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ABSTRACT 

Supporting bachelor’s degree completion for students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds has been a focus for a number of selective four-year colleges and universities. 

Bachelor’s degree completion rates for recipients of federal Pell Grant funds have been reported 

by the National Center for Education Statistics for a decade. Statistical data reported fewer Pell 

Grant recipients have earned a bachelor’s degree in comparison to non Pell students at a number 

of four-year public and private institutions. The purpose of the study was to better understand 

how Pell Grant recipients successfully navigated their academic and social experiences to 

bachelor’s degree completion at a selective four-year private university. As a qualitative 

exploratory case study, the study was informed by Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity Model 

(SIM) as the conceptual framework that guided the understanding of how Pell Grant recipients 

through their academic and social identities described their experiences and abilities to navigate 

to bachelor’s degree completion. Data were collected through interviews with Pell Grant 

recipients who tracked bachelor’s degree completion by May 2019 at a selective four-year 

private institution. Review of documents and institutional websites provided additional data for 

analysis. The findings of the study revealed four emerging themes for understanding how Pell 

Grant recipients navigate to bachelor’s degree completion. Implications for practice and 

suggestions for future research were provided. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“So, the [Donkey Kong] barrels that are being thrown is what I attribute those experiences, and 

I’m, trying to save the princess at the top. My princess being a degree...but it never ends. 

Obviously there are new levels and the levels get harder. The levels being sophomore, junior, 

senior year, and so that’s what I mean. That’s the simplest way I can put it. [It] is me climbing 

those ladders, jumping over those barrels, charging the fire, and not trying to let it get me.” 

   -Paulo 

 
 The American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU, 2017) listed 

institutional productivity and student success among the top 10 higher education state policy 

issues for 2017. Colleges and universities are held accountable by students, parents, government 

officials, higher education policymakers, philanthropic foundations, and tax payers for producing 

employment-ready college graduates while maximizing educational resources. As a national 

agenda item, the aim to increase the number of students attending four-year institutions and 

earning bachelor’s degrees is to develop a more economically mobile and socially responsible 

population in the United States (Campbell & Voight, 2015).  

Between 2000 and 2010, enrollment at four-year public and private institutions increased 

by 44%; it is projected to increase through 2026 (NCES, 2016). Furthermore, the number of 

bachelor’s degrees conferred by four-year public and private institutions between 2000 and 2010 

increased by 31% (NCES, 2014). Stakeholders for public and private four-year colleges and 

universities seek to enhance institutional effectiveness through measurable outcomes such as 

student enrollment, persistence, and degree completion.  

Student accessibility, affordability, and academic success are three areas of focus in 

higher education policy and research. Higher education policies impact how institutions serve 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cha.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_318.40.asp?current=yes
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communities; students view the value of earning a bachelor’s degree; and stakeholders perceive 

the quality of institutional measurable outcomes, such as student degree completion and career 

achievement. Affordability is one specific factor that heavily influences students’ college options 

especially for students from lower income households. Pell Grant recipients are students who 

benefit from the Federal Pell Grant funding program. Among 10.5 million students enrolled at 

four-year institutions during the 2015-2016 academic year, nearly 30% of undergraduate students 

were recipients of the Federal Pell Grant award (NCES, 2016). The Federal Pell Grant award 

program provides financial assistance for students who are unable to pay the full cost of 

attendance as a result of inadequate financial resources. The highest priority for the Federal Pell 

Grant program is to ensure the availability of adequate funding for students who aspire to attend 

college regardless of their ability to pay. Higher education advocates, such as the National 

Association of Independent Colleges and Universities (NAICU), recommend enhancements to 

the Federal Pell Grant program to reduce financial barriers and promote student bachelor’s 

degree completion since the cost of college attendance continues to rise (NAICU, 2017). 

According to the 2015 Federal Pell Grant End-of-Year report, the number of Pell Grant 

recipients attending public and private four-year institutions increased by 540,937 in less than a 

decade (NCES, 2016). Although enrollment for Pell Grant recipients at four-year institutions has 

steadily increased over the last decade, only 23% of this increase accounts for Pell Grant 

recipients attending four-year private institutions (NCES, 2016). Higher education advocates 

challenge colleges and universities to strengthen efforts to enroll and promote degree completion 

for students from low-income backgrounds (Campbell & Voight, 2015). Pell Grant recipients 

more often pursue open access public four-year institutions with lower tuition and fees than 

private education with enhanced academic resources and personalized experiences. Although the 

https://www2.ed.gov/finaid/prof/resources/data/pell-data.html
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cost of education at most private institutions is greater than public colleges and universities, 

research demonstrates higher student persistence and bachelor’s degree completion rates as 

measurable outcomes that substantiate the value of a private education for some Pell Grant 

recipients as underrepresented students.  

Socioeconomic Diversity at Selective Four-Year Institutions  

Bastedo and Jaquette (2011) acknowledged the impacts of institutional strategies that 

perpetuate disparities in bachelor’s degree completion among students from diverse 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Some institutions negate the need for developing and examining 

strategies that promote more academically qualified students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds to attend highly selective universities. Bastedo and Jaquette (2011) discussed the 

importance of highly selective universities reversing the disproportionate trends for the 

underserved student population in comparison to students from more affluent backgrounds. The 

authors argued that the concentration of students from more affluent backgrounds creates a 

competitive advantage in bachelor’s degree achievement among these students at highly 

selective institutions.  

A national analysis of enrollment trends in 2006 reported only 8% to 9% of students 

attending four-year institutions were from families with low household incomes (Hillman, 2013). 

Examining the relationship between students and institution selectivity, Bastedo and Jaquette 

(2011) challenged the complacent viewpoint that a small share of students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds qualify for admission at highly selective institutions. Although the 

number of Pell Grant recipients at four-year private colleges and universities increased over the 

last decade, Bastedo and Jaquette (2011) identified an important dynamic between institutional 

access strategies and academic competitiveness among students from diverse backgrounds. 
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Overall, Pell Grant recipient access to four-year institutions has expanded; however, 

national enrollment data show a difference in enrollment between Pell and non-Pell students at 

public four-year institutions as compared to private four-year institutions. For the period between 

the 2007-2008 and 2015-2016 academic years, Pell Grant recipients’ enrollment at four-year 

private institutions remained static at 25% (NCES, 2016). Not only is the presence of Pell Grant 

recipients at selective four-year private institutions important, the underrepresented student 

populations’ levels of persistence and degree completion are equally essential for institutional 

value. Within the last decade, higher education policy reform efforts at federal and state levels as 

well as institutional levels have targeted issues such as college access for Pell Grant recipients. 

According to Campbell and Voight (2015), “selective institutions are lauded as being ‘the best’ 

in the nation, but often, they could be doing more to serve our nation’s most vulnerable students” 

(p. 6).  

The degree completion rate for Pell Grant recipients at private institutions exceeds the 

percentage at public four-year institutions. In 2013, The Education Trust, a national non-profit 

advocacy organization, analyzed six-year bachelor’s degree completion rates for 644 private 

non-profit institutions and 505 public non-profit institutions. On average, 58.1% of Pell Grant 

recipients attending private institutions completed their bachelor’s degree program within six 

years. By comparison, 47.9% of Pell Grant recipients earned a bachelor’s degree at public 

institutions within the same timeframe (Nichols, 2015). It is imperative for Pell Grant recipients 

to have an opportunity to earn a bachelor’s degree from either a four-year private or public 

institution. Regardless of institutional type, assessment of pathways for persistence and degree 

completion is crucial to understand successful outcomes of Pell Grant recipients.  
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Purpose of Study 

 Merriam (2009) suggested that the purpose of a study is to identify the “lack of 

information or knowledge gap” and lift “what needs to be done” as the focal point of the research 

(p. 59). The purpose of the study was to better understand how Pell Grant recipients successfully 

navigated their academic and social experiences to bachelor’s degree completion at a selective 

four-year private university. The intent of the study was to understand Pell Grant recipients’ 

experiences within a selective four-year private university and learn how students, through their 

individual academic and social identities, navigated opportunities and challenges in an effort to 

achieve a bachelor’s degree. Using a qualitative case study approach, results of the study will 

provide a different perspective on how Pell Grant recipients use their academic and social 

identities to shape their institutional experiences as they near the end of their journey to 

bachelor’s degree completion. Interviewing Pell Grant recipients provided an opportunity to 

learn about their college experiences with the goal of developing awareness for higher education 

professionals about potential implications of developing institutional practices with unconscious 

underlying assumptions about underrepresented student populations.  

Study results are intended to inform administrators, faculty, and staff who develop 

policies and procedures that shape Pell Grant recipients’ college experiences. It is important to 

bring awareness to stakeholders about how Pell Grant recipients navigate experiences at a 

selective four-year private university and avoid potential stumbling blocks as they navigate to 

degree completion. Connecting valuable institutional resources and communicating 

advantageous approaches may assist more Pell Grant recipients to achieve degree completion.  

Numerical data inform and establish rational reasoning; however, personal narratives 

about experiences within the institutional elements offer a deeper perspective of the academic 
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and social experiences of Pell Grant recipients. Institutional elements are the offerings students 

receive from within colleges and universities that positively or negatively shape their college 

experiences. Examples of institutional elements include faculty relationships, peer interactions, 

curriculum, co-curricular exposure, environmental culture and climate, institutional polices, and 

student support services. Institutional elements can comprise any aspect of the institution that 

may affect students’ experiences. Sharing new knowledge with higher education professionals 

about Pell Grant recipients’ experiences at a selective four-year private institution provides an 

understanding of the ways which institutional elements may help or hinder Pell Grant recipients 

achieve a bachelor’s degree.  

The general topic of this study was how Pell Grant recipients navigate to bachelor’s 

degree completion. Current research identifies a difference in the number of Pell Grant recipients 

who complete a bachelor’s degree at four-year colleges and universities as compared to their 

non-Pell peers. However, there is a gap in the research literature regarding qualitative approaches 

on how Pell Grant recipients successfully persist to bachelor’s degree completion. Empirical 

studies bring awareness to the issue of financial deficit for a population of Pell Grant recipients 

who do not have financial resources to pay for a college education.  Lack of financial resources 

to pay in full the cost of attending college is a contributing factor that prohibits students from 

earning a bachelor’s degree. At the same time, exploring how Pell Grant recipients successfully 

attain a bachelor’s degree at institutions, such as selective four-year private universities, is an 

approach to better understand students’ college experiences within the institutional environment 

as they persist to bachelor’s degree completion. 

Exploring the uncertainty of how Pell Grant recipients navigated to bachelor’s degree 

completion was the primary interest of the researcher. The researcher sought to explore critical 
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components to Pell Grant recipients’ bachelor’s degree achievement. Is it the study participants’ 

individual identities, institutional elements, or the union of both that promote students’ mobility 

to success? A limited number of qualitative studies have focused on the ways in which Pell Grant 

recipients channeled their academic and social experiences to bachelor’s degree completion 

within the boundaries of a selective four-year private university. With the intent to contribute to 

the body of knowledge on degree completion, one perspective of this study was to explore how 

Pell Grant recipients described their academic and social identities as well as academic and 

social experiences. From the institutional perspective, the study sought to identify gaps and 

opportunities to enhance diverse student-centered institutional elements, such as policies, 

practices, and culture, that promote bachelor’s degree completion for Pell Grant recipients, who 

represent students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.   

Statement of the Problem 

A number of studies over the last decade have discussed the effectiveness and 

shortcomings of institutions serving Pell Grant recipients. Empirical research provides 

momentum for higher education policies to target the issue of bachelor’s degree completion for 

Pell Grant recipients. However, degree completion for Pell Grant recipients at four-year private 

institutions has not been addressed to the same extent. As compared to quantitative research, the 

number of qualitative studies focusing on degree completion for Pell Grant recipients at four-

year institutions is minimal, which calls for additional research (Nichols, 2015). The scope of 

research narrows further when searching for studies on Pell Grant recipients’ degree completion 

at selective four-year private institutions.  

The Education Trust 2013 study reported Pell Grant recipients graduating at lower 

percentage rates than non-Pell students among approximately 400 participating four-year public 
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and private institutions (Nichols, 2015). Study findings reported the disparity in graduation rates 

as statistically significant among 35% of participating institutions. The institutions identified had 

more than a 9% gap between Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell students who earned a bachelor’s 

degree. Given these trends in Pell Grant recipient degree completion rates at four-year 

institutions, researching factors beyond college access and financial barriers advances the body 

of knowledge on bachelor’s degree completion for Pell Grant recipients at four-year colleges and 

universities.  

The national six-year degree completion gap between Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell 

students’ averages 14 points (Nichols, 2015). Exploring academic and social experiences of Pell 

Grant recipients at a selective four-year private university may provide a better understanding of 

the lower degree completion rates for Pell Grant recipients. This study focused on Pell Grant 

recipients’ experiences and bachelor’s degree completion at Keeling University (institutional 

pseudonym), a midsize selective four-year private university located in the southern region of the 

United States. Aligning with the national trend, Pell Grant recipients at Keeling University 

graduate at lower rates than their non-Pell peers. At Keeling University, the bachelor’s degree 

completion rate for Pell Grant recipients is less than 55% (Ed Trust Pell Grant Rate Data Tool, 

2015). The degree completion rate is 15 points lower than a peer group of 15 selective private 

universities. Through the perspectives of Pell Grant recipients, the researcher explored students’ 

academic and social encounters within Keeling University. Exploring how Pell Grant recipients’ 

experiences were shaped within institutional elements at a selective four-year private university 

may contribute to the gap in knowledge about bachelor’s degree completion among this student 

population. 

https://edtrust.org/our-resources/data-tools/?q=
https://edtrust.org/our-resources/data-tools/?q=
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Research Questions 

 Understanding educational experiences of Pell Grant recipients at a selective four-year 

private university may inform administrators, faculty, and staff of institutional attributes that 

promote and impede student academic success and degree completion among Pell Grant 

recipients. Using a qualitative case study method, the objective of this research was to answer the 

overarching research question: How do Pell Grant recipients describe their experiences and 

abilities to navigate to degree completion at a selective four-year private university? In addition, 

the study sought to address four research sub-questions to learn more about experiences that 

contributed to Pell Grant recipients’ degree completion and discover obstacles that threatened 

student persistence. To gain more in-depth understanding of Pell Grant recipients’ experiences at 

a selective four-year private university, the study explored the following four subsidiary research 

questions: 

1. How do Pell Grant recipients describe their academic experiences within institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices, at a selective four-year 

private university? 

2. How do Pell Grant recipients describe their social experiences within institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices, at a selective four-year 

private university? 

3. How do Pell Grant recipients use their academic identities to navigate to degree 

completion at a selective four-year private university? 

4. How do Pell Grant recipients use their social identities to navigate to degree completion 

at a selective four-year private university? 
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Significance of the Study 

 Exploring how Pell Grant recipients use their academic and social identities during their 

college journey and how institutional elements shape their experiences is an approach to better 

understand how to promote more students from low socioeconomic backgrounds to bachelor’s 

degree completion. An abundance of quantitative research exists identifying access barriers and 

financial challenges for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds that delay or prohibit 

degree completion. However, a qualitative approach to better understand Pell Grant recipients’ 

academic and social experiences at a selective four-year private university provides an 

unexplored perspective on bachelor’s degree completion for this specific underrepresented 

student population. Limited knowledge exists on how institutional elements shape Pell Grant 

recipients’ experiences as they near the end of their bachelor’s degree journey. The objective was 

to better understand how Pell Grant recipients described their academic and social experiences 

and personal journeys within the boundaries of Keeling University. Exploring institutional 

elements that framed Pell Grant recipients’ navigation to bachelor’s degree completion 

contributes a different perspective to the body of knowledge regarding student persistence to 

degree completion.  

Rationale for Study  

Bachelor’s degree completion is a global educational priority among countries around the 

world (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). The United States and other countries rely on 

higher education for advanced research, technological innovations, and productivity of high scale 

services and goods as solutions to global economic and social issues. By 2020, approximately 

35% of employment opportunities will require a bachelor’s degree (NCES, 2015). However, 

among the nations that track the percentage of the population enrolling in college and attaining a 

https://www.ed.gov/college
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bachelor’s degree by the age of 24, the United States is ranked 12th, according to the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) trend report (Cahalan & 

Perna, 2015). Given the national agenda to remove barriers to bachelor’s degree completion, 

evidence through empirical research identifies noteworthy influences on institutional retention 

and student persistence (Oseguera & Rhee, 2009). Institutional stakeholders and higher 

education policymakers must be knowledgeable of institutional elements and students’ values 

and circumstances that play important roles in college choice and persistence to degree 

completion (Renn & Reason, 2013). 

Pell Grant recipient enrollment at public four-year institutions far exceeds the number of 

Pell Grant recipients pursuing bachelor’s degrees at private four-year institutions. Campbell and 

Voight (2015) explained the perceived challenges for low enrollment of students from low 

incomes at private-four year institutions. The authors contended that competing budgetary 

priorities and gaps in college readiness are perceivable reasons for disparities in enrollment for 

for this underserved student population between institutional types. However, the percentage of 

students from low-income backgrounds who earn a bachelor’s degree at four-year private 

institutions is higher than the number of degrees earned at four-year pubic institutions. As 

explained in the findings of the study, public and private four-year institutions serve the 

educational needs of students from low-income backgrounds through their own unique 

approaches.  

Campbell and Voight (2015) discussed the success of 10 universities that increased the 

enrollment of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and sustained higher than national 

average six-year degree completion rates in 2013. Known as “Access Improvers,” the selected 

private and public four-year institutions concentrated efforts to increase economic diversity 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ844693
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without compromising academic rigor through high touch academic services, strong community 

partnerships, and disbandment of campus silos to ensure a student-centered approach (Campbell 

& Voight, 2015, p. 6). An objective of this study was to identify institutional elements that 

promoted Pell Grant recipients’ degree completion from the perspectives of the participants at a 

selective four-year private university. Exploring approaches Pell Grant recipients use to navigate 

to degree completion and ways institutions provide opportunities or impose obstacles that shape 

their academic and social experiences are considerations for closing the bachelor’s degree 

achievement gap.   

The Value of Bachelor’s Degree Completion for Pell Grant Recipients 

 

External pressures on higher education professionals to measure and produce valuable 

student outcomes is a common experience within postsecondary education (Association of 

Governing Boards of Universities & Colleges, 2012). Government officials, citizens, parents, 

and students hold colleges and universities accountable for executing institutional mission 

statements and producing a diverse and educated population prepared to fully engage within their 

chosen profession by providing solutions to complex problems. Postsecondary educational 

learning experiences equip college graduates with cognitive approaches for addressing personal 

life situations, pursuing employment opportunities, and engaging in societal changes. Targeting 

the inequities of access, affordability, accountability, and attrition support the argument for 

higher learning as a public good (Filippakou, 2015). At the same time, a significant number of 

Pell Grant recipients miss the opportunity to experience a more personalized education at 

selective four-year private institutions (Nichols, 2015).  

Bachelor’s degree completion is a vital credential for occupational status, social and 

political engagement, and economic prosperity (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In 2014, young 

https://www.agb.org/sites/default/files/agb-statements/statement_2012_external_influences.pdf
https://www.agb.org/sites/default/files/agb-statements/statement_2012_external_influences.pdf
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adults with a bachelor’s degree earned 66% higher compensation than the average earnings of 

young adult high school completers (NCES, 2016). Securing long-term employment and 

building wealth that will lead to a suitable and self-sufficient retirement lifestyle are two 

desirable outcomes from a higher learning experience. Although a bachelor’s degree does not 

guarantee employment, previous research has shown that college graduates sustain a higher 

employment rate at 88% as compared to high school graduates at a rate of 69% at the ages of 25 

and older (NCES, 2016c). By earning a bachelor’s degree, graduates may accumulate lifetime 

earnings that are 84% higher than high school completers (Carnevale, Rose, & Cheah, 2001). 

Socioeconomic Diversity Challenges in Higher Education 

  

Higher education has failed to address the challenge of fewer bachelor’s degrees attained 

by Pell Grant recipients as an underrepresented student group. Despite the fact that more than 

half of college students graduate within six years, the degree completion rate for Pell Grant 

recipients is significantly lower than their non-Pell peers (The White House, 2009). Findings 

from The Education Trust study report a 14% national gap in degree completion between Pell 

Grant recipients and non-Pell students. Among 1,149 public and private nonprofit four-year 

institutions, researchers reported that 65% of non-Pell students earned a bachelor’s degree while 

only 51% of Pell recipients attained a degree in 2013 (Nichols, 2015). Students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds have historically been underrepresented in higher education (Perna, 

2015).  

Pell Grant recipients are underrepresented in a number of four-year private institutions. 

Some institutions of higher learning are making strides to close the bachelor’s degree completion 

gap between Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell students. Progress is achieved through the 

intentionality of senior leaders, administrators, faculty, and staff who value experiences of higher 



   

14 
 

learning and engage with the institutional mission daily through the lens of policy and practice 

implications on students from various socioeconomic backgrounds. Historical access barriers for 

students from low socioeconomic status at four-year institutions have diminished over the last 

four decades. However, persistence and completion rates for students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds do not represent the same progressive measureable outcomes specifically for Pell 

Grant recipients at four-year institutions.  

Conceptualization for The Federal Pell Grant Program 

 

Under the Higher Education Act of 1965, the Federal Pell Grant program was instituted 

as the largest federal need-based grant program available to undergraduate students (NCES, 

2016). The Federal Pell Grant program, formerly called Basic Educational Opportunity Grants 

(BEOGs), is a need-based program established to reduce out-of-pocket costs of attendance for 

bachelor’s degree-seeking students from low-income households (NCES, 2015b). Education 

policies aimed at student access and affordability to attend colleges and universities create 

opportunities for those who aspire to attain a bachelor’s degree regardless of their economic 

background. 

Eligibility for The Federal Pell Grant program is determined by the family household 

taxable income from the preceding year multiplied by 150% of the poverty level amount, 

according to the Census Bureau (Office of Postsecondary Education, 2017). For example, a 

family of four with taxable income of $36,900 is considered limited in its ability to pay the cost 

of college attendance. Pell Grant amounts are awarded based on the student’s expected family 

contribution (EFC) and total educational expenses for the academic year (NCES, 2015b). The 

EFC is the amount a family is conceivably capable of contributing towards a student’s cost of 

attendance. Although expected contributions are based on several variables, the most important 
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conditional factors are the family’s household income and assets. Additional variables included 

in the formula include the age of the oldest parent and the total number of college students in the 

household.  

To be eligible for federal need-based aid, including a Pell Grant, the student’s EFC must 

be lower than his or her qualified college expenses. Qualified expenses include tuition, fees, 

books and supplies, and living expenses. Pell Grant award amounts are based on the difference 

between the cost to attend the institution and the student’s EFC (NCES, 2009). Funds are 

awarded on behalf of students who choose to pursue a bachelor’s degree at an approved Title IV 

participating postsecondary institution. In general, eligibility for need-based aid is based on 

students’ ability to pay according to their household income, year in school, enrollment status, 

and the institutional cost of attendance. As a federal award practice, the need-based aid amount 

and EFC amounts are deducted from the cost of attendance as a measure to consider eligibility 

for institutional merit-based aid to reduce the total out-of-pocket costs for students. 

From the perspective of offering higher education as a public good, institutional leaders 

must investigate inequities for underrepresented students as systematic pitfalls. During the tenure 

of President Obama and the President’s administration, Pell Grant recipients were highly 

publicized as an underrepresented student population. Additional federal policies were 

established to require college and universities receiving Title IV funds to report data on the 

academic performance and outcomes of Pell Grant recipients. Although the focus of this current 

study is on one selective private university, public institutions have received accolades for 

deliberately targeting efforts to promote success for Pell Grant recipients.  

Campbell and Voight (2015) cited two institutions as catalysts for being student-centered 

and serving students from low-income backgrounds. One administrator from Grand Valley State 



   

16 
 

University in Michigan stressed the importance of using a peripheral view of student success for 

all decision-making regardless of the allocation of stated appropriations for underrepresented 

student populations. Additionally, Florida State University is noted for its institutional 

commitment and achievements in increasing Pell Grant recipient enrollment and degree 

completion. As a result of the metrics accomplished through enhanced institutional efforts, 

Florida State University received additional state grant aid for students from low-income 

backgrounds.  

Institutional research and reporting is an essential data warehouse resource within 

colleges and universities that operationalizes assessment and analysis of Pell Grant recipients’ 

academic outcomes. Before exploring student and institutional factors that potentially increase 

degree completion, it is important to examine enrollment trends for undergraduate Pell Grant 

recipients at four-year private peer institutions. Finding trends in retention rates for Pell Grant 

recipients at private four-year institutions is one aspect for exploring degree completion. After 

unsuccessfully searching for Pell Grant recipient retention rates in various government-related 

databases, the researcher concluded participating Title IV institutions are not required to report 

retention rates for Pell Grant recipients. This inaccurate assumption led to the question of 

whether retention rates for Pell Grant recipients was relevant. Astin and Antonio (2012) affirmed 

the underlying value of the campus community components for institutional assessment. 

Assessment of Pell Grant recipients’ degree completion as a measurable outcome requires 

ongoing evaluation of trends in Pell Grant recipient enrollment and persistence rates.  

Internal reporting of Pell Grant recipients’ enrollment numbers and student persistence is 

necessary to report Pell Grant recipients’ graduation rates. A common practice for institutional 

researchers is to report enrollment trends and graduation rates for Pell Grant recipients in 
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institutional factbooks or as common data sets. Retention rates demonstrate Pell Grant recipients’ 

enrollment trends to degree completion; however, external reporting sources exclude Pell Grant 

recipient attrition rates. Knowledge about trends in retention rates for Pell Grant recipients would 

benefit higher education professionals across all institutional types. If degree completion 

disparities exist between Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell Grant students, institutional leaders 

would be informed and may be able to identify situations in which Pell Grant recipients are more 

susceptible to dropping out. Institutional metric assessment for retaining Pell Grant recipients 

can be modeled through a similar approach for calculating total undergraduate student population 

and first year freshmen cohort retention.  

Expected Return on Investment 

One extensive underlying mechanism for the educational national agenda is 

demonstrating the value of higher education since billions of federal and state dollars are 

allocated toward higher learning each year. For the 2015-2016 Pell Grant award year, 

approximately 5.5 million full-time students were awarded up to $5,920 in funds per student 

(Financial Aid, U.S. Department of Education, 2018). Of the total number of Pell Grant 

recipients, nearly 780,000 (14%) enrolled at four-year private institutions during the 2015-2016 

academic year (NCES, 2017). Professionals in higher education, including presidents, 

administrators, deans, trustees, faculty, and staff are collectively accountable for assessing how 

efficiently students persist to degree completion. Astin and Antonio (2012) suggested that the 

purpose of institutional assessment of activities (e.g., enrollment, student persistence, and 

credentialing) was to prove the value of engaging students in higher learning. Maximizing 

enrollment numbers, retention rates, and degree completion percentages are the fundamental 

expectations of higher education institutions. 
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As reported by the National Center for Education Statistics (2015), among the first-time, 

full-time undergraduate degree seeking students who matriculated at four-year institutions in fall 

2008, 60% earned a bachelor’s degree by 2014. The six-year national degree completion average 

was 58% from public institutions, 65% from private nonprofit institutions, and 27% from private 

for-profit four-year institutions (NCES, 2016c). Overall, the fall 2009 freshmen cohort six-year 

bachelor’s degree completion rate marginally increased to 59% when collectively measuring 

outcomes for various types of four-year institutions (NCES, 2017). Comparing bachelor’s degree 

completion rates of Pell Grant recipients at two- and four-year institutions demonstrates the 

widening gap for the number of institutions awarding students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds more associate’s than bachelor’s degrees. Without regards to socioeconomic status, 

the national bachelor’s degree completion percentage has increased to nearly 60%. At the same 

time, the percentage of Pell Grant recipients who earn a bachelor’s degree at four-year 

institutions is disproportionately less than the rate of completion at two-year institutions. 

The issue remains that over 40% of first-time degree-seeking students who attend four-

year institutions are unsuccessful in achieving their goal to earn a bachelor’s degree (Barouch-

Gilbert, 2016). American higher education continues to struggle with the challenge of student 

attrition, especially among underserved student populations such as Pell Grant recipients. 

Students’ worries of how to pay for college from term-to-term impacts persistence to degree 

completion (Cabrera, Burkum, & La Nasha, 2003). Graduation rate disparities among low, 

middle, middle high, and high socioeconomic backgrounds demonstrate inequities that influence 

students’ ability to progress towards degree completion. Closing the degree completion gap 

affords students the opportunity to experience long-term employment and financial benefits as 

college graduates. Additionally, increasing Pell Grant recipient degree completion supports a 
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goal of the United States of regaining the top ranked position for global bachelor’s degree 

completion.  

Graduation Rate Model for Pell Recipients 

Since the enactment of the U.S. Student Right-to-Know Act of 1990, colleges and 

universities receiving Title IV federal financial aid are held accountable for calculating and 

reporting graduation rates by using a standardized model. The model compares degree 

completion rates at geographically close peer institutions across the nation (Varlotta, 2016). 

Graduation rate models measure student performance from a multifaceted view. Measurement 

outcomes inform prospective students, parents, elected officials, and community leaders about 

institutional productivity (Varlotta, 2016). The traditional graduation rate model was formulated 

through the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) by the Institute for 

Education Sciences within the United States Department of Education (NCES, 2016).  

The foundational model for calculating institutional graduation rates has proven to be 

limited in scope. As a reference tool within IPEDS, the Graduation Rate Survey (GRS) classifies 

new freshmen cohorts as high school graduates who matriculate into a college or university the 

subsequent fall term as first time, full-time, degree-seeking students. Students are included in the 

cohort model if they continuously enroll full-time through bachelor’s degree completion within 

six academic years (NCES, 2016).  

The traditional graduation model does not, however, correspond with contemporary 

student enrollment trends in higher education. The conventional formula excludes students who 

successfully earn a bachelor’s degree through a nontraditional pathway. Varlotta’s (2016) 

argument supports the expansion of evaluation to include students who temporarily suspend their 

academic studies due to uncontrollable circumstances and later return to successfully complete a 
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degree. The GRS model in IPEDS provides standards for colleges and universities to consistently 

report graduation rates. Although limited in scope for capturing the unique pathways to degree 

completion, the GRS model establishes a framework for higher education institutions to evaluate 

student degree completion rates within a unified system.   

Alternatively, the Disaggregated Graduation Rate Approach is a graduation model that considers 

student subgroups (Varlotta, 2016). Varlotta described the model as layered when observing the 

following four subgroups of students: those who have full Pell Grant eligibility, partial Pell 

Grant eligibility, partial subsidized loan eligibility, or no eligibility. The researcher described the 

model as valuable and explained “[it] allows educators to compare the graduation rates of these 

four subsets against themselves as well as the GRS cohort at a single institution” (AASCU, 2006, 

pp. 4-5). Unlike other models, this approach compares institutional graduation rates for students 

with similar socioeconomic status. The researcher of this study decided to observe 

socioeconomic status without regard to race and gender to reduce the possibility of imposing bias 

factors in the evaluation of student academic success. The findings of Lei and Bodenhausen 

(2017) explain how social class at times connotes race as some people mentally affiliate low 

socioeconomic status with people of color while middle and high socioeconomic status are 

associated with whites.   

Study Design 

 Using a qualitative exploratory case study approach, this study offers a detailed narrative 

of the academic and social experiences of Pell Grant recipients seeking a bachelor’s degree at a 

selective four-year private university located in the southeastern region of the United States. As 

Merriam (2009) explained, the purpose of the study is the core of the research design. It is 

essential that the researcher designs the study to address the central problem. The intent of this 
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study was to inform higher education professionals about the academic and social identities of 

Pell Grant recipients, expectations of their college experiences, and how they described the 

institutional elements as either enhancing or hindering their journey to bachelor’s degree 

completion.  

Astin’s (1993) Input-Environment-Outcome Model is a conceptual framework that helps 

to focus on Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social identities in addition to their academic and 

social experiences within the institutional elements of a selective four-year private university. 

Astin’s framework helps to frame the underlying dynamics of how Pell Grant recipients navigate 

to bachelor’s degree completion and understand their academic and social experiences afforded 

through institutional elements. The components within this model are students as inputs (I), 

institutional environment (E), and outcomes (O). Yin (2014) encouraged researchers to design a 

logic sequence within the study. Although Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model was not used as the 

primary conceptual framework for this study, the model was used to frame the logic sequence for 

the research. Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model helps to identify ways in which this selective four-year 

private university provides opportunities or imposes obstacles for Pell Grant recipients to achieve 

their bachelor’s degree. 

Conceptual Framework 

Merriam (2009) recommended that neophyte qualitative researchers identify a conceptual 

framework by exploring their disciplinary orientation meaning. In other words, it is important to 

acknowledge personal interests, curiosities, and ways the investigator views the world. Wolcott’s 

(2009) perspective on the role of the conceptual framework was to guide the researcher with 

collecting rich and thick descriptive qualitative data. The conceptual framework articulates how 

the researcher cognitively situates the identified problem to be investigated and the purpose of 



   

22 
 

the study. According to Merriam (2009) and Schultz (1988), the conceptual framework guides 

the entire research process which encompasses the following components: (1) identifying 

relevant ideas and questions to be explored; (2) recognizing key linking components within the 

design of the study; (3) framing questions to investigate the problem for the study; (4) selecting 

the research design (e.g., qualitative case study); (5) determining sampling techniques to 

discover and understand the phenomenon for Pell Grant recipients and institutional elements; (6) 

choosing data collection strategies; (7) incorporating data analysis techniques; and (8) 

interpreting the findings.  

Whiting’s Scholar Identity Model (2006) focused on high-achieving black males from 

low-income backgrounds within the context of secondary education. However, the model can be 

applied as a conceptual framework for this study as it provides insight regarding how Pell Grant 

recipients described their academic and social identities and navigate college experiences to 

bachelor’s degree completion at a selective four-year private university. Whiting’s Scholar 

Identity Model was used to explore Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social identities, 

expectations, and college experiences as well as to gain a better understanding of how 

institutional elements can foster Pell Grant recipients’ high-achieving identities. In addition, the 

study was supported by Astin’s I-E-O Model for understanding how institutional elements shape 

Pell Grant recipients’ college experiences at a selective four-year private university.   

The design of the study was informed by an extensive review of empirical literature on 

promoting student persistence and bachelor’s degree completion. Institutional structures, culture, 

and practices as well as how these elements shape college student engagement and experiences 

emerged from the literature review as thematic perspectives. A multifaceted approach offers a 

better understanding of academic and social experiences of Pell Grant recipients that lead to 
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bachelor’s degree completion. The researcher focused on issues regarding Pell Grant recipients’ 

journey to bachelor’s degree completion and was curious about how students from the 

underserved population successfully navigated at the selective four-year private university.  

From a psychological perspective, the desire was to learn about how Pell Grant recipients 

described their academic identities and experiences as they persisted to bachelor’s degree 

completion within six years. Through a sociological lens, the focus as a novice researcher was to 

be informed of how Pell Grant recipients described their social identities and experiences as they 

progressed toward earning a bachelor’s degree. Shifting the viewpoint to the perspective of an 

anthropologist, the study focused on how the institutional elements and ethos of the selective 

four-year private university served as an underlying component for exploring the problem as it 

was situated through the conceptual framework and purpose of the study (Merriam, 2009).   

Synthesizing empirical research highlighted the gap in literature, as a breadth of 

quantitative knowledge exists regarding influences on Pell Grant recipient student departure. 

Learning through qualitative inquiry about Pell Grant recipients’ journey at a selective four-year 

private university contributes to the body of knowledge on bachelor’s degree completion. 

Exploring how Pell Grant recipients described their experiences aims to narrow the research gap. 

Whiting’s Scholar Identity Model (2006) contributed to the study by formulating a different 

understanding of how Pell Grant recipients, through their identities, described their experiences 

and abilities to navigate to bachelor’s degree completion. The conceptual model contextually 

framed the problem of Pell Grant recipients graduating at a lower rate than non-Pell peers. 

Additionally, based on its foundational psychological model of achievement and theory of self-

efficacy, the conceptual framework facilitated an approach for understanding how institutional  
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elements can promote academic success for Pell Grant recipients within a selective four-year 

private university.  

Qualitative Exploratory Case Study  

Empirical research has identified the problem of fewer Pell Grant recipients completing 

bachelor’s degrees at selective four-year institutions. At the same time, qualitative inquiry is an 

approach that can lessen the gap in literature regarding how Pell Grant recipients navigate to 

bachelor’s degree completion at selective four-year private colleges and universities. According 

to Yin (2014), qualitative research is used to collect data through multiple sources and analyze 

the data to address the research question. Using a case study method, Pell Grant recipients were 

the population of interest and the institutional setting was the bounded system as a selective four-

year private university. The single-case design focused from a broader perspective on the issue 

of lower degree completion rates for Pell Grant recipients and how Pell Grant recipients 

navigated to bachelor’s degree completion.   

As a qualitative exploratory case study, the design of the research was to gain an 

understanding of how Pell Grant recipients described their academic and social experiences 

within an institutional setting as well as learn how their experiences shaped their path to bachelor 

degree completion. The overarching research question for this study was: How do Pell Grant 

recipients describe their experiences and abilities to navigate to bachelor’s degree completion a 

selective four-year private university? Gathering descriptive data from Pell Grant recipients at a 

selective four-year private university presented the opportunity to provide meaningful insight 

regarding the underserved student populations’ academic and social experiences.  
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Data Collection 

Interviewing as a data collection method provides an opportunity to listen to students’ 

individual experiences with an empathetic ear for learning how they are able to persist toward 

degree completion. Twenty-one Pell Grant recipients tracking to earn a bachelor’s degree by 

May 2019 were interviewed at a selective four-year private university. Each participant was 

asked open-ended, semi-structured interview questions to learn about their academic and social 

experiences, identities, and expectations. In addition, institutional documents were observed as 

an approach to collect rich information that provided insight to the institutional elements that 

shaped students’ experiences. Emerging themes stemmed from transforming descriptive data 

collected through analysis and interpretations of qualitative information (Wolcott, 2009). 

Approximately 376 Pell Grant recipients were identified as prospective participants 

through a purposeful sampling technique. “Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that 

the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight, and therefore must select a 

sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009, p. 77). Upon approval and 

permission from the Institutional Review Boards of The University of Alabama and Keeling 

University, prospective Pell Grant recipients tracking degree completion within six years at a 

four-year private selective university received an invitation to participate in the study. Each 

participant met the following criteria for inclusion in the study: (1) recipient of Pell Grant funds 

for all terms since matriculation, (2) enrolled full time for the spring 2018 semester, (3) 

minimum junior class standing, (4) continuously enrolled as a full-time student since 

matriculating as new freshmen, (5) minimal institutional and overall grade point averages of 2.75 

or higher, and (6) tracking to complete degree requirements by May 2019.  
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Based on a recommendation by Savin-Baden and Major (2013), an interview protocol 

framed the discussion with 21 Pell Grant recipients. The researcher disclosed verbally and in 

written form to participants the purpose of the study and assured confidentiality through the use 

of pseudonyms. During the interview, participants were asked to respond to at least six semi-

structured, open-ended questions and additional sub-questions to follow for the purpose of 

learning about their academic and social experiences at a selective four-year private university. 

Through the use of pseudonyms, Pell Grant recipients confidentially shared their narratives in 

order for the researcher to receive and understand their academic and social experiences and 

expectations since their freshmen year. Transparency of Pell Grant recipients’ viewpoints was 

essential for this study.  

This case study was designed to align with Savin-Baden and Major’s perspective on 

understanding three experts’ viewpoints and how all three aspects complemented the qualitative 

inquiry approach: (1) the way the researcher delimits the study (Stake 2005); (2) the specific 

approach to research (Creswell 2007); and (3) the written manuscript as the final product of the 

research (Wolcott, 2009). Participants’ interview responses were transcribed. Saldaña’s (2013) 

coding technique was used as an approach for analyzing the qualitative data. As additional 

supplementary sources, Wolcott’s (2009) data analysis strategy was used as a guide to develop 

meaningful codes to identify commonalities and differences among participants’ experiences 

within the institutional context. NVivo 11.0 was used as a qualitative data analysis software to 

organize codes identified through participants’ interview transcripts during the data collection 

process. Institutional documents were reviewed to provide more contextual and descriptive 

information about the university and explore how the information aligned with institutional 

values.  
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Roadmap for Study 

 Using a qualitative research approach, the purpose of the study was to better understand 

how Pell Grant recipients successfully navigated their academic and social experiences to 

bachelor’s degree completion. Before proceeding with a description of the research roadmap, it 

is helpful to share an aspect about Pell Grant recipients as the student population of interest. 

Prominent researchers in the fields of student access, development, and attrition refer to students 

by socioeconomic status and proclaim their financial standing as an identifiable characteristic. 

As contextual knowledge for this study, the researcher perceived socioeconomic status as a 

financial circumstance rather than a student demographic or characteristic such as race/ethnicity 

and gender. Pell Grant recipients were the student population of interest; however, utilization of 

federal aid benefits were not considered a student characteristic in this study.  

Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model guided the study by viewing students as inputs, institutional 

environment, and student outcomes through a multidimensional lens to determine ways in which 

institutional leaders can promote degree completion for more Pell Grant recipients. Analyzing 

the institution and students separately provided the opportunity to uncover any underlying 

impacts on Pell Grant recipients’ degree completion. The overall goal for Pell Grant recipients 

and institutional stakeholders is bachelor’s degree completion.  

Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity Model spoke to students’ academic and social 

identities that nurture and build their capacity to persist to degree completion. The Scholar 

Identity Model for students provided an approach to explore the interactive connections between 

institutional offerings and Pell Grant recipients’ college experiences. Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model 

provided structure for understanding how students’ academic and social experiences within the 

institutional environment engaged with student’s identities and ability to navigate to bachelor’s 
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degree completion. The case study as a qualitative approach offered a platform for understanding 

academic and social experiences of Pell Grant recipients, highlighting student academic and 

social identities that promote bachelor’s degree completion, and learning about the effective 

elements of the institution that enhanced or hindered students’ experiences. As illustrated in 

Figure 1, Astin’s I-E-O Model frames how institutional environment and elements serve as 

underlying components for Pell Grant recipients’ experiences. At the same time, Whiting’s 

Scholar Identity Model guided how Pell Grant recipients’ viewed their academic and social 

identities to navigate within the institutional environment.  

 

Figure 1. Diagram of conceptual frameworks. 

 

Summary 

 Multiple empirical studies identify Pell Grant recipients as a population of students with 

higher risks of attrition and lower chances of degree completion compared to their non-Pell 

peers. The Federal Pell Grant program provides financial support for students by reducing out-

of-pocket educational expenses for students at four-year institutions. However, it is important to 

explore other considerations beyond just financial barriers for Pell Grant recipients.  
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Chapter one outlined the design of the study and provided contextual background 

information regarding the disparities in bachelor’s degree completion for Pell Grant recipients. 

The primary purpose of the study was to gain an understanding of the academic and social 

experiences of Pell Grant recipients as they navigated to bachelor’s degree completion at a 

selective four-year private university. The intent was to provide Pell Grant recipients a voice to 

share their experiences with institutional elements that either impeded or promoted their 

persistence to bachelor’s degree completion.  

In chapter two, the literature review describes students’ academic attributes and 

institutional elements that shaped student college experiences. Institutional elements are 

structures, culture, practices as components within the university’s environment that shape 

students’ experiences. Empirical studies of student persistence and college retention are explored 

to provide a fundamental understanding of influences on student departure and bachelor’s degree 

completion. The literature review includes a description of the Scholar Identity Model as a 

conceptual framework that guided this study for understanding study participants’ academic and 

social identities used to persist as Pell Grant recipients interact with institutional elements and 

navigate to bachelor’s degree completion. Chapter three describes the qualitative case study 

approach and more details about the design of the study, institutional site, and selection process 

for the 21 study participants interviewed.  

Chapter four summarizes the findings gathered from participants’ interviews and review 

of institutional documents, and the chapter explains the inductive and comparative approach to 

analyze the qualitative data collected (Merriam, 2009). The findings of the study are revealed as 

four themes that emerged from the participants’ narratives. The results draw a connection 

between Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social identities and institutional elements as these 
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dynamics profoundly shape participants’ academic and social experiences. In chapter five, the 

qualitative data is transformed using Wolcott’s (2009) suggestions for interpreting the data. In 

addition, the final chapter includes the scope of the Scholar Identity Model as the conceptual 

framework used to inform the study and offers implications for practice and suggestions for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

 The research literature presents the concept of degree completion from multiple 

perspectives. Several empirical studies have examined elements of student academic success in 

terms of degree completion. As Calabrese (2006) suggested, the literature review will provide a 

distinction between research completed and research needed to identify themes, common 

findings, and gaps. Reviewing multiple studies on factors that impact student persistence and 

degree completion revealed five main themes: (1) institutional structures, (2) institutional 

culture, (3) institutional practices, (4) college students’ synergy, and (5) student persistence. The 

aim of this literature review is to describe the three thematic institutional elements that emerged 

through the research on student persistence and their impact on degree completion.  

The overarching question that guided this study was: How do Pell Grant recipients 

describe their experiences and abilities to navigate to degree completion at a selective four-year 

private university? The intent of the literature review is to discuss the four emerging themes to 

develop an understanding of the institutional environment and how it interacts with students’ 

experiences. Focusing on both institutional elements and Pell Grant recipients’ experiences 

provides a perspective of how to successfully promote bachelor’s degree completion for this 

particular student population. As Savin-Baden and Major (2013) explained, the literature review 

provides a synthesis of the research in order to set the context for the research topic. For this 

chapter, the focus was institutional elements that influence Pell grant recipients’ bachelor’s 

degree completion at a four-year selective private university. The institutional environment, 
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which encompasses institutional structures and systems, culture, and practices, is what students 

experience as they pursue their goal of bachelor’s degree completion. Figure 2 displays the 

institutional environmental elements within the environment that comprise the five thematic 

components of the literature review. 

 

Figure 2. Five literature review themes. 

 The focus of this research was Pell Grant recipients’ experiences with institutional 

elements with the goal of understanding how students’ experiences were shaped by institutional 

elements as they strived to achieve bachelor’s degree completion. The objective was to view the 

institutional elements of a selective four-year private university through the lens of students’ 

experiences. Pell Grant recipients’ identities are related to their level of self-confidence, beliefs 

about their academic ability, and the psychological ways in which they perceive opportunities 

and challenges when pursuing goals. Administrators, faculty, and staff are institutional agents 

responsible for ensuring institutional elements establish opportunities for successful student 
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outcomes. Understanding the experiences of Pell Grant recipients can yield insightful 

information about the institutional elements and how students’ experiences shape their journey to 

degree completion.   

  Institutional elements are tangible and intangible components that work together to 

execute the mission of the institution, such as practices, policies, resources, and governance 

structures. Astin (1993) suggested that the environment is what Pell Grant recipients experience. 

Institutional culture is formulated through the underlying assumptions that institutions 

demonstrate when developing and offering student services and learning opportunities. 

Institutional climate is also how students feel in response to the way the university demonstrates 

its value and attitudes about its community members. Student synergy develops as a result of Pell 

Grant recipients’ individual efforts working together in harmony with the institutional 

environment. Institutional elements are defined throughout the context of this study.  

Another aspect of the literature review is to describe the past and current state of Pell 

Grant recipients’ degree completion (Creswell, 2015). Research findings from previous studies 

have identified best institutional practices that may be effective for more Pell Grant recipients 

achieving a bachelor’s degree. Literature on college student persistence guided the aim for 

learning more about how Pell Grant recipients earn a bachelor’s degree. Fewer studies, however, 

have focused specifically on rates of attrition among Pell Grant recipients, especially as 

compared to research on race/ethnicity and gender. Research on college retention and student 

persistence provides a culminating view of the dynamics within institutional elements and how 

these elements shape students’ college experiences. As previously described, institutional 

elements are components designed to meet students’ academic and social needs for success. This 
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review of literature describes the various institutional elements which contribute to students’ 

bachelor’s degree completion.      

Components within the Institutional Structure 

For this study, the institutional structure is as an element that upholds and bounds the 

mission, roles, and functions of university. Burke-Litwin (1992) defined organizational structure 

as the integration of environment, people, decision-making authority, and communications as 

these elements function to execute the institutional mission. Weick (1995) theorized 

organizational structure as what people do and how communications promote the flow of 

communications and social structures within the environment.   

Institutional structures are created with certain assumptions about students who desire to 

engage in campus spaces over time. As university settings change, institutional leaders must 

anticipate student needs and plan for internal changes. Internal adjustments impact the 

institutional environment as student populations fluctuate in size, student behaviors change, job 

markets influence academic interests, discovery of new approaches respond to students’ learning 

styles, and stakeholder expectations shift (Renn & Reason, 2013). Institutional structures are 

established as mechanisms with the intention of positively impacting students’ academic and 

social experiences in college.  

Types of Institutional Structures 

 

Bess and Dee (2012) presented the social constructionist viewpoint as one of three 

paradigms that may facilitate understanding of students’ experiences shaped through institutional 

elements. One approach to understanding the nuances of complex decisions and practices is to 

recognize underlying assumptions within an institutional environment. The structural 

components within an institution rely on the expertise of administrators, faculty, and staff, and 

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/sensemaking-in-organizations/book4988
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how these institutional agents coordinate their work to provide a rich educational experience to 

all students (Bess & Dee, 2012). The authors identified three socially constructed perspectives of 

institutional structures that may impact college students’ experiences. Examining the deep 

structure of the institution may reveal potential inequities and shed light on students’ 

opportunities for success. The deep perspective focuses on the undertones of historical aspects, 

traditions, dominate ways of thinking, and values shaped within the institution. Looking at 

institutional structures from a wider peripheral view may uncover assumptions and speculations 

about students’ personal academic and social experiences (Bess & Dee, 2012). 

 According to Bess and Dee (2012), the second perspective demonstrates that institutional 

values are visible through the surface structure when properly formulated within the deep 

structure. The authors explained that surface structure problems become apparent to institutional 

stakeholders when practices and values are misaligned. The third structural perspective is the 

ideology of the institution. For example, the collective belief system of administrators, faculty, 

and staff guide the perceptions and practical approaches to students’ successes and failures that 

impact their efforts and ability to persist (Bess & Dee, 2012). A social constructionist view of 

institutional structures guides the understanding of multiple realities that create complexity 

within a changing environment of diverse students’ needs and interpretations of their college 

experiences.  

Understanding how student characteristics interact with institutional structures is a 

valuable perspective for understanding student academic and social success. Pyne and Means 

(2013) used a case study approach to learn about the experiences of students of color within a 

predominantly white institution. Using critical race theory as a framework, the authors explored 

the unique conditions that characterized students’ perspectives of their college experiences: role 
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of the family, academic preparation, sense of belonging, and financial status. Pyne and Means 

(2013) noted that students with multiple intersecting identities experienced institutional 

structures that were designed from a linear perspective. As the authors ascertained, one 

unintended consequence of planned changes through a limited scope was students experiencing 

institutional structures as barriers that delayed or prohibited degree completion.  

Operational Structures within the Institutional Environment 

 

In addition to institutional structures, institutional systems and campus environments are 

two underlying components that affect students’ experiences as they navigate to degree 

completion. Bess and Dee (2012) described systems theory as one that focuses on the 

interactions within an institutional environment. Systems are activities that establish daily 

operational standards and construct policies and procedures that affect students’ experiences at 

colleges and universities (Bess & Dee, 2012). There is an important distinction that needs to be 

made between campus environment and campus climate. Renn and Patton (2010) defined 

campus climate as the “overall ethos or atmosphere of a college campus mediated by the extent 

individuals feel a sense of safety, belonging, engagement within the environment, and value as 

members of the community” (p. 248). In other words, campus climate is what students 

experience when utilizing institutional resources.  

Environments are shaped through institutional agents, programs, policies, cultures, and 

experiences that students encounter in college (Astin in Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). The 

institutional environment deploys multiple resources for students’ academic and social activities. 

Campus environment is defined as “the extent to which students believe that their institutions are 

committed to their success and report that social working relationships among different groups 

on campus are positive” (Pike & Kuh, 2004, p. 432). Students experience the campus climate as 
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a by-product of the campus environment setting. Campus environments exist as settings that 

foster student development, both academically and socially. Although goals to increase diverse 

representation on college campuses are not universally accepted, student engagement that leads 

to meaningful and positive college experiences are nurtured through a diverse campus 

environment (Pike & Kuh, 2006). The pulse of the campus environment reveals whether or not 

efforts toward inclusive structures are in sync with the level of interaction between students of 

different backgrounds (Pike & Kuh, 2006). If the campus environment does not embrace the 

needs of diverse students, the likelihood of degree attainment by underrepresented student 

populations, such as Pell Grant recipients, is diminished. Effective institutional decisions are 

made through a diversity of representation which balances the overwhelming majority 

representation.  

Environmental Diversity 

 

Pike and Kuh (2006) focused on three features that are commonly present within an 

institutional environment: structural diversity, classroom diversity, and informal interactional 

diversity. The authors distinguished diversity through multiple perspectives. First, structural 

diversity relates to race and ethnicity of the student population. Classroom diversity refers to the 

extent to which information about diverse groups is incorporated within the curriculum. Informal 

diversity describes the level of interaction between faculty and students in and out of class (Pike 

& Kuh, 2006). The conceptual framework of Pike and Kuh (2006) models the relationship 

among “institutional characteristics [e.g., institutional size, classification, type, and location] 

structural diversity, interactional diversity, and campus environment” (p. 433). Pike and Kuh 

(2006) used quantitative-based research including the collection of student data from the 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) to investigate the relationship between diversity 
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and campus environments. Study results showed that student perceptions of support within the 

campus environment were not influenced by structural or informal interactional diversity.   

Institutional Environment Shaped through Culture 

In this study, institutional culture is an element that provides insight for the campus 

community about the value of students’ experiences in the campus environment. The campus 

environment is what students experience within the college setting (Astin, 1991). Students inherit 

elements of the campus environment during their years in college. However, individuals may 

experience and perceive the same college environment in different ways (Renn & Reason, 2013). 

Students’ reasons for attending college and their perception about the environment are shaped 

through a number of factors including pre-exposure to college, expectations, attitudes, and 

academic preparation. Inclusion, protection, involvement, and community building are four 

primary attributes that impact student persistence (Strange & Banning, 2001). Institutional 

environment impacts students’ interactions and behaviors. Additionally, students expect college 

attributes to align with their academic and social needs. Institutional changes made with the goal 

of strengthening the campus environment must embrace the aspects of a richly diverse student 

population. Institutional leaders must understand and acknowledge how policies, practices, and 

programming within the environment impact students’ college experiences.  

Deal and Kennedy (1982) described institutional culture as the approach in which 

institutional leaders, faculty, and staff provide services to students within the campus 

environment. Previous studies on organizational culture present subsets of the topic including 

service learning, community diversity, and institutional commitment. The results of these 

experiential outcomes reveal the importance of evaluating the institutional mission, leadership, 

academic culture, and institutional structure to gain a better understanding of campus dynamics. 
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Tierney (2016) presented institutional culture as both instrumental and symbolic approaches for 

addressing what is done, how it is done, and who is involved in decision-making, actions, and 

communications. The remainder of this segment highlights research on the impacts of 

institutional culture on students’ college experiences. 

Museus (2011) presented the Campus Cultural Framework for Minority Student Success 

as a theoretical framework to explore the elements of institutional culture that shape racial and 

ethnic student success. The study emerged from a larger collective case study that induced 

further inquiry on campus culture. Study participants included 75 student interviews in addition 

to observation of institutional documents at three institutions that had high rates of graduation 

among racial and ethnic minority students. The conceptual framework is “useful for examining 

how the cultures of a campus can influence racial and ethnic minority students’ connections to 

the campus and subsequent success” (Museus, 2011, p.150). The findings from the study 

presented four common institutional cultural characteristics that promote student degree 

completion through strong networking values, commitment to targeted groups, a belief in 

customizing the educational experience, and institutional accountability for the success of 

underrepresented students (Museus, 2011).  

Museus (2011) affirmed that providing a wide range of intentional support explicitly 

linked to targeted groups establishes an institutional culture for all students regardless of 

demographic differences. Furthermore, institutional accountability for providing academic and 

social support is an expectation regardless of institutional characteristics. Museus (2011) noted 

that commitment to targeted group support is essential for an inclusive learning environment for 

all students. Based on this research, three subthemes were captured from participant responses 

regarding support mechanisms for student success: (1) dedication of substantial resources to 
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support targeted programs; (2) visible commitment of key administrators and staff who have 

rapport with underrepresented students; and (3) integration of programs into larger support 

networks on campus. The four previously described elements that emerged from the research 

demonstrated institutional commitment to universal student success.   

Inclusiveness and Diversity within a Campus Culture  

 

Vogelgesang (2004) used a case study approach to discuss how organizational factors 

such as administrative structure, leadership, academic culture, institutional mission, and values 

worked together to shape the environment in which diversity and service-learning work occurs. 

Because the language associated with service-learning can be complex, the author further 

clarified the term as synonymous with civic engagement and community-based learning. The 

purpose of the study was to explore the intersections between multiculturalism and service-

learning and gain a more in-depth understanding of how diversity initiatives add value to 

institutional culture. The author addressed “how organizational factors can support or impede the 

potential collaborative efforts of diversity and service-learning offices” (Vogelgesang, 2004, p. 

40). The results of the study provided five recommendations for integrating diversity work with 

serving-learning.  

Promising practices for campus cultural development included establishing a network of 

community formal partnerships; using common language as an approach to sense-making to 

students’ educational needs; establishing ownership within the institution for collaborative 

change; connecting efforts with the institutional mission; and defining the benefits of diversity 

and service-learning to the larger community (Vogelgesang, 2004). The primary 

recommendation from Vogelgesang (2004) was to develop a better understanding of the campus 

dynamics that promote diversity and service-learning initiatives. As an important component for 
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nurturing student degree completion, institutional culture is strengthened through diversity and 

service-learning efforts. 

Institutional diversity and service-learning efforts are occasionally coupled as redundant 

initiatives. Both may be used individually and collaboratively to work toward the same objective 

of establishing an institutional culture that embraces campus members with different 

backgrounds and expectations for educational experiences. Regardless of the academic goals and 

outcomes of students, service-learning is an experiential approach to better prepare students for a 

diverse working environment and embrace the value of diversity. As Vogelgesang (2004) 

described, there is well-documented evidence that educators are striving to better address 

diversity issues that hinder the campus culture by better preparing students to engage within 

internal campus and external workplace environments. The author recommended integrating 

institutional diversity and service-learning by providing concise definitions of both elements for 

a common campus-wide understanding.  

 Ash and Schreiner (2016) described the pathways to academic success for students of 

color through the roles of institutional integrity and community. According to the authors, 

academic success is measured by students’ aspiration for degree completion. Asch and Schreiner 

used the Thriving Quotient as the instrument to measure sense of community among students of 

color enrolled in Christian Colleges and Universities (CCU) member institutions (Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016). Like many studies, students’ demographical characteristics were hypothesized 

as contributing factors for degree completion, however, these factors proved to be poor 

predicators and not statistically significant. While other factors were significant, the largest direct 

contributor to student academic success was psychological sense of community (Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016). The results led to the following recommendations for building inclusive 
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excellence within an institution: evaluating admissions criteria that inadvertently exclude 

students of color who signify attributes for academic success; enhancing an inclusive campus 

climate that permits all students to thrive; implementing or revamping policies and practices to 

consider adverse impacts on students of color; equipping faculty with inclusive pedagogy to 

enhance the learning environment; and proving commitment through institutional outcomes, 

such as racial diversity. Ash and Schreiner (2016) further endorsed interconnections between 

diverse and inclusive campus environments and success of students of color.   

The presence of value for diversity within an institutional setting is key to helping 

students feel valued as members of a campus community. Although Ash and Schreiner (2016) 

discussed diversity from the perspective of race and ethnicity, study findings can be extended far 

beyond this scope. Diversity is visible as well as invisible. Race is an example of visible 

diversity; at the same time, students from low socioeconomic background represent a set of 

circumstances that may or may not be apparent but which can impact their college education 

experiences. The findings in the study by Ash and Schreiner (2016) indicate how essential it is 

for students of color in Christian colleges to experience a sense of community on campus. 

“Underrepresented students should feel a sense of fit just as all students, which encourages their 

desire to thrive” (Ash & Schreiner, 2016, p. 48).  

Institutional leaders may seek best practices to remove cultural barriers that distract 

students from the benefits of personally developing within a campus community. Institutional 

leaders may seek effective strategies for incorporating direct communications with students to 

learn which institutional programs and activities proactively augment their psychological need 

for community. Ash and Schreiner (2016) suggested using a satisfaction survey; however, they 

conducted in-person interviews with students is an engaging approach to learn more from their 
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personal experiences. Culture is the institutional element that communicates “how” as well as the 

underlying values for institutional approaches to serving students’ academic and social needs. 

within addition to institutional culture, institutional climate is the way students perceive 

institutional values and actions that permeate a sense of community or lack thereof. Activities of 

the institution, such as academic practices, establish the conditions for students to engage in 

within the university.    

Institutional Academic Practices 

Academic practices represent one of the institutional element of this study; academic 

practices represent the learning principles that generate student understanding of their personal 

aspirations and appreciation for the ways in which they approach their academic lives. Levin, 

Cox, Cerven, and Haberier (2010) defined educational practices as specific techniques for 

framing educational experiences for students. The researchers organized the characteristics of 

effective academic practices into three theoretical lenses to understand the connection between 

educational processes and conditions. First, when integrating institutional practices, educators 

acknowledge external forces that influence pedagogical principles and concepts. Job market 

demands channel student learning outcomes by influencing curriculum development and career 

preparation for students as they plan for entering the workforce. Second, historical-cultural 

practices establish environmental inclusiveness for underrepresented students. Faculty must be 

prepared to interact with and meet the educational needs of students of different backgrounds. 

Institutional commitment to meeting learning expectations demonstrates to students the 

importance of their success. Last, organizational practices, such as intrusive advising and 

tracking students’ academic progression through degree audits, integrates structural mechanisms 

that are instrumental in advancing student academic success (Levin et al., 2010). Educational 
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practices that induce support for students’ academic experiences often enhance academic 

performance.  

Levin and colleagues (2010) examined key practices established to improve academic 

achievement for underrepresented students. The researchers evaluated and compared measures of 

achievement, referred to as “effective indicators”, between five institutions to determine 

similarities for student outcomes such as transfer rates, degree completion, job placement, and 

certificate completion (Levin et al., 2010, p. 42). Using organizational theory and educational 

practice theory as two conceptual frameworks, the authors studied the phenomenon of disparities 

in academic achievement for underrepresented groups. Researchers conducted interviews and 

focus group sessions and reviewed documents as approaches to collect data from five campus 

sites (Levin et al., 2010). After coding the data into five characteristics of educational programs, 

study findings revealed cohesion, cooperation, connection, and consistency as four thematic 

conditional characteristics for effective practices in community college programs. Academic 

offerings for students through faculty, pedagogy, and advising were three essential instruments 

for promoting student success. High impact practices was another approach for equipping 

students with ways to apply for and reflect upon knowledge acquired through faculty, pedagogy, 

and advising.  

Effects of High Impact Practices 

 

McMahan (2015) expounded upon Kuh’s works of high impact practices (HIP) to 

identify effective ways to increase student retention and graduation rates. In addition to 

reviewing HIPs, the researcher observed student responses to the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE) documents and campus websites. The results from a mixed methods study 

reported participants in freshmen programs that encompassed high impact practices were more 
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likely to persist and complete a degree than those students who do not experience HIPs. High 

impact practices (HIPs) are a growing trend embedded within the curricula to provide students 

tools to retain information, apply concepts, and reflect on academic experiences.  

One result of this approach is a focus on increasing retention and graduation rates. “In a 

high-impact learning experience, students actively pose and solve problems, work 

collaboratively in a community of peers, experience real-world applications of knowledge, and 

reflect on learning processes” (McMahan, 2015, p. 112). Student learning outcomes from HIPs 

are measureable outputs in which colleges and universities are held accountable. Performance-

based budgeting is a common funding model that incentivizes institutions for executing HIPs as 

an effective approach to promote student persistence and degree completion. To narrow the 

achievement gap for underrepresented students, best practices aimed toward student engagement 

by offering enriching intellectual experiences, writing-intensive courses, collaborative 

assignments and projects, diversity/global learning, and internships; all are suggested as effective 

approaches (McMahan, 2015). 

Recognized as another HIP, summer school is an alternative for students to advance their 

time to degree completion or recover from an academic deficiency. Attewell and Jang (2013) 

investigated summer school at colleges and universities as an alternative institutional 

intervention for helping undergraduate students earn a degree. Using a quantitative analysis, 

Attewell and Jang (2013) selected multivariate logistic regression and propensity score match 

techniques as two statistical models to understand the influence of summer school attendance on 

degree completion. Adelman (2006) used a theoretical framework for understanding the 

influence of students attending summer school. This option can be advantageous for students as a 
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way to remain engaged and to persist. Study results supported the hypothesis that “summer 

school serves as one way to enhance graduation rates” (Attewell & Jang, 2013, p. 12).  

Attewell and Jang (2013) discussed summer schools as an alternative approach to address 

the issue of progression toward bachelor’s degree completion. According to the authors, 

administrators are using college-based interventions, such as curricula reform, block class 

scheduling, and enhancing student support services, to increase the number of students who 

successfully attain a degree. The researchers acknowledged the cost advantage when students 

attend summer school after their freshmen year of college. However, Attewell and Jang (2013) 

did not take into consideration the challenges of student burnout and potentially missed summer 

internship opportunities when taking other summer classes. Academic burnout may lead to 

regression as opposed to degree progression. Accepting the argument that life gets in the way 

may cause students to prolong their academic plans. Students take significant risks when they 

ignore the warning signs of overload and an imbalance between academic and nonacademic life. 

Study results affirmed that summer school attendance after freshman year was statistically 

significant for degree completion, but the argument was not as convincing when considering 

institutional attendance policies for short-term accelerated summer courses. Summer school may 

be a ‘meaningful impact’ on undergraduate progress, as stated by Attewell and Jang (2013). 

However, students’ academic standing, length of program, and personal obligations may all be 

considered when determining if summer school can serve as an appropriate alternative for 

progression and successful degree completion. 

The U.S. Department of Education released Fulfilling the Promise, Serving the Need: 

Advancing College Opportunity for Low-Income Students to publicize innovative institutions that 

demonstrate promising approaches to effectively intervene and advance economically 
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disadvantaged students to degree completion (NCES, 2016b). Several institutions across the 

country have received notable recognition for their innovative leadership. King and Mitchell 

(2016) discussed the design of three colleges and universities with proven practices that align 

with the purpose of this study. First, the authors indicated that Georgia State University’s 

objective was to establish an alliance between institutional academic departments to create 

proactive academic advising platforms to promote degree completion for economically 

disadvantaged students. The institutional practice of John Carroll University was to implement 

an “early alert” system for at-risk students to establish learning support groups. Helping students 

navigate through personal and/or academic challenges without compromising their academic 

aspirations to graduate is a strategy that illustrates intentional support for students. Spelman 

College is the third prestigious institution acknowledged for its “project to enhance students’ 

awareness of their own thinking and learning [as well as] leading to improvements in academic 

success and persistence” (King & Mitchell, 2016, p. 16). 

Overall, high quality institutional practices add value to students’ educational 

experiences. Organizing pedagogical techniques, campus life activities, and academic resources 

are enhancements that induce student engagement. Examples of institutional practices that 

contribute to students’ academic development include orientation, first year seminars, capstone 

courses, learning communities, intrusive advising, tutoring, peer tutoring, summer bridge 

programs, mentoring programs, and research symposiums (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2010). 

Effective academic practices are central for upholding mission achievement and essential for 

student degree completion. Practices that are designed specifically to enrich students’ diverse 

learning needs are more likely to yield more college graduates.   
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Student Synergy 

For the purpose of this study, student synergy is defined as a connection between 

students’ goals and the institution’s expectations, as the collaborative efforts of both entities 

provide momentum for bachelor’s degree completion. Students’ college experiences are 

connected with their persistence, which leads to degree completion. Student progression can be 

viewed from the perspective of academic performance and college experiences. Some students’ 

grades may be a reflection of their educational experience and how they perceive their self-worth 

as students. “Student satisfaction with the institution is an important but sometimes an 

overlooked variable in determining the quality of the undergraduate experience” (Kuh et al., 

2010, p. 44). When assessing students’ academic performance, it is beneficial to gauge their 

expectations and level of satisfaction. Students’ expectations of their experiences may shift as 

they progress towards bachelor’s degree completion. One institutional element, student synergy, 

describes how the university augments students’ empowerment to engage academically and 

socially within the institutional environment. 

Sandoval-Lucero, Maes, and Klingsmith (2014) used the framework of social and 

cultural capital to explore how African American and Latina/o community college students 

perceived support services offered at two institutions. Cultural capital establishes the campus 

community as a presence among the student population as well as institutional ethos that 

circumscribe the value of their educational experiences (Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014). Social 

capital is an aspect of cultural capital that helps to understand the importance of student access to 

social networks, ability to make connections, and opportunities to engage within the community 

(Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014). As a qualitative approach, students’ experiences were captured 

through focus group interviews. Students perspectives revealed that relationships with faculty, 
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family support, and campus engagement and support were the three major themes that evolved as 

contributing factors for student academic success. 

The opportunity to interact with faculty is a supportive mechanism within two- and four-

year institutions. Students benefit from faculty who are accessible to further discuss course 

material outside of regularly scheduled class meetings. When faculty create opportunities for 

students by providing advice on how to pursue career aspirations and connecting with other 

professionals in the field, this type of mentoring relationship empowers students to attain 

educational and career goals. Sandoval-Lucero et al. (2014) emphasized the benefits of faculty 

accessibility for engaging students in academic planning and studies.   

Sandoval-Lucero et al. (2014) emphasized the importance of family support including 

financial, emotional, household responsibility, and moral. The researchers shared several 

narratives of students who attributed their academic achievements to family members. One 

participant recounted a story of a parent who consistently held the student accountable for taking 

advantage of available academic support resources. Faculty, staff, and advisors partnering with 

family members collectively serve as support structures to help students persevere through 

challenges that obstruct their focus on bachelor’s degree completion. As discussed by study 

participants, the supportive role of family members in conjunction with faculty relationships 

were critical support mechanisms for student persistence to degree completion.  

Campus engagement provides students an opportunity to develop a personal perspective 

of their experiences inside and outside of classes. Sandoval-Lucero et al. (2014) noted that the 

experience of campus work study provides students opportunities to connect with administrators, 

faculty, and staff whom they normally would not have the occasion to personally meet. Working 

on campus typically gives students flexibility with work hours and helps students avoid conflicts 
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with class schedules. In addition, campus work study reduces students’ transition time from class 

to jobs. Campus employment is one way for students to be engaged with the institution 

(Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014). Students gain different perspectives of the institution by being 

exposed to daily operations and mechanisms necessary to make the institution function for all 

students. Connecting on campus through work study positions, clubs and organizational 

involvement, and academic participation provides students with contextual value for institutional 

support.  

College Student Persistence 

Within the context of this study, college persistence is the instructional element that 

describes students’ desire to be successful and expectations of the institution to afford them 

positive experiences that promote success. To advance knowledge of student challenges to 

achieve a bachelor’s degree, Brock (2010) examined research programs and interventions that 

supported at-risk students to persist and overcome barriers to college success. The researcher 

noted differences in students’ degree outcomes based on institutional type. Students seeking 

baccalaureate degrees at four-year institutions were twice as likely to complete a degree as 

compared to students who attended two-year colleges (NCES, 2005). More recent data showed 

that the number students who completed a bachelor’s degree at a four-year institution as 

compared to a two-year institution had declined to less than 50% (NCES, 2015). Brock (2010) 

discussed the statistical disparities in persistence and degree completion rates based on students’ 

race and ethnicity, gender, and economic status. Providing a contrasting perspective from other 

researchers, the author argued that student demographic characteristics were not sound predictors 

for determining bachelor’s degree completion.  
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Using Tinto’s (1993) theoretical framework on college departure, the author 

acknowledged the significance of understanding external and internal influences on student 

persistence and degree completion. Brock’s (2010) conceptual framework addressed the need for 

college and universities to improve academic outcomes by focusing beyond college access and 

promoting student success from matriculation through degree completion. Rather than observing 

student demographic traits and focusing on student attributes Brock (2010) provided a different 

perspective for enhancing student support services to meet the personal and academic needs of 

at-risk students.   

While student persistence and degree completion in higher education in the United States 

is not progressing at the same level as college enrollment, more students are earning a bachelor’s 

degree than in previous decades (Brock, 2010). Since 1996, all types of postsecondary 

institutions have produced higher national graduation rates than previous cohorts (NCES, 2014). 

The author highlighted several advantages of earning a bachelor’s degree and charged colleges 

and universities to be more assertive by strategically addressing students’ diverse needs for 

success (Brock, 2010).  

This argument is supportive of two institutional models that address the needs of 

identifiable at-risk students. Implementing innovative ideas and practices are proven methods for 

influencing student success (Brock, 2010). The Ohio program model for enhancing student 

services incentivizes students to accept supportive intervention. Institutional commitment to 

student services offers an effective approach to teach students how to overcome academic 

challenges (Brock, 2010). Student success centers have been integrated to provide individualized 

student services for all students to successfully navigate through college systems (Brock, 2010). 

Study results demonstrated how personalized services and interventions can lead to 
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improvements in academic engagement, persistence, and completion (Brock, 2010). College 

success is timely but may not always be confined to specified periods, such as four-year and six-

year graduation rates. How students deal with their personal educational experiences may be 

influenced by prior personal circumstances, such as socioeconomic status, yet ultimately their 

success is contingent upon how their academic expectations align with the institution’s systems, 

policies, and practices. Brock (2010) identified students’ expectations as a stronger indicator of 

their academic persistence; a second model is presented to discuss institutional approaches to 

retain students. 

College Student Retention 

Tinto’s (2005) model for student persistence proposes that students’ characteristics 

directly impact their educational commitment. The model serves as a foundational approach for 

understanding how institutional practices impact student academic and social integration leading 

to student persistence. Student characteristics include family background, individual attributes, 

and secondary educational experience (Braxton et al., 2004). Family experiences with college 

and their perceived importance of attaining a college degree may initially frame students’ 

attitudes and value for their educational experiences. For example, some students perceive their 

college experiences as an obstacle to overcome in order to secure a good paying job post 

graduation. Other students thrive from knowledge-enriching environments and fully embrace the 

benefits of college experiences beyond the measures of employment and economic stability.  

Personal attributes such as self-motivation, resiliency, and goal orientation are valuable 

characteristics that aid students’ ability to persevere through challenges during college. 

Informing students about the benefits of a college experience helps to mold their perceptions and 

attitudes about pursing a bachelor’s degree. Some students view higher education as a cookie-
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cutter transformative experience that guarantees the perfect job upon graduation if all academic 

standards are satisfied. This misperception may lead to student disappointment about their 

college experience. Students’ expectations and attitudes shape their college experience not just 

upon matriculation but throughout their encounters within an institutional environment. 

Tinto (2016) discussed the topic of college student retention from two different 

perspectives. Some research addresses institutional strategies aimed at retaining students. 

Alternatively, other researchers focus on decisions and paths students use to persist toward 

attaining their educational goals. Although the partnership between students and the institution is 

formed through two distinct interests, the ultimate goal is a mutual agreement on an educational 

outcome, such as bachelor’s degree completion. The desired outcome from the institutional 

perspective is to retain students and award degrees while the student’s interests is to earn a 

degree (Tinto, 2016). Student and institutional expectations are different, however, the desired 

outcome is for students to develop from enriching educational experiences offered by the 

institution.     

Institutions have a responsibility to promote quality student experiences which lead to 

degree completion. At the same time, students are accountable for taking advantage of the 

institutional academic learning and social experiences offered by the institution. Tinto (2016) 

proposed institutional leaders to ask questions to understand students’ expectations and 

perspectives regarding their college experiences. Inquiry is instrumental for attaining students’ 

observations of institutional resources that support their persistence as well as ways to promote 

students’ bachelor degree completion. According to Tinto (2016), institutional leaders do not 

engage in these conversations enough to fully understand students’ perspectives. At the same 

time, students’ viewpoints may shift as their expectations of the institution change.  
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Understanding how college experiences shape students’ motivation to persist to degree 

completion and enhancing their motivation are the most effective approaches to addressing the 

question of how to improve student persistence and completion (Tinto, 2016). Tinto (2016) 

asserted that college persistence is one form of student self-motivation. Institutions can 

unharness students’ capacity to self-motivate by minimizing obstacles to degree completion. 

Student self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceivable value of the curriculum are three 

essential elements for student motivation to persist to graduation (Tinto, 2016).  

Student Attributes for Persistence 

Tinto (2016) further observed that students’ self-efficacy, like self-confidence, is 

developed by learning from past experiences and not allowing perceived failures to define their 

ability to persist. Self-efficacy helps students perceive their ability to succeed and comprehend 

their capacity to control some aspects of their college experiences. It is critical for institutional 

agents to recognize students’ experiences that reinforce low self-efficacy. Students may enter 

college with a strong sense of self-efficacy but unanticipated challenges with underlying 

stereotypes and labels can undermine their positive attitude and derail their path to success 

(Tinto, 2016). In addition to awareness of potential threats to student self-efficacy, Tinto (2016) 

suggested students receive timely support to work through challenges. One practice identified by 

Tinto (2016) is an early-warning system to alert faculty and staff of potential problems and 

situations in which students experience discouragement or lack of motivation to proceed. The 

author noted that the use of midterm grades is not a timely approach as it limits opportunities to 

take corrective measures before students encounter financial and academic. Tinto (2016) does 

not explicitly identify student subgroup populations when explaining the importance of self-
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efficacy, but this observation is salient to the discussion of Pell Grant recipients’ self-motivation 

to persist to degree completion. 

Although believing in students’ abilities to succeed in college is important, experiencing 

a sense of belonging is just as essential for student persistence (Tinto, 2016). Students must feel 

welcomed as valuable members within the campus community. Institutional commitment to 

establishing a diverse environment fosters a sense of belonging among members of the campus 

community. At the same time, however, Tinto (2016) noted that efforts must be made by both 

the institution as well as the student. Students must be willing to engage academically and 

socially in order to have a meaningful experience to accompany their perception of belonging. 

Otherwise, a decision to withdraw from the community undermines students’ sense of belonging. 

From an institutional point of view, a welcoming and supportive environment establishes a 

culture of inclusiveness (Tinto, 2016). Engaging activities that allow shared and diverse 

academic and social experiences are essential for creating common bonds and learning for 

students regardless of race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, or age. Developing a sense of 

belonging is crucial for the first year but also important through the duration of students’ college 

experiences.  

Tinto (2016) identified students’ perceived value of the curriculum as a third element for 

student motivation. According to the author, student perceptions of the curriculum as quality and 

relevant to their educational goals is essential for student persistence. Moreover, institutions 

could build and market the value of the curriculum to students. Understanding students’ 

reasonable expectations for their educational experience is an underlying foundation for 

promoting student success. Aligning students’ interests and needs with academic and social 

offerings establishes a meaningful relationship to support students’ educational goals and career 
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aspirations. Institutions may challenge students to indulge in a breadth of knowledge and expand 

learning by enhancing skills that promote critical thinking, problem solving, and reflection. 

Curriculum designed to provide meaningful ways to apply learning is an effective technique for 

students to perceive value for their time and financial investment. In addition, Tinto (2016) 

recommended curriculum development through various contextual lenses of other disciplines 

such as humanities, social sciences, and sciences is effective for student learning. 

As a recap of Tinto’s (2016) position on college retention, students’ effort can lead to 

persistence while institutional efforts aim to retain students. The expert acclaims student 

persistence is the vehicle for degree completion, and institutions may continue to enhance efforts 

to increase the number of bachelor’s degree completers. Distributing questionnaires as a method 

to collect data of students’ perceptions about their experiences is an ineffective approach (Tinto, 

2016). Institutional leaders may gain a better understanding of students’ experiences by inquiring 

about student motivations to persistence. Institutional commitments shaped by empathetic ways 

of listening to students’ experiences is an informative technique. Embracing students’ narratives 

as primary sources equip institutional stakeholders to support student persistence to degree 

completion beyond the traditional aspect of granting more financial aid. Tinto (2016) designed a 

model comprised of mutual student and institutional efforts for academic persistence. 

Alternatively, Chen (2012) described the relationship between institutional variables and student 

attrition.   

Institutional Variables and Student Attrition 

Chen (2012) examined institutional characteristics that effectively reduce student 

attrition. Specifically, the author investigated what happens at the institutional level that affects 

student persistence. Explaining organizational theory as one of the catalysts for student retention, 
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Chen (2012) offered an historical review of research examining the relationship between 

institutional characteristics and student attrition. The author arranged research on student attrition 

into three groups. The first type of research investigates student demographics within an 

institution. For example, one study shows an association between African American students’ 

first year grade point averages and their academic and social involvement at predominately white 

institutions (Boyraz, Horne, Owens, & Armstrong, 2013).  

The second group of student attrition research includes studies regarding the influence of 

size, selectivity, and control as institutional characteristics on student attrition (Chen, 2012). 

Student attrition research by Ryan (2004) and Titus (2004) showed a lack of statistically 

significant relationships with institutional size. Additional studies by Kim (2007), Titus (2004), 

and Gansemer-Topf and Schuh (2006) interpreted institutional selectivity as negatively 

associated with student attrition and persistence. Chen (2012) documented the role of 

institutional finance on student services as a third category of research regarding student attrition. 

Incorporating the findings from a study conducted by Gansemer-Topf and Schuh (2006), Chen 

reaffirmed that expenditures on student services were negatively related to student persistence 

and six-year graduation rates at private institutions. Conversely, Ryan (2004) asserted that 

expenditures positively contributed to graduation rates at private colleges and universities. Using 

the three areas of research on student attrition, Chen (2012) focused on student and institutional 

level factors as related to student attrition after controlling for other variables.  

Chen (2012) focused on how student level variables interacted with institutional variables 

and which interactions affect college student departure. Chen (2012) defined student level 

variables as factors such as socioeconomic status, educational plans, first year college grade 

point average, first year academic and social integration on campus, financial aid, and the year of 
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academic enrollment. Study results were examined through two perspectives. The first 

perspective sought to determine if student level variables influenced student departure. These 

results aligned with the research outcomes of Tinto (1987, 1992) as well as Pascarella and 

Terenzini (2005).  

Chen (2012) furthered these studies by affirming that academic and social integrations 

were negatively associated with student departure. One of the recommendations in the study was 

for institutional leaders to pay more attention to the institution’s role of academic and social 

integration in conjunction with student departure. Although the results showed negative effects 

between the amount of financial aid received and student departure, Chen (2012) explained that 

financial assistance which reduces tuition does have an impact. Specifically, Pell Grants were 

significantly related to reducing the retention gap between students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds as compared to their peers from higher socioeconomic statuses. Placing greater 

emphasis on student persistence by incorporating more programs and practices could aim at 

increasing bachelor’s degree completion (Chen, 2012). The key to student persistence is 

continued emphasis beyond the first year of enrollment.  

Chen’s (2012) second perspective focused on institutional demographics and structural 

factors. Demographic variables included size, selectivity, control (e.g., private or public), and the 

percentage of underserved student populations (Chen, 2012). Additionally, the author noted that 

the level of expenditures on student services, academic support, and instruction were prioritized 

through the institutional structure. Student services are functional expenses that support 

academic and social activities such as student cultural events, student newspapers, intramural 

activities, student organizations, and student health services (Chen, 2012).  
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The IPEDS definition for student services is expenditures with the primary purpose of 

developing students’ intellectual, cultural, emotional, physical, and social well-being through 

experiences beyond formal instruction (NCES, 2017). Admissions, the Office of the Registrar, 

Student Counseling Center, Student Financial Services, Multicultural Affairs and Student 

Programming and Activities are examples of non-revenue generating functional offices but those 

which are considered essential to providing a college experience. Academic support, as defined 

by IPEDS, is a category of activity and service expenditures that supports the mission and 

instruction of the institution including libraries, curriculum development, instructional 

technology, museums, and galleries (NCES, 2017).  

Results by Chen (2012) were consistent with Webber and Ehrenberg’s (2009) finding that 

student services expenditures influence student persistence and graduation rates. At the same 

time, however, instructional and academic support expenditures were not significantly related to 

student attrition (Chen, 2012). Educational practices at the institutional level are important for 

determining which institutional variables reduce the chances of student departure when 

integrating with student variables. Chen’s (2012) study offers a unique approach for evaluating 

the relationship between institutional characteristics and college student attrition. Additionally, it 

provides an alternative perspective for understanding the interaction between student and 

institutional attributes that promote Pell Grant recipients’ bachelor’s degree completion. 

Bean and Eaton’s Psychological Model 

While somewhat similar to Tinto’s research, Bean and Eaton (2000) considered student 

characteristics that shaped perspectives of college experiences. Bean and Eaton’s psychological 

model of college student retention explains how students’ entry characteristics (also described as 

psychological attributes) connect within the institutional environment. Bean and Eaton (2000) 
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suggested that Tinto’s model is more applicable to institutional polices than individual students. 

According to the authors, the interactions of students’ psychological processes with institutional 

elements lead to student outcomes. Academic and social integrations are the psychological 

outcomes that shape students’ attitudes, behaviors, and persistence decisions. As the first 

component within the model, Bean and Eaton (2000) discussed several pre-existing 

characteristics of students prior to college matriculation. These characteristics included past 

behavior, personality, self-efficacy, attributions, normative beliefs, coping strategies, self-

motivation to attend college, and skills and abilities. The most critical psychological factor 

identified by Bean and Eaton (2000) was student self-efficacy.  

Upon matriculation, students have an awareness of their level of self-efficacy. 

Irrespective of level of self-efficacy, it is important for institutional academic and social 

activities to promote the development of student self-efficacy throughout college experiences. 

Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as students’ beliefs and levels of confidence in their ability 

to meet academic standards and attain educational goals. Having a supportive and trustworthy 

network, such as family, friends, and previous teachers, to encourage students to possess self-

trust makes a significant difference in their mindset. Barouch-Gilbert (2016) explained the 

connection between student self-efficacy and academic achievement by describing the 

relationship as self-efficacy enhancement. Building a sense of personal self-efficacy was strongly 

related to students’ ability to survive and adapt within a new educational environment (Braxton, 

Hirshcy, & McClendon, 2004). Bean and Eaton (2000) affirmed that their psychological model 

was different from Tinto’s (2005) model for student retention as it considered diverse students’ 

demographic characteristics of race, ethnicity, gender, and age. 
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Student Interaction within Institutional Elements 

As the first component within the psychological model to guide institutional retention 

practices, Bean and Eaton (2000) described a transformative process that occurs when students’ 

entry characteristics positively interacted within the institutional environment and produced 

student developmental outcomes. The second component within the model is the interaction 

between students and environmental elements. The authors categorized student synergy within 

the environment into four types of interactions: bureaucratic, academic, social, and external. 

Bureaucratic interactions describe how students experience activities. For instance, it is 

important for a class registration system to function properly and seamlessly to allow students to 

enroll in the number of credit hours and courses needed to progress in their degree plan within a 

timely period. Similarly, academic advisors are integral as students learn how to search for 

information and take advantage of available academic resources.  

As the third scope of the model, academic interactions demonstrate the value of students’ 

experiences with faculty, advising, and peers. Positive social interactions with peers encourage 

students to view the college environment from different perspectives. Through peer support, 

students may learn alternative and effective approaches to navigating the environment. The 

fourth aspect of the model includes external interactions that influence students’ sense of fit 

within the environment (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Reason & Renn, 2013). With an underlying 

student perception of how personal characteristics fit within the institution, all four 

environmental interactions play a pivotal role in the way students experience college.  

Once students understand how to maximize institutional resources and information, the 

next pathway is through developmental psychological processes. Bean and Eaton (2000) 

described three psychological processes to demonstrate how environmental interactions lead to 



   

62 
 

academic and social integration. Aligned with the findings of Brock’s (2010) study, Bean and 

Eaton (2000) posited that building student self-efficacy is a crucial process that closely connects 

the transformative college experience with an avenue to positive outcomes, such as degree 

completion.  

Bean and Eaton (2000) expanded persistence research by explaining the difference 

between students adapting rather than merely adjusting to a college environment. Student 

adjustment focuses solely on initial fit while student adaptation is a manner in which students 

can discover a sense of belonging. Assuming that no institution is a perfect fit, the second 

approach depicts how students effectively process feelings of their experiences and, if necessary, 

learn to cope within an environment without compromising their identity. From the perspective 

of coping, student development is a process of discovering which personal attributes positively 

cultivate successful strategies for overcoming challenges. The third approach is locus of control, 

as described through two perspectives. Internal locus of control is the process of learning how 

individuals positively view personal past experiences, and their beliefs channel outcomes. 

External locus of control, on the other hand, assumes that successes and failures happen by 

chance with minimal control over outcomes.  

In the third component of the model, Bean and Eaton (2010) demonstrated how students’ 

perceptions of institutional fit and motivation to persist were instrumental in their psychological 

outcomes. Student engagement through adaptive strategies promote self-confidence and comfort 

within the college environment (Bean & Eaton, 2000). The impetus for intentional student 

involvement within the three psychological processes is to anchor positive self-efficacy, use 

coping mechanisms to reduce stress and increase self-confidence, and reflect upon internal locus 

of control to guide students’ psychological perspectives in their educational journey. The aim of 
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Bean and Eaton’s (2000) model is to promote students’ positive self-perception early in their 

college experience so they discover their fit within the institution, understand how to approach 

uncertainties, and persist to goal attainment. 

Institutional Model for Student Persistence 

 Bean and Eaton (2000) recommended designing institutional policies, practices, and 

programming with the aim of addressing four questions within psychological processes as 

underlying elements. First, higher education practitioners may question how student experiences 

with institutional policies, practices, and programming form student perceptions about the 

college as well as their sense of belonging. Second, higher education professionals may question 

how student participation in practices and programming promote learning strategies that 

encourage new academic and social situations. Learning to cope through adaptive processing 

cannot be at the expense of students’ self-efficacy. Third, higher education leaders may consider 

how practices and programming promote student feelings of accomplishment through academic 

and social integrations. Fourth, higher education stakeholders may assess students’ personal 

sense of involvement within institutional practices and programming during their educational 

journey. Bean and Eaton (2000) emphasized the importance of seeking clear connections 

between practices and programming with student psychological growth. These four questions 

help to guide and assess the effectiveness of institutional policies, practices, and programming 

designed for increasing student persistence.  

 Policies, practices, and programming that complement both the institutional mission and 

students’ attributes facilitate academic and social adaptation and integration. Alignment among 

these institutional elements provides pathways for students to navigate successfully through the 

system (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005b). Academic policies and curriculum are two 
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institutional attributes that can influence students’ ability to persist. It is important to offer 

introductory and advanced training for all faculty and academic staff to ensure accurate 

interpretation of academic policies. Being knowledgeable of the attributes of good academic 

standing and degree progression based on academic policies is imperative for faculty, advisors, 

and staff to assist and inform students. Additionally, researchers have shown that student 

development in critical thinking, researching, and problem-solving skills is further enhanced by 

participation in signature courses (e.g., freshman seminar, leaning communities, third year 

writing, senior capstones) in a hierarchical course structure within the general education 

curriculum. Empirical research presents several programs and practices as effective strategies to 

increase student persistence including, but not limited to, new student orientation, intrusive 

advising, service learning, peer tutoring, summer bridge programs, and mentoring (Bean & 

Eaton, 2000; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006).    

 Institutional commitment is evident through initiatives and interventions that stimulate 

student engagement in academic and social activities. Braxton et al. (2004) endorsed Tinto’s 

three principles for evaluating the effectiveness of institutional policies and programs aimed at 

increasing student persistence. First, institutions are committed to the welfare of its students. 

Second, administrators, faculty, staff, board of trustees, and senior leaders are committed to the 

education of students. Third, the education community collectively is committed to academic and 

social integration of all students, and the institution is obligated to provide opportunities for 

students to successfully integrate within the community.  

Student retention incorporates all three of Tinto’s principles since the focus includes 

underrepresented student groups. Braxton et al. (2004) identified the campus retention committee 

as one of nine exemplary retention programs. The centrality of the campus retention committee 
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is student empowerment. Student leaders are empowered to help peers acquire necessary 

knowledge, skills, and connections to persist toward academic achievement (Braxton et al., 

2004). 

The campus retention committee is operationalized by peer leaders who design and 

organize educational activities to promote student academic success. Student counselors assist 

peers by identifying ways to turn obstacles into opportunities. Developing an informational 

action plan and identifying resources are approaches to achieve positive outcomes. Measuring 

the effectiveness of institutional policies and designing high quality programs and practices that 

nurture student psychological processes and positive outcomes are effective approaches to 

increasing student persistence.    

Renn and Reason (2013) stated, “Campus leaders at any type of institution can consider 

what adaptations to the environment are necessary to promote and increase student success for 

students with a broad range of backgrounds and characteristics” (p. 84). Developing academic 

and social self-efficacy advances academic and social integration and increases students’ efforts 

to persist. As supportive elements, policies, practices, and programming within the institution 

teach students how to persist through challenges rather than focus on defeat. The key is not to 

impose changes on students’ core identity but enhance their student development. The authors 

continued, “Individual student experiences, whether inside or outside the classroom, are the most 

powerful influences on persistence” (Renn & Reason, 2013, p. 193).  

Students with compatible demographic characteristics may view their experiences at the 

same institution differently. Bean and Eaton’s (2000) psychological model for student 

persistence frames the interactions between individual student characteristics and the institutional 

elements within the environment. Students’ own perception of their institutional fit and 
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willingness to interact within the environment are empowered through self-efficacy, the ability to 

cope, and their willingness to embrace their past experiences as defined by internal locus of 

control. Policies, practices, and programming increase student persistence toward degree 

completion if they align with the university’s mission and demonstrate institutional commitment 

to students with diverse expectations. These institutional elements must be formulated with an 

in-depth understanding of students’ needs, psychological growth, and underlying expectations of 

their educational outcomes.  

Degree Completion for Economically Disadvantaged Students  

 

 As reported by Education Trust, there is a significant gap at the national level between 

completion rates for Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell students. The estimated national 

discrepancy is reported as non-Pell students graduating within six years at a rate of 14% higher 

than Pell Grant recipients. The research reports the average six-year graduation disparity gap 

within institutions is 5.7% higher for non-Pell than Pell Grant recipients. The selected mid-size 

private institution of interest in this study is located in the southeast region of the United States 

with 18% of its student population receiving Federal Pell Grant funds, according to the College 

Navigator tool in the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) database 

(NCES, 2015). The selective four-year private university reports non-Pell students graduating at 

a rate of 69.7% while Pell Grant recipients are graduating at a lower rate of 51.9%, as reported in 

the Education Trust study (Nichols, 2015).    

 Arzy, Davies, and Harbour (2006) conducted a phenomenological study to explore how 

economically disadvantaged students coped with academic concerns and how the experiences 

framed their college experiences using the theory of student development. The objective of the 

study was to better understand economically disadvantaged students’ experiences as they 
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progressed to degree completion. This presents an alternative perspective from other studies in 

that participants’ ability to achieve academic success was through minimal campus engagement, 

a concept that stands in stark contrast the student development theories of Astin (1984) and Tinto 

(1993, 2012).   

Through in-person interviews using Patton’s (1990) Interview Guide Approach, 14 

college students described experiences from which four core themes emerged: experiences of 

affirmation, cautious engagement, vulnerability, and transformation (Arzy et al., 2006). Students 

identified affirmation from trustworthy family members and academic counselors as 

encouragement to overcome challenges and continue to strive. Cautious engagement was 

perceived as a defense mechanism that some students used to avoid embarrassment, humiliation, 

and perceptions of incompetence at the collegiate level. Participants expressed concerns about 

inadvertently sabotaging their academic achievement. The authors reported that the levels of 

feeling vulnerable and experiencing transformation based on college exposure were unique each 

participant. Collectively, participants’ ambitions were motivated to improve their socioeconomic 

standing by attaining a bachelor’s degree (Arzy et al., 2006).  

These five themes can guide institutional elements that impact Pell Grant recipient 

college persistence toward bachelor’s degree completion. Institutional structure, environment 

shaped by culture, and academic practices are elements that interact with student attributes and 

impact student levels of synergy. Understanding how Pell Grant recipients experience the 

institutional environment, practices, and policies provides an understanding for their persistence 

journey to bachelor’s degree completion. The final segment of this literature review provides a 

conceptual framework for exploring the experiences of Pell Grant recipients at a selective four-
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year private university and how they navigate their interactions and experiences within 

institutional elements. 

Contextual Model for Student-Institution Interactions 

 

Bean and Eaton’s (2000) behavioral model is a foundational framework for addressing 

college student retention and persistence. It may also serve as an approach for promoting more 

Pell Grant recipients to bachelor’s degree completion at a selective four-year private university. 

This model may help contextualize how Pell Grant recipients’ expectations and sense of fit as 

well as self-efficacy interact with their experiences and motivation to persist toward degree 

completion within an institution. Interactions with administrators, faculty, and staff as 

institutional agents connect students with available resources and valuable information that can 

promote student persistence and bachelor’s degree completion.  

Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model provides a fundamental understanding of how student 

background characteristics interact within a college environment. The fundamental principle of 

the model involves viewing students’ persistence decisions as they aspire to enter a college 

environment that nurtures their eagerness to learn and academic goals achievement, and then 

transforming these attributes through various enriching experiences into satisfactory outcomes, 

such as earning a bachelor’s degree. The aim of a positive college experience is to enhance 

students’ cognitive skills so they may develop their individual perspective and approach to 

addressing challenges and occurrences locally, nationally, and globally. Astin’s I-E-O Model 

explains how students’ demographic characteristics play a pivotal role in the way students 

engage within the college environment. Through empirical research, demographics such as 

race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status are considered predictive characteristics of 

student persistence and degree completion.  
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Conceptual Framework 

The primary focus of this study is to better understand how Pell Grant recipients navigate 

academic and social experiences as they near completion of their bachelor’s degree journey. 

Exploring how Pell recipients’ attributes interact with institutional elements can inform 

institutional agents on approaches to promote more Pell Grant recipients’ to earn a bachelor’s 

degree and reduce the degree completion gap between Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell 

students. An ideal conceptual model for this study would take into account the role of the 

university in addition to students’ attributes as collaborative dynamics that promote Pell Grant 

recipients’ persistence to bachelor’s degree completion. According to Calabrese (2006), the aim 

of the conceptual framework is to explain the approach to the phenomenon and provide an 

understanding for the occurrence.  

The Scholar Identity Model for Pell Grant Recipients 

 

Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity Model (SIM) provides a multidimensional perspective 

to understand the academic and social experiences of Pell Grant recipients within the setting of a 

selective four-year private university. The author offered this model as a solution for addressing 

the lack of educational and social presence of underrepresented populations of students within 

academically challenging environments. Grounded in achievement theories, the Scholar Identity 

Model encompasses nine common tenets that distinguishes students’ high expectations for their 

academic performance (Goings, 2016).  

Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity Model provides insight on students’ attributes and 

strengths that focus their mindset to successfully navigate through obstacles and challenges faced 

in an educational setting. As noted in Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model, student engagement enhances 

persistence within a college environment. Aligned with the research findings of Bean and Eaton 
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(2000) as well as Tinto (2005), student self-efficacy is the nucleus of Whiting’s (2006) Scholar 

Identity Model. Whiting presents self-efficacy as the core student attribute within the model, 

which is evident when students transform their imagination from self-doubt to a realistic drive 

for achievement coupled with internal acknowledgment for resiliency. Whiting (2006) affirmed 

self-confidence, self-discipline, self-ownership, and self-motivation as student qualities that 

cultivate self-efficacy. Students recognize their ability to achieve their academic goal with the 

understanding that challenges simply require additional efforts and intentionality for persistence. 

Through self-efficacy, students seek to establish an understanding of the paths that lead to 

academic achievement.      

As a second personal trait within the Scholar Identity Model, Whiting (2006) identifies 

students’ willingness to make sacrifices as an attribute for success. Setting academic goals and 

prescribing pathways in pursuit of the final destination help students to conceptualize what 

sacrifices are personally necessary for future positive gains versus outcomes unworthy of self-

denial. Valuable and reasonable sacrifices are ingredients for student academic success (Whiting, 

2006). Sacrifice is measured by the extent to which one personally desires to succeed. Eagerness 

paired with an acknowledgement of the benefits of self-discipline positions students to achieve 

their academic goal.  

Whiting (2006) included internal locus of control as a third component of the Scholar 

Identity Model. Locus of control is an individual’s belief about the reasons for successes and 

failures in life (Rotter, 1966). Some students may feel their personal decisions impact their 

destination while others believe that outcomes are predestined or happen by chance, regardless of 

their efforts. Internal locus of control describes students’ expectations for their academic 

performance as a result of their behaviors, efforts, and approaches for learning. Rotter (1966) 
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observed that students have the ability to acknowledge influential aspects of their choices and 

actions which directly correlate with the outcomes. Students who understand the value of asking 

for assistance to avoid unnecessary challenges and setbacks internally acknowledge the existence 

of a level of control as well as best approaches for persisting. As Whiting (2006) stated, students 

who demonstrate internal locus of control are not ashamed of showing transparency to target the 

area of need.  

 Being future-oriented by acknowledging how behaviors and choices impact short- and 

long-term future outcomes is another student attribute codified within the Scholar Identity Model 

(Whiting, 2006). Pursuing a college education is a high expectation but a realistic goal when 

students attain the tools they need to execute their plan. Academic preparation, self-motivation, 

and initiatives are key student attributes that align student pathways with academic goals. 

Achieving academic performance measures as established by the institution and having a vision 

for how the educational experiences will prepare them for life after college are essential 

recognitions for future success. Just as acceptance into college is contingent upon the extent of 

students’ college preparation, academic decisions and performance are influential factors for 

achieving outcomes beyond college.  

Promoting self-awareness empowers students to recognize and build upon their strengths; 

this is another component of the Scholar Identity Model. Whiting (2006) used an example of 

students taking initiative to find academic support, such as a tutor for a challenging course. Self-

assessing weaknesses is another empowering strategy for students to harness their abilities and 

strive for improvement. When faced with potential challenges, students may advance through 

obstacles by proactively seeking ways to strengthen weaknesses. An assertive approach deters 

feelings of vulnerability and self-doubt. The objective is to remove distractions that hinder self-
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motivation and obscures discernment for strategies to persist toward goal achievement. 

Establishing self-expectations and positive outcomes are essential elements to maintain strengths 

and improve weaknesses. Promoting student self-awareness develops scholar identity through 

skills enhancements such as autonomy, self-monitoring, self-evaluation, self-reinforcement, and 

self-advocacy (Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes, 1998).  

Merriam-Webster (2017) defines characteristic as a distinguishing trait that makes a 

person different from others. Race, ethnicity, gender, and age are characteristics inherited at 

birth. Although low socioeconomic status is frequently embedded in research as a student 

characteristic, it is important to note that socioeconomic background is not used within the 

context of a student’s identity in this study. Economic status is a financial circumstance, not a 

student characteristic. To alter the way socioeconomic status labels students, Whiting’s (2006) 

Scholar Identity Model provides an approach to identify students’ scholarly attributes outside of 

their financial circumstances. The concepts within the model help identify students’ academic 

qualities rather than incorporating their socioeconomic circumstances as a demographic trait. 

Positioning socioeconomic status in this manner does not negate the fact that it may impact 

students’ college experiences. Nevertheless, financial status was excluded in order to define 

students’ personal attributes rather than falsely categorizing their expectations for their college 

experiences based upon monetary challenges.  

Although Whiting’s model focused on scholarly identities among African-American 

males, it is applicable for identifying high quality student academic attributes for Pell Grant 

recipients. The remaining two relevant student attributes valuable for the study are achievement 

aspirations and academic self-confidence. There is not a single prescribed approach to attaining 

academic achievement. The key to attaining academic success is for students to discover their 
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journey with guidance from institutional agents. At the same time, students must feel empowered 

and well-informed to make the best decisions they can as they pursue their educational goals. 

The root of student empowerment is aspiration for achievement grounded in self-confidence. 

Institutional elements can nurture these student attributes through the perspective of the Scholar 

Identity Model.   

Within the elements of a selective four-year private university, Whiting’s Scholar Identity 

Model is an appropriate approach for addressing the question of what higher education 

professionals can do to develop and nurture a scholar identity among Pell Grant recipients. 

Whiting (2006) argued that students who have an “underdeveloped sense of academic identity 

are less likely to persist in school” (p. 223). Establishing high levels of self-efficacy, self-

awareness, self-achievement, self-confidence, future-oriented cognitive thinking, and a 

deterministic perception are internal attributes essential for a sense of scholar identity. This 

conceptual framework guided the study for understanding which institutional elements shaped 

Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social experiences as they navigated to degree completion at 

a selective four-year private university.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY  

 According to Savin-Baden and Major (2013), qualitative inquiry focuses the research 

design on views of students, such as Pell Grant recipients, as well as the meanings and 

interpretations of their college experiences. Qualitative inquiry helped the researcher develop a 

greater understanding of common interactions between individual Pell Grant recipients’ 

experiences with institutional environmental structures, culture, and practices rather than 

inquiring about cause-effect relationships between student and institutional variables (Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013). The researcher used an inductive qualitative design to establish emerging 

themes regarding students’ college experiences leading to bachelor’s degree completion 

(Creswell, 2013).  

Researcher Positionality 

Readers want to know what the researcher will gain from the study; therefore, reflexivity 

was used to support the researcher’s overall goal. The researcher engaged with study participants 

by sharing her personal interests on the topic (Creswell, 2013; Wolcott 2009). Creswell (2013) 

noted that researchers consciously or subliminally begin their inquiry approach based on 

personal beliefs that guide the research process. Merriam (2009) recommended researchers 

explain their assumptions, experiences, and dispositions that may frame the personal approach 

for the design of the study. Reflecting upon professional experiences working with college 

students, assumptions shaped the researcher’s perspective on this study involving students who 

received federal Pell Grant funds.  
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Serving students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds at a four-year institution for 

more than 15 years influenced this study. Although the researcher was not a recipient of federal 

Pell Grant funds as a college student, as a professional in Academic Affairs has afforded the 

opportunity to engage with students from diverse backgrounds. Awareness of some of the 

challenges federal Pell Grant recipients encountered was developed as a mentor to a student 

worker named Riley. As a first generation college student and Pell Grant recipient attending a 

university more than five hours from home, Riley enlightened the researcher on her personal 

financial challenges and experiences as a student from a low income household. She described 

herself as a student struggling with a hidden financial identity.  

As Riley confided, she transferred to another institution because she did not feel a sense 

of belonging among her affluent peers. Riley expressed discomfort with the amount of debt she 

incurred to pay for college expenses for the first two years and her attempt to live a student 

lifestyle beyond her financial means. In addition, Riley encountered challenges with 

understanding how federal and institutional aid applied to her student account each semester, 

uncertainty with how to pay out-of-pocket expenses, inability to financially plan and prepare for 

future terms. Reflecting upon Riley’ experiences, two personal assumptions were apparent to the 

researcher. First, student recipients of federal Pell Grant funds do not always understand why 

they qualify or become ineligible for federal aid assistance. Second, federal Pell Grant funds 

were not solely based on academic performance. As another common reason, students may not 

retain federal Pell Grant funds due to changes in household income reported through federal tax 

filings for a given year.  

The researcher advocates for student access and opportunities to grow and development 

through a higher education experience. As high achievers, students could have the opportunity 
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for bachelor’s degree completion at both four-year open access and selective private institutions. 

The presence of Pell Grant recipients within four-year private selective universities is growing. 

Despite admission and financial support of Pell Grant recipients by selective private institutions, 

degree completion rates by these students continue to be lower than non-Pell peers at the same 

institution. As stated in a recent study conducted by the Georgetown University Center on 

Education and the Workforce, “[o]nly 1 in 25 students at the most selective colleges came from 

the lowest income quintile” (Carnevale & Van Der Werf, 2017, p. 6). Academically qualified 

Pell Grant recipients may be introduced and encouraged to attend more selective four-year 

universities that have demonstrated records of higher student persistence and bachelor’s degree 

completion.   

Regardless of whether student persistence and departure research results support or 

contest the findings of this study, the researcher believes that students’ perceptions are their 

realities. The desire was to engage and learn about students’ multiple realities and view levels of 

complexity within the issue. From the researcher’s perspective, gaining a fundamental 

understanding of the problem is imperative for acknowledging and addressing the issue as well 

as successfully guiding more Pell Grant recipients to the end goal of bachelor’s degree 

completion. Learning from Pell Grant recipients’ experiences as they encountered existing 

institutional elements and achieved academic success was the intent of this study.  

Institutional attributes that promote bachelor’s degree completion for Pell Grant 

recipients is of personal interest to the researcher. Earning a bachelor’s degree from a four-year 

university and functioning as a higher education professional in the division of Academic Affairs 

at a four-year institution for over a decade, the researcher has great concern regarding the 

problem of fewer Pell Grant recipients earning a bachelor’s degree. The efforts of higher 

https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/pell20/#full-Report
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education professionals who serve all students regardless of their backgrounds, educational 

paths, and career goals demonstrate values for their personal wellbeing. Positioning students in a 

gateway to academic development can aid their preparation for engaging as future professionals. 

Institutional commitment is executed through the concerted efforts of higher education 

administrators, staff, and faculty as they use scholarly knowledge and professional expertise to 

guide students to degree completion.    

Pell Grant recipients must be given a voice to share from a personal perspective their 

academic and social experiences at a selective four-year private university. In order to 

understand the problem of fewer Pell Grant recipients earning bachelor’s degrees than their non-

Pell peers, senior leaders, administrators, faculty, and professional staff must be knowledgeable 

of how institutional elements are experienced by Pell Grant recipients. It was important to 

provide a clarifying point regarding the use of the terminology of ‘institutional elements’ instead 

of ‘institutional characteristics’ in the study. In some empirical studies, institutions 

characteristics are described with delineating factors such as size, selectivity, and type (Renn & 

Reason, 2013). For this study, the researcher wanted to learn more about the campus 

environment through an expanded view of interacting institutional elements such as structures, 

culture, practices, and student synergy.  

Reflecting on the main points of Chapter 1, it was important to gain knowledge through a 

multifaceted perspective on how Pell Grant recipients navigated college experiences within the 

institutional elements that shaped their persistence and journey to bachelor’s degree completion. 

What intrigued the researcher was Pell Grant recipients’ narratives of how institutional elements, 

such as structures, cultures, practices, and synergy, impacted their individual paths to degree 

completion. By listening to their perceptions on effective and ineffective institutional approaches 
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to promoting student success, unintentional outcomes were revealed through their individual 

educational experiences. A unique aspect of this study was exploring Pell Grant recipients’ 

experiences beyond financial challenges they may have encountered during their college years. 

Since several empirical studies have addressed financial access and persistence issues for this 

particular student population, it was important to study Pell Grant recipients’ academic and 

social experiences beyond the scope of their financial status.   

Researcher’s Arguments for the Qualitative Study  

 

 Using Maxwell’s Nine Arguments (2005) for a qualitative proposal, the researcher 

advocated for more research on Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social experiences within the 

institutional elements of a selective four-year private university. Prominent research focuses on 

Pell Grant recipients’ persistence and bachelor’s degree completion from the perspective of their 

financial limitations to pay out-of-pocket costs to attend college. There is empirical evidence to 

support the argument for monetary limitations that influence students’ academic outcomes. From 

a different perspective, this study explored how Pell Grant recipients’ academic experiences 

within institutional elements shaped their persistence journey to bachelor’s degree completion. A 

limited number of studies have used a qualitative case study approach to provide a voice for Pell 

Grant recipients about their academic and social experiences within the setting of a selective 

four-year private university.  

Research Design 

The purpose of the study was to better understand how Pell Grant recipients successfully 

navigated their academic and social experiences to bachelor’s degree completion. Creswell 

(2013) provided an explanative reason and detailed description of the characteristics for selecting 

qualitative inquiry to shape the design of the study. The problem explored was the 17.7% degree 
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completion gap between Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell students at a selective four-year 

private university. As Creswell (2013) explained, qualitative research can be used to follow up 

on quantitative research and “[h]elp explain the mechanisms and linkages in causal theories and 

models” (p. 48).  

According to Creswell (2013), the first step in the design process is to acknowledge 

personal assumptions. Given the extent of the literature discovered, it was assumed that some 

institutions have not determined which factors are effective in promoting Pell Grant recipients' 

degree completion. There is a wealth of quantitative research investigating the contributing 

factors that create barriers and delays for marginalized student groups pursuing a bachelor’s 

degree; however, there is limited research pertaining to Pell Grant recipient’s degree completion, 

especially at a selective four-year private institution.  

The research questions in the qualitative study were designed to obtain descriptive 

information from participants about the institutional elements that framed their college 

experiences and shaped their persistence to bachelor’s degree completion within six years. 

Creswell (2013) and Savin-Baden and Major (2013) discussed the importance of designing 

research that contributes to the body of knowledge. The charge was to develop a meaningful 

study by establishing strong goals and realistic objectives along with providing awareness of the 

problem or issue to be addressed in the research (Hammick, 1996; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; 

Whiting & Vickers, 2010).    

 Creswell (2013) presented common characteristics for qualitative research including the 

central problem, a review of the literature to justify the problem, data collection to reflect upon 

participants’ experiences, interrelation of themes, and transparency on positionality as the 

researcher. Student departure was the central problem. The aim of this study was to gain an 
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understanding of how Pell Grant recipients navigated to success and to learn if students 

encountered obstacles that threatened their academic studies.  

The literature review described the problem of student departure, which includes the 

degree completion gap between Pell Grant recipients and non-Pell students. The natural setting 

for this study was participants’ college campus. Interviewing each participant in person and 

observing their language and mannerisms cued the researcher to rephrase the semi-structured 

interview questions during the conversation. Creswell (2013) described documenting 

observations while interviewing participants as supplemental sources of information for 

qualitative research. Through complex reasoning, potential interrelations among themes are 

established as a characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell, 2013). With this particular 

strategy, the researcher looked for comprehensive themes through an inductive process to 

establish patterns and also searched for repetitive themes. Learning participants’ perspectives and 

the meaning of their messages were essential outcomes for the study.   

As the researcher, it was imperative for the study to capture participants’ true viewpoints. 

The researcher anticipated a developing component of the study, noting that engaging in 

conversations with Pell Grant recipients might influence the design or structure of the research. 

Creswell (2013) suggested that the initial research plan may change at any given phase of the 

process. The author described the plan of study as a way to engage in the research, learn, and 

find best practices to collect the information.  

The final characteristic of qualitative research is the holistic account (Creswell, 2013). 

When interviewing participants and collecting descriptive information about their educational 

experiences, it was important to avoid shifting the qualitative design into a cause-and-effect 

relationship, which is typically a quantitative approach. Information was explored from the lens 
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of identifying the complexity of how institutional factors, such as systems, services, and culture, 

were all integrated to promote or inadvertently impede degree completion for Pell Grant 

recipients.  

 

Table 1  

Timeline for the Study 

Method Target population Frequency Target 

number 

Timeline 

Individual 

interviews 

Pell Grant recipients 1x 21 students February – 

April 2018 

     

Document 

analysis 

Institutional documents, 

institutional website 

  February – 

April 2018 

 

Qualitative Case Study 

 

According to Creswell (2013), the researcher begins the case study by identifying the 

case as “[a]n event, a process, a program, or several people” (p. 294). Pell Grant recipients 

represented the case for this study as the student population of interest (Stake, 1995). During the 

spring 2018 semester, at a selective four-year private university, a select group of Pell Grant 

recipients was invited to participate in this study as an opportunity to share their academic and 

social college experiences. Using a case study design, the intent of the study was to learn from 

Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social experiences within a single institutional environment, 

and gain an understanding of how the institutional elements at the selective four-year private 

university promoted or impeded their persistence to bachelor’s degree completion within six 

years.  

Pell Grant recipients are students who are eligible for federal aid based on their family 

household incomes that fall at or below 150% of the federally established poverty level for their 

family size (NCES, 2015b). Pell Grant recipients are also identifiable through the Free 

Application for Federal Students Aid (FAFSA) application process. The Expected Family 
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Contribution (EFC) measures students’ financial ability to pay out-of-pocket costs for their 

education (NCES, 2015). The desired outcome of this research was to promote more Pell Grant 

recipients to bachelor’s degree completion at the selective four-year private institution in the 

southeast region of the United States. 

 Through a qualitative case study research approach, the researcher’s goal was to 

interview a minimum of 20 participants using a purposeful sampling technique to contribute to 

the study. The sampling technique helps to identify individuals with the greatest amount of in-

depth knowledge (Creswell, 2013). Additionally, the researcher reviewed documents to collect 

information regarding how the institution communicates available resources to students. The 

purpose of the case study was to explore the nuances of Pell Grant recipients’ college 

experiences that shaped their persistence to degree completion. The case study approach aims to 

facilitate a comprehensive understanding of the problem of fewer Pell Grant recipients earning a 

bachelor’s degree as compared to their non-Pell peers. The complexity of this study entailed 

fully grasping the interactions of Pell Grant recipients’ attributes and the institutional elements 

that shaped their academic and social experiences. The study was two-fold: (1) studying Pell 

Grant recipients’ academic and social experiences that impacted their persistence, and (2) 

understanding the elements within the institution that promoted or impeded their journey to 

bachelor’s degree completion. 

Participants 

Qualitative inquiry was the selected research approach for this study. The primary source 

for data collection was interviewing 21 Pell Grant recipients who were tracking completion of 

bachelor’s degree requirements by May 2019. With permission of Pell Grant recipients, the 

researcher accessed students’ degree audits and reviewed and validated their degree progress. 
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Additionally, the degree audit confirmed the progression of their degree completion within six 

years of their first semester as a new freshman. The qualifying criteria for the participant 

selection process were the following: (a) students identified receiving federal Pell Grant funds; 

(b) tracking degree completion with an anticipated graduation date between May 2018 and May 

2019; and (c) tracking completion of their bachelor’s degree within six years of matriculating 

into the same college as new freshmen. Three-hundred and seventy-six students who met the 

selection criteria received an invitation by email to participate in the study. Prospective students 

interested in participating in the study voluntarily completed a three-minute preliminary survey 

to confirm their eligibility for the study and collect other information such as study abroad 

experiences and employment status. The initial goal was to interview a minimum of 20 Pell 

Grant recipients from the sample population. After written consent was received from the 

volunteers, the researcher conducted 21 individual in-person interviews in an approved meeting 

space on campus. Twenty-one study participants’ profiles are listed in Appendix F to include the 

number of terms enrolled at the university, anticipated graduation term, demographic 

information, and academic major for each study participant. 

Keeling University (KU) 

 Keeling University was the selected pseudonym for the institution in this study; a 

pseudonym was assigned to protect institutional confidentiality. The study focused on the the 

academic and social experiences of Pell Grant recipients at a selective four-year private 

university located in the southeast region of the United States. The Carnegie Classification 

system identified the university as “more selective” indicated by the ACT and SAT scores for 

first-year students as published by the College Board and IPEDS. Admissions selectivity was 

categorized by first-year students’ entrance exam test scores ranking between 80th to 100th 
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percentile among all baccaulareate institutions in the United States (The Carnegie Classification 

of Institutions of Higher Education, 2015).  Keeling University is a master’s level institution with 

a wide array of  bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degree program offerings (College Navigator, 

2017). Keeling University is characterized as a midsize institution based on its total student 

enrollment of 5,000 to 9,999 students. Although the university has historical roots as a liberal 

arts teaching institution, the majority of current undergraduate students are pursuing disciplines 

in professional academic programs. One institutional strategic priority is to diversify the campus 

community by developing a more welcoming and engaging environment that nurtures the 

success of all students. The aim of this study was to contribute to the institutional vision for a 

diverse student population by exploring Pell Grant recipients’ college experiences. The intent of 

the research was to understand how Pell Grant recipients navigated their experiences and to 

explore institutional efforts to promote greater academic success among an economically diverse 

student population. Promoting more Pell Grant recipients to bachelor’s degree completion is an 

approach to establish more socioeconomic diversity and equity within the university.   

Research Questions 

The qualitative case study method served to answer the following overarching research 

question: How do Pell Grant recipients describe their experiences and abilities to navigate to 

degree completion at a selective four-year private university? In addition, the study explored four 

semi-structured sub-questions to learn more about how institutional elements shaped Pell Grant 

recipients’ journey to bachelor’s degree completion and to identify experiences that posed threats 

to their success.  
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1. How do Pell Grant recipients describe their academic experiences within institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices at a selective four-year 

private university? 

2. How do Pell Grant recipients describe their social experiences with institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices at a selective four-year 

private university? 

3. How do Pell Grant recipients use their academic identities to navigate to degree 

completion at a selective four-year private university? 

4. How do Pell Grant recipients use their social identities to navigate to degree 

completion at a selective four-year private university? 

Data Collection 

 

The researcher conducted a case study at a selective four-year private university located 

in the southeast region of the United States. The institutional comparison tool in the IPEDS Data 

Center lists the characteristics of the university, such as enrollment and selectivity. After 

receiving approval from the Institutional Review Boards at The University of Alabama and 

Keeling University (pseudonym), a formal email message was sent to the proper point of contact 

in the Institutional Research department at Keeling University. After receiving permission from 

all appropriate officials, a random sample of Pell Grant recipients was drawn. Subsequently, 376 

Pell Grant recipients received an email invitation to participate in the study. Upon receiving 

expressed interest by prospective participants by email, the researcher emailed a copy of the 

informed consent form for review prior to the scheduled interview. 

The researcher used the Qualtrics survey tool to send a recruitment email to introduce 

prospective participants to the study topic and purpose while inviting voluntary participation. 
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Using the Qualtrics software, 376 prospective participants received an email invitation to 

complete a three-minute questionnaire (see Appendix A), which included a request for consent to 

access their degree audit if agreed. With the prospective participants’ consent, the degree audit 

was used to confirm prospective participants were tracking towards bachelor’s degree 

completion by May 2019. Students' grade point averages, academic standing, credit hours 

earned, terms of enrollment, and courses requirements satisfied collectively validate students' 

progression toward degree completion within six years.  

Of the prospective students invited to participate in the study, 53 responded by 

completing the three-minute preliminary questionnaire and granting permission to access their 

degree audit. With an 81% completion rate, the questionnaire gathered student demographic 

characteristics as well as descriptive information about extracurricular activities at the institution, 

such as study abroad participation. Study participants were chosen to interview on a first come, 

first selected basis according to the time stamp on their Qualtrics poll responses. Participants 

who received federal Pell Grant funds during each semester of enrollment at the university 

received an email invitation for an in-person interview in a reserved student meeting space on 

campus. An email confirmation including the informed participant consent form was issued to 

each selected participant for review prior to the scheduled meeting.  

Before the interview began, the researcher reviewed the informed consent form with each 

participant acknowledging their participation in the study was voluntary and confidential, 

meaning all personally identifiable information was kept private and protected. Participants 

selected their own pseudonyms to protect their identity in the study. The researcher ensured that 

participants were fully aware of the purpose of the study and reminded each participant of their 

right to withdraw from the study or refrain from answering a question without any risks. Upon 
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receiving written consent from each student, the researcher proceeded with the interview. The 

interview time averaged one hour for each participant.  

Twenty-one Pell Grant recipients were interviewed face-to-face with the intent of 

capturing the narratives of Pell Grant recipients about their journeys as they persisted closer to 

earning a bachelor’s degree at a selective four-year private university. Study participants were 

asked six semi-structured open-ended questions with sub-questions to answer the overarching 

question of how Pell Grant recipients described their experiences and abilities to navigate to 

degree completion at a four-year private selective university. Pell Grant recipients were asked 

about their academic and social experiences as well as their academic and social expectations of 

their college years. The conceptual framework selected for this study was the Scholar Identity 

Model (Whiting, 2006). The model was used to inform the study regarding how Pell Grant 

recipients used their academic and social identities to navigate academic and social experiences 

within the institutional elements. Conducting in-person interviews allowed the researcher to 

observe students’ verbal and nonverbal responses to the interview questions about their academic 

and social experiences. 

Interview Protocol 

The researcher followed an interview protocol script consisting of key questions with the 

goal of collecting informative data from each participant. The interview protocol was consistent 

with interview protocol guidelines provided by Savin-Baden and Major (2013). As 

recommended by the experts, the interview protocol consisted of four parts: the header, script, 

question set, and closing. Prior to the interview, a recap of the purpose of the interview was 

shared with each participant. The purpose of the study was reiterated at the beginning of the 

interview with a follow up to inquire if each participant had any questions. An example of the 
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interview protocol form is provided in Appendix B. The header includes the date, time, and place 

of the interview as well as the names of the interviewer and interviewee. The interviewer 

followed the script, which starts with a thank you to the student for agreeing and providing a 

signed consent to participate in the interview. The interviewer provided an outline of the script 

by reiterating the overview and purpose of the research, explaining that the interview would be 

recorded, and stating the interview length (approximately one hour). The interviewee was 

reminded that with their consent, the confidentiality statement meant all personally identifiable 

information would be maintained as private.   

 A list of semi-structured questions was included to frame the interview (Savin-Baden & 

Major, 2013). The interview began with an introductory question to help establish rapport with 

participants. The first interview question was phrased from a positive outlook as a way to learn 

about participants’ initial expectations for their experiences at Keeling University. In order to 

collect relevant information to answer the research questions, follow-up questions were asked to 

gather specific details about the factors in the participants’ experiences. At times, probing 

questions were necessary to ensure clarity and understanding was captured from participants’ 

descriptions.  

The next category of questions focused on students’ perceptions of institutional elements. 

Inquiring about services and resources that exceeded their expectations provided more insight 

into perceptions about their experiences within the institution. The remaining questions were 

targeted to engage students in sharing details about their lived experiences at the institution. At 

the conclusion of the interview, final comments about the research timeline and goals were 

provided. Participants were asked if they agreed to be contacted if the researcher had further 

questions, and the researcher’s contact information was shared in all email communications with 
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participants. The researcher adhered to the advice of Saldaña (2013) by writing analytic memos 

after each interview to capture personal thoughts about the conversation with participants. This 

reflective strategy helped to determine what “surprised” the researcher, what “intrigued” the 

researcher, and what “disturbed” the researcher (Saldaña, 2013, p. 22) 

Document Review 

 Merriam (2009) explained institutional documents are a common type of document used 

in qualitative research. The researcher collected and reviewed documents from two departments 

at Keeling University to inquire about informational resources provided to students. In addition 

to collecting documents, the researcher reviewed the institutional website for both departmental 

webpages. Resourceful information is critical for students to formulate their expectations of the 

institution, know how to prepare for paying college expenses each semester, as well as take 

advantage of extracurricula opportunities such as a study abroad experience. The documents 

were reviewed from the prespective of how students were informed about preparing and 

understanding educational costs to attend the private university, in addition to, planning to 

participate in a study abroad experience as highly promoted within the university. Aligning with 

the recurring themes captured from study participants’ responses, more planning resources to 

include timelines may provide students with additional and important insight as they prepare to 

seek financial resources within sufficient time to meet the University’s deadlines.  

Data Analysis 

 Merrriam (2009) explained the goal of data analysis is to make sense out of the 

qualitative data and address the research questions. Several strategies were used to conduct the 

data analysis as an approach to capture rich descriptions of the participants’ academic and social 

experiences. Consistent with Creswell’s (2013) guidelines for collecting qualitative case study 
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data, each audio-recorded interview was transcribed verbatim, coded according to Saldaña’s 

(2013) manual, and analyzed using Wolcott’s (2009) analysis strategy. Preparing and organizing 

data was essential for extracting meaningful information and using codes to establish broad 

thematic categories (Creswell, 2013). Exploring the experiences and identities of Pell Grant 

recipients, the aim was to find themes and patterns (Merriam, 2009) described by participants 

that promoted or impeded the progression to bachelor’s degree completion. For the case study 

approach, Creswell (2013) provided a framework for organizing data for interpretation.   

Creswell (2013) recommended six steps for organizing and analyzing data for a 

qualitative case study. The author first recommended creating data files. The next step is making 

notes and writing codes or quick thoughts in the margins when reading the content. The third 

phase is for the researcher to describe the case and context of data as initial codes and themes. 

The next step is to classify data for the case study by using categorical developments to identify 

patterns or common ideas. As the fifth step in the data analysis process, Creswell (2013) 

explained how to interpret the data by telling the researcher to a develop “naturalistic 

generalizations of what was learned” as a strategy to connect or contrast themes with lessons 

explained in the literature review (p. 190). The last step, as recommended by Creswell (2013), is 

to represent the data in visual forms, such as tables and figures. In keeping with this document 

management technique, the 21 participants along with pseudonyms, demographic information, 

date of questionnaire responses, interview dates, date of signed consent forms received, and 

participants’ key descriptive words for their academic and social identities were stored in a 

secured spreadsheet. The findings represent knowledge gained from participants’ interviews, and 

the objective was to provide an in-depth understanding of the problem (Creswell, 2013). The 

objective of the researcher was to frame interview questions to retrieve a personal account from 
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each Pell Grant recipient of how institutional elements at a selective four-year private university 

were shaping their journeys to bachelor’s degree completion within six years. 

Each participant’s interview transcript and audio file was reviewed for accuracy. Saldaña 

(2013) explained there is no absolute correct approach to coding but the expert suggested two 

cycles of coding methods. While reading each interview transcript and listening to the audio 

files, the researcher listed codes or phrases in the margins of the transcript to describe ideas, 

topics, and noticeable patterns (Saldaña, 2013) about the participants’ experiences. Merriam 

(2009) described this process as open coding—meaning the researcher may use any segment of 

the data collected that may address the research questions. Using NVivo 11.0, segments from the 

participant interview transcripts were filed as codes to help the researcher identity categories and 

insert annotations to highlight participants’ responses. A total of 41 codes were categorized 

during the first stage of analysis. After reviewing the interview transcripts and analytic memos 

during the second phase of coding, the codes written in the margins were collapsed into 11 

categories. As the final phase of data analysis, the researcher color-coded themes on each 

interview transcript that aligned with responses to research questions.  

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

 This study was no exception to delimitations and limitations in the research.  There were 

two delimitating factors for the study. First, the scope was delimited to a single site and narrowly 

focused on a selective four-year private university. Second, of the population of Pell Grant 

recipients attending the university, only a limited profile of students was invited to participate. 

Students were those who received federal Pell Grant funds each term of enrollment, were 

continuously enrolled every semester and tracking degree completion by May 2019. Although 

prospective participants’ race/ethnicity and gender were not considered for the population 
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sampling technique, more than 50% of the participants were Caucasian females, 24% minority 

females, 20% Caucasian males, and only one participant self identified as a minority male.  

As a limitation of the study, demographics of the participants and the number of 

participants interviewed were beyond the researcher’s control. At the same time, it was important 

to the researcher not to fixate on race/ethnicities and genders of the participants to negate known 

assumptions and stereotypes that exist within the institutional climate. As noted by participants 

with different racial backgrounds, racial biases are prevalent at the university. A fallacy shared 

by a participant is that the majority of minority students who attend Keeling University are poor 

and the white students are wealthy. Racial as well as financial identity of Pell Grant recipients 

are noteworthy considerations for future studies on this topic. This study was incited by the issue 

of less Pell Grant recipients earning a bachelor’s degree in comparison to their non-Pell peers. 

The study only captured the narratives of a select group of Pell Grant recipients at one type of 

institution of higher learning. Understanding Pell Grant recipients’ experiences in addition to 

learning ways institutional elements can support and replicate their successes contributes to the 

gap in knowledge on Pell Grant recipients’ persistence and bachelor’s degree achievement at 

selective four-year private institutions.   

Summary 

In conclusion, the study was designed to target the overarching research question of how 

Pell Grant recipients described their experiences and abilities to navigate to degree completion at 

a four-year private selective university. The literature review highlighted prior student 

development and persistence studies (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). As the conceptual 

framework, the Scholar Identity Model (Whiting, 2006) guided analysis of Pell Grant recipients’ 

academic and social identities as students discussed how they navigated their academic and 
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social experiences toward bachelor’s degree completion. Overall, the primary interest of the 

researcher was to learn how Pell Grant recipients were successful in navigating toward degree 

completion within an environment of a selective four-year private university. Learning about the 

experiences within institutional elements from the perspective of Pell Grant recipients was the 

essential component of this research. The semi-structure, open-ended interview questions were 

designed to collect details about individual student’s academic and social experiences, identities, 

and expectations as they pursued their goal of earning a bachelor’s degree.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of the study was to better understand how Pell Grant recipients successfully 

navigated their academic and social experiences to bachelor’s degree completion at a selective 

four-year private university. In addition to describing their academic and social experiences, the 

subset research questions focused on how Pell Grant recipients described their academic and 

social identities as it relates to their abilities to earn a bachelor’s degree. The study explored how 

Pell Grant recipients made meaning of their academic and social experiences through the lens of 

their academic and social identities. This focus helps to understand how Pell Grant recipients 

navigated to bachelor’s degree completion within the scope of institutional elements (i.e., 

structures, culture, academic practices) of a selective four-year private university. The intent was 

to learn how Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social identities, expectations, and experiences 

within the underlying dynamic of institutional elements may promote more Pell Grant recipients 

to achieve bachelor’s degree completion.    

Student academic profiles are provided in Appendices F and G to share more insight on 

all 21 study participants. Study participants’ majors represented all eight colleges within the 

university. Thirteen of the participants attended the university for eight or more semesters, and 

the remaining eight participants completed six or seven semesters as of Spring 2018. Reflecting 

upon their first year as college students, 13 participants considered themselves as moderately 

adequately prepared, five participants assessed their college preparation as slightly adequate, and 

three participants rated their preparation as extremely adequate. All participants achieved Dean’s 
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list at least one academic semester by earning a minimum grade point average of 3.5/4.0 in 12 or 

more credit hours. Three participants earned less than a 2.0 grade point average for one term 

resulting in  academic probation for one semester. Study participants’ profiles provided 

contextual background for their self-described academic and social identitites as each participant 

shared during their interview.   

Saldaña (2013) spoke of the multiple approaches that explain the context of identity. For 

this study, the researcher’s view of Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social identities was 

grounded in the disciplines of human development and education. Some participants related their 

academic and social identities with personal attributes such as their race/ethnicity and sexual 

orientation. The positionality of the researcher was to explore each participant’s identity beyond 

the common conceptualization of personal attributes. Saldaña (2013) explained that researchers 

define identity from multiple perspectives including: state of being, state of becoming, 

accumulation of past experiences, individual sense of self, and one’s self-perception in 

comparison to others. This study encompassed how Pell Grant recipients valued their personal 

beliefs, actions, and interpersonal relationships. From a personal perspective, the researcher’s 

identity is anchored through her faith, race, gender, interpersonal relationships, abilities in all 

aspects of life, sense of care, confidence, value for integrity, and attitude.   

Throughout the study the interpretation of identity evolved according to the way 

participants’ shared their personal perspectives and meanings. As the conceptual framework that 

shaped the researcher’s understanding of the data, the Scholar Identity Model (Whiting, 2006), 

provided an approach for exploring how participants used their academic and social identities 

during their college experiences. As Whiting (2006) explained, the SIM conceptual model is a 

“road map for [i]nstitutions to foster students’ academic identities” by recognizing and nurturing 
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their abilities (p. 91). For this study, the SIM framework was used to look beyond discussing 

platforms for reducing the cost of education for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds 

and focused on cultivating their high academic expectations as well as efforts. Participants of the 

study framed their ideas of identity from personal perspectives. For example, participants viewed 

their identities on the basis of others’ perceptions of them, and three minority participants 

provided insights explaining their identities as affiliated with their race and ethnicity. Five 

participants associated their identities with their family dynamic while five viewed their identies 

through their socioeconomic status. Regardless of how study participants defined their identities, 

their beliefs played a role in the way they viewed their college experiences.  

During the interviews, several participants expressed their personal interests in the 

research and beliefs in the need for the study. At the beginning of the interview, Hallie explained 

she had limited knowledge about federal Pell Grant funds and expected the interview to be “kind 

of awkward” assuming the discussion would be focused on financial matters. At the conclusion 

of the interview, Hallie shared her appreciation for the conversation about her college journey as 

a student “without putting [h]er in a box” when discussing her experiences as a recipient of Pell 

Grant funds. Multiple study participants expressed their gratitude for the opportunity to reflect 

upon their journey and openly discussed their college experiences as recipients of federal Pell 

Grant funds. Four participants shared the need for institutional leaders to be more informed about 

their experiences at Keeling University as Pell Grant recipients.  

As the first interview question, participants were asked to share what it was about the 

university that played the most influential role in their decision to pursue a bachelor’s degree at 

Keeling University. Participants articulated location, reputation of various academic programs, 

institutional size, influence of family who were alumni, faculty, perception of the environment, 
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and the characteristic of a faith-based institution as reasons for selecting the university. When 

asked whether or not they felt successful in their college experiences, all but Lilly and Denise 

considered themselves as successful. Lilly measured her success primarily based on grades as 

codified by the admission criteria for the graduate school program she plans to pursue after 

completing her bachelor’s degree. Denise’s opinion derived from her disappointment in not 

completing her degree within eight semesters. Denise did not attend summer sessions and studied 

abroad a full semester, yet she was still tracking degree completion within 10 semesters. At the 

beginning of the interviews, study participants were asked to reflect upon their initial thoughts 

about the institution to explore whether or not their thoughts connected with the way they 

measured their personal successes.  

Associated with participants’ academic identities, each Pell Grant recipient—including 

Lilly and Denise—had high standards and expectations of their college experiences and 

academic outcomes. Meanwhile, all but one participant did not anticipate the level of academic 

rigor they experienced as college students. As an example, balancing academics, work, and 

social life as a college student was challenging for Paulo as a new freshman. Paulo reflected on 

his need to learn self-discipline in order to balance three jobs and meet the unanticipated 

academic demands of an accounting major. He confided: “I wasn’t fortunate enough to stroll in 

here and just take my classes; I had to work for it,” meaning he learned how to balance 

academic, work and social aspects of his college life. Paraphrasing Paulo’s analogy, there may 

be a thousand ways to figure out how to balance priorities but oftentimes only one solution is 

needed. All but one participant expressed appreciation for their academic and social experiences 

as they have learned and developed as students at Keeling University. Hallie described her 

overall experience as she completed her junior year: 
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I would not do it any differently, I would say. It's been great, honestly. I've had 

some really rough spots, but they've helped me discover what I really want to do, 

and who I really am. And I don't imagine going anywhere else besides [Keeling 

University], although, like every university has its issues, and that's how I feel 

about it. But the opportunities I've been presented, the people I've met, I wouldn't 

do it over again. 'Cause I'm in a great city. There's still a ton of opportunities out 

there. And over-all it's been great. I've had a good time. 

 

In reviewing and coding participants’ interview transcripts, four themes emerged through 

data analysis. First, Pell Grant recipients had a sincere appreciation for their college experiences 

and the opportunity to earn a bachelor’s degree from a selective four-year private university. 

Second, the ways that Pell Grant recipients described their academic and social experiences at 

Keeling University suggested that their journeys were framed through their academic and social 

identities in addition to the institutional elements. Third, participants who received Pell Grant 

funds elaborated on how their responses to unanticipated challenges faced during their journeys 

aided their abilities to persist and not allow the difficulties to sever their college experiences. The 

final theme that emerged through Pell Grant recipients’ descriptions of how they navigated to 

bachelor’s degree completion is they secured opportunities that advanced their experiences at 

Keeling University. The four emergent themes are individually explored through participants’ 

responses to questions regarding their experiences and identities as students at Keeling 

University. 
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Table 2  

Study Themes and Sub-themes 

Major Themes Sub-themes 

Appreciation for College Experiences  Perceived value for education 

 Academic development through high 

impact practices 

 Defining success and a desire to win 

Framing experiences through Student 

Identities 
 Sense of security 

 Pride and purpose 

 Immersion 

Responsiveness to challenges  Approach to maneuver through the 

unexpected 

 The balancing act 

 Circumstances and sacrifices 

Preserving and Securing Opportunities   Protect the investment 

 Relationships and supportive 

structures 

 Affirmation for abilities and 

channeling self-doubt 

 

Appreciation for College Experiences 

Overall, study participants enjoyed their college experiences from the perspective of 

university academic and social exposures. As disclosed during the interview, some participants 

explained Keeling University was not their first college choice while others informed that 

Keeling University was their dream school. Two participants as scholarship recipients selected 

the university as a financial opportunity. The majority of participants viewed their education at 

Keeling University as an expense justified as an opportunity. Above all, participants’ 

appreciation was rooted through their perceived value of their college education.  

Perceived value for education. It is not surprising that participants at a point during 

their college years had to evaluate the value of their private education through a mental cost-

benefit analysis. Although an education at Keeling University is moderately priced in 

comparison to peer institutions, it is difficult to substantiate the cost of attendance when 

participants have less expensive options at other private and public universities. Paulo 
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appreciated his meaningful college journey as he perceived the educational experiences as a one-

time chance and not an open access opportunity. He explained his gratitude was based on his 

perception that university officials “take students’ needs in the classroom very seriously.” As an 

aspiring accountant, Paulo viewed his education as an investment and trusted his academic and 

social experiences would “payoff.” Paulo further acknowledged his value for his education with 

the explanation that he did not have the financial resources to fail courses, which encouraged him 

to ask for advice and learn from the mistakes of others to ensure he maximized the benefits of his 

experiences. Understanding the journey was difficult, Paulo focused on career opportunities 

more than the challenges encountered as he continued to progress towards degree completion.   

Isabella was offended when she heard other students shared their opinions as “it’s just 

[Keeling University]” as she was “honored” to be a student. She explained how her education 

disrupted her family’s way of life as she was taking on a substantial amount of long-term debt to 

attend the institution. Affordability was an issue she faced each semester; however, she 

rationalized the costs as “success comes at a price.” Isabella further shared her frustration with 

the circumstances despite perceiving her education experience as “worth it” although it caused 

unnecessary stress. She described her insecurities in her ability to repay her student loans after 

graduation and how the issue of affordability had shaped her college experiences. Her financial 

burden at one point during her sophomore year manifested as a state of depression.  

Jane also shared her concern for the amount of debt she incurred for her private 

education. She regretted paying so much for her education; however, she explained it is “worth 

it.” Jane was pleased with her college education as it afforded her connections with people that 

she otherwise would not have met. In addition, the level of training she received as a theatre 

education major, and current opportunities she secured as a student at Keeling University 
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attributed to her valuable experiences. As Jane explained, if there is any question, she did not 

regret the experiences but she had a concern with the “price tag.” She described her education as 

her “luxury.” 

Mary informed that her experience at Keeling University had been “invaluable” and it 

was a “high price” but “worth it.” She attributed her friendships, growth and development, and 

self-confidence as noteworthy valuable experiences. She discussed moments of encouragement 

from faculty and peers that opened her eyes to recognize her potential and talents as a studio art 

major. Mary said she felt she had adapted to gain the most from her educational experiences and 

institutional resources. Through her confidence, Mary became a self- and peer advocate as she 

recognized through the years a “plethora of opportunities” that anchored her positive 

experiences. Like many students, Mary initially struggled with insecurities such as her ability to 

pay for college and secure a career after graduation. She appreciated the strengths developed 

through her experiences that allowed her to overcome her self doubt.  

Denise viewed her college education as a privilege, and she desired to maintain a 

“frivolous” mindset as she navigated and made decisions that impacted her college experiences. 

Keeling University was her dream school, and she did not “want to mess it up.” From her 

academic experiences, she learned to understand the value of comprehending and applying the 

knowledge she gained, which she began to value beyond earning high grades. Although she took 

more time to comprehend the content of the courses, Denise described her academic identity as 

“thoughtful” because she learned from multiple perspectives. Like Paulo, Denise viewed her 

college journey as a oncee-in-a-lifetime opportunity at Keeling University.  

James questioned the purpose of pursuing private higher education as he was challenged 

with balancing a full-time job in addition to taking full course loads. He realized the added value 
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for his education as he gained more knowledge. James recognized how he neglected his learning 

opportunities when he decided to skip classes to meet job demands. He shared his inner 

conscious thoughts that changed his perspective: “You’re paying a lot of money to go to the 

institution, so you need to start going to your classes and get your money’s worth.” Once his 

perception on his education shifted, James grasped the value of his private education that he was 

foregoing. He discovered the academic environment nurtured his love for knowledge even when 

he was unable to relate the learning outcomes of the coursework with his career aspirations. 

James expected his education to lead to long-term life changing opportunities.  

Academic development through high impact practices. The curriculum design at 

Keeling University presented students with the opportunity to take general education courses 

through their final semester. As an interdisciplinary approach for associating various disciplines 

through critical thinking and learning to view social issues from multiple perspectives, students 

discovered their interests and passions that lead to lifelong choices. Travis wrote a paper in his 

first writing class that challenged his decision for his first major choice as a new freshman. He 

was initially attracted to audio engineering but as he reflected on his personal interests, he 

realized his desire was to engage more with people rather that spending hours isolated in studios. 

The discussions and involvement in the course encouraged Travis to change his major to 

communications studies as he spoke enthusiastically about his change of major.  

As a first-generation college student, Gene was uncertain about what to expect from his 

college experiences at Keeling University. Although Gene was fortunate as he matriculated into 

college with a semester of dual enrollment credits, he explained his first semester was more 

challenging than he expected. As a requirement for all new freshmen, Gene referenced his first 

year seminar class as the linking piece to help him understand the expectations of the university 
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from the perspectives of academic and social life. Engaging through a significant amount of 

reading, writing and class discussions, the course definitely assisted him with transitioning to 

meet the institution’s academic rigor and expectations for success. The alignment between 

personal and university academic expectations provided Gene with a structure for his approach 

to take advantage of “what he is paying for” as “not a lot of people get [that] this opportunity.” 

Paulo described his third year writing course as a memorable “life-altering” experience as he 

learned a great deal about his personal ethics and being. Jane expressed her appreciation for the 

development of her writing voice as she was amazed by the comparison of her writing style as 

freshman to her writing techniques in her senior capstone course. Students described how the 

general education courses designed as high impact practices provided a foundation for their 

personal commitment to intellectual growth.   

Defining success and a desire to win. Future orientation is one of the nine constructs 

from Whiting’s (2006) SIM conceptual framework. Through students’ task-oriented identity as 

well as thirst for winning, they continuously established personal goals and benchmarks which 

channeled their aims for success. Persisting through challenges built their confidence and 

developed their momentum to fight through the tough times. Through the underpinnings of 

participants’ appreciation for their private education, a common pattern for Pell Grant recipients 

was how they developed strategies to self-motivate and anchor their individual meanings for 

success.  

TJ explained the reason for her success was learning how to better manage her time and 

respectfully “not taking no for an answer.” She maneuvered challenges by not allowing the 

situations to stifle her ability to move onward to achieve her goal of earning a bachelor’s degree 

at Keeling University. Hannah valued her grades more so than her experiences during her earlier 
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college years. When her academic outcomes did not align with her expectations, she began to 

suffer from anxieties and stomach ulcers. After realizing the sub-par grades were not as 

impactful in the long run as she had anticipated, Hannah learned to put grades in the right 

perspective. She reframed her point of view and saw her grades as a snapshot of her performance 

at a given time, rather than exclusively evident of her intellectual development.  

Grace also recognized that grades were not always an accurate measure of her efforts and 

success although her merit scholarship was based on her academic performance. Good grades 

made her feel good and provided self-gratification, yet she discovered her true strengths through 

her theatre performance major. She shared: “I’m successful in what I’m doing. When I’m called 

back for things [performances], I measured my success in those ways. Being selected for the 

Extravaganza [performance], I definitely use that to measure my success.” Grace attributed three 

factors as accounting for her success: receiving more merit awards, the opportunity to participate 

in more performances, and recognition from her academic department for her work. Paulo 

viewed himself as future-oriented as a result of the university’s teachings that helped him to 

know exactly what he “wants out of life and how to achieve it.” He described himself as a more 

mature person and intellectually stronger as a result of his education.  

Happiness was Isabella’s primary measure for her success. Pursuing her joy and 

continual growth rather than reaching a goal was her benchmark for success. Isabella explained 

this form of success motivated her to keep going as she continued to complete a bachelor’s 

degree. Grades did not necessarily instill happiness for Isabella to the same extent as being a 

good person and learning to use her talents to help others as a design communications major. 

When reflecting upon her freshman year, Isabella did not view herself as successful but found 

happiness when she focused on her efforts. As described by participants, success was defined 
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through personalized experiences of each student according to their approaches to achieve a 

bachelor’s degree.  

Framing Experiences through Student Identities 

 Participants cognitively framed their perspectives of their college experiences through 

their academic and social identities. Three types of identities emerged through students’ 

descriptions of their college experiences. Although research questions targeted participants’ 

academic and social identities, other identities, such as racial, gender, and spiritual identities, 

were revealed through the narratives of Pell Grant recipients. TJ provided insight on how her 

spiritual identity guided her self-motivation, self-discipline, efforts, and areas for self-

improvements. Her faith led TJ to accept her responsibility in her collegiate journey as she 

understood her divine purpose at Keeling University. She accepted challenges and “does not fold 

under pressures, which pushes [her] me to do more.”  

 Faith played a significant role for Peter as he consistently worked to align his decisions 

with God’s plans. Learning in a Christian nourishing environment allowed Peter to develop his 

spiritual identity and address the “bumps in the road with secure boldness” as he expounded. 

Peter’s academic and social identities were grounded through his spiritual identity.  Denise 

illustrated her spiritual identity with the explanation of how it has helped her to overcome stress 

and anxieties from her college experiences. When she became overwhelmed and her academic 

and social experiences imposed self-doubt in her ability to persist, her faith allowed her to 

reconnect and persists through difficult encounters.  

Financial difficulties and even actions that resulted in financial hardships were not 

considered as an identity, however, it could impact the way students viewed their academic and 

social experiences. Isabella recognized how her financial circumstances shaped her experiences 
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as she was required to work to pay for education and living expenses. At times, her financial 

circumstances consumed her outlook on her college experiences. As an example, Isabella shared 

how her involvement in a sorority was “challenging socially and financially’ because she was 

unable to fully engage in activities as they were not conducive with her lifestyle. She explained 

the sorority experience helped her to appreciate the value of engaging in diverse settings and not 

being entrenched with “like-minded individuals” who did not understand Isabella’s personal 

world. Isabella decided to discontinue her involvement in a sorority so she could focus on other 

experiences that aligned with her social identity. As evident in the ways participants described 

their academic identities, their self-awareness and self-confidence framed their perspectives on 

their academic and social experiences.   

Sense of security. Self-esteem and self-confidence were two attributes that served as 

mechanisms for students to build upon their strengths, seek approaches to self improvement, 

pursue opportunities and suppress threats to their goal of earning a bachelor’s degree. Emma 

learned to stop comparing herself to peers in an unhealthy way. As a nursing major, it is crucial 

to have a sense of security in the field, especially when facing life or death situations in patient 

care. She boldly stated, “when nurses mess up, people die.” Possessing a sense of security was 

imperative for Emma to manage the intense level of responsibility and accountability properly.   

Gene said he felt underprepared as an instrumentalist during his freshman year. He 

remembered feeling embarrassed after his first performance in a seminar class. He recognized 

that to sustain the performance opportunities he must “master his craft” which required countless 

hours of practice in addition to managing academic and job demands. Strengthening his 

performance skills led to a higher sense of security. As his growth fed into his security, Gene 

demonstrated his new found confidence through his academic identity as a performer in four 
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ensembles, which is a high distinction. Travis described his academic identity as a “proactive 

nerd” and avid planner whom did not have a high tolerance for ambiguity. To provide more 

insight, he shared details about his insecurities because he was unable to participate in an 

internship. His work obligations conflicted with hours necessary to commit to an internship. 

With the absence of an internship experience, Travis said he felt “a little underprepared for life 

after graduation.” He was assured about his self-confidence once he had the opportunity to 

participate in an internship during his senior year.  

Pride and purpose. Paulo acknowledged that his academic and social experiences served 

a purpose, which motivated him to “show them [his professors] 110% of my [his] work ethic.” 

He appreciated having to work diligently to work toward goal achievement and smiled as he 

discussed his self-pride in his accomplishments. Grace also discussed her efforts and pride in the 

quality of her work. She further expounded upon her idea of pride and purpose by explaining 

how she held herself accountable for applying her best in her academics. Grace discussed how 

her experiences had supported her belief in her ability to earn her degree. Understanding her 

purpose has allowed her to recognize areas of strength that influence her ability to perform well 

under stress.  

Emma reflected on her memorable academic experiences and interactions with patients 

that reinforced her understanding of her purpose as a nursing major. Her pride was evident in her 

ability to apply classroom teachings in a clinical setting effectively. She explained the clinical 

experiences helped her to understand and foresee implications that pinpoint the value of high-

quality service in the nursing field. With a sense of pride, Emma shared: “For the rest of my [her] 

life I [she] can be there for people in their darkest hour.” Emma’s outlook on her positive and 
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challenging experiences was supported through her academic and social identities as a nursing 

major.   

TJ was transparent about her social experiences as an African-American female attending 

a predominantly Caucasian university. She provided the descriptive word “seasoned” as a result 

of her academic and social experiences at Keeling University. The pitfalls within her experiences 

cultivated her mindset from reacting in a defensive demeanor to sharing teachable moments to 

counter the ignorance of others. As a minority freshman, TJ understood the need to engage with 

peers for academic and social engagement in college. She recalled multiple occurrences when 

she asked to form study groups with other biology majors and peers told her they preferred to 

study independently, yet she witnessed the same fellow biology majors participating in study 

groups in the library. Her unfortunate moments of disappointment and isolation “left a bad taste 

in her mouth about peers.” TJ anchored her reactions through her understanding of her purpose 

in the opportunity to be a biology major at Keeling University. She expressed pride in her plans 

to return to her community and “teach people like her” about health care as a professional. 

Through her transformation of adopting a “fighter” academic identity and “teacher” social 

identity, TJ learned to shift her responses to bias to create open lines of communication and 

dispel inaccurate perceptions about her race. Understanding her purpose aligning with her 

multiple identities, in addition to demonstrating pride in her academics helped TJ frame 

uncomfortable social experiences as learning moments. These contemptable experiences 

promoted her ability to be resilient and successful in a world of ignorance.  

Jane discovered her purpose as a future theatre educator by participating in a workshop 

recommended by a professor. The workshop provided her with insights to explore her passion 

for social change. Jane learned how to use her career focus to change lives of people from 
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disadvantaged situations. As an example of purpose and pride, Mary expressed a desire to leave 

a legacy of student advocacy. She wanted students to make the most of their education and feel 

empowered to have input on their educational experiences. Through multiple participants’ 

narratives, pride and purpose were sub-themes that enabled students to use their identities to 

understand and process the value of their academic and social experiences.  

Immersion. Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social experiences can be explored to 

gain an understanding through the perspective of immersion. James shared his initial social 

experiences as a new freshman and reflected that he did not “relate with a lot of people.” Due to 

the predominance of “privileged” students from wealthy socioeconomic circumstances, James 

“at first did not completely feel like he belonged” at Keeling University. While his social core 

group of friends evolved through the years, James proclaimed his peer relationships had been “so 

transient.” Over time James found comfort in gravitating to friends from similar socioeconomic 

backgrounds as he viewed their common reality of “having to work to achieve a bachelor’s 

degree and different lifestyle.” Later, James acknowledged his own privilege derived from 

having the opportunity to earn a degree from a private university. James knew the value of 

accessible learning resources and worked to immerse himself in these opportunities. Denise 

attempted to engage in conversations with Caucasian peers about racial tensions on campus as a 

result of students’ reactions to societal issues such as police brutality and racial profiling. She 

said she felt the tensions and recalled yearning for a campus safe space to openly discuss her 

frustrations with students’ discountenance of the social issues impacting other students from 

disadvantaged communities. From a different perspective, Jane associated the culture of her 

academic department as a factor that enticed her to engage academically and socially.   
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Responsiveness to Challenges 

 Understanding how participants navigated challenges within their academic and social 

experiences as they pursued bachelor’s degree completion was one aspect for this study. As one 

participant stated, paths to success are not explicitly defined for any student. Students have a 

choice in how they respond to unanticipated road blocks. Institutional leaders understanding the 

source of the challenge is an aspect that may effectively guide students without compromising 

their personal development as they persist to bachelor’s degree completion. Challenges typically 

require tough decisions that students may or may not be fully equipped or informed to respond 

with the best course of action. The ability to endure or quit as a result of challenges during 

college is the student’s choice. Whiting’s (2006) SIM conceptual model helps to understand how 

students capitalize on their abilities to acknowledge what they can or cannot control and  

establish strategies to manage threats to their academic goals.  

Approaches to maneuver through the unexpected. Alana observed she was not 

academically challenged as a high school student; therefore, she did not anticipate the level of 

academic rigor she encountered as a freshman nursing major at Keeling University. Alana 

explained, “I didn’t do as well as I had hoped. It was a lot harder for me, but I made A’s and 

B’s.” Alana acknowledged how quickly she had to change her academic approach in order to be 

successful and earn her bachelor degree.  Alana primarily strengthened her academic 

performance by engaging in peer study groups and initiating individual review time with her 

professors. Her approach was effective as faculty members were “very willing” to assist her with 

learning how to study and comprehend an abundance of academic material in a limited amount 

of time. Alana attributed her positive academic experiences to the relationships with her faculty 

and peers as they “pushed me [her] to do better.” One of her most memorable academic 
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experiences was unexpectedly failing a biology test her freshman year, which was her first 

encounter failing an exam. As Alana explained, failing the test was an “eye opener” to the level 

of academic challenge she might anticipate for the remainder of her academic experiences. After 

encountering an unexpected level of academic rigor, Alana recognized her need to take a 

different approach to overcome her fear and persist to earn a bachelor’s degree.  

As a senior, Alana valued her ability to apply what she learned more than achieving the 

highest grades. Understanding the value of her academic growth and development allowed Alana 

to persevere through the moments of self-doubt and thoughts about departure. Because Alana’s 

parents instilled in her the value of “figuring out how to channel her obstacles,” she was able to 

levereage those teachable moments to negate her academic uncertainties by seeking assistance 

from faculty and peers as assertive efforts. Alana summed up her perspective on her academic 

experience with an explanation: “I’m successful because I’ve grown so much in who I am and 

where I’m going.” 

  Alana’s most memorable social experience was being disappointed by a friend who used 

a derogatory word to describe an African-American male student. She was bewildered as the 

occurrence was the first time she had experienced “racism.” Alana expressed her feelings saying, 

“I thought she was one of my friends.” The friend assumed the student of color had stolen her 

wallet and referred to him as the “n-word” as Alana shared in the story. Before the incident 

Alana “believed racism was not a thing” based on her upbringing and as a biracial daughter of 

parents from different races. Alana described herself as more socially aware, and reported that 

thereafter she learned to “watch” who she considered as her friends especially within the campus 

community.  Unfortunately, Alana witnessed other racially biased comments, and she hoped to 

learn how to be secure in her approach to responding appropriately. As she became cautious of 
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her peer relationships, Alana engaged with a select few friends whom she could trust through 

transparency.  

Since her freshman year, Alana developed her self-confidence in her ability to succeed in 

college. She used the adjective “adaptable” based on her achievement capacity to earn university 

academic honors as she concluded her final semester, worked multiple jobs, and found time to 

maintain a social life. Alana viewed herself as a good student, and simultaneously perceived her 

accomplishments through the lens of being a strong student. Having the ideal college experience, 

Alana measured her success based on her ability to persevere through time constraints due to 

work responsibilities and the demands of a competitive and rigorous major. She had a different 

level of appreciation for achieving higher grades as a graduating senior.  

Alana cherished her relationship with her parents as they have been influential in her life. 

She explained she depended on her mother as her “crutch” for several years including her first 

year of college. During her sophomore year, Alana’s mother was not as accessible and “not 

having her as readily available” was a difficult adjustment. She then recognized the value of 

independence as taught by her parents. Alana had to process the emotions of separation from her 

mother, disappointment at losing a friend, and fear of being incompetent in her major. 

Encountering these challenges helped Alana to learn how to focus more on herself and become 

aware of her inner strengths which led to building self-efficacy. 

From a social engagement perspective, Sophia’s second year was her worst. She decided 

to pursue membership in a sorority, and found her early experience was fully engaged within the 

sisterhood. There was an unfortunate negative turn of events and while an executive committee 

member of the organization she was “traumatized” and had to disassociate from sorority life. She 

shared: “I was essentially ostracized from everything that I had built my life around at the 
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university as far as social isolation and social community goes.” At the same time, Sophia 

expressed her gratitude for the experience as the situation made her self-reflect. She explained:  

I realized that I lost myself to this whole massive group that I put everything into 

that ended up costing me. And so I had to redefine myself again, which was a 

very hard pill to swallow because I never anticipated that ever happening to me 

ever. And so that completely changed the way that I viewed myself and my 

college experience up until that point. So, going through that was a very 

humiliating experience. 

   

After the embarrassing experience, Sophia described how she slipped into a state of  

depression. While the experience resulted in self-doubt in her ability to persist, Sophia 

further explained, “it made her take a step back and actually look at the way that [she] 

addressed people.” As a young woman sure of herself and firm in her beliefs, her 

demeanor was often perceived as “assertive” as Sophia described. As her “best friend”, 

her mother was instrumental in nudging Sophia to seek assistance from the campus 

counseling center to overcome her social immobility.  

As a senior, Sophia described her social identity as “fulfilled.” She was “super involved” 

her first two years of college as Sophia held on to her high school perspective of friendship and 

peer relationships. Although her yearning for social affirmation from peers shifted to being 

content with smaller scale quality friendships, Sophia did not regret her positive and negative 

social experiences during her freshman and sophomore years. She decided to “completely cut 

[herself] from mostly everything and everybody.” Engaging with a select few groups of friends 

allowed Sophia to refocus and reflect upon the true values of her college experiences. Sophia 

provided insight into her mental shift in her academic and social identities saying, “I had nothing 

else. So I just did my schoolwork because I literally had nothing else because my social life had 

taken up the majority of my free time.” 
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Sophia explained that navigating unanticipated social roadblocks was her most significant 

challenge during college. Based on her high school experiences, Sophia matriculated into college 

with more confidence in her social identity than academic identity. She attributed her ability to 

persevere through the challenges to the emotional and mental support from her parents. Sophia 

affirmed having an “open line of communication” with her parents to express her worries and 

concerns about classes, social life, and internship opportunities were essential for her success. 

Through her upbringing, Sophia had developed a strong sense of self-confidence in her academic 

ability to earn a bachelor’s degree. At the same time, the “traumatizing and embarrassing” social 

experiences on campus along with the interpretive insight of her mother caused Sophia to 

become more cognizant of the way she addresses others.  

Sophia entered her junior year with a refreshed personal perspective on her academic and 

social experiences. From an academic perspective, Sophia was able to accelerate her degree 

progress by taking summer classes before her junior and senior years. As Sophia explained, she 

was fortunate to relieve her fall and spring course loads by taking a combination of general 

education and major courses as well as participating in an internship during the summer sessions. 

Reflecting upon her overall college experiences, Sophia recognized how her academic 

expectations changed from freshman year. Ultimately, she needed more than achieving high 

grades for self-motivation. She found value and gratification in her educational experiences 

through the application of knowledge gained. With pride Sophia shared:  

I’m grateful and thankful for the relationship with my professors. It’s a 

solidifying notion that I did go to the right school. Regardless of everything that 

has happened or that I feel that I have been through or how well I think I did in 

classes, I made the right choice.  
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The support of her parents and the opportunities received as a student at Keeling University had 

promoted Sophia’s ability to navigate to degree completion. Sophia felt “content”, “fulfilled” and 

“happy” with offerings and experiences of her college life.  

Peter shared how he learned to adjust his study strategies after being diagnosed with 

ADHD. He discussed the struggle of being motivated to complete tasks that “really didn’t 

matter,” but he recognized the importance of his actions aligning to reach the primary goal of 

graduating. He admitted his disappointment in his academic performance of the past 

subconsciously “fueled his fear.”  Peter’s recognition of his subliminal internal struggle aided his 

ability to “battle pride with humility.” He developed a sense of awareness understanding so the 

matters no longer “crushed” him. “Figuring out how to time manage and everything has made 

the ability to shift easier” as Peter reflected upon his challenges.  

Trinity described her overall experience at Keeling University as “frustrating but 

wonderful.” One frustrating aspect was her aspiration to participate in a study abroad trip as a 

history and theatre major. She could not miss work and sacrifice income to participate in a one or 

two-week study abroad experience. She expressed her disappointment in how the opportunities 

are presented to students through a narrow scope. While the tuition and fees are reduced, the cost 

of travel and missed income were not conducive and prevented Trinity’s participation. She 

remarked:  

There was no way with how much money I would still have to put to the trip, to 

miss work for that long. Because people don't think about that, see? They think 

from the perspective of the tuition is only like a third of it. That's extra tuition in 

the summertime, or Spring break, whenever you're doing it, like an extra 

semester. Like that's extra on top of what I already budgeted. Not to mention, if I 

can save up the money to be there. That would be weeks that I would not be 

taking in money, which means it's just not doable. Like I tried to crunch numbers 

all the time, like since the end of freshman year, and I was never able to do it. So I 

wish that was a little more accessible, like with scholarship wise or something. 
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In addition, Trinity returned home as she was unable to afford to reside in campus 

housing. As a student worker with an insufficient federal work-study award, she had to secure 

off-campus employment that aligned with her academic demands. Trinity recommended that 

Keeling University be more cognizant of the wide range of students’ socioeconomic status. She 

shared: “They kind of push this image of [the university] is either very middle class or wealthy 

white people. I wish people would do a better job at representing all of the people here, not just 

two sides.”  

Trinity’s transparency about her financial limitations resulting in her inability to study 

abroad prompted the researcher to review informative documents issued to students about the 

program. The document title “Money Matters” explained how to access funds through automated 

teller machines, recommended students to establish a budget for their time abroad, and one 

sentence on the document mentioned financial aid forms may be requested by the financial aid 

office during the academic year. Through Trinity’s explanation for her frustration, the need for 

more explicit guidelines on how to create and prepare a budget for a study abroad trip was 

apparent. In addition, Trinity could benefit from materials that explain the common expenses 

associated with a study abroad trip and a timeline to plan and prepare for the study abroad term. 

The content of the study abroad documents collected for review coincided with Trinity’s lack of 

knowledge and request for more information necessary for her to take advantage of a study 

abroad experience.   

Through her college experiences, Trinity is now better equipped to communicate with 

others. Her academic experiences have taught her how to effectively communicate during times 

of adversity and not allow her anger to suppress her ability to engage in uncomfortable 

conversations. Reflecting on what she has accomplished during her college years, she was able to 
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channel her frustrations about grades and see the value in the learning experiences. Trinity 

pronounced: “I just did it without trying to control it, which is freeing.” Trinity was able to find 

security in her academic and social identity and happiness through her academic and social 

experiences because she decided to “just through [herself] in wholeheartedly.” Her commitment 

to college life was anchored through the love and support of family, peers, and faculty. 

The balancing act. The influence of friends who know how to prioritize academics, 

social, and work life is how James learned to find balance without sacrificing either aspect. He 

described his freshmen college life as being consumed by his desire to make social connections. 

However, he learned that he could not sustain the imbalance without compromising his 

educational opportunity. James explained he learned his “attitude defined his perception,” 

meaning he believed his mindset controled how he felt and interpreted experiences as well as 

determined his outcomes. Gene began using a planning tool to “strategically” outline and 

complete his tasks each day. He described his technique as “pretty much planning everything 

out” including social activities, band practice, and private practice time. Through a self-designed 

daily structure, Gene mastered balancing course demands, working off-campus, maintaining a 

social life, and incorporating alone time to rest. After feeling overwhelmed as a freshman, Gene 

sought advice from his high school mentor asking “how does he juggle everything?” The mentor 

explained that Gene must “slow down, focus on one thing, make sure everything aligns, and then 

work each task or problem.” With advice from his mentor, Gene achieved dean’s list for the 

majority of the semesters enrolled.   

In addition, Hannah affirmed her need for structure to balance college life and be 

productive. While Gene used a planning tool to track his progress, Hannah explained she 

mentally checked off tasks as completed, which was rewarding and motivating personally. 
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Unlike James and Gene, Hannah did not require the same level of social engagement with peers; 

therefore, her social life did not consume as much of her leisure time. TJ described how she 

periodically became overwhelmed as a biology major, which required extensive research time 

outside the classroom while she worked an average of 30 hours per week off-campus, in addition 

to being active in her sorority. She enjoyed and valued all three aspects of her college 

experiences. However, she was transparent with her explanation that she needed to “disconnect” 

at times in order to become “reenergized.” TJ’s idea of disconnecting was binge watching her 

favorite shows to “clear her head.”  

According to Madeline, she held herself accountable for “ridiculously high expectations” 

as she witnessed her mother balance a career, raise she and a sibling, while working toward 

degree completion. Madeline admired her mother’s work ethic, which had significantly 

influenced and modeled how to balance life. Through her mother’s transparency, Madeline 

grasped the level of complexity required to achieve the balancing act and viewed as “a choice” 

that required diligence and perseverance. Travis’ approach to managing life as a working college 

student was to assess the level of expectations and then adapt to the demands. With coursework 

as a rising senior, Travis understood some of his courses did not require as much preparation 

time as others. He described how he assessed the level of demand at the beginning of each 

semester as the “testing period.” Once he was able to grasp the academic demands early during 

the term, he aligned his work schedule and social activities. Focusing time on connecting course 

concepts was effective for Travis to work ahead in coursework and at times be proactive. 

Jane’s need for socialization was similar to Hannah in that she could only handle social 

engagement for a short period of time. Nonetheless, her level of self-discipline allowed her to 

focus on academic work for an extensive number of hours. Because she recognized her 
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imbalance of academic and social life as unhealthy, Hannah used a phone application to help her 

track study and leisure times. Her strategy guided her to work in intervals of 25 minutes, take a 

five-minute break, resume studying and then take a 20-minute break. This study plan helped 

Hannah to reenergize and balance her time.  

Circumstances and sacrifices. Isabella recognized that her financial circumstances 

impacted her college experiences. She had to focus her time on earning money for living 

expenses and paying for school when she was not in class or studying. She explained:  

I was spending six to nine hours in the classroom all day and then had to leave 

and go straight to work; work five to seven-hour shifts; get home; do my 

homework; clean the apartment or my dorm; wake up; and do it all over again. 

I would sacrifice my social life because that was the on the lower side of my 

priorities. 

 

As a result of her willingness to sacrifice personal and social time, Isabella became “reclusive”. 

She described the mental burdens she battled to keep her focused on the purpose and beneficial 

outcomes of her sacrifices. Accepting her reality, Isabella adapted her lifestyle by reducing her 

work hours and accepted the implications of having less money to cover living expenses. At the 

same time, she realized she could no longer “keep up with [her] my peers financially.” Meeting 

new people with similar lifestyles and being content with having more time to focus on her 

academics contributed to a sstronger mental state for Isabella.  

 James discussed how he was able to overcome his insecurities affiliated with his financial 

circumstances. Working in retail with an affluent clientele and attending a university with the 

perception of a majority wealthy student population attributed to his insecurities. However, 

James recognized how his sacrifices were positioning him to change his circumstances for the 

future. As self-motivation, James periodically visited in the area residential properties for sale to 

envision owning a home as his future reward. Hannah described her social experiences were 
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sacrificed due to her financial circumstances. Her sacrifice entailed working every semester to 

pay college expenses. Hannah’s income was insufficient to cover social activities.   

 Jane described how she strategically calculated her risks as she worked two jobs 

equivalent to full-time hours and committed to course overloads to reduce her time to degree 

completion. She conceptualized how her “choices affect everything and are like a domino 

effect.” At times she decided whether to attend class or go to work to pay her rent. Jane 

explained how she had to decide between the two options, which was a difficult calculation that 

required precise considerations of the risks and implications for her college education. Jane 

described feeling “like she is in a sandpit” and has had to sacrifice her academic performance as 

a result of her financial circumstances.  

Karen described her academic experiences as “great” aside from personal challenges 

when reflecting upon her experiences. She described her senior year as the “best year of her life” 

because her family’s financial burdens were settled. Karen’s educational goals were perceived as 

conflicting with the financial demands of her household caring for her ill grandparents.  Karen 

further explained that school was repositioned as a priority, and she was relieved that she no 

longer had to worry about neglecting family emotional and financial needs. Karen was an 

example of a student whose socioeconomic status did not define her as a college student. 

However, her household financial circumstances impacted her ability to focus primarily on  

college life. As shared by Karen, “I think once I get past the financial [challenges]…what makes 

me successful is just that I keep trying and keep working.” 

Preserving and Securing Opportunities 

 Opportunity was a common theme as participants reflected upon their academic and 

social experiences. Grace remarked, “opportunity is priceless.” With emotion and tears in her 
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eyes Grace expressed her gratitude for the educational opportunities and sacrifice provided by 

her parents and grandparents that will positively impact her future. James spoke highly of the 

accessible opportunities he observed at Keeling University. The camaraderie among peers, 

university resources, and networking opportunities all created an engaging environment for 

James as he appreciated. He said he believed the institutional culture established his success. 

Gene discussed his vision of being a professional who inspires and teaches students how to 

pursue their dreams and opportunities as musicians. Gene’s remarks captured his gratitude for his 

academic and social experiences that supported his belief in his ability to pursue his 

opportunities. Mary reflected upon her father’s lesson on the value of efforts as she must be 

assertive and feel empowered to secure opportunities. Above all, participants referenced three 

types of opportunities categorized as academic, social, and financial. 

 Protect the investment. Participants’ appreciation and recognition of their opportunities 

affirmed the need to protect their education as an investment of their efforts, time, and financial 

resources. Paulo discussed how he learned to cope with a personal traumatic death of a family 

member. He was appreciative of the university providing him bereavement time. He ascertained 

the difficult times could not interfere with his academic goals as he needed to preserve his 

educational opportunity. In addition, Grace described the ways she took advantage of 

opportunities to engage in learning experiences and not simply, “check off boxes.” Grace 

secured her opportunities by shifting her state of mind to optimize learning in general education 

and major courses. As a new freshman, Gene did not agree with the university class attendance 

policy as he was familiar with other less restrictive institutional policies. He eventually embraced 

the purpose of the academic policy and understood that it holds students accountable for engaged 
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learning in class and outside of the classroom. Gene changed his attitude to appreciate the 

academic policy as an approach to safeguard students from foregoing their opportunities.  

 Although TJ was frustrated by some faculty members’ doubt in her ability to be 

successful as a biology major, she anchored her actions by securing her opportunity to achieve a 

bachelor’s degree. Recognizing she had to prove her abilities to some faculty members as well as 

peers, TJ accepted the challenge and set out to prove her self-worth and academic talents. TJ 

independently found supplemental academic resources to develop the necessary areas of 

competencies to persists in her academic major courses. As demonstrated by these participants, 

changes in attitude and/or actions were necessary at times to preserve their opportunities.  

 Relationships and supportive structures. Each participant attributed their ability to 

navigate and achieve success to a relationship with a family member, mentor, peer, or faculty 

member. People within or outside of the institution may serve as supportive mechanisms that 

impact students’ academic and social experiences. Five participants referenced their family 

relationships as a vital support for the way they navigated their college journeys. Ten participants 

discussed their social interaction with a core group of friends as it has shaped their college 

experiences. Twenty of 21 participants mentioned their relationship with a faculty member who 

had impacted their college experiences. A vital quality within a support structure is the ability for 

students to connect with a trustworthy person who looks out for their well being and provides 

encouragement throughout the journey.   

Trinity’s family support and belief in her ability to advance academically and 

expectations to secure a professional career were key attributes to her thirst for success. She 

shared the campus community was always supportive of her academic goals. As an example, 

Trinity’s speech communications professor influenced her academic experience by recruiting her 
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to join the debate team which led to her winning a debate tournament. Having the opportunity to 

present a paper at a conference and being selected as a member of the history and theatre honors 

societies were all memorable moments that have solidified her joy and confidence in her 

academic choices. With the support of family, friends, and professors, Trinity said she was now 

“enjoying life and ready for life [after college].” 

Peter shared two memories of his most impactful academic experiences at Keeling 

University. Once he engaged within the academic community, Peter was inspired to pursue 

academic opportunities. Experiences such as positive and valuable relationships with the faculty 

members and friends supported Peter’s belief in his ability to complete his academic journey. 

Peter shared:  

I realized the biggest value to it that I still hold are just the professors and how 

much they were willing to fight for me or take me out to lunch to discuss my 

future. The networking opportunities and connections they have [locally], and so 

that was my first thought coming to [Keeling University]. 

 

Peter also discussed his relationship with his academic advisor as an influential academic 

experience. The opportunity to network with faculty and peers with similar professional goals 

was a valuable experience as Peter articulated as his expectation of the university.   

My first finance class I went to the finance professor and asked him hey I'm 

thinking about maybe being a financial advisor in the future. What's the first step I 

should take? And so I asked him after class thinking he'd answer it in like two 

minutes [by responding with] hey intern here [or] whatever. [The professor 

responded with] I want to take you out to lunch. So we went out to lunch, and we 

talked for like an hour-and-a-half about it. And then he's even been connecting me  

to this day, that was two years ago. So he's still sending me emails and invitations 

to [professional events]. 

 

Peter appreciated the faculty member’s genuine desire and passion to help students network and 

develop a plan to pursue career aspirations. He affirmed the experiences with faculty “gave me 

more drive to pay more attention and try harder in class.” In addition to support from faculty, 
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Peter was grateful for the influential role his friends played as academic support. As he 

explained, “seeing their habits in line with their success” was inspiring. Engaging with friends 

who established superior academic standards encouraged Peter to realign his college life 

priorities.  

 Lilly’s interactions with her faculty affirmed her decision to attend Keeling University. 

Her expectations of the institution were to provide personalized academic attention when needed. 

Lilly described her academic experiences as “challenging” yet faculty support was an attribute of 

the institutional culture that communicated to Lilly on how the institution valued her academic 

experiences. She discussed the faculty’s willingness to support and help students navigate 

academic challenges without comprising the higher level of academic rigor that students are 

expected to experience. Isabella shared her appreciation for two professors who helped her view 

her talents, skills, and abilities from a different perspective from her family. She recalled when 

facing difficult times in college, her loved ones addressed her concerns with negative responses 

such as “you can’t…you shouldn’t…don’t do…and that’s too hard.” Her family typically 

focused on the negative not encouraging her to see the opportunities for positive outcomes in the 

same way as the two professors shaped the situations. In addition, Isabella found support through 

a peer from a similar socioeconomic background, in which she described the interaction as a 

“rare encounter” with other students on campus. Isabella was relieved when she discovered a 

friend with whom she could relate and discuss financial struggles without feeling pity or giving 

the impression that she was petitioning for money.  

Emma described her overall experience at Keeling University as “amazing” when she 

reflected upon the support of her friends and faculty when she lost a close family member. She 

recalled the emotional challenges with her personal life at home made it nearly impossible to 
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continue going to school. When she returned to school, she was encouraged to complete missed 

nursing coursework as soon as possible but not pressured to complete immediately. She said she 

felt authentic compassion and empathy from her faculty as they were supportive during her time 

of grieve. Gene received family support—albeit limited in scope because he was a first-

generation college student. At the same time, he noted that his professors played the most 

influential role in his ability to persist at Keeling University. Gene spoke with sincere pride when 

discussing his professors’ credentials and professional experiences as musicians and educators. 

In addition to faculty, Gene developed a trusting relationship with a Student Financial Services 

counselor who relieved his worries about this financial aid award package. Working with a 

patient counselor who went above and beyond the normal course of work to address any and all 

of his financial questions assured Gene of his value to the university. In comparison to other 

participants, Gene described the multiple robust supportive structures including his family, 

faculty, high school mentor, college peers, and financial aid counselor.  

In addition to the quality of friendships with a few friends, Hannah loved all of her 

professors as she perceived each of them as sincerely “caring” for students. As a double major in 

social entrepreneurship and Spanish, Hannah described her interactions with her faculty as 

“meaningful relationships” beyond the classroom. Having the opportunity to engage with faculty 

had contributed to Hannah’s overall experience at Keeling University. Although TJ did not 

initially trust most faculty members as a result of a few issues with socially conscious biases, she 

learned how to enlighten some faculty of their incorrect assumptions about her abilities within 

her academic discipline. She learned how to effectively communicate and engage through 

transparency with her faculty members. After proving her hunger for academic success to faculty 

members, strong relationships were established through an open line of communication. TJ 
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visited most of her major faculty’s offices to engage in conversations about experiences as an 

African-American female at Keeling University and future career aspirations in the field of 

medicine.  

Madeline and Jane had a similar experience and shared narratives about the love and 

support they received while hospitalized and unable to fully engage as students. Madeline 

reported that during her illness, the faculty were amazing and demonstrated genuine cared about 

her health. One example of this was the fact that they supported her as soon as she was ready to 

reintegrate into her courses and internship placement. It was a difficult decision to take a medical 

leave of absence from the university for a semester, but Madeline explained she, “owes it all to 

her faculty” for encouraging her to return to school to complete her bachelor’s degree. Jane’s 

case relayed support from classmates during her illness. She was unsure about how her friends 

learned of her admittance into the hospital, but she was appreciative of their care and how they 

“showed up” to comfort and encourage her during the period of time when she was at her 

“lowest point.”  

Hallie described her faculty as “fantastic” and relayed their resourceful and supportive 

outreach. She cited an example of faculty connecting her to networking opportunities during 

spring breaks and inviting her to participate in a faculty-led summer study abroad trip to South 

Africa. Hallie further expounded on her appreciation for faculty noting that she did not expect 

the level of engagement she had been afforded. Travis discussed the love and support that 

members of the LGBTQ community received from faculty members. His example highlighted  

faculty respect for preferences when non-binary friends requested to be referenced with their 

preferred pronouns of they, them, and theirs. Travis affirmed that having a healthy rapport with 

faculty and feeling acceptance had an invaluable impact on their commitment to academic and 
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social lives. Mary profoundly described five characteristics of an outstanding faculty member: 

(1) a caring person; (2) goes above and beyond his/her job description; (3) mentors and pours 

into students; (4) gives tough love through honesty and transparency; and (5) does what is best 

for students and without being worried about keeping their jobs. Identifying similar traits in her 

faculty, Ashley explained that her intention from day one of college was to transfer to another 

university. However, the connections with faculty and peers had attributed to her persistence to 

bachelor’s degree completion and influenced her to start graduate school at an Ivy League 

university beginning fall 2018.  

Affirmation for abilities and channeling self-doubt. Receiving recognition from the 

university and constituents in the campus community was mentioned by several participants. 

Paulo discussed public and private acknowledgment from senior administrators for his student 

leadership. Grace cherished her selection for the speech and debate team and the recognition of 

her effective argumentative strategies demonstrated in her freshman speech communications 

course. Emma reflected on the moment when her computer crashed during a timed test in a 

nursing course, and she assumed she failed the course due to the technical glitch. Instead of 

failing, Emma remembered the faculty member giving her a hug and telling her she had no doubt 

that she would take the exam again and finish strong. TJ overcame her fear of flying while she 

studied abroad, and simultaneously developed an innovative research study that impressed her 

faculty. These two accomplishments proved to TJ that she deserved to be a student at Keeling 

University. Travis shared a particular point of affirmation when a professor expressed support of 

Travis’ sexual identity. Several participants recalled periods of time when they encountered 

moments of self-doubt. At the same time, they were able channel their uncertainty with moments 
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of affirmation from a person or accomplishment as they continue to navigate their journeys to 

bachelor’s degree completion.  

Table 3 

Summary of Findings Informed by Framework 

Findings Scholar Identity Model 

Appreciation for experiences Willing to sacrifice 

Frame experiences through identities 

Locus of control 

Achievement greater than affiliation 
Academic self-confidence 

Responsiveness to unanticipated challenges 
Self-efficacy 

Self-awareness 

Secure opportunities to advance experiences Future-oriented 

 

Summary 

In summary, learning from Pell Grant recipients’ experiences informs institutional 

leaders how to promote more students from diverse economic backgrounds to navigate to 

bachelor’s degree completion. The word navigate insinuates a supportive structure with the 

belief that Pell Grant recipients may have unforeseeable circumstances that present challenges 

beyond the students or institution’s control. In recent years, more aid at the federal, state, and 

institutional levels have been earmarked to offset the cost of college attendance for students from 

low-income households. These earmarks have provided monetary resources to students from 

low-economic backgrounds, and it is an important aspect of support. As an analogy, 

administering monetary resources to students without fully conceptualizing the additional 

mechanisms required to promote their success is similar to purchasing a computer without a 

power cord. Eventually, the battery will drain leaving no power source for the device to function 

or recharge. Enhancing students’ financial packages does not solely cultivate their college 

experiences. Nonetheless, understanding participants’ experiences and learning how institutional 
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elements can replicate students’ success may add to the body of knowledge on ways students 

from low-socioeconomic backgrounds may earn a bachelor’s degree.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

From a broader perspective, one purpose of this study was to provide Pell Grant 

recipients a voice at Keeling University to gain a better understanding of how they successfully 

navigated to bachelor’s degree completion. In addition, the aim of this study was to explore how 

Pell Grant recipients used their academic and social identities to navigate experiences at a 

selective four-year private university. Based on the literature review for this study, students’ 

experiences were shaped within institutional elements, such as structures, culture, and practices, 

which may or may not create synergy and impact their abilities to navigate to bachelor’s degree 

completion.  

Reflecting upon more than a decade of professional experience working with students 

from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, assumptions that shaped the approach to the study 

were revealed. Pell Grant recipients’ awareness of qualifications to receive federal funds was one 

assumption of the researcher prior to the study. As learned from a participant in the study, 

students may see the funds applied to their student accounts but may not know why they qualify 

for the federal funds or do not understand how their eligibility to receive the funds may change. 

A second assumption was regarding students whose loss of federal Pell Grant funds was a result 

of low academic performance. At least nine students were identified as prospective students to 

participate in the study and expressed their desire to participate. However, they were deemed 

ineligible for the study because their eligibililty to receive federal Pell Grant funds changed 

during a given semester as a result of changes in their household income.  
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The purpose of this chapter  is to provide an overview of the findings from the study and 

use Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity Model to reach an understanding of the qualitative data 

(Wolcott, 1994). Incorporating understandings from the literature review and data collected from 

the participants’ interviews, this chapter will address the overarching research question and sub-

questions used as roadmaps for the study. Four themes emerged from the rich descriptive 

information gathered from the 21 participant interviews. Participants conveyed four dominant 

themes that “capture and unify” their individual identities with their academic and social 

experiences (DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000, p. 362; Saldaña, 2013, p. 176): (1) demonstrating 

appreciation for their college experiences; (2) framing experiences through their academic and 

social identities; (3) navigating responses to challenges encountered; and (4) realizing the 

importance of securing opportunities.  

 Beginning in 2008, the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act required colleges and 

universities as recipients of Title IV federal funds to report Pell Grant recipients’ graduation 

rates. The absence of tracking graduation rates for Pell Grant recipients prior to 2008 provides 

insight for the gap in literature on bachelor’ degree completion (Kelchen, 2017). The aim of this 

research was to contribute to the body of knowledge as a qualitative approach to understand how 

Pell Grant recipients navigated to bachelor’s degree completion within the setting of a selective 

four-year private university. The selected participants for this study received federal Pell Grant 

funds each semester while continuously enrolled as full-time students. The 21 participants 

interviewed for this research earned a bachelor’s degree as of May 2018 or they were tracking 

bachelor’s degree completion by May 2019. Although all of the study participants were 

classified as traditional bachelor degree seeking students according to IPEDS, over 75% of the 
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participants’ lifestyles were similar to working adults students based on the number of hours 

worked per week off-campus as listed in Appendix G.  

 Institutional effectiveness on Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social experiences is a 

key component for bachelor’s degree completion. Institutional elements (i.e., structures, culture, 

innovative practices, and synergy formulated through engagement of students and the university) 

and students’ identities shaped their approach to navigating positive and negative experiences 

with the selective four-year private university. Increasing the number of Pell Grant recipients 

who earn a bachelor’s degree at Keeling University is a quantitative goal with the idea of the 

institution achieving using a qualitative approach. Exploring Pell Grant recipients’ experiences is 

vital for understanding their needs beyond financial resources. Developing institutional strategies 

to address barriers to bachelor’s degree completion for students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds is important. Insight into students’ experiences allows institutional leaders to design 

socioeconomic diversity and inclusion action plans to enhance equitable support for student 

success (American Council on Education Leadership and Advocacy, 2018).  

Discussion of Research Study Questions 

The overarching research question for this study was: How do Pell Grant recipients 

describe their experiences and abilities to navigate to bachelor’s degree completion at a selective 

four-year private university? The descriptive data collected from Pell Grant recipients at Keeling 

University presented the opportunity to provide meaningful insight regarding the underserved 

student populations’ academic and social experiences. The qualitative research questions were 

designed to obtain descriptive information from participants about their academic and social 

identities as well as inquire about institutional elements that framed their college experiences and 

shaped how they have navigated to bachelor’s degree completion within six years. Four sub-
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questions were formulated to learn how Pell Grant recipients’ identities as well as institutional 

elements shaped their journeys to bachelor’s degree completion and to examine experiences that 

posed as threats to their success.  

1. How do Pell Grant recipients describe their academic experiences within institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices at a selective four-year 

private university? 

2. How do Pell Grant recipients describe their social experiences within institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices at a selective four-year 

private university? 

3. How do Pell Grant recipients use their academic identities to navigate to degree 

completion at a selective four-year private university? 

4. How do Pell Grant recipients use their social identities to navigate to degree 

completion at a selective four-year private university? 

How do Pell Grant recipients describe their experiences and abilities to navigate to 

bachelor’s degree completion at a selective four-year private university? Overall, study 

participants’ academic experiences were positive and social experiences were meaningful at 

Keeling University.  

Although participants explained different perspectives on their level of college 

preparedness as incoming freshmen, overall they were astonished by the high academic 

expectations of the faculty at the selective university. Multiple Pell Grant recipients shared how 

they did not anticipate the level of academic intensity of their college experience. However, they 

all asserted through their narratives their willingness to tackle academic deficiencies and 

challenges that posed as threats to earning a bachelor’s degree. Using the Scholar Identity Model 
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as the conceptual framework to understand Pell Grant recipients’ approaches, student self-

efficacy is the foundation within the model. “Within the context of academic achievement,” 

Whiting (2006) adopted Bandura’s (1977) definition of self-efficacy as a self-concept of self-

esteem meaning students believe in their abilities to develop competencies necessary to be 

successful. It is the core tenet of a scholar’s identity (Whiting, 2006). Possessing high 

expectations of self, students who hold an identity of self-efficacy demonstrate characteristics 

such as high resilience, self-confidence, self-control and a strong sense of self-responsibility as 

depicted by Whiting (2006).  

How do Pell Grant recipients describe their academic experiences within institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices, at a selective four-year private 

university? Study participants described their academic experiences through the lens of their 

academic identities, expectations, in class as well as out of class opportunities, and engagement 

through relationships. As a common academic experience, participants were transparent about 

the challenges faced during their transition to meet the rigor of general education and major 

courses at Keeling University as a selective institution of higher learning. Participants through 

their desire to succeed and individual techniques made adjustments to confront academic 

challenges. Students as recipients of federal Pell Grant funds did not explicitly describe pathways 

they have navigated to successful outcomes. Their personalized strategies were shaped by their 

belief in their abilities and individual academic identities as college students. Six of the 

constructs as codified by Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity Model aligned with the findings on 

how students defined their academic and social identities. Students’ self-efficacy, future-oriented 

behaviors, abilities to control some aspects of their journeys (locus of control), self-awareness, 
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self-confidence, and pride all played a role in the way participants perceived their positive and 

negative experiences at Keeling University.   

Participants did not explicitly describe their academic experiences connected with 

institutional structures, culture, and practices. At the same time, Pell Grant recipients explained 

their academic expectations for engaging within the institution. These elements impacted 

students’ experiences within and outside the classroom. Culture was an essential element of 

Keeling University—as described by most participants in the way “caring” faculty extended 

assistance and support beyond the classroom. Findings on academic experiences suggest Pell 

Grant recipients’ academic identities and expectations shaped their approaches to navigate within 

institutional elements as students discovered opportunities and learned how to overcome 

challenges at Keeling University.  

How do Pell Grant recipients describe their social experiences within institutional 

elements, such as structures/systems, culture, and practices, at a selective four-year private 

university? Study participants described how their social experiences changed as their social 

identities developed and expectations shifted after their first semester. A shared perspective 

among participants as new incoming freshmen was to establish as many friendships and socialize 

as much as possible as college students. Participants recognized during their formative years the 

value of “quality” engagement, and students learned authentic peer engagement required more 

energy and time than anticipated. Participants explained how their social experiences within the 

institutional structures, culture, and practices either affirmed or created a sense of doubt for their 

social identities and social expectations. A repetitive narrative from Pell Grant recipients was 

their recognition of institutional constituents’ assumptions that impacted their experiences. Most 

participants shared how they intentionally sought after peers from similar economic backgrounds 
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as a safe haven to experience college without the pressure of affording a social life beyond their 

financial means. A few participants did not mention any problems with peer affiliation due to 

their financial circumstances. Nonetheless, Pell Grant recipients were cognizant of their financial 

limitations, which shaped decisions regarding how they navigated their college experiences.  

Data collected through the preliminary study questionnaire reported five Pell Grant 

recipients participated in study abroad experiences. As information gathered during interviews, 

two participants revealed they could not afford the opportunity and seven participants had future 

plans to study abroad prior to graduting. Study participants shared their concerns about the 

institution marketing study abroad trips as “inexpensive” opportunities on the premise of a 

tuition discount. In a limited scope and as an institutional practice, two Pell Grant recipients 

expressed uncertainty about how they can plan financially to participate a study abroad trip. The 

timing for the release of detailed study abroad information does not permit students with limited 

financial resources to proactively prepare for participation. Pell Grant recipients who were 

fortunate to participate in faculty-led study abroad experiences appreciated the opportunity to 

engage with a diverse group of faculty and peers. Participants described their study abroad 

experiences as an added value to their education as they gained more self-confidence through 

multiple cultural exposures.  

How do Pell Grant recipients use their academic identities to navigate to bachelor’s 

degree completion at a selective four-year private university? Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity 

Model was the framework used to understand how Pell Grant recipients use their academic 

identities to navigate to bachelor’s degree completion. Study participants were initially asked to 

describe their academic identities as new freshman and then the line of questioning shifted to 

seek descrptions of their present day thoughts about their academic identity as rising seniors or 



   

137 
 

graduating seniors. Interpreting Pell Grant recipients’ responses, the researcher delineated self-

efficacy as the essential trait that helped students to navigate opportunities and challenges at 

Keeling University. Pell Grant recipients articulated their academic ability using descriptors such 

as “determined”, “driven”, “fighter”, “adaptable”, “hard-working”, “over-achiever”, “passionate” 

and “dedicated.” Student self-efficacy is the core attribute in Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity 

Model. Participants recognized their academic abilities and said they felt empowered to pursue 

opportunities to enhance their college experiences and combat any challenges that posed as 

threats to their goal of bachelor’s degree achievement. Whiting explained high achieving 

students’ understanding of their roles and responsibilities in their college experiences feeds their 

psychosocial behaviors. Pell Grant recipients’ comprehension of what they can and cannot 

control empowered their ability to cope and manage unanticipated problems and stressors. The 

participants in the study all described possessing a strong sense of self-efficacy during 

matriculation throughout their college experiences as the essential academic identity that guided 

their approaches to navigate to achieving a bachelor’s degree at Keeling University.  

The Scholar Identity Model consists of nine constructs that “illustrate a psychosocial 

model of achievement” meaning an approach that observes their psychological influences within 

a social environment (Whiting, 2015, p. 91). The framework was designed as a model to provide 

educators an understanding of how to foster scholar identities among Brown and Brown males 

during their elementary and secondary years of school (Whiting, 2006). Through the SIM 

conceptual model, the researcher of this study developed an understanding on how higher 

education professionals can “motivate” and “relate” (Whiting, 2006) with underserved student 

populations, such as high achieving students who receive federal Pell Grant funds, in a climate 

perceived as a predominantly affluent student population. Understanding Whiting’s (2006) 
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contributions of the framework, it is vital for the campus community to acknowledge the 

academic abilities of students with financial challenges and understand how their circumstances 

may shape their college experiences differently from the more visible or prevalent student 

population. The findings of this study through the narratives of the Pell Grant recipients 

demonstrate their attributes for success as affirmed using the Scholar Identity Model.  

How do Pell Grant recipients use their social identities to navigate to degree completion 

at a selective four-year private university? Whiting’s (2006) Scholar Identity Model informed 

the study as a way to understand and frame Pell Grant recipients’ narratives about their social 

identities within their social experiences at Keeling University. Whiting (2006) posited home, 

school, community, and mentoring as four pillars and integral components of the conceptual 

framework. The author further explained the student attributes in the scholar identity model are 

linked with the pillars to promote student success (Whiting, 2006). As interpreted for this study, 

the university, family and peers, community, and mentors were pillars that supported and 

affirmed Pell Grant recipients’ identities as they navigated academic and social experiences as 

college students. Study participants attributed their persistence to the existence of relationships 

with a family member, peer, faculty member, former teacher, or mentor as partners in their 

journeys.  

While Pell Grant recipients’ academic identity descriptions were similar, the study 

participants described their social identities differently. Illustrative words such as “loner”, 

“leader”, “private”, “open”, “outgoing”, “caring”, “fulfilled”, and “loyal” were conveyed by Pell 

Grant recipients as their social identities. Whiting (2006) explained two tenets within the SIM 

model that are associated with social identity and connected with participants’ social experiences 

in the study. Racial identity was a unique aspect that surfaced through some students’ responses 
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during the study. Each minority female participant mentioned race as a part of their social 

experiences at Keeling University. The study participants were not self-identified as the same 

race/ethnicity; however, the minority female participants shared how their race posed racial 

social barriers when engaging with female and male peers at Keeling University. Whiting (2006) 

explained that racial identity may affect students’ experiences. Nonetheless, like other 

participants with a scholar identity, the minority female partcipants’ pride and self-efficacy 

provided momentum for their resilience and diligence.   

Pell Grant recipients explained how they encountered difficult decisions that impacted 

their ability or inability to maintain social lives. Six participants shared the primary issue was 

limited time to socialize due to work obligations or lack of money. Two tenets of the SIM model 

provided insight into the dilemmas Pell Grant recipients face as a result of their financial 

circumstances. As the first tenet, Whiting (2006) substantiated the concept of students weighing 

their achievement greater than their affiliation; and as the second tenet, Pell Grant recipients 

understood their willingness to make the sacrifices as necessary for success. As pronounced 

through Pell Grant recipients’ wide range of descriptors for their social identities, Whiting (2006) 

explained scholars have a need-for-achievement or a need-for affiliation as it pertains to their 

social identity. The achievement component of the SIM model assisted with recognizing study 

participants with a need-for-achievement are motivated by academic accomplishments and 

expect feedback on their progress towards achieving their degree. As positioned in the SIM 

model, other study participants were motivated by relationships and interactions as a need-for-

affiliation within the campus community. Pell Grant recipients learned through their successes 

and failures in their academic and social experiences. Their willingness to sacrifice was 
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worthwhile in order to achieve their goal of degree completion. Pell Grant recipients use their 

social identities to view their individual abilities for balancing achievement or affiliation. 

Connections Between the Literature Review and Findings 

Pell Grant recipients did not acknowledge or articulate their experiences explicitly within 

the context of institutional elements. However, their narratives on their experiences captured 

their perspectives on what they felt and how they navigated to bachelor’s degree completion. 

Structures, culture, and practices were categorized as institutional elements for the purpose of 

this study. Five themes emerged during the literature review on bachelor’s degree completion. 

As defined in the chapter two literature review, institutional elements are structures, culture, and 

practices that shape Pell Grant recipients’ experiences and interact with their academic and social 

identities. The alignment of Pell Grant recipients’ and university’s expectations established 

synergy for participants to persist to bachelor’s degree completion. Four emergent findings from 

the data analysis described how Pell Grant recipients navigated to bachelor’s degree completion 

as discussed in chapter four. The findings revealed Pell Grant recipients who successfully 

navigated to bachelor’s degree completion had an appreciation for their college experiences, 

framed their experiences through their scholar identities, provided an understanding of how their 

responsiveness to challenges impacted their outcomes, and recognized securing opportunities 

that advanced their journeys to achieving a bachelor’s degree. Connecting the interpretations of 

the themes from the literature review and findings of the study provides insight on how Pell 

Grant recipients affirmed their abilities and successfully navigated academic and social 

experiences at Keeling University.    
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Figure 3. Shaping Pell Grant recipients’ experiences. 

Students’ appreciation for the institutional culture. Participants in the study all 

described their genuine appreciation for their academic and social development through their 

pleasurable and difficult experiences at Keeling University. During the interviews, Pell Grant 

recipients illustrated their overall beliefs in their abilities to succeed at Keeling University by 

describing their high academic and social expectations upon matriculation as new freshmen. 

Participants shared experiences of self-doubt related to questioning their motivations not their 

abilities to endure challenges. The institutional culture communicated to students the values of 

the university while the climate was the reality of what students felt. The participants as 

recipients of federal Pell Grant funds expected Keeling University to value and strive more 

toward understanding socioeconomic diversity. It is a common perception that selective four-

year private universities have a stronger presence of students from middle and high 

socioeconomic backgrounds in comparison to students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Overall, participants spoke positively about the people of Keeling University as a community 
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guided by a culture of support and expectations of student success. The study participants valued 

and appreciated their educational experiences, and institutional culture established the 

expectation of stakeholders to ensure institutional services and offerings were designed through a 

diverse lens. The idea is to avoid making assumptions about students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds and overlooking their needs.  

Students’ identities, experiences, and synergy from institutional practices. Institutional 

practices generate principles for Pell Grant recipients to understand their experiences and 

determine if they feel a sense of affirmation for their academic and social identities within 

Keeling University. To differentiate institutional practices from policies, practices are informal 

structures that are actionable without a formal written policy. Synergy between Pell Grant 

recipients’ aspirations to persist developed through effective practices of Keeling University. 

Synergy between students and the institution enhanced conditions for persistence leading to 

bachelor’s degree completion. Study participants articulated and demonstrated strong academic 

identities necessary to engage with institutional practices that provided opportunities for student 

success. As a caveat, developing and instituting practices using a diverse perspective is necessary 

to avoid adverse impacts on students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, such as Pell Grant 

recipients.  

Students’ responsiveness to challenges within institutional structures. Within the 

institutional environment, structures may impact Pell Grant recipients’ abilities to navigate their 

academic and social experiences. It is important to consider students’ challenges at Keeling 

University from two perspectives. First, institutional leaders may not understand how structures 

inadvertently disadvantage a group of students. Ideally, institutional structures may be designed 

to advance students from various backgrounds in an equitable way. Second, university leaders 
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can be cognizant of continuing traditions that were established in a differ institutional era. The 

mindset of “this is how we have always done it” can be a slippery slope that imposes challenges 

on underrepresented student populations who were probably not members of the community at 

the time when the “tradition” was indoctrinated. 

As an example, of the 21 Pell Grant recipients interviewed, 15n lived off-campus. Twelve 

of the study participants confided in their inability to live on campus due to the cost of housing 

and mandatory meal plan policy. As a different dynamic related to students with financial 

limitations, working and living off-campus shaped Pell Grant recipients’ college experiences, 

which mimicked the livelihoods of nontraditional adult students. Given this explanation, Pell 

Grant recipients responded to a mandatory meal policy for residents by moving off-campus, 

which was contrary to the intent of enhancing students’ experiences as campus residents. The 

decision to modify the housing policy had an adverse impact on several study recipients.  

Student persistence through institutional opportunities. A common theme in the Pell 

Grant recipients’ narratives was their desire to secure opportunities that lead to success. 

Academic and social experiences within Keeling University often led participants to more 

opportunities as captured during the interviews. Multiple participants shared how 

accomplishments anchored their motivation, and the inspiration accelerated their momentum to 

build upon opportunities. By aligning student motivation with foreseeable beneficial outcomes, 

study participants were able to navigate through unanticipated challenges and persist toward 

bachelor’s degree completion at Keeling University. Opportunities presented by the institution in 

conjunction with Pell Grant recipients’ understanding of advantages supported their beliefs in 

their abilities. Study participants’ awareness guided their approach to navigating to success.   
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Scope of the Scholar Identity Model 

The Scholar Identity Model presents tenets that build scholarly identity. The framework 

was used in this study to help institutional leaders conceptualize ways to address the issue of 

fewer Pell Grants recipients achieving a bachelor’s degree. This framework provides a 

contextual understanding of how Pell Grant recipients are marginalized through institutional 

practices and assumptions about their academic and social experiences. While students have a 

“clear understanding of the task at hand” as Whiting (2006) explained, the model does not 

address how to assist students who do not understand how to achieve their goals. In addition, the 

model does not explicitly address how institution offerings can develop students’ exceptional 

academic qualities. The tenets of the SIM model provide institutional leaders with a better 

understanding of how to design institutional elements to support Pell Grant receipients’ journeys. 

Although it extends beyond the scope of the model, students’ maturation process is of 

importance for development as they learn how to master the skill of balancing academic and 

social identities that shape their academic and social experiences. Pell Grant recipients’ financial 

identity was another aspect of understanding how students navigated their experiences but the 

construct extended beyond the context of the Scholar Identity Model.   

The Scholar Identity Model explains effective approaches for educators to develop and 

support a scholar identity. However, the conceptual framework did not address how the 

institutional environment holistically engaged Pell Grant recipients and their unique academic 

and social experiences. The model was not designed to inform institutional leaders on how to 

form pathways to success. The model aimed towards students’ scholarly attributes with less 

emphasis on the institutional approaches to ensure decisions are made through a diverse lens.   
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Implications for Practice 

Based on the descriptive information provided through study participants’ interviews, 

findings revealed suggestions for practice. Gaining a better understanding of how Pell Grant 

recipients successfully navigated their academic and social experiences contributes to the body 

of knowledge for promoting more students from low socioeconomic backgrounds to bachelor’s 

degree completion at selective four-year private institutions. Providing Pell Grant recipients with 

an opportunity to reflect and voice how they used their academic and social identities to shape 

their college experiences at Keeling University is important for empowering their persistence to 

success. The findings of the study illustrate ways Pell Grant recipients navigated and how 

institutional elements promoted or impeded their experiences as they pursued bachelor’s degree 

completion. Viewing and understanding Pell Grant recipients’ needs and experiences through 

socio-economically conscious perspectives demonstrates the institution’s commitment to their 

success. The findings of the study that emerged through analysis and interpretation of 

participants’ narratives linked academic and social identities with institutional elements’ 

influence on Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social experiences.  

Listening to Pell Grant recipients’ narratives about their successes and challenges at 

Keeling University enlightened me the researcher’s personal misperceptions and judgments. 

Higher education professionals can be cognizant of having an in-depth understanding of working 

students’ decisions and explanations for subpar academic performance, missing classes, and lack 

of knowledge about institutional policies. Students may not have the ability to place higher 

preference of their work life over their academic life. They may be struggling with choosing 

between working out of necessity or securing a bachelor’s degree to provide life long-term 

benefits. The findings illustrate how study participants were empowered through their academic 
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and social identities, and findings also revealed how the institutional elements impacted Pell 

Grant recipients’ actions and journeys to bachelor’s degree completion.     

One implication for practice is to develop strategies for institutional inclusiveness in 

communications and institutional principles to avoid assumptions about student sub groups. 

Instituting a diverse scope to include students from various socioeconomic backgrounds may 

provide multi-dimensional aspects for executing plans and communications within the campus 

community. As an implication for leadership, a hierarchal structure charged with institutional 

effectiveness may assume the role of institutional accountability for measuring and assessing 

students’ experiences with institutional practices and policies.  

Three recommendations are presented to institutional stakeholders to promote more Pell 

Grant recipients’ to use their academic and social identities to successfully navigate their 

academic and social experiences as they strive to achieve a bachelor’s degree. First, establishing 

a collaborative advisory resource approach provides Pell Grant recipients support with academic, 

financial, and social aspects of their college experiences. Pell Grant recipients’ awareness and 

connection with campus resources promote an understanding of its advantages to students. A 

campus resource team comprised of faculty advisors, financial aid counselors, student affairs 

staff, residence life staff, registrar, and a career development counselor to assess the academic, 

financial, and social needs of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds would serve as a 

collaborative force to provide a high-touch unified support system. Second, peer support is 

another finding in the study that has promoted academic and social experiences of study 

participants. The recommendation is to institute a student council to accompany the professional 

campus resource team as the first suggestion. The idea is to represent students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds and engage in discussions on college life from a financial 
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perspective to include literacy programming for students and review institutional policies and 

practices that support and adversely impacts students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. 

The third recommendation is to implement more opportunities for students with limited financial 

resources to work on campus at rates higher than minimum wage as well as connecting students 

with internships and career-related employment opportunities as opposed to restaurants and retail 

employment with work hour demands that do not align with students’ academic obligations. The 

pay schedule for campus student workers is another consideration for meeting students’ financial 

needs as suggested by study participants.  

Study participants from their own unique experiences and narratives shared the value of 

student awareness and guidance to campus resources. Four unanticipated findings where shared 

by study participants during interviews as institutional impacts on their college experiences. 

Three participants described limited information offered to students about financial planning to 

participate in study abroad experiences through the university. Four participants expressed a 

concern about the common practice of the counseling center to provide temporary services to 

students due to limited resources and referring students without financial means to external 

professional counseling practices for future sessions. Two participants discussed how the new 

meal plan required of all campus residents interfered with their ability to afford room and board 

and continue living on campus. Similar to the campus retention model as explained by Braxton, 

Hirschy, and McClendon (2004), recommending a campus resource team may serve not only 

Pell Grant recipients but the campus community by focusing on decisions throughout the 

institution that may inadvertently impact students as a result of viewing changes through a 

narrow scope. The study findings bring awareness to the needs of students to gain more 

knowledge about available campus assets. In addition, the findings inform institutional 
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constituents about opportunities to strengthen the alignment of institutional resources and serve a 

growing student population with diverse needs for campus resources. 

Eight participants discussed experiencing financial challenges and expressed the 

importance of more consideration for socioeconomic diversity within institutional practices. One 

participant perceived the institution as recommending student loans as the first and primary 

solution for paying for college expenses. The study participant had a concern with the lack of 

information about alternative proactive approaches to help students and families fully understand 

financial literacy and how to prepare for cost of attendance at the private institution prior to 

matriculation. More transparent and explicit communications about applications, processeses, 

and timing for college expense preparation may enable students and family to reduce some 

financial burden. Another implication for practice is teaching students how to develop a 

customized student financial plan and mapping resources that may assist with how students and 

families will pay for college each year. Similar to the way students meet with academic advisors 

for degree planning and mapping courses over a period of eight to 10 semesters, student financial 

aid counselors may help students establish a financial plan for four to five years. At the same 

time, students must be informed of potential future changes as tuition and fees and household 

income may vary from year to year which would alter the plan.  

The recommendation of a student-led advisory group assigns a council of students with 

the vision of providing peer coaching, building campus relationships with campus community 

partners to learn about campus resources, and the members serving as advocates to promote 

campus awareness on collaborative resources. As an example, Travis was unable to secure an 

internship that aligned with his schedule as a residence hall assistant for two years. Assuming the 

time conflict was a common challenge that residence hall assistants encountered, the student 
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council may research the impact on residence hall assistants as a student group and meet with a 

team of career professional development staff, student housing office, and faculty advisors to 

establish a way to help students complete an internship during their academic career.  

As full time students, study participants worked hours ranging from 10 to 40 hours a 

week. While it was not their preference, six students worked off campus for more stable income 

to cover college expenses. The common types of student employment off campus were retail and 

restaurant businesses. These types of jobs are not always conducive for students in rigorous 

academic programs with high demands. A student-led advisory group collaborating with the 

campus resource team may research campus employment opportunities that pay more than 

minimum wage hourly rates and consider a biweekly pay schedule instead of paying campus 

student workers monthly. Addressing the study findings of institutional impacts on student 

experiences in the areas of study abroad, counseling center, meal plan, and student campus 

employment pay schedule may promote students’ experiences to bachelor’s degree completion.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

The researcher suggests a replication of the study to extend the research of Pell Grant 

recipients’ experiences with the end goal of understanding how they successfully navigate to 

bachelor’s degree completion. Four aspects may be considered in replicating the study for future 

research: conducting a longitudinal study, using a different sampling technique, regional or 

national expansion of the study, and utilizing a different framework to inform the study. As a 

longitudinal study, observing shifts in Pell Grant recipients’ academic and social identities and 

expectations at various stages within their college career at a selective four-year university is an 

alternative research strategy for understanding how participants navigate to bachelor’s degree 

completion. Interviewing freshman and sophomore students would provide a more in-depth 
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understanding of the academic and social experiences of students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds as they strive to persist to bachelor’s degree completion.  

Using a different sampling technique by selecting Pell Grant recipients at different points 

within their college journey and studying a more diverse participant population are 

considerations for replicating the study in the future. A regional or national expansion of the 

study with multiple institutional types and sites is suggested for future research. In addition, 

utilizing a framework that informs the impacts of institutional and students’ shifts within a 

socioeconomic diverse environment would extend the body of knowledge on how Pell Grant 

recipients attain a bachelor’s degree. As an alternative perspective for understanding how Pell 

Grant recipients navigate to bachelor’s degree completion, a future research question for 

consideration is how can higher education professional reshape a dismissive or narrow scope on 

the presence of students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds within a selective four-year 

private university.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this study was to understand better how Pell Grant recipients successfully 

navigated their academic and social experiences to bachelor’s degree completion. Given the 

increasing number of Pell Grant recipients attending public and private four-year institutions 

such as Keeling University, students from low socioeconomic backgrounds are proving their 

academic strengths and abilities to achieve a bachelor’s degree. Although inviting Pell Grant 

recipients to engage as members of the campus community is important, institutional leaders and 

stakeholders view degree completion for graduating Pell Grant recipients to be as crucial. 

Academic and social expectations are a two-way exchange between Pell Grant recipients and 

Keeling University. Just as Pell Grant recipients are expected to understand the means to 
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academic success at the university, students hold the university accountable for providing 

institutional elements that nurture their identities and promote their abilities to achieve a 

bachelor’s degree.  
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APPENDIX A 

STUDENT PARTICIPATION PRELIMINARY INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

Pell Grant Recipients at a Four-Year Private Selective University 

Dear Participant, 

Please complete this 3-minute questionnaire by completing the answers below. All identifiable 

information is secured and considered confidential. If you are uncomfortable with responding to 

any of the questions, please do not feel obligated to answer. Please note that responding to this 

questionnaire does not guarantee selection to participate in the study. 

 

Name _________________ (first) ____ (middle initial) _________________ (last) 

Phone _____________________ Email _______________________________ 

1. Are you a current recipient of Federal Pell Grant funds to cover some costs of your 

college education? Yes  No  I don’t know  

 

2. What is your gender? a) male    b) female    c) neither 

 

3. Are you between the ages of 18 and 65? Yes  No  

 

4. How do you identify your race/ethnicity? ________________________________ 

 

5. Did you enter the university as a new freshman? (If you earned dual enrollment credits, 

the matriculation status is considered as new freshman for this study.)  Yes  No  

 

6. Have you entered the university since fall 2012?  Yes  No  

 

7. If yes, what term and year did you begin at the university? ______ (term); _____ (year) 

 

8. Have you been continuously enrolled at the university since your first semester?  

Yes  No  

 

9. Have you been enrolled as a full time (minimum 12 credit hours) student since your 

semester at the university? Yes   No  

 

10. Do you plan to complete all bachelor degree requirements before December 2018?  

Yes  No  

 



   

161 
 

11. What is your classification? (select one)  Junior  Senior    Neither  

 

12. Do you have an overall grade point average above a 2.5? Yes  No  

 

13. What is your enrollment status this semester?  

 Part time (less than 12 credit hours)  Full time (12 hours or more)  

 

14. Do you currently work?  On-campus   Off-campus    I am not employed at this time  

 

15. If yes, how many work hours do you average per week? ________ 

 

16. Have you ever worked during the fall or spring semester since your freshman year? 

 

17. If yes, what was your average work hours per week during prior employment? ________ 

 

18. Do you consider yourself as adequately prepared for college as a new freshman?  

Yes  No  

 

19. Have you participated in a university sponsored study abroad program since your first 

semester at the university? Yes  No   
A study abroad experience is scheduled before graduation  

 

 

For the purpose of this study, please select the pseudonym (first name only) that you would like 

to use. A pseudonym can be any name you desire. It will be used to protect your identity and 

keep your responses confidential. If this pseudo name field is left blank, the researcher will 

create a pseudonym on your behalf.  

Pseudonym: ________________________ 

 

Thank you for your time and responses. 

 

 
 

CONSENT TO ACCESS YOUR DEGREE WORKS AUDIT 

By signing this form, you are acknowledging that you understand your voluntary right to respond 

or not respond to this preliminary questionnaire. You are giving permission for the researcher to 

confirm your eligibility for the study by accessing your Degree Works degree audit. The degree 

audit will solely be used to validate that you that are tracking degree completion and anticipating 

graduation by December 2018 as necessary selection criteria for the study. Your information will 

be secured as required by the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).  

 

 

Participant signature____________________________________  Date _______________ 
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APPENDIX B 

 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

Title: Exploring How Pell Grant Recipients Navigate to Degree Completion at a Four-Year 

Private Selective University 

 

Date ________________________________ 

Time ________________________________ 

Location _______________________________ 

Researcher _____________________________ 

Participant _____________________________ 

Pseudonym _____________________________ 

General Categories of Research Interests: Students’ academic experiences; social experiences; 

support networks; campus environment; student involvement; self-concept; and institutional 

student services 

 

Introduction to interviewee: 

Thank you for your participation. Your perspective is valuable for understanding your 

academic and social experiences as a recipient of Federal Pell Grant funds anticipating 

graduation from a four-year private selective university. Sharing your experiences 

provide more insight to higher education practitioners about bachelor degree completion. 

 

Your personal identifiable information is guaranteed confidential. 

  

 Approximate length of interview: 60 minutes 

 

Purpose of research:  

The purpose of the study is to better understand how Pell Grant recipients successfully navigate 

their academic and social experiences to bachelor degree completion. The intent of the study is to 

share with higher education professionals how Pell Grant recipients navigate their academic and 

social experiences as they near completion of bachelor degree journey.  
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Researcher to Participant: The researcher will ask the participant if he/she/they has any questions 

before proceeding. Researcher will remind the participant that his/her/they have the right to 

withhold from answering a question or conclude the conversation at any time. 

 

Has the participant signed the informed consent form? (Yes/No) _________ 

May I have your permission to audio record this interview to keep an accurate record of this 

conversation? (If yes, turn on the recorder). Researcher will state the date, time, location, and 

participant’s pseudonym for the audio file.  

 

Record time the interview begins ________________ 

 

1. What is it about the university that played the most influential role in your decision to attend? 

a. Reflecting upon your first semester as a new freshman, tell me your initial thoughts 

about the institution. 

b. Describe your academic expectations when starting as a new freshman. 

c. Describe your social expectations when starting as a new freshman. 

 

2. As a senior, how do you view yourself as a college student? 

a) Describe your academic identity as a student. 

b) Why do you view yourself as ________? (insert descriptive words provided by the 

participant in the prior question) 

c) How has your academic identity changed since your first semester at the institution? 

d) Describe your social identity as a student. 

e) Why do you view yourself as _________? (insert descriptive words provided by the 

participant in the prior question) 

f) How has your social identity changed since first semester at the institution? 

 

3. Describe your overall experience at the university.  

a) How have your academic expectations changed since your first year at the university? 

b) How have your social expectations changed since your first year at the university? 

c) What are your most memorable/influential academic experiences (in or outside the 

classroom) at the university? 

d) What are your most memorable/influential social experiences at the university? 

e) How have experiences supported your belief in your ability to earn a bachelor’s 

degree at the university? 

f) How have experiences resulted in self-doubt in your ability to achieve a bachelor’s 

degree at the university? 

g) Do you have any additional experiences at the university that you would like to 

share? 

 

4. Explain how have you been successful in pursuing your degree at the university? 

 

5. What is it about the university that has played the most influential role in your decision to 

continue to attend? 
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6. What are some additional comments or thoughts that you would like to share that I did not 

ask you? 

 

 

Thank you for your time and responses. 

 

Record time the interview ended ________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

Belmont University Institutional Review Board 

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH   

 
TITLE OF THE STUDY:  

Exploring How Pell Grant Recipients Navigate to Degree Completion at a Four-Year Private 

Selective University 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted at the Belmont University by 

La Kiesha D. Armstrong, Associate Registrar. Your participation in this study is 

voluntary. You should read the information below, and ask questions about anything you 

do not understand, before deciding whether or not to participate. Your signature is on this 

consent form is required before proceeding with the interview.  

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of the study is to better understand how Pell Grant recipients successfully navigate 

their academic and social experiences to bachelor degree completion. 

 

 

DURATION AND LOCATION 

Your participation in this study is a 60-minute interview and includes the opportunity to 

review a transcript of our conversation for a total approximate participation of 1.5 hours. 

This study will be conducted at Belmont University in a reserved campus meeting space. 

 

PROCEDURES 

Listed below is what you are expected to experience as a participant in the study. 

1. Your eligibility for the study is based on the following criteria:  

a. As are an undergraduate student. 

b. You have earned more than credit hours. 

c. You are current recipient of federal Pell Grant funds. 

d. You have matriculated at the university as a new freshman since fall 2012 

e. You have been continuously enrolled since matriculation, enrolled full 

time, tracking degree completion within 6 years 

f. You anticipate graduating by December 2018. 

2. Before beginning the one-on-one interview, La Kiesha Armstrong will review the 

following details with you as the participant:  
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a. Purpose of the study 

b. Your right to discontinue participation at any time without the risk of 

adverse impacts 

c. A reminder that participation has no more than minimal risk 

d. The expected contribution of the research 

e. Assurance of your right to privacy and all identifiable information will be 

maintained as confidential during and after the study and in no way be 

shared with a third party 

f. Your pseudonym will be confirmed to use in the study and not your true 

name. 

3. As a part of this consent, you will be asked permission to audio record the 

interview as well as share the audio file with a third party to transcribe the file 

after the interview. Note: Your pseudonym and not your true name will be stated 

at the beginning of the recording to protect your identifiable information.  

4. You will receive a copy of the transcribed interview to review, edit, and correct 

any misinterpretations of your statements.  

5. If edits or corrections are necessary, your will receive the modified transcript 

record for final review and will be asked to acknowledge agreement of the record.  

6. The anticipated completion date for the study is by late June 2018. 

7. You are not expected to bring anything to the interview.  

 

 

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

Participation is voluntary and a subject may discontinue the interview at any time for any 

reason without any adverse impact. The risk of you experiencing an adverse impact is 

low or minimal. As an example of a low possible adverse impact, if your identifiable 

information is compromised, La Kiesha Armstrong will notify you, Dr. Steven Reed 

(University Registrar at Belmont University, and Dr. Sally Barton-Arwood (Institutional 

Review Board Chair at Belmont University), and Tanta Myles (Research Compliance 

Officer at The University of Alabama) immediately.   

 

 

ANTICIPATED BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS 

You will receive no direct benefit from your participation in this study, but your participation 

may inform institutional leaders, faculty and staff on ways to better promote and increase the 

number of Pell Grant recipients earning a bachelor degree from the four-year private selective 

university. 

 

PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 

      

If you participate in the interview with the La Kiesha Armstrong for the duration of the 60-

minute interview, you will receive a $25 gift card. If you decide to discontinue the conversation 

before the conclusion of the 60-minute interview as scheduled, a $10 give card will be given to 

you as a prorated amount. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

a) None of your identifiable information including the preliminary questionnaire, 

contact information, academic records, audio-recorded files, interview 

transcripts, degree audits, or investigator notes will be disclosed to third parties. 

La Kiesha Armstrong as the principal investigator will store files in a secured 

locked file drawer or password protected electronic file, which means your 

identity will not be disclosed to a third party or within the dissertation.  

b) The data will be destroyed and properly shredded in June 2021, which is three 

years after the anticipated completion of the study. Although none of your 

identifiable information is expected to be used for other research purposes, if 

other uses are necessary, I am required to obtain your written consent in 

addition to permission from Belmont University’s Institutional Review Board.  

c) When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, your 

identity will be protected.  

 

 

AUDIO/VIDEO RECORDING 

(Note: If this does not apply to your research, or if you are using a separate release form for 

recordings, please omit this entry and delete the heading.) 

 

The audio record will provide La Kiesha Armstrong as the principal investigator the opportunity 

to review your responses that may be missed during the actual interview. The audio file will be 

labeled with your pseudonym and not their true name before sharing with a transcription 

servicer. Your pseudonym will be stated at the beginning of the recording to protect your 

identity. The transcript will be shared with you to review for accuracy.  

 

Statement from Subject: 

 

I ___________________________ freely consent to the use of audio recording of my words 

and/or actions as described above in this study. I understand that the recordings may be used 

as described in presentations, research reports, and other formats, and I waive the right to 

inspect or approve use of this material as incorporated in the work. I acknowledge that 

investigator shall be under no obligation to use the recordings in the work. 

 

I release investigators, sponsors and successors from any claims that may arise regarding the 

use of the recordings, including any claims of defamation, invasion of privacy, or 

infringement of moral rights, rights of publicity or copyright.  I acknowledge that I have no 

ownership rights in the recordings or the research.   

 

 

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 

Your participation in this research is voluntary. If you choose not to participate, that will not 

affect your relationship with Belmont University or your right to other services to which you are 

otherwise entitled. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and 

discontinue participation at any time without prejudice. 
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WITHDRAWAL OF PARTICIPATION BY THE INVESTIGATOR 

La Kiesha Armstrong as the investigator may withdraw you from participating in this 

research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so. If you experience any of the 

following side effects (anxiety or discomfort) or if you become ill during the interview, 

you may have to discontinue, even if you would like to proceed. The investigator will 

make the decision and let you know if it is not possible for you to continue. The 

decision may be made either to protect your health and safety. 

 

IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 

In the event of a research related injury or if you experience an adverse reaction, 

please immediately contact one of the investigators listed below. If you have any 

questions about the research, please feel free to contact Dr. Sally Barton-Arwood,   

IRB Committee Chair at Belmont University, at sally.arwood@belmont.edu or 

Ms. Tanta Myles, Research Compliance Officer at The University of Alabama, at 

205-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. 

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS 

You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty. You 

are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research 

study. If you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact the Office 

of the Provost at Belmont University at 615 460-6400.  

 

 

OFFER TO ANSWER QUESTIONS 

If you have any additional study-related questions, you may contact the Dr. Karri Holley, 

Associate Professor at The University of Alabama at Tuscaloosa, as the faculty supervisor at 

kaholley@ua.edu or 205-348-7825. If a research related injury occurs, you should contact the 

Office of the Provost at Belmont University at 615 460-6400 and Dr. Sally Barton-Arwood, 

Institutional Review Board Committee Chair at Belmont University, at 

sally.arwood@belmont.edu. 

 

SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

I have read the information provided above. I have been given an opportunity to ask questions 

and all of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I have been given a copy of this 

form. 

mailto:sally.arwood@belmont.edu
mailto:kaholley@ua.edu
mailto:sally.arwood@belmont.edu
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________________________________________ 

Printed Name of the Participant 

 

_______________________________________  ______________ 

Signature of the Participant     Date 

 

_______________________________________ 

Pseudonym of the Participant 

 

 

Email Address 

 

 

SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 

 

______________________________   _____________________ 

                      Signature of Investigator       Date 
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APPENDIX D 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPANTS 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

 

You are invited to participate in a study I am conducting as part of my Doctoral degree at The 

University of Alabama. As an Associate Registrar at Belmont University, my research interest 

focuses on how students who receive Federal Pell Grant funds successfully navigate to bachelor 

degree completion. Sharing your college experiences can provide insightful information as my 

research aims to help college students achieve their academic goals. The purpose of my research 

is to gain a better understanding of how Pell Grant recipients successfully navigate their 

academic and social experiences to bachelor degree completion at a four-year private selective 

university.  

If you respond to this email expressing your interest in participating, you will be asked to 

complete a brief questionnaire. If you satisfy the selection criteria, you may receive an email 

invitation by mid March 2018 to schedule a meeting at a convenient time to participate in an in-

person interview in a reserved meeting space at Belmont University for approximately 60 

minutes. On a first come basis, selected participants who complete the interview as scheduled 

will receive a $25 gift card as a participation incentive.  

If you are interested in participating in the study, simply complete the Preliminary Questionnaire 

by clicking ______ or feel free to contact me directly at lakiesha.armstrong@belmont.edu as 

soon as possible as there are a limited number of slots available to participate. Your participation 

mailto:lakiesha.armstrong@belmont.edu
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is sincerely appreciated as it is important to learn more about your experiences as you are close 

to earning a bachelor degree.  

Sincerely, 

La Kiesha Armstrong 

Ed.D. Candidate, Higher Education Administration 

The University of Alabama 
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APPENDIX E 

IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX F 

PARTICIPANT PROFILE AND DEMOGRAPHICS 

 

Participant Profile and Demographics 

Participants 

Number of 

Terms 

Enrolled 

Anticipated 

Graduation 

Term 

Academic 

Major 

Race/ 

Ethnicity Gender 

Adequately  

Prepared for 

College 

Lilly 9 May 2018 Biology Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Karen 8 May 2018 

Video 

Production Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Paulo 6 May 2019 Accounting Caucasian Male 

Slightly 

Adequate 

Spider Man1 6 May 2019 

Marketing 

and Finance Caucasian Male 

Extremely 

Adequate 

Sophia 10 May 2018 

Music 

Business Caucasian Female 

Extremely 

Adequate 

Trinity 10 May 2018 

Theatre/ 

Drama and 

History Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Alana 8 May 2018 Nursing 

Biracial- 

African-

American/ 

Caucasian Female 

Slightly 

Adequate 

Isabella 

Teller2 8 

December 

2018 

Design 

Communica

-tions 

Biracial- 

Native 

American/ 

Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Grace 6 May 2019 
Theatre 

Performance Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

                                                      
 
 
1 Spider Man was the participants’ pseudonym choice the for study. The researcher used the participants’ first name 

pseudonym of Peter for uniform reading. 

 
2 Isabella Teller was the participants’ pseudonym choice the for study. The researcher used the participants’ first 

name pseudonym of Isabella for uniform reading.   
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Participants 

Number of 

Terms 

Enrolled 

Anticipated 

Graduation 

Term 

Academic 

Major 

Race/ 

Ethnicity Gender 

Adequately  

Prepared for 

College 

James 6 May 2019 Marketing Caucasian Male 

Slightly 

Inadequate 

Emma 8 May 2018 Nursing Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Gene 6 May 2019 

Music 

Education Hispanic Male 

Slightly 

Adequate 

TJ 10 

December 

2018 Biology 

African 

American Female 

Extremely 

Inadequate 

Hannah 6 May 2019 

Spanish and 

Social 

Entrepren-

uership 

Biracial- 

Latina/ 

Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Hallie 7 May 2019 

Audio 

Engineering 

Technology Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Mary 8 May 2019 Studio Art Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Jane 8 

December 

2018 

Theatre 

Education Caucasian Female 

Slightly 

Adequate 

Madeline 9 May 2018 Social Work Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Travis 7 May 2019 

Communica

-tion Studies Caucasian Male 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Ashley 9 May 2018 English Caucasian Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

Denise 

Huxtable3 8 May 2019 

Social 

Entrepre-

neurship 

Ethiopian-

American Female 

Moderately 

Adequate 

 

  

                                                      
 
 
3 Denise Huxtable was the participants’ pseudonym choice the for study. The researcher used the participants’ first 

name pseudonym of Denise for uniform reading.   
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APPENDIX G 

PARTICIPANT PROGRESS 

 

Participant Progress 

Participants 

Summer 

School 

(Y/N;  

# of Terms) 

Dean’s List 

(Y/N; # of 

Terms) 

Academic 

Probation 

(Y/N; # of  

Terms) 

Work 

On/Off-

campus 

(Y/N) 

Resident 

On/Off-

campus 

Academic 

Identity 

Social 

Identity 

Lilly Y- 1 terms Y- 1 term N Off-campus- 

30 hours 
Off-campus Determined Leader 

Karen N Y- 6 terms N Unemployed On Campus Over-

achiever 

Loner 

Paulo N Y- 4 terms N 

Both On and 

Off-campus- 

20 hours 

Off-campus Agile Leader 

Spider Man4 N Y- 2 terms N Off-campus- 

20 hours 

Off-campus 

Above 

Average 

Student 

Man of Faith 

Sophia Y- 2 terms Y- 2 terms N Off-campus- 

30 hours 

Off-campus Dedicated Fulfilled 

Trinity N Y- 6 terms N Off-campus- 

30 hours 

Off-campus Creative Open 

Alana 

Y- 1 term Y- 8 terms N 

Both On and 

Off-campus- 

30 hours 

On Campus Adaptable Loyal 

Isabella 

Teller5 

Y- 1 term Y- 2 terms N Off-campus- 

35 hours 

Off-campus Strategic Positive 

Grace N Y- 5 terms N On Campus- 

8 hours 
On Campus Driven Private 

James N Y- 5 terms N Off-campus- 

39 hours 

Off-campus Persistent Quality 

Connector 

Emma N Y- 3 terms N On Campus- 

10 hours 

Off-campus Analytical Open 

Gene N Y- 3 terms N 

Both On and 

Off-campus- 

20 hours 

Off-campus Determined Leader 

TJ Y- 3 terms Y- 1 term Y- 1 term Off-campus- 

30 hours 

On Campus Fighter Teacher 

Hannah N Y- 4 terms N Off-campus- 

17 hours 

Off-campus Hard 

working 

Reliable 

                                                      
 
 
4 Spider Man was the participants’ pseudonym choice the for study. The researcher used the participants’ first name 

pseudonym of Peter for uniform reading. 

 
5 5Isabella Teller was the participants’ pseudonym choice the for study. The researcher used the participants’ first 

name pseudonym of Isabella for uniform reading. 
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Participants 

Summer 

School 

(Y/N;  

# of Terms) 

Dean’s List 

(Y/N; # of 

Terms) 

Academic 

Probation 

(Y/N; # of  

Terms) 

Work 

On/Off-

campus 

(Y/N) 

Resident 

On/Off-

campus 

Academic 

Identity 

Social 

Identity 

Hallie Y- 1 term Y- 2 terms N On Campus- 

10 hours 

On Campus Passionate Reserved 

Mary N Y- 1 term N Off-campus- 

15 hours 

Off-campus Driven Caring 

Jane 

N Y- 1 term N 

Both On and 

Off-campus- 

40 hours Off-campus 

Hard 

working Caring 

Madeline N Y- 8 terms N 

Off-campus- 

25 hours Off-campus Organized Outgoing 

Travis Y- 1 term Y- 6 terms N 

On campus- 

20 hours On Campus 

Proactive 

Nerd 

Social 

Butterfly 

Ashley Y- 1 term Y- 4 terms Y- 1 term 

Off-campus- 

25 hours Off-campus 

Dedicated/ 

Inspired Outgoing 

Denise 

Huxtable6 N Y- 2 terms Y- 1 term 

Off-campus- 

10 hours Off-campus Thoughtful Caring 

 

 

                                                      
 
 
6 Denise Huxtable was the participants’ pseudonym choice the for study. The researcher used the participants’ first 

name pseudonym of Denise for uniform reading. 


