Journal of Student Success and Retention Vol. 6, No. 2, Nov 2020

INCOMING FIRST YEAR, FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENT WORRIES ABOUT
COLLEGE

Annie M. Cole
Pacific University
cole.annieem@gmail.com

Abstract

This narrative inquiry study analyzed 190 first-generation students’ worries about the first
year of college as surveyed upon admission to a four-year university. Five themes emerged
from the data: time, connection, academic success, adjusting, and basic needs. The theme of
time appeared most frequently in student narratives, suggesting that first-generation
students are most worried about managing and understanding the concept of time in
college above other academic and personal factors. Future research is needed to explore
how staff and faculty can best use these results to inform first year programming for first-
generation college students.
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Introduction

Before students ever spend their first day on a college campus, they anticipate what
the experience will be like. Students hold pre-existing beliefs about the social, academic,
and financial aspects of college (Thuo et al., 2017). Their perceptions, in turn, impact how
students experience campus life, academics, and independent living. For example, student
perceptions about self-efficacy (Chemers et al., 2001; Robbins et al., 2004 ), academic and
social integration (D’Amico et al., 2014), emotional and social adjustment (Gerdes &
Mallinckrodt, 1994), and sense of belonging (Han et al., 2017) impact college academic
success and retention. Additionally, perceptions and worries about academic and family
issues (Saw et al., 2013) and parent expectations (Stober & Joormann, 2001) can negatively

impact the college experience for students.
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It is especially important that student affairs professionals and faculty understand
the perceptions that first-generation students hold about college, as this populations
experiences additional barriers to college success (Cushman, 2007; Cominole et al.,, 2004;
[shitani, 2003; 2006; Khanh, 2002). Understanding the relationship between students’
perceptions and college outcomes, especially how perceptions impact student success and
retention, is critical. Deeper and more nuanced understandings of student perceptions
about college can inform programming and student services, resulting in services that are
responsive and knowledgeable of student needs.

First-Generation Student Worry

Although studies have explored the perceptions of college students in general, only
a small body of literature has explored the worries that students hold; even less research
has been conducted on first-generation student worry. The few studies that have been
conducted suggest that first-generation students experience high levels of worry about
entering college (Bloom, 2007), especially fear of failure (Biu, 2002). Therefore, it is helpful
to explore these student concerns in greater depth. This is especially important given that
psychosocial factors more strongly predict academic performance than GPA or test scores
(Robbins et al, 2004).

Purpose of the Study

To ensure that first-generation students are best supported toward college success
and retention, it is paramount that staff, faculty, and administrators accurately understand
the beliefs and perceptions that these students are bringing to campus. Understanding the
perceptions first-generation students have prior to the first semester of college, when
students are adjusting to college and learning to balance academics and personal activities
(Whitbourne, 2002), can offer staff and faculty important insight into the transitional
perceptions and worries of first-generation students. The literature has yet to explore the
specific worries that first-generation students hold as they approach their first year of
college. By identifying these worries, college staff can begin to develop and provide

resources that align with student needs and belief systems.
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Study Setting

This study explored the worries of 190 first year, first-generation college students
admitted to college for the 2015, 2016, and 2017 fall academic semesters. The research
took place at a small, private university on the West Coast of the United States. For years,
this university has maintained a robust first year student program that includes a first year
student survey; the survey is administered to every incoming first year student as a
required part of the enrollment process and has received high response rates (99% in
2015, 2016, and 2017). In 2016, the university developed a first-generation student
program housed in the academic resource center on campus. In an effort to further support
this student population, the researcher explored first year survey responses from first-
generation college students about their worries upon entering college. These results are
intended to be translated directly into first-generation student programming on campus.

Literature Review

Defining the term first-generation college student is complex. First-generation
students are generally understood as the first student in the family to attend college, with
neither of the student’s parents having completed schooling beyond high school (Choy et
al., 2000). However, researchers differ in their description of parent education level; some
consider first-generation status to include students whom neither parent earned a college
degree, while others include students whom just one parent has not earned a college
degree. Other considerations include the type of parental degree pursued and whether the
degree was earned (Toutkoushian et al., 2018). In total, there are eight different ways to
define first-generation student status (Toutkoushian et al., 2018, p.8-9):

1. One parent has completed, at most, a high school degree

Two parents have completed, at most, a high school degree
One parent has started, but not completed, an associate’s degree
Two parents have started, but not completed, an associate’s degree
One parent has completed, at most, an associate’s degree
Two parents have completed, at most, an associate’s degree

One parent has started, but not completed, a bachelor’s degree

©® N o s WD

Two parents have started, but not completed, a bachelor’s degree
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For this study, the researcher defines first-generation students as students who
have one or two parents that have completed, at most, a high school degree; these students’
parents have not attended any college at all.

First-generation students experience additional barriers to college success
compared to students who have parents that attended college (Cushman, 2007; Hicks,
2003; Ishitani, 2003, 2006; Meuleman et al., 2015; Richardson & Skinner, 1992). Even
accounting for demographic differences, being a first-generation student significantly
impacts college success (Ishitani, 2003; 2006). These students often feel as though they do
not fit in in college (Cushman, 2007), and they are more likely to come from a lower
socioeconomic background and be in the ethnic minority, all of which pose barriers to
retention and sense of belonging (Khanh, 2002; Cominole et al., 2004). Further, first-
generation students are less likely to attend college, with only 47% of first-generation
students enrolling in college after high school graduation compared to 85% of their peers
(Cominole et al., 2004).

Not only are first-generation students less likely to attend college, but those who
attend are also less likely to persist to degree completion (Warburton et al., 2001); first-
generation students have first year attrition rates that are four times that of their
continuing generation peers (Engle & Tinto, 2008). Those first-generation students who
attend college often have trouble adjusting to the college environment. Non-traditional
students, including first-generation students, tend to be overwhelmed by the transition to
college, finding it difficult to understand the unwritten college norms and expectations
(Meuleman et al.,, 2015). Research shows that first-generation students find college to be
surprisingly isolating (Richardson & Skinner, 1992), and they tend to be less engaged on
campus than their non-first-generation peers (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011). Lack of
parental support and lower academic preparedness (Hicks, 2003), compared with the
above-mentioned factors, can increase the chance of these students being unsuccessful in
college.

First-Generation Student Perceptions about College
In addition to the external barriers that first-generation students face, the

perceptions that these students hold may pose an internal barrier to success. Khanh (2002)
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found that during the first year of college, first-generation students expressed greater fear
of failing at the university and greater worry about financial aid than their peers. These
students also expected to spend more time studying than their classmates to make up for a
lack of preparation for college. This combination of fears and expectations can impact
student stress levels, which can in turn impact academic success and persistence in school.
Further, first-generation students perceive financial aid, time to graduation, and ability to
work during college as important factors in the college decision making process (Engle et
al,, 2006). This suggests two things: first, that first-generation students may experience
added pressure to finish college quickly and spend the least amount possible on tuition and
other college costs, or second, that first-generation students may be working during school
to pay for college, reducing overall time available to commit to educational activities.

Even some of the positive perceptions that first-generation students hold may
negatively impact their experience during college. For example, first-generation Latino
students perceive independence as one of the most important aspect to being successful in
college, along with the anticipation of being on their own during the experience (Boden,
2011). Although independence is often viewed as a positive developmental factor for
students and is a key growth factor infused throughout student development theory, it may
impact first-generation students’ willingness to reach out for help when needed.
Understanding college learning as an independent venture may further isolate first-
generation students, exaggerating the feeling of dissatisfaction with the campus
environment (Terenzini et al., 1996) and increasing the chance of dropping out.

Lastly, first-generation students may hold perceptions that are different than higher
education staff and faculty, which can then impact student satisfaction, communication
with staff and faculty, and overall success. One study found that first-generation students
believed their non-academic responsibilities impacted their ability to manage time, while
the instructors believed that the first-generation students were simply not making time-
management a priority (Collier & Morgan, 2007). When students and instructors hold
differing beliefs about the priorities and responsibilities of first-generation students, it can

lead to misunderstandings, mistrust, and dissatisfaction for both parties.
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Student Worry

Compounding upon the perceptions that students hold are the worries that they
bring to college. Student worry has only been minimally explored in the literature, with
worry defined as mental experiences of concern regarding future events and outcomes
(MacLeod, Williams, & Bekerian, 1991). In 2001, Osman and colleagues developed the
Student Worry Questionnaire, a six-domain model of student worry which includes
worrisome thinking, financial-related concerns, significant others’ well-being, social
adequacy concerns, academic concerns, and general anxiety symptoms. Since then, scholars
have noticed an increase in college student mental health concerns, noting student worry
about the academic and financial responsibilities of college (Blom & Beckley, 2005). Worry
has been found to correlate with negative outcomes, such as reduced academic success
(Owens, Stevenson, Hadwin & Norgate, 2012) and increased alcohol use (Kelly, Markos, &
Ashley, 2005), both of which are significant issues for college students.

First-generation students may hold worries that are unique from their non-first-
generation peers; these students experience high levels of anxiety and fear regarding the
unknowns of the college environment (Bloom, 2007). Other studies have found that first-
generation students have higher rates of fear of failure than their peers (Bui, 2002; Khanh,
2002), suggesting that fear may be a common experience among this student group.
Another study found that levels of college student worry remain the same from freshman
to sophomore year (Swerdzewski, 2008). Using the Student Worry Questionnaire (SWQ-30;
Osman et al.,, 2001), Swerdzewski found that student worry across six domains remained
consistent through the second semester of sophomore year (2008). Because student worry
lasts beyond the beginning of one’s academic career, it is imperative to identify student
worries early on and provide resources that negate those worries from negatively
impacting academic success and retention.

Method

This exploratory study examined the worries that first-generation students held
about college upon admission to a four-year university. An electronic survey was
administered by the academic resource center at one private university on the West Coast

to all first year students admitted across three years: 2015, 2016, and 2017. All admitted
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first year students received the survey during the month of May prior to the first year of
their enrollment; students were asked to complete the survey by the end of May as a
required part of their enrollment process. Students who did not complete the survey within
one week of receiving it were sent a reminder email from the academic resource center on
campus. Weekly reminder emails were sent every week until the start of the school year
(end of August), or until the student completed the survey.

IRB approval was obtained by the researcher to collect and analyze student
responses to the survey, which included narrative responses to the survey question, “What
1-2 aspects of your campus life and studies do you worry most about?” The researcher
used narrative inquiry methodology to analyze the narrative survey responses of
participants.

Sample

Survey recipients were 2,905 first year students at a small, private university on the
West Coast of the United States. Within the sample, 202 respondents identified as first-
generation students (7% of the total sample). These 202 students matriculated into the
university in fall 2015 (n = 69), fall 2016 (n = 56), and fall 2017 (n = 77). Students identified
as female (n = 127) or male (n = 75). Of the 202 first-generation students, 11 (5%) left the
open-ended survey question blank, and 1 (<1%) responded that the question did not apply
to them. The remaining 190 responses were included in the narrative analysis.

Instrument

During the summer of 2015, 2016, and 2017, a survey was sent to all admitted first
year students (N = 2,905) at the university. The survey was created in collaboration by the
academic resource center and institutional research office on campus, based on previous
institutional research projects that had identified factors predictive of academic
performance and college retention. The survey included 275 total questions related to
student major and minor interests, high school grades and GPAs, standardized test scores,
and student worries about college. Data from three of the survey questions were used in
this study. Responses from two survey questions determined first-generation status: “What
is the highest level of education your mother/guardian 1 completed?” and “What is the

highest level of education your father/guardian 2 completed?” Participants chose one item
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among seven options to identify each parent/guardian’s highest education level: 1) No high
school, 2) Some high school, 3) High school diploma/GED, 4) Some college, 5) Associate’s
degree, 6) Bachelor’s degree, and 7) Graduate degree. Participants also had the option to
select Not Applicable if they did not have a second parent/guardian or if they did not know
one or both parents/guardians’ highest education levels. Participants were coded as first-
generation if they indicated that all of their applicable parent(s)/guardian(s) (one or two)
completed an education level of High School Diploma/GED or below (options 1, 2, and 3
above). Data from one open-ended survey question was used in the study: “What 1-2
aspects of your campus life and studies do you worry most about?” The data from the
survey (first-generation status and worry) were extracted by the academic resource center
staff, stripped of identifying information, and released to the researcher via email.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was performed to investigate the worries of the 190 first-generation,
first year college students. During the coding process, the researcher enlisted the
assistance of a faculty colleague with expertise in narrative analysis to reduce bias and
increase validity. Analysis began with first cycle In Vivo coding (Saldafia, 2015), with the
goal of maintaining the student voice during the coding process. Due to the lack of
literature on first-generation student worries, In Vivo coding seemed most appropriate to
allow for the natural themes in the data to emerge. Each narrative response was reviewed
line by line, and quotes and single words were pulled from student narrative responses
that represented the essence of each narrative response. Once the narratives had been
coded, the researcher reviewed the entire list of In Vivo codes to gain a deeper sense of
similarities and differences between codes. Code mapping (Saldafa, 2015) was used at this
point to identify similarities between codes and combine codes if appropriate. This
iterative process resulted in a total of 20 codes.

Following the first cycle coding and code mapping processes, the researcher used
second cycle pattern coding (Saldafa, 2015) to identify overarching themes that
represented the 20 codes. This process resulted in the 20 codes being sorted under five
themes: time, academic success, connection, adjusting, and basic needs. Each student

narrative was assigned to all applicable themes, as few as one theme and as many as three
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themes. Table 1 presents the five themes along with the codes that were associated with
each theme, as well as frequency counts for the number of narratives that were assigned to

each theme and each code.

Table 1. Five Themes and Associated Codes with Frequency Counts

Theme (Frequency Count) Associated Codes (Frequency Count)

Time (63)
Time (89) Workload (19)

Distraction (7)

Academic Rigor (14)

Academic Skills (15)

Failing (17)
Academic Success (73)

Help (12)

Comprehension (5)

Motivation (10)

Fit (15)
Connection (71) Social (50)
Missing Out (6)

Campus Life (22)

Dorm (19)
Adjusting (63) Independence (9)

Homesick (10)

Course Structure (3)

Financial (8)
Basic Needs (20) Basic Needs (5)
Mental Health (7)
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Results

The first and most prominent theme that emerged from the data was time (n = 89;
47%), which included student responses that referred to worry about not having enough
time, not being able to keep up with college pace, not having time to complete the work
required, and experiencing distractions that could reduce available time. Some narratives
mentioned time directly, such as “not having enough time to study”, while others referred
to time indirectly, stating worry related to “waking up for classes” and “falling behind in
classes”. This theme also included worries about time management, balancing multiple
responsibilities, and creating a schedule that allows time for social, academic, and
employment activities. Students expressed not only worry about time, but a deeper anxiety
and panic about falling behind and not being able to catch back up on time.

The second theme was academic success (n = 73; 38%), which included references to
academic worries at the college level. Students worried about the academic rigor, saying “I
worry about...if my high school prepared me well enough for the rigorous academic
courses”. Students also worried about whether they had the skills to be academically
successful, stating “I'm scared about writing” and “studying for tests”. Narratives also
mentioned worries about failing a class, not being able to access help when it was needed,
and not comprehending the course materials. Fear of failing, in general and specific to
academics, was common among narratives under this theme.

The third theme was connection (n = 71; 37%), which referred to both social and
campus connections, including worries about making friends, fitting in, finding a major that
fits, and getting connected to campus activities and events. One student stated that she was
afraid that her being a commuter student would cause her to, “miss out on the college
experience”. Another student mentioned, “I worry about not being as involved as [ would
like to be”. Narratives about making friends cited worry about either “making friends” or
“fitting in”; students expressed worry that they would be lonely or alone without the ability
to create meaningful relationships. Meaningful relationships also extended to connections
that student would make with professors during class or outside of class.

The fourth theme, adjusting (n = 63; 33%), was comprised of worries related to

being away from home, living independently, navigating the campus, and sharing space
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with a roommate. Students worried that they would not be able to adjust, or that adjusting
would be difficult. Students shared, “I worry that [ will have a difficult time transitioning”,
and “I worry about not being able to adapt to the college life fast enough”. Students
referred often to worries about dorm life; 19 student narratives mentioned worry about
getting along with their roommate, sharing space with a stranger, or adjusting to the size or
environment of the dorm. Within the adjustment theme, the adjustment to dorm life
seemed particularly worrisome.

The fifth and final theme, basic needs (n = 20; 11%), was a theme comprised of
student worries about basic human essentials for survival and wellness: food, housing,
health, and finances. One student simply wrote, “Housing and food”. Others shared similar
worries, stating, “I worry most about not having quality food” and “If I will have enough to
eat”. One student worried about finances stated, “Not being able to afford room and board”.
Another student who has severe anaphylaxis to airborne allergens was worried about
having her health needs met and sharing this information with staff on campus.

Discussion

The present study explored the worries that first-generation students held about
college upon admission to a four-year university, revealing five themes in the data: time,
connection, academic success, adjusting, and basic needs. Some interesting findings
emerged from this study that offer new insight into the perceptions of first-generation
college students.

The most intriguing finding of this study is the frequency of students who shared a
worry about the theme time in college. Throughout the narrative analysis process,
frequency counts of codes were recorded to compare the number of narratives assigned to
each of the five themes. Almost half of the participants (47%) mentioned worry about
managing time, using time to complete all academic and non-academic tasks, and having
enough time to keep up with the pace and workload in college. This may be related to first-
generation students’ tendency to have more work and family responsibilities off-campus
(Curtona et al,, 1994), or the expectation that first-generation students hold about spending
more time studying than their peers (Khanh, 2002); future studies should investigate

where this sense of worry is coming from. Alternatively, this worry about time may stem
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from first year students’ general struggle with procrastination (Eagan et al., 2016); future
studies should investigate whether all first year students share this common worry about
time.

A second theme, social connection, was not surprising given previous studies that
have connected sense of belonging (Han et al., 2017), campus fit (Li et al., 2012), and social
adjustment (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994) to college success. The Student Worry
Questionnaire (SWQ-30; Osman et al., 2001) also identified social adequacy concerns as
one of the six domains of student worry during college. However, the findings of the
present study deepen the understanding of what students are thinking about in relation to
social connection and social adequacy on campus. The first-generation students in this
study, much like all first year students, are not only worried about making friends and
fitting in, but also getting connected to campus events. Students are longing to engage in
campus activities, and they worry that if they do not get connected, they will “miss out” on
the real college experience. First-generation students expressed a specific worry about
missing out due to living at home and/or commuting to campus; although this is an
experience that any first year student might have, it may be more pronounced in the first-
generation student community. Further research is needed to understand if this experience
is more prominent in first-generation students than other first year students. If so, this may
suggest that helping first-generation students get involved in campus activities early on is
important to reducing the attrition risk.

Lastly, within the basic needs theme, students expressed worry about paying for
college and having the financial resources to be successful, which aligns with the Student
Worry Questionnaire’s domain of financial related concerns (Osman et al., 2001) and
Khan'’s (2002) previous finding that first-generation students worry about financial aid.
This finding also aligns with the work of Goldrick-Rab et al. (2018), who found that among
43,000 students across 66 institutions, food and housing insecurity was widespread; 36%
of students surveyed were food insecure in the last 30 days, and 36% of students were
housing insecure within the previous year. Within the present study, the basic needs theme
was only present in 9% of student narratives, with some of the narratives referring to non-

material basic needs (unrelated to financial aid). This finding requires more information
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for interpretation, as it is unclear if financial concerns were not a focus for students when
responding to this survey item or if financial needs were less of a worry for this student
group. Future studies should investigate this topic in greater depth.
Practical Implications

The present study offers higher education staff, faculty, and administrators
important insight into the perceptions and worries of incoming first-generation students.
The results have three major implications: deeper consideration of the perceptions of first
year students, practical incorporation of student perceptions into practice, and new
understanding of first-generation students’ perceptions of non-academic obligations.

First, the findings offer a glimpse into the authentic worries of incoming, first-
generation college students. These perceptions have never been explored before, and they
offer a unique look into the worries that are common among admitted first year, first-
generation students. Most of the themes within this study are not surprising given past
research; it is the frequency at which students perceive certain factors as worrisome that is
surprising. With almost half of participants (47%) expressing worry about time, it may be
imperative that college staff offer time management resources to first-generation students
as a retention strategy. Future research should explore first-generation student worries in
comparison to first year student worries in general. It may be possible that a frequent
worry about time management is not exclusive to the first-generation student population.

Second, these results have practical implications for first year and first-generation
student programming. Student advisors, orientation staff, faculty, and residence life staff
are especially encouraged to consider how these perceptions can inform programming. It
may be helpful to include topics of time management in first-generation programming
during pre-orientation programs, acknowledging that this topic is a pressing worry for this
student population. Pre-orientation programs can offer significant support to students by
easing the college transition, connecting students with a peer group, and preparing
students academically (Merrill, 2019); they are an easy avenue through which staff can
offer time management resources to students right away.

Other themes, including social connections and academic adjustment, should be

emphasized in communication sent to students during the summer prior to matriculation.
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For example, a 2016 report suggests that admission to college does not guarantee student
enrollment; students must be nudged between high school and college to continue their
journey toward the first day of college (ideas42, 2016). Using nudge psychology, small but
strategic interventions that move individuals toward success, staff can increase the chance
that students make it to and through the first day of college successfully. These nudges can
take the form of short emails that equip students with advice on how to navigate the
upcoming transition to college.

Specific supports related to each of the five themes can be incorporated into
practice to influence internal perception change for students who are overwhelmed with
worry. Internal change, the process of altering personal perspective through introspection,
influences identity status change by helping students come to terms with their emotions
and redefine thoughts and beliefs (Kroger & Green, 1996). The beginning of perception
change for students can be initiated through conversation and exploration with college
faculty and staff, helping students reflect on their assumptions and make meaning for
themselves (King & Magolda, 2008). When students perceive the college environment as
supportive of exploration and asking questions, they are more likely to search for personal
meaning and experience higher life satisfaction (Shin & Steger, 2016). Staff and faculty can
engage students in conversations about their worries to begin shifting any negative
perceptions that can impact college success.

Lastly, these results may suggest that students’ worry about time underlies related
college concerns (i.e. academic ability, engaging in activities, and making friends). For
example, student narratives referenced academic abilities as a concern because abilities
impact the time it takes to complete assignments. Some students worried that they would
not have the time to engage in activities to the extent they wanted due to time constraints,
while others believed they would not have time to stay close to friends while being
successful academically. If staff and faculty are able to respond to this worry and provide
first-generation students with the time management skills they need to be successful, many

other surface worries may become more manageable.
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Limitations and Future Directions

The present study is limited by its strict definition of first-generation status, which
only included students for whom neither parent attended any college at all. Other national
definitions are more expansive and include students whose parents have attended some
college but have not obtained a degree. Expanding the definition to include more students
may have influenced the outcome of this study. Additionally, this study depended on
student narratives collected by an academic resource center on campus. It is possible that
students were hesitant to share their deepest worries with campus staff, especially during
the summer prior to the first year of enrollment. The sample size of this study is also a
limitation, given the small size of the private university and the small proportion of first-
generation students at the school. A future study at a larger school with a larger first-
generation student population may find different results.

Additionally, the dataset for this study was limited to one answer from one open-
ended question. Completing interviews or focus groups with first-generation students
would allow for deeper exploration of the themes that emerged through this study. Lastly,
this study did not compare study worries among student demographic groups or between
first-generation and continuing generation students. Students of different gender and racial
identities may have held worries that differed significantly from one another; this could be
further explored in future studies. It is also possible that student worries differ (or do not
differ) by status (first-generation vs. continuing generation). This comparison would
illuminate whether the worries of these two groups needed to be treated differently
through programming and services.

Despite the limitations, the results offer many opportunities for future studies.
Scholars should explore ways that time management strategies can be most successfully
incorporated into first-generation programming. Future studies should also explore the
best time and method to provide supports to first-generation students, whether the
supports are offered during summer or during orientation, in-person or online, and
through a workshop, class, or one-time presentation. Further exploration will help answer

these questions and will serve the body of knowledge well.
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