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EDITOR’S NOTE

John B. Craig, Ed.D.

John B. Craig, Ed.D., is Assistant Professor of Educational Development 
and Director of the Academic Development Program at West Chester 
University of Pennsylvania and has been in the field of higher education 
for over 20 years.

This inaugural edition of the Journal of Access, Retention and Inclusion in 
Higher Education (JARIHE), formerly the ACT 101 Journal is an important 
contribution to the field of education, in general, and developmental educa-
tion, in particular. The work published herein represents research, best and 
promising practices which add to the overall student experience and leads 
to student success. Students who enter post-secondary institutions by way of 
special admissions programs and students who enter college having to take at 
least one developmental course are often stigmatized, marginalized and made 
to feel intellectually inferior. In some cases, faculty and staff have viewed 
such students from a deficit perspective rather than from a strengths-based 
perspective. This must change such that all faculty and staff view all students 
from a strengths-based perspective. All students must be supported and 
deserve to be taught by faculty who appreciate what each student’s strengths 
are; and, when those strengths have been identified, faculty and staff must 
work to build upon those strengths. As educators committed to the success of 
students in developmental programs, we must continue to advocate, some-
times loudly for our students.  

This issue of JARIHE contains work which reports on successful programs, 
learning support strategies and discusses the history of developmental educa-
tion. These articles are meant to be useful for practitioners and faculty, policy 
makers/legislators and college/university administrators. The authors who 
contributed to this issue are also committed to student success and have pre-
sented very cogent pieces which are to be utilized in our work with students. 
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FOREWORD

Dr. Deborah Daiek, NADE President

As the current President of the National Association for Devel-
opmental Education, NADE, I applaud the work of the Journal of 
Access, Retention and Inclusion in Higher Education, JARIHE, for 
its critical contributions to our field.  More research initiatives from 
those within our field who advocate for access and support are nec-
essary, especially for underserved students. Access without support is 
not access.  

The Journal’s decision to change its name was timely and intelli-
gent. Developmental education is currently the focus and hot topic 
of debate and discourse throughout our country.  It is one of the 
most complex and misunderstood fields in higher education.  Most 
educators, outside of the field, limit its scope to remedial courses and 
reduce the recommended changes to a “one-size-fits-all approach.”  
NADE is experiencing the same need to consider a name change.  
Regarding the confusion with the term and work within the field, 
developmental education, it is good to have a title that explains 
precisely the Journal’s mission.  The Journal has done just that: The 
Journal of Access, Retention and Inclusion in Higher Education.  The 
new title supports the heart of our work.

 JARIHE, provides a comprehensive understanding of the field 
through its support of research in all areas of developmental edu-
cation; from access to completion, through scholarly research.  
The articles examine our work in relevant and applicable ways. It 
provides a national opportunity to share and discuss growing and 
wide-ranging concerns, such as current retention rates, student 
placement, access and inclusion, as well as financial obstacles related 
to developmental education courses, services and programs. It is 
written by practitioners, for practitioners.  It attempts to take in 
hand all aspects, levels and current trends within the field.   It is also 
written to address current reform concerns so that decision makers, 
i.e., administrators and legislators who wish to expand their knowl-
edge and understanding of the field may use the journal to make 
more informed decisions regarding institutional and state policy 
changes.

Kudos!



1

ARTICLE 1

The Education Bridge: A Longitudinal Analysis of the ACT 
101 Programs’ Effectiveness on Student Success
Dr. Chuck A. Baker, Delaware County Community College

ABSTRACT

Scrutiny has been placed upon the K-12 program and its ability to effectively prepare 
students as learners and SAT performance has been used as a barometer of the efficacy 
of K-12 programs. Colleges keep records on academic performance and job placement 
rates to examine effectiveness. Less is known about the utility of compensatory programs’ 
linking poor students from high school to college. One of these programs is ACT 101. The 
purpose of this research is to examine the ability of the ACT 101 program to be supportive 
assisting students in adequately preparing for college. During the summers of 2005, 2010, 
and 2016, students in the Act 101 program were analyzed for their levels of skill, will, and 
self-regulation using the LASSI assessment. Findings show that the ACT 101 program 
sufficiently establishes student competencies that aide successful navigation of college and 
enhance the likelihood that students have productive results as learners.    

Poverty and Academic Achievement

Substantial information has been written about socio-economic class and SAT 
performance and results suggest that socioeconomic background is associat-
ed with SAT outcomes (Zwick et al., 2007; Zwick et al., 2011; Dixon-Roman 
et al., 2013). Since many institutions of higher education use the SAT scores 
as a sifting and sorting mechanism for who gets accepted in, the relationship 
between socio-economics and college access establishes a tautological process 
in which well-to-do parents begat well-to-do college students. Since education 
is a means of upward mobility, this circular process establishes impediments 
for equity for poorer families. Recent data shows that the average income for 
those with high school degrees was $19,422. Those with Associates Degrees had 
mean incomes of $21,539 and Bachelor Degrees had mean incomes of $35,121. 
Given that education is the gateway out of poverty, intergenerational mobili-
ty as measured through econometric elasticity models should reflect positive 
gains between baby boomers, generation X cohorts, and millennials unless 
these impediments dilute the upward mobility of the poor. Mazunder in Corak 
(2013) examined the elasticity scores of intergenerational mobility in the United 
States of America from 1950 to 2000. Lower elasticity scores occurred in the 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s (i.e., .30, .32, .35 respectfully) the time period in which 
baby boomers were entering the job market when compared to the 1990s, and 
2000s when elasticity scores reflect less intergenerational mobility (i.e., .55, .57) 
for generation Xers and millennials upward mobility. Decreases in intergener-
ational mobility intensify resource scarcity for those who already experience 
impoverishment.  
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Those who suffer from resource scarcity are more likely to attribute negative 
outcomes to be a result of personal flaws (e.g., a lack of industriousness) and 
less likely to attribute them to structural factors (e.g. race, gender) (Godfrey 
& Wolf, 2015) and yet, students who learn to take control of their academ-
ic performance through attributional information designed to encourage, 
personal-effort, and motivate perform better (Noel et, al, 1987). In addition, 
resource scarcity may provoke out-group hostilities and increase ethnocentrism 
(Hobfoll & Lily, 1993; Hobfoll & Shirom, 2001; Hobfoll, 2004). Furthermore, 
since at least 1977, research has supported the association between economic 
impoverishment and lower scholastic expectations. Samuel Bowles showed that 
students whose families were poor were less likely to desire to go to college than 
were students who lived with families of wealth. In addition, research supports 
that poor students are significantly more likely to drop out of school, have lower 
grades than other students who do not live in poverty, and perform worse on 
standardized tests (Balfanz & legters, 2004; Guskey, 2011; Hopson & Lee, 2011; 
Reardon, 2011; Stuart & Hamel, 2011). In essence, the relationship between 
childhood impoverishment and less-than-satisfactory academic performance is 
well corroborated (Center of Education Policy, 2011; Reardon, 2011; Tavernise, 
2012). 

Support Programs and Academic Achievement

The desire to help disadvantaged groups can be dated back to Lyndon Johnson’s 
War on Poverty in 1964. An attribute of the program was the desire to eliminate 
the gap between the rich and poor by increasing the academic benefits that poor 
students receive. During this epoch, compensatory education programs, like 
head start and kindergarten have been utilized to establish a solid foundation 
for the education of youth. Along this route, compensatory programs have 
become one of the primary means to diminish or eradicate the learnings gap 
(Office of Head Start, 2017). 

Several studies have supported the importance of compensatory programs and 
academic achievement. Research by Matthews and Mellon (2012) shows that 
English-themed programs implemented over one month during the sum-
mer increase positive student attitudes and behaviors important to academic 
achievement and diminish the learnings gap for English as a Second Language 
learners. Li. et, al (2009) found that students who participated in a summer 
enrichment program during middle school were more likely to take Advance 
Placement (AP) courses, major in math/science courses, and were more likely 
to desire to earn a doctorate while in high school. According to Crosnoe et al, 
(2015) children who come from low income families received substantial ben-
efits from participation in school activity programs when examining academic 
performance results. Goldstein et al, (2017) shows that for students who live in 
highly concentrated poverty tracks, early intervention substantially increases 
vocabulary acquisition.  In the United States Military Academy, Ince and Priest 
(1998) used the LASSI to compare the student performance of three groups 
after one of the three went through a student success course. The other two 
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groups were control groups. Results indicated that the student success course 
group had improved performance on LASSI test measures when compared to 
the control groups.   

LASSI Assessment Tool

Education has been described as a middle class pedagogy. School curricu-
lum are designed to teach middle class norms, values, language, and beliefs 
(Henslin, 2014). Ray Rist’s (1970) research supports that students who use 
middle class words and appear to come from affluent families get higher levels 
of interaction in the classroom and by the end of the academic year, more favor-
able results. Rist’s (1970) work is corroborated by Sternberg and Zhang (2000) 
who show the importance of student comprehension of the processes involved 
in the institution of education increases student outcomes.    

The Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI) instrument has been used 
as an assessment tool to examine academic abilities of students from a variety of 
backgrounds. The LASSI is a good assessment tool for students to utilize. As a 
means of understanding college level learning, Kovach and Wilgosh (1999) used 
the LASSI as a tool to examine students with learning difficulties and highlight-
ed skill deficiencies requiring remedial courses before the students had irreduc-
ible academic problems. The LASSI is an assessment tool that is widely accepted 
for its reliability and validity when examining several important factors in 
student learning. It is typically used as a means to assess student’s levels of skill, 
will and self-regulation for successful academic results (Gornick, 1997; McDon-
ald, 1997; Reaume, 1997). In essence the LASSI is an assessment tool that:

Focus(es) on both covert and overt thoughts, behaviors, attitudes and beliefs 
that relate to successful learning and that can be altered  through educational 
interventions. Research has repeatedly demonstrated that these factors contrib-
ute significantly to success in college and that they can be learned or enhanced 
through educational interventions such as learning and study skills courses 
(www.hhpublishing.com).

Act 101 Program

K. Leroy Irvis was a civil rights leader and political visionary who spent almost 
three decades in politics. The first African American to be elected Speaker 
of the House in Pennsylvania, he created ACT 101 in 1971 (Associated Press, 
2006). Every summer, students from economically disadvantaged homes par-
ticipate in the ACT 101 program in many of the universities in the Common-
wealth of Pennsylvania. 

The ACT 101 program is a demanding learning curriculum implemented that 
extends aid to students who meet rudimentary financial prerequisites. The 
program is designed to help students who need to develop scholastic skills that 
may enhance their capabilities of successfully navigating college and earning 
their degree. A college in Southeast Pennsylvania, for example, has an Act 101 
program implemented during the summer that offers courses in Developmental 
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English, Developmental Reading, Developmental Math, Computer Processing, 
Personal Growth and a Study Skills curriculum (www.dccc.edu). After comple-
tion of the summer Act 101 program, students have access to college skills and 
career exploration workshops, on- campus tutoring, academic advising, college 
classes and other student services and support mechanisms. 

The program has shown success. In the 2012-2013 academic year, for instance, 
approximately 71 percent of the students who participated remained in col-
lege. The two year retention rate was almost 65 percent. In addition to strong 
retention rates, ACT 101 student course completion rates mimicked those of 
non-ACT 101 students. In 2012-2013, almost 89 percent of ACT 101 students 
successfully completed courses while a little less than 91 percent of non-ACT 

Methodology

This research examines student academic performance at a college in South-
eastern Pennsylvania. The college has approximately 13,000 students. About 
56 percent of the population is non-minority and 61 percent are under the age 
of 25.  The researcher gathered data from the ACT 101 program to examine 
student performance in 2005, 2010, and 2016. These three cohort groups allow 
for a longitudinal assessment of the program’s efficacy by incorporating a pre-
posttest design to analyze changes in each cohort group’s level of skill, will, and 
self-regulation. To measure the possible cohort changes, this research design 
incorporates the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI) tool. 

The LASSI was selected because of its easy administration, its association with 
the types of programs offered by the Act 101 program, the relatively quick 
computational results it presents and the rich data which it can provide. The 
LASSI is composed of ten subscales and can be used as a diagnostic instrument 
and a prescriptive tool. The ten subscales are measure a student’s: Motiva-
tion, Attitude, Anxiety, Concentration, Information Processing, Use of Study 
Aids, Test Taking Strategies, Selecting the Main Idea in Readings, Use of Time 
Management, and Self Testing. With its three primary components (skill, 
will, and self-regulation), the LASSI subscales are designed to measure each of 
these components. The Skill component of the LASSI scale is measured by the 
subscales of information Processing, Selecting Main Ideas and Test Strategies. 
The Will component of the LASSI scale is measured by the subscales of Anxiety, 
Attitude and Motivation, and the Self-Regulation component of the LASSI scale 
is measured by the subscales of Concentration, Self-Testing, Study Aids, and 
Time Management. The LASSI can be used to provide information about stu-
dent weaknesses when compared to similar students so that interventions can 
be developed to strengthen those weak areas of learning, test taking, self-reg-
ulation, motivation, time management and study skills. The alpha coefficients 
of each subscale component are shown below. Each of these components has a 
coefficient alpha over .70. Table 1.1 lists the coefficient alphas for each subscale.  
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Table 1.1

Subscale Coefficient Alpha

Anxiety .87

Attitude .77

Concentration .86

Info. Processing .84

Motivation .84

Self-Testing .84

Select Main Ideas .89

Study Aids .73

Time Management .85

Test Strategies .80

Table 1.1: LASSI Subscale Alpha Coefficients

The subscales illustrate that the internal consistency of each factor is relatively 
sound. Study Aids has the lowest alpha coefficient at .73 and Selecting Main 
Ideas has the highest alpha coefficient at .89 (www.hhpublishing.com). The 
LASSI instrument has been proven to have validity and reliability.

From the literature reviewed it was apparent that the Act 101 course programs 
offered during the summer of 2005 relate to the LASSI subscales to an appre-
ciable degree. The following key illustrates the association and thus, one of the 
rationale for selecting the LASSI as a pre and posttest.

LASSI Key:

Motivation (MOT)

Attitude (ATT)

Anxiety (ANX)

Concentration (CON)

Information Processing (INFO PRO)

Study Aids (STU AID)

Test Strategies (TEST STR)

Selecting Main Idea (SMI)

Time Management (TM)

Self Testing (ST)

LASSI Key Association with Act 101 Programs

Speech and Communication 
ATT, CON, INFO PRO

Computer Processing 
INFO PRO, CON, STU AID, TEST STR
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Mathematics 
INFO PRO, CON, STU AID

Study Skills 
MOT, ANX, CON, INFO PRO, STU AID, ST, TEST STR

Reading 
CON, INFO PRO, STU AID, ST, SMI, TEST STR, ST

Personal Growth 
MOT, ANX, CON, INFO PRO, TM

After analyzing changes in student perceptions of skill, will, and self-regulation, 
this research utilizes an ANOVA design to compare the persistence of cohort 
groups who were in the ACT 101 program for the years 2005, 2010, and 2016 at 
the college in Southeastern, PA.  

Implementation Process

During the first week of the Act 101 program in the summer of 2005, thir-
ty-four students completed the LASSI 80 question, ten subscale questionnaire. 
During the next five weeks of the Act 101 program, in addition to tutoring, 
students were in Speech and Communication, Computer Skills, Mathematics, 
Reading, Study Skills, and Personal Growth classes. These courses are designed 
to enhance student development, personal growth and prepare them for the 
rigors of college. During the last week of the program, the LASSI was adminis-
tered once again. Due to attrition, twenty-nine students completed the LASSI 
posttest. Students who did not take LASSI posttest had their scores omitted 
from the research (N=5 omitted). 

During the summer of 2010 and 2016, the same pre-test, posttest LASSI 
implementation design was administered to ACT 101 students. In 2004-2005 
fiscal year PA government allocated $9.32 million to the ACT 101 program. 
As previously stated, there were 34 students who participated in the ACT 101 
program that year. Over the next decade there was a 76 percent reduction in 
ACT 101 funding and currently the state apportions $2.24 million. The stu-
dent participation rate in the program dropped by three-quarters over the next 
decade (Sturla, 2015). Given such significant budget cuts in ACT 101 funding 
throughout the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, student participation rates 
diminished in the Southeastern, PA College in which data was collected for this 
research. From the 34 students in 2005, the program participation diminished 
to twelve students who participated in 2010 and thirteen in 2016. 

Findings

The 2005 ACT 101 Cohort

Table 1.2 shows the results of the 2005 ACT 101 cohort’s mean LASSI scores 
on each subscale component and shows the national mean scores for compari-
son purposes. Column one lists each of the subscale components of the LASSI 
instrument. The second column lists the pretest mean scores for the 2005 ACT 
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101 cohort for each subscale. The pretest scores range from 21.69 (anxiety) to 
32.72 (attitude). Recall that the Will component of the LASSI scale is measured 
by the subscales of Anxiety (pretest score 21.69), Attitude (pretest score 32.72) 
and Motivation (pretest score 30.21). Will power is an important characteristic 
distinguishing college degreed students from those who drop out. The fourth 
column is a computation of the difference between the pretest score and the 
national average score for each subscale component. Notice that for the Will 
component of the LASSI the difference between the ACT 101 2005 cohort mean 
scores and the national mean scores are -3.83 (anxiety), -.69 (attitude), and -.98 
(motivation). The ACT 101 students have lower perceptions on their levels of 
Will capabilities than the national student average. The post-test scores (col-
umn fifth column) show substantial increases in perceptions of Will capabil-
ities in 2005. When looking at the differences between posttest scores and the 
national averages (column seven), Anxiety scores increased to 1.69 above the 
national average. Increases of 1.59 and 3.95 above the national averages for atti-
tude and motivation respectively.     

The Skill component of the LASSI scale is measured by the subscales of Infor-
mation Processing (pretest score 26.59), Selecting Main Ideas (pretest score 
24.97) and Test Strategies (pretest score 25.86). At the pretest comparison stage 
(see column four) Information Processing had a -.66 score when compared to 
the national average. Selecting Main Ideas had a -3.09 difference between the 
LASSI pretesting of the ACT 101 cohort from 2005 and the national average.  
Test Strategies had a -3.27 difference. Student’s beliefs about their skill levels 
for the 2005 cohort w4ere below the national mean on all three Skill compo-
nents. When examining posttest scores, Information Processing increased to 
5.92 above the national mean, Selecting Main Ideas increased by 2.01 and Test 
Strategies increased by 1.39 above the national mean.   

The Self-Regulation component of the LASSI scale is measured by the subscales 
of Concentration (-.69 comparing pretest to the national average), Self-Testing 
(-.70 comparing pretest to the national average), Study Aids (1.13 comparing 
pretest to national average), and Time Management (.09 comparing pretest to 
the national average). Interestingly, the comfort with using study aids and time 
management had pretest scores above the national means. When looking at 
Self-Regulation after post-testing, Concentration increased by 4.55, Self-Test-
ing increased by 7.27, Study Aids increased by 5.09, and Time Management 
increased by 5.26 above the national mean scores.  

Table 1.2 shows that the ACT 101 program that was implement between the 
pretest and posttest of the LASSI was important in increasing student’s Skill, 
Will, and Self-Regulation. While eight of the ten subscales had scores below the 
national mean at the beginning of the ACT 101 program, every subscale compo-
nent was above the national average after the six week program was completed 
at the posttest period. 



8

TABLE 1.2

Subscale
Group Mean 

Score 
(Pretest)*

National Mean 
Score
***

Pretest & 
National 

Difference

Group Mean 
Score 

(Posttest)**

National Mean 
Score 
*** 

Posttest & 
National 

Difference

Anxiety 21.69 25.52 -3.83 27.21 25.52 1.69
Attitude 32.72 33.41 -0.69 35.00 33.41 1.59

Concentration 26.62 26.97 -0.35 31.52 26.97 4.55
Info. Process 26.59 27.25 -0.66 33.17 27.25 5.92
Motivation 30.21 31.19 -0.98 35.14 31.19 3.95
Self-Testing 23.83 24.53 -0.70 31.80 24.53 7.27

Select Main Idea 24.97 28.06 -3.09 30.07 28.06 2.01
Study Aids 26.38 25.25 1.13 30.34 25.25 5.09

Time Manage 26.17 26.08 0.09 31.34 26.08 5.26
Test Strategies 25.86 29.13 -3.27 30.52 29.13 1.39

TABLE 1.2: ACT 101 (2005) LASSI Subscale Mean Scores (pretest – posttest administration)

*The scores for the Act 101 group in Table 1.2  are group mean scores at pretesting.

**The scores for the Act 101 group in Table 1.2 are group mean scores at post-testing
***Means of the national sample of students who took the LASSI are from 2002. The scale is Appendix C (Table 24) in the 
LASSI overview

When comparing the pretest scores and posttest scores from the 2005 ACT 101 
program, the results are significant. The t-test statistical finding is 4.145.  The 
level for p =.05 is 1.7344 and for p = .01 it is 2.552 at 18 degrees of freedom. 
The results are statistically significant and support that the ACT 101 program 
increases student Skill Will, and Self-Regulation. 

The most satisfactory result of the ACT 101 program is the ability to prepare 
students for college level learning and eventually success by graduating. The 
program collects data on student performance and the average GPA of the 2005 
ACT 101 cohort at graduation was 2.43 (see appendix A for each student’s GPA). 

The 2010 ACT 101 Cohort

The results of the 2010 cohort are presented in Table 1.3 below. Recall this is 
the period in which ACT 101 program funding had diminished substantially. 
Given that it is a needs based program, funding requirements became much 
more stringent and only twelve students participated. Yet, the results showed to 
be similar. Once again the LASSI pretest scores had eight of the ten subscales 
below the national average. It is only Motivation and Study Aids in which 
the 2010 cohort had pretest scores above the national mean scores. Yet, when 
looking at the posttest scores, the cohort performed substantially better after 
the six-week ACT 101 program. Scores at the posttest period range from a .88 
increase in Anxiety to Self-Testing 4.87.  
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TABLE 1.3

Subscale
Group Mean 

Score 
(Pretest)*

National 
Mean Score 

***

Pretest & 
National 

Difference

Group Mean 
Score 

(Posttest)**

National 
Mean Score  

***

Posttest & 
National 

Difference
Anxiety 22.20 25.52 -3.32 26.40 25.52 0.88
Attitude 33.00 33.41 -0.41 34.40 33.41 0.99

Concentration 24.70 26.97 -2.27 28.40 26.97 1.43
Info. Process 25.30 27.25 -1.95 29.90 27.25 2.65
Motivation 32.50 31.19 1.31 34.80 31.19 3.61
Self-Testing 24.10 24.53 -0.43 29.40 24.53 4.87

Select Main Idea 25.30 28.06 -2.76 29.40 28.06 1.34
Study Aids 26.70 25.25 1.45 28.40 25.25 3.15

Time Manage 25.10 26.08 -0.98 28.60 26.08 2.52
Test Strategies 26.70 29.13 -2.43 31.20 29.13 2.07

*The scores for the Act 101 group in Table 1.3  are group mean scores at pretesting.

**The scores for the Act 101 group in Table 1.3 are group mean scores at post-testing
***Means of the national sample of students who took the LASSI are from 2002. The scale is Appendix C 
(Table 24) in the LASSI overview

TABLE 1.3: ACT 101 (2010) LASSI Subscale Mean Scores (pretest – posttest administration)

The t-test result is 2.530 which is significant at p<. .05 at 18 degrees of free-
dom. The mean GPA for the 2010 ACT 101 cohort was 2.45 (see Appendix B for 
individual student GPAs). In addition to students acquiring stronger levels of 
academic skill, motivation, will, and self-regulation, these characteristics seem 
durable and encourage academic success.   

The 2016 ACT 101 Cohort

In 2016, thirteen students participated in the ACT 101 program. According to 
Table 1.4, students had lower levels of Skill, Will, and Self-Regulation on every 
LASSI subscale component than the national average. Given that ACT 101 
students have lower discernments about their capability levels than the national 
student average at pretesting, once again, the LASSI scores show that student’s 
perceptions about Skill, Will, and Self-Regulation increased by post-testing.  



10

TABLE 1.4

Subscale
Group Mean 

Score 
(Pretest)*

National 
Mean Score 

***

Pretest & 
National 

Difference

Group Mean 
Score 

(Posttest)**

National 
Mean Score  

***

Posttest & 
National 

Difference
Anxiety 21.20 25.52 -4.32 21.9 25.52 -3.62
Attitude 28.40 33.41 -5.01 32.9 33.41 -0.51

Concentration 23.30 26.97 -3.67 29.6 26.97 2.63
Info. Process 26.00 27.25 -1.25 31.6 27.25 4.35
Motivation 28.10 31.19 -3.09 34.1 31.19 2.91
Self-Testing 24.00 24.53 -0.53 30.4 24.53 5.87

Select Main Idea 24.00 28.06 -4.06 28.1 28.06 0.04
Study Aids 24.80 25.25 -0.45 30.6 25.25 5.35

Time Manage 22.50 26.08 -3.58 29.3 26.08 3.22
Test Strategies 23.90 29.13 -5.23 29.2 29.13 0.07

TABLE 1.4: ACT 101 (2016) LASSI Subscale Mean Scores (pretest – posttest administration)

*The scores for the Act 101 group in Table 1.4  are group mean scores at pretesting.

**The scores for the Act 101 group in Table 1.4 are group mean scores at post-testing
***Means of the national sample of students who took the LASSI are from 2002. The scale is Appendix C (Table 24) in 
the LASSI overview

The t-test result for the 2016 cohort pretest-posttest comparison is 3.879.

ANOVA

The fact that the ACT 101 program focuses upon offering a new group of stu-
dents from low-income families its program services each year, the expectation 
is that these students should have similar skills sets when entering and leaving 
the program. Therefore, unlike the typical Analysis of Variance assessment in 
which the researcher desires statistically significant differences between groups, 
this research hopes to accept the null hypothesis at both the pre-ACT 101 and 
post-ACT 101 stages. Consistency would support that the program acquires 
similar successful results from each of the cohorts in the longitudinal study.  

TABLE 1.5

Degrees Freedom Sum Squares Mean Squares F-Ratio

Between 2 24.39 12.19 1.35

Within 27 243.80 9.03
** p<.01 significant and *p< .05 significant

TABLE 1.5: ANOVA for LASSI Subscale Mean Scores (Pretest Scores 2005, 2010, 2016)

Table 1.5 shows that at df 2, 27 the F-Ratio is 1.35 and is not statistically signifi-
cant. When comparing the pretest scores between the 2005, 2010 and 2016 ACT 
101 cohorts, there is no statistically significant difference. The students come 
into the program with similar capabilities in skill, will, and self-regulation. 
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TABLE 1.6

Degrees Freedom Sum Squares Mean Squares F-Ratio

Between 2 19.35 9.68 1.22

Within 27 213.85 7.92

TABLE 1.6: ANOVA for LASSI Subscale Mean Scores (Posttest Scores 2005, 2010, 2016)

** p<.01 significant and *p< .05 significant

The findings in Table 1.6 shows that at df 2, 27 the F-Ration is 1.22 and again 
not statistically significant. Therefore, the growth in the program is consistent 
and the program provides utility in enhancing student’s skill, will and self-reg-
ulation capabilities.  

TABLE 1.7

ACT 101 Cohort 2005 Mean GPA = 2.43

ACT 101 Cohort 2010 Mean GPA = 2.45

ACT 101 Cohort 2016 Mean GPA = 2.47

TABLE 1.7

The mean grade point averages (GPAs) of ACT 101 students at this college in 
Southeastern Pennsylvania supports its success. The average GPAs were per-
sistently well over a 2.00 and typically coalesced around a C+ for each cohort 
group. 

Conclusion

Data from the Bureau of the Census corroborates the well-established relation-
ship between academic achievement and income. In 2015, the mean income for 
those with high school degrees was $19,422. Those with Associates Degrees had 
mean incomes of $21,539 and Bachelor Degrees had mean incomes of $35,121. 
The nature of education and its manner of funding bends toward students who 
come from affluent families (Bowles, 1977; Porter, 2015). The ACT 101 program 
is a mechanism that helps to level the opportunity structure for under-privi-
leged students. Recall that the ACT 101 program is a needs based program that 
serves college students in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. In the 2013-2014 
school year, the median family income for ACT 101 students was $20,381 and the 
median for Pennsylvania families at-large was $66,522 (Sturla, 2015). It has been 
established that students who suffer financially tend to show lower academic 
competence and success than do those who come from financially stable homes 
(Reardon, 2011; Tavernise, 2012). In addition, income inequality has been associ-
ated with self-esteem with those youth from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
having less self-esteem (Osborne, 2015) and the self-confidence students have 
influences their scholastic capabilities (Imran, 2013; Srivastava, 2013) 
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This research examined the competencies in the ACT 101 program to instill 
skill, will, and self-determination in students as measured by the LASSI. In the 
initial 2005 analysis, the data supported that students receive substantial benefit 
from ACT 101. Across the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, $9.3 million was 
allocated to the program. In 2010, the follow-up analysis shows that the funding 
fell to $2.7 million and yet, the program maintained its utility showing import-
ant and statistically significant results. In the third analysis during the 2016 
assessment, the results were yet significant and still, funding has not rebound-
ed. The research shows that ACT 101 program increases student’s skill, will, 
and self-determination (as measured by the LASSI) and these students were 
subsequently more capable of matriculating through their respective college 
programs.  These findings are established through the t-test and ANOVA results 
in tables 1.2 through 1.7 as well as appendices A, B, and C.

While this research is longitudinal and robust, the design has some limitations. 
Initially, although the research focuses upon analyzing ACT 101 student’s 
skill, will, and self-regulation growth; the program offers much more than 
the fostering of these capabilities for increasing academic proficiencies. Future 
research could focus upon the tutoring, writing assistance and other support 
services encouraged by and linked through the ACT 101 program. In addition, 
the LASSI was used due to its easy administration. Measuring student compe-
tence and self-esteem with supplementary measures would further corroborate 
the importance of compensatory programs designed to bridge the gap between 
impoverished students and their peers.

APPENDIX A: Student GPA

SUMMER 2005

STUDENT NAME OVERALL GPA
1 Student One 2.36
2 Student Two 2.28
3 Student Three 3.00
4 Student Four 3.45
5 Student Five 1.61
6 Student Six 2.28
7 Student Seven 2.77
8 Student Eight 2.00
9 Student Nine 2.61

10 Student Ten 3.48
11 Student Eleven 3.00
12 Student Twelve 3.21
13 Student Thirteen 1.96
14 Student Fourteen 2.30
15 Student Fifteen 3.14
16 Student Sixteen 2.92
17 Student Seventeen 1.91
18 Student Eighteen 2.83
19 Student Nineteen 2.53
20 Student Twenty 2.45
21 Student Twenty-one 1.00
22 Student Twenty-two 2.41
23 Student  Twenty-three 2.85
24 Student  Twenty-four 3.00
25 Student  Twenty-five 1.81
26 P00409844 Student  Twenty-six 2.97  
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APPENDIX B: Student GPA

SUMMER 2010

STUDENT NAME OVERALL GPA

Student One 2.32
Student Two 2.48
Student Three 2.96
Student Four 2.96
Student Five 1.97
Student Six 2.26
Student Seven 3.25
Student Eight 2.81
Student Nine 2.91
Student Ten 2.36
Student Eleven .69
Student Twelve 2.48

APPENDIX C: Student GPA

SUMMER 2010

STUDENT NAME OVERALL GPA

Student One 2.32
Student Two 2.48
Student Three 2.96
Student Four 2.96
Student Five 1.97
Student Six 2.26
Student Seven 3.25
Student Eight 2.81
Student Nine 2.91
Student Ten 2.36
Student Eleven .69
Student Twelve 2.48
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ARTICLE 2

Sustainable Development Goal 4: When Access to 
Education is Not Enough 
Christina M. Chiarelli-Helminiak, West Chester University 
Terrence O. Lewis, West Chester University 

ABSTRACT

The fourth United Nations Sustainable Development Goal “ensure[s] inclusive and quality 
education for all and promote[s] lifelong learning” which aspires that by 2030, all women 
and men will have equal access to affordable and quality education, including at the 
university level. This critical policy analysis questions whether access is enough in the 
United States’ (U.S.) system of post-secondary education; as social injustices and human 
rights violations affect students’ access and degree completion at colleges and universities 
in the U.S. The evidence suggests that socio-economic disparities may have a significant 
negative impact on the academic success of students who are from underrepresented and 
marginalized populations, even when access has been gained.

Keywords: human rights, higher education, social justice, sustainable development goals, United States

Sustainable Development Goal 4: When access to education is not enough

In September 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) in its pursuit of global justice. With the 
intention to affect policy change, the SDGs strive to positively impact vulner-
able and oppressed groups across the globe. Yet, there are sure to be debates, 
challenges, and limitations associated with many, if not all, of the SDGs.

The fourth SDG “ensure[s] inclusive and quality education for all and pro-
mote[s] lifelong learning” which aspires that by 2030, all women and men will 
have equal access to affordable and quality education, including at the univer-
sity level (United Nations, 2015). Such a lofty goal is relevant not only in the 
Global South, but in the Global North as well. This paper will focus on educa-
tion at the university level using the United States as its focal point. In this crit-
ical policy analysis, the authors question whether access to education is enough, 
as social injustices and human rights violations affect students’ success in the 
classroom. The authors provide recommendations to work towards SDG 4 in 
the context of complexities related to the United States post-secondary educa-
tional experience from recruitment through graduation.

Case Vignette

Before continuing on to the main body of the paper, it is helpful to consider an 
all too common college experience in the United States. The character present-
ed below is based on real students’ experiences. This example will be referred to 
throughout the body of the paper.
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Danielle was born to young African American parents who married soon 
after high school graduation. Her father held an assortment of jobs in the auto 
industry, but never really pursued a career; while Danielle’s mother was always 
employed in the service industry, earning well below minimum wage instead 
depending on tips. Life in the family’s home was tumultuous as both parents 
drank and Danielle’s father was abusive towards her mother. The parents 
almost divorced, but decided not to after having a second daughter. Danielle’s 
mother frequently moved out with her daughters only to return to her husband 
again. During her primary and elementary school years, Danielle changed 
schools every year due to the frequent moves. The schools were often under 
resourced and located in low-income, urban communities. After her parents 
finally divorced, her mother engaged in a series of relationships with other 
abusive men and primarily worked in the evenings leaving Danielle home to 
care for her younger sister. When Danielle was entering the seventh grade, the 
family moved into a home located in a low-income area of a wealthy subur-
ban community. Now somewhat stabilized in one school, teachers began to 
identify the effects moving around so much during her early schooling had on 
Danielle, including deficiencies in her writing abilities. During her high school 
years, Danielle attended vocational training in data processing, in addition to 
attending college-preparation classes at her high school and caring for her sister 
after school. Danielle felt that college was the only way she could get out of the 
city she grew up in, a desire she had especially after her father was killed when 
she was 15. Danielle was conditionally accepted at a state university pending 
successful completion of a pre-freshman summer program designed to assist 
students with academic and financial disadvantages transition into college. 
Upon completion of the program, Danielle began her freshman year as a com-
puter science major with a work-study campus job. Being over two hours away 
from home, Danielle also maintained an additional part-time job to pay for gas 
and upkeep of her vehicle. Unfortunately, by her third semester Danielle failed 
out of the university due to her low grade point average.

Education as a Right

The right to education is a critical freedom that has been included in interna-
tional human rights treaties and documents since the formation of the United 
Nations. Along with civil and political rights, the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR) includes six significant social and economic rights, 
including the rights to social security (Articles 22, 23, and 25), work (Articles 
23 and 24), food, health, and housing (Article 25), and education (Article 26). 
While Article 26 of the UDHR promotes access to learning across the lifespan, 
it specifically states higher education “shall be equally accessible to all on the 
basis of merit” (United Nations, 1948). 

The right to higher education has been reinforced in other key human rights 
documents. Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights states “higher education shall be made equally accessible to 
all, on the basis of capacity, by every appropriate means, and in particular by 
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the progressive introduction of free education” (United Nations, 1966). Article 
28 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child also states “higher education 
[shall be] accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means” 
(United Nations, 1989). The inclusion of the right to education in these, and 
other, human rights documents highlights the role education plays in realizing 
other social, economic, and cultural rights, as well as political and civil rights.

MDG to SDG: Inclusion of Higher Education

While the right to higher education has historically been included in human 
rights treaties and documents, it was excluded from the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDG). The eight MDGs, launched in 2002, were touted as a 
blueprint to improve the lives of the world’s poorest populations in the Global 
South. The focus of the second MDG was to “achieve universal primary edu-
cation,” a necessary stepping stone if higher education is to be accessed later in 
life. Largely ignored in the U.S., the MDGs were instrumental in increasing pri-
mary school enrollment and literacy rates in the Global South (United Nations, 
2016).

While the MDGs unified the development targets of the United Nations, the 
SDGs further this mission by strengthening the capacity of the Global North 
and Global South nation states. Extending from the MDGs, education is one 
of 17 goals and includes 10 of the 169 targets in the SDGs. Most notably, equal 
access for men and women is important as girls and women continue to lag 
behind boys and men in terms of access to education at all levels. In addition to 
gender equity, the SDGs are rights-based and consider systemic causes of pover-
ty (Kumar, Kumar, & Vivekadhish, 2016; United Nations, 2015). 

Human Rights and the United States

The U.S. is exceptional in terms of human rights. Human rights violations and 
practices are often considered appropriate for other countries, but not the U.S. 
When making an allowance for human rights violations in the U.S., it is often in 
the context of specific issues such as sex trafficking, rather than poverty, educa-
tion gaps, and other inequities that result from historical and systematic-level 
policies and practices (Hertel & Libal, 2011). In the U.S., the intersections of race, 
class, and gender in relation to quality education and success are often ignored. 
This extends to other economic and social rights, including access to quality 
food, health care, and housing; work with a livable wage, security, and benefits; 
and sufficient social security when intersected with educational access and suc-
cess also being disregarded (Fukuda-Parr, Lawson-Remer, & Randolph, 2015).

The U.S. is the only member state of the UN (1989) that has yet to ratify the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Regardless of the status of ratification, 
child abuse is a human rights violation that has long-term consequences related 
to school success. In 2014, approximately 702,000 children in the United States 
were victims of maltreatment . Neglect was found to be the most frequent form 
of maltreatment (75%), with 17% of children physically abused and 8% sexual-
ly abused. Additionally, children suffered psychological maltreatment, medical 
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neglect, and various other forms or multiple forms of maltreatment. While in 
general, more children found to be maltreated were white, when examining 
abuse within specific racial groups, children from minority groups have the 
highest incidence rates (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016). 
Child abuse and neglect is just one of what are now termed Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs) that have lasting consequences for a person’s long-term 
health and social success.

ACEs are characterized as negative events that occur before the age of 18. In 
addition to incidents of child abuse, ACEs include experiences of food insecuri-
ty, parental alcohol and/or drug use, parental separation and/or divorce, as well 
as the presence of someone in the household going to prison or experiencing 
mental health issues. Individual scores are totaled based on the existence of 
each ACE during childhood with higher ACEs scores being linked to greater 
risks in behavioral and health outcomes in adulthood, including academic 
achievement and graduation (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
[CDC], 2016). Danielle, based on what we know from the case vignette, would 
have an ACEs score of 4 out of 10 based on witnessing the abuse of her mother 
which also caused her to fear for her own safety, living with problem drinkers, 
and her parent’s divorce. 

In the U.S., numerous studies have found the commonality of experiencing 
ACEs (Clarkson Freeman, 2014; Dong et al., 2004; Larkin, Felitti, & Anda, 
2014). In the seminal study on ACEs, a quarter of participants (26%) reported 
having one ACE. Nearly 64% of participants reported one or more ACEs with 
12.5% reporting four or more ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998). Starting in 2009, 32 
states and the District of Columbia have included the ACEs questionnaire in 
their Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System. Thus far, the findings from 
10 states and Washington, DC are similar to the seminal research in that 24% 
of participants reported at least one ACE, while almost 60% reported one or 
more ACEs and 14% reported four or more (CDC, 2016). Researchers, such as 
Giovanelli, Reynolds, Mondi, and Suh-Ruu (2016), have begun to link higher 
ACEs with decreased high school graduation rates, which will in turn affect 
opportunities associated with college. 

Education in the United States

The U.S. is an appropriate venue to consider the promise and limitations of 
SDG 4 specific to access to higher education. While some may argue that focus 
should be placed on evaluating the potential and confines of the SDGs in the 
Global South, the UN felt it necessary to expand the SDGs to the Global North. 
Not addressing the SDGs in the context of the U.S. allows for the ongoing 
perception of US exceptionalism. Evaluation of its policies and practices is an 
opportunity to hold the U.S. accountable in terms of access to higher education.

Education is a crucial resource and tool for social mobility, especially in the 
U.S., where a university degree is seen as the way to advance in terms of eco-
nomic stability, social class, and status (United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
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and Cultural Organization, 2014). Unfortunately, education achievement gaps 
highlight stark differences between socio-economically privileged and dis-
advantaged students; with students coming from resource-rich communities 
more likely to not only access higher education, but to graduate with a univer-
sity degree (Berliner, 2006; The Pell Institute, 2015; Shireman, 2016). Success 
in higher education is dependent on the quality of primary through secondary 
education. Unfortunately, many U.S. students from traditionally underrepre-
sented and marginalized groups are inadequately prepared to succeed at the 
university level (Nichols & Schack, 2017; Schak & Nichols, 2017; Tinto, 2012). 

Due to the frequent school changes, Danielle experienced during her primary 
and elementary school years, her foundational learning was affected. This is not 
an uncommon experience for children in the U.S. The U.S. General Accounting 
Office (2010) reported statistically significant differences between children who 
moved schools frequently (four or more time) and those who moved two or less 
times. The frequent movers, 13% of a cohort followed for nine years starting in 
kindergarten, were more likely to be African American and poor and were less 
likely to live with a father or in a home owned by their family. In a meta-analy-
sis, Mehana and Reynolds (2004) found frequent moves before the sixth grade 
resulted in lower academic achievement due to disruptions in teaching, inter-
ference with peer and social environments, and students’ lower socio-economic 
status. The authors went on to report that low income, minority children, who 
moved during their foundational years of school experienced more negative 
effects of frequent moves. The U.S. General Accounting Office (2010) also 
found that schools with a high percentage of mobility (10% or more of the 
student population moving within the school year) were more likely to received 
school-wide Title I federal funding for low-income students, 45% vs. 21%, and 
participate in the National School Lunch Program, 92% of schools with high 
mobility vs. 68% of schools with low mobility. The higher mobility schools also 
reported higher rates of absenteeism, more students with limited English pro-
ficiency, and a greater need for special education services compared to schools 
with low mobility (data presented for eighth grade only). While frequent moves 
are associated with lower academic achievement, researchers agree that other 
familial and structural issues also affect students’ educational progress (Alex-
ander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1996; Tucker, Marx, & Long, 1998)

In an effort to level the playing field, former U.S. President Barack Obama pro-
posed free, universal community college education. Utilizing public secondary 
education as a model, America’s College Promise would equate to an average 
savings of $7,600 per students for the two years spent at community college. 
An estimated 9 million students per year would benefit from such a program 
(Hudson, 2015). The proposal would greatly benefit minorities and women who 
make up 40% and 57%, respectively, of community college students (Executive 
Office of the President, 2015). America’s College Promise Act of 2015 (H.R. 
2962) was introduced in the House of Representatives in July 2015 and subse-
quently sent to the Subcommittee on Higher Education and Workforce Train-
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ing in November 2015. Such an ambitious plan would have been a step in the 
direction of working towards providing equal access to higher education in the 
U.S., yet the proposal gained no bi-partisan support. President Donald Trump 
and Department of Education Secretary Betsy DeVos have not provided any 
movement in support of such higher education policies or priorities.

While the SDGs and America’s College Promise are valiant efforts, neither are 
by any means sufficient. While it could be argued that each policy is beginning 
to address the intersectionality of college access and socioeconomic status, race, 
gender, and other statuses, both proposed policies focus on access to higher 
education while neglecting retention and degree completion. Once accepted in 
to a program of higher education, students from traditionally underrepresented 
and marginalized groups are less likely to graduate (The Pell Institute, 2015), as 
was the case with Danielle. 

When Access In Not Enough

As tuition-driven institutions, U.S. colleges and universities are motivated to 
increase their recruitment and enrollment of students. Seen as a leader in high-
er education worldwide, the U.S. has faced a decrease in public funds allocated 
for higher education forcing universities look to business models and fundrais-
ing professionals for guidance on diversifying their incomes sources (Mitic, 
2015; Tierney, 2014). Such movement mirrors trends occurring in the U.S. 
social welfare system, where less public funding is put into social programs and 
more social services are privatized. In higher education, faculty are increasingly 
encouraged to solicit funding for their own research as faculty development and 
research funds are cut and students are directed to private lenders as student 
financial aid in the form of public grants diminish. According to the U.S. 
Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (2016), over 
a ten year period beginning with the 2003-04 academic year, the cost at a public 
institution increased by 34%, while the cost of at a private institution grew by 
25% (calculated after inflation adjustment for undergraduate tuition, hous-
ing, and associated fees). Rising costs and declining financial aid continue to 
jeopardize not only access to higher education for many potential students who 
lack financial resources, but the very basis of the mission of higher education 
(Mitic, 2015). Relative to this trend of increased costs and decreased aid, college 
debt in the U.S. is at an all-time high, making many potential students question 
whether a college degree is worth the expense.

Research indicates that the socio-economic diversity of college students has 
gradually improved in response to modest efforts to develop more inclusive 
recruitment and admission strategies (Tinto, 2012). Despite these new strate-
gies, higher education is not effectively addressing multiple barriers that still 
exist for students from underrepresented and marginalized communities. Some 
of the admissions barriers include poor academic and psychosocial preparation 
for college, inadequate financial aid, and the continuation of advisement strate-
gies that favor traditional students (Carlson, 2016; Jed Foundation et. al., 2015). 
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In addition to admission barriers, most colleges and universities struggle with 
significant attrition rates. A significant number of students drop out during 
their first two years in a four undergraduate degree program (Jed Foundation 
et. al, 2015; Tinto, 2012). For many of these students, successful completion of a 
college degree becomes an unachievable goal due to multiple barriers. Doc-
umented barriers to graduation include financial fragility, healthcare fragil-
ity, inadequate emotional support on campus, inadequate academic support 
services, and maintaining multiple underpaying jobs to meet basic living needs, 
as seen in Danielle’s case. An additional barrier, especially relevant for women, 
is competing caregiver responsibilities, typically for minor children and elderly 
family members, which is not reimbursed in the U.S. (Jed Foundation et. al., 
2015; Lang, 2008; Tinto, 2012). While managing these life stressors, many 
students give up on their dreams to pursue a college degree, a profession, and a 
better standard of living for themselves and their families (Carlson, 2016; Lang, 
2008; Tinto, 2012). These challenging realities support the United Nation’s call 
for increasing access to higher education for all individuals. 

Unfortunately, the complexity of the current inequalities in the U.S. educa-
tional system requires a multi-dimensional assessment and intervention plan 
to achieve the SDG related to education, taking into consideration systemic 
inequality, historical oppression, and the unique needs of underrepresented 
minority and first generation college students. Therefore, it seems pertinent 
to question whether access to education is enough as systemic social injustices 
and human rights violations contribute to and result in the presence of these 
multiple barriers.

Promoting a Human Rights Culture within Higher Education 

A human rights culture within institutions of higher education is a critical issue 
to be considered. While an in-depth conceptualization is beyond the scope of 
this article, a few key features are suggested to begin the conversation to develop 
a model for an academy-wide human rights culture.

Collaboration and Interdisciplinary Engagement

The academy is built around divisions and silos, whereas a human rights cul-
ture revolves around collaboration and interdisciplinary engagement as an aca-
demic priority. Supportive relationships between faculty, staff, administrators, 
and students should be encouraged as no one department or office can claim 
to know it all. Therefore, the traditional silos built up in institutions of higher 
education must be dismantled to be replaced with a human rights-oriented 
organizational structure that fosters interdisciplinary collaborations and learn-
ing environments (Holley, 2009; Linde & Arthur, 2015). While sure to be a long 
and arduous process, assessing and retooling all aspects of university policies 
and practices to promote a human rights culture has the potential to provide 
better academic support for students from traditionally underrepresented and 
marginalized groups from recruitment to graduation. 
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Faculty and Staff Development

Seminars, such as Garran, Kang, and Fraser’s (2014) mutual aid model for sup-
porting faculty teaching content related to social justice, can be used as a start-
ing point to promote a human rights-based campus culture. Purposely engag-
ing the university community to encourage collaboration and interdisciplinary 
engagement will reduce isolation of faculty and staff, encourage discussion on 
success and challenges, create a supportive learning environment, and enhance 
collegial solidarity.

Teaching Human Rights

Finally, a human rights culture can be facilitated by the inclusion of teaching 
human rights across curricular content. As human rights are universal, inclu-
sion across disciplines will promote knowledge and understanding of human 
rights documents, processes, and principles. Resources related to teaching 
human rights at the college level are often discipline specific, but interdisciplin-
ary course offerings will help to promote collaborative engagement as described 
above.1 Teaching from a human rights perspective has potential to impact 
society, facilitate the realization of human rights beyond the ivory tower, and 
overcome U.S. exceptionalism (Chiarelli-Helminiak, Eggers, & Libal, 2018).

Conclusion

This critical policy analysis of SDG 4 in the context of U.S. higher education 
provides the impetus for more empirical research. A body of literature related to 
underrepresented minority students must consider historic and personal social 
injustices and human rights violation when considering access to higher edu-
cation through graduation. Fukuda-Parr, Lawson-Remer, and Randolph (2015) 
found the promotion of one human right, such as education, is an immediate 
investment in the promotion of other rights. Highlighting the indivisibility and 
interdependence of human rights, the right to education is vital to the realiza-
tion of other social, economic, and cultural rights, in addition to political and 
civil rights. 

1  Teaching Human Rights website (http://teachinghumanrights.uconn.edu/) offers 
over a hundred syllabi and a growing number of lesson plans geared toward integrating 
human rights content at the university level. 
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ARTICLE 3

The History of Developmental Education
Dr. Marie Bunner, West Chester University 

ABSTRACT

Developmental education has a long history in American higher education and is a means 
to providing increased access and opportunities to a broader spectrum of students. 
Historically, students have come to American colleges and universities with varying 
backgrounds and skill strengths and those institutions have provided academic support for 
them. The value of a historical perspective of the profession of developmental education 
is to recognize the significance of the field to student academic achievement in higher 
education, to reflect on the evolution of the profession, and inspire us to consider future 
directions in the field.

The History of Developmental Education

Developmental education has a long history in American higher education. The 
National Association for Developmental Education defines developmental edu-
cation as “a comprehensive process that focuses on the intellectual, social, and 
emotional growth and development of all students. Developmental education 
includes, but is not limited to, tutoring, personal/career counseling, academic 
advisement, and coursework” (National Association for Developmental Educa-
tion, 2018, para. 4). These elements are often organized into a comprehensive 
developmental program providing a framework for academic support. Typical 
developmental programs assist students in improving basic academic skills in 
reading, writing, and mathematics and provide academic support through aca-
demic advising, tutoring, mentoring, and counseling (Boylan, 2001). 

The mission of many developmental programs is to provide an opportunity for 
students who do not meet regular admissions criteria to attend college (Boy-
lan, 2001; Looby, 2008; Smith, 2012; Wathington, Barnett, Weissman, Teres, 
Pretlow, & Nakanishi, 2011). This mission is important as it provides increased 
access to and opportunities in higher education to a broader spectrum of 
students. In addition, developmental programs contribute to the fiscal viability 
of the institution by fulfilling enrollment targets while maintaining academic 
standards through course remediation and academic support (Casazza & Sil-
verman, 1996; Thelin, 2004). 

According to Boylan (2001), American colleges and universities have historical-
ly enrolled underprepared students and provided academic support for them. 
For example, Harvard University provided tutors for students as early as 1636 
to assist privileged and elite children who did not know Latin (Looby, 2008). 
“Most of the colonial colleges both bent admissions requirements and provided 
preparatory and elementary instruction as a way of gaining revenues and culti-
vating future student cohorts” (Thelin, 2004, p. 18). In order to maintain stu-
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dent enrollment for financial stability, early American universities had to admit 
students with less training because there was a very small pool of eligible college 
applicants. The narrow definition of “qualified” at the time was “males with 
proper family backgrounds” (Casazza & Silverman, 1996, p. 8). For colleges and 
universities, financial viability has always been as much of a concern as aca-
demic preparation and standards. Even colonial colleges recognized the need 
to admit students who were not ready for college-level work in order to cover 
costs. The preparatory and elementary instruction provided to these students 
constituted developmental education.  

 Any assumption that all students admitted to college would progress at the 
same level and pace was quickly dispelled, requiring institutions to provide 
accommodations to help less qualified students learn basic academic skills. The 
concept of bridging the academic preparation gap has been a constant presence 
in the history of American higher education. For example, the University of 
Wisconsin developed a preparatory department in 1849 to “bridge the gap” 
and by 1915, 350 colleges had preparatory departments (Wyatt, 1996). Prepa-
ratory departments were designed to provide academic skills preparation to 
students who were not ready for college-level work by teaching them basic skills 
necessary to be successful in college. Colleges that did not have preparatory 
departments would still often offer pre-college courses in reading, writing, and 
mathematics and/or provide tutoring for students who needed assistance (Casa-
zza & Silverman, 1996). Preparatory departments and other forms of develop-
mental education were not a means to recruit students, but to provide services 
to students who were already present on campus. 

Admission exams eventually became a strategy utilized by colleges to determine 
in advance the needs of their incoming students. In 1871, Harvard required 
entrance exams to address concerns that the freshman class exhibited poor 
writing skills, including grammar, punctuation, and “inelegant” writing. By 
1879, half of Harvard’s applicants were failing this exam and were admitted 
“on condition,” resulting in the provision of additional support to help prepare 
students for college-level courses (Casazza & Silverman, 1996, p. 19). Although 
entrance exams were initiated as a method of screening more qualified appli-
cants (e.g., students who possessed more elegant writing skills), students who 
performed poorly on the exam were still admitted and accommodations were 
provided by the institution to help those students succeed. 

In 1907, over half of the students enrolled at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and 
Columbia did not meet the entrance requirements. As a result, all four insti-
tutions added formal, college-level developmental courses to their curricu-
lum (Wyatt, 1996). Often referred to as remedial courses, they were designed 
to specifically address deficiencies in prior learning. Remedial courses were 
commonly offered in reading, writing, and mathematics. Such courses served 
students who were adept at poetry, writing, or philosophy but lacked mathe-
matical skills, or students who possessed science or mathematics acumen but 
were unable to express themselves through writing. Reading, and eventually 
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study skills, courses were the most common developmental courses offered as 
they are necessary academic skills common to all students across disciplines. 

Early American professors and administrators often expressed dismay that 
students were not prepared for college-level work. For example, “Harvard edu-
cators blamed the poor showing of their college freshmen on a literacy crisis in 
America” (Wyatt, 1996, p. 12). Much like today, blame for the underprepared-
ness of new college students was placed on deficient preparatory and grammar 
schools, underprepared teachers, lazy students, and “sensationalist press” (i.e., 
popular culture and the media) (Wyatt, 1996, p. 12). Also like today, students 
were underprepared for college-level work for a myriad of reasons, and only 
one of them was lack of academic preparedness. Socio-economic disadvantag-
es, ability, and study habits had as much to do with academic achievement as 
writing well or possessing strong mathematics skills. 

In 1926, half of the in-coming class at the University of Indiana failed to meet 
course requirements (Wyatt, 1996). In response, William F. Book developed 
a study skills course in 1927 at the University of Indiana. He determined that 
students had difficulty with reading and studying, and intelligence was less of 
a factor in their difficulties. Book’s course was determined to be effective in 
improving students’ time management, reading, and study skills. By the 1940s, 
college reading courses were widespread. By the 1970s, college reading and 
study skills courses and tutoring programs were common. By the late 1970s, 
formal learning centers were established and learning assistance had become 
more integrated into higher education (Wyatt, 1996). 

Throughout history, colleges and universities have been conflicted over the con-
tinuing presence of underprepared students and have questioned if resources 
are best spent on developmental education. Bonham and Boylan (2011) found, 
“there is considerable debate about the underpreparedness of students entering 
colleges today and the efficacy of responses to this underpreparedness” (p. 2). 
However, there remain educational disparities among racial-ethnic groups and 
economically and educationally disadvantaged students. Therefore, identifying 
underdeveloped skills/knowledge and establishing early interventions is nec-
essary to promote student achievement and persistence in both the short term 
and the long term. 

It has been 64 years since the landmark Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. 
Board of Education that ended segregation in public schools. However, despite 
civil rights legislation, societal barriers affecting prospective college students 
remain. Inequality in education persists and there remains a significant cor-
relation between economic disadvantage and poor academic preparation (Lang, 
1992; Rothstein, 2014; Casazza & Silverman, 2013). Rothstein (2014) observes 
the “academic achievement of African Americans has improved dramatically in 
recent decades, but whites’ has as well, so racial achievement gaps remain huge” 
(para. 1). In addition, minority students are often less adequately prepared 
for higher education considering resources are generally poorer in racially 
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and economically isolated schools and family resources that can contribute to 
learning and enrichment experiences outside of school are often lacking (Lang, 
1992; Rothstein, 2014). Studies indicate the range of academic support services 
students receive in developmental programs contribute to academic success, as 
well as improved retention and graduation rates for these students (Murphy, T. 
E., Gaughan, M., Hume, R., & Moore, S. G., 2010; Stolle-McAllister, K., 2011; 
Boylan, 2001; Casazza & Silverman, 1996; Casazza & Silverman, 2013).

The focus of developmental education today is on creating learning oppor-
tunities that will help to close the achievement gap. Curricular innovations 
and trends, as well as research and teaching are significant in the evolution of 
developmental education. For example, supplemental instruction is a widely 
accepted and successful method of “mainstreaming practices of developmental 
education with college-level courses” (Arendale, 2000, p. 15). Similarly, con-
cerns for educational equity, progress toward graduation, and debt load are 
driving institutions to seek alternatives to remedial coursework while continu-
ing to assist students develop the necessary skills required for academic achieve-
ment (Bunner, 2018). These examples represent a paradigm shift in the field of 
developmental education to make learning assistance more integral in students’ 
higher education experience.

Developmental education has existed since the beginning of American higher 
education and has an amazing history. The diversity of student populations, 
the democratic philosophy of access to higher education, and the maintenance 
of academic standards ensure that the need for developmental education will 
continue. The value of a historical perspective of the profession of developmen-
tal education is to recognize the significance of the field to student academic 
achievement in higher education, to reflect on the evolution of the profession, 
and inspire us to consider future directions in the field.
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ARTICLE 4

Success or Fraud? Exploring the Impacts of the Impostor 
Phenomenon Among High Achieving Racial/Ethnic 
Minority and First-Generation College Students
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ABSTRACT

This conceptual article explores the impacts of the impostor phenomenon among high-
achieving racial and ethnic minority and first-generation college students. Utilizing existing 
literature, the authors analyze how the interplay between the impostor phenomenon and 
the two historically underrepresented groups impacts key focus areas in the retention 
of college students – a.) academic self-efficacy, b.) student engagement, and 3.) mental 
health. The article concludes with implications and practical recommendations and 
strategies for higher education professionals. 

Keywords: impostor phenomenon; first-generation college students; racial and ethnic minority students 

Success or Fraud?: Exploring the Impacts of the Impostor Phenomenon Among 
High Achieving Racial/Ethnic Minority and First-Generation College Students

“Each time I write a book, every time I face that yellow pad, the challenge is so 
great. I have written eleven books, but each time I think, ‘Uh oh, they’re going to 

find out now. I’ve run a game on everybody and they’re going to find me out.”
Maya Angelou

Literature citing the unique challenges faced by undergraduate students from 
racial/ethnic minority backgrounds who are also firsts in their families to 
attend college is plentiful (Consolacion, Russell, & Sue, 2004; Hertel, 2002; 
Roscoe, 2015). In addition, research focused on high achieving students from 
these two marginalized groups has grown throughout the past two decades 
(Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; Harper, 2005; 2015). As college campuses continue 
to become more diverse, research focused on necessary retention efforts for 
students in underrepresented groups (e.g., racial/ethnic minority students; 
first-generation college students) is critical. According the National Center for 
Education Statistics (2013), by 2021 enrollment for Latinx students is project-
ed to increase by 42%, African American/Black students by 25%, and 20% 
for Asian/Pacific Islanders. The most updated data for first-generation college 
students shows that there are approximately 4.5 million low-income, first-gen-
eration college students enrolled in post-secondary institutions, making up 
about 24% of total enrollment. As the number of racial and ethnic minority 
college bound students increase, the number of first-generation college students 
enrolled in post-secondary education is also expected to rise (Engle, Tinto, & 
The Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education, 2008). 
Multiple minority identities such as racial/ethnic minority and first-generation 
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college student status add to the already existing socioemotional and college 
adjustments for students (Consolacion et al., 2004). 

While research exists citing the experiences of racial/ethnic minority and 
first-generation college students, literature addressing the impacts of the 
impostor phenomenon (IP) on these populations is scarce (Clance & Imes, 
1978; Cokley, McClain, Ensio, & Martinez, 2012; Cokley et al, 2017; Peteet, 
Montgomery, & Weekes, 2015). Impostor phenomenon (IP) occurs with great 
frequency among successful, high-achieving individuals and describes feelings 
of intellectual phoniness and an inability to attribute one’s success to internal 
contributions, rather, to some other external factors other than one’s level of 
intelligence or ability (Clance & Imes, 1978; Harvey & Katz, 1984). To address 
the gap in literature, an in-depth exploration of the impostor phenomenon for 
high-achieving racial/ethnic minority first-generation college students will be 
discussed. 

Student Populations

Racial and Ethnic Minority Students

Research on high-achieving students is primarily centered on upper to middle 
class high school students, their GPAs, standardized test scores, and transitions 
to college. Thus, we have a very limited understanding of the experiences of 
high-achieving racial and ethnic underrepresented populations in a college set-
ting. Adding to the lack of insight into this group is the many ways the research 
community defines high-achieving students. Some use the term “gifted” 
(Baldwin, 1991); others define high-achieving students as those who not only 
have earned exceptional grade point averages and in-class achievements, but 
also those who are engaged leaders on their campus community (Harper, 2005). 
High-achieving and gifted students often experience socio-emotional adjust-
ment issues, as they try to formulate self-concept and negotiate relationships 
with peers (Baldwin, 1991, Frees-Britt, 1998). But for underrepresented students 
with exceptional academic abilities, race and ethnicity interplays with their 
identity as a talented scholar. As a result, their academic experiences are often-
times racialized and they often find themselves negotiating their high-achieving 
racial and ethnic identities within and outside of their academic circles. Exam-
ples include being accused of “acting White” (Fordham, 1986), having their 
intelligence questioned, or being thought of as one-of-a-kind among his or her 
community (Frees-Britt, 1998). 

Another dearth in the research of high-achieving racial and ethnic underrepre-
sented groups is whether and how they experience the impostor phenomenon. 
The few studies (Peteet, 2015; McClain, Beasley, Jones et al., 2016; Fordham, 
1986) conducted on this topic address it from a mental health or psycholog-
ical lens, which helps in understanding the socio-emotional and academic 
tensions that students experience. The stress that stems from negotiating their 
predominantly White academic circles provokes unhealthy behaviors causing 
high-achieving racial and ethnic diverse students to withdraw, become invisi-
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ble, and dismiss their high academic aptitude (Fordham, 1986). To gain accep-
tance, they often employ strategies to make themselves look less academically 
threatening to their peers (Fordham, 1986). 

Studies have found impostorism positively correlated with psychological 
distress and negatively associated with self-esteem (Peteet, 2015). For students 
from underrepresented backgrounds, this is already problematic as they often 
find themselves experiencing anxiety from the academic stressors stemming 
from their White faculty and peers’ disbelief of their academic abilities (Sellers, 
Caldwell, Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmerman 2003; Williams and Williams 2000). 
To demystify their White peers’ and professors’ assumptions about their intel-
lect, they are also forced to prove repeatedly their belongingness and intellectu-
al abilities in the classroom (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; Harper, 2015). 

First-generation College Students

To date, there are approximately 4.5 million low-income, first-generation col-
lege students enrolled in post-secondary institutions, making up about 24% of 
total enrollment. By the year 2021, enrollment is expected to increase signifi-
cantly, well beyond 25% (NCES, 2013). This critical data signifies the need 
for higher education professionals to be more prepared and intentional when 
advising, counseling, programming, and creating policies that directly impact 
the success of a vulnerable population (Havlik, Pulliam, Malott, & Steen, 2017). 
Challenges and barriers for first-generation college students include lower levels 
of academic readiness as compared to their non-first-generation peers and 
ultimately, reduced rates of retention and persistence and an extended time to 
graduation (Havlik, Pulliam, Malott, & Steen, 2017; Smith, 2015). Moreover, 
first-generation college students are more likely to have limited academic and 
social supports specific to their unique needs. They often lack the social capital 
needed to navigate the college environment. As a result, first-generation college 
students are often less adept at academic and co-curricular decision-making 
(Havlik et al., 2017; Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). 

Havlik and colleagues (2017) examined both the strengths and struggles of 
first-generation college students at a mid-sized predominantly White institu-
tion (PWI) (n=18), citing specific challenges related to their first-generation 
college student status, in addition to their racial/ethnic minority and low-in-
come status. Themes that emerged highlighted significant feelings of otherness 
both in and out of the classroom environments. While this study did not seek 
to explore IP feelings of participants, this type of self-comparison has been 
noted in other IP studies focused on students from marginalized groups such 
as first-generation racial/ethnic minority students (Cokley et al., 2017; Peteet et 
al., 2015; September et al., 2001; Wheeler, 2016). 

First-generation college students benefit most from intentional advisement and 
guidance since navigating a campus environment is a foreign experience (Engle, 
Tinto, & The Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education, 
2008; Hertel, 2002). In a study investigating the impact of self-esteem and social 
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support on historically underrepresented students’ abilities to get acclimated 
to the academic and social college environments (Grant-Vallone, Reid, Umali, 
& Pohlert, 2003-2004), lower levels of self-esteem and perceived social support 
had a significant impact on the level of campus engagement, both in and outside 
of the classroom. Again, since we know that IP feelings are related to feelings of 
self-doubt and fear of inadequacy despite success and high achievement, a cor-
relation can be made that IP feelings in racial/ethnic minority first-generation 
student populations can play a direct role in student engagement and overall 
persistence to graduation (Cokley et al., 2017; Peteet et al., 2015).

Impostor Phenomenon

The Impostor Phenomenon (IP) is a psychological pattern based on intense 
feelings of fraudulence despite success and high achievement (Harvey & Katz, 
1984). Key constructs of IP include: (a) feelings of intellectual phoniness; (b) 
the attribution of one’s success to external factors (luck, coincidence, assistance 
from others), rather than internal factors (intellect and ability); (c) fear of 
replicating past success in the future; (d) extreme fear of failure; (e) inability to 
enjoy one’s achievements; (f) fear of being exposed as a fraud (Harvey & Katz, 
1984; September, McCarrey, Baranowsky; Parent, & Schindler, 2001). Those 
who experience IP believe they are undeserving of their success and worry that 
others may have overestimated their intelligence (Clance, 1985; Harvey & Katz, 
1984). Moreover, those experiencing IP feelings experience intense feelings of 
anxiety due to their feelings of being a fraud. One of the most dominant char-
acteristics in individuals struggling with IP is an inability to believe and accept 
compliments and praise from others, though, paradoxically, they desperately 
want to hear and know that they are competent and well-liked (Clance, 1985). 
While the original IP research focused primarily on high-achieving women, 
some research has expanded to include other minority groups (Bernard et al., 
2017; Cokley et al., 2013; 2017; Peteet et al., 2015). 

Peteet and colleagues (2015) investigated the predictors of IP in academical-
ly talented Black and Latinx students (n=161) at a large, midwestern PWI. 
Predictors in this study included college generational status and psychological 
well-being. Results from this study posited that first-generation college student 
status served as a predictor of IP feelings, while racial identity served as a less 
significant predictor. Gardner and Holly (2011), in their qualitative study exam-
ining the experiences of 20 first-generation doctoral students, cited significant 
IP feelings in students from racial/ethnic minority groups specifically. 

In another study (Cokley et al., 2017) investigating whether impostor feelings 
would both moderate and mediate the relationship between perceived discrim-
ination and mental health in a sample of diverse racial/ethnic minority college 
students (n=316) at an urban public university, IP was experienced at signifi-
cantly greater levels for African American students and Asian students and at 
moderate levels for Latinx students. Results from a similar study (Bernard, Lige, 
Willis, Sosoo, & Neblett, 2017) examining the relationship between racial and 
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gender discrimination, mental health, and IP among African American college 
students (n=157) revealed that IP feelings may interact with gender and racial 
discrimination experiences which, in turn, influence mental health outcomes. 

Other studies (Peteet et al., 2015; Fries-Britt, 1998) suggest that first-genera-
tion college students, especially those who come from racial/ethnic minority 
backgrounds, exhibit lower levels of self-esteem, academic self-efficacy, greater 
anxiety, and fear of academic failure. In addition, because they are the firsts in 
their families to attend college, support from parents and/or immediate family 
members is scarce (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). 
These issues may predispose first-generation college students from racial/ethnic 
minority backgrounds to greater impostor feelings (Peteet et al., 2015). 

Impostor Phenomenon Impacts

Academic Self-Efficacy

Academic self-efficacy is a person’s belief that they can successfully achieve 
their academic goals. Bandura (1977) coined the term to explain how someone’s 
achievement of a goal is the result of the interaction between one’s behaviors, 
personal factors and environmental conditions. The academic self-efficacy of 
high-achieving students is characterized by the decisions they make to focus 
on their academics and engage in co-curricular high impact activities. For a 
high-achieving student, the choices that he or she makes is determined by their 
level of confidence in their ability to excel. Consequently, this influences the level 
of effort they will dedicate to an activity, as they gain self-control and persever-
ance attitudes through the constant self-reflection and evaluation of their social 
circles, which can also influence emotional reactions (Pajares & Schunk, 2002).

Studies have confirmed the negative relationship between the impostor phe-
nomenon and self-efficacy, which suggests that the higher the feelings of 
impostorism, the lower the levels of self-efficacy in students (Ives, 2010). These 
students are more prone to high anxiety and depression, which places them 
at risk since they tend to not be as successful as their peers (Zajacova, Lynch, 
& Espenshade, 2005). Students with low academic self-efficacy question their 
competence, sense of belonging, achievements and shy away from decisions 
and situations they perceive as potential opportunities for exposure to their 
impostorism (Hutchinson, Follman, & Antoine, 2006; Cokely, McClain, Enciso, 
& Martinez, 2013). When self-efficacy beliefs in high-achieving racial and 
ethnic diverse students wane, students limit their pursuit of highly selective 
opportunities such as summer research internships, scholarships and awards, 
or leadership positions. Instead, they seek opportunities they are confident in 
succeeding, which continues the cycle of experiencing self-doubt, guilt about 
success, and fear of failing in their endeavors (Clance & Imes, 1978). 

Student Engagement

The role of student engagement or involvement in a collegiate setting is crit-
ical to the success and satisfaction of students. It is one of the major drivers 
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in the retention of students, as co-curricular opportunities are purposeful 
and facilitate student learning outside of classroom (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Hu & Kuh, 2002). The process of student engagement 
provides ample opportunities for students to make deep and meaningful 
connections with the university, their peers, faculty, and administrators, espe-
cially for African American males (Harper, 2005; Cuyjet, 1997). The National 
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) has developed engagement indicators to 
represent the multifaceted nature of student engagement in a collegiate setting. 
These indicators are organized in four themes/categories: academic challenge, 
learning with peers, experiences with faculty, and campus environment. These 
categories acknowledge how meaningful and engaging opportunities can occur 
throughout an institution of higher education. This suggests that there is not a 
monolithic approach to student engagement and that everyone, including facul-
ty, can have a role in providing students with meaningful high impact practices. 
But not all engagement opportunities are experienced the same by all students, 
as their lived realities, backgrounds, and racial and ethnic makeup impact their 
outlook on how they experience the campus climate. 

While the research supports the positive impact of student engagement on 
the mental health of college students, especially those from underrepresented 
populations (Low, 2010), it also discusses how student engagement can be a 
marginalizing experience for some students in predominantly White insti-
tutions (PWI) (DeSousa & King, 1992; Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 1993). For 
underrepresented populations, being enrolled in a PWI can be an alienating 
experience, especially when it is riddled with microagressions. African Amer-
ican students have reported that their White peers and supervisors appeared 
surprised when they spoke eloquently or demonstrated mastery and effective-
ness in their roles as leaders (Harper, 2005). Further, African American males 
tend to not be well-represented in leadership positions or be actively engaged in 
predominantly White institutions, neglecting to make deep connections and 
productive use of their time outside of the classroom (Harper, 2005; Harper 
et. al., 2004). Some reasons that discourage these students from deepening 
their connection to the university setting include stress and anxiety stemming 
from their self-concept as leaders and believing that they have to be “10 times 
as smart as White students” (Bonner, 2001)—all behaviors that align with the 
imposter phenomenon. To better understand the link between patterns of stu-
dent engagement in high-achieving underrepresented students, more research 
is needed explicitly looking at the link between the impostor phenomenon, 
student engagement, and high-achieving college students from underrepresent-
ed populations. 

Mental Health 

While much of the seminal research on the Impostor Phenomenon (IP) focused 
on the impacts on career development (Clance, 1985; Clance & Imes, 1978; 
Harvey & Katz, 1984), then later, the impact on academic success, its impacts 
on students’ mental health have increased (Bernard et al., 2017; McGregory 
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et al., 2008; Peteet et al., 2013; 2015). While IP is not necessarily linked to 
mental health issues, many studies have made the argument that IP sufferers 
are more likely to be predisposed to feelings of depression, anxiety, fear, and 
stress (Clance, 1985; McGregor, Gee, & Posey, 2008). Individuals experienc-
ing impostor feelings live in a constant state of fear that others will eventually 
discover they are not as intelligent as they have shown to be. Moreover, the 
impostor phenomenon often interferes with one’s ability to accept his or her 
abilities, making it hard to enjoy success and daily life (Clance, 1985; Harvey & 
Katz, 1984, McGregor et al., 2008). IP sufferers live in constant fear and dwell 
on all the things they do not know, rather than thinking about their knowledge 
gained. Because of the paralyzing feelings of worry, fear, and doubt, IP sufferers 
often procrastinate and find it hard to move beyond those feelings to get their 
tasks completed. For those who procrastinate, they work frantically in a state 
of anxiety to get the job done. On the contrary, IP suffers may overprepare and 
overwork on a project more so than needed, robbing them of precious time 
that could be spent on other tasks (Clance, 1985; Harvey & Katz, 1984). Other 
common characteristics of those suffering from the IP include: (a) the need 
to be the very best (though once they are told so, they do not receive it); (b) 
superwoman/man attributes; (c) fear of failure; (d) denial of competence and 
discounting praise; (e) fear of and guilt about success (Clance, 1985). 

For underrepresented college student populations like racial/ethnic minorities 
and first-generation college students, these IP feelings are compounded by the 
already existing academic and socioemotional issues present (Havlik et al., 
2017; Wang & Castaneda-Sound, 2008). For example, racial/ethnic minority 
students often experience stressors related to racial discrimination, feelings of 
otherness and isolation, especially at PWIs where they are underrepresented 
amongst peers, leading to intense feelings of importorism. Peteet and colleagues 
(2014) investigated impostorism with psychological distress and self-esteem 
in African American college students (n=112) and found that the higher the 
feelings of impostorism, the higher levels of psychological stress and lower 
self-esteem exist. In a similar study (McClain et al., 2015) examining ethnic 
identity, racial centrality, minority status stress and impostor feelings as predic-
tors of mental health with a sample of Black college students (n=218), minority 
status stress and IP had a relatively equal effect on the mental health of Black 
students. These results were contradictory to those of Cokley and colleagues 
(2013), whose results showed that impostor feelings were stronger predictors of 
mental health than minority status stress. While results differed, a correlation 
can be made about the direct effects of IP on the mental health of racial/ethnic 
minority students. 

Since we know that first-generation college students already experience feelings 
of self-doubt, fear, and inadequacy related to their academic ability (Consola-
cion et al., 2004; Engle et al., 2008), IP feelings experienced by those who are 
high achieving and come from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds can lead 
to mental health concerns. While being first in one’s family to attend college 
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brings a sense of pride and accomplishment for most first-generation college 
students, other contradictory feelings and cognitive believes are in concert with 
those, such as guilt for abandoning their friends and family and fear of the 
unknown (Wheeler, 2016). Again, when considering high-achieving students 
in this category, IP feelings are compounded by the already existing challenges 
faced by these students (Consolacion et al., 2004; Engle et al., 2008; Havlik et 
al., 2017). More research is needed on the impact of IP on the mental health of 
racial/ethnic minority first-generation college students, as there has only been 
one study to date that directly discussed these impacts (Peteet et al., 2015). 

Implications & Strategies for Higher Education Professionals

We believe there are strategies that higher education faculty and professionals 
can utilize to retain high-achieving racial/ethnic minority and first-gener-
ation college students with feelings of impostorism in their institutions. To 
begin, campuses must find ways to acknowledge the impostor phenomenon 
in students and address its impact on the well-being of all students, especially 
those from underrepresented high-achieving populations. This can impact the 
support structures for offices that oversee the retention and development of 
students from underrepresented populations such as opportunity and access 
programs, male academic leadership programs, cultural student organizations, 
women’s centers, multicultural affairs, etc. Creating opportunities for learning 
and spaces for dialogue about the impostor phenomenon can help the campus 
community develop a critical consciousness. Discussions on this topic can also 
influence trainings provided to student staff such as resident assistants, peer 
educators/counselors, and student ambassadors. Trainings for these campus 
leaders can include helping students find their voice; learning to identify and 
articulate their strengths; and helping them identify role models and mentors 
that empower their development, growth and self-efficacy beliefs. 

Furthermore, it is important for student role models to know how to navigate 
a conversation when students exhibit signs of the imposter phenomenon so 
that they can validate the student’s accomplishments and belongingness at the 
institution. Critical consciousness can also help student crisis response teams 
and counseling offices develop comprehensive approaches in supporting stu-
dents who display signs of anxiety or mental health concerns as a result of the 
impostor phenomenon. These very same offices can also support the faculty in 
knowing how to engage students who seem to have exceptional academic talent, 
yet display elements of impostorism. Lastly, leadership development programs, 
certifications and curriculum can also be shaped by the research on impos-
tor phenomenon and its relationship to self-efficacy, engagement and student 
success. 

Counselors and Advisors

College counselors and advisors serve as critical key players in the success and 
development of students (Havlik et al., 2017; Roscoe, 2015; Smith, 2015). With-
in their roles, advisors and counselors have an opportunity to work one-on-one 
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during individualized sessions that can allow for a more in-depth exploration 
of one’s fears, doubts, stress, and anxiety. To assist students combating feelings 
of impostorism, counselors and advisors should first remain mindful of the 
multifaceted, multiple minority identities at play with racial/ethnic minority 
first- generation college students (McClain et al., 2015). Intentional cultural-
ly responsive interventions including counseling and advising strategies and 
programming efforts that meet the unique needs of this student population 
should be designed to help students, first, make sense of their feelings, then 
provide strategies to help mitigate them (McClain et al., 2015). To help students 
understand their IP feelings, counselors and advisors can provide the labels and 
language behind the definition of the impostor phenomenon so that they can 
begin to recognize these feelings as they emerge. Helping students understand 
they are not alone in their IP feelings can help normalize the process and, per-
haps, connect them with others who may be experiencing similar feelings. 

Once students understand their impostor feelings, strategies such as journaling 
can help students recognize each feeling in the moment. For example, students 
can write and reflect in a journal anytime feelings of impostorism arise. This 
journal should be small enough to carry around daily and can be brought into 
the counseling/advising session. They can begin to label each feeling (e.g., fear, 
doubt, anxiety, perfectionism) while reflecting upon past successes when they 
were able to overcome these feelings. Since we know that IP sufferers will once 
again fall into the cycle of self-doubt and fear of inadequacy, counselors and 
advisors can write down their praises for students so they can refer back and 
enjoy the successes of daily life (Clance, 1985).

Additionally, counselors and advisors should empower their students by affirm-
ing their worth and abilities while challenging faulty cognitive distortions 
about their abilities (McClain et al. 2015). Validation of one’s experiences in 
relation to racial/ethnic identity and college generational status is also critical. 
An open discussion related to diversity (i.e., legitimizing the role of race, vali-
dating the experiences of students of color and first-generation college students) 
should be embraced in counseling/advising sessions (Cokley et al., 2017). Lastly, 
counseling/advising sessions with students suffering from IP feelings should 
be ongoing, since IP sufferers fall into a cycle of IP feelings, accomplishment, 
feelings of pride, then feelings of self-doubt once again (Clance, 1985). 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the impostor phenomenon continues to be an under-researched, 
yet critical subject as it pertains to racial/ethnic minority first-generation col-
lege students (Cokley et al., 2017; Peteet et al., 2015). Given the intense feelings 
of self-doubt, fear of intellectual phoniness, and anxiety related to repeating 
previous success and achievements, students from historically underrepresent-
ed groups are predisposed to the maladaptive thoughts, given their already 
existing challenges related to their racial/ethnic identity and college genera-
tional status. IP can have significant impacts on students’ academic self-effi-
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cacy, mental health and level of engagement in-and-out of the classroom. It 
is important for higher education professionals (e.g., faculty, administrators, 
counselors/advisors) to understand feelings of impostorism to help this student 
population cope with these feelings. Intentional practices, including intentional 
advising, counseling, programming and higher-level decision-making should 
embody cultural competence, recognizing the intersection of identities at play. 
While breaking the cycle of impostorism can be challenging, higher education 
professionals can serve as critical players in the ultimate success and persistence 
of students experiencing IP feelings. 
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ARTICLE 5

A Comprehensive First Year Engagement Theory 

Dr. Craig Smith, Montgomery County Community College

ABSTRACT

Several student retention theorists have purported unique models to support First Year 
Engagement theory. The scholarly contributions of Vincent Tinto (1993), Alexander Astin 
(1984), and Carol Goodenow (1993) inform much of the literature. Astin (1984) provided 
an extensive foundation of knowledge of the factors that contribute to academic and 
social engagement. Similarly, Tinto’s (1993) research addresses the role of student 
engagement in relation to student persistence and Goodenow (1993) discusses how a 
sense of belonging contributes to student success. However, with all this knowledge, first 
year experience programs are not consistently achieving desirable results and colleges 
and universities struggle to retain admitted students. This proposal utilizes the existing 
theoretical underpinnings connected to first year experience to reveal the need for a more 
robust examination of the first year experience and deeper investigation of factors that 
support and thwart student success and persistence and ultimately propose the first 
comprehensive first year engagement theory.

Keywords: Student retention theory, higher education, persistence, first year experience, first year 
engagement theory

A Comprehensive First Year Engagement Theory 

In 1962, Nevitt Sanford, a professor of psychology at Stanford University wrote 
The American College, a text that dealt with the challenges students experi-
enced during their first year of college. His belief asserted that first-year stu-
dents need to be challenged and engaged with experiences that fostered learning 
and personal development in order for them to persist. Sanford (1962) believed 
that first-year students needed to be engulfed in a positive campus climate and 
perceive that they were supported by the campus community. The work of 
critical retention theorists shaped the notion that academic engagement, sense 
of belonging and social support are all crucial parts of the first year experience 
(Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1993). 

Astin’s Student Involvement Theory

Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement stemmed from his longitudinal 
investigations of the factors that contributed to student persistence. Astin’s 
(1984, 1985) Student Involvement Theory concluded that the factors important 
to college student development were synonymous to the factors important to 
college student attrition. Simply put, increasing students’ level of involvement 
in an institution was directly linked to student development and success. 
Whereas,-involvement was defined as “the amount of physical and psycholog-
ical energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (Astin, 1984, 
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p. 297)-Astin (1984) viewed the phenomenon of student persistence from a 
behavioral perspective. 

Tinto’s Student Integration 

Tinto’s theory claimed that students were more likely to remain in an insti-
tution and persist if they connected socially and academically while at that 
institution. Students who integrated into the campus community by making 
friends, joining student clubs and/or organizations, or engaging in academ-
ic activities were more likely to persist than those students who did not have 
these type of meaningful connections. Students - who did not feel at home in 
an institution or believed that there was no place for them at that institution 
- struggled with institutional fit and were unlikely to persist (Tinto, 1993). 
Similarly, students who isolated themselves by remaining in dormitories away 
from social aspects of college life fell into a similar category. Tinto (1993) stated 
that both incongruence and isolation inhibited the integration process, thereby 
inhibiting persistence. Tinto also pointed out that student integration into an 
institution can occur along two dimensions, the academic and the social. 

Goodenow’s Sense of Belonging

Goodenow (1993) proposed that a sense of belonging at school reflects …‘the 
extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and sup-
ported by others in the school social environment’ (p. 80). According to Good-
enow, without a sense of belonging, students are more prone to feelings of social 
isolation, alienation, and loneliness – which are often the reasons why students 
are not retained. On the other hand, proper, adequate, and timely satisfaction 
of the sense of belonging leads to physical, emotional, behavioral, and mental 
well-being (Maslow, 1968). Moreover, the feeling of belonging may have a direct 
and powerful influence on students’ motivation (Goodenow, 1993). 

Theory of First Year Engagement

The theories of Astin, Tinto and Goodenow collectively increase a student’s 
sense of belonging and motivation and forge “meaningful connections” on 
campus. As students experience successful integration, both academically and 
socially, at their institution through a commitment to interact and engage, 
inside and outside of the classroom, the result will be a greater sense of con-
nectedness and belonging to the institution. Academic integration occurs when 
students become attached to the intellectual life of the college, fully engaging in 
all things academic, while social integration occurs when students create rela-
tionships and connections outside of the classroom that are meaningful. These 
two concepts interact with and enhance one another, collectively enhancing 
the likelihood that a student would persist at an institution. And, while stu-
dents must be integrated into the institution along both dimensions to increase 
their likelihood of persistence, there needs to be a fine balance between the two 
(Tinto, 1993). Student integration and belonging complement one another. 
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The framework for a new comprehensive theory of first year engagement is 
based upon the work of Vincent Tinto (1993), Alexander Astin (1984), and 
Carol Goodenow (1993). Tinto’s Theory of Student Integration, Astin’s Theo-
ry of Student Involvement, and Goodenow’s Theory of Belonging collectively 
speak to the factors that impact student success. The author established an 
integrated theoretical framework (see figure 1.0) by integrating each of these 
theories. Collectively, the combination of the student belonging, integration 
and involvement may shape and illuminate the first year college experience in 
higher education.

FIGURE 1.0
 figure 1.0 

ARTICLE 3: A Comprehensive First Year Engagement Theory 

Theory of First Year 
Engagement (Smith)
-Programs designed
with an overlap of the
aforementioned
theoretical frameworks
will likely develop
“meaningful
relationships” that may
yield an increase in
student persistence

Theory of Student Integration 
(Tinto)
-Socially and academically connect
students persist

Theory of Student Belonging 
(Goodenow)
-Students who feel a sense of
belonging and connectedness persist

Theory of Student Involvement 
(Astin)
-Students who are more
involved/engaged are likely to persist

Figure 1.0 Comprehensive First Year Engagement Theory 

First Year Experience programs could design effective programs that employ the 
theoretical framework proposed through the theory of First Year Engagement.

A First Year Experience Model 

Smith (2016) proposes the First Year Engagement Theory which states that 
co-occurrence of Tinto, Astin and Goodenow’s theories on student reten-
tion and success, enhances the likelihood that first year students will develop 
meaningful connections at an institution and be more likely to persist to and 
through completion. It is believed that in order for social and academic integra-
tion at an institution to occur, students must feel a sense of belonging. Astin’s 
Student Involvement Theory, Tinto’s Student Integration Theory and Goode-
now’s Theory of Belonging collectively speak to the factors that impact student 
success. Consistent with Townsend’s (2006) notion of social involvement, social 
involvement has a huge positive impact on student retention similar to those 
who participated in the FYE program included in this chapter. 

The First Year Engagement Theory is relevant to student success through 
the proper design of the first year experience. It is imperative that key design 
components are included in program designs to ensure a successful first year 
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experience program. Smith (2016) proposes five components gathered from a 
host of successful FYE programs that may serve to be useful in future program 
design. Design a program that:

Allows the students the opportunity to take credit bearing courses during 
the summer, 

Maintains a consistent program format throughout entire first year,

Incorporates a formal early warning alert system i.e. alerts prior to week 6 
of a fifteen week semester, 

Implement intentional first year scheduling that includes major courses, 
required developmental education courses, and appropriate credit load,

Recruit faculty and staff who are committed to student success and who 
can serve in a mentor capacity.

Palmer, Wood et al (2014) has explored student success in higher education and 
indicated that there is a benefit to: having knowledge of the theoretical under-
pinnings that help to increase student retention, and to being well versed in first 
year experience programs designed specifically to assist underprepared and 
underrepresented students in their persistence on college campuses. 

In summary, it was found that student participation in FYE programs do have 
an overall positive impact on academic success during the first year of college. 
It was discovered that early social integration into the campus community, 
establishing sound mentor relationships and having a strong sense of belonging 
all play a key role in student persistence from year one to year two. 
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ABSTRACT

The persistence of first-year minority college students remains a critical task for higher 
education institutions.  Although postsecondary enrollment of minority college students 
has grown over the past few decades, many students enter college academically 
unprepared.  The literature reveals numerous programming initiatives designed to promote 
the academic success of first year college students. This paper introduces the Jones 
Academic Skills Assessment (JASA) as a diagnostic tool for assessing the academic 
strengths and needs of first-year minority college students.  Furthermore, results from the 
JASA guide academic support representatives in developing individualized tutoring and 
academic coaching skill plans for students to maintain throughout the first year of college. 
Numerous anticipated academic outcomes through use of the diagnostic tool include 
self-regulated learning, increase in grade point average, and student persistence. The 
JASA along with academic supports and collaborative communication promote access for 
minority college students and level the playing field for their academic success.     

Introduction

The transitional period from high school to college is a critical developmental 
stage for first-year undergraduate students.  During this time students undergo 
a tremendous amount of academic, personal, social, and financial transitions 
(Connolly, Flynn, Jemmott, & Oestreicher, 2017; D’Lima, Winsler, & Kitsantas, 
2014).   Swanson, Vaughn, and Wilkinson (2017) proclaimed “although the 
college transition is challenging for all students, specific groups of students are 
even more at risk.  These groups include males, first generation, and minority 
students” (p. 387). 

The persistence of first-year college students is an ongoing high priority issue 
in higher education institutions within the United States of America (Criss-
man Ishler & Upcraft, 2005; Jacobs & Archie, 2008).  Academic preparedness 
is noted as a challenge experienced by many first-year college students (Dennis, 
Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005; Swanson et al., 2017). “When students have limited 
access to resources, their academic options are lessened or ‘constrained’.  This 
constraint creates risk” (Cabrera, Miner, & Milem, 2013, p. 484, as cited in 
O’Connor, 2002). As a result, students from underserved populations are most 
at-risk for being academically unprepared for college and persisting beyond 
the first year (Cabrera et al., 2013; Dennis et al., 2005; Robbins & Smith, 1993; 
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Swanson et al., 2017).  Jacobs and Archie (2008) stated that dropout rates of 
first-year college students are problematic among higher education institutions 
across the country. As a result, higher education institutions have implemented 
various initiatives to enhance the persistence of first-year college students. 

This promising approach identifies the process of diagnosing the academic 
needs of first-year minority college students as a measure for promoting aca-
demic success and persistence.  Diagnosing first-year minority college students’ 
academic needs may be a complex and challenging task for faculty and admin-
istrators. The Jones Academic Skills Assessment (JASA) along with collaborative 
academic support services, communication, and assessment is suggested as 
a best practices tool in identifying the academic needs of first-year minority 
college students, thus determining ways in which tutoring and or academic 
coaching would be most effective for their academic success.  Furthermore, it 
is an individual method of assessing students’ academic preparedness and plan 
for academic success. A review of the literature, description of the diagnostic 
tool, collaborative academic support services, methods, assessment procedures, 
anticipated outcomes, and implications for research will be discussed in this 
best practices paper. 

Review of the Literature

The First-Year Minority Student

First-year college students comprise a diverse make up of various backgrounds, 
genders, races, and ethnicities (Miller & Lesik, 2014).   According to Crissman 
Ishler (2005), “the number of racial and ethnic groups accessing higher edu-
cation has grown dramatically in the past twenty-five years and reflects the 
changing nature of our nation’s population” (p.18).  The literature reveals an 
intersection between first-year minority college students and first-generation 
college students. First-generation students are described as individuals who are 
the first in their immediate families to attend college, as their parents may have 
earned a high school diploma or less (Crissman Ishler, 2005).  When compared 
to students whose parents or guardians earned a bachelor’s degree or high-
er, first-generation college students’ family income tended to be much lower 
(Crissman Ishler, 2005; Hurd, Tan, & Loeb, 2016). Dennis et al. (2005) also 
reported that first-generation college students may be academically unprepared 
for college.  As a result, initiatives have been established to support the academ-
ic endeavors of both first-generation and first-year minority students (Atherton, 
2014; Crissman Ishler, 2005). 

The Evolution of Tutoring and Academic Coaching

Tutoring remains one of the oldest forms of instructional support in the history 
of higher education.  Students have expressed a need for some form of supple-
mental individualized instruction since the establishment of the first colleges in 
the United States during the 1600’s.  Applicants who struggled to meet college 
entrance requirements and foreign language requirements hired private tutors 
to reinforce their content knowledge (Arendale, 2011). By the early 1800’s, the 
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number of institutions increased as did the need for academic support.  Con-
sequently, pre-collegiate preparatory academies were formed to offer remedial 
assistance in reading, writing and mathematics. Such remediation became more 
embedded within the college curriculum throughout the twentieth century 
(Arendale, 2011).

By the 1920’s, the academic support structure in higher education expanded 
in scope.  Whereas educators focused primarily on students’ acquisition of 
content knowledge through tutoring, the focus broadened to address students’ 
needs in the learning process (Association for the Study of Higher Education 
(ASHE), 2010).  As a result, many colleges and universities formed program-
ming that would support student learning and foster learning skills. More than 
two hundred ‘how-to-study’ manuals surfaced in the 1920’s and 1930’s (Brown 
& Holtzman, 1955 as cited in Thompson, 1976).  Moreover, study skills cours-
es introduced strategies for exam preparation, reading and study techniques 
(Thompson, 1976). Over the next few decades, these services would evolve into 
various forms - learning-to-learn courses, first year experience courses, academ-
ic counseling, success coaching and academic coaching.

First-Year Programming Initiatives

The literature reveals the evolution of programming initiatives that derived from 
early academic coaching models.  These programs are designed to address the 
transitional needs of first-year college students by promoting academic success 
and increasing persistence (Jacobs & Archie, 2008). Cabrera et al. (2013) stated 
that “programmatic efficacy is largely determined not only by how practitioners 
develop participants’ cognitive abilities, but also how effectively they connect 
them to social and academic support networks during their first year of college” 
(p. 481).  Some of the most common first-year initiatives include pre-college, 
summer bridge, and First Year Experience (FYE) programs (Atherton, 2014; 
Connolly et al., 2017). Pre-college programs are typically offered to middle and 
high school aged students in various regions across the United States. Ather-
ton (2014) cited Gullatt and Jan (2003) by stating the following: “Precollegiate 
outreach programs such as TRIO, GEAR UP, Upward Bound, and AVID seek to 
assist identified academically disadvantaged populations and provide academic, 
informational and career outreach to students to facilitate college participation 
and success” (p. 828).  The purpose of these precollege programs is to expose 
students to the rigors of college and provide them with tips and strategies to 
succeed academically, socially, and financially (Atherton, 2014; Newman & 
Newman, 1999).

Similar to pre-college programming, summer bridge programs are designed 
to introduce accepted or pre-conditionally accepted students to the college 
experience during the summer prior to the start of the first year of college and 
arrival of the larger population of students (Rita & Bacote, 1997).  The mission 
of summer bridge programs is to guide students in attaining academic skills and 
social networks necessary for thriving in a collegiate environment (Atherton, 
2014; Cabrera et al., 2013). Summer bridge programs are typically held for four 
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to six weeks and enroll students in college level courses that introduce them to 
time management, study preparation, and test taking skills necessary to succeed 
in those courses (Rita & Bacote, 1997).  In addition to academic enrichment 
support, most summer bridge programs provide students with the opportunity 
to reside on campus and participate in social events (Cabrera et al., 2013). These 
early experiences provide students with the opportunity to establish relation-
ships with their peers and professors as well as become acclimated to campus 
buildings and resources (Atherton, 2014; Cabrera et al., 2013)

First-Year Experience (FYE) is a third common type of programming initiative 
intended to promote the academic success and persistence of first-year college 
students.  The mission of the First-Year Experience courses is to help new college 
students successfully navigate the academic, social, and personal expectations 
of college (Siegel, 2015). First-Year Enrichment seminars or courses are typical-
ly offered to first-year college students during the fall semester.  In addition to 
developing courses to aid in the collegiate transition, first-year students are also 
provided with various academic resources to support their academic devel-
opment (Atherton, 2014). This early and regular contact with students assists 
faculty in identifying students who may be at-risk for succeeding in the course 
and persisting at the institution (Connolly et al., 2017).  Siegel (2015) expressed 
the importance of faculty, administrators, and staff collaboration in providing a 
successful experience for students. 

The Evolution of Learning Assessment Tools

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of various programming efforts, educators 
have utilized a number of instruments and assessment tools.  One of the first 
study habits inventories was created in 1933 by Gilbert Wrenn, who explored 
the concept of study skills as a predictor of academic success (Wrenn & McK-
eown, 1933 as cited in Thompson, 1976).  The 28-item inventory evaluated 
students’ reading, note taking, concentration, study time and level of exam 
stress. Brown and Holtzman (1955) expanded on Wrenn’s research and in 1953 
introduced the Survey of Study Habits Attitudes (SSHA) Inventory, which mea-
sures students’ study methods, delay avoidance and attitudes toward academics 
(Thompson, 1976).

In the decades that followed, a wave of additional questionnaires and inventories 
were published.  The Students Attitudes Inventory (SAI) and the Entwistle Stu-
dent Attitudes Inventory expanded on the structure of the SSHA (Fitkov-Norris 
& Yeghiazarian, 2013).  Learners’ self-regulated learning and motivation were 
further explored in the creation of the Academic Self-regulated Learning Scale 
(Magno, 2011), Metacognitive Awareness Inventory (Schraw and Dennison, 
1994), Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) and Learning 
and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI) (Weinstein, Palmer, & Schulte, 2002).  To 
date, countless institutions of higher education, as well as high schools, utilize 
either one or a combination of the published inventories or self-made question-
naires in an effort to appropriately diagnose learners’ academic needs.
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Diagnostic Tool

To properly diagnose academic skill level and prescribe the appropriate con-
tent for tutoring and or academic coaching services, the Jones Academic Skills 
Assessment (JASA) will be administered to first-year minority college stu-
dents.  The JASA is an intake tool designed for students to self-report their aca-
demic strengths and needs. This intake tool provides the following Likert Scale 
rating options for students to select: always, often, sometimes, rarely, never, 
and not applicable. It is recommended that Academic Support representatives 
administer the JASA to students in addition to academic support initiatives as a 
best practice for diagnosing students’ academic strengths and needs. 

The JASA includes the following nine sections pertaining to academic and inner 
personal skill development: Classroom Engagement, Goal Setting, Time Man-
agement and Organization, Textbook Reading, Writing, Utilization of Academ-
ic Resources, Lectures/ Note Taking/ Power Points, Study Prep/ Test Taking, 
and Inner/ Personal.   The Classroom Engagement section determines students’ 
classroom attendance, participation, attentiveness, completion of work, and 
etiquette in classes. The Goal Setting section measures if students regularly set 
specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-oriented (SMART) goals 
pertaining to their academic success and monitor them regularly.  The Time 
Management and Organization section inquires about the students’ ability to 
create and maintain a weekly time management schedule, study two to three 
hours for every hour of class time, write important dates in a calendar or plan-
ner, complete a daily or weekly task list, maintain a separate folder or binder for 
each course, and regularly track grades and academic progress in each course. 

The Textbook Reading section of the JASA assesses whether students read text-
book chapters in their entirety, pre-read textbook chapters for major headings 
and subheadings, identify main ideas, and supporting details within a text, 
utilize strategies to check comprehension of text, recall important facts after 
reading, and are able to summarize content within the textbook.  The Writing 
section inquires if students are able to clearly and concisely draft and outline 
their thoughts and ideas, use appropriate grammar and punctuation in writ-
ing assignments, and are confident in their writing abilities. The Utilization of 
Academic Resources section measures whether students attend tutoring ses-
sions, visit the Writing Center for assistance with writing assignments, attend 
Academic Success Workshops throughout the semester, meet with professors 
during office hours, meet with assigned academic advisors for required advising 
sessions and communicate with him or her regarding academic progress, and 
uses supplemental resources for courses.

The Lectures/Note Taking/ Power Points section of the JASA evaluates stu-
dents’ ability to identify main ideas within a lecture, take notes during lectures, 
record class lectures, review notes and PowerPoints after class, organize notes 
by grouping ideas, creating headlines, etc., and link PowerPoint and class notes 
with textbook material.  The Study Prep and Test Taking section addresses skills 
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and practices before and after an exam consisting of the following: preparation 
for quizzes and exams five to seven days in advance, incorporation of various 
active study methods or aids for each course, ability to memorize key course 
information, ability to concentrate when studying and taking tests, review pre-
vious exams and quizzes, participate in study groups, study in distraction-free 
locations, aware of the content to be covered on exams, aware of the format 
of exams, ability to eliminate feelings of test anxiety, review test content and 
instructions prior to beginning tests, check answers after completing exams, 
and ability to refrain from changing test answers many times prior to submit-
ting the test.  The final section of the Jones Academic Skills Assessment (JASA) 
is the Inner/Personal section. This section is important as it plays a key role in 
students’ ability to achieve academic success. It assesses students’ motivation to 
perform well in classes and ability to maintain at least eight hours of sleep each 
night, eat three or more meals each day, exercise three or more times a week, and 
regularly implement positive strategies for coping with stressful situations. 

Methods

The intake, referral, and collaboration processes regarding diagnosing first-year 
minority students’ academic needs are identified in this section.

The Intake

The Jones Academic Skills Assessment (JASA) serves as the catalyst of the best 
practices collaborative model.  Like other instruments of its kind, the JASA 
serves as both a diagnostic and prescriptive tool for student performance.  As 
such, it can be used to identify academic needs and to devise a plan for success. 
The modes through which the form is administered may vary.  Students can 
complete a hardcopy version on site or follow a link to access the form electron-
ically, which would allow students to complete it at any location.  In addition to 
the varying modes of administration, students also have the option to complete 
the evaluation individually or rather in the presence of a service provider, in 
which case the form becomes an impetus for discussion.  Given the impor-
tance of the JASA’s role to guide individual programming, students should be 
encouraged to provide honest feedback with the reminder that they will not be 
penalized in any way. If the JASA will be used as a post-measure following an 
intervention or time period, then the administrator should clarify its purpose 
as a pre/post evaluation tool.

The Referral Process

The referral process of the Jones Academic Skills Assessment (JASA) promotes 
the collaborative academic support and communication of this best practices 
model. Once the JASA has been completed, the student will meet with a service 
provider to discuss the results and trends.  The following questions might be 
addressed: In which areas did the student receive the highest score? Which 
areas show the lowest score? Is there a large discrepancy in scoring or perfor-
mance?  What previous academic experiences contributed to the student’s 
current ratings? Based on the students’ scoring, the service provider will make 
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the appropriate referral for either academic coaching and/or tutoring ser-
vices.  For example, if the student marks a score of 0 or 1 for the following items 
- “able to summarize content within text”, “able to identify main ideas within 
a lecture” – the provider might recommend tutoring support to assist with 
content review.  Similarly, if the student shows low scoring for the following 
items – “Create and maintain a weekly time management schedule”, “Incorpo-
rate various study methods/ aids for each class” – the provider would refer the 
student to academic coaching for assistance with time management and study 
skills strategies.  There are additional categories noted on the JASA that do not 
fall within the scope of academic coaching or tutoring. Issues such as motiva-
tion and adequate sleep for example may require other forms of intervention. 
Thus, administrators should be prepared to refer students to additional support 
services at the institution if needed.

The frequency of academic coaching and tutoring meetings is to be deter-
mined by the student and service provider.  Research shows that weekly or 
biweekly meetings with an academic support representative yields improved 
student performance than less frequent visits (Bettinger & Baker, 2011; Farrell, 
2007).  Therefore, this collaborative model proposes regular weekly meeting 
times between the student and service provider during the first year. The stu-
dent may meet weekly with a tutor in addition to attending a separate meeting 
with an academic coach.

The Collaboration

The success of this promising approach depends heavily on the collaboration 
and communication between academic support units.  With such disparate 
units at an institution, students may potentially connect with multiple service 
providers who do not consult with each other to discuss or strategize support 
efforts.  This best practice model, however, offers a less divided approach. In 
addition to the weekly meetings between the student and coach or tutor, there 
will also be weekly contact between tutoring and academic coaching units to 
discuss students’ progress and to troubleshoot issues.  Additionally, the stu-
dents’ responses from the JASA will be shared between units. The collective 
sharing will allow providers to have a more complete perspective of the stu-
dent’s academic readiness. Consequently, providers will be able to strategically 
address academic needs and monitor progress.  For example, if a student has 
indicated deficiencies in the areas of time management and note taking, then 
the academic coach and tutoring service provider would work jointly to rein-
force strategies in these areas. A tutor might utilize a student’s class notes as a 
basis for content review, which might lead to an impromptu discussion on how 
to best capture content through note taking.  Moreover, the tutoring session 
might conclude by having the student create a task chart in preparation for the 
next session. In turn, these strategies would complement the time management 
assistance that a student might receive from the academic coach. The entire 
process of this best practices model is captured in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Proposed Collaborative Model to Promote Academic Success

ARTICLE 7: A Collaborative Model for Diagnosing First-Year Minority College Students’ Academic 
Needs: Establishing a Plan for Academic Success through Academic Coaching and Tutoring      

Figure 1 

Figure 1: The best practices collaborative model.  1) Students complete the 
JASA, the results of which prompt a service provider to recommend tutoring or 
academic coaching. 2) As the student receives services, tutoring and academic 
coaching representatives consult regarding student progress. 3) Students experi-
ence greater success as a result of the JASA and collaborative academic support 
services.

Assessment Procedures

Assessment is an essential component to this collaborative model. To assess 
the effectiveness of the Jones Academic Skills Assessment (JASA) and collabo-
rative academic support initiatives in diagnosing first-year minority students’ 
academic needs and placement in tutoring and academic coaching services, the 
following procedures will be conducted: Jones Academic Skills Assessment Pre/
Post Tests, Tutoring and Academic Coaching Satisfaction Survey, and Course 
Grade and GPA Analysis.

The Jones Academic Skills Assessment (JASA) will be administered via a Pre 
and Post Test format to assess the effectiveness of the tool in referring students 
to academic coaching and tutoring for academic assistance.  The Pre-Test will 
be administered to incoming first-year minority college students during place-
ment testing which occurs in late spring and prior to the start of the summer 
and fall semesters.  Students’ self-reported academic strengths, needs, and 
undeveloped areas will be noted in identifying an academic success plan for 
their first year of college.  During the academic year, the students will receive 
academic coaching and tutoring services specifically outlined via the JASA. By 
the end of the students’ first year spring semester, the post- test will be admin-
istered to students.  Identical to the Pre-Test, students will self-report their skill 
levels in the nine areas of the JASA. Each section of the students’ JASA respons-
es would then be reviewed to determine if the pre and post-tests demonstrate an 
increase, decrease, or no change in scores.  Effectiveness is noted by an increase 
in individual skill areas in which the student may have received support 
throughout the academic year. 
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The Tutoring/Academic Coaching Satisfaction Survey is administered at the 
end of each semester to gauge students’ experience with tutoring or academ-
ic coaching services.  This survey is available to students electronically and 
includes a Likert Scale Survey ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree 
in most areas of the survey. First, students are asked to provide demographic 
information such as class year, major and residential status.  Students also indi-
cate the number of times that they have utilized tutoring or academic coaching 
services during the semester. They also specify what other support services 
they have utilized during that time frame. Students then indicate the subjects 
for which they received tutoring as well as their primary reason for seeking 
services.  The second part of the evaluation prompts students to rate the tutor 
or academic coach in areas regarding punctuality, knowledge, ability to convey 
information and patience. The student also indicates his/her level of satisfac-
tion with the services and is then prompted to rate the level to which tutoring/
academic coaching has impacted his/her understanding of the content and 
GPA.  The final portion of the evaluation prompts students to rate the degree to 
which tutoring/academic coaching has affected reading, note-taking, orga-
nizing and retaining information, test-taking, and communication skills. The 
survey concludes with final questions regarding suggestions for improvement.

Course grades and grade point averages (GPA) will also be assessed to determine 
the effectiveness of the Jones Academic Skills Assessment (JASA), tutoring, and 
academic coaching services.  Final grades for courses tutored will be assessed 
to compare minority first-year student completion versus general population 
first year students who did not complete the JASA or receive regular academic 
coaching and tutoring services.  Grade point average (GPA) is also an important 
component to assess first-year minority students’ overall academic progress at 
the institution and likelihood of academic success as compared to the general 
population of first year students.  The researchers anticipate comparable if not 
higher cumulative grade point averages for first year students who completed the 
JASA and regularly attended tutoring and academic coaching services. 

Anticipated Outcomes

There are numerous anticipated outcomes linked to the collaborative model 
including the implementation of the JASA, tutoring and academic coaching 
services.  These include increased GPA, persistence, motivation, self-regulated 
learning and enhanced mindset regarding learning potential. Each outcome is 
further explained in this section.

One of the most observable, short-term outcomes of the best practices col-
laborative model is the student’s ability to achieve and maintain a satisfactory 
grade point average of 2.0 or higher.  Research shows that students who engage 
in one or more academic counseling sessions within a semester experience 
greater gains in GPA than students who do not attend any sessions (Wlazelek 
& Coulter, 1999).  Similarly, the number of tutoring sessions attended has 
been found to have a positive correlation with a student’s grade point average 
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(Arco-Tirado, Fernández-Martín, & Fernández-Balboa, 2011). In general, stu-
dents who regularly attend peer tutoring sessions generally earn higher course 
grades than those who do not.

Academic coaching within the context of a first year experience course may also 
significantly impact student grades.  In a study involving newly-admitted at-risk 
undergraduate students, the majority of whom were minority students (95%), 
earned a significantly higher grade point average following their full participa-
tion in an FYE course than a control group of non-participants (Connolly et al., 
2017).  The increased performance is largely attributed to their high level of inter-
action with university staff as well as their exposure to various learning skills.

In addition to promoting improved grades, individualized support through 
academic coaching or tutoring services generally leads to increased persistence, 
particularly among freshmen students (Bettinger & Baker, 2011; Farrell, 
2007;  Tait, 2004). Flavell (2007) discovered that first-year students who met 
weekly with an academic coach experienced a five percent increase in retention 
from the fall to the spring semester. Likewise, students who met weekly with 
tutors, especially tutors of historically difficult courses, generally persisted 
within their major to a greater degree as compared to students within similar 
cohorts (Batz, Olsen, Dumont, Dastoor, & Smith, 2015; Higgins, 2004).

Tutoring has been found to positively affect students’ attitudes and self-con-
cept.  A meta-analysis review of tutoring studies reveals that students exhibited 
more positive attitudes and favorable self-concepts within classrooms with 
tutoring programs (Cohen & Kulik, 1981).  Academic coaching has been shown 
to have a similar impact on students’ affective learning.  Research shows that 
students who receive academic coaching develop positive attitudes overall and 
experience increased motivation toward learning (Lemcool, 2009).

A long-term benefit of the recommended collaborative model is that students 
will gain strategies to self-regulate their own learning.  Self-regulated learning 
involves a learner’s control of his/her cognition, motivation and behavior in 
the pursuit of a learning goal. Through continued exposure with an academic 
coach and a tutor who teaches and models self-regulated learning behaviors, a 
student is more likely to implement these strategies independently.  Further-
more, when confronted with academic difficulty, the self-regulated learner is 
equipped with the academic strategies to find a solution (Zimmerman, Bonner, 
& Kovach, 1996.)  

In addition to increased academic performance, enhanced or growth mindset 
toward academic success is a sixth anticipated outcome of the recommended 
diagnostic tool and collaborative model.  Dweck (2006) asserted that individ-
uals maintain one of two mindsets about intelligence; it is either fixed or it has 
potential to grow.  Research further indicates that mindset can significantly 
impact students’ experiences in academia. McGuire (2015) introduced the use 
of various tools and strategies as methods for fostering growth mindsets in 
students.  By diagnosing students’ academic needs via the Jones Academic Skills 
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Assessment and creating a collaborative and individualized plan for tutoring/
academic coaching, it is very likely that students will feel more empowered 
to take on academic tasks and challenges.  Furthermore, it is anticipated that 
first-year minority college students’ mindset regarding their ability to succeed 
academically will grow. 

Limitations of the Approach

There are several limitations associated with effectively diagnosing students’ 
academic needs.  First, the validity of students’ abilities to accurately self-report 
their academic skill levels may be problematic regarding this practice.  Bowman 
(2010) stated that higher education institutions heavily rely on self-reported 
assessments to measure student development and progress but argued that they 
may not necessarily produce objective results.  Bowman (2010) asserted that “in 
the context of self-reported gains, students probably feel that they have a great 
deal of insight into their own learning and development, but their judgments 
may be quite erroneous” (p. 470).  For example, overconfident students may 
overestimate their academic abilities whereas students with lower levels of con-
fidence may underestimate themselves when completing the skills assessment. 
For that reason, it is important to provide students with examples of the various 
skill areas and Likert ratings to determine where they accurately fit on the scale.   

In addition to accurately self-reporting academic skills, the overall academic 
motivation of students is another limitation to this practice. Roksa and Whitley 
(2017) acknowledged the growth of research regarding academic motivation 
over time as well as the correlation between motivation and academic achieve-
ment in higher education. Students lacking motivation may not fully take 
advantage of tutoring and academic coaching and not reap the benefits of full 
participation. Consequently, disparities in student motivation may skew results. 
Future studies may benefit from assessing student motivation prior to imple-
menting the diagnostic tool and collaborative support services.

In addition to self-reported responses and students’ levels of motivation, 
institutional support structures pose as a limitation to this population of 
students.  Means and Pyne (2017) defined “institutional support structures as 
academic and social spaces, such as departments, programs, residence halls, 
classrooms, and student organizations designed to support student learn-
ing and success” (pp. 907-908).  Institutions may vary in academic support 
resources which may affect students’ access and experiences with tutoring and 
academic coaching. 

Implications for Research

There are several implications to research to consider regarding diagnosing 
first-year minority students’ academic needs and identifying the ways in which 
tutoring and or academic coaching would promote their academic suc-
cess.  Level of preparedness of first-year minority college students is a critical 
area to be explored in further studies. Academically prepared students may 
have prior exposure to the rigor of college-level courses, advanced study and 
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test taking skills, and institutional support.   Academically underprepared stu-
dents may lack in those types of skill areas and experiences. Melzer and Grant 
(2016) asserted that “although underprepared students exhibit a great deal of 
resiliency and perseverance to reach the college level, they still underperform 
academically and socially compared to more prepared students” (p. 100).  “As 
student populations continue to become more diversified, institutions must 
understand students’ academic preparedness to better serve them” (Atherton, 
2014, p. 824). It is extremely important to discover methods of diagnosing 
students’ levels of academic preparedness during the first year of college to level 
the playing field for all first year students. 

The administration of a longitudinal study beyond the first year of college is 
another implication for research.  It would be helpful to monitor the effective-
ness of the diagnostic tool, collaborative academic support efforts, student aca-
demic progress, and persistence over a longer span of time.  Perhaps students’ 
academic needs could also be diagnosed during their sophomore, junior, and 
senior years of college to recommend tutoring and academic coaching strate-
gies for upper-level course work.  The longitudinal study could further assess 
the effectiveness of the diagnostic tool and methods throughout the students’ 
academic trajectory, thus aiding persistence. 

The self-efficacy of first-year minority college students is a final implication 
for further research.  Bandura (1997) linked self-efficacy with an individual’s 
perception to change and thrive in various environments.  D’Lima, et al. (2014) 
emphasized the relevance of self-efficacy and the initial year of college. D’Lima 
et al. (2014) also noted self-efficacy as bearing more importance to academic 
persistence than high school demographics, standardized scores, and grade 
point average.  Academic self-efficacy plays a role in the way that students per-
ceive and approach new tasks and challenges (D’Lima et al., 2014). It would be 
an interesting research initiative to study the self-efficacy of first-year minority 
students and examine differences among gender, race, region, and institutional 
types for more conclusive data in this area.

Conclusion

Research indicates disparities in the academic preparedness, persistence, and 
graduation rates of ethnic and minority college students.  Student dropout rates 
are highly correlated with academic performance and preparedness (D’Lima et 
al., 2014). The literature indicates that students of color experience enhanced 
hardships during the transition of the first year of college.   To address this 
issue, it is extremely important for higher education institutions to implement 
strategies to appropriately diagnose and assess the academic needs of first-year 
minority college students. In addition to first-year programming initiatives, 
academic support units could administer the Jones Academic Skills Assessment 
(JASA) as a best practice in determining the methods in which students could 
appropriately utilize academic coaching and tutoring.  This individualized 
method would then enhance the collaboration between academic coaching and 
tutoring staff. Although minority college students may encounter challenges 
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as they transition to college, academic success is possible with the support of 
faculty and staff (Melzer & Grant, 2016). 
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ARTICLE 7

Mind The Gap: Decolonizing the Developmental Writing 
Classroom Through a Theory of Cultural Rhetorics
K. Jamie Woodlief, West Chester University

ABSTRACT

This article argues that many assumptions made about developmental students and their 
capabilities are rooted in the colonized classroom. Common best practices in introductory 
college composition tend to work within the confines of dominant culture, particularly in 
the structure, genres, and language choices we teach. Strides have been made to create 
innovative pedagogies using multimodal forms and unexpected genres to better serve the 
traditionally underserved populations in academics. Many of these innovations fall under 
the broader theory of cultural rhetorics. Applying a theory of cultural rhetorics can break 
down some common assumptions and improve pedagogical practices in the developmental 
writing classroom. This article shows that practices such as translingualism and the 
narrative genre have the potential to better serve under-represented minority students, who 
are often over-represented in the basic writing classroom.

Mind the Gap: Decolonizing the Developmental Writing Classroom through a 
Theory of Cultural Rhetorics

In the summer of 2014 I began teaching for my university’s Academic Develop-
ment Summer Bridge Program. I had experience with these types of programs 
from teaching at a local community college, previous to my current full-time 
position. Due to this previous experience, I was eager to take on the opportu-
nity once again in 2014. The student population in these programs tend to be 
more diverse than non-developmental students as minorities are overrepresent-
ed in remedial courses (Bernstein, 2013, p. 115). They often start at an academic 
disadvantage coming from under-funded schools with fewer resources to aid 
their students. Students may also face a non-traditional home life with less sup-
port, limited access to a distraction free environment both inside and outside 
of school, and a lack of financial support to buy the needed school supplies. In 
my experience, these factors contribute to an increased motivation, just one 
of the many reasons I prefer working with this student population. However, 
these factors also contribute to a lack of knowledge about standard practices in 
academic writing. In fact, many of these students have a deficiency in academic 
standards in general including study skills, time management, critical reading 
and thinking, and expectations regarding classroom behavior. This deficiency 
leads to a lack of confidence which may lead to frustration with the rigorous 
coursework of college, particularly if professors have not taken these factors 
into consideration. “Minority students’ underprepared status often serves to 
compound their marginalization and oppression” (Bernstein, 2013, p. 115). 
Sanchez and Paulson suggest, “A more progressive and democratic pedagog-
ical approach to teaching academic literacy would be one in which students 
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learn not only how to read and write academic texts, but also how to examine 
critically the discourse that makes up their world(s)” (qtd. in Bernstein, 2013, 
p. 115), and cultural discourse is best conveyed through narrative; stories from 
those who have lived the experience.  Instructors in these classes often have the 
added burden of incorporating these skills and managing a more rigorous sup-
port system. However, the added benefit of seeing these students succeed after 
all of the hard work is gratifying. 

I had no training in teaching developmental courses; I had to learn through 
my experiences, and I made quite a few mistakes in the first few years. I did not 
consider where these students were coming from and how that may affect their 
learning styles. I conducted the class much like a high school English class with 
basic paragraph writing and grammar tests, believing developmental meant 
they were not able to handle a more challenging curriculum. I soon learned this 
was not the case at all. In fact, studies have shown these students can handle 
the same coursework as non-developmental students if they have more support 
and the right pedagogical methods. Janikka Charlton immersed her students in 
writing studies “to disrupt common assumptions about the purpose(s) of first-
year writing classes and to make the familiar… strange again (Bernstein, 2013, 
p. 105). This writing studies curriculum had students reading and discussing 
scholarly articles about composition; a practice that many of her colleagues 
were dubious about. And it worked. Students were more engaged, gained confi-
dence, and improved their writing when they were held to higher expectations 
(Berstein, 2013, p. 110). Our assumptions about developmental students and 
their capabilities are rooted in the colonized classroom.

Cultural rhetorics can improve our pedagogies in the developmental writing 
classroom. Common best practices in introductory college composition tend 
to work within the confines of dominant culture, particularly in the structure, 
genres, and language choices we teach. Strides have been made to create innova-
tive pedagogies using multimodal forms and unexpected genres to better serve 
the traditionally underserved student population in academics. Under-repre-
sented minority students often end up in developmental writing courses which 
follow strict curriculum guidelines and usually do not require, nor encour-
age, innovative thinking. Malea Powell, Daisy Levy, Andrea Riley-Mukavetz, 
Marilee Brooks-Gillies, Maria Novotny, and Jennifer Fisch-Ferguson would see 
this type of a curriculum as working within colonial rhetorical practices. How-
ever, in their essay, “Our Story Begins Here: Constellating Cultural Rhetorics” 
these authors also believe, “Academia can be an indigenous, decolonial space 
as well” (2014, p. 2). The authors refer to decolonial as relating, “specifically to 
stories from the perspective of colonized cultures and communities that are 
working to delink from the mechanisms of colonialism. This delinking encour-
ages a shift to a set of knowledge-making practices that don’t reinforce colonial 
logics, which also form the roots of systems like capitalism” (2014, p. 3). In this 
article, I will show how instructors can create an “indigenous, decolonial space” 
in first-year writing classrooms, and I will attempt to explore solutions to a long 
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standing pedagogical question: how do we acknowledge, encourage and teach 
students from colonized cultures? 

Malea Powell et al. describe a different way of looking at cultural rhetorics. The 
article is written in narrative form to stress the importance of narrative to voice 
and agency amongst underrepresented populations, “If you’re not practicing 
story, you’re doing it wrong” (2014, p. 3). The authors explain their choice to 
use the narrative form:

First, because of its imaginative power in our own writing and thinking pro-
cess. Second as a dual nod to the Greco-Roman-centricity of our discipline 
and to the performance-focused nature of much of cultural rhetorics practice. 
Third, as a way to emphasize the fluid and shifting nature of this thing we’re 
calling cultural rhetorics, and the necessity of deliberatively reflexive practice 
that such methodology requires. Fourth, as a way to clear a path through the 
complex tangle of theory and practice we want to embody in this writing--as 
a way to show how we’re navigating the intellectual trade routes that cultural 
rhetorics gathers together. (2014, p. 2)

I restate this quote in its entirety because these reasons coincide with my own 
reasons for applying this theory to the classroom, specifically the develop-
mental writing classroom I described in the introduction. The culture of the 
developmental writing classroom is diverse, and much of the research done 
about best practices in these classrooms, and for the developmental student, is 
what Powell et al. call object oriented studies of culture. We cannot consider 
the needs of our developmental students, and how best to teach them, without 
considering their cultural backgrounds. As detailed above, the backgrounds of 
these students often shape their prior knowledge, confidence, support systems, 
and access to academic materials, that other students may take for granted. 
The authors believe, “An object-oriented approach to understanding culture 
also erases the human bodies involved in their makings” essentially “recapitu-
lat[ing] a colonialist/capitalist paradigm” (2014, p. 4). Certainly, reinforcing the 
status quo and establishing a colonized environment in the classroom should 
not be the intent for any college instructor. How then do we “decolonize” the 
classroom? Malea Powell and company believe that narrative is the answer to 
decolonizing our scholarship, and I believe the same solution can be applied to 
the writing classroom. 

Before talking about how to decolonize the developmental writing classroom, I 
think it is necessary to provide evidence that the classroom is indeed a colo-
nized space. Instructors of composition, particularly in the first-year writing 
classroom, teach their students about the expectations of academic discourse. 
Most curriculums include lessons on academic language, writing styles, 
genres, and sometimes even proper topic choices. These lessons work within 
the dominant culture’s rules and expectations for academia, and come with a 
set of assumptions about what students already know and do. However, many 
under-represented minority (URM) students in developmental classes are miss-
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ing a connection to what Rebecca Williams Mlynarczyk calls, “the work, the 
words and the world of the academy” (2014, p. 11). Mlynarczyk argues that the 
academy’s definition of “academic language” values persuasive and argumenta-
tive genres, writing that provides logic and evidence rather than experience and 
intuition. Those students who have not had the privilege of being exposed to 
the world of the academy, must feel lost and frustrated, reaffirming the notion 
that their words, their experiences, have no place in the college classroom. 

I have often heard the disbelief in my students’ voices as they ask, “I can write 
about that?!” Last summer a male student of color, let’s call him Samuel, in my 
developmental writing class struggled to find a topic for his problem posing 
essay. I had asked the students to first write about a personal experience or 
struggle, and then consider whether their experience could also be a problem 
for others in society. This personal narrative assignment was meant to not 
only help them find a topic, but also to validate their own personal experience, 
hopefully giving them confidence in their writerly voice. In my experience, this 
sequence of assignments works after they get over the initial surprise that they 
can choose topics that relate to their lives. His personal experience essay had 
been about finding out he was accepted into our University’s Academic Devel-
opment program. We spent some time talking about his high school experience 
and why he was nervous to come to college. He felt he was not a good writer, 
claiming he did not have to write much in high school and that he failed to turn 
in his senior essay on time. When I wondered why he had not turned it in on 
time, he told me about his female friend getting shot and killed in their last year 
of high school. She was a cheerleader and was shot walking home from practice 
one afternoon; an innocent victim of a drive by shooting. I had to wonder how 
typical this story was to my other URM students. Surely, events like this tragedy 
speak to the disadvantage URM students must often overcome. Instead of writ-
ing about this event that clearly affected him, and clearly could be attached to a 
larger social and political problem in our country, Sam chose a topic he thought 
I would rather hear about. One he thought would be considered more “academ-
ic” because it had to do with school in some way. 

My experiences with Samuel made me realize I needed to change my approach 
to brainstorming topics, particularly with URM students, who somewhere 
along the way were made to believe their experiences did not matter, did not 
have meaning, in the academic world. This belief in a strident definition of what 
counts as academic discourse can be dangerous, “If this attitude finds support 
in the courses that students take, if teachers insist that students begin by writing 
only ‘academic discourse,’ that they should never use the word ‘I’ in an essay, 
that their stories and their languages are not appropriate in college, they will 
get a very clear and discouraging message: Your language is not valued here, 
and your stories don’t belong” (Mlynarczyk. 2014, p. 11). This is a belief that 
FYW instructors must reverse in order for students to gain agency over their 
academic work and succeed in college. While it does not seem likely that we 
will overhaul academic standards that have been in place for hundreds of years 
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(never mind the fact they were created by and for white men only), there are 
ways to work within the system, teaching students what they need to succeed in 
the academic world while at the same time validating their personal experience 
and language use outside of the classroom. This is where we begin to decolonize 
the classroom. This is where the theory of Cultural Rhetorics and its focus on 
narrative enter the picture.

 The narrative genre is useful, in fact maybe even essential, to creating a 
decolonized space that welcomes the diverse experiences students bring into the 
classroom. Malea Powell stresses the importance of stories in creating livable, 
safe spaces, “Stories take place, stories practice place into space, stories produce 
habitable spaces” (2012, p. 391). As a teacher of mostly first year students, my 
goal is to create a safe space, a “habitable space” in the classroom, a space my 
students feel comfortable participating in discussion and choosing essay topics 
that relate to their experience. Too often participation is lacking in classroom 
discussion, and I admit I first thought my students must just be lazy, or I took it 
personally. I soon realized they just have not yet learned that they have a voice, 
and that their voice matters. It matters to me, their classmates, and anyone else 
who can be bothered to listen. They have opinions, beliefs, and values but they 
do not always match up with those of the dominant culture, those they have 
been taught are the values that matter. They do not always realize, “how their 
bodies are marked and mobilized in dominant culture, their language and how 
their language is represented in dominant culture, their lives and how their 
lives are denigrated as not quite good enough without the fix of Western literacy 
instruction, how so many of us believe they should be ‘saved’ from their lowly, 
savage lives” (Powell, 2012, p. 401). It is our job as instructors of composition 
and rhetoric to show them their experiences, though outside the dominant 
culture, still have value. It is “our job as teachers to always reframe ‘the’ way as 
one way, as a set of specific cultural values embodied in particular practices so 
that all of our students learn to see those value systems at work” (Powell, 2012, 
p. 401). How then do we begin the process of reframing a learning process that 
presents dominant cultural practice as innate rather then carefully constructed? 

 The answer to this question goes back to the writing we assign our students 
and the importance of the narrative genre. As mentioned above, however, we 
must also give our students the skills they need to work within the presiding 
world of academic language. I propose we start by creating a course unit focused 
on narrative; literacy narratives work well when URM students make up the 
majority of the class, which they often do in developmental writing courses. 
There should be freedom and flexibility in the narrative assignment. Students 
write their stories, in their language, in whichever form they choose. I will give 
further detail on form later in this essay, but for now I want to focus on the 
stories and the language used to tell them. Intuition tells us to instruct our stu-
dents on using descriptive and figurative language, making use of the five senses, 
and creating a clear, chronological timeline when constructing a narrative. We 
are compelled to correct comma splices and clean up slang if it is not part of 



70

dialogue. What kind of stories would we hear if we did not force students to 
conform to the rules of one certain genre? What can we learn from our student’s 
voices when we do not ask them to follow academic discourse conventions? Once 
as I was reading a student narrative written by an Asian American student in 
my basic writing class, I came across a simile I could not make sense of. When I 
questioned this student about the phrase, offering a suggestion that fit within the 
language of the dominant culture, she told me this simile was common in her 
country. It was bad luck to spill salt on the floor, so one got an unspeakable feel-
ing of dread when doing so. Her phrase now made perfect sense within the con-
text of her story. It is worth noting that most of her narrative, a detailed account 
of leaving her family to be a nanny for an American family so she could attend 
an American high school, was written in “broken English.” And it was also 
beautifully descriptive and significant. Appreciating and valuing this student’s 
work is an example of practicing Translingualism. This “approach to language 
is one that minimizes or even ignores an either/or approach to storytelling vs. 
‘academic discourse’” which “eliminates the need to prescribe a particular form 
of discourse for our students” (Mlynarczyk, 2014, p. 12). 

Forms of discourse are more varied than in the past thanks to our increas-
ing reliance on technology. Scholarly buzz words such as translinguality and 
multimodality have begun to inform our pedagogy, particularly in composition 
and communication courses. These theories express the importance of bridging 
the divide between our student’s knowledge, experience, and expertise with 
our own, now slightly outdated, ways of communication. For instance, most of 
our students are writing and communicating online through social networks. 
Coupled with the misguided notion of what constitutes “formal writing,” 
students have more and more difficulty connecting the elements of composi-
tion to their real-world experiences and thus lose interest. This loss of interest 
can be particularly true for URM students in developmental writing classes. 
Multimodal theory allows students to “use creatively a much wider repertoire 
of conventions, language varieties, and other meaning-making resources than 
are typically afforded them in, say, traditional college writing courses” (Ship-
ka, 2016, p. 254). Using multimodality increases the chances that students 
will be able to connect their writing outside the classroom to the academic 
conventions we teach, further increasing student agency and confidence. For 
under-represented minority students, translingual theory may help them to feel 
equal to those students who are already familiar with academic conventions 
due to unequal life circumstances. By “encourage[ing] a consideration of texts, 
materials, and practices from the past, from other cultures and nations, as well 
as those associated with one’s projected future,” students are able to find value 
in conventions and forms of communication outside the status quo (Shipka, 
2016, p. 255). These theories call on instructors and students to examine their 
practices and thought process:

Asking students (and asking ourselves) to consider the differences between the 
texts, practices, and communicative technologies encountered in one sociocul-
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tural context versus those associated with another helps facilitate discussions 
about how and why certain linguistic forms, cultural conventions, materials, or 
rhetorical strategies might be favored, and so, pursued and valued (and/or stan-
dardized) over any number of others one imagines capable of doing the same or 
similar type of work. (Shipka, 2014, p. 255)

One way for students to begin this consideration is through what Christina 
Cedillo calls “multimodal home places.” Cedillo defines these “home places” as, 
“A complex of personal ties, cultural and communal values, and linguistic con-
ventions that make existence a life—plus the established modalities and tech-
nologies needed to express and maintain those relations” (Cedillo, 2017, p. 3). 
She stresses that it is important to “embrace communal and personal literacies 
that permit students to enter and negotiate different discourse communities 
organically rather than focusing strictly on finished texts and discrete scenes of 
composition” (Cedillo, 2017, p. 6). Students working within multimodal home 
places may choose to communicate through a meme, a rap, or even a recipe, 
“transforming the prescriptive space of the classroom into one that recognizes 
and reinforces those real-world community literacies” (Cedillo, 2017, p. 6).

However, I would be remiss if I did not admit that the rules and conventions of 
academic language are necessary knowledge for student success. Our institu-
tions live by these conventions and this mindset is not changing anytime soon. 
There are various definitions and lists of requirements for academic language. 
One such list that I have my students read to begin the conversation on academ-
ic discourse, privileges the following skills:

 > Writers respond to what others have said about their topic. 

 > Writers state the value of their work and announce the plan for their papers. 

 > Writers acknowledge that others might disagree 
with the position they’ve taken. 

 > Writers adopt a voice of authority. 

 > Writers use academic and discipline-specific vocabulary. 

 > Writers emphasize evidence, often in tables, graphs, 
and images. (Thonney, 2011, p. 348)

There are several points on this list that prove problematic to both students 
and instructors of composition. First, this list leaves no room for the narrative 
genre. Writers of narratives do not have to “state the value of their work” it is 
implied through the story’s significance. They also do not have to “respond 
to what others have said about their topic” or “acknowledge that others might 
disagree” with them. Not to mention, teaching students to “adopt a voice of 
authority” is difficult, if not impossible. Students find confidence and authority 
through writing what they know in a familiar style and form. Thonney argues 
that, “There are shared features that unite academic writing, and that by intro-
ducing these features to first-year students we provide them with knowledge 
they can apply and refine in each new discipline they encounter” (2011, p. 247). 



72

It may be true that these features are common across disciplines in academic 
writing, but Thonney does not seem to take into consideration that all of these 
valued elements are constructed by the dominant culture. Standard methods 
of teaching these elements does not apply to all students. Where then can we 
find a “point of contact between stories and academic discourse” (Rose, 1989)? 
As I mentioned previously, my narrative assignment eventually turns into an 
analysis essay that examines a societal problem that they hopefully discovered 
while writing their narrative. There is much scaffolding that comes between the 
narrative assignment and the final analysis essay, all steps working towards the 
goal of understanding how academic conventions work and why they dominate 
while simultaneously giving students confidence in their voice and their real-
world life experience. 

A focus on “real-world community literacies” brings me back to Malea Powell 
et al. and their focus on a “cultural rhetorics practice” through the narrative 
form. This practice, “opens the door for rhetoric (lowercase intended) to be 
seen and heard as a series of stories, none of which can really be heard without 
listening for other stories, and all of which impact and are impacted by the 
relationships between them” (Powell et al., 2014, p. 14). If students in a develop-
mental writing class are able to write their stories and share them with the class 
in a form that makes the most sense to their cultural home place, imagine the 
interactions that could take place, widening their definition of discourse and 
broadening their understanding of valued conventions. Thereby giving voice to 
their experience and reshaping the cultural norms for what constitutes valid, 
valuable writing. A practice of cultural rhetorics, “is never a practice of individ-
uals making knowledge on their own; it’s always a part of a larger community, 
a larger conversation, a network of relations” (Powell et al., 2014, p. 27). Our 
classrooms are a community, and we can create a sense of mutuality and respect 
by acknowledging the discourses of our student’s cultures even if they fall out-
side the dominant culture’s definition of academic language.
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ABSTRACT

Developing lifelong learning attributes has been shown to help people in personal, 
academic, and professional realms. The Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI) was 
used in multiple contexts to measure lifelong learning attributes in order to strengthen 
student success. First-year and senior benchmark studies, in-class applications across 
multiple content areas, and cross-campus comparisons were completed using ELLI with 
college students at a large land-grant university. Taken together, these studies provide 
insights about the learning attributes and needs of students. The benchmarks also make it 
possible for future cross-institutional comparisons as well as campus-based longitudinal 
follow-up studies. Outcomes from classroom-based projects support the conclusion that 
critical self-reflection plays a key role in developing students as lifelong learners. Cross-
campus comparisons suggest commonalities across campuses within the larger system. 
The findings demonstrate that students can acquire lifelong learning attributes through 
direct instruction and critical self-reflection, as well as by completing their college studies. 

Keywords: ELLI, lifelong learning, critical reflection, transformative learning, student success

Lessons Learned from Using the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI) 
to Support Student Growth and Success

Introduction & Background

Undertaking this project provided an opportunity to revisit the goals of our 
teaching and focus on new avenues for intervention to enhance the prospects of 
student success. Do we teach to impart content knowledge, to ensure readiness 
for a professional life, to provide students with a quality general education which 
fosters critical thinking, quantitative and advanced literacy skills, or something 
more? What more could be done to ensure success during and after college? 
In response to our own questions, we explored the benefits of helping students 
to develop as lifelong learners. Multiple projects were conducted across several 
campuses of a large land-grant university and the results are shared herein.

The attitudes, mindsets, and beliefs that students have about learning – those 
things underlying the academic skills and knowledge they possess - have as 
much impact on their success as what they can do academically (Dweck, 2008; 
Shaffer, Eshbach, & Santiago-Blay, 2015, Terenzini & Reason, 2005; Tinto, 
1987). The extant research on growth mindsets (Dweck, 2008), locus of con-
trol (Rotter, 1966), and self- efficacy (Bandura, 1982) stands as an important 
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foundation of our understanding of and approach to fostering student success. 
Because these areas are already so well studied and incorporated into our work, 
we decided to probe a different direction, namely the nexus between the work 
on transformative learning (Brookfield, 1994; Christie, Carey, Robertson, & 
Grainger, 2015; Fook, 2010; Mezirow, 1978, 1990, 1998, 2009; Morley, 2014; 
Cranton, 2006) and developing students as lifelong learners (Candy, 1991; 
Deakin-Crick, Broadfoot, & Claxton, 2004; Deakin-Crick, 2012; Field, 2012; 
Horrigan, 2016; Houle, 1961; Smith & Spurling, 1999) to better understand 
and support our students’ long-term growth and success. We hypothesize that 
training students to reflect critically on their experiences, attitudes, and beliefs 
about themselves as learners, and providing them with the knowledge and skills 
necessary to make positive change, can help them grow as lifelong learners. 
This may, in turn, have a positive impact on their lives personally, academically, 
and professionally.

Why Lifelong Learning?

Field (2012), in a meta-analysis of longitudinal studies conducted on lifelong 
learning, found strong evidence to support efforts to increase lifelong learning 
attributes in adults. These studies revealed that “lifelong learning has a mea-
surable impact on people’s lives… in three main areas: the economic impact, 
the impact on individual well-being, and the impact on the wider community” 
(Field, 2012, p. 894). In a similar vein, a 2016 Pew Research report on lifelong 
learning and technology states that 73% of respondents consider themselves as 
lifelong learners, highlighting the value that many Americans place on it (Horri-
gan, 2016). Personal fulfillment was identified as an important reason for contin-
ued learning through the lifespan (87%) as was improving job skills (63 - 83%). 
Personal, social, and professional benefits were reported in high percentages (65 
- 87%) for respondents. Importantly, however, respondents “on the lower end of 
the socio-economic ladder are less likely to take advantage of lifelong learning 
opportunities” (p. 22) thus making it even more imperative to provide instruc-
tion to economically at-risk students in college. Students from all socio-econom-
ic levels can benefit from attending college which can provide opportunities to 
develop the underlying attitudes and beliefs about continued growth that can 
support students professionally and personally after graduation. 

What is lifelong learning? Smith and Spurling (1999) described lifelong learning 
as learning that (1) takes place over the course of a lifespan and in many contexts 
such as formal, informal, or self-directed learning, (2) is intentional on the part of 
the learner or organization, and (3) occurs through a chosen strategy which can 
change over time (as cited in Deakin Crick et al., 2004). Candy (1991) described 
lifelong learning as something that requires the quality of self-direction (e.g., 
personal autonomy, managing the learning act, independent learning, and learn-
er-controlled activities). The qualities of self-direction and intentionality are also 
very much in line with the tenets of adult educational practice (Brookfield, 1995; 
Cranston, 2006; Knowles, Holton III, & Swanson, 2005) and therefore fitting for 
use with college-age students. In the case of this paper, we chose the Effective 
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Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI), a 72-item online inventory, as the tool to 
measure lifelong learning attributes and provide information to students about 
themselves as lifelong learners (Deakin-Crick et al., 2004). 

Dimensions of lifelong learning. ELLI researchers have found that lifelong 
learning has seven different dimensions shown to “differentiat[e] . . . between 
efficacious, engaged, and energized learners and passive, dependent, and fragile 
learners” (Deakin Crick et al., 2004, p. 247). Deakin-Crick and Yu (2008) vali-
dated the instrument and refined the seven different dispositions towards life-
long learning measured in the current inventory. These are briefly summarized 
below from ELLI’s guidebook, My Learning Power (Vital Partnerships, 2011):

Creativity - To find new ways to approach ideas, typically using diagrams and 
visual representations of concepts; welcome the “inklings that bubble up into 
their minds” as inspiration for new ways of approaching what they need to learn

Resilience - To keep going when things get tough; steadiness of purpose; over-
coming obstacles

Changing & Learning - Learners can take control of their learning and adapt to 
learning challenges; they accept that they can change as learners and are able to 
develop new strategies 

Strategic Awareness - Making plans to accomplish goals, managing oneself and 
the processes involved in attaining goals, and taking responsibility for learning

Meaning Making - Ability to make connections and integrate ideas: recognize 
how learning relates to ideas that are already of interest

Critical Curiosity - The desire to delve into topics and get beneath the surface; 
willing to challenge and question

Learning Relationships - A balance between reaching out for help when it is 
needed, but also being confident in some aspects of private learning. 

These seven dimensions became the basis for measurement and instruction 
for those participating in the various projects described herein. Further details 
about ELLI can be found in the methods section of this paper. With the benefits 
of lifelong learning established, what would the best approach be for helping 
students to develop in this way?

Transformative Learning

Mezirow (1978, 2009) describes transformative learning as a process by which 
growth can occur. The process begins as adults are faced with some sort of 
“disorienting dilemma” that acts as a catalyst for critical reflection about their 
beliefs, values, judgments and feelings, and the often unconscious assump-
tions that govern them (Mezirow, 1990, 1998). Brookfield (1995) also described 
the value of reflection upon “critical incidents” to improve understanding of 
experiences with the goal being personal growth and development. The role of 
the imagination and memory is important for both Mezirow and Brookfield 
as it makes possible the opportunity to imagine and construct new outcomes. 
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Mezirow and Marsick (1978) identified steps in the reflective process that lead 
to transformation. These include the disorienting dilemma, self-reflection, 
identifying underlying assumptions, developing an action plan for change, 
gaining the skills and knowledge necessary to implement change, practice of the 
new approach, and finally integration into new instances and experiences.

There is some criticism about whether Mezirow’s theory of transformative 
learning is more metaphor than actual theory (Howie & Bagnall, 2013). How-
ever, Taylor (1997) completed an extensive literature review in an attempt to 
support Mezirow’s work. In it, Taylor (1997) cited many studies that support 
Mezirow’s research, but at the same time, he identified the need to further 
explore the importance of context, cultural diversity, and different ways of 
knowing and understanding beyond reflection such as intuition and empathy. 
Despite the challenges to Mezirow’s approach, there is enough evidence to rely 
on the positive impact of transformational learning for personal growth and 
change (Christie et al., 2015; Deakin-Crick et al., 2004; Taylor, 1997). 

Research Hypotheses

Applying the existing research on lifelong learning and critical self-reflec-
tion, we decided to explore several questions. First, and most importantly, we 
wanted to explore the connection between critical self-reflection and growth in 
lifelong learning attributes. We hypothesized that critical self-reflection would 
positively impact the development of lifelong learning attributes (H1). Second, 
the benchmark and cross-campus projects allowed us to make comparisons 
across groups. We hypothesized that groups from different campuses which 
had members from the same academic year would have similar ELLI profiles 
(H2), making it possible to design common interventions across campuses to 
encourage success, and finally, that seniors would have different ELLI profiles 
from their first-year counterparts (H3), indicating growth in certain areas as a 
general result of attending college.

In the next section of the paper, we describe the various projects completed and 
methods used to explore our research questions.

Methods

Institutional Review Board (IRB) proposals were submitted and approved for 
all projects in this study. 

Measures

First, ELLI, a 72-item online self-report inventory measuring seven dimensions 
of lifelong learning was used. Students receive the outcomes of the inventory 
immediately upon completion of the survey in the form of a spider diagram 
(Figure 1). Scores for each dimension are plotted on a scale from 0-100. Stu-
dents may take ELLI multiple times, and two scores can be compared on the 
spider diagram at a time to show change over time. 
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FIGURE 1. 
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Figure 1. Sample spider diagram of student pre- and post-semester ELLI scores 
(Shaffer et al., 2015).

Second, for class-based integration projects, student responses to reflection 
assignments were used to obtain insights about student experiences.

Participants and Projects 

First-year and upper-division students at three satellite campuses of a 
multi-campus four-year university system were recruited to participate. Stu-
dents were consented and their data were used in the analyses according to 
the consent protocol. Participating campuses will be referred to as Campus 1, 
2, and 3 respectively. There were two types of projects completed using ELLI: 
benchmarking and in-class integrations. 

Procedures

Benchmarking projects. To get a baseline for comparison, several benchmark-
ing projects were completed: 

First-year benchmark (Campus 1): 175 first-year students (55% male and 45% 
female) took ELLI at the beginning of Fall 2015, recruited from the following 
courses: a first-year seminar summer program, English composition, and a 
college algebra course.

First-year benchmark (Campus 2): 45 first-year students (13% male and 87% 
female) were given ELLI at the beginning of Fall 2017 in a Human Development 
and Family Studies (HDFS) course. 

Senior benchmark (Campus 1): 50 seniors (46% male and 54% female) were 
given ELLI towards the end of the semester in which they graduated, in Fall 
2016 or Spring 2017, from multiple disciplines (business, information sciences 
and technology, HDFS, psychology, and biology).

Upper-division HDFS course on program planning and evaluation (Campus 3): 
15 students (21% male and 79% female) took ELLI pre-semester. These scores 
were compared with upper division HDFS students across the three campuses.
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Control group (Campus 1): 48 students (50% male and 50% female) took ELLI 
pre- and post-semester and received no instruction in lifelong learning. Students 
were enrolled in a first-year English composition course, a math course, and an 
environmental science general education course (Moore & Shaffer, 2017).

ELLI results were provided to these students immediately upon completion of 
the inventory through the ELLI website. Each student received an information 
packet, My Learning Power (Vital Partnerships, 2011), describing the ELLI 
dimensions, useful research, and strategies to improve in each area. No formal 
instruction about ELLI or lifelong learning was given before students took ELLI 
for the benchmark data collection.

In-class integration projects. In these projects, students took ELLI pre- and 
post-semester. Lifelong learning dimensions were integrated into instruction in 
varying degrees and changes noted across the groups. Reflection activities were 
assigned to help students process and apply lessons learned to their lives. Five 
separate data collections took place as follows: 

College reading course (Campus 1): 90 students took a college reading course 
(2013 – 2017) which was supplemented with extensive direct ELLI instruction 
and critical self-reflection assignments.

Coping with stress and personal development course (Campus 1): 17 students 
took this course. No direct instruction of ELLI was given; however, critical 
self-reflection about personal development was central to the course. 

Introductory HDFS course (Campus 2): 16 students took a general education 
course introducing them to the field of HDFS. Only minimal direct instruction 
of lifelong learning occurred.

Upper-division HDFS family interventions course (Campus 2): 27 students 
took the course. Extensive instruction of ELLI and personal reflection occurred 
in this course.

Data Analysis

Different statistical analyses were used to investigate the following hypotheses:

(H1): Critical self-reflection positively impacts the development of lifelong 
learning attributes

(H2): Cross-campus groups from the same academic year have similar ELLI 
profiles 

(H3): Differences exist between first- and senior-year ELLI benchmark scores

Paired samples t-tests were used to compare pre- and post-semester ELLI scores 
for in-class integration projects (H1). Independent samples t-tests were used to 
compare ELLI outcomes between two groups (H2 and H3). Cohen’s d was used 
to distinguish practical significance from statistical significance by calculating 
effect sizes as follows: small effect size at d = 0.2, medium at d = 0.5, and large 
at d = 0.8 (Cohen, 1992). One-way ANOVA was used to compare ELLI scores 
for upper-division students across Campuses 1, 2, and 3 (H2).
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Student responses to self-reflection assignments from the in-class integration 
projects were also used to gain general insights into the observed ELLI changes. 

Results

Impact of Critical Self-Reflection (H1)

Does critical self-reflection positively impact the development of lifelong learn-
ing attributes? Data analyses revealed that direct instruction of lifelong learning 
with a critical self-reflection component does lead to gains in ELLI. 

For the Campus 1 college reading course which included direct instruction and 
critical self-reflection (Figure 2), paired samples t-tests pre- to post-semester 
showed statistically significant gains in all dimensions of lifelong learning. 
Further, Cohen’s d values suggest a moderate practical significance (d > .5) for 
all dimensions except Strategic Awareness which had a large effect size (d = .81) 
and Resilience which was midway between small and medium (d = .36). 

FIGURE 2
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Figure 2. Pre- and post-semester ELLI scores in a college reading course.

The Campus 2 HDFS family interventions course (Figure 3) also had direct 
instruction of lifelong learning and critical self-reflection. Paired samples t-tests 
pre- to post-semester showed statistically significant gains in all dimensions of 
lifelong learning. However, Cohen’s d values suggest a moderate practical sig-
nificance (d > .5) for only two dimensions, Changing & Learning and Meaning 
Making, with the other areas showing a small effect size (d < .2).
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FIGURE 3
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Figure 3. Pre- and post-semester ELLI scores in an HDFS family interventions 
course.

In courses where lifelong learning and critical self-reflection were not part of 
direct instruction, few or no statistically significant gains in ELLI were found 
pre- to post-semester. Examples include Campus 2 HDFS introductory course 
(Figure 4) and Campus 1 control group (Figure 5).
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FIGURE 4

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

ELLI Pre

ELLI Post

Introductory HDFS  Course
No ELLI Instruction 
(Campus 2 n=16)

* p < .05 
Figure 4. Pre- and post-semester ELLI scores in an HDFS introductory course.

FIGURE 5
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Figure 5. Pre- and post-semester ELLI scores in a control group (Moore & Shaf-
fer, 2017).
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Are there circumstances under which students grow as lifelong learners without 
direct instruction? In the course on personal development and coping with 
stress, where critical self-reflection was a key aspect of the course, results did 
show statistically significant gains in most ELLI dimensions without any direct 
instruction in lifelong learning (Figure 6). Further, Cohen’s d values suggest a 
moderate to high practical significance (d > .5) in all dimensions except Resil-
ience. Results of a paired samples t-test are available in Table 1. 

FIGURE 6
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Figure 6. Pre- and post-semester ELLI scores in an HDFS coping with stress and 
personal development course.

Table 1 
Results of Paired t-tests and Descriptive Statistics ELLI Dimensions Pre- and 
Post-semester in Personal Development and Coping with Stress Course

TABLE 1 

Pre-semester (n = 18) Post (n = 18) 

Outcome M (SD) M (SD) 95% CI t d 

(70.59 (19.3) 82.35 14.52) -18.68,-4.85 -3.61* -.69

(52.21 (19.83) 64.71 17.31) -.67-19.57,-5.44 -3.75*
75.29 (13.75) (84.71 10.07) -.78-14.77,-4.05 -3.72*
56.86 (18.42) 68.41 (18.1) -.63-19.22,-3.88 -3.19*

(68.63 20.28) (79.41 16.38) -.58-16.52,-5.05 -3.99*
(59.15 (13.39) 70.42 17.21) -16.65,-5.9 -4.44** -.73

Changing & Learning 
Critical Curiosity 
Meaning Making 
Creativity 
Learning Relationships 
Strategic Awareness 
Resilience (53.14 (13.23) 57.35 12.88) -.32 -10.66,-2.24 -1.39

*p < .05 and **p < .001
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Cross-Campus Comparisons (H2)

What meaningful comparisons exist between campuses? There are similari-
ties in ELLI profiles across campuses in two circumstances: 1) in the first-year 
student samples between Campus 1(first-year benchmark) and Campus 2 (first-
year students in introductory HDFS courses) and 2) between the upper division 
HDFS courses across all three campuses. 

Using an independent samples t-test, we found no statistically significant differ-
ences in any of the ELLI dimensions except Critical Curiosity in the first-year 
comparisons between Campuses 1 and 2 (Figure 7). 

FIGURE 7
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Figure 7. First-year ELLI comparisons cross-campus.

A one-way ANOVA showed no statistically significant differences on any ELLI 
dimension for upper-division HDFS students across all three campuses (Fig-
ure 8). These scores are from the senior benchmark data collection (no ELLI 
instruction) and from the upper-division class-based projects before instruc-
tion commenced.
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FIGURE 8

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Cross-Campus HDFS Comparisons

Campus 1 HDFS
senior benchmark
(n=14)

Campus 1 Coping
with Stress (n=17)

Campus 2 Family
Intervention (n=27)

Campus 3 Program
Planning &
Evaluation (N=15)

*p < .05 and **p < .001
Figure 8. Upper-division HDFS ELLI comparisons across campuses.

First-Year/Senior Comparisons (H3)

Do meaningful differences in ELLI scores exist between the first- and senior-
year benchmarks? ELLI scores for seniors showed statistically significant 
gains over first-year student data in all dimensions of ELLI except Learning 
Relationships (Figure 9). Further, Cohen’s d values suggest a moderate to high 
practical significance for both Resilience (d = .70) and Strategic Awareness (d 
= .52). Results of an independent samples t-test are available in Table 2. None 
of the students in the senior sample had taken a course in which ELLI had been 
integrated.
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FIGURE 9
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Figure 9. First-year and senior ELLI benchmark scores.

Table 2 
Results of t-tests and Descriptive Statistics ELLI Dimensions by Group

TABLE 2

First Year (n = 175) Senior (n = 50) 

Outcome M (SD) M (SD) 95% CI t d 

70.55 (17.87) 78.8 (15.16) -.43 

54.98 (19.79) 61.7 (15.05) -.36 

70.19 (16.18) 76.33 (15.06) -.33 

53.86 (19.08) 

Changing & Learning 

Critical Curiosity 

Meaning Making 

Creativity 60.52 (16.86) -.32 

(62.2 18.3) 

-13.28, -3.21 -3.25*

-12.18, -1.86 -2.70*

-11.03, -1.26 -2.50*

-12.19, -1.12 -2.39*

63.93 (16.42) -7.15, 3.59 -0.66 -.08 

57.21 (16.69) 66.94 (15.36) 

Learning Relationships 

Strategic Awareness 

Resilience 54.50 (16.05) 65.30 (14.61) 

-14.73, -4.74 -3.88** -.52

-15.57,-6.04 -4.51** -.70

*p < .05 and **p < .001
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Student Reflections 

Student comments were gleaned from various reflection instruments assigned 
in classes where ELLI was integrated. Representative comments are included 
from each course with more descriptive analysis in the discussion section. 
Questions are provided when context is needed.

Campus 2 upper-division family intervention course. Students reflected on the 
changes in ELLI pre- to post-semester and answered questions about growth 
from a survey.

Questions: How did your learning power strategies [ELLI] change from the 
first time to the second time you took the test? Are you surprised by the results? 
What do the results tell you about your understanding and efforts to enhance 
your learning skills?

Comment 1: “They actually changed dramatically and I’m very proud of 
myself. I was a little surprised at the results, but I know they are true because I 
worked hard this semester to make it work. I tried my best to work on changing 
my learning strategies for the better to make me a better student. The results 
explain that I was motivated to enhance my learning skills.”

Comment 2: “I improved since the first time. I was surprised but I was under a 
lot of stress this semester so I had to make good choices and how to well man-
age my time and I learned a lot about myself that way.”

Question: How do the 7 learning power strategies (ELLI) test results relate to 
how you are doing in your classes this semester? 

Comment 1: “Learning to work with others and let others have a chance has 
really helped me to be successful. Also, realizing that it is okay to get help in 
some subjects has really helped me.”

Comment 2: “I think the results of the first ELLI I took did show me correctly 
where I was at the beginning of the semester. Now taking it for the second time 
at the end of the semester, I think I definitely improved on a lot of my skills and 
took information from the results, and put them into action.”

Campus 1 coping with stress & personal development course. In this course, 
students did not study lifelong learning directly. Student narratives from reflec-
tions were used to identify common areas of challenge and growth. 

Comment 1: “Who am I? I have thought long and hard for the best answer to 
this question…I am not the same person I was before I began…I take the time 
to look at what happened from a different perspective…before jumping to any 
conclusion.”

Comment 2: “You can do what you think is impossible.” 

Comments 3 & 4: “When I was a teenager, my father abused me physically, 
mentally, emotionally, and verbally. I felt as though it was my fault. I felt that 
I deserved the abuse.” Later in the course, the same student wrote, “I am more 
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than willing to consider forgiveness…Forgiving someone does not mean that 
the abuse is okay it means you will no longer allow those to have power over 
how you feel.”

Campus 1 college reading course. In this course, students completed reflections 
based on the ELLI scores they wanted to improve. 

Comment 1: “From using the experience of curiosity in my anthropology class, 
I learned that it really makes me pay attention a lot more. While I was asking 
questions to myself in class, I stayed on topic with the lecture and it also helped 
me avoid getting off track and zoning out. I feel that if I continue to be curious 
in the classroom and use critical curiosity strategies, my overall grades with 
increase.”

Comment 2: “The idea introduced in Rick Hansen’s “Taking in the Good” 
might [be] a good way to build my overall interior wellness. It is easier to 
[wreck] the fort from its inside, this quote also applies to human being.” 

Discussion

This study points out that students can make statistically significant gains in 
lifelong learning dimensions under diverse settings. We learned the following 
about our three hypotheses: (H1): Critical self-reflection positively impacts 
the development of lifelong learning attributes under certain circumstanc-
es; (H2): Cross-campus groups from the same academic year have similar 
ELLI profiles; and (H3): Differences exist between first- and senior-year ELLI 
benchmark scores.

Significance, Limitations, and Possibilities for Future Research 

H1. There was an important common thread among the in-class integration 
projects: in those classes where changes in ELLI scores were manifested, critical 
self-reflection activities were present. Even when students did not study lifelong 
learning directly, as in the coping with stress course, students entered a similar 
process of self-knowledge, critical reflection, action planning, and change man-
agement which seems to have also activated their growth as lifelong learners. 
The transformational process that Mezirow and Marsick (1978) described, 
when applied in these course-based projects, did indeed lead to transformation 
by most participating students, as measured by ELLI. 

Student reflections clearly showed a growing awareness of their own ability 
to foster growth and change in their lives, and their improved ELLI scores 
illustrated these important changes. Students were often surprised and happy 
to discover that by using just one new strategy or approach, they could be more 
curious, resilient, or creative. One could see from the comments that students 
began to understand that lifelong learning (and other) qualities were not fixed, 
as if they were an unchanging aspect of personality, but could change with 
critical attention and implementation of effective strategies. The representative 
comments included in the results section illustrate this “awakening” to the pos-
sibility of change. Responses indicated that many students developed a greater 
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sense of self as well as a greater ability to look at things from a new perspective. 
Overall, many students expressed that the strategies learned in the courses were 
beneficial for their personal, academic, and future professional lives.

What happened then in the case of the Campus 2 HDFS family interventions 
course (Figure 3) which showed ELLI gains that were statistically but not prac-
tically significant? It seems important to compare the type and frequency of 
reflections asked of students. In this case, students were asked to reflect on their 
ELLI scores at the beginning and end of the semester as they related to their 
current experiences. This certainly led to a deeper understanding of the ELLI 
dimensions and began the process of building connections to students’ own 
experience. However, it has become clear through these projects, that for actual 
transformation to occur, students need more frequent opportunities for self-re-
flection to take place along with prompts which help them work through all the 
stages that Mezirow and Marsick (1978) describe, including the integration of 
what they are learning into new instances and experiences. For example, stu-
dents in the coping with stress course were explicitly asked to extrapolate their 
learning about a topic (forgiveness, e.g.) into an imagined or real new situation. 
Students in the college reading course were sent out to apply their learning into 
new situations and then complete a reflection. These differences, along with the 
increased frequency of reflective work, may have contributed to the stronger 
gains in ELLI in those two courses.

Other research supports this conclusion. Students need explicit preparation to 
become effective at the kind of critical self-reflection that can lead to change, 
including the construction of effective prompts for assignments which move 
students through all the stages of transformation, fostering critical think-
ing and helping them to identify underlying assumptions (Brookfield, 1995; 
Dyment & O’Connell, 2010; Dzubak, 2013; King & Kitchener, 1994; Mezirow & 
Marsick, 1978; Ullmann, Wild, & Scott, 2003). 

In addition to the importance of fostering effective critical reflection, anoth-
er influencer described by ELLI researchers is the development of a common 
language for change (Deakin-Crick et al., 2004). For example, if students are 
working on developing resilience, the language of self-efficacy can be modeled, 
and its use encouraged in writing, discussions, and feedback. As students devel-
op the language associated with each ELLI dimension, they can, as Rossiter 
(as cited in Morley, 2005, p. 1424) suggested, begin to develop the “conceptual 
space” in which change can take place. Language facilitates this development, 
giving students the vocabulary needed to create new understandings and devel-
op new perspectives about both the problem and alternative solutions (Morely, 
2013). Through deconstruction of the current state and reconstruction with 
new understanding and strategic approaches, new realities come forth (Brook-
field, 1995; Fook, 2010; Mezirow, 1998; Morley, 2013). It seems to follow that 
opportunities to learn from personal experiences can have multiple benefits, 
from developing a stronger sense of agency and self-efficacy to the lifelong 
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learning attributes that can support students through a lifetime of learning. 
Applying lessons learned to future scenarios helps solidify the learning. 

H2. First-year and upper-division groups had similar ELLI scores respectively, 
making it tempting to assume a common student profile departmentally and 
institutionally across campuses. This could be highly beneficial in developing 
common programming for students across campuses and in preparing assess-
ments for external evaluation such as institutional accreditation, but the dataset 
is still too small in many cases, is limited to one department, and has a gender 
representation too disparate from the population to make any generalizable 
claims in terms of a common campus profile at this time. Future studies are 
being planned, however, to build on the findings collected here, with the hope 
being to develop a more generalizable understanding of the traits and needs of 
college students.

H3. While ELLI is being used extensively in the U.K. and elsewhere globally, 
this project represents one of the first benchmarking efforts using ELLI in the 
United States at the college level (Z. Rozelaar, personal communication, April 
17, 2018). This will make it possible to begin comparisons across institutions 
in future studies, especially using the first-year benchmark dataset which is the 
largest and most representative sample in the collection. 

While the first-year benchmark sample was large and representative of the 
population in terms of gender, in contrast, the senior benchmarking sample was 
small, consisting of only about 50% of the total graduates; therefore, more data 
collection would be warranted to make sure the results are stable. With this 
caveat in mind, our study does indicate that students make lifelong learning 
gains from first to senior year, without having any direct instruction in lifelong 
learning. Effect sizes in the data indicate that the highest areas of practical sig-
nificance occurred in Strategic Awareness and Resilience. This is unsurprising 
in that students must be able to set and meet goals to reach graduation. Similar-
ly, research on resilience demonstrates that students can become more resilient 
by working through challenges, although a more detailed explanation of this 
research extends beyond the scope of this paper (National Scientific Council on 
the Developing Child, 2015; Reivich & Shatte, 2003). In both cases, the typical 
college experience would provide students with many opportunities to practice 
and expand their competency in both aforementioned areas. 

A more important question remains regarding the lack of gains in the other 
areas measured by ELLI. Additional institutional benchmark studies would 
provide valuable information about whether this is a more global finding, or 
one specific to this institution. In either case, this benchmark provides action-
able data that could be used institutionally for improvement in the other areas.

Ultimately, the fact that student samples show gains between first- and senior-
year benchmarks is welcome news in a current political and social climate which 
has begun to question the value of a degree in higher education (Valletta, 2016). 
Yet, larger questions remain. Who was lost in that waiting game from first to 
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senior year? Who dropped through the cracks while others stayed on to devel-
op those important qualities of Strategic Awareness and Resilience? The Pew 
Research report on lifelong learning (Horrigan, 2016) pointed out that socio-eco-
nomic status can play a role in who takes advantage of lifelong learning oppor-
tunities. This brings us to an important question: Since we know the value of 
lifelong learning, should we make a more concerted effort early in the academic 
careers of at-risk students, to connect them to opportunities that involve crit-
ical self-reflection and lifelong learning development? This could involve both 
coursework as well as co-curricular activities. If all students acquire those habits 
of mind and heart earlier in their educations, will more students persist towards 
graduation and gain the skills necessary to adapt and thrive throughout life? 
These important questions create possibilities for future research.

Conclusion

From existing research, the evidence is clear that gaining lifelong learning 
attributes is valuable (Candy, 1991; Field, 2012; Horrigan, 2016; Houle, 1961; 
Knowles, 1975; Koch et al., 2018; Tough, 1976). This series of projects points 
out several ways that college students could acquire lifelong learning attributes: 
through direct instruction, critical self-reflection with effective prompts, and 
by completing a college education. Future research will examine these questions 
across a larger, more representative student population with a focus on more 
systematic critical reflection prompts for student writings.
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ABSTRACT

This paper will provide an overview of New Jersey City University’s (NJCU) retention 
initiative programs for low-income, first-year minority students. The programs provide 
students with advising, peer-mentoring, college transition workshops, outreach campaigns 
targeting at-risk student groups, and financial assistance. NJCU’s intrusive advising, serves 
as a catalyst for connecting students to resources on campus. This paper provides 
information on the implementation of successful programs and newer programs of 
promise, such as the Orientation to College and Peer Advisor Liaisons programs. NJCU’s 
ASCEND Summer Bridge Program, which was developed to assist students who were 
at a disadvantage academically in entering a four year college and provides academic 
preparation, holistic support, advisement, mentoring, orientation to college for first time, 
full-time freshmen support, and campus engagement. The work conducted at NJCU 
successfully provides for the needs of students now and in the future.

Introduction

Approximately one-third of all college students in the United States are low-in-
come, first-year students (Morest, 2013). Studies show that low-income, first-
year students frequently underperform in secondary school and consequently 
college (Tinto, 2015). A significant percentage of these college students are 
unprepared for college-level work in at least one of the following areas: reading, 
writing, or mathematics (Edgecombe, 2011). Research indicates that college 
bound students with weak academic skills are often required to complete at 
least two semesters of developmental coursework before enrolling full-time 
solely in college-level courses (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010; Crisp, Taggart, & 
Nora, 2015). Over the past five years, at NJCU, approximately 87% of students 
needed to enroll in at least one developmental English or Math course, and 69% 
of these students needed to enroll in two developmental courses in English and 
Mathematics. With this in mind, it is imperative to understand that student 
enrollment, retention, and graduation depend on access and the level of institu-
tional support provided (Cerezo & McWhirter, 2012). 

Low-income, first-year students who engage in heightened interactions with 
individuals on campus as well as have access to academic, cultural, social, and 
personal means to engage with teachers and peers increases their academic 
success and retention in college (Tinto, 2015). NJCU has begun (within the last 5 
years) and contributes to its largely low-income, first-year students by providing 
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mentorship, college transition workshops, outreach campaigns targeting at-risk 
student groups, and emergency financial assistance. Through campus-wide 
data-driven processes, NJCU has made a commitment to student success as one 
of its highest institutional priorities as evidenced in the 2013-2018 Strategic Plan 
(New Jersey City University Strategic Plan 2013-2018, n.d.). NJCU’s commitment 
is supported in the development of several programs, many that serve first-time, 
full-time freshmen who have been placed in at least one developmental course. 

Additionally, NJCU’s programs support the general student population who 
work part-time or full-time, live off-campus, and support families; a com-
mon characteristic of first-time, full-time students (Chen & DesJardins, 2010; 
Stewart, Lim, & Kim, 2015). The intention of NJCU is to support low-income, 
first-year students who experience limited opportunities for academic success. 
The following paper presents a brief history of NJCU, the types of programs 
that are available to NJCU students, specifically programs related to advisement 
and Summer Bridge, and future intentions to further the NJCU mission and 
create student success for all students.

New Jersey City University Background

The history of NJCU dates back to 1929 when it was first named New Jersey 
State Normal School at Jersey City. The school was later renamed the New Jer-
sey State Teachers College at Jersey City in 1935 and Jersey City State College in 
1958 before assuming its current role and name in 1998 when it was approved 
for university status. At that time, The College of Arts and Sciences, The Col-
lege of Education, and The College of Professional Studies were established and 
in 2002, NJCU and Brookdale Community College located in Wall, NJ, initiat-
ed a “Communiversity” partnership which offered bachelor and master degree 
completion programs for residents in central and southern New Jersey. Later, 
in 2007, NJCU opened a facility for graduate business programs in Jersey City’s 
waterfront financial district and in 2015, the NJCU School of Business opened.

Currently, NJCU enrolls 8,500 students, of which 6,600 are undergraduates. 
NJCU host 4 colleges, offers 43 undergraduate and 30 graduate degrees, and is 
both a Hispanic Serving Institution (HIS) and a Minority Serving Institution 
(MSI). The demographics of NJCU are made up of a student body that is 35% 
Hispanic, 21% African American, 23% White, and 8% Asian, and as many as 
95% of students are commuters. The average household income is $42,000, and 
Pell eligible students stand at 84% overall. To date, NJCU engages in significant 
institutional wide investments in student success, has invested $1.5 million in 
institutional financial aid and scholarships, $500k in student focused program-
ming, $400k in improved systems and technology, supported 10 new full-time 
administrative positions, and has staff that spends countless hours in meetings 
and serving on committees. 

Programs Offered

An effective strategy in influencing undergraduate retention and academic 
achievement has been through increasing student interactions with faculty, 
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staff, advisors, peers, and administrators (Braxton et al., 2013). Additionally, 
recent retention research stresses cross-departmental institutional responsibil-
ity for retention through a wide-range of programs (Wilson, Fuller, & Mykhay-
lichenko, 2011). NJCU institutes numerous outreach programs and campaigns 
and takes a holistic approach to undergraduate retention, which includes all 
members of the campus. Furthermore, NJCU promotes retention and student 
success through offering financial literacy workshops, pairing students with 
one financial aid counselor, using peer to peer mentorship, increasing faculty 
participation, promoting academic advisor targeted outreach, creating socially 
engaging activities, bridging the curricular and extra-curricular, and offering 
supplemental instruction and tutoring. NJCU’s focus on meeting students 
where they are has allowed for an inclusive campus climate bolstered by peer 
mentoring, an institution of student support through financial assistance and 
awareness, university advisement, and the Summer Bridge Program

Campus Climate

The lack of diversity in a student body, faculty, and institutional leadership 
negatively affects the undergraduate retention of minority students (Crisp et al., 
2015). For underrepresented students, it is important to remove cultural barri-
ers so that students can connect to the larger campus community (Tinto, 2017). 
Social support networks and student organizations play an important role in 
helping students feel they belong within an institution (Cerezo & McWhirter, 
2012). Positive interactions between students and faculty were identified as 
a major reason contributing to the retention of students (Crisp et al., 2015). 
When Latino, Black, and other minority students perceive their campuses as 
being ethnically diverse they are much more likely to be retained. Conversely, 
minority students who reported more discrimination or acts of racial bigot-
ry on campus had lower academic performance, are less satisfied with their 
academic and intellectual development, and have less commitment to the 
institution or their own academic achievement (Crisp et al., 2015), indirectly 
impacting the student’s decision to persist. However, in a campus environment 
that actively encourages tolerance and acceptance and appropriately engages 
students in academic and social discourse, students develop a sense they belong 
and are accepted (Crisp et al., 2015). 

Students who participate in community service activities, religious clubs, 
student government, sports teams, tutoring programs, and interact with 
peers and faculty outside of the classroom, were found to have higher sense 
of belonging (Tinto, 2017). Interactions students have with individuals on 
campus can influence a students’ sense of connectedness to the institution, as 
well as their ability to navigate the campus culture, and succeed academically. 
Therefore, offering accessible academic, personal, and social support services 
on campus is a key approach to improving undergraduate retention. Programs 
and initiatives designed to support undergraduate retention address both for-
mal and informal student experiences inside and outside of the classroom and 
at NJCU the focus on welcoming diversity and including all students regardless 
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of religion, skin color, ethnicity, sexual identity, or any other characteristic cre-
ates a climate of acceptance. 

Peer Mentoring

 Peer mentoring is one of the most effective methods to increase student 
retention, graduation rates, and cross-cultural understanding of undergraduate 
students (Budge, 2006). The goal of NJCU’s peer mentoring efforts is to foster 
academic success and enhance the psychosocial functioning of new students as 
they transition from high school to a college environment. Peer mentoring was 
first offered in the fall of 2015 to all minority first-time freshmen during the 
first week of the academic year, and participation was voluntary.

The first cohort of peer mentors were selected from a pool of minority can-
didates who were in their sophomore year or beyond, had a cumulative grade 
point average of 3.0 or better, and who were involved in at least one student 
organization or club. 

Today, and to successfully engage in peer mentoring, candidates are interviewed 
by a coordinator and selected based on their commitment to the institution and 
their knowledge of how to navigate the campus, both socially and administra-
tively. Peer mentors are assigned a caseload of twenty mentees and are paid a 
stipend for the semester in which they mentor. Incoming students and families 
begin meeting mentors from November and beyond at which time NJCU’s 
financial workshops begin. NJCU’s Peer Mentoring Program requires students 
to meet with their mentees three to four times a semester and to check-in with 
their mentees through phone calls or email throughout the academic year. 
The list of topics that peer mentors use in meetings with a mentee include: 
reviewing academic support services that are available, introducing mentees to 
student activities and organizations, and ensuring mentees are not experiencing 
academic or social issues adjusting to college. Peer mentors also promote uni-
versity resources, field questions, and support students transitioning to college. 
Incoming students are introduced to campus life, tutoring services, the health 
and wellness center, the counseling center, the student government and various 
clubs. Peer Mentors meet with their students individually and in groups during 
the summer as well as throughout the academic school year. Peer Mentorship, 
coupled with intentional family programs, and culturally relevant activities in 
and outside of the classroom are essential in creating a healthy campus climate 
for our students.

Financial Assistance and Awareness 

It has been well established that working while attending college, paying for 
tuition through loans or grants, and having financial need are factors that affect 
undergraduate retention (Chen & Hossler, 2017). Typically, if there exists a gap 
in financial support, even after institutional and family contributions, students 
tend to register part-time, work longer hours, or live off-campus, all of which 
have a negative impact on retention (Tinto, 2017). Financial aid and support 
matters to all students, especially Latino, Black, and other minority students 
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as low-income minority students who receive financial aid are more likely to 
persist than their counterparts who did not receive financial aid (Stewart, Lim, 
& Kim, 2015). These findings were particularly revealing in studies involving 
first-year Latino and Black students. For this student population, the decision 
to attend or persist in college directly relates to several factors, among them 
understanding how to complete a FAFSA. 

In the 2016-2017 school year, fall to spring first time, full-time retention was 
at 37% due to 90% of the students not completing their FAFSAs, the majority 
of these students being Latino and Black. To support students in need, NJCU 
instituted a program in which the College was able to offer financial aid, finan-
cial literacy, and academic skills workshops monthly during the academic year. 
Professional staff members from enrollment management and student affairs 
conducted the workshops, and attending the workshops was voluntary and 
made available to all first-time freshmen students. Evidence of these initiatives 
was apparent in that last year’s cohort persisted by more than 87% and regis-
tered for the spring semester because their FAFSA’s were complete. 

Furthermore, in reviewing and reaching out to first-time freshmen who have 
an outstanding tuition balance, we found that many had unmet financial need, 
even after receiving federal and state aid and loans. For the students who were 
unable to cover the cost of tuition and books out of pocket, the University 
allocated individual emergency grants of up to $2,000 to cover an outstanding 
tuition balance. A financial aid committee, based on a review of a student’s 
financial aid profile and any proof of extenuating circumstances a student or 
their family could provide, and award these additional grants. In the first year 
of implementation, twenty-one grants were awarded, with the average award 
being approximately $500. For first-time freshmen who had administrative 
holds on their records, ranging from immunizations, financial aid issues, and 
outstanding balances, financial literacy, and aid options were addressed student 
by student through the support of one-on-one sessions with assigned financial 
aid advisors. Financial support programs and initiatives only make up part of 
the work being conducted at NJCU to offer support to all students, and espe-
cially low-income, first-year students.

University Advisement

NJCU’s Advisement Center serves as a catalyst for connecting students to 
resources on campus. An additional resource for incoming freshmen, NJCU 
implemented intrusive advising in the fall of 2016. The priorities of intrusive 
advising are a focus on retention and graduation, academic support, intensified 
academic advisement, accountability, supervision, and consistency. To date, we 
have connected more than 75% of our students to advising sessions, and 50% our 
tutorial services, as well as workshops hosted by our advisors. These interventions 
have increased retention by 65% in good standing for full-time freshmen. Staff 
members or peer mentors, depending on the issue, reach out through email, text, 
or by phone to connect with students to assist in resolving an issue or to provide 
any assistance needed. Furthermore, NJCU’s advisors have now started teach-
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ing Orientation to College (OTC) courses, tracking students by cohort, holding 
personalized advisement sessions, and creating relationships with students by 
“meeting them where they are”. By creating a dynamic intrusive advisement 
program at NJCU, an atmosphere geared toward student success is created. Along 
with the success of advisement at NJCU, the Summer Bridge Program has been 
instrumental in serving low-income, first-year students.

Summer Bridge Program 

During the winter of 2014, the President of NJCU hosted a university wide 
retreat focused on student success. During this retreat, the University identified 
the need for cross-divisional efforts to improve student success and that the 
needs of minority students, especially Latinos, are uniquely different. In 2015, 
NJCU created Achieving Success by Cultivating Excellence and Nurturing Dis-
covery (ASCEND). A significant percentage of college students are unprepared 
for college-level work in reading, writing, or mathematics and Summer Bridge 
programs help mitigate these occurrences (Crisp et al., 2015; Strayhorn, 2011). 

The student demographics for NJCU’s ASCEND Program students are as fol-
lows: 100% of these students apply for federal aid, 100% are part of underrepre-
sented minorities, 80% have some level of unmet need, 76% come from house-
hold incomes of less than $60,000, and approximately 90% are PELL eligible and 
require developmental support. The ASCEND intensive seven-week academic 
preparation and college orientation program was designed to help students 
advance at least one level by taking developmental summer courses. Expediting 
the timeframe when students enroll in full semesters of college-level courses 
after high school increases the likelihood that students complete. Each summer, 
approximately 100 students participate in the ASCEND Summer Bridge Pro-
gram at NJCU, and bridge the “summer learning gap” in an innovative way that 
helps students’ develop and integrate their academic, physical, social, and emo-
tional well-being as well as environmental awareness and stewardship principles.

Although the ASCEND Summer Bridge Program started slowly and the first 
year’s 2015 retention rate from fall to fall was 15%, the success of the program 
grew and the second year had a success rate of 30%, followed by a third year 
(2017) success rate as of spring semester of 82%. Last summer, 104 students suc-
cessfully completed the program, 43 students tested out of developmental math, 
and 10 students increased their scores by at least 10 points. At the conclusion of 
the program in 2017, more than half of the students tested out of developmental 
classes and the enrollment overview in Table 1 below supports these numbers.

TABLE 1: Summer Bridge Programs Enrollment Overview



101

Summer Bridge Enrollment from 2015 through 2017

The ASCEND Summer Bridge Program’s primary components are academic 
preparation, academic support, academic advising, peer mentoring, orientation 
to college for first time, full-time freshmen, and campus engagement activi-
ties. The Program promotes peer mentorship, daily workshops that promote 
self-efficacy, relationship with faculty, intramural sports, and individual and 
group guidance counseling. Peer mentors successfully facilitate tutoring, social 
engagement with clubs and organizations on campus, assist with financial aid, 
advisement, and registration.

Additional goals of the NJCU ASCEND Summer Bridge Program are to devel-
op and strengthen students’ connections with advisors, faculty, and staff to 
provide students with knowledge critical to success in college (e.g. study skills, 
time management, and campus life), and enhance students’ sense of belonging. 
Additionally, advisors teach Orientation to College courses, track students by 
cohort, hold personalized advisement sessions, and create relationships with 
students by meeting them where they are. Advisors focus on giving students an 
opportunity to build relationships with students, facilitate workshops, engage 
in personalized one on ones, and track and assist students throughout the 
academic school year. Given the significant challenges inherent to any Summer 
Bridge Program, ASCEND has created a positive first-year experience for NJCU 
students. 

Methodology and Results

Using a mix of methods, such as regression analysis, cohort tracking, predictive 
analytics, focus groups, T-tests, and Chi-Square analysis, NJCU has been able 
to effectively track the success of its programs as outlined in Table 2 and Figure 
1 below. Through the various initiatives outlined above, NJCU has been able to 
not only increase the first-year retention rate but has also helped at-risk, reme-
dial, and special cohort students persist.

TABLE 2

Methodology for Tracking Student Success and Corresponding Impact
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FIGURE 1

ARTICLE 7: A Collaborative Model for Diagnosing First-Year Minority College Students’ Academic 
Needs: Establishing a Plan for Academic Success through Academic Coaching and Tutoring      

Figure 1 

ARTICLE 8: Mentoring McNair Scholars: A Qualitative Study of Faculty Mentors’ Perceptions 

Table 1.1 

Fall 2014 through Fall 2017 Demonstration of student success

Looking Toward the Future

As reiterated throughout this study, many low-income, first-year students at 
NJCU are not prepared for college-level work. First-year performance often 
determines whether students decide to continue, and poor academic self-ef-
ficacy and self-doubt lead to drop out. At NJCU, outcome metrics include 
enrollment trends, pre-test and post-test assessments, fall placement, student 
engagement, fall-to-fall retention rate, first term GPAs, first year cumulative 
GPAs, first year degree credit accumulation, and graduation rates. From these 
findings, NJCU continues to implement new programs, such as the Integra-
tion of Advisement, Block Scheduling, Orientation to College (OTC) and Peer 
Advisor Liaisons (PALs) programs, and is experiencing significant success. Each 
member of the NJCU community is personally dedicated to and accountable 
for ensuring all students receive a high-quality education and a first-rate expe-
rience that leads to timely graduation with minimal debt, an academically rich 
degree, and a meaningful future upon graduation. With the unique approach of 
including the family members of students through culturally relevant outreach, 
including office staff (in some cases) with at least five Spanish-speaking indi-
viduals, and the ability to share a common culture, NJCU is on the cutting edge 
of student retention and success in a culturally diverse area. NJCU’s dedication 
to student success, a reflection of a 2013-2018 Strategic Plan (New Jersey City 
University Strategic Plan 2013-2018, n.d.) is a reality and a guidepost for other 
colleges and universities serving low-income, first-year students.
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ABSTRACT

This article describes an effort to assess how faculty mentors of the Ronald E McNair Post 
Baccalaureate Achievement Program at Cornell University perceive academic, research, 
and social efficacy of their McNair mentor(s). The study is framed by the following 
overall questions: How do faculty’s perception of their mentees self-efficacy affect their 
mentoring strategies? How are faculty and mentee’s understandings of self-efficacy similar 
or different and how does this affect the strategies employed by faculty? Furthermore, 
what are the strategies McNair Program can employ to account for the similarities and 
differences between faculty and scholar understandings of self-efficacy and facilitate 
more effective mentoring relationships. The data is based upon McNair faculty mentors 
across the span of five years since McNair inception at the university. We used a Qualtrics 
research software to collect survey responses to closed and open-ended responses and 
to identify themes in relation to mentoring practices and beliefs more broadly. With our 
findings we attempted to illuminate the mentoring practices of faculty mentors while 
also recognizing the way McNair programs can better facilitate mentor relationships. 
The findings revealed that social self-efficacy need encouragement with academic 
engagements with McNair faculty mentors and scholars. The academic socializing and 
personal relationships are critical aspects to continue examine and build in the social self-
efficacy domain.

Keywords: mentoring, McNair, self-efficacy 

Mentoring McNair Scholars: A Qualitative Study of Faculty Mentors’ Perceptions

Introduction

College educators, administrators, and policymakers continue to seek ways to 
increase the representation of students from historically marginalized groups 
in graduate programs in our nation’s colleges and universities. First-gener-
ation college students, those who come from low-income families, or those 
who identify as part of an underrepresented group often have more difficulty 
exploring and pursuing an advanced degree (Carter, 2006). Moreover, recent 
reports from both US News and World Report (2015) and Newsweek (2010) 
indicate that these three groups experience greater challenges transitioning 
from undergraduate to graduate school in comparison to students who are not 
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from low-income households or another marginalized group1.While financial 
concerns often hinder their access to graduate education, these students are also 
hampered by other issues, such as a lack of information, unrealistic expecta-
tions, and a reduced sense of self-efficacy (Kim & Sax, 2009). While some of 
these hurdles remain hard to overcome despite a variety of targeted interven-
tions, a recent qualitative investigation features anecdotal evidence that one-on-
one faculty mentoring represents a highly successful means of helping at-risk 
students overcome these barriers to graduate education (Waller and Wolfe, 
2017). Indeed, this type of direct faculty guidance and encouragement plays a 
major role in an undergraduate student’s desire to pursue an advanced degree 
– not to mention his or her aptitude and confidence throughout the process of 
earning a Master’s or Ph.D. Accordingly, this paper will investigate how faculty 
mentors in the Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program 
(McNair Scholars Program or MSP) at Cornell University view the self-efficacy 
of their McNair mentees with respect to how this factor impacts their plans for 
attaining an advanced degree.

The McNair Scholars Program, which is a national initiative at a variety of col-
leges and universities, is designed to foster the academic interests and success of 
underrepresented and low-income students and promote advancement to grad-
uate school. The ultimate goal of the McNair Scholars Program is to increase 
faculty diversity in higher education. Self-efficacy, defined as a person’s belief in 
his or her ability to succeed in specific situations (Bandura, 1994), represents a 
critical component in student performance. Too often, first-generation college 
students, those from low-income families, or members of an underrepresented 
group member may already feel underqualified or challenged as an undergrad-
uate, thus making the goal of achieving a graduate degree all the more elusive. 
And while a variety of strategies have been implemented to help these students 
advance academically (e.g., summer enrichment programs2), mentoring is 
widely embraced as a highly effective way to help students build knowledge and 
skills, as well as increase their self-confidence and socialization skills (Davis, 
2009; Dixon-Reeves, 2001). Mentoring, therefore, represents a key component 
of engagement in the McNair Scholars Program and is believed to be deep-
ly connected to undergraduate success while in the institution—but more 
importantly after graduation as students move on to research-based careers or 
graduate work. 

1  To read more on the challenges minority students face see https://www.
usnews.com/news/blogs/data-mine/2015/12/02/college-graduation-gaps-be-
tween-white-and-minority-students-persist and http://www.newsweek.com/
why-minority-students-dont-graduate-college-75143

2  These summer enrichment programs include courses, workshops, and train-
ings, seminars, and research opportunities either with mentors or at summer 
research opportunities program (SROP) hosted by other universities. 
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Based on the critical importance of increasing the numbers of marginalized 
students in graduate education programs in this country, the purpose of this 
study is to understand how self-efficacy is connected to student success, and, 
in particular, how faculty mentors perceive and cultivate student academic, 
research, and social self-efficacy. The first section of this article defines men-
torship, differentiates the three kinds of self-efficacy that contribute to student 
success, and explains the importance of faculty mentoring. The second section, 
the methods section, details the metrics used in the study. This study used 
survey responses from a total of 29 faculty mentors currently affiliated with the 
McNair Scholars program at Cornell University. We used coding to analyze the 
qualitative data in addition to a grounded theory approach in order to create 
sub-categories of analysis. We provide a qualitative protocol for this study. This 
investigation concludes with a discussion of results and conclusions drawn.

Literature Review

 An Overview of Mentorship

A widely understood definition of mentoring is when a “senior person or men-
tor provides information, advice and emotional support to a junior person or 
student over a period of time” (Lev, Kolassa, & Bakken, 2010). Mentoring can 
be formal or informal; it can take many forms including giving advice, psycho-
social support, role modeling, career advising or counseling, cultivating the 
intellect of the student. Importantly, successful mentoring takes into account 
the changing needs of the mentee, and thus will evolve over time to meet 
those needs. In an academic milieu, the mentor’s role is to challenge students 
with tasks that will build and refine important skills, engage them in critical 
discussions and set high standards in order to promote maturity and inquis-
itive behaviors (Davis, 2009). Effective mentors should also provide “vision” 
for their students – particularly in cases when the mentor embodies the notion 
that determination can lead to success, even in the face of adversity. At the same 
time, the mentor must also help their mentee to effectively interpret reality of 
what expectations are reasonable or unreasonable at various stages of academic 
growth (Daloz, 1999).

According to the American Psychological Association, engaging in a meaning-
ful relationship with a trusted mentor can be a life-changing experience for 
an undergraduate student (Smith, 2014). Indeed, research shows that students 
who have a faculty mentor perform better – both in college as well as after 
they graduate and are working or pursuing a graduate degree. The potential 
importance of relationship is why faculty mentoring has become a cornerstone 
of the McNair Scholars Program. In fact, Cornell University’s McNair Scholars 
Program includes faculty mentor training to help insure that mentors can be 
effective at guiding the research experiences of the institutions underrepresent-
ed undergraduates. This training in particular, focuses on strategies to increase 
the self-efficacy of McNair mentees in three critical areas: research, academic, 
and social self-efficacy. In the STEM fields (science, technology, engineering 
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and math), McNair scholars are encouraged to choose one of Cornell University 
participating scientists as their faculty mentor; they then work intensively with 
that faculty member on a research project participating in all aspects of life in 
an academic laboratory including:

• learning the approaches and techniques of their field 
• analyzing experimental results and develop new questions 
• preparing the results for publications 
• participating in seminars related to their laboratory research 
• reading the scientific literature, attending scientific meetings 

and making oral and poster presentations

Cornell University faculty mentors are encouraged to get involved in every 
dimension of their mentee’s academic career, including contributing to that 
individuals social and professional advancement. For instance, McNair scholars 
are encouraged to take part in lab meetings (e.g., with their mentor’s gradu-
ate students), attend department seminars, and take part in a variety of social 
and scholarly gatherings where they can network with other role models. Our 
data suggests that such interactions will increase student self-efficacy when 
that undergraduate is able to self-identify as a fellow scientist and scholar and 
improve their professional skills. A study by Fuentes, Alvarado, Berdan, and 
DeAngelo (2014) suggests that faculty act as “socialization agents” in which 
they teach students how to successfully navigate the full and complex particu-
lars of college and thereafter. This suggest that the more a student interacts with 
faculty in academia the more likely they are to be able to be successfully social-
ized and therefore see themselves as a fellow scholar. In fact, research suggests 
that as underrepresented minorities continue in academic careers, socialization 
within academic communities becomes essential to forging ties, promoting 
their research agenda, and helping them advance their careers (Zambrana et. 
al., 2015). Critically, a successful mentoring relationship will impart to the stu-
dent a better understanding of the complex educational pathways that can lead 
to a graduate degree and/or a career in research.

It is not only the student who benefits from a hands-on mentoring relation-
ship; indeed, professors who agree to foster an undergraduate may experience 
increased research productivity once their McNair mentees are trained and 
comfortable in the lab. Additionally, cultivating student talent and motivating 
them to publicly present their work brings the mentor visibility, as well as rec-
ognition to the institution. Finally, Koch and Johnson (2000) listed a number of 
intrinsic benefits of mentoring an undergraduate—mostly notably “a sense of 
generativity and creative synergy in working closely with talented students” (p. 
173). This is reflected in many mentors comments on “giving back” and passing 
on knowledge and skills that they have benefitted from through mentorship. 

Academic Self-Efficacy

Academic self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief or conviction that he or 
she can succeed at a given academic task at a high level (Schunk, 1991; Bong & 
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Skaalvik, 2003). A student’s strong belief in his or her academic capabilities can 
have an indelible impact on academic motivation, how and how much that indi-
vidual learns, and the level of achievement he or she is able to attain (Schunk, 
1995). According to Schunk and Pajares (2002), students who “feel efficacious 
for learning or performing and academic task participate more readily, work 
harder, persist longer when they encounter difficulties and achieve at a higher 
level” (p. 2-3). Research has also shown that self-efficacy is linked to goal set-
ting; specifically, students with higher self-efficacy are often more committed 
to academic goals—both personal and assigned—and they are more strategic 
in their approaches and respond better to feedback and criticism (Locke & 
Latham, 2002; Artino, 2012). The role of the professor or mentor in helping 
to build strong academic self-efficacy is to guide students to set goals that are 
challenging, but attainable, and to offer explicit feedback on progress (Artino, 
2012). Students who receive clear, constructive, and timely feedback have more 
realistic ideas about their academic abilities and performance, leading to higher 
levels of self-efficacy. Thus, dedicated mentorship represents a critical factor in 
building academic self-efficacy in students—especially for students from an 
underrepresented group who are more likely to be unfamiliar with what it takes 
to succeed in an academic setting and pursue an advanced degree. 

Research Self-Efficacy

Research self-efficacy is defined as one’s belief in their ability to perform a spe-
cific research project or task successfully. Increasingly, today’s college students 
are expected to participate in research activities that “make an original intellec-
tual or creative contribution to the discipline (Webber, et al., 2013, p.227) A cor-
ollary finding is that individuals with higher self-efficacy are more likely to be 
successful researchers and able to meet the demands of the academy (Forester, 
Kahn, and Hesson-McInnis 2004; Kahn, 2001). It must be noted, however, that 
although the benefits of engaging in undergraduate research are compelling, the 
student must expend a considerable amount of time and energy in collaborat-
ing with the faculty member to design the study, conduct the research, analyze 
the data, write a report, and then present the data in a public forum (Waller 
and Wolfe, 2017). Despite the investment of time and effort, participating in 
undergraduate research and working closely with a faculty member strengthens 
a student’s skill at developing questions and synthesizing information—a key 
element of what is known as “deep learning” (Webber, Nelson Laird, & Brcka-
Lorenz, 2013), and ultimately research self-efficacy. 

Social Self-Efficacy

Scholastic excellence and research proficiency remain the two most important 
elements for academic success and eventual matriculation. However, one should 
not minimize the importance of the variety of social interactions that take 
place on a college campus. Indeed, students who have a strong sense of their 
social abilities are considered to be the most well-rounded students, and thus 
better equipped to avoid the risks of isolation, depression, and loneliness that 
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can derail a successful college experience (Wei, Russell & Zakalik, 2005). In the 
context of this study, social self-efficacy can be thought of as an “individual’s 
confidence in her/his ability to engage in social interactional tasks necessary to 
initiate and maintain interpersonal relationships” (Smith & Betz, 2000, p. 286).

Research shows that social self-efficacy can enhance a student’s ability to build 
strong social and professional networks with mentors, classmates, and faculty 
members, which in turn increases student satisfaction and persistence (citation 
removed; Kuh et al., 2005). Indeed, social self-efficacy is strongly connected 
to student well-being and a sense of belonging—both within the institution 
and within the academic major of choice. Associating with others in their field 
(and in other disciplines) on campus, as well as in settings such as conferences, 
academic clubs, and in less formal settings can help build confidence and has 
been shown to produce positive outcomes in academic achievement (Hermann, 
2005).

Methods

This study is an extension of a study that looked at self-efficacy among under-
graduate scholars in the McNair Scholars Program. The authors wanted to under-
stand self-efficacy among the faculty mentors that were molding these scholars. 
The overarching question that guided the design, data collection and analysis of 
this study is the following: How do the faculty mentors in the Ronald E. McNair 
Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program (McNair Scholars Program) perceive 
and cultivate student academic, research, and social self-efficacy?   

Data Collection

Student’s entering the McNair Scholars Program are required to locate and 
secure a faculty mentor that will aid in their progression throughout the 
program. Students self-select mentors and provide the program coordinators 
with their names at the time of application. The primary investigator created 
26 open-ended questions in early summer 2017. We utilized the names given 
to us by McNair Scholars’ Program students to compile a list of 104 faculty 
mentors. This list comprised of five years’ worth of cohort participants. We 
emailed all of the faculty mentors three times requesting their responses to 
the survey. As an incentive for completing the survey, we offered each partici-
pant a chance to have their names entered into a drawing for a dinner for two 
at a local restaurant. We received three automatic replies stating that these 
individuals no longer worked for Cornell University. Ultimately, we received 
feedback from 29 faculty mentors, yielding a 28% response rate. Out of the 29 
responses, 2 did not respond to any of the written questions. Therefore data 
for the analysis will primarily focus on the 27 respondents who did write in 
answers for the written questions.

Sample

Participants in this study are drawn from the faculty mentors of McNair schol-
ars who were accepted into the McNair scholars Program at Cornell University. 
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TABLE 1.1 | Survey Respondents and Characteristics 3

Self-Identified Pseudonym1 
Sex 

Eligible 
First Generation   

Underrepresented Minority2  Eligible 
Low Income 

Teaching Expertise3  

Subject 1 Female “B” Y Y STEM 

Subject 2 Male Majority N N STEM 

Subject 3 Female Majority N N STEM 

Subject 4 Male Majority N N STEM 

Subject 5 Female Majority N Y Non-STEM 

Subject 6 Female Majority Y Y STEM 

Subject 7 Male Majority N N STEM 

Subject 8 Male Minority Y Y STEM 

Subject 9 Male Majority N N STEM 

Subject 10 Female Minority N N STEM 

Subject 11 Female Majority N Y Non-STEM 

Subject 12 Female Minority N Y Non-STEM 

Subject 13 Female Majority N Y STEM 

Subject 14 Male Minority Y Y STEM 

Subject 15 Male Majority N Y STEM 

Subject 16 Female Minority Y Y Non-STEM 

Subject 17 Male Majority N N STEM 

ARTICLE 8: Mentoring McNair Scholars: A Qualitative Study of Faculty Mentors’ Perceptions 
Table 1.1 

Subject 18 Male Majority Y Y STEM 

Subject 19 Male Majority N Y STEM 

Subject 20 Male Majority Y Y Non-STEM 

Subject 21 Male Majority N N STEM 

Subject 22 Gender Majority Y Y STEM 

Subject 23 Male Majority N N STEM 

Subject 24 Female Minority Y Y Non-STEM 

Subject 25 Male Majority N N Non-STEM 

Subject 26 Female Majority Y Y Non-STEM 

Subject 27 Female Majority N Y STEM 

Subject 28 Female Majority N N STEM 

Subject 29 Female Minority N Y STEM 

1 Pseudonyms were created through a free online name generator 
2 The Code of Federal Regulations §647.7 defines underrepresented minority as Black, Hispanic, American Indian,
Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiians, and Native American Pacific Islanders  
3 Teaching Expertise is defined as any instruction in the science, technology, engineering, or math fields (STEM)
OR instruction that occurs outside of these four fields of study (non-STEM). 

identified as “B” (shorthand for Black), 3 of the individuals fall under the category of Asian. 10 of these 
individuals also identified as first generation while 19 were not first generation. 
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As shown in Table 1.1, a total of 29 McNair faculty mentors took part in this 
investigation. These faculty mentors represent mentors across cohorts from 
2012-2017. This sample is not demographically representative of the McNair 
Scholars Program cohorts but does closely align with national demographics 
of faculty in higher education according to race, gender, and first-generation 
status4. Participants included an even number of self-identified “Male” and 
“Female” along with one person who indicated “gender” as a response. Of these 
29 individuals the majority of them, 62% or 18 total identified as “White” or 
“Caucasian.” Of the total participants 27.5% or 8 total are considered to be 
underrepresented minorities. Only 34% or 10 of the 29 participants identified 
as first-generation5. Demographic information for these 29 individuals include 
their pseudonym, gender identification, underrepresented minority, first gen-
eration eligible, eligible low income, and teaching field as defined by STEM or 
non-STEM.

Table 1:1 will provide the demographics of our faculty mentor participants. We 
created pseudonyms for each participant to ensure confidentiality.  

Data Analysis

Two researchers carried out the coding and analysis of qualitative data collected 
from 29 survey respondents by using Qualtrics research software. 

This research is an extension of a previous study (Waller and Wolfe, 2017) that 
evaluates the connection between self-efficacy and the undergraduate expe-
rience. The researchers identified three categories (academic, research, and 
social) self-efficacy derived from Williams’ (2004) study of McNair Scholars. 
We found it both helpful and imperative to use the same definitions in all our 
research studies pertaining to self-efficacy in order to produce valid findings 
when drawing upon connections between multiple data sets. Consistency in 
definitions assures us in part that our associations bear validity. The same cate-
gories from this study are used within this current research in order to ascer-
tain the connection between self-efficacy and faculty mentoring strategies. The 
decision to use coding measures was derived from the prior qualitative evalu-
ations of the MSP which drew inspiration from Ford’s (2011) coded categories 
“by highlighting sections of interview data and writing a word that represented 
a particular category in the margins” (p. 90). 

The decision to map the categories from the previous study occurred within 
three phases. During the first phase, we coded the qualitative data, identifying 

4  Overall trends suggest that White men represent a majority of faculty in 
higher education constituting 43% of all full-time faculty with white women 
leading closely behind at 35% (NCES 2013). 
5  In this survey, the demographics are as follows: 14 self-identified males, 14 
self-identified females, 1 unidentified person who marked “gender”. 18 indi-
viduals identified as white/Caucasian, 8 individuals were identified within the 
category of underrepresented minority (Black, Hispanic, or Native American), 
including the individual who 
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major themes that emerged in the responses. Using a parallel coding approach, 
a second researcher coded the responses. After we coded individually with 
knowledge of the others coding categories we met to evaluate the initial round of 
coding, which resulted in several modifications to subsequent coding iterations. 

During phase two, after seeing strikingly similar themes emerge we decided to 
place the themes within the three aforementioned categories of faculty self-per-
ception: academic self-efficacy, research self-efficacy, and social self-efficacy. 
Mapping the themes of the current study within themes of the previous study 
allowed us to take a comparative approach to our data analysis while also 
noting the significant differences that occurred between McNair scholar and 
faculty understandings of self-efficacy. 

The third phase required going back to the raw data obtained from McNair 
scholars from a previous survey done for the aforementioned study. This review 
of the data was used to note if the mentee and faculty responses did in fact cor-
relate similarly in order to merit using the same categories and themes. Com-
paring these two data sets showed that many themes were in fact the same and 
that the differences that were present were a product of respondents’ self-effica-
cy strategies and not a product of different questions. 

Although the survey questions are based upon our review of the previous study 
(Waller and Wolfe, 2017), research and literature, including case studies and 
evaluations of programs pertaining to diversity and inclusion in higher educa-
tion, we adopted a grounded-theory approach in our analysis of survey respons-
es when we created sub-categories to capture supportive and important support 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Grounded Theory is commonly defined as a “system-
atic qualitative research methodology in the social sciences emphasizing gen-
eration of theory from data” (Martin & Turner, 1986). Using grounded theory 
enabled us to achieve results deriving from the data themselves by identifying 
themes and drawing connections as they emerged. Although we were attempt-
ing to make connections of the data to set definitions pertaining to self-efficacy, 
we were unsure of the complex and multifaceted ways the perceptions of faculty 
mentors and students would relate to this topic. In essence, grounded theory 
helped us refine the interrelationships of our categories.

The review of participant responses involved several carefully designed steps. 
First, as recommended by the grounded theory approach, we both made 
individual notes for each survey response, which led to the development of 
emerging themes that corresponded to programmatic components supporting 
the success goals of the MSP. Second, we departed from the grounded-theo-
ry approach by first identifying theory-based themes pertaining to academic 
self-efficacy, research self-efficacy, and social self-efficacy. Finally, we returned 
to a grounded-theory approach by identifying sub categories from the dataset 
based on the types of support participants had received. Our sub-categories 
were completely derived from our unique data set. These niches but yet more 
associative categories built new constructs while simultaneously identifying 
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similarities and patterns within existing frameworks of academic, research, and 
social self-efficacy. These novel categories can be used to help theorize future 
research exploring self-efficacy, faculty mentoring, and beyond.

Although these theory-based and predetermined codes were used, the analyt-
ical subcategories were derived completely from data and not from predeter-
mined hypotheses (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The aim of this additional data 
categorization enabled us to use grounded-theory to (1) more narrowly identify 
success components of the program, (2) validate our interpretations of the data 
through clustering themes, and (3) expand our interpretations by providing 
additional categorical coding descriptions and investigating self-efficacy from 
varying perspectives. For example, when faculty participants discussed the 
social impact of the MSP, they often discussed socializing with their McNair 
mentees. We later nested this description of data under “Developing Interper-
sonal Relationships.”  Stake (1995) indicated direct interpretation, establish-
ing patterns, and developing naturalistic generalizations as perspectives on 
interpreting qualitative data. For increased accuracy, we identified categories 
using actual verbiage from participants. Initially, we identified over 53 sub-cat-
egories through the first round of coding. In order to bridge more connections 
among patterns identified through analysis, we organized the data into more 
inclusive brackets of 3 sub-categories under each definition of self-efficacy. In 
summary, the three areas of self-efficacy were linked to a number of recurring 
themes, as follows:

Academic self-efficacy:

1. Faculty advice for navigating ambiguities in academics

2. Opportunities for developing critical thinking and analysis skills

Research self-efficacy:

1. Research-orientated guidance from faculty mentors

2. Exposure to research opportunities

3. Opportunities to communicate research

Social self-efficacy:

1. Holistic care from faculty mentor

2. Developing Interpersonal Relationships

In addition, by using a thematic approach to our analysis of participant 
responses, we grouped categories based on causal relationships and overall 
connections. Boyatzis (1998) asserted that this type of thematic analysis is 
flexible and “may be a list of themes, a complex model with themes, indicators, 
and qualifications that are causally related; or something in between these two 
forms” (p. 4).

For example, with the question “How often and how did you intentionally focus 
on academic and/or social concerns with your McNair mentee?”, the notion
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TABLE 1.2 | Themes and Definitions

 Research-

Research self-efficacy 

orientated 
guidance by a 
faculty mentor 

 This classification refers to mentors assisting scholars in gaining 
confidence and skills in conducting and navigating research-related 
tasks from specific research advice. 

research 
 Exposure to 

opportunities 

Opportunities to 

communicate 
research 

 This classification refers to faculty’s role in helping students feel 
motivated to conduct research from opportunities where scholars are 
presented, encouraged and occasionally required to conduct research. 

 This classification refers to faculty members assistance in skill-building 
for scholars through opportunities to communicate research. In this 
process, scholars “gain skills and experiences leading to new forms of 

themselves” (Posselt 
external recognition, which, combined, lead to changes in how they see 

& Black, 2012, p. 36). 

Social self-efficacy 

faculty 
Holistic care by a 

mentor 

 This classification refers to the consideration of needs that faculty 
members provide scholars beyond research, academic and professional 
endeavors. Taking social and mental needs into account develops 

successful students. 
competency in these areas, which enable scholars to be healthier and 

Developing 
Interpersonal 
Relationships 

  This classification refers the personal relationships that faculty 
mentors built with their McNair mentee. Mentors emphasized the 
importance of a personal relationship with their mentees as a 
significant part of their mentorship strategies. These relationships occur 
mostly within the context of academic settings. 

Table 1.2 

 Theme Theme Defined 

Advice on 

Academic self-efficiacy 

navigating 

ambiguities in 
academics 

by a faculty 
mentor 

This classification refers to advice faculty give their McNair mentees on 
navigating uncertain circumstances with academics. 

Learning the “tricks of the trade” are vital to enhancing the self-
confidence of scholars and being successful in academic pursuits. 

Opportunities for 
developing 

critical thinking 
and analysis 

skills 

This classification refers to faculty presenting scholars with 
opportunities for critical thinking and analysis skill-building to assist in 
achieving at a more elevated level in an academic subject, which in turn 
develops academic attentiveness and focus. Becoming aware of skill-
building leads to greater self-confidence (Posselt & Black, 2012). 
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of building social skills in a structured way, was found repeated in questions 
specifically asking about social relationships thus the category of “Develop-
ing Interpersonal Relationships” was created. A more detailed account of the 
themes and accompanying definitions according to the three types of self-effi-
cacies are listed in Table 1.2.

Based on survey respondents the self-efficacy categories and subcategories 
remain the same in all but one subcategory under social self-efficacy. In the pre-
vious study this category was named “support system within the program.” In 
it, McNair scholars emphasized the importance of the “cohort effect” (Posselt & 
Black, 2012) in which they emphasized the significance of collective interaction 
with scholars from similar backgrounds. Since faculty mentors are not required 
to attend all the events McNair scholars attend, an emphasis on collective 
interaction with others in the program is less significant in their responses. 
Instead, faculty mentors note the individual interaction and relationship they 
have with their McNair mentee(s). This category was changed to, “Developing 
Interpersonal Relationships” to reflect mentors use of personal relationships as 
a strategy of self-efficacy. 

Academic self-efficacy:

Mentors provided significant support in affording opportunities for McNair 
scholars such as advice on navigating the academy, opportunities for critical 
thinking and analysis, and motivation to explore more courses. These find-
ing correspond McNair scholars understanding of the role their mentors play 
in their academic careers (Waller and Wolfe, 2017). A faculty mentor from a 
majority and non-stem background, described the advice that they gave their 
mentee:

We talked about everything, from specific research questions to how to put 
together a personal statement to why I chose this career to what it’s like being a 
woman in academia

This faculty mentor’s advice was not only specific to academics only but also to 
navigating the ambiguities of academia in this particular case dealing with the 
ambiguities of being a woman in higher education. 

Overall, mentor responses show an emphasis on assisting McNair mentees in 
their research. A faculty mentor from a majority ethnic background, had fac-
ulty mentors who were, “very influential, cultivating enthusiasm for research 
and setting standards of intellectual excellence.” This distinction is primarily 
due to many of mentors’ belief that the McNair mentees are academically 
well off on their own and only intervene when necessary such as overload of 
coursework and writing issues. This faculty mentor carried this experience of 
mentoring with his current mentee stating, “The student I worked with was so 
incredibly talented that I am not sure they needed any intentional development 
on my part.” 
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Mentors who did provide academic mentorship focused less on undergraduate 
education and more on tracking McNair mentees towards higher education. A 
female minority faculty mentor in the STEM fields, emphasized that her mentor 
her helped to “think, speak, and network in ways that are specific to STEM 
and academia.” This faculty mentoring style was defined by her desire to “pay 
it forward” and thus used similar tactics towards her mentee. While mentors 
rarely intervened in their mentees current academics they did provide signifi-
cant support for their future academic endeavors: such as getting an advanced 
degree, reading, experimenting with different fields, choosing their career, and 
applying to grad school.

Research self-efficacy:

Many mentors identified that they provided substantial support in providing 
research opportunities such as conferences, or hands on research experience 
through their own research or other institutional research programs (REU, 
CURBS etc.) With this, one mentee was able to co-author a research paper 
while others were able to get hands on experience with working in lab setting, 
managing research in a team setting, and working with postdocs, graduate 
students, and faculty. 

Faculty mentors focused mostly on developing critical thinking, management 
skills necessary to succeed in academia (emails, time, mental health), direct 
involvement in research, dealing with research failure, problem solving, devel-
oping research questions.

While faculty related their desire to “pay it forward” and helped students by 
providing research and academic guidance most also recognized the impor-
tance of independence and autonomy in this field. A faculty mentor, who was 
a first-generation student, states, “learning to troubleshoot and figure out stuff 
on my own, when my mentor was absent, was also critical to the development 
of my research potential.” Mentors lauded students who were “independent” 
“self-motivated” and “able to network” for research and conference opportuni-
ties. This faculty mentor intentionally developed their mentees “independence 
and self-reliance.” Arguing that “there’s a point at which a student learns to 
figure out things for themselves” 

Social self-efficacy:

McNair mentees place a significant value on attaining different kinds of social 
relationships with their faculty mentors and note the importance of these rela-
tionships in their overall success (Waller and Wolfe, 2017). Faculty mentors also 
identify the importance of socializing with their mentees. Two themes emerge 
from the data: academic socializing and personal relationships. 

According to many faculty, interpersonal relationships between their men-
tee(s), often occurred in structured academic settings such labs or scheduled 
meetings. While faculty showed a high degree of investment in their McNair 
mentees’ academic and research enhancement, social enhancement was less val-
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ued. When asked if they intentionally focused building academic and/or social 
skills a minority faculty mentor who was a first-generation student responded, 
“not often unless requested” and they discussed “social concerns only very 
rarely.” A faculty mentor from a majority background expressed, “I did not 
do this anymore than I typically do for students who participate in my lab…” 
while a faculty mentor who was a first-generation student stated, “I am careful 
to separate work and home, though, for my own sanity so kept this minimal.” 
Others identified social interaction but mostly on campus or in lab settings. 
With faculty juggling various positions and life realties, scholar’s social needs 
were less prioritized than other professional skills. 

The faculty who did show an investment in their mentees personal life and 
building social relationships mentioned they did so only when necessary or 
when they had a closer social relationship. After building a relationship with his 
mentor, Merrick, a faculty mentor from a majority background in the STEM 
fields who was not a first-generation student stated, “only after we had worked 
together for some time did I ask about their experiences of being a first-gen-
eration student…”. This data diverges from McNair scholars’ perspectives in 
the sense that while they did not expect a social relationship with their faculty 
mentor, having a personal relationship enriched their experience particularly in 
regard to emotional support. 

When asked about their relationship with their McNair faculty mentor, a 
first-generation women of color McNair scholar, stated, “I am always uplifted 
by visiting with [my] professor, because it is so obvious to me that she cares not 
only about my academic/research progress, but about my mental, emotional, 
and physical well-being as well.6” Both faculty mentor’s and mentee’s experi-
ence as first-generation college students allowed them to bond beyond their 
research and academic interest. This enriched the mentee’s experience with 
her faculty mentor. Another McNair scholar, explained how his faculty mentor 
went above and beyond the mentor position explaining, “My faculty mentor has 
supported me financially and emotionally. When I lost my cousin, my faculty 
mentor invited me over his house. He treats me fair as a student, but he also 
treats me as an individual that matters and have purpose.” The mentee points 
to his relationship with his faculty mentor within the light of both academics 
and personal life. While not all mentors are required or needed to fulfill such a 
role, both mentee’s emphasis on their faculty mentor going above and beyond 
academics shows how these relationships enrichen the mentoring experience for 
faculty and students. 

As shown in Figure 1, we consider the three important self-efficacy constructs 
for understanding the relationship between the student scholar and faculty 
mentor. It is vital to understand that there is a process to mentoring and it 
evolves during the relationship. This figure implies commitment from the men-
tor and commitment from the student scholar.

6 
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FIGURE 1 

Conclusion:

In our study, we have examined how faculty view the self-efficacy of their 
McNair mentees. The McNair Scholars Program offers universities a faculty 
mentor model to prepare non-traditional students for graduate school. This 
study illuminated the value of McNair Faculty mentor’s belief about their men-
tee’s academic self-efficacy, research self-efficacy, and social self-efficacy.  

The compelling and often touching quotes shared by faculty point to three 
tenets of faculty mentorship: academic, research, and social. These findings 
align with a previous study in which McNair scholars shared their viewpoints 
on self-efficacy. The data demonstrated some commonalities with faculty men-
tors and scholars based on being from non-traditional backgrounds (first-gen-
eration, low income, and underrepresented). These commonalities can be an 
intentional conversation with students to discuss personal and professional 
experiences, skills, and knowledge about preparing for graduate school. Taken 
as a whole, faculty experiences underscore how different forms of self-efficacy 
are perceived in the higher educational system in order to ensure success of 
scholar’s academic, research and social self-efficacy in the McNair Scholars 
Program (MSP). Below, we examine the findings of this study in relation to the 
self-efficacy framework.  

The research demonstrated that scholars are exposed heavily to academic and 
research self-efficacy. While academic and social self-efficacy remain strong 
tenets of many mentor’s viewpoints, we believe that McNair faculty can best 
assist students by providing social self-efficacy strategies related to building 
relationships and social networks. Since, scholars are exposed to extensive 
amount of knowledge and research information from a variety of sources, it 
could be beneficial for the scholars to enhance their social networking skills. 
For example, MSP administrators can assist faculty mentors in identify grad-
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uate McNair scholars to meet and strategize ways to socialize with current 
scholars.

 In addition, we recommend that programs create more faculty centered events. 
While McNair scholars report a sense of belonging known as the “cohort effect” 
(Posselt & Black, 2012) faculty often are left out of this community. This need 
and desire for faculty centered events was demonstrated in this study’s partic-
ipants in questions around social efficacy. Many McNair mentors lauded the 
efforts of the McNair faculty mentor training held at Cornell University in the 
Fall of 2016. Faculty found this event to be helpful in gaining “some needed 
perspective on student needs” and reported that the event created a sense of 
“camaraderie” and a sense of “sharing challenges.” We believe that more faculty 
centered events will allow faculty to feel a “Faculty cohort effect” which will 
facilitate their mentorship, feeling of belonging to a McNair family, and social-
ization with their mentees. 

Faculty mentors should be encouraged to introduce their mentees to other 
professionals and others who can assist the students in reaching their graduate 
school goals. Posselt and Black (2012) indicated that relationships with faculty 
mentors are beneficial. Faculty mentors that invest in these relationships assist 
the scholars in gaining access to “resources such as expertise, contacts with aca-
demics in graduate programs, letters of recommendation, sponsorship, and role 
modelling.” Administrators of MSP can assist faculty mentors with identifying 
social self-efficacy resources and tools to connect and encourage better social 
connections with scholars. 

Faculty mentors are great role models for scholars to learn about academic, 
research and social self-efficacy. Kaufman and Feldman (2004) write, “When 
one is surrounded by significant others who share one’s professional aspirations, 
it becomes much easier to hold firmly on to those aspirations to identify oneself 
accordingly” (p. 480). Because faculty mentors hold such a significant role, in 
addition to focusing on academic and self-efficacy we suggest mentors focus on 
these aspects of social efficacy in order to address structural barriers that may 
impede the progress of scholars based on their racial and gender identities.

Additional research is also needed to explore the levels of self-efficacy of all 
McNair faculty mentors mentoring scholars during the program. This type of 
research can help to determine if there is an effect on self-efficacy throughout 
the McNair program. Another suggestion for a future study would be to exam-
ine levels of self-efficacy between McNair program participant’s faculty mentors 
and non-program participant student’s faculty mentors. Such a study might 
more clearly delineate the faculty mentors perception of their mentees self-ef-
ficacy. The present study employed quantitative techniques. Other researchers 
may want to engage in qualitative methods to further explore how the McNair 
program enhances academic, research and social self-efficacy. Such data might 
provide richer information about which components of the program help to 
increase self-efficacy among participants. 
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Appendix A

Faculty Mentor Survey

Were you a first-generation student? 

Were you, or would you have been, considered to be eligible to receive Federal 
Pell Grant for college tuition assistance? 

Are you in the STEM fields? 
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Gender 

Ethnicity 

Did you have a mentor for research during your undergraduate education? 

Did your faculty mentor influence you to become a mentor? Professor? If so, how? 

How did you benefit from having a mentor? 

How did you benefit from not having a mentor? 

How long have you been at Cornell University? 

How long have you been mentoring students to take part in undergraduate 
research?

How effective do you feel as a McNair mentor?

Did you participate on the McNair Faculty Mentor Training? What did you 
gain or not gain from the session? 

What type of advice did you give to your McNair mentee about their career 
aspirations? Please elaborate? 

What aspects of your McNair mentees intellect (i.e. subject matter, problem 
solving, critical thinking, practical application, challenges, and support, etc.) 
did you intentionally focus on developing? 

Did you meet with your McNair mentee on a regular basis? Do you believe it is 
helpful to meet with the student on a regular basis as opposed to irregularly or 
on-demand? Why or why not? 

How often and how did you intentionally focus on academic skill building with 
your McNair mentee? (e.g. test taking strategies, time management, study/
learning skills, etc.) 

How often and how did you intentionally focus on academic and/or social con-
cerns with your McNair mentee? 

Did you inform your McNair mentee about networking opportunities, research 
opportunities, and/or information regarding research symposiums and confer-
ences they could participate in (either as an attendee, presenter, or publisher)? If 
so, did you prepare your McNair mentee with research-oriented and/or logisti-
cal guidance (funding, travel, etc.)? Please elaborate. 

Did your McNair mentee work with you on a faculty-based research project? 
What was your level of involvement with the research project? What do you 
believe was the most important/significant aspect of the experience for your 
McNair mentee? Please elaborate.

How did you connect with your McNair mentee on a social level? Do you 
believe your McNair mentee valued the ability to socially connect with you? 
Please elaborate.

What are the benefits of having a faculty mentor for the McNair Scholars Pro-
gram? Please elaborate.
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Why does faculty mentorship matter for the McNair Scholars Program? Please 
elaborate.

Were there any problems or challenges during the McNair Scholars Program 
(e.g. management, guidelines and expectations)? Please elaborate. 

How have you been supportive as a faculty mentor during the McNair Scholars 
Program? Please elaborate. 

 Is there anything else I should be asking you as a faculty mentor for the McNair 
Scholars Program? Please elaborate.




