how level of engagement was 

related to FGCS’ success. Of these 1,127 students, 439 (39%) were FGCS and 688 (61%) were 

second generation college students. They found that FGCS were less engaged with their 

university and the resources provided, perceived the college environment as unsupportive, and 

reported making less progress in their learning (Pike & Kuh, 2005). Also, as mentioned 

previously, FGCS were less likely to live on campus (Pascarella, et al., 2004).  The results from 

Pike and Kuh’s (2005) study indicate that students who live on campus tend to experience a 

direct and positive impact on their learning, both personally and educationally. Pike and Kuh 

(2005) suggested that this positive impact on learning is because students who live on campus 

are forced to interact with others who differ from them daily. Those who live off campus, such as 

FGCS, may have more control over their level of exposure to different experiences and people 

and therefore experience less of the college environment’ benefits (Pike & Kuh, 2005). Being 

less engaged with the college or university may separate FGCS from their peers in ways that can 

influence their learning and overall success in college per the studies mentioned above. Finding 

ways to assist this population in their academic and career development can help them learn how 

to make educational and career-related decisions. 
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The research reviewed on FGCS suggests that these students come from diverse 

racial/ethnic backgrounds (Chen & Carroll, 2005), are typically classified as being from a lower 

SES (Bui, 2002; Gibbons & Border, 2010; Hertel, 2002; Pike & Kuh, 2005), and feel more 

responsibility to their families (Bui, 2002). Furthermore, prospective FGCS often do not plan to 

begin their college career in the same manner as their non-prospective FGCS peers. They often 

plan to begin at a two-year institution (Gibbons & Border, 2010), spend their early years taking 

remedial courses (Boyett, 2010), and are less academically prepared than their peers (Bui, 2002; 

Chen & Carroll, 2005). They may also delay entry into college and withdraw from or repeat 

courses (Chen & Carroll, 2005).  When they do enter college, they are more likely to attend part-

time, may not live on campus, and can be found working outside of school more often 

(Pascarella, et al., 2004). Finally, some research suggests that FGCS may have a difficult time 

navigating the college environment and career development process because they enter college 

with lower social capital (Parks-Yancy, 2012) and are not aware of the resources that can help 

them be successful (Pike & Kuh, 2005). These factors may contribute to the fact that FGCS are 

more likely to leave an institution and not continue with their education (Ishitani, 2006). Overall, 

FGCS are a unique and complex population that and requires further understanding to help them 

achieve their academic and career goals.  

 The selected research reviewed here provides a clearer picture of FGCS. The proposed 

study aims to examine how, despite these challenges, many FGCS continue to succeed and 

graduate from college. While FGCS may encounter potential challenges upon entering college it 

is also important to gain a better understanding of what helps them to succeed. Therefore, the 

remainder of Chapter 2 will discuss the variables of interest, resilience, social support, perception 

of barriers, and negative career thoughts as well as research questions and hypotheses. The next 
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section of this manuscript will focus on the construct of resilience and how it impacts the college 

experience of college students in general and, more specifically, FGCS. 

Resilience 

 While it is important to identify, and discuss factors that may make it difficult for FGCS 

to persist and succeed in college, it is equally important to identify and learn more about factors 

that may contribute to FGCS success in college. The following section provides an overview of 

the construct of resilience, a model to understand resilience, and a discussion of selected 

literature related to resilience in college students and FGCS.    

History of Resilience Research 

Resiliency research has its roots in the field of developmental psychology (Tusaie & 

Dyer, 2004). Tusaie and Dyer (2004) focused on children who were exposed to trauma early in 

their lives and could overcome any negative outcomes that may have resulted. This research 

found that there were some traits inherent in these children which protected them from the 

adverse effects of their experiences.  Early research regarding the construct of resiliency focused 

on at-risk youth. Studies conducted by Garmezy, Masten, and Tellegen (1984) and Werner 

(1982) discovered that children from abusive home environments could thrive despite their 

traumatic experiences. This observation encouraged researchers to begin to understand why this 

was the case and what characteristics served as protective factors (Davino, 2013). 

 A longitudinal study conducted by Werner (1982) examined 200 multiracial children 

who were high risk based on several factors such as perinatal stress, coming from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds, having at least one parent with a serious mental illness, and 

experiencing daily instability in the home. Throughout the course of the study, Werner found that 

a small number of the children (n = 72) were doing well overall. Several personal characteristics 
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were identified as serving as protective factors such as being female, adaptable, oriented towards 

achievement, having good self-esteem, being communicative, tolerant, and socially responsible.  

An additional study by Garmezy et al. (1984) found similar results. These researchers 

managed the Minnesota Risk Research Project which ran from 1971-1982 and examined children 

with parents who had schizophrenia. The children in this study were found to be fully 

functioning and competent adults despite the instability and hardship faced. The researchers 

identified several protective factors that may have contributed to this positive development such 

as having a positive outlook, high self-esteem, an internal locus of control, self-discipline, 

humor, and the ability to solve problems. Resiliency and how it develops has continued to be 

studied and now includes various populations outside of at risk youth. 

Studies on resilience have used various definitions of the construct. One definition 

alluded to the fact that there must be a significant threat to individuals that exposes them to 

severe adversity or trauma and that this adversity or trauma is overcome with a positive result 

(Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). Recently, research has suggested that resiliency is a process that 

every person has the capacity to experience (Bonnano, 2004; Masten, 2001). Additionally, some 

research suggests that resiliency can be considered more of a multidimensional and dynamic trait 

as opposed to static (Wilkes, 2002). Resilience is also seen as varying with context, time, age, 

gender, and cultural origin (Connor & Davidson, 2003). Furthermore, characteristics of 

individuals who are considered resilient have been associated with lower levels of anxiety and 

depression (Skrove, Romundstad, & Indredavik, 2013). Skrove et al. (2013) examined how 

symptoms of anxiety and depression might be associated with the adolescent’s lifestyle and 

resilience characteristics. They administered a questionnaire and a measure to assess symptoms 

of anxiety and depression to 7,639 adolescent children ages 13-18 years old. The study defined 
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resilience in terms of specific factors that can contribute to positive psychological outcomes 

despite existence of risk factors (Skrove et al., 2013). The characteristics of resilient individuals 

included positive relationships with family members, living with both parents, and having 

friends. The results indicated that children who lived with both parents, had good relationships 

with family members, and had two or more friends also had significantly lower levels of 

symptoms of anxiety and depression (Skrove et al., 2013). 

For purposes of this study, resilience is defined as “the personal qualities that enable one 

to thrive in the face of adversity” (Connor & Davidson, 2003, p.76). Along with research on how 

the construct of resilience has developed over time, a model of resilience will be discussed.  

Five Constructs of Resilience 

The model that will be discussed in this proposed study is Conner’s five constructs of 

resilience (Connor, 1992). This model arose out of organizational psychology and states that 

individuals who are resilient are positive, focused, flexible, organized, and proactive (Conner, 

1992). Connor (1992) defined these constructs as follows: individuals reflecting the positive 

construct are self-assured and secure as a result of viewing their lives as filled with opportunity 

and complex; the focused construct is associated with people who have a strong understanding of 

what they want to achieve; the flexible construct is seen in people who are able to remain pliable 

when uncertainty arises; the organized construct is embodied by individuals who can utilize a 

structured approach when dealing with ambiguity; and the proactive construct is associated with 

people who are able to embrace change instead of resisting or defending against it.  

Connor’s model was selected due to its potential to connect with the other theories being 

utilized in this research. These five constructs can be connected to SCCT in that individuals 

experiencing the positive construct might also be experiencing self-efficacy (Connor, 1992; Lent, 
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2013). Outcome expectations and personal goals may be related to the focused and organized 

constructs since they require the ability to develop a plan and execute it (Connor, 1992; Lent, 

2013). The connection to CIP theory can be found with all the constructs discussed and the 

Pyramid of Information Processing domains. The focused construct can be connected to the self-

knowledge and options knowledge domains. The focused construct describes an individual who 

understands what they want to achieve. The self-knowledge and options knowledge domain 

requires people to know about their interest, values and skills and how that relates to their 

options which helps them know what they want to achieve (Sampson et al., 2004).  The 

organized construct can be connected to understanding and use of the CASVE cycle. The 

CASVE cycle is a structured approach that allows individuals to make a career decision that can 

sometimes be ambiguous. The organized constructs describe an individual who can use a 

structured approach to address ambiguous situations.  

Finally, the positive, flexible, and proactive constructs can be connected to CIP’s 

executive processing domain and the types of metacognitions experienced. For example, 

individuals who can think about their career development in a positive and realistic way may be 

exhibiting the positive and flexible constructs. The flexible construct may be demonstrated in an 

individual who does not engage in black and white thinking when it comes to making career 

decisions (e.g., I must find the perfect major). Table 1 provides an overview of how the 

resilience constructs are related to SCCT and CIP. The present study will also provide an 

opportunity to explore how CIP’s construct of negative thinking may be related to resilience 

levels.  
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Table 1. 

Connection Between Connor’s Five Factors of Resilience Constructs and Social Cognitive 

Career Theory and Cognitive Information Processing Theory Constructs  

 

Connor’s Five Factors of Resilience 

 Positive Focused Flexible  Organized Proactive 

Social 

Cognitive 

Career 

Theory 

Self-Efficacy; 

Outcome 

Expectations 

Outcome 

Expectations; 

Personal 

Goals 

 Outcome 

Expectations; 

Personal 

Goals 

 

Cognitive 

Information 

Processing 

Theory  

Self-

Knowledge; 

Metacognitions 

Self- 

Knowledge; 

Options 

Knowledge  

Metacognitions CASVE 

Cycle 

Metacognitions 

 

 

 

The connections between these theories can potentially help researchers and practitioners 

understand the role of resilience in helping FGCS identify and address any barriers they perceive 

when entering college. Additionally, these theories may inform strategies for practitioners to 

develop career programming and resources to foster resiliency in students who may be lacking 

this characteristic when first enrolling in college. The following section will review selected 

literature related to resilience in the general college student population.  

Resilience and College Students 

There is limited research regarding resiliency as a protective factor in college student 

success. While each article utilized a slightly different definition of resilience, each author 

emphasized that a resilient individual can cope with or overcome adversity and life stressors. 

Hartley (2008) conducted a study to examine how a resilience framework might predict college 

success for students with self-reported psychological problems. He surveyed 713 undergraduate 

students enrolled at a Midwestern university and University of Iowa enrolled in psychology and 
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education courses. The study found that the five factors of resilience accounted for 3.3% of the 

variance in overall GPA (Hartley, 2008). These findings suggest that students who are more 

resilient may be able to achieve a higher GPA, however, further research is needed to learn more 

about this construct since there is 97% of the variance that is unaccounted for. 

Johnson (2011) surveyed 581 undergraduate college students identified as either African-

American (n = 92) or Caucasian (n = 498) at a large southeastern university to examine how 

internal and external protective factors impacted resilience in college students with GPA, 

stressful life events, race, and gender as control variables. Johnson (2011) defined external 

protective factors as supportive professors, caring adults, and supportive peers and parents. 

Internal protective factors were defined as having optimism, self-efficacy, and overall 

psychological well-being. The Resilience Scale (Wagnild & Young, 1993) was used to measure 

resilience. The results indicated that GPA had a positive significant correlation with resilience 

where an increase in GPA resulted in an increase in resilience (Johnson, 2011). There was a 

significant negative correlation between stress in college and resilience where an increase in 

stress was associated with a decrease in resilience. Johnson (2011) also found that race was 

significantly related to resilience with African-American students reporting higher levels of 

resilience. Males across both samples also reported significantly higher levels of resilience when 

compared to females in the sample. Lastly, internal and external protective factors, such as 

supportive faculty, adults, peers and parents and being optimistic, were found to significantly 

increase the explained variance in resilience in all participants (Johnson, 2011).  

Scarcia-King (2006) studied 185 first-year college students attending either a community 

college (n = 60) or a four-year institution (n = 125). The study examined resilience in first-year 

college students using Connor’s model of resilience (1992). The researcher included several 
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student characteristics in the study as well and categorized them as inherent or variable. The 

inherent characteristics were students’ generation status, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity. 

The variable characteristics were degree aspiration, college residence (living on or off campus), 

GPA, institution attended. These factors were classified as variable characteristics because they 

rely on the individual’s effort and choice.  Overall, 35 combinations of the constructs and 

characteristics were analyzed in this study (five resilience constructs and seven student 

characteristics). The results indicated that seven combinations were statistically significant.  

 The focused construct was statistically significant in relation to GPA, meaning that as 

the focused resilience construct increased, GPA also increased. The flexible resilience construct 

was the most frequently statistically significant construct out of the five (Scarcia-King, 2006). 

The flexible resilience construct proved to be statistically significant with three of the student 

characteristics: socioeconomic status, GPA, and institution type attended. For the flexible 

resilience construct and socioeconomic status, there was a significant nonlinear relationship. For 

the flexible resilience construct, there was a positive correlation with GPA and a positive 

correlation with institution type attended (Scarcia-King, 2006).  

Additionally, the organized resilience construct had two areas of significance in relation 

to the seven student characteristics analyzed. Students’ generational status (first-generation or 

continuing generation) and GPA were statistically and positively significant (Scarcia-King, 

2006). Upon further analysis, the authors indicated that no directional relationship between 

students’ generational status and the organized resilience construct could be identified and 

recommend future studies to include both variables. GPA had a positive relationship with the 

organized resilience construct where GPA increased as organized resilience increased (Scarcia-

King, 2006). The findings of this study emphasize the need for practitioners and researchers to 
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understand how resilience is related to students being successful in college and persisting to 

graduation.  

A study by Galatzer-Levy, Burton, and Bonanno (2012) reinforced the idea of flexibility 

relating to the concept of resiliency in college students. They studied 157 undergraduate students 

in a 4-year longitudinal study. The study examined how flexible coping, defined as the ability to 

focus on distressing material and the ability to take the focus away from the same material, 

predicted resilience in students adapting to college life. They also wanted to assess the role of 

social network characteristics on the level of distress experienced each semester. The authors 

described social network characteristics as including guidance, feedback, positive social 

interactions, nondirective support, and at times, tangible things such as shelter and financial 

support (Galatzer-Levy et al., 2012). They were looking at resilience specifically in relation to 

exposure to a potentially traumatic event (PTE), such as serious injury or illness and robberies or 

muggings, and comparing that to exposure to developmental stressors associated with college 

life. They found that about half of the students in the study (50.6%) experienced some type of 

PTE in the first year of college. The researchers also found that flexible coping helped students 

adapt to college when faced with both a PTE and normal developmental stressors. This research 

study suggests that helping students develop skills that foster resilience can be one way to help 

them persist through challenges they may face and achieve their academic and career goals.  

In each of these studies, resiliency was viewed as a protective factor that enhanced 

student success by helping them manage mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression, 

(Hartley, 2008), increasing overall well-being (Johnson, 2011), and positively impacted students’ 

GPA (Scarcia-King, 2006).  Johnson (2011) concluded that an individual’s level of resiliency 

can shift over time and vary with race and circumstances. The constructs in Connor’s (1992) 
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model have significant relationships to several student characteristics which could provide 

practitioners with a way to help students develop resiliency throughout their college careers. For 

example, three resilience constructs in particular, flexible, organized, and focused, seems to have 

a significant relationship with GPA. Therefore, helping students learn how to view their college 

careers in a way that allows them to face uncertainty with flexibility may help them achieve 

higher GPAs. Also, helping them develop skills to create a structured approach when faced with 

ambiguity and identify their goals may help them learn to be successful in college.  The next 

section will review the construct of resiliency in relation to FGCS.  

Resilience and FGCS 

 Several studies have examined factors that that make FGCS more likely to struggle in 

college academically and not persist to graduation. Recently, research has been focused on what 

helps students to overcome perceived barriers, and resilience has been identified as one variable 

that fosters this outcome. Barlis (2013) conducted a qualitative study using six African-American 

male FGCS who graduated from high poverty high schools and were now attending 

predominantly white post-secondary institutions. The study’s aim was to examine the factors that 

support participants’ resilience using grounded theory methods (Barlis, 2013). The study 

participants were selected because they could find academic success despite their generational 

status and additional risk factors. The study’s findings suggested that one of the factors which 

supported and fostered resiliency in FGCS was social support in the form of family, school, and 

external support (Barlis, 2013). This support came in the form of family members encouraging 

the students to talk with teachers, as well as engaging in mentoring programs provided by the 

community and schools.  
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Rowley (2013) conducted a qualitative study to learn more about the role of resilience in 

FGCS who were successful in their studies. The 11 study participants were enrolled at an urban 

community college and were from low-income backgrounds. Rowley was also interested in how 

personal and educational experiences influenced the attainment and development of students’ 

educational resilience. Educational resilience was defined as the likelihood that an individual 

would be successful in school and other life accomplishments despite encountering adverse 

environments which may be the result of experiences and traits from earlier in life (Rowley, 

2013). Lastly, this study asked FGCS from low-income backgrounds who had achieved their 

academic goals, defined as obtaining a vocational certificate, associate’s degree, or transferring 

to a four-year institution, what recommendations they would have for others. Rowley (2013) 

concluded that the FGCS in this study had organized their environments in ways that allowed 

them to utilize their skills and engage in resilient behavior. Specifically, they sought out 

opportunities to practice resilient behaviors such as attending study groups, learning to take 

effective notes, and applying test-taking strategies to be successful. This information could be 

helpful for practitioners and students in understanding how to cultivate resilient behavior.  

Other research has focused on the traits of FGCS who perceive themselves to be more 

resilient and found that they also believed they were optimistic, had high academic self-efficacy, 

and had social support (Davino, 2013). Davino (2013) compared FGCS who perceived 

themselves to be highly resilient and those FGCS who perceived themselves as less resilient on 

five protective factors (optimism, social support, academic self-efficacy, religiousness, and 

spirituality) to see how these factors influenced level of resiliency. The researcher surveyed 249 

(22.1% males, 77.9% females) FGCS from a small, rural state university. The regression results 

revealed that there was a significant and positive relationship between academic self-efficacy, 
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social support, and optimism on perceived resilience, indicating that as perceived resilience 

increased so did academic self-efficacy, social support, and optimism.  

Identifying what builds resiliency in FGCS can help inform the development of 

interventions designed to bring about higher levels of resiliency in FGCS.  The findings of the 

studies presented highlight how many different factors can play a role in the development and 

maintenance of resilience. The cognitive aspects of resilience, self-efficacy and optimism, 

connect to SCCT (Betz & Hackett, 1981; Lent, 2013) and CIP (Sampson et al., 2004) in two 

ways. SCCT’s self-efficacy concept suggests that possessing self-efficacy can help individuals 

make effective career choices (Lent, 2013). In CIP theory, optimism can be linked to the 

metacognitions experienced by individuals and how that impacts their ability to move through 

the career development process (Sampson, et al., 2004). The environmental aspects of resiliency, 

social support and organizing environments to be successful, connect to the importance of 

environmental factors discussed in SCCT.  

In summary, the research highlighted shows how resilience can play a large role in 

helping college students and FGCS navigated college successfully. Early research focused on 

children and their ability to overcome the negative effects of traumatic childhoods and shifted to 

focus on adults and college age students. The research focused on the college aged population 

revealed significant and positive correlations between resilience and GPA, meaning that when 

level of resilience increases so does GPA (Scarcia-King, 2006). Additionally, one study found 

that there was a difference in resilience levels among African-American students and Caucasian 

student with African-American students reporting higher levels of resilience (Johnson, 2011). 

Some studies found that students who could be flexible, organized, and focused exhibited more 

resilient behavior overall which had a positive influence on the academics (Galatzer-Levy et al., 
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2012; Scarcia-King, 2006). Lastly, resilience was found to be strengthened by possessing a 

strong social support network (Barlis, 2013; Davino, 2013). With that being said, another factor 

that appears to be influential in college students’ success has been social support in the form of 

family, peer, and other support such as faculty and staff. The following section discusses selected 

research related to social support in college students and FGCS. 

Social Support and College Students 

 In addition to understanding characteristics of college students that contribute to success 

in college, it is important to explore environmental factors that play a role as well. The following 

section provides an overview of research related to the impact of social support on college 

students in general and FGCS.  

 One of the questions researchers have asked in the past is how does social support impact 

college students’ experience and their ability to be successful? Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) 

reviewed various studies and found that students who interact with faculty members outside of 

the classroom can persist, develop educational aspirations, and complete their degrees. The 

research they reviewed suggested that even the perception of the availability of faculty members 

had positive and significant effects on persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Additionally, 

interactions with peers served as a socializing agent in helping students become acclimated and 

comfortable within the college environment which in turn fostered their success (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005).  

Other research suggests that higher levels of peer support, and social support in general, 

leads to better academic adjustment and learning (Awang, Kutty, & Ahmad, 2014; Grant-

Vallone, Reid, Umali, & Pohlert, 2004). Social support could come from peers, siblings, 

advanced students, and institutional agents (Awang et al., 2014). Awang et al. (2014) conducted 
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a qualitative study with 16 first year college students (8 males and 8 females) enrolled at a public 

research university in Klang, Valley, Malaysia to explore their experiences receiving social 

support and how that social support impacted the ability to adapt to the university environment. 

They found that adjustment to academic life and social and emotional adjustment, were 

dependent on receiving support from friends and family (Awang et al., 2014). These findings 

suggest that social support plays a significant role in college student’s ability to be successful in 

identifying and achieving their goals.  

 Yalcin (2011) attempted to study how optimism, perceived social support from family 

and faculty might predict college students’ overall life satisfaction. The researcher studied 133 

college students (54 female, 79 male) in Turkey from all class standings with a mean age of 

20.86 years old. The results indicated that perceived social support from family and faculty, and 

optimism served as significant predictive factors of life satisfaction (R2 =.36) (Yalcin, 2011). 

These findings suggest that it is very important for students to build social support networks on 

campus, as well as continue to strengthen their existing supports in order to experience life 

satisfaction in general. This study appears to be consistent with the research presented previously 

in that higher levels of perceived social support lead to more adjusted and satisfied individuals 

which may in turn result in students being successful in college.  

Zhou, Zhu, Zhang, and Cai (2013) conducted a study to examine the role of perceived 

social support and how it impacts perfectionism and depression/anxiety. In this study, 

perfectionism was viewed as being both negative and positive. Negative perfectionism is defined 

as engaging in behaviors that are strengthened by negative reinforcement, include setting 

unrealistic goals, and being driven by fear of failure. Positive perfectionism, on the other hand, 

includes behaviors that are strengthened by positive reinforcement, driven by the desire to 
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achieve success, and setting realistic goals (Zhou et al., 2013).  They surveyed 426 college 

students (45.78% males, 54.22% females) enrolled in a psychology course at a university in 

China and found that depression/anxiety, perceived social support, and perfectionism were 

significantly correlated.  

The students’ perception of social support significantly moderated how perfectionism 

influenced depression/anxiety. For example, positive perfectionism and depression were 

negatively and significantly related when perceived social support was low and was not 

significantly related when perceived social support was high. This means that students who feel 

as though they have adequate social support are less likely to experience depression even when 

perfectionism is present. However, the findings also suggest that positive perfectionism and 

anxiety are positively and significantly related when perceived social support is high and not 

significantly related when perceived social support is low. The authors state that this could be 

due to the fact that students who are engaging in perfectionistic behaviors to succeed begin to 

feel pressure from their support system which produces anxiety (Zhou et al., 2013). Therefore, 

the findings of this study suggest that the perception of social support may serve as a protective 

factor against the impact of perfectionism on depression and, in some instances, serve as a 

trigger for anxiety.  

Overall, the selected research reviewed regarding perceived social support and the 

general college population highlights how important it can be for students to feel like they are 

supported by peers, faculty, and staff.  This connection to institutional agents may help students 

learn to navigate college life better and find satisfaction with their choices. Students who feel as 

though they have the support of family, friends, and institution can also lead to better academic 
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and social adjustment and more life satisfaction. The next section discusses how social supports 

are related to the college experience of FGCS. 

Social Support and FGCS 

 The literature reviewed in the previous section highlights how important it can be for 

college students to have various resources for social support. The need for social support may 

become even more important for FGCS who potentially enter college with less support from 

family since their parents did not attend college. Social support can come in the form of 

professors, advisors, peers, and family. The following section will discuss selected literature on 

FGCS and social support.  

Given the additional barriers that FGCS may encounter, it is useful to examine how 

social support may impact their ability to achieve their educational and career goals. Malecki and 

Demaray (2006) used the Child Adolescent Social Support Scale to explore the connection 

between social support, socioeconomic status, and GPA in a sample of 164 Latino middle school 

students in grades 6, 7, and 8. For middle school students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, 

they found a significant, moderate (r = .40) association between level of social support and GPA 

while no significant associations were found between the variables of interest for students from 

higher socioeconomic backgrounds. For example, students with lower parental and peer support 

had lower GPAs if they were from the low socioeconomic status group. Additionally, students 

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, with higher levels of social support, had GPAs that 

were similar to their peers from higher socioeconomic status group. This research is relevant to 

FGCS since they tend to identify as having a lower socioeconomic status and enter college with 

financial barriers (Bui, 2002; Hertel, 2002).  
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Dennis, Phinney, and Chuateco (2005) studied 100 ethnic minority FGCS (70% females, 

30% males) taking part in a longitudinal study aimed at examining the experiences of ethnic 

minority students who were classified as first-generation. The measures in this study were a 

combination of various subscales, open-ended questions, and measures created specifically for 

the study by the researchers. For example, GPA was gathered by looking at university records 

and students were asked to respond to a single item asking how supportive their friends would be 

with a college-related problem to assess peer support They found that minority FGCS with 

supportive individuals, such as family and friends, experienced academic success as measured by 

GPA and adjustment to college. Lack of support, from their peers in particular, appeared to 

negatively predict college GPA and college adjustment (Dennis et al. 2005). These studies 

highlight the impact that possessing strong social supports can have on academic success. This is 

especially important for this population since the literature suggests that these students attend 

college less academically prepared than their non-FGCS peers.  

Clauss-Ehlers and Wibrowski (2007) conducted an intervention study to explore how 

resilience, social support, and ethnic identity influenced the transition from high school to 

college in FGCS and second-generation college students. They used the Connor-Davidson 

Resilience Scale (Connor & Davidson, 2003), the Multidimensional Support Scale (Neuling & 

Winefield, 1988), Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 1992), a 5-item questionnaire to 

learn more about student’s perception of working with a counselor prior to the program and a 19-

item questionnaire to learn about the students’ experiences with a counselor after the program 

ended (Clauss-Ehlers & Wibrowski, 2007). Second-generation college students were defined as 

students with at least one parent or guardian who had received at least a bachelor’s degree. The 

participants were 95 students who were going to begin their first year at a large state university 
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after attending an Educational Opportunity Fund (EOF) program summer institute. EOF 

programs are designed to provide access to college for students who come from financially 

disadvantaged backgrounds and are first- and second-generation students. The EOF program 

served as the intervention in this study. The results of the study, which included pre and post 

data, suggested that participation in the EOF institute resulted in a significant increase in 

resilience and social support for all students in the study. These findings suggest that preparing 

students for college by connecting them to staff and faculty can also positively impact resiliency 

levels. 

Hertel (2002) explored similarities and differences between FGCS (n = 25) and second-

generation college students (n = 105) in their first year and their overall adjustment to college 

which, according to the researchers, includes receiving social support and building self-esteem. 

The researcher used a randomly selected population of 130 first-year students enrolled in a 

variety of majors at a large Midwestern university. They used the Perceived Social Support from 

Friends measure (Procidano & Heler, 1983) to measure social support and the Student 

Adaptation to College Questionnaire (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Baker & Siryk, 1989) to measure 

adjustment to college. The Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire included subscales that 

measure academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal-emotional adjustment, and goal 

commitment-institutional attachment (Hertel, 2002). No definitions for the subscales were 

provided.  

When examining the mean scores for sources of social support, FGCS reported higher 

levels of non-college related support in the form of friends not enrolled in college, while second-

generation college students reported more college related supports in the form of friends enrolled 

in college. However, these findings were not significant which could be due to the small sample 
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size of the study (Hertel, 2002). Additionally, support from “on-campus” friends was a 

significant predictor of overall, academic, social adjustment, and attachment to college for the 

entire sample. Perceived support from friends in college significantly predicted overall college 

adjustment for second-generation college students (Hertel, 2002).  These findings suggest that 

attention should be paid to how socially connected FGCS feel to their college campuses. This 

study indicates that feeling connected to the institution through on-campus friends may result in 

better academic adjustment and overall satisfaction and persistence.  

Grant-Vallone et al. (2004) surveyed 118 undergraduate college students to explore the 

relationship of self-esteem, family support, peer support, connection to college programming, 

and social adjustment. These students were enrolled in any one of the following college support 

programs, Equal Opportunity Program (EOP; n = 55), Academic Support Program for 

Intellectual Rewards (ASPIRE; n = 23), Faculty Mentoring Program (FMP; n = 22). Each of 

these programs required that the participants be financially disadvantaged (able to receive federal 

assistance) or a FGCS. Social adjustment was measured using the Student Adaptation to College 

Questionnaire (Baker & Siryk, 1989) which included items related to both academic and social 

adjustment.  Both academic and social adjustments can include having a positive perception of 

ability, motivation, and performance in the classroom. Academic and social adjustment can also 

include the level of fit between the student and the institution. The results of the study indicated 

that those students who reported higher self-esteem and having more peer support experienced 

more social and academic adjustment. Additionally, those students who used student support 

services and counseling more frequently also had higher social adjustment. Finally, being better 

adjusted to college significantly resulted in being more likely to commit to obtaining a college 

degree and remaining at their institution.  
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The findings of the studies presented in this section reinforce the idea that social support 

can serve as a factor in FGCS success in college. Social support can help FGCS feel more 

connected to their institutions and may make them more likely to remain at the institution. Lack 

of social support has been correlated with lower GPAs, and higher levels of social support can 

lead to higher levels of resilience. Research also suggests that FGCS may feel less connected and 

socially supported than their non-FGCS peers.  

The research discussed provides a clearer understanding of how social support can 

increase the likelihood that students will remain at their university and complete their degrees 

(Pascarealla & Terenzini, 2005). Social support also appears to help students adjust to college, 

both academically and socially (Awang et al., 2014; Grant-Vallone et al., 2004; Hertel, 2002.) 

When there is perceived social support, students report experiencing greater life satisfaction 

(Yalcin, 2011) and feel less anxiety and depression when perfectionism is involved (Zhou et al., 

2013). Some of the research found that involvement in college support and preparation programs 

also increased perception of social support and resilience (Clauss-ehlers &Wibrowski, 2007; 

Grant-Vallone et al., 2004).   

The concept of social support is explicitly discussed in SCCT in that social supports can 

be considered part of the environment which supports or presents barriers to the individual trying 

to make a career choice (Lent, 2013). It is useful to understand what protective factors FGCS can 

possess to achieve their academic and career goals. An exploration of factors that can serve as 

obstacles to academic and career goals is important as well. The following section will discuss 

literature on barriers perceived by FGCS.  
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Perception of Barriers 

Individuals do not develop in a vacuum and are influenced by the environment around 

them. The environment may impact many aspects of the self, how one moves through life, and 

perceptions of obstacles and barriers to achieving one’s goals (Lent, 2013). This concept of 

perceived barriers is very relevant to FGCS since they appear to enter college with less resources 

personally, academically, and financially, which can influence their ability to achieve their goals. 

The following section provides an overview of research related to career-related barriers, the 

impact of perceived barriers on goal attainment, and the perception of barriers related to FGCS 

college experience.  

Some of the first discussions of the concept of career-related barriers were in relation to 

women’s career development (Swanson & Woitke, 1997). Perceived career barriers were defined 

by Swanson and Woitke (1997) as “events or conditions, either within the person or in his or her 

environment, that make career progress difficult” (p. 434). This definition captures the fact that 

perceived career barriers can be related on a personal level (e.g., self-concept) and to factors in 

the environment that may hinder progress (e.g., racism/discrimination). The concept was used to 

explore the gap between what women could do (abilities) and what they achieved. Since the 

initial introduction of barriers as a variable connected to career development, there have been 

several empirical studies conducted to examine its impact (Conrad, 2012; Holloway-Friesen, 

2011; Juntunen et al, 2001; Kenny et al, 2007; Stephen, 2010).  

Perception of Barriers and College Students  

Literature has suggested that most college students perceive some barriers to their 

education and career development (David et al., 2015; Raque-Bogdan, Klingaman, Martin, & 

Lucas, 2013). Leong and Flores (2015) state that perceived career barriers are present 
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consistently in people of color’s career development. Raque-Bogdan et al. (2013) surveyed 1,957 

(963 women, 994 men) incoming first year African-American (n = 245), Asian (n = 299), Latino 

(n = 118), and White (n = 1,295) college students using SCCT as the theoretical model for their 

study. The researchers examined the contextual variables of perception of educational and career 

barriers using the Perception of Barriers scale (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001), coping with 

educational and career barriers using the Coping with Barriers scale (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001) 

and parental support related to career using the Career-Related Parent Support Scale (Turner et 

al., 2003) to see how they related to each other (Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013). Additionally, they 

wanted to understand how these variables were influenced by gender and ethnicity. They found 

that women perceived significantly higher levels of career barriers. There were no significant 

differences in perception of barriers in relation to ethnicity (Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013). The 

study also revealed that career-related support from parents accounted for a significant portion of 

the variance in the perception of educational and career barriers in all participants. Career-related 

support from parents included emotional support, verbal encouragement, career modeling, and 

instrumental assistance (Turner et al., 2003).  

Luzzo and McWhirter (2001) studied 168 female and 118 male undergraduate first year 

students to examine how sex and ethnicity influenced perceived barriers. They used a 

demographic questionnaire, the Perception of Barriers Scale (POB; McWhirter, 1997), and a 

Coping with Barriers measure which was developed by the authors to answer their research 

question. The results indicated significant main effects for ethnicity and perceived barriers 

meaning that ethnic minorities expected to encounter more career-related and educational 

barriers than their ethnic majority peers (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001). The findings indicated that 

there were significant main effects for sex and perceived barriers meaning that women were 
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more likely to believe that they would encounter more career-related barriers than men (Luzzo & 

McWhirter, 2001). There were no significant sex differences in relation to sex and perceived 

educational barriers.  

 David et al. (2015) examined 293 community college students and their reports of 

perceived barriers to college success using a measure specifically developed for their study. The 

measure consisted of 72 items which were sorted into 17 questions all using the same stem (“Did 

you experience any of the following challenges last semester?”). They found that their perceived 

barriers to success were academic preparedness, negative experiences with college services, 

financial difficulties, lack of transportation to school, lower levels of social support from family 

and friends, and challenges with technology. Given that FGCS typically possess somewhat 

different background characteristics than their non-FGCS peers, it is important to explore their 

perception of barriers and how that may be related to their FGCS status. 

Perception of Barriers and FCGS  

Research suggests that being a FGCS is related to the number and type of barriers one 

perceives. FGCS are more likely to perceive barriers related to their finances, family, 

discrimination, and preparedness for schooling (Fiebig, et al., 2010). Gibbons and Borders 

(2010) examined differences in the expectations of 272 middle school students regarding 

attending college and found that prospective FGCS identified a higher number of perceived 

barriers with specific themes emerging (Gibbons & Borders, 2010). The specific barriers that 

these students perceived were related to finances, family issues, racial/ethnic discrimination, and 

barriers pertaining to feeling prepared and supported in attending college (Gibbons & Borders, 

2010).  
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Joslyn (2014) examined 166 freshmen FGCS at a large four-year institution participating 

in a summer bridge program provided by a university office focused on recruiting and supporting 

FGCS. The sample consisted of 30% males and 43% females with a diverse racial/ethnic 

background comprised of 43% African Americans, 23% Latinos, 18% Caucasian, 4% Asian 

American, and 11% biracial or other. The aim of the study was to explore whether a self-

assessment measure would be efficacious with a diverse population in relation to career decision-

making self-efficacy, level of goal instability, and perception of barriers. The participants 

completed pre-test surveys comprised of a demographic form, the Career Decision-Making Self-

Efficacy (CDMSE; Betz, Klein, & Taylor, 1996), Occupational Alternatives Questionnaire 

(OAQ; Zener & Schnuelle, 1972; Slaney, 1980), Perception of Barriers Scale (POB; McWhirter, 

1998), and the Goal Instability Scale (GIS; Robbins & Patton, 1985). The participants were 

randomly assigned to two groups, the control group (n= 57) and the treatment group (n= 109). 

The final sample of the study consisted of 100 participants due to the fact that some students did 

not complete the post measures fully or at all (Joslyn, 2014).  

FGCS in that study had a lower than expected level of perception of barriers (M = 2.10, 

SD= .54) in contrast to prior research on FGCS. Despite the lower levels of perceived barriers, 

over half of the sample endorsed items on the Perception of Barriers scale indicated that they saw 

finances as a potential barrier to achieving their future goals. This is consistent with previous 

studies that have found that FGCS are more likely to be from lower SES groups (Bui, 2002; 

Chen & Carroll, 2005; Hertel, 2002; Engle & Tino, 2008; Inman & Mayes, 1999) which may 

explain their concern about finances. 

Fiebig et al. (2010) studied 219 Hispanic American community college students, who 

identified as being first generation and first in their families to attend college, to determine the 
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association between various social variables (acculturation, need for family support, etc.) and 

perception of educational barriers, vocational planning, and expectations of achieving future 

goals. They used the Short Acculturation Scale (SAS; Marin, Sabogal, Marin, Otero-Sabogal, & 

Perez-Stable, 1987), Career Development Inventory (Super, Thompson, Lindeman, Jordaan, & 

Myers, 1981), Kinship Social Support Measure (Taylor, Casten, & Flinkinger, 1993), Outcome 

Expectation Scale (McWhirter, Rasheed, & Crothers., 2000), and Perception of Educational 

Barriers Scale (McWhirter, 2000) to explore these variables. The results indicated that those who 

were the first in their family to attend college experienced or reported more perceived 

educational barriers, sought less support from their family, and had lower acculturation scores 

than their peers who were not first generation or first in their families to attend college (Fiebig et 

al., 2010). Futhermore, females who were first in their family to attend college had significantly 

lower levels of career planfulness, while their male counterparts had significantly higher levels 

of career planfulness (Fiebig et al., 2010).  

 Ojeda and Flores (2008) studied 186 Mexican American high school students (53% 

female, 47% male) to determine how gender, generation level, parents’ education level, and 

perceived educational barriers influence educational aspirations. They used the Perception of 

Educational Barriers Scale (McWhirter, 2000), a demographic questionnaire, and one item 

regarding educational aspirations. They found that perception of educational barriers was a 

significant negative predictor of educational aspirations (Ojeda & Flores, 2008). These perceived 

barriers to educational opportunities can impact the options that students identify or expect to 

attain.  

Furthermore, research suggests that there are some demographic variables that are 

directly related to the perception of barriers in general. Being that FGCS tend to identify as 
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racial/ethnic minorities, it is important to understand how this demographic variable may 

influence perception of barriers. The following study explores how race/ethnicity might play a 

role in the number of perceived barriers experienced. Fouad and Byars-Winston (2005) 

conducted a meta-analysis of research to explore the relationship between cultural variables and 

various vocational variables. They reviewed articles from five major career development journals 

(Career Development Quarterly, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Journal of Counseling and 

Development, Journal of Counseling Psychology, and Journal of Career Assessment) and 

included articles that were related to their independent variable (race/ethnicity groups) and 

dependent variables (career aspirations, perceptions of opportunities and barriers, and tasks 

related to decision making and exploration). Race and ethnicity were found to be significantly 

and strongly related to the perception of career barriers and occupational opportunities, meaning 

that racial/ethnic minorities perceived fewer career opportunities and more career barriers than 

non-racial/ethnic minorities (Fouad & Byars-Winston, 2005).   

What the research suggests is that there are some demographic variables that are directly 

related to the perception of barriers. Race and ethnicity have been indicated to be strongly related 

to the perception of career barriers and occupational opportunities (Fouad & Byars-Winston, 

2005). When examining FGCS in particular, it appears as though the status as FGCS and being a 

racial/ethnic minority has an impact on the number of barriers one perceives and the type of 

barriers. FGCS and prospective FGCS were more likely to perceive barriers related to their 

finances, family, discrimination, and preparedness for schooling (Fiebig, et al., 2010; Gibbons & 

Border, 2010). Perception of barriers have also been found to be significant negative predictors 

of educational aspirations (Ojeda & Flores, 2008). The literature regarding perceived educational 

and career barriers suggests that racial/ethnic minorities are more likely to believe that achieving 
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their goals will be blocked by external forces. Perceived barriers to educational or career 

opportunities can impact the options that students identify or expect to attain. These findings are 

particularly relevant to FGCS, who tend to be racial/ethnic minorities.  

Another construct that might impede FGCS from being able to achieve their academic 

and career goals is negative career thoughts. The ways in which students think about the process 

of making a career decision can influence how they progress in college and beyond. The 

following section provides an overview of literature highlighting the impact of negative thoughts 

on career development in college students.  

Negative Career Thoughts and College Students 

 One aspect of success in college is an individual’s ability to select, and feel confident 

with, a major and occupational path (Sampson et al., 2004). Negative career thoughts can play a 

role in how students perceive their ability to make educational and career decisions. Negative 

career thinking, also known as dysfunctional career thinking can be defined as the negative way 

one views oneself and how that view can inhibit the ability to be engaged in career problem 

solving and decision making (Osborn, Howard, & Leierer, 2007; Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, 

Reardon, & Saunders, 1996a; Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 1996b). The 

following sections will review literature related to negative career thoughts and college students, 

and FGCS in particular.  

 One of the main goals of students attending college is to explore their options and 

determine what kinds of career fields they wish to pursue after graduation. Research has found 

that when students experience high levels of negative career thinking they may also be 

experiencing symptoms of depression (Walker & Peterson, 2012) and possess less vocational 

identity and sense of calling (Galles & Lenz, 2013). Walker and Peterson (2012) wanted to 
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understand how negative career thoughts, career indecision, and depression were related and 

surveyed 158 students in a career development course. They found significant negative 

correlations between negative career thoughts and depression (r = -.42), career indecision and 

depression (r = -.19), and negative career thoughts and career indecision (r = -.22), meaning that 

when students have negative career thoughts and an inability to make career decisions, they are 

more likely to report symptoms of depression (Walker & Peterson, 2012).  

 Paivandy, Bullock, Reardon, and Kelly (2008) conducted a study with 126 undergraduate 

students in a career development course to examine what sustains negative career thoughts. 

Students completed the Career Thoughts Inventory (Sampson et al., 1996a) and the White Bear 

Suppression Inventory (Wegner & Zanakos, 1994) which was designed to measure intrusive 

thoughts and thought suppression. They also administered the Maximization Scale (Schwartz et 

al., 2002) which measures the level of maximizing. Maximizing was defined as an individual 

aiming to find the best outcome. The results indicated that negative career thoughts are 

maintained by engaging in maximizing which could be due to the desire to find the “best” 

outcome. It is important to gain an understanding of what factors contribute to the continuation 

of negative career thoughts as a means of helping students reduce the impact of these thoughts on 

their career problem solving and decision making.   

Galles and Lenz (2013) examined 329 undergraduate students enrolled in several sections 

of a career development course to explore how negative career thoughts were related to having a 

sense of calling in relation to career choices. This study found that students with higher levels of 

negative career thoughts and lower levels of vocational identity were less likely to have a sense 

of calling. This highlights the fact that negative career thoughts can interfere with students’ 

ability to identify any potential sense of calling they may have. Negative career thoughts can also 
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cause students to experience anxiety (Saunders, Peterson, Sampson, & Reardon, 2000) and life 

stress (Bullock-Yowell, Peterson, Reardon, Leierer, & Reed, 2011). 

Bullock-Yowell et al. (2011) studied 232 college students enrolled in a career 

development course to determine the relationship between emotions, thoughts, and career 

decision state during stressful times in their lives. They hypothesized that negative career 

thoughts would serve as a mediator between career and life stress and the resulting career 

decision state. They found that there was no direct, significant effect between career and life 

stress and the resulting career decision state. However, this relationship became significant when 

negative career thoughts were introduced as a mediating variable. When negative career thoughts 

were present, career and life stress significantly impacted career indecision and satisfaction. 

Furthermore, when individuals could alter their negative career thoughts, career and life stress 

had less of an impact on career indecision and satisfaction where higher stress levels result in 

lower career indecision and dissatisfaction with their career choice.  This means that individuals 

who have learned how to reframe their negative career thoughts will experience more 

satisfaction with their career choices during stressful periods in their lives.  

Kilk (1997) studied 346 first and second year students at University of Northern 

Colorado enrolled in general education and elective courses to investigate the relationship 

between negative career thoughts and whether the students had declared a major. Students who 

had not declared a major had significantly higher levels of negative career thoughts than their 

peers who had declared a major (Kilk, 1997). These findings suggest that the presence of 

negative career thoughts impeded a student’s ability to select a major. This is relevant to the 

population identified in this proposed study since they are all currently students enrolled at a 

four- year institution seeking to be successful in their academic endeavors.  
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One study found that younger individuals tended to have more negative career thoughts 

when compared to older adults (Dahl, Austin, & Wagner, 2010). They surveyed 354 male and 

496 female unemployed adults, ages 16-64, to examine how negative career thoughts impact an 

individual throughout the lifespan. The researchers found that there was a significant negative 

correlation between age and negative career thoughts (r = -.18).  This indicates that younger 

individuals were more likely to have negative career thoughts when compared to older adults. 

This could be due to the fact younger people have not had an opportunity to have various life and 

work experiences which results in less opportunities to develop their interests, values, and skills. 

This applies directly to college students because many of them have not held full-time jobs 

which allow them to learn more about themselves and develop resilient behaviors to manage any 

negative experiences. This highlights the importance of further understanding how negative 

career thoughts can impact a group of students, such as FGCS, who face various barriers to 

educational and career success. The next section will discuss literature examining FGCS and 

negative career thoughts.   

Negative Career Thoughts and FGCS  

 The research on negative career thoughts and FGCS is limited. Two studies were found 

that explored this construct explicitly with FGCS. Hartley (2009) examined negative career 

thoughts, career indecision, and vocational interest structure in a sample of FGCS and other 

college students. The study included 243 undergraduate students (123 females, 120 males) 

enrolled in several sections of a career planning course. Within the 243 participants, 83 students 

identified as FGCS while 160 identified as non-FGCS. The results of this study indicated that 

there were no significant differences in any of the abovementioned variables within the FGCS 

sample. There were also no significant differences between FGCS and non-FGCS on any of the 
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variables explore in the study. The findings contrast with the research suggesting that FGCS are 

a unique population with respect to a few career-related factors. The lack of significant findings 

was attributed to the fact that the students were enrolled in a career planning course and that they 

may have had similar levels of negative career thoughts to begin with.  

Conversely, Fowler (2012) explored the impact of FGCS status and family cohesion on 

career thoughts in college students using 105 undergraduate students (40 males, 65 females) 

enrolled at a large public university in the southeast.  Within the 105 participants, 42 were 

considered FGCS and 63 were non-FGCS. The participants were classified as follows in terms of 

class standing: 19 freshmen, 34 sophomores, 20 juniors, and 32 seniors. The results of this study 

indicated that FGCS status accounted for 60% of the variance in negative career thoughts in 

college students meaning that FGCS reported more negative career thoughts than their non-

FGCS peers as indicated by higher scores on the CTI. The mean CTI total score was 47.48 for 

FGCS and 8.68 for non-FGCS (Fowler, 2012). The fact that there is limited research on this 

construct related to FGCS, and that the two studies found have conflicting results, suggests that 

there is a need to understand how FGCS experience negative career thoughts and what factors 

contribute to or protect against their occurrence. The conflicting findings may have been due to 

the type of participants used in each study. Hartely’s study utilized students enrolled in a course 

aimed at career development issues while Fowler’s participants were from the general student 

population. Fowler’s participant may have had more variability in their negative career thoughts 

to begin with.  

The literature reviewed reveals how experiencing negative career thoughts can adversely 

impact students’ ability to make career decisions. Walker and Peterson (2012) found that when 

students experience both negative career thoughts and the inability to make a career decision, 
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they are more likely to report symptoms of depression. Negative career thoughts and lower levels 

of vocational identity can also lead to students having less of a sense of calling (Galles & Lenz, 

2013). Furthermore, when students are having negative career thoughts and experiencing stress 

in their lives, they are more likely to have more difficulty making a career decision (Bullock-

Yowell et al., 2011). Lastly, a review of the literature exposed a lack of research on FGCS and 

negative career thoughts. The two studies highlighted found conflicting results regarding the 

experience of negative career thoughts in FGCS in relation to their non-FGCS peers. The 

following section of this proposed study will provide a summary of the literature including 

limitations to the selected literature reviewed.  

Summary of the Literature 

The following section provides an overview of the merits and limitations of the research 

covered in this literature review. The literature suggests that resilience and social support can 

serve as protective factors against difficulties that college students, and specifically FGCS, 

encounter. More specifically, resilience has been found to be positively correlated to GPA for all 

students (Scarcia-King, 2006). Resilience has also been found in students who are more flexible, 

organized, and focused, which in turn allows them to do well academically (Johnson, 2011). 

Another factor associated with resilience is level of social support. Specifically, students who 

had a strong social support network also perceived themselves to be more resilient (Barlis, 2013; 

Davino, 2013).  

Social support has been found to impact students in a positive way as well. Students 

experiencing higher levels of social support were also better able to adapt to their universities, 

both academically and socially (Awang et al., 2014; Grant-Vallone et al., 2004). Pascarella and 

Terenzini suggests that this connection to their universities makes it more likely that students 
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will remain and persist to graduation. Lastly, research suggests that when students have a strong 

social support network they are more likely to experience life satisfaction (Yalcin, 2011) and less 

likely to report symptoms of anxiety and depression (Zhou et al., 2013).  

In addition to the positive aspects of resilience and social support being identified, the 

literature reviewed highlights the negative impact perception of barriers and negative career 

thoughts can have on college students and FGCS specifically. Some research suggests that 

women and racial/ethnic minorities are more likely to anticipate barriers to their career and 

educational goals than men and non-racial/ethnic minorities (Fouad & Byars-Winston, 2001; 

Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013).  The specific perceived barriers 

expected by college students in general were being underprepared for the academic rigor of 

college, negative experiences with college services, financial difficulties, transportation, and 

lower levels of social support from family and friends (David et al., 2015) FGCS in particular 

expected financial difficulties, family obligations, discrimination, and being underprepared for 

college course work to be barriers to their educational and career goals (Feibig et al., 2010). 

These perceived barriers highlight the fact that college students, regardless of FGCS status, often 

expect to encounter some type of barrier during their time in college. Anticipating barriers to 

educational goals has been shown to be a negative predictor of education aspirations (Ojeda & 

Flores, 2008). Negative career thoughts can also adversely impact students’ college experience. 

Students who reported negative career thoughts and career indecision were more likely to report 

symptoms of depression (Walker & Peterson, 2012). Negative career thoughts can lead to less 

sense of calling (Galles & Lenz, 2013) and career indecision (Bullock-Yowell et al., 2001).  

The lack of research regarding what contributes to FGCS success in college, despite 

actual and perceived barriers they face, highlights the potential benefits of the proposed study. 
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Also, the fact that research examining negative career thoughts and FGCS is limited supports the 

need to further explore how this construct impacts this group of students (Fowler, 2012; Hartely, 

2009). There is also limited research regarding the relationship between resilience and negative 

career thoughts. Negative career thoughts can lead to students experiencing symptoms of 

anxiety, depression, and life stress (Bullock-Yowell et al., 2011; Dieringer, Lenz, Hayden, & 

Peterson, in press; Walker & Peterson, 2012). Research suggests that resilience can serve as a 

protective factor for those experiencing anxiety and depression. This connection between 

negative career thoughts and resilience should be explored further in the general student 

population as well as FGCS.  

Many of the studies cited in this review were published between the early 1980s through 

the early 2000s. The lack of recent research highlights the need for more current studies to gain a 

better understanding of FGCS and factors related to their career development. Some of the 

studies reviewed for this manuscript utilized data from longitudinal studies (Galatzer-Levy et al., 

2012; Garmezy et al., 1984; Werner, 1993). This data provides useful information; however, it 

may be challenging to determine whether the findings from these studies are a result of the 

variables studied or maturation of the sample over time. Children experience a tremendous 

amount of growth during early childhood and some of the changes in their responses could be 

due in part to the natural maturation they experience during this time. Additionally, several 

studies focused on first-year college students specifically (Awang et al., 2014; Hertel, 2002; 

Joslyn, 2014; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013; Scarcia-King, 2006). Only 

focusing on first-year college students shed light on how students are impacted by their first-year 

of college. This information cannot be generalized to students in their second year and beyond.   
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Some research on FGCS has been qualitative in nature (Awang et al., 2014; Barlis, 2013; 

Rowley, 2013). This research method provides a rich and deep understanding of the constructs 

being studied. However, it requires the researchers to transcribe and code the responses. When 

conducting research in this manner, it becomes imperative that those coding the responses 

receive extensive training regarding this task to ensure that the constructs attempting to be 

studied are captured (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Despite this minor limitation, qualitative 

research can be used to begin to identify possible phenomena that exists in a population which 

can then be studied using quantitative methods. For example, Barlis (2013) conducted a 

qualitative study using six African American male FGCS to learn more about factors that foster 

resilience. The findings showed that social support was a factor in fostering resilience. As a 

result of this study, another researcher could decide to explore how social support and resilience 

are related using quantitative methods to see if a pattern emerges in a larger sample. Quantitative 

research provides an opportunity for findings to be gathered in a systematic way which may 

allow researchers to expand on previous qualitative research to provide a holistic view of any 

given population. Quantitative research can also address the lack of generalizability in qualitative 

research due to the small sample sizes and lack of diversity within a sample.  

Overall, the research provided useful information to begin to understand how resilience, 

social support, perception of barriers, and negative career thoughts impact college students and 

FGCS in particular. We know that resilience impacts students in a positive way in terms of the 

likelihood of getting higher GPAs. The research also suggests that being flexible and organized 

can lead to higher levels of resilience and that having a social support system can make a person 

more resilient. Social support also positively impacts students and makes them more likely to 

remain at their university and obtain better grades. Perceiving barriers and engaging in negative 
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career thoughts negatively impact college students’ ability to make career decisions and be 

successful academically. There is minimal information regarding FGCS level of resilience when 

compared to their non-FGCS peers and level of negative career thoughts. The lack of recent 

literature also makes it difficult to understand what differences exist, if any, between FGCS and 

non-FGCS. The following section will discuss the research questions of this study based on the 

review of the literature.  

Research Questions 

 After reviewing the literature, the present study aimed to answer the following research 

questions: 

1. Are there differences in resilience levels of first-generation college students and non-

first-generation college students? 

2. Are there differences in perceived social support in first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students? 

3. Are there differences in perception of barriers in first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students? 

4. Are there differences in level of negative career thoughts in first-generation college 

students and non-first-generation college students?  

5. Does resilience level and perceived social support predict perception of barriers in first-

generation college students and non-first-generation college students? 

6. Does resilience level and perceived social support predict level of negative career 

thoughts in first-generation college students and non-first generation college students? 
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Hypotheses 

 Based on the research questions in the study and the information gathered from reviewing 

the literature, the following hypotheses were proposed:  

Hypothesis 1: First-generation college students will report higher resilience levels than non-first-

generation college students. 

Hypothesis 2: Non-first-generation college students will report higher levels of perceived social 

support than first-generation college students.  

Hypothesis 3: First-generation college students will report more perceived barriers than non-

first-generation college students. 

Hypothesis 4: First-generation college students will report higher levels of negative career 

thinking than non-first-generation college students. 

Hypothesis 5: Resilience levels and perceived social support will predict perception of barriers in 

first-generation college students and non-first-generation college students.  

Hypothesis 6: Resilience level and perceived social support will not predict level of negative 

career thoughts in first-generation college students and non-first generation college students. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of the study was to explore how resilience levels and perceived social 

support impact perception of barriers and negative career thoughts in a sample of FGCS and non-

FGCS. This chapter presents the research questions based on a review of the literature and 

hypotheses associated with these research questions are stated. Next the study’s research design, 

variables of interest, and assessments used to measure the variables will be discussed. Finally, 

information regarding study participants, as well as the data analysis and procedures used is 

discussed.  

Research Questions 

 After reviewing the literature and identifying gaps within, the following research 

questions were proposed:  

1. Are there differences in resilience levels of first-generation college students and non-

first-generation college students? 

2. Are there differences in perceived social support in first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students? 

3. Are there differences in perception of barriers in first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students? 

4. Are there differences in level of negative career thoughts in first-generation college 

students and non-first-generation college students?  

5. Does resilience level and perceived social support predict perception of barriers in first-

generation college students and non-first-generation college students? 
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6. Does resilience level and perceived social support predict level of negative career 

thoughts in first-generation college students and non-first generation college students? 

Hypotheses 

 Based on the research questions in the study and the information gathered from reviewing 

the literature, the following hypotheses were proposed:  

Hypothesis 1: First-generation college students will report higher resilience levels than non-first-

generation college students. 

Hypothesis 2: Non-first-generation college students will report higher levels of perceived social 

support than first-generation college students.  

Hypothesis 3: First-generation college students will report more perceived barriers than non-

first-generation college students. 

Hypothesis 4: First-generation college students will report higher levels of negative career 

thinking than non-first-generation college students. 

Hypothesis 5: Resilience level and perceived social support will predict perception of barriers in 

first-generation college students and non-first-generation college students.  

Hypothesis 6: Resilience level and perceived social support will not predict level of negative 

career thoughts in first-generation college students and non-first generation college students.  

Research Design and Variables 

 The present study employed a descriptive comparison research design (Shadish, Cook, & 

Campbell, 2001) examining differences between a sample of FGCS and non-FGCS on resilience 

levels (Connor & Davidson, 2003, p. 76), perceived social support (Cobb, 1976, p. 300), 

perception of barriers (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; Swanson & Woitke, 1997), and negative 

career thoughts (Sampson et al., 1996b). This type of research design was utilized since there is 
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no treatment or intervention being administered and the aim was to learn more about how the 

identified variables may be connected (Shadish et al., 2001). The two independent variables, also 

known as predictor variables, used in this study were resilience and social support. Resilience is 

a continuous variable and was measured by the 10-item Connors-Davidson Resiliency Scale 

(Campbell-Sills & Stein, 2007). Social support is a continuous variable and was measured by the 

Social Support Appraisals Scale (SS-A; Vaux et al., 1986). The two dependent variables, also 

known as criterion variables, included in the study were perception of barriers and negative 

career thinking. Both variables are continuous, with perception of barriers being measured by the 

Perception of Barriers Scale (POB; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001) and negative career thinking 

measured by Career Thoughts Inventory (CTI; Sampson et al., 1996a). For all analyses, the 

measures’ total scores were utilized. 

Measures 

Demographic Questionnaire  

 A demographic questionnaire was administered to collect data on participants’ age, 

gender, college standing, selected major, FGCS status, and ethnicity (See Appendix A). To 

obtain information regarding participants’ FGCS status, the following statement and options 

were provided: Please check the response below that best fits your situation: Both of my 

parents/guardians attended college, one of my parents/guardians attended college, neither of my 

parents/guardians attended college, not sure. This demographic questionnaire provided in this 

study has been adapted slightly from a questionnaire that has been used in other research studies 

with undergraduate students enrolled in a career development course (Bertoch, 2010; Chason, 

2011; Hartley, 2009; Joslyn, 2014).  
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10-item Connors-Davidson Resiliency Scale 

 The 10-item Connors-Davidson Resiliency scale (10-item CD-RISC; Campbell-Sills & 

Stein, 2007) is a self-report measure of resilience that was adapted from the original 25-item 

Connors-Davidson Resiliency scale (CD- RISC; Connors & Davidson, 2003). Campbell-Sills 

and Stein (2007) conducted two exploratory factor analyses (EFA) and a confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) on the original CD-RISC to address the instability of the original measure. They 

used 1,743 undergraduate students with 511 participants in the first EFA (Sample 1) and 512 

participants in the second EFA (Sample 2). Two relatively stable and well defined factors 

emerged from both EFA’s, specifically hardiness and persistence. The researchers created an 

abridged version of the CD-RISC and kept items that only loaded on these two factors.  

Campbell-Sills and Stein (2007) used the abridged CD-RISC version to conduct a CFA 

and found that the 2 factors had a very high correlation (>.80) which raised concerns about their 

discriminant validity. The researchers hypothesized that the items were measuring the same 

construct and, upon further evaluation, found that all 13 items were indicators of a common 

factor. The final version of the measure resulted in the 10-item CD-RISC (Campbell-Sills & 

Stein, 2007).  The items on this measure reflect the ability to endure any negative feelings when 

encountering change, personal problems, illness, etc. and to “bounce back” from such 

encounters. The 10-item CD-RISC has a Cronbach’s alpha of .85 for college students which 

shows evidence of moderate internal consistency according to the authors. Scores on the 10-item 

CD-RISC are highly correlated with scores on the original measure (r = .92).  

The analysis used to assess the validity of the 10-item CD-RISC looked at participants 

who reported childhood trauma and their levels of reported psychiatric problems (Campbell-Sill 

& Stein, 2007). They found that individuals with higher levels of childhood maltreatment and 
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high scores on the 10-item CD-RISC reported significantly lower levels of current psychiatric 

symptoms. During a second study, construct validity was determined by having 131 participants, 

from the sample of 1,743 undergraduate students, complete the 10-item CD-RISC measure and 

measures on childhood trauma and psychiatric symptoms. They found that those who perceived 

themselves as highly resilient reported lower levels of psychiatric problems (Campbell-Sill & 

Stein, 2007).  Internal consistency, test-retest reliability, and convergent and divergent validity 

were found in samples of the general population, primary care, psychiatric outpatient, and 

clinical trials. 

One of the CD-RISC items on the survey reads as follows: “Coping with stress can 

strengthen me” and “Able to adapt to change.” Respondents mark one of the following options: 0 

= not true at all, 1 = rarely true, 2 = sometimes true, 3 = often true, 4 = true nearly all the time. 

Individuals are asked to respond based on how they have been feeling during the past month. 

Higher scores indicate a higher level of resilience with scores ranging from 0-40. This measure 

does not include any subscales. The CD-RISC has been used to examine resiliency as a 

protective factor in regards to mental health issues in college students (Hartley, 2008) and how 

more resilient FGCS view themselves in terms of optimism, academic self-efficacy, and social 

support (Davino, 2013). 

Social Support Appraisal Scale 

 The Social Support Appraisal Scale (SS-A; Vaux et al., 1986) is a 23 item self-report 

measure that assesses individuals’ perception of the support they receive from family, friends, 

and others. Respondents are asked to select an option from a 4 point Likert scale where 1 = 

strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree. There are 7 items that assess 

support from friends and 8 items that assess support from family. The items (8) assessing support 
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from others are not calculated into a subscale score. The author did not specify why these were 

not included in a subscale score. All 23 items are totaled and higher scores indicate higher levels 

of perceived support. A sample item on the scale is “I can rely on my friends” and “My family 

holds me in high esteem.” Negatively worded items are reverse scored. The SS-A reports 

evidence of good internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha for the three scales as .90 (total 

scale), .80 (family scale), and .84 (friend scale) for college student samples. The authors found 

that the SS-A had good convergent validity with other measures that assess social support (Vaux 

et al., 1986). The author did not report any information regarding other evidence of reliability or 

validity.  

Perceptions of Barriers Scale  

 The Perceptions of Barriers Scale (POB; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001), originally 

developed for use with high school students, has since been modified for use with college 

students. The original measure consisted of 24 items and examined discrimination based on 

ethnicity and gender, barriers to postsecondary education, barriers expected upon entering 

college, and overall perception of barriers and ability to overcome them (Luzzo & McWhirter, 

2001). A Cronbach’s alpha of .87 was obtained when studying a sample of 1,159 high school 

juniors and seniors. In the study conducted by Luzzo and McWhirter (2001) the original measure 

was modified and included 168 first-year college students enrolled in a one-credit, new student 

orientation class at a small university located in the southeastern region of the United States.   

On the revised measure, the Career-Related Barriers subscale was modified to include the 8 

original scale items and three additional items. The Educational Barriers subscale was to include 

16 new items. The modified measure used in this study consists of 32 items and utilizes a 5-point 

Likert-type scales with 1 representing “strongly disagree” and 5 representing “strongly agree.”  
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The first 11 items focus on Career-Related Barriers, and items 12-32 focus on 

Educational Barriers. An example of a Career-Related Barrier item is “In my future career, I will 

probably be treated differently because of my ethnic/racial background.” An example of an 

Educational Barrier item is “Not having enough confidence is currently a barrier to my 

educational aspirations.” Higher scores on the measure indicate a higher level of perceived 

barriers. Total POB scores are calculated by averaging item responses with overall scores 

ranging from one to five. The measure’s reliability is based on a Cronbach’s alpha of .90 for the 

total scale, .86 and .88 for the Career-Related Barriers Scale and Educational Barriers Scale 

respectively. The developers conducted a 2-month test-retest analysis on a sub-sample of the 

original test subjects and obtained a stability coefficient of .78 for the total scale, .72 for the 

Career-Related Barriers Scale, and .68 for the Educational Barriers Scale (Luzzo & McWhirter, 

2001). The is measure showed evidence of construct validity (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001).  

Career Thoughts Inventory  

 The Career Thoughts Inventory (CTI; Sampson et al., 1996a) was created to measure 

negative career thoughts in career decision making and problem solving. This measure is based 

on CIP theory and can be used as a screening tool to determine level of readiness, client needs, 

and appropriate interventions for career counseling (Sampson et al., 1996b). The CTI can be 

used with students in 11th and 12th grade, college students, and adults. The measure is self-

administered and consists of 48 items. Each CTI item corresponds to a specific area within the 

Pyramid of Information Processing (Self-knowledge, Options-knowledge, the CASVE cycle 

(Communication, Analysis, Synthesis, Valuing, and Execution), and Metacognitions) 

Respondents answer the items using a 4-point Likert scale where 0 = strongly disagree, 1 = 

disagree, 2 = agree, and 3 = strongly agree. The CTI includes a total score along with three 
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subscales which are Decision-Making Confusion (DMC; 14 items), Commitment Anxiety (CA; 

10 items), and External Conflict (EC; 5 items). The raw total scores on the measure range from 

0-144 (Sampson et al., 1996b).  

The DMC subscale (14 items) measures the level of confusion experienced by an 

individual when trying to make a career decision. The CA subscale (10 items) assesses an 

individual’s ability to commit to a career or major choice. Finally, the EC subscale (5 items) 

measures individuals’ inability to manage self-perceptions and input from significant others in 

relation to decision making. Sample items related to the DMC, CA, and EC subscales, 

respectively, read as follows: “I get so depressed about choosing a field of study or occupation 

that I can’t get started,” “I worry a great deal about choosing the right field of study or 

occupation,” “I know what job I want, but someone’s always putting obstacles in my way” 

(Sampson et al., 1996b). 

CTI normative data was collected from high school students (n = 396), college students 

(n = 595), and adults (n = 571).  Each group was found to be representative of the larger 

population in terms of gender, ethnicity, and geographic region. The CTI total score shows 

evidence of internal consistency for all three normative groups with coefficients ranging from α 

= .93 to α = .97. The subscales show evidence of internal consistency in college students with a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .82 (DMC), .79 (CA), and .74 (EC). The test-retest reliability over a four 

week period for high school and college groups had coefficients of .77 (CTI total), .77 (DMC), 

.75 (CA), and .63 (EC) (Sampson et al., 1998b). The lower stability scores for the EC subscale is 

likely because the measure has fewer items that assess the external conflict construct.  

The CTI’s content validity has been supported by a series of factor analyses with results 

revealing the three subscale constructs. Convergent validity was determined through a 
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correlational analysis between the CTI subscales and other measures related to career decision 

making (Career Decision Profile; Jones, 1989, Career Decision Scale; Osipow, Carney, Winer, 

Yanico, & Koschier, 1987, My Vocational Situation; Holland, Daiger, & Power, 1980) and 

personality characteristics (Revised NEO Personality Inventory; Costa & McCrae, 1992).  

Participants 

 The following section will describe the sample for this study and the potential 

generalizability of the participants.   

Sampling  

Participants for this study included FGCS and non-FGCS enrolled at a large, public 

university located in the southeastern United States. Study participants were recruited through 

the university’s Center for Academic Retention and Enhancement (CARE) office, whose   

mission is to recruit, prepare, and support FGCS, as well as undergraduate students who are at an 

economic or educational disadvantage (CARE, 2016).  CARE’s 2014 class included 400 students 

all of whom were FGCS and Pell grant eligible (CARE, 2016). Non-FGCS were recruited 

through the university’s College of Education (COE) Research pool. The pool is an online 

system where students enrolled in various College of Education undergraduate courses can go to 

complete research projects. Not all FGCS are participants in the CARE program, therefore the 

COE Research pool was also used to recruit FGCS to ensure that there was equivalency of 

groups in the sample. CARE participants tend to identify as racial/ethnic minorities and come 

from lower SES backgrounds than their peers (CARE, 2016). Recruiting from the research pool 

increased the likelihood that FGCS who do not identify as racial/ethnic minorities and do not 

come from a lower SES background would be represented in the sample. Lastly, both FGCS and 

non-FGCS were recruited from two classes in the College of Education, an online course titled 
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LDR2101- Leadership Theory and Practice and a face-to-face course SDS 4481-

Communications and Human Relations. The participants for the study were recruited during the 

fall 2016 and spring 2017 semesters.  

This convenience sampling method is designed to obtain participants from diverse 

backgrounds in regards to class standing, ethnicity, and gender. Participation in this study was 

voluntary as described in the consent form that was presented to the participants prior to 

beginning the research. Those individuals who did not consent to participate were not allowed to 

advance to the actual assessment questions. Those individuals who indicated that they were 

under 17 years old were not considered for this study. The power analysis used to determine 

adequate sample size will be discussed in a later section.  

Population  

The student population at the institution where participants were recruited is diverse. The 

most recent data from the fall 2016 semester (FSU Office of Institutional Research, 2016), 

indicated that there were 41,473 students enrolled at the university. Of those 41,473 students 

23,243 (55.5%) were female and 18,624 (44.4%) were male. The ethnic distribution was as 

follows: White 25,429 (60.7%) Hispanic 7,411 (17.7%), Black 3,501 (8.4%), two or more races 

1,283 (3.1%), Asian 1,023 (2.4%), not reported 693 (1.7%), American Indian/Native Alaskan 

100 (0.2%), Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 55 (0.1%). The average age of all students 

enrolled, including graduate students, was 22.5 years old. Lastly, the students originated from 

several states across the United States including Florida, Georgia, Virginia, New York, New 

Jersey, North Carolina, Texas, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Illinois.  

 

 



 
 

67 
 

Participant Characteristics 

The present study’s sample included 272 individuals. Initially, the survey was 

administered to 345 individuals. However, after removing individuals who did not complete the 

surveys fully, the final sample total was 272 participants. The mean age of the final sample was 

19 years old with a range in age from 17-29 years old. Most of the participants in the sample 

were between the ages of 18-21 years old (83%). 75.7% of the participants were female and 

53.3% identified as White. The class level breakdown of the sample is provided in Table 1. Out 

of the 272 participants, 171 individuals identified as non-FGCS and 101 identified as FGCS. Out 

of the 101 students who identified as FGCS, 68 were CARE participants and 33 were not CARE 

participants. The students who stated that one parent attended college (n = 60) were classified as 

non-FGCS since the definition of FGCS used in this study classified FGCS as neither parent 

having attend college. The sample in the current study closely reflects the demographic 

characteristics of the student body (FSU Office of Institutional Research, 2016).  

For more information regarding the demographic make-up of non-FGCS and FGCS, see 

Table 2.  

Data Analysis 

 An a priori power analysis, using G*Power 3.1.9.2 (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 

2009) was utilized to determine the sample size needed. A sample size of 128 participants is 

necessary when conducting a one-way ANOVA using a medium effect size (f2 = .25), with an 

alpha level of .05, and a power level of .80. A sample of 68 participants is necessary when 

conducting a linear multiple regression using a medium effect size (f2 = .15), with an alpha level 

of .05, and power level of .80. To account for incomplete or missing data, the researcher aimed 
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to collect a total sample size of 200 participants with 100 students in the FGCS and non-FGCS 

groups and this threshold was met.  

 

Table 2. 

Demographic Information for Non-FGCS and FGCS 

Characteristic  Non-FGCS (n = 171) FGCS (n= 101) 

 

Gender    

Female  76.6% (131) 74.3% (75) 

Male  23.4% (40) 24.8% (25) 

Ethnicity    

African American  8.2% (14) 36.6% (37) 

Hispanic  11.1% (19) 27.7% (28) 

Asian/Pacific Island  1.2% (2) 1% (1) 

White/Non-Hispanic  70.2% (120) 24.8% (25) 

Multi-racial  5.8% (10) 5% (5) 

No response  .6% (1) 2% (2) 

Class    

Freshman  23.4% (40) 24.8% (25) 

Sophomore  24.6% (42) 22.8% (23) 

Junior  26.3% (45) 24.8% (25) 

Senior  25.7% (44) 25.7% (26) 
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To answer research questions 1- 4, one-way ANOVAs were conducted to determine if 

there are statistically significant differences between FGCS and non-FGCS on resilience as 

measured by the total score on the 10-item Connors-Davidson Resilience Scale (10-item CD-

RISC), social support as measured by the total score on the Social Support Appraisal Scale (SS-

A), perception of barriers as measured by the total score on the Perception of Barriers Scale 

(POB), and negative career thoughts as measured by the total score on the Career Thoughts 

Inventory (CTI). A Bonferroni correction was utilized to account for any Type I errors that may 

have occurred due to running multiple independent statistical tests on a single data set (Abu-

Bader, 2011). To answer questions 5 and 6, a linear multiple regression was used to assess if 

resilience, as measured by the total score on the10-item CD-RISC, and social support, as 

measured by the SS-A total score are significant predictors of perception of barriers as measured 

by the POB total scores, and negative career thoughts as measured by the CTI total scores. The 

stepwise method was used with CDRISC total scores entered first, followed by the SSA total 

scores.  

Procedures 

 Prior to recruiting subjects for the study, approval was obtained from the University 

Human Subjects Review Committee. The demographic questionnaire and specified assessments 

were entered into the Qualtrics survey system and a link was distributed to participants. An 

informed consent form was included in the Qualtrics survey system notifying participants of the 

study’s purpose, voluntary nature of the study, and identified limits to confidentiality.  The 

demographic form and assessments took participants between 15-20 minutes to complete. Upon 

completion, participants were entered into a drawing to win one of five $25 Amazon gift cards. 

The researcher met with CARE administrators to obtain permission to distribute the Qualtrics 
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survey link to their students during computer lab hours and any other programming provided 

such as required informational meetings. The researcher attended two required informational 

meetings and promoted the study and where students could find the link to the survey.  The 

Qualtrics survey system link was uploaded to the COE research pool where students can receive 

extra credit in their courses for participation in university research. The students enrolled in a 

leadership course and a communications course were encouraged to find the study on the COE 

research pool website to participate. Course instructors of both courses were sent an email with 

information about how to find the current study. 

Delimitations 

 The study was anticipated to have a few delimitations. The purpose of the study was to 

assess the differences in level of resilience, social support, perception of barriers, and negative 

career thoughts among FGCS and non-FGCS. The sample of FGCS was recruited from the 

university’s CARE program. This program provides a variety of support services to the students 

enrolled. The support provided by CARE might influence the results of the study and may not 

accurately reflect FGCS who are not part of a similar support program at their university. 

Additionally, the non-FGCS were recruited from a research pool which allows students to gain 

extra credit in their courses. The personal characteristics of students who are willing and able to 

obtain extra credit may be different from those students who do not take the time to complete 

extra credit assignments. These students’ characteristics could also influence the study’s results.  

 While many studies, including the present study, utilize self-report measures, there are 

some disadvantages to collecting data in this manner (Heppner, Wampold, & Kivlighan, 2008; 

Meltzoff, 1998). Using self-report measures presents some limitations to interpreting the findings 

such as the desire for students to want to be viewed in a favorable light and the propensity for 
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individuals to over and/or under report symptoms (Heppner et al., 2008; Pyrczak, 2013). 

Additionally, some respondents may find the nature of the questions on the surveys to be 

sensitive in nature since they are being asked about their cognitions, feelings, and behaviors.  

This can cause participants to feel as though they must answer in ways that are socially 

acceptable and not in an honest manner (Heppner et al., 2008; Pyrczak, 2013). The researcher 

tried to reduce the limitations found in using self-report measures by ensuring that responses 

were kept anonymous and confidential.  

 Lastly, the study’s surveys were administered via a web-based survey system, Qualtrics. 

Research suggests that there are advantages and disadvantages to administering surveys in this 

way (Galesic, 2006; Hoerger, 2012; Wright, 2005). Advantages include the ease of using a web-

based survey, accessibility, cost, and the ability to reach populations that would otherwise be 

missed. Disadvantages include the self-selection of participants, increase in attrition, and the 

inability to gather information about those individuals who chose not to participate. Each of 

these disadvantages can have an impact on the study’s results, as well as the ability to generalize 

the findings to the larger population.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 One-way ANOVAs were used to evaluate the difference between non-FGCS and FGCS 

on resilience levels, perceived social support, perception of barriers, and negative career 

thoughts. Two linear multiple regressions were used to assess whether resilience and social 

support predicted perception of barriers and negative career thoughts in the sample. The 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22.0.0.0 was used to conduct the 

abovementioned analyses. This chapter includes reliability statistics for the 10-item Connors-

Davidson Resiliency scale (CD-RISC), Social Support Appraisal Scale (SSA), Perception of 

Barriers Scale (POB), and Career Thoughts Inventory (CTI), descriptive statistics for the 

variables of interest, research questions, hypotheses, and findings from the analyses conducted.  

Descriptive Statistics of Variables 

 Table 3 includes the means and standard deviations for each variable and each group 

including the CDRISC, SSA, POB, and CTI.  

 

Table 3. 

  Descriptive Statistics (Means and Standard Deviations) for the Variables of Interest 

 Non-FGCS (n = 171) FGCS (n = 101)  Total Sample (n = 

272) 

CDRISC Total 

 

38.0175 (5.5883) 38.7822 (7.3110) 38.3015 (6.2810) 

SSA Total 

 

77.3041 (8.2726) 74.7822 (9.7638) 76.3676 (8.9218) 

POB Total 

 

121.4620 (20.5824) 108.2673 (23.7650) 116.5625 (22.6924) 

CTI Total  48.8772 (22.8396) 50.2673 (25.2546) 49.3934 (23.7283) 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.  
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Instrumentation 

 Reliability coefficients for each measure were analyzed to assess internal consistency and 

are as follows: CDRISC α = .878, SSA α = .904, POB α = .934, and CTI α = .963. Each of these 

instruments show evidence of reliability in assessing resilience, perceived social support, 

perceived barriers, and negative career thoughts. 

Research Questions, Hypotheses, and Findings 

 Tests to assess the normality of the data, including a Levene’s test, and a review of 

histograms and VIF collinearity statistics were conducted. Research Questions 1, 2, and 3 

revealed violations of the assumption of homogeneity of variance. There was no evidence of 

multicollinearity. A medium effect size (f = .25) with an alpha level of .05, and a power level of 

.80 was used for the ANOVAs. A medium effect size (f = .15) with an alpha level of .05, and 

power level of .80 were used for the multiple regressions.  

Research Question 1 

Are there differences in resilience levels of first-generation college students and non-first-

generation college students? Hypothesis 1: First-generation college students will report higher 

resilience levels than non-first-generation college students. 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine whether there was a difference in resilience 

levels between non-FGCS and FGCS. The results of the ANOVA, which included a Levene’s 

test, revealed that there were not equal variances between groups as shown by the results of 

Levene’s Test (F(1, 270) = 6.519, p = .011). When this occurs it is recommended that the F-ratio 

be adjusted to correct the problem (Field, 2013). SPSS provides two options: to adjust the F-ratio 

with the Brown-Forsyth test (Brown & Forsyth, 1974) and Welch’s test (Welch, 1951). These 
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two tests were developed to be robust tests when homogeneity of variance has been violated. 

Welch’s test has been found to be the best test when this assumption is violated (Field, 2013).  

Therefore, the Welch’s adjusted F ratio was used since the assumption of homogeneity of 

variances was not met. This test found that there were no statistically significant differences 

between group means in non-FGCS and FGCS in regards to resilience levels (F(1, 169.080) = 

.821, p = .366). The hypothesis for this question was not supported by the results. The range of 

scores for the CDRISC is 0-40 with higher scores indicating higher levels of resilience. For 

group means, SD, and p-values, see Table 4. 

 

Table 4. 

  ANOVA Table for Resilience Level Comparison by FGCS Status 

                                                                                     FGCS Status 

                                                      Non-FGCS                FGCS                        

                                                         N =171                  N = 101             Welch’s  F               p 

CDRISC Total  38.0175(5.588) 38.7822(7.311) .821 .366 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. For CDRISC, a higher score indicates higher levels 

of resilience. 

 

Research Question 2 

Are there differences in perceived social support in first-generation college students and non-

first-generation college students? Hypothesis 2: Non-first-generation college students will report 

higher levels of perceived social support than first-generation college students.  

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine whether there was a difference in perceived 

social support between non-FGCS and FGCS. The results of the ANOVA revealed that there 

were not equal variances between groups as shown by the results of Levene’s Test (F(1, 270) = 
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5.232, p = .023). As stated above, a Welch’s F test is used to adjust the F- ratio to assess whether 

there is statistically significant difference between groups.  

The Welch’s adjusted F ratio was used and indicated that there were statistically significant 

differences between group means in non-FGCS and FGCS in regards to perceived social support 

(F(1, 183.386) = 4.732, p < .01) with non-FGCS perceiving more social support than FGCS. The 

hypothesis for this question was supported by the results. The range of scores for the SSA are 23- 

92 with higher scores indicating higher levels of perceived social support. For group means, SD, 

and p-values, see Table 5. 

Research Question 3 

Are there differences in perception of barriers in first-generation college students and non-

first-generation college students? Hypothesis 3: First-generation college students will report 

more perceived barriers than non-first-generation college students. 

 

Table 5. 

  ANOVA Table for Perceived Social Support Comparison by FGCS Status 

                                                                                     FGCS Status 

                                                      Non-FGCS                FGCS                        

                                                         N =171                  N = 101               Welch’s F              p 

SSA Total  77.3041(8.2726) 74.7822(9.7638) 4.732 .031* 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. For SSA, a higher score indicates higher levels of 

perceived social support. 

 

 

 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine whether there was a difference in 

perception of barriers between non-FGCS and FGCS. The results of the ANOVA revealed that 

there were not equal variances between groups as shown by the results of Levene’s Test (F(1, 
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270) = 5.583, p = .019). A Welch’s F test is used to adjust the F- ratio to assess whether there is 

statistically significant difference between groups.  

The Welch’s adjusted F ratio was used and indicated that there were statistically significant 

differences between group means in non-FGCS and FGCS in regards to perception of barriers 

(F(1, 186.682) = 21.576, p < .01) with non-FGCS perceiving more barriers than FGCS. The 

hypothesis for this question was not supported by the results. The range of scores for the POB is 

32- 160 with higher scores indicating higher levels of perceived barriers. For group means, SD, 

and p-values, see Table 6.  

 

Table 6. 

ANOVA Table for Perception of Barriers Comparison by FGCS Status 

                                                                                     FGCS Status 

                                                      Non-FGCS                FGCS                        

                                                         N =171                  N = 101              Welch’s F                p 

POB Total  121.4620(20.582) 108.2673(23.765) 21.576 .000* 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. For POB, a higher score indicates higher levels of 

perceived barriers. 

 

Research Question 4 

Are there differences in level of negative career thoughts in first-generation college students 

and non-first-generation college students? Hypothesis 4: First-generation college students will 

report higher levels of negative career thinking than non-first-generation college students. 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine whether there was a difference in negative 

career thoughts between non-FGCS and FGCS. The ANOVA results indicated that there were no 

significant difference between non-FGCS and FGCS in regards to negative career thoughts 

(F(1,270) = .217, p = .641). The hypothesis for this question was not supported by the results. 
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The range of scores for the CTI are 0-144 with higher scores indicating higher levels of negative 

career thoughts. For group means, SD, and p-values, see Table 7. 

 

Table 7. 

ANOVA Table for Negative Career Thoughts Comparison by FGCS Status 

                                                                                     FGCS Status 

                                                      Non-FGCS                FGCS                        

                                                         N =171                  N = 101                     F                      p 

CTI Total   48.8772(22.839) 50.2673(25.254) .217 .614 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. For CTI, a higher total score indicates higher levels 

of negative career thoughts. 

 

 

Research Question 5 

Does resilience level and perceived social support predict perception of barriers in first-

generation college students and non-first-generation college students? Hypothesis 5: Resilience 

levels and perceived social support will predict perception of barriers in first-generation college 

students and non-first-generation college students.  

A multiple regression, where all the variables were entered at once, was conducted to 

determine the predictive capability of resilience levels and perceived social support on 

perception of barriers. The overall model was statistically significant (F(2,269) = 19.655, p 

<.05). The results of this model indicated that resilience level and perceived social support 

explained 12.8% (R2 = .128) of the variance in perception of barriers.  Resilience level accounted 

for 4.1 % and perceived social supported accounted for 8.6% of the variance in perception of 

barriers. Resilience level was not a statistically significant predictor of perception of barriers, 

while perceived social support was a statistically significant positive predictor of perception of 
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barriers. The hypothesis for this question was not entirely supported by the results. See Table 8 

for beta weight values, t-scores, and p-values of this model. 

Table 8. 

 Predictors of Perception of Barriers 

Predictor B SE B Β t P 

CDRISC Total 

 

.259 .225 .072 1.150 .251 

SSA Total .819 .159 .322 5.163 .000** 

*p<.05, ** p<.01 

 

Research Question 6 

Does resilience level and perceived social support predict level of negative career 

thoughts in first-generation college students and non-first generation college students? 

Hypothesis 6: Resilience level and perceived social support will not predict level of negative 

career thoughts in first-generation college students and non-first generation college students.  

A multiple regression was conducted to determine the predictive capability of resilience 

levels and perceived social support on negative career thoughts. The overall model was 

statistically significant (F(2,269) = 33.269, p <.05). The results of this model indicated that 

resilience level and perceived social support explained 19.8% (R2 = .198) of the variance in 

negative career thoughts. Resilience level and perceived social support were both statistically 

significant negative predictors of negative career thoughts. Resilience level accounted for 13.5% 

and perceived social support accounted for 6.3% of the variance in negative career thoughts. The 

hypothesis for this question was supported by the results. See Table 9 for beta weight values, t-

scores, and p-values of this model.  
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Table 9. 

 Predictors of Negative Career Thoughts 

Predictor B SE B Β t P 

CDRISC Total 

 

-966 .226 -.256 -4.279 .000** 

SSA Total -.732 .159 -.275 -4.605 .000* 

*p<.05; **p<.00 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of the study was to better understand FGCS characteristics in comparison to 

their non-FGCS peers. The study specifically examined differences in resilience levels, 

perceived social support, perception of barriers, and negative career thoughts. An additional aim 

of the study was to explore whether resilience levels and perceived social support were 

predictive of perception of barriers and negative career thoughts. The 10-item Connors-Davidson 

Resilience scale (10-item CD-RISC; Campbell-Sills & Stein, 2007) was used to measure 

resilience levels, the Social Support Appraisal Scale (SS-A; Vaux et al., 1986) was used to 

measure perceived social support, the Perceptions of Barriers Scale (POB; Luzzo & McWhirter, 

2001) was used to measure perception of barriers, and the Career Thoughts Inventory (CTI; 

Sampson et al., 1996a) was used to measure negative career thoughts. There were two theoretical 

foundations used to guide this study, cognitive information processing theory (CIP; Sampson et 

al., 2004) and social cognitive career theory (SCCT; Betz & Hackett, 1981; Lent, 2013). The 

sample consisted of 272 participants total, with 171 non-FGCS and 101 FGCS. 

 The following sections of this chapter provide a summary of the findings for each 

research question and a discussion of the results. Limitations within the study, such as limitations 

in sampling, will be discussed. Lastly, implications for theory, practice, and future research are 

provided.  

Summary of Results 

Research Question 1  

 The first research question explored whether there were differences in resilience levels in 

FGCS and non-FGCS. It was hypothesized that FGCS would report higher levels of resilience 
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than their non-FGCS peers. The results indicated that there were no statistically significant 

differences in resilience levels in FGCS and non-FGCS. This means that, the study participants 

were similar in resilience levels. Both groups, FGCS and non-FGCS, had similar scores on the 

CDRISC with mean scores around 38 points. The highest score possible on the CDRISC is 40, 

with higher scores indicating higher levels of resilience, therefore both groups reported high 

levels of resilience.  

To begin to understand these results, it would be helpful to revisit the definition of 

resilience. Some of the definitions offered in the literature stated that there must be a significant 

threat which results in trauma or adversity and is overcome with a positive result (Connor & 

Davidson, 2003; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Tusaie & Dyer, 2004). Another characteristic of 

resilience is that it can vary with context, time, age, gender, and culture (Connor & Davidson, 

2003). The definition of resilience used in this study was that it is a personal quality that enables 

one to thrive in the face of adversity (Connor-Davidson, 2003, p. 76). Using this definition, the 

results of this study imply that the participants may possess qualities and skills that enable them 

to thrive in the face of adversity and therefore have higher levels of resilience. 

Examining the results of this study from the perspective of the theories used, CIP and 

SCCT, Connor’s five constructs of resilience, and the previous research, highlight some factors 

within the environment and individual that foster this quality. Connor’s resilience constructs 

(Connor, 1992) mentioned five aspects of resilient individuals which were positive, focused, 

flexible, organized, and proactive. The connection between CIP, SCCT and the five constructs 

are highlighted in Table 1.  
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As mentioned in Chapter 2, each of the five constructs can be connected to the theories 

used. The positive construct may be experienced by those individuals who have self-efficacy. 

The focused and organized constructs, which are concerned with understanding oneself and 

problem solving, might be related to outcome expectations and goals since they require the 

ability to develop a plan and execute it (Connor, 1992; Lent, 2013). Self-efficacy, outcome 

expectations, and personal goals are all constructs related to SCCT. All five constructs can be 

connected to CIP with focused relating to the self-knowledge and options knowledge domains of 

the Pyramid of Information Processing Domains. The focused construct is concerned with 

individuals understanding what they want to achieve. This overlaps with the self-knowledge and 

options knowledge domains since both domains focus on knowing yourself and the options 

available which helps in setting goals (Sampson et al., 2004). The organized construct, which 

concerns individuals’ ability to use a structured approach to solve problems, can be related to 

understanding and using the CASVE cycle. Lastly, the positive, flexible, and proactive 

constructs can be connected to the executive processing domain of the Pyramid of Information 

Processing. Each of these constructs address how individuals approach a situation in terms of 

their ways of thinking (Connor, 1992; Sampson et al., 2004).  

Therefore, it would be important to explore what aspects of the university environment 

might have played a role in developing or strengthening these constructs in FGCS despite the 

potential deficits they face. There are many programs offered at the university where the study 

was conducted that aim to support FGCS and non-FGCS alike. Specifically, for FGCS, there is 

the programmatic support they receive from the CARE office. This office often brings in staff 

and faculty from various campus departments to provide them with information about how to be 

successful in college. For example, a career center representative may be asked to speak to the 
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CARE students about choosing a major which focuses on learning more about themselves, 

options, and how to make decision. These skills support the CIP constructs of building self-

knowledge and options knowledge. Both these skills and knowledge, might also encourage the 

development of the positive and focused constructs of resilience, which further contributes to 

students having higher levels of resilience.  

Rowley’s (2013) study also found that FCGS learned to organize their environments in 

ways that allowed them to utilize existing skills and engage in resilient behavior in the form of 

joining study groups, learning to take effective notes, and learning test-taking strategies. The 

CARE program offers workshops and staff members that help them develop these skills to 

increase their resilience in the face of challenging classes. Additionally, the FGCS who were not 

involved in CARE may have found non-FGCS peers to help them with their course work and in 

learning skills to cope with the academic environment. In addition to their peers, FGCS not in 

CARE may have used the various campus resources, such as success coaches in the advising 

center and the Academic Center for Excellence (ACE), to help them be successful in their 

courses. Both offices are available to students who need additional support in adjusting to 

college and doing well in their courses. It has been suggested that providing FGCS and non-

FGCS with structure in the form of milestone courses for majors, cohorts, and intrusive advising 

helps them remain in college and persist to graduation (Rosenberg, 2017).  These are all 

elements employed at the study’s university. Each of these environmental factors might result in 

FGCS and non-FGCS being similar in their high levels of resilience. 

Individual characteristics that may influence resilience levels in FGCS have been 

reported in the literature. One study’s results (Johnson, 2011) suggested that race/ethnicity might 

play a role in experiencing higher levels of resiliency. Johnson (2011) stated that African-
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American students reported higher levels of resilience. The sample of FGCS in this study was 

majority African-American (n = 37) and Hispanic (n = 28). This might account for the higher 

levels of resilience in the FGCS sample overall. Another study (Werner, 1982) found that 

personal characteristics could serve as protective factors that foster higher levels of resilience 

such as being adaptable, oriented towards achievement, having good self-esteem, being 

communicative, tolerant, and socially responsible. In that study, one of the characteristics that 

was identified as fostering high levels of resilience that is pertinent to this study’s sample is 

identifying as female. 74.3% (n = 75) of the FGCS participants in the current study identified as 

female. It is possible that identifying as a racial/ethnic minority and a female has provided the 

students with skills to cope with adversity based on these social identities which translates into 

being resilient in college. Additionally, about 50% of the study’s sample identified as juniors and 

seniors which means that they may have had more time in college to build resilience and develop 

skills to help them navigate any obstacles that they may encounter.   

Lastly, another explanation for the similar resilience levels between FGCS and non-

FGCS, may be due to the lack of recent research on FGCS. Much of the research in the literature 

review regarding the challenges FGCS face was from the early 2000s. It is possible that since 

these earlier studies examining the challenges faced by FGCS, that many institutions, at the 

college level and secondary level, have begun to provide more support services to FGCS. 

Perhaps FGCS are not experiencing deficits to the extent they were a decade ago. Implications of 

the results of this question will discussed in a later section. 

 

 



 
 

85 
 

Research Question 2 

 This question was aimed at exploring whether there were differences in perceived social 

support in non-FGCS and FGCS. It was hypothesized that non-FGCS would report higher levels 

of social support than their FGCS peers.  The results of this question indicated that there were 

statistically significant differences in perceived social support of non-FGCS and FGCS, with 

non-FGCS perceiving more social support than FGCS (FGSC group mean = 74.7, Non-FGCS 

group mean = 77.3). Higher scores indicate higher levels of perceived social support with a 

maximum score of 92.  

 For the purposes of this study, social support was defined as, “information leading the 

subject to believe that he is cared for and loved, esteemed, and a member of a network of mutual 

obligations” (Cobb, 1976, p. 300). Awang et al. (2014) noted that social support can come from 

many sources such as peers, siblings, advanced students, and institutional agents. While the 

results of the current study suggest that non-FGCS perceive more social support than their FGCS 

peers, it is important to note that there was a mean difference of 2.6 in both groups. Non-FGCS 

may be perceiving more social support than their FGCS peers, however, FGCS seem to be 

feeling similarly supported. One reason for this could be that there are programs within the 

university that are specifically aimed at FGCS that may provide these students with social 

connections they might not have otherwise. For example, the CARE program provides FGCS 

with an environment that fosters connection with their peers as well as staff and faculty. There 

are staff members who work very closely with the students in every aspect of their lives. 

Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that students who interact with faculty members felt more 

connected to the university and were more likely to complete their degrees. Therefore, the 
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relationships students build within this program with staff, faculty, and their peers may allow 

them to feel supported in the same way as their non-FGCS peers.  

 Hertel (2002) found that FGCS reported higher levels of non-college related support in 

terms of some friends who were not enrolled in college.  This connection to support systems at 

home could serve as a reason why non-FGCS and FGCS are similar in their perceived level of 

social support. In addition to the support that CARE offers FGCS in the program, there are 

numerous ways for all students to get involved on campus. The university has about 800 student 

organizations and students are encouraged to get involved with these organizations from the 

moment they attend new student orientation. These programs and organizations help to address 

the need for both groups of students to become connected to their environment.  

 Another potential reason for both groups experiencing similar levels of perceived social 

support is that at the beginning of their college careers, both FGCS and non-FGCS enter the 

college environment not knowing many other people or institutional agents. The status as relative 

newcomers in the college environment may account for the levels of perceived social support in 

both groups. Even students who are attending an institution where they know people from their 

hometowns may still feel like they lack the social support needed to feel successful in college. 

Despite these similarities, the results indicate that non-FGCS are perceiving slightly higher levels 

of social support which could be due to the fact that they have family who have attended college 

previously and may be able to help them navigate the college environment more effectively.  

Research Question 3 

 Question 3 explored whether there were differences in perception of barriers, related to 

education and career, in FGCS and non-FGCS. It was hypothesized that FGCS would report 
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more perceived barriers than non-FGCS. The results indicated that there was a statistically 

significant difference in perception of barriers in FGCS and non-FGCS.  Contrary to the 

hypothesis, non-FGCS expected to experience more barriers than FGCS with groups means of 

121.4 (non-FGCS) and 108.2 (FGCS). Higher scores on the Perception of Barriers measure, 

which assesses perceived barriers to education and career, indicate that more barriers are 

perceived with a total possible score of 160. This finding conflicts with the results of previous 

studies where results suggested that racial/ethnic minorities, women, and FGCS perceived more 

barriers than others (Joslyn, 2014; Leong & Flores, 2015; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; Raque-

Bogdan et al., 2013. To understand the result of this question, it is useful to examine the 

sample’s demographic characteristics. 

 The total sample included 271 FGCS and non-FGCS, with 206 of the participants 

identifying as female. In the non-FGCS sample, there were 131 participants who identified as 

female. This is potentially an important demographic characteristic to be mindful of to 

understand the results. Earlier research on perception of career-related barriers focused on 

women’s career development and explored the gap between what women could do and what they 

achieved (Swanson & Woitke, 1997). Subsequent research, using the Perception of Barriers 

measure, revealed that women perceived significantly higher levels of career barriers (Luzzo & 

McWhirter, 2001; Raque-Bogdan et al., 2013). Therefore, it is possible that non-FGCS in this 

study’s sample expected to experience more barriers because the majority of them identified as 

female.  

 Examining some of the items on the Perception of Barriers scale may provide some 

insight into the results for this question. An item from the scale reads as follows, “In my future 

career, I will probably be discriminated because of my sex.” Another item reads, “In my future 



 
 

88 
 

career, I will probably have difficulty getting time off when my children are sick.” These two 

questions may be more likely to be endorsed with “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” by women since 

these are issues that women typically have to think about more often than their male peers. 

Additionally, the Perception of Barriers scale was originally developed to examine the 

discrimination based on ethnicity and gender. Since females represented the majority of the non-

FGCS sample, even more so than identifying as a racial/ethnic minority in either group, it is 

possible that the scores on the scale reflect this fact. The lack of men and racial/ethnic minorities 

in the total sample is a limitation and will be discussed in a future section. 

Research Question 4 

This question aimed to explore whether there were differences in level of negative career 

thoughts between non-FGCS and FGCS. It was hypothesized that FGCS would experience 

higher levels of negative career thoughts. The results indicated that there were no statistically 

significant differences in levels of negative career thoughts between FGCS and non-FGCS. Both 

groups reported similar levels of negative career thoughts (non-FGCS group mean = 48.8, FGCS 

group mean = 50.2). Higher CTI scores indicate higher levels of negative career thoughts with 

the highest possible score being 144 points. 

Negative career thoughts are defined as the negative way one views oneself and how that 

view affects the individual’s ability to be engaged in career problem solving and decision making 

(Osborn, Howard, Leierer, 2007; Sampson et al., 1996a; Sampson et al., 1996b). Prior research 

regarding FGCS and negative career thoughts was limited and the results were conflicting. Using 

CTI total scores, Hartley (2009) found no significant differences between FGCS and other 
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college students on negative career thinking while Fowler (2012) found that FGCS status 

accounted for 60% of the variance in negative career thoughts.  

When trying to understand how the current study’s findings fit into this body of literature, 

it is important to explore the participants and settings used in Hartley’s and Fowler’s study. 

Hartley (2009) recruited her participants from a career planning course, which was comprised of 

mostly juniors and seniors. Fowler’s (2012) study used students from the general undergraduate 

population and had mostly sophomores in her study. The participants of each of these studies 

might help explain the conflicting findings. Hartley’s group was enrolled in an intervention, the 

career planning course, which might attract students who are experiencing similar levels of 

negative career thoughts. This similarity could account for the non-significant results.  

Fowler’s study, on the other hand, had individuals who were not involved in an 

intervention and were from the general student population. Her results indicating that 60% of the 

variance in negative career thoughts being accounted for by looking at FGCS status may be due 

to the inclusion of students with potentially varying levels of negative career thoughts. The 

current study’s findings are similar to the findings of Hartley’s study. This could be due to the 

fact that the majority of students in the FGCS group were participating in an intervention through 

the CARE program which may explain the similarity of their CTI scores to those of their non-

FGCS peers. 

 Another potential explanation for the lack of significant differences and the similar CTI 

mean scores for both groups could be that all types of college students often experience 

difficulties with the career development process. Members of each group might experience 

negative career thoughts for differing reasons. Both groups may feel overwhelmed and confused 
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about the process and are being tasked with making a decision they have never had to make 

before which may have influenced their responses on the CTI. 

Research Question 5 

 Question 5 was analyzed using a multiple regression to explore whether resilience level 

and social support could predict perception of barriers in both groups. The stepwise method was 

used with total scores on the CDRISC being entered first and the total scores on the SSA entered 

second. It was hypothesized that resilience level and perceived social support would predict 

perception of barriers in both groups. The results of the analysis revealed that resilience level and 

perceived social support accounted for 12.8% of the variance in perception of barriers, with 

resilience level accounting for 4.1% and perceived social support accounting for 8.6% of the 

variance in perception of barriers. This means that when observing the scores on the Perception 

of Barriers scale, scores on the measures for resilience and social support explained 12.8% of the 

variance in scores. Furthermore, perceived social support was a statistically significant predictor 

of perception of barriers while resilience level was not a statistically significant predictor. The 

results also indicated that there was a positive correlation between perceived social support and 

perception of barriers meaning that as perceived social support increased, so did the individual’s 

perception of barriers.  

 While the results of the analysis revealed one significant predictor, resilience levels and 

perceived social support only explained a small amount of the variance in perception of barriers. 

These results could be due to a number of factors and to begin to understand them it is necessary 

to revisit the definition of perception of barriers. Perception of barriers is a construct that is 

within individuals or their environments, and are conditions or events that can hinder career 

progress (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; Swanson & Woitke, 1997). The key to this construct 
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assessed by the Perception of Barriers measure, was that the barriers were expected and not 

actually experienced in the present. The Perception of Barriers measure asks respondents what 

barriers they believe they will experience in the future. The concepts of resilience and social 

support could be more impactful when actual barriers are experienced. 

 Resilience is seen as being developed and utilized when in the presence of trauma and 

was defined in this study as being qualities that enable an individual to thrive in the face of 

adversity (Connor & Davidson, 2003; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). The college environment 

may provide students with a support system and some protective elements that impact the extent 

to which students’ feel affected by any potential barriers. For example, they are in an 

environment that is concerned with their development, well-being, and aims to be inclusive. 

Other settings may not be as supportive which may be when students begin to feel the impact of 

any potential barriers. Resilience was not a significant predictor of perception of barriers and this 

could be because resilience is most apparent when adversity is being experienced presently. The 

Perception of Barriers scale assesses expectation of encountering barriers in the future which 

may explain why resilience was not a significant predictor in the current study. There is a 

measure that explores coping with perceived barriers that would be interesting to administer with 

the CDRISC to examine the relationship between resilience and the ability to cope with 

perceived barriers. 

 Research on social support suggests that having a network of friends, family, and faculty 

plays a significant role in college students’ ability to be successful in college (Awang et al., 

2014; Dennis et al., 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). A connection to individuals within the 

environment, and the subsequent support they provide, may help reduce the number of barriers 

perceived which may explain why this variable did not account for much of the variance in 
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perception of barriers. Additionally, it would be interesting to explore the connection between 

perceived social support and the ability to cope with barriers. Some research suggests that social 

support could be used as a means for managing stressful situations that may arise in college 

(Clauss-Ehlers & Wibrowski, 2007; Hertel, 2002). The positive correlation between social 

support and perception of barriers may be because people who perceive more barriers may also 

utilize strategies to help them cope (i.e., building social support networks). Since resilience 

levels and perceived social supports only explained 9.1% of the variance, it would be important 

to explore additional variables that may account for the other portion of the variance in 

perception of barriers.  

Research Question 6 

 Question 6 was aimed at exploring whether resilience levels and perceived social support 

could serve as predictors of negative career thoughts. It was hypothesized that resilience levels 

and perceived social support would not serve as predictors of negative career thoughts. The 

results of the analysis revealed that resilience levels and perceived social support accounted for 

19.8% of the variance in negative career thoughts with both variables being statistically 

significant. Resilience level accounted for 13.5% and perceived social support accounted for 

6.3% of the variance in negative career thoughts. There was a negative correlation between each 

of the predictor variables and the outcome variable meaning that when resilience level and 

perceived social support increased, negative career thoughts decreased.  

 Negative career thoughts can “impair the ability to effectively solve career problems and 

make career decision” (Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 1996b, p. 1). This 

construct is concerned with the thoughts that individuals experience related to their career and 

how these thoughts, negative or positive, impact the process. As mentioned previously, resilience 
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can be viewed through Connor’s model where there are five constructs of resilience: positive, 

focused, flexible, organized, and proactive. Each of these constructs has some connection to the 

thoughts experienced by individuals and how these thoughts help them be resilient in the face of 

adversity. The results of the analysis revealed a negative correlation between resilience levels 

and negative career thoughts, where an increase in resilience level results in a decrease in 

negative career thoughts. Possessing a resilient attitude is beneficial when experiencing negative 

career thoughts which could be considered a type of adversity.  

 For example, the positive, flexible, and proactive constructs of Connor’s model are 

possessed by individuals who are self-assured and secure, view their lives as full of opportunity, 

and who can embrace change and uncertainty instead of being fearful (Connor, 1992). Having 

these characteristics might help individuals to reframe any negative career thoughts experienced 

that cause them to be overwhelmed or unsure of themselves in the career development process. 

Furthermore, the other constructs within the model, focused and organized, are connected to two 

other aspects of the CIP pyramid, self-knowledge and the CASVE cycle. Where self-knowledge 

allows individuals to know what they want to achieve (focused construct) and may be able to 

utilize a structured way to approach dealing with ambiguity (organized construct) to solve 

career-related problems (Connor, 1992; Sampson et al., 2004). These constructs are found in 

resilient individuals, so when the construct of focused and organized are low or underdeveloped 

it is possible that negative career thoughts are more likely to be experienced. 

 Perceived social support also served as a statistically significant predictor of negative 

career thoughts with a negative correlation. Research regarding social support in college students 

suggests that possessing a strong social support network helps them become more acclimated to 

the university, helps them identify and achieve their goals, and find satisfaction with their 
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choices (Awang et al., 2014; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Yalcin, 2011). Students who perceive 

high levels of social support may experience lower levels of negative career thoughts because 

this support provides them with a network to learn about career/major options, clarify their self-

knowledge, and feel positive about their decisions.  

 Another effect of social support is the potential impact on depression where students who 

have adequate social support are less likely to experience depression (Zhou et al., 2013). This is 

important to note since studies by Walker and Peterson (2012) and Dieringer et al. (in press) 

found significant positive correlations between negative career thoughts and depression. It 

appears that lack of social support and negative career thoughts are both related to depression, 

which in turn suggests that increasing perceived social support may help decrease depression and 

negative career thoughts. As in previous research, these variables only explained a relatively 

small portion of the variance in negative career thoughts. Therefore, it would be important for 

future research to continue to explore what variables impact negative career thoughts in the 

college population and FGCS in particular.  

Limitations 

 There are several limitations to this study that may make it difficult to generalize the 

findings to other settings. The following section will discuss limitations in sampling, the 

measures, and prior research. 

Limitations in Sampling 

 Before the findings of any given study can be generalized to other settings and 

populations it is important to examine the participant demographics. The current study’s sample 

may make it difficult to generalize the findings to other settings because there was an 

overrepresentation of individuals who identified as female and White. This sample reflects the 
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demographics of the institution where the sample was obtained (FSU Office of Institutional 

Research, 2017), however, these demographics limit the generalizability to other ethnic groups 

and genders. Furthermore, this study was aimed at understanding the differences between non-

FGCS and FGCS and there was unequal representation of groups within the sample. The 

overrepresentation of non-FGCS may make it difficult to truly understand the potential 

differences between non-FGCS and FGCS on the variables explored.  

Implications of the Study 

Implications for Theory 

 The current study may provide information that can help reinforce certain aspects of the 

two theories that were utilized as a foundation for this study, which were social cognitive career 

theory (SCCT; Betz & Hackett, 1981; Lent, 2013) and cognitive information processing theory 

(CIP; Sampson et al., 2004). Both theories have been well-researched and have a wide range of 

data supporting their use and efficacy. The current study expands the body of research for each 

theory and may provide new insights into their use and efficacy.  

 SCCT concepts that were relevant to the current study were environmental barriers and 

self-efficacy of an individual (Lent, 2013). The study’s findings suggested that perception of 

barriers to career and educational goals could be partially explained by resilience levels and 

perceived social support. An interesting aspect of this finding was that there were positive 

correlations between resilience and perception of barriers and perceived social support and 

perception of barriers. The literature regarding SCCT highlights the negative impact of 

environmental barriers to individuals’ ability to work towards their career goals (Lent, 2013). 

The findings of this study suggest that environmental barriers may help foster resilience which 

may allow individuals to expect and navigate barriers.  



 
 

96 
 

 These findings could provide a different way to view the presence of perceived barriers in 

the environment and their ability to deter individuals from pursuing their goals. Those 

individuals with high levels of resilience and perceived social support may be used to 

experiencing barriers in their lives since barriers and adversity are seen as necessary to becoming 

resilient. Therefore, instead of thinking about barriers as a negative to career goals in all 

situations, it may be important to also consider how a person’s internal characteristics, such as 

resilience, impact the perception of barriers in pursuing career interests and goals. Furthermore, 

the positive correlation between social support and perceived barriers suggests that barriers may 

encourage individuals to seek out others to help them overcome adversity. Perceived barriers 

may serve as a motivator for people to build coping strategies to manage expected barriers. It 

would be useful to continue to explore the connection between resilience, perceived social 

support, and perception of barriers to learn more about how they interact.  

 The study’s findings also provide some insight into the other theory utilized in this study, 

CIP, with the finding that suggests that resilience can explain a portion of the variance in 

negative career thoughts. Negative career thoughts reflect how individuals view themselves and 

how this view impacts their career problem-solving and decision-making process (Sampson et 

al., 1996b). Resilience has been defined as qualities possessed by individuals that enable them to 

thrive when facing adversity (Connor & Davidson, 2003). Given this definition, it makes sense 

that as level of resilience increases, negative career thoughts decrease.  

Since resilience allows individuals to feel as though they can overcome most obstacles 

placed in their way, it is reasonable to assume that they also embody the positive construct of 

resilience as well, which states that they are self-assured and view the complexities of life as 

opportunities (Connor, 1992). Items on the Career Thoughts Inventory, which was used to assess 
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negative career thoughts, highlight how respondents may doubt their ability to make good 

decisions in the face of complex situations related to their academic and career choices (Sampson 

et al., 1996a). This finding may provide some insight into personal characteristics that influence 

the experience of negative career thoughts. Through reframing, which is an intervention to help 

individuals manage negative career thoughts (Sampson et al., 2004), the characteristic of 

resilience may be fostered. Reframing is the process of examining a person’s negative career 

thoughts and finding ways to challenge and alter those thoughts (Sampson et al., 1996b). 

Understanding how the current study’s findings relate to the theories utilized is important 

since theory can be a useful guide to evidence-based practice (Sampson, Bullock-Yowell, 

Dozier, Osborn, & Lenz, 2017). The following section will discuss the implications of the 

findings to practice. 

Implications for Practice 

 The aim of the present study was to learn more about the FGCS population and how they 

compare to non-FGCS on four variables, resilience, social support, perception of barriers, and 

negative career thoughts. Two theories, social cognitive theory and cognitive information 

processing theory, were used to frame the study to help understand how the variables mentioned 

above might impact the career development process. The findings may provide practitioners with 

support for interventions already in place and ideas for new interventions to continue to support 

FGCS and college students in general. To fully understand the findings of the study and their 

implications for practice, it is necessary to revisit some of the information gleaned from the 

literature review regarding this population and the variables of interest. 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, FGCS often possess unique characteristics that may make it 

challenging for them to be successful in college. Earlier research suggested that some of the 
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characteristics that may make college more difficult were that FGCS were more likely to identify 

as racial/ethnic minorities, be from lower SES backgrounds, and have more familial 

responsibilities (Bui, 2002; Chen & Carroll, 2005; Gibbons & Border, 2010; Hertel, 2002; Pike 

& Kuh, 2005). Barriers anticipated by FGCS were also found to shape how they enter higher 

education with some beginning at 2 year institutions (Gibbons & Border, 2010), taking remedial 

courses (Boyett, 2010), and being less academically prepared than their non-FGCS peers (Bui, 

2002; Chen & Carroll, 2005). These factors suggest that, when comparing FGCS and non-FGCS, 

non-FGCS would have an advantage to FGCS in navigating college life and persisting. This 

study’s findings suggest otherwise, with no statistically significant differences being found 

between FGCS and non-FGCS in levels of resilience, perceived social support, and negative 

career thoughts. The results encourage researchers to consider what interventions and programs 

are in place that allow FGCS to remain on par with non-FGCS? 

There are several aspects of the study’s setting that may account for FGCS success. For 

example, some of the FGCS in the study were involved in the CARE (n = 68) (Center for 

Academic Retention and Enhancement) program which aims to recruit, prepare, and support 

FGCS and other students who are at a financial or educational disadvantage (CARE, 2016). 

Through this program, CARE students gain access to a network of staff members whose primary 

job is to finds ways to help this population be successful. They do this through talking with their 

students about their academic and personal goals, connecting them to resources on campus such 

as the career center, various academic units, etc., and by providing the students with a space to 

connect with others students in a similar situation. The social support gained by participating in 

this program may allow the students to feel more connected to the campus. The 68 students in 

the CARE program might have raised the scores on the assessments for the FGCS group due to 
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this additional support. Other institutions and practitioners may want to find ways to develop and 

create specific programming that provides student with direct access to other students, staff, and 

faculty.  

 Furthermore, it would be helpful for practitioners to find ways to develop resilience in 

FGCS which may in turn reduce negative career thinking. As suggested by this study’s findings, 

there is a statistically significant negative correlation between resilience and negative career 

thinking. Connor’s (1992) noted that there are five constructs that can create a resilient 

individual: positive, focused, flexible, organized, and proactive. The positive construct can be 

developed by using a similar method from in CIP to address negative career thinking: reframing. 

Reframing is the process of examining the negative career thought and finding a way to change 

the thought to become more positive and realistic (Sampson et al., 1996b). The positive construct 

requires individuals to view the fact that their lives are filled with complexities as a chance to 

engage in various opportunities (Connor, 1992). For example, the item that reads, “The views of 

important people in my life interfere with choosing a field of study or occupation” may be 

changed to “I will listen to my parents’ views about occupations, but I need to make a choice that 

is good for me. (Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 1996c). This reframe takes a 

complex view of the individual’s career problem and finds a way to highlight the opportunity for 

growth within the challenge. This intervention can help foster the positive construct which 

develops resilience and may reduce negative career thoughts.  

 In fact, there are many interventions within CIP that can connect to Connor’s model to 

help build resilient students. For example, the organized construct states that individuals can use 

a structured approached when faced with ambiguity (Connor, 1992). CIP utilizes the CASVE 

cycle which is a decision-making model that encourages individuals to move through each phase 



 
 

100 
 

when making a career-related decision. As a means for building resilient individuals, 

practitioners might find it beneficial to utilize a theory with interventions that focus on decision 

making, reframing negative thoughts, and goal setting. CIP is a theory that aims to help students 

in each of these areas and may be useful in helping FGCS be successful in college and beyond. 

Research on the use of CIP theory in career planning shows positive outcomes in classes that 

include FGCS and non-FGCS (Brown, 2015).  

Additionally, CIP incorporates many of the “critical ingredients” necessary for a career 

choice intervention to be efficacious (Brown et al., 2003). The critical ingredients are comprised 

of helping people identify goals for the future, providing opportunities to gather and process 

career-related information in the moment, encouraging individuals to gather and use information 

without a counselor, having individuals compare fields of interest through written activities, 

providing individual assistance when information is inconsistent, and having examples of 

individuals who have successfully navigated the career exploration and decision-making process 

(Brown et al., 2003). There are interventions that are often used with CIP that incorporate these 

critical ingredients, such as using an Individual Learning Plan to identify goals, that could help to 

develop address negative career thoughts and build resilience.  

 One way to explore these possible interventions further is through research that adds to 

the literature and body of knowledge regarding this population. The next section will discuss 

implications for future research. The implications for research have emerged from the limitations 

of the present study and new questions that have been identified as a result of the findings.  

Implications for Research 

 The implications for future research come from the delimitations known prior to the start 

of the study, limitations that were revealed after the study was conducted, the study’s findings, 
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and new questions that may be useful to explore considering the study’s results. One of the first 

implications comes from the study’s delimitations. As mentioned in Chapter 3, there were some 

known aspects of the study that might make it difficult to generalize any findings. First, the study 

obtained FGCS participants from the CARE office and the general student population. Since the 

CARE office provides affiliated students with programs aimed at assisting FGCS during their 

time in college they may have a different college experience than those FGCS not affiliated with 

CARE. With that being said, it would be interesting to examine the differences on the variables 

explored in this study between those FGCS in the CARE programs and those who are not to 

learn more about how the support from CARE potentially influences FGCS college experience. 

Findings from such a study might provide insight into the efficacy of a program like CARE and 

other programs tailored for this group. Additionally, the sample in the present study was majority 

female and White, which makes it difficult to generalize the findings to other genders and 

races/ethnicities. The sample had unequal groups of FGCS and non-FGCS as well.  

One way to address these limitations may be to rethink the procedure used in obtaining 

participants. To address the gender and race/ethnicity limitation, future researchers may want to 

obtain participants from multiple sources. The current study used a research pool and courses in 

the College of Education which may possess more women in general due to the field of 

education having more women represented. To address the limitation of unequal groups, it may 

be beneficial for researchers to spend more time collecting responses from FGCS in their 

common spaces. For example, if there is an office or program designated for FGCS it may be 

helpful for future researchers to spend several hours asking for volunteers. If online surveys are 

used, the research may benefit from having a tablet or laptop available for participants to take the 

surveys on site.  
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 The following implications of the current study come from the findings presented earlier 

in the manuscript. The study’s findings suggested that both level of resilience and social support 

serve as significant predictors in perception of barriers and negative career thoughts (12.8% of 

the variance in perception of barriers and 19.8% of the variance in negative career thinking). 

Both findings account for a relatively small portion of the variance in these two variables. Future 

research should aim to explore other variables that may account for the variance in perception of 

barriers and negative career thoughts. What other personal characteristics or aspects of the 

college experience influence level of perceived barriers and negative career thoughts with these 

groups? This could be useful for researchers to explore to help gain a better understanding of 

what helps not only FGCS, but all students feel confident in successfully navigating college and 

career development tasks. 

 One of the other interesting findings is the negative correlation between resilience and 

negative career thoughts. This potential connection would be useful to explore further to help 

practitioners and researchers gain a better understanding of the impact of resilience on career 

development. If additional significant correlations are found between these two variables, it 

could provide practitioners with another method of managing negative career thoughts. These 

suggestions for future research could help fill the gap in the literature regarding these variables 

and the FGCS population.  

Conclusion 

College campuses are more diverse than in the past and student issues have also become 

more challenging (American Psychological Association, 2016; National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2013). One of the primary tasks of universities is to help college students manage their 

concerns so they can be successful in achieving their goals (Kadison, 2004). Earlier research 
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suggested that FGCS may arrive to college campuses with deficits in their academic 

preparedness, knowledge of how institutions function, and social support are FGCS (Boyett, 

2010; Bui, 2002; Chen & Carroll, 2005). Previous research also indicated that these students 

were different from “traditional” college students. The aim of the present study was to learn 

more about FGCS and non-FGCS and several variables: resilience, perceived social support, 

perception of barriers, and negative career thoughts. The study’s findings highlight the need to 

continue to support FGCS to help manage any deficits they may bring with them to college to 

help them achieve their academic and career goals. However, the findings also reveal that FGCS 

and non-FGCS are more alike than expected in the present sample. The reduction, or 

management, of any deficits that FGCS in this sample may enter college with shows how useful 

supportive campus resources can be in allowing FGCS to be successful. Offices like CARE, 

ACE, and other similar units may play a role in supporting FGCS in college and beyond. The 

present study reinforces the need to continue to conduct research regarding the connection 

between the abovementioned variables and how they play a role in college student success and 

this population in general.   
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APPENDIX A 

PARTICIPANT DATA SHEET 

PLEASE COMPLETE THE INFORMATION BELOW.  

1.  Age (in years) 

2.  Gender  (1=Male  2=Female  3= Prefer not to respond)  

3.  Racial/Ethnic Group  

1. African American  

2. Native American   

3. Asian-American/Pacific Islander   

4. Hispanic-American   

5. Caucasian   

6. Multiracial   

7. Other                                              

8. Prefer not to respond 

4.  What is your class standing? ___________ 

1. Freshman     

2. Sophomore    

 3. Junior     

4. Senior   

5. Graduate student   

 6. Other 

5.  What is your major (If undecided, write undecided)? ___________________________ 

6.  Do you live on-campus?  

 Yes    No  

7. Please check the response below that best fits your situation. 

 1. Both of my parents/guardians attended college    

2. One of my parents/guardians attended college  
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3. Neither of my parents/guardians attended college 

4. Not sure  

8. Are you a Center for Academic Retention and Enrichment (CARE) program participant?   

             Yes      No 
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APPENDIX B 

10-ITEM CONNOR-DAVIDSON RESILIENCE SCALE  

Over the past month, please mark the response that most accurately describes you:  

1. Able to adapt to change  

 (0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

2. Can deal with whatever comes   

(0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

3. Tries to see humorous side of problems   

(0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

4. Coping with stress can strengthen me  

 (0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

5. Tend to bounce back after illness or hardship   

(0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

6. Can achieve goals despite obstacles   

(0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

7. Can stay focused under pressure  

 (0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

8. Not easily discouraged by failure 

  (0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time 

 9. Thinks of self as strong person  

 (0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time  

10. Can handle unpleasant feelings  

 (0) Rarely true (1) sometimes true (3) often true (4) true nearly all the time 
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APPENDIX C 

SOCIAL SUPPORT APPRAISAL SCALE  

Below are a list of statements about your relationship with family and friends. Please 

indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement as being true. 

(circle one number in each row)  

My friends respect me..........................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

My family cares for me very much...............................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I am not important to others.......................................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

My family holds me in high esteem....  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I am well liked.........................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I can rely on my friends.........................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I am really admired by my family........  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I am respected by other people..........  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I am loved dearly by my family............  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

My friends don’t care about my welfare....................................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

Members of my family rely on me.....  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   
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I am held in high-esteem....................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I can’t rely on my family for support..  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

People admire me..................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I feel a strong bond with my friends...  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

My friends look out for me...................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I feel valued by other people................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

My family really respects me................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

My friends and I are really important to each other...........................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I feel like I belong...................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

If I died tomorrow, very few people will miss me.............................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

I don’t feel close to members of my family.......................................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   

My friends and I have done a lot for each other........................................  

(1) Strongly Disagree (2) Disagree (3) Agree (4) Strongly Agree   
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APPENDIX D 

PERCEPTION OF BARRIERS SCALE 

Each of the statements below begins with, "In my future career, I will probably...", or a similar 

phrase.  Please respond to each statement according to what you think (or guess) will be true for 

you. 

"In my future career,        Strongly          Not              Strongly 

I will probably...."          Agree          Sure       Disagree 

1.  ... be treated differently     A B C D E  

 because of my sex. 

2.  ... be treated differently    A B C D E 

 because of my ethnic/racial  

 background.  

3.  ... experience negative comments  A B C D E 

 about my sex (such as insults 

 or rude jokes).   

4.  ... experience negative comments  A B C D E 

 about my racial/ethnic background  

 (such as insults or rude jokes). 

5.  ... have a harder time getting hired  A B C D E 

 than people of the opposite sex. 

6.  ... have a harder time getting  A B C D E 

 hired than people of other  
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 racial/ethnic backgrounds. 

7.  ... experience discrimination  A B C D E 

 because of my sex. 

8.  ... experience discrimination  A B C D E 

 because of my racial/ethnic 

 background. 

9. ... have difficulty finding   A B C D E 

 quality daycare for my children. 

10. ... have difficulty getting time  A B C D E 

 off when my children are sick. 

11. ... have difficulty finding work  A B C D E 

 that allows me to spend time 

 with my family.  

For each item below, finish the sentence with:  "... currently a barrier to my educational 

aspirations."  For example, Item 14 would read:  "Money problems are ... currently a barrier to 

my educational aspirations." 

      Strongly          Not            Strongly 

      Agree           Sure           Disagree 

12.  Money problems are...   A B C D E 

13.  Family problems are...   A B C D E 

14.  Not being smart enough is...  A B C D E 

15.  Negative family attitudes    A B C D E 

 about college are... 
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16.  Not fitting in at college is...  A B C D E 

17.  Lack of support from teachers is... A B C D E 

18.  Not being prepared enough is...  A B C D E 

19.  Not knowing how to study well is... A B C D E 

20.  Not having enough confidence is... A B C D E 

21.  Lack of support from friends to  A B C D E 

        pursue my educational aspirations is... 

22.  My gender is...    A B C D E 

23.  People's attitudes about my gender are... A B C D E 

24.  My ethnic background is...  A B C D E 

25.  People's attitudes about my ethnic A B C D E 

       background are... 

26.  Childcare concerns are...   A B C D E 

27.  Lack of support from my "significant A B C D E 

       other" to pursue education is...   

28.  My desire to have children is...  A B C D E 

29.  Relationship concerns are...  A B C D E 

30.  Having to work while I go to school is... A B C D E 

31.  Lack of role models or mentors is... A B C D E 

32.  Lack of financial support is...  A B C D E 
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APPENDIX E  

CAREER THOUGHTS INVENTORY  

 Due to licensing laws, the Career Thoughts Inventory could not be included in the 

appendices of this dissertation. 
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APPENDIX F 

CONSENT OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

Title: The Relationship Among First-Generation College Student Status and Resilience, 

Social Support, Perceived Barriers, and Negative Career Thoughts 

This is research project being conducted by Vanessa Freeman, a graduate student, under the 

supervision of Dr. Janet Lenz from the Department of Education at Florida State University. We 

are inviting you to participate in this research project if you meet the following requirements: 1) 

you are a current student at Florida State University, 2) you are 18 years of age or older. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of the proposed study is to gain an understanding of how level of resiliency and 

social support are related to perception of barriers and negative career thoughts in a sample of 

first-generation college students and non-first-generation college students. 

PROCEDURES OF TEST 

If you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to complete online questionnaires 

related to resilience, social support, perception of educational and career barriers, and experience 

of negative career thoughts as well as a participant data sheet. Filling out these questionnaires 

should take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. 

After completing the research materials, you may choose to participate in a raffle to win one of 

five $25 Amazon gift cards by providing your contact information.  

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

There are minimal risks associated with this study.  However, there is a possibility that slight 

emotional distress may be experienced due to reflecting on your experiences in college. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR SOCIETY 

There are no tangible benefits from participating in this study. However, the results may help 

investigators/service providers learn more about the relationship that resilience and social 

support plays in a student’s perception of barriers and negative career thoughts. This research 

may help improve future services for college students, including first-generation college 

students.  

COSTS AND PAYMENTS FOR PARTICIPATION 

There are no costs or payments for participation in this research study.  

CONFIDENTIALITY 
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Your survey responses and your contact information (if you choose to participate in the raffle) 

will be kept completely confidential. Your name and other identifying information will not be 

linked to your survey responses. Your survey responses are only accessible to the investigators. 

All data will be kept electronically and will be password protected. Data from this study will 

only be provided to others as required by law. Data will be maintained to the degree permitted by 

the technology used. 

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  You may decide not to participate or you 

may withdraw from the study at any time without consequences.  You may also skip any 

questions that you do not want to answer and still remain in the study.  

IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 

If you have any questions or concerns about the research or need alternative formats of the 

survey (i.e. Braille, large printout), you may contact the Florida State University investigator, 

Vanessa Freeman via e-mail at xxx or Dr. Janet Lenz at xxx. 

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS 

You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You 

are not waiving any legal rights because of your participation in this research study.  If you have 

questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact the Office of Research – Human 

Subjects, Florida State University, 2010 Levy Avenue, Suite 276-C, Tallahassee, Florida, 32306; 

(850) 644-8633 or e-mail to bhodges@fsu.edu. 

By selecting ‘agree’ below, I acknowledge that I am at least 18 years of age; I have read the 

consent form or have had it read to me; my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and 

I voluntarily agree to participate in this research study and I understand I can withdraw my 

participation at any time. 

Agree 

Do not agree 
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APPENDIX G 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM: USE OF HUMAN SUBJECTS IN RESEARCH 
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