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Abstract

In order to highlight potential differences between first-generation college students (FGS),
defined as neither parent having completed a Bachelor’s degree, and continuing-generation
students (CGS), this study compares FGS and CGS in terms of self-efficacy, campus
involvement, and academic performance measured by grade point average (GPA) during their
first year at a university. In order to investigate these relationships, this study utilizes University
of Northern lowa (UNI)’s 2015-2016 Mapworks data. Mapworks is a voluntary survey that first-
year students, including freshmen and transfer students, complete during the fall and spring
semesters. A total of 1549 first-year students participated in the 2015-16 survey, and 646 self-
identified as FGS while 903 self-identified as CGS. This study used t-tests to compare FGS and
CGS in terms of their responses to the self-efficacy and campus involvement Mapworks
questions as well as their official GPAs in the fall and spring semesters. Results showed there is
a statistically significant difference between FGS and CGS in terms of students’ expected GPA,
intent to be involved in a student organization, fall GPA, and spring GPA.

Keywords: first-generation, continuing-generation, college, self-efficacy, campus

involvement, grade point average
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Comparing First-Generation and Continuing-Generation College Students’
Self-Efficacy, Campus Involvement, and Academic Performance

As a resident assistant and summer orientation staff member, | have seen how each
student’s transition to the University of Northern lowa (UNI) is unique and influenced by a
number of factors. One factor that may contribute to a student’s transition is whether the student
is a first-generation college student (FGS) or continuing-generation college student (CGS). For
an FGS, neither parent has completed a Bachelor’s degree, while a CGS has at least one parent
who has completed a Bachelor’s degree or higher.

All students, whether they are FGS or CGS, enter college with differing amounts of
cultural capital. Bourdieu (1973) defined cultural capital as an “inherited capital of relationships
and skills” (p. 97). A student who has more cultural capital has more resources such as parents
with Bachelor’s degrees who can help them succeed than a student with less cultural capital. In
essence, cultural capital is the use of culture as a resource, and it gives people an edge as it is
passed down through each generation (Lareau & Weininger, 2003). In comparing FGS to CGS,
CGS possess more cultural capital when entering college as a result of their guardians’ informal
cultural knowledge of college as well as their guardians’ more active role in helping them
through college (Lareau & Weininger, 2008). This fosters a cycle of inherited cultural capital for
CGS; however, FGS have no such capital to inherit from their family. Because CGS have at least
one guardian with a college degree, they already have a role model of someone who has
succeeded in college. This may allow CGS to feel more confident in their academic ability, be
more motivated to join student organizations, and achieve a high grade point average (GPA). The
lack of cultural capital among FGS may account for differences in their adjustment compared to

CGS. Because FGS do not have a parent with a Bachelor’s degree, they may feel less confident
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in their academic ability, less motivated to join student organizations, and more likely to achieve
a low GPA.

The purpose of this study is to discover if FGS differ from their CGS peers in terms of
self-efficacy, campus involvement, and academic performance measured by GPA in their first
year at a university. This study is important in determining areas in which FGS may need
additional support from UNI in areas related to self-efficacy, campus involvement, and academic
performance.

Literature Review
Defining FGS vs. CGS

The definition of an FGS varies, but for the purpose of this study, an FGS is defined as a
student with neither parent having completed a Bachelor’s degree. A CGS is a student who has at
least one parent or guardian with a completed Bachelor’s degree. CGS can be said to have built-
in college support systems because their guardians know how college works from personal
experience. Guardians who have gone to college themselves and belong to a social network with
other college-educated parents feel more comfortable providing college advice to their students
than guardians who have neither college experience nor a network of parents with college
degrees (Lareau & Weininger, 2008). The guardians of CGS tend to know how to answer most
of their students’ college-related questions, and this might allow CGS to form clear expectations
as to how to succeed upon arrival on campus. According to Bourdieu (1998), CGS can be said to
have a better “‘feel” for the game” (p. 25) than their first-generation peers. This is because CGS
are born into the game, know the history of the game, and can anticipate their future within the
game. These advantages allow CGS to enter college with a greater amount of cultural capital

than FGS.
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Self-Efficacy

Academic self-efficacy is defined as one’s “belief in one’s ability to perform the tasks
necessary for success in school” (Wang & Castaneda-Sound, 2008, p. 103). In terms of collegiate
academics, the Mapworks survey given to first-year students at UNI defines self-efficacy as
one’s certainty that they can do well on all problems and tasks assigned in a course, do well in
one’s hardest course, and persevere on class projects even when there are challenges. A student’s
level of self-confidence is most important in adjusting during the first year of college (Inkelas,
Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007; Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007). If students enter college with
low levels of self-confidence and self-efficacy, they may struggle to adjust. Research has shown
FGS tend to report lower levels of self-efficacy than CGS at the beginning of college (Ramos-
Sanchez & Nichols, 2007; Wang & Castaneda-Sound, 2008). Since FGS are often less prepared
for college classes, possess less cultural capital, and struggle to integrate in terms of academics
and social life, it makes sense that FGS view tasks with less confidence than CGS (Ward, Siegel,
& Davenport, 2012). FGS’ view that they are somehow less likely to succeed than their CGS
peers contributes to how they perform. Byrd and MacDonald (2005) found that FGS often
“internalize the view that they are inadequate for college” (p. 33) and are surprised when they
succeed, for they often do not consider their efforts satisfactory for college. If FGS enter college
with less academic self-efficacy than CGS, they may doubt their ability to overcome obstacles
and perform well in terms of GPA.
Campus Involvement

Whether or not a student is an FGS or a CGS, campus involvement is important because

it often correlates with higher levels of academic persistence and success, and students can

establish a group identity on campus and feel connected (Jackson, Miller, Frew, Gilbreath, &
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Dillman, 2011). The idea of belonging to a group may be especially important for FGS to feel
supported and have people to turn to for advice. Unfortunately, FGS often view their college
environment as less supportive than do CGS (Pike & Kuh, 2005). This may contribute to why
FGS are less engaged in campus activities than CGS (Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011,
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005).

There are a couple of possible reasons to explain these lower levels of engagement. One
idea is that FGS are more likely than CGS to attend college part-time, live off campus, and work
off campus (Engle & Tinto, 2008), so they tend to have significantly lower levels of
extracurricular involvement, athletic participation, and volunteer work (Pascarella et al., 2004).
The second idea relates to the effects of cultural capital on FGS. According to Pike and Kuh
(2005), FGS may be less involved on campus because they are unaware as to why it is important
to be involved or how to become involved. CGS have parents who can explain to them why it is
important to be involved on campus and connect with peers, but FGS lack this cultural capital,
and they tend to feel less socially satisfied in college (Mehta et al., 2011). This is especially true
for FGS who are also ethnic minority students, for they are in a “double jeopardy” situation,
leaving them feeling even more isolated from their peers because they feel excluded because of
their status (Ward et al., 2012, p. 53). If FGS students do not possess the knowledge or
confidence to become involved on campus, they will likely feel more alone than CGS who
become involved and garner even more cultural capital through additional campus connections.
Academic Performance

If a student believes they cannot succeed, they will likely struggle to remain academically
motivated and stay on track in their coursework. Even when FGS have completed their first year

of college, they report lower levels of self-efficacy than CGS (Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007),
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which could explain why some researchers have found that FGS tend to lack persistence in their
courses. Ishitani (2003) found that FGS are more likely never to finish their degrees compared to
CGS, and FGS who stay in college to complete their degrees are more likely to need more time
to finish than CGS. While degree completion is one measure of academic success, GPA is
another. Mehta et al. (2011) discovered that FGS also struggle academically in terms of having
lower GPAs and lower levels of academic satisfaction than CGS. Despite these results, there is
not a clear consensus as to whether or not CGS outperform FGS in regards to academics. Dumais
and Ward (2010), for example, found that whether a student is an FGS or CGS does not
ultimately affect their academic performance in terms of GPA or degree completion. Regardless
of how an FGS performs academically compared to a CGS, Clauss-Ehlers and Wilbrowski
(2007) discovered that academic strategy programs are not enough to support FGS in academic
success; rather, for FGS to succeed in areas such as degree completion and GPA, they may need
programs to prepare them for the psychological challenges that accompany college.

In this study, I want to explore how FGS and CGS compare in terms of self-efficacy,
campus involvement, and academic performance in their first year at UNI. While there is already
research in these three areas, no previous studies have shown how FGS and CGS compare across
these three areas using the same data set for a particular school. In addition, no previous studies
have been performed comparing FGS and CGS in these three categories at UNI. Therefore, this
is a significant study for UNI and other universities because it shows how FGS and CGS
compare in the areas of self-efficacy, campus involvement, and academic performance, which

may lead universities to consider how they might better meet the needs of their FGS population.
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Research Questions
To better understand the relationships between FGS and CGS in terms of self-efficacy,
campus involvement, and academic performance, | have divided my research into the following
questions:

RQ1: How do FGS and CGS compare in terms of self-efficacy?

RQ2: How do FGS and CGS compare in terms of campus involvement?

RQ3: How do FGS and CGS compare in terms of academic performance measured by

GPA?

Methodology
Instrumentation

Mapworks is an online student adjustment survey distributed annually to all first-year
students at the UNI in the fall and spring semesters. Students participate in the survey
voluntarily, and there are incentives for students who complete the survey. The survey is divided
into modules, and certain modules, such as Academic Background, ask students to self-report
demographic and academic profile information, while others, such as Self-Efficacy and Campus
Involvement, ask students to rank their answers to questions on a scale of 1 to 7. This study
utilizes results from the 2015-2016 Mapworks survey. The Mapworks survey questions
examined in this study are listed in the appendix.

To determine whether a first-year student is FGS or CGS, this study depends on students’
responses to the following question in the Academic Background module: “Which best describes
the highest level of education achieved by a parent or legal guardian?”” An FGS is any student
who selected one of the following responses: “High School diploma or less,” “Some college,” or

“Completed an Associate’s degree.” A CGS is any student who selected either of the following
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responses: “Completed a Bachelor’s degree” or “Completed a Graduate or Professional degree.”
The students who selected “Don’t know or not applicable” or “Prefer not to answer” are not
included in this study.

To address RQ1 and measure students’ academic self-efficacy, this study uses students’
responses to the following questions in the Self-Efficacy module: “To what degree are you
certain that you can: Do well on all problems and tasks assigned in your course? Do well in your
hardest course? Persevere on class projects even when there are challenges?”” For each of these
questions, students are asked to rate their certainty on a scale of 1 (not at all certain) to 7
(absolutely certain). In addition to the Self-Efficacy module, this study examines students’
responses to the following question in the Academic Background module: “What do you think
your GPA will be this term?”” The following options are available for student to select: “GPA of
3.50 or higher (Mostly As),” “GPA of 3.00 to 3.49 (Mostly Bs),” “GPA of 2.50 to 2.99 (Some Bs
and Cs),” “GPA of 2.00 to 2.49 (Mostly Cs),” or “GPA less than 2.00 (Lower than Cs).”

To address RQ2 and measure students’ campus involvement, this study uses students’
responses to the following questions in the Campus Involvement module: “During this term, to
what degree do you intend to: Participate in a student organization? Hold a leadership position in
a college/university student organization?” For each of these questions, students are asked to rate
their certainty on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely).

To address RQ3 and compare FGS and CGS in terms of GPA, this study utilizes
students’ official UNI GPAs for both the fall 2015 and spring 2016 semesters. This study uses
the GPAs students earned in each respective semester at UNI; therefore, the spring GPA is not

cumulative.
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Participants

A total of 1,549 first-year students voluntarily participated in the 2015-16 Mapworks
survey and answered the question to self-identify as FGS or CGS. Of these 1,549 students, 646
self-identified as FGS and 903 self-identified as CGS. The 71 students who preferred not to
answer or did not know have not been included in this thesis.
Procedures

In order to access UNI’s 2015-16 Mapworks data and students’ official GPAs, | received
permission from the UNI’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the use of existing data and the
office of Institutional Research & Effectiveness (IRE). Students were assigned random
identification numbers, and their responses to the Mapworks questions were linked with their
GPAs for both the fall 2015 and spring 2016 semesters and de-identified.
Analysis

The data collected from Mapworks and IRE were entered into an Excel spreadsheet and
transferred into the Statistical Packages for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for statistical analysis.
Using independent samples t tests, each individual question from the Self-Efficacy and Campus
Involvement modules was analyzed. Independent samples t tests find statistically significant
differences between an independent variable with two levels (e.g., FGS vs. CGS) on some
dependent variable (e.g., self-efficacy, campus involvement, or GPA). In total, this study uses the
results from four t tests to compare FGS and CGS in terms of self-efficacy, two t tests to
compare FGS and CGS in terms of campus involvement, and two t tests to compare FGS and

CGS in terms of their fall and spring GPAs.
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Results
Research Question 1 (RQ1):
How do FGS and CGS compare in terms of self-efficacy?
RQ1A: On a scale of 1 (not at all certain) to 7 (absolutely certain), to what degree are you
certain that you can: Do well on all problems and tasks assigned in your course? Table 1 below

shows the descriptive statistics that correspond to RQ1A.

Table 1
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 458 5.60 .954 .045
FGS 312 5.49 1.033 .058

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare self-efficacy in terms of doing well on
problems and tasks assigned in a course in CGS and FGS conditions. This test was found to be
statistically non-significant for CGS (m=5.60, sd=.045) and FGS (m=5.49, sd=1.033) conditions;
(t(768)=1.519, p > .05). The mean of CGS (n=458) for this question (m=5.60, sd=.045) was not
significantly different from the mean of FGS (n=312) for this question (m=5.49, sd=1.033), with
both groups answering the question with a mean close to 5.5. The mean of 5.5 is out of 7, with 7
being absolutely certain of doing well on all problems and tasks in an assigned course. A score of
5.5 is considered high and means both CGS and FGS on average believe they can do well on all
problems and tasks in an assigned course.

RQ1B: On a scale of 1 (not at all certain) to 7 (absolutely certain), to what degree are you
certain that you can: Do well in your hardest course? Table 2 below shows the descriptive

statistics that correspond to RQ1B.

Table 2
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 459 5.33 4,537 212
FGS 310 4.95 1.261 .072
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An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare self-efficacy in terms of doing well in
one’s hardest course in CGS and FGS conditions. This test was found to be statistically non-
significant for CGS (m=>5.33, sd=4.537) and FGS (m=4.95, sd=1.261) conditions; (t(767)=1.415,
p >.05). The mean of CGS (n=459) for this question (m=5.33, sd=4.537) was not significantly
different from the mean of FGS (n=310) for this question (m=4.95, sd=1.261), with both groups
answering the question with a mean close to 5. The score of 5 is out of 7, with 7 being absolutely
certain of doing well in one’s hardest course. A score of 5 is considered moderately high and
means both CGS and FGS on average believe they can do moderately well on all problems and
tasks in an assigned course.

RQ1C: On a scale of 1 (not at all certain) to 7 (absolutely certain), to what degree are you
certain that you can: Persevere on class projects even when there are challenges? Table 3 below

shows the descriptive statistics that correspond to RQ1C.

Table 3
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 458 5.71 .997 .047
FGS 312 5.96 5.371 .304

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare self-efficacy in terms of persevering

on class projects even when there are challenges in CGS and FGS conditions. This test was

found to be statistically non-significant for CGS (m=5.71, sd=.997) and FGS (m=5.96, sd=5.371)

conditions; (t(768)=-.959, p > .05). The mean of CGS (n=458) for this question (m=5.71,

sd=.997) was not significantly different from the mean of FGS (n=312) for this question

(m=5.96, sd=5.371), with both groups answering the question with a mean close to 6. The score

of 6 is out of 7, with 7 being absolutely certain of persevering on class projects even when there

are challenges. A score of 6 is considered high and means both CGS and FGS on average believe

they can persevere on class projects even when there are challenges.
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RQ1D: What do you think your GPA will be this term?: GPA of 3.50 or higher (Mostly As); GPA

of 3.00 to 3.49 (Mostly Bs); GPA of 2.50 to 2.99 (Some Bs and Cs); GPA of 2.00 to 2.49 (Mostly

Cs); GPA less than 2.00 (Lower than Cs). Table 4 below shows the descriptive statistics that

correspond to RQ1D.

Table 4
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 902 74 .710 .024
FGS 644 .97 127 .029

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare self-efficacy in terms of expected GPA
for the term in CGS and FGS conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores for
CGS (m=.74, sd=.710) and FGS (m=.97, sd=.727) conditions; (t(1544)=-6.290, p <.001). The
mean of CGS (n=902) for this question (m=.74, sd=.710) is significantly different from the mean
of FGS (n=644) for this question (m=.97, sd=.727), with CGS having a lower mean, meaning
CGS on average expect to have a higher GPA than FGS. FGS, on the other hand, have a
significantly higher mean than CGS, meaning FGS on average expect to have a lower GPA than
CGS.
Research Question 2 (RQ2):

How do FGS and CGS compare in terms of campus involvement?
RQ2A: On a scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely), to what degree do you intend to: Participate

in a student organization? Table 5 below shows the descriptive statistics that correspond to

RQ2A.
Table 5
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 446 5.14 4.850 .230
FGS 299 4.43 2.000 116

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare campus involvement in terms of intent
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to participate in a student organization in CGS and FGS conditions. There was a significant
difference in the scores for CGS (m=5.14, sd=4.850) and FGS (m=4.43, sd=2.000) conditions;
(t(743)=2.378, p <.05). The mean of CGS (n=446) for this question (m=5.14, sd=4.850) is
significantly different from the mean of FGS (n=299) for this question (m=4.43, sd=2.000), with
CGS having a higher mean, meaning CGS on average have a greater intent to participate in a
student organization than FGS. FGS, on the other hand, have a significantly lower mean than
CGS, meaning FGS on average have a lesser intent to participate in a student organization.
RQ2B: On a scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely), to what degree do you intend to: Hold a
leadership position in a college/university student organization? Table 6 below shows the

descriptive statistics that correspond to RQ2B.

Table 6
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 448 4.63 12.076 571
FGS 297 5.25 14.727 .855

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare campus involvement in terms of intent
to hold a leadership position in a college/university student organization in CGS and FGS
conditions. This test was found to be statistically non-significant for CGS (m=4.63, sd=12.076)
and FGS (m=5.25, sd=14.727) conditions; (t(743)=-.628, p > .05). The mean of CGS (n=448) for
this question (m=4.63, sd=12.076) was not significantly different from the mean of FGS (n=297)
for this question (m=5.25, sd=14.727), with both groups answering the question with a mean
close to 5. The score of 5 is out of 7, with 7 being extremely likely to hold a leadership position
in a college/university student organization. A score of 5 is considered moderately high and
means both CGS and FGS on average believe they are somewhat likely to hold a leadership

position in a college or university student organization.
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Research Question 3 (RQ3):
How do FGS and CGS compare in terms of academic performance measured by GPA?
RQ3A: In the fall 2015 semester, how do FGS and CGS compare in terms of academic

performance measured by GPA? Table 7 below shows the descriptive statistics that correspond

to RQ3A.
Table 7
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 903 3.094 787 .026
FGS 646 2.797 .865 .034

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare fall 2015 GPA in CGS and FGS
conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores for CGS (m=3.094, sd=.787) and
FGS (m=2.797, sd=.865) conditions; (t(1547)=7.024, p < .001). The mean of CGS (n=903) for
fall GPA (m=3.094, sd=.787) is significantly different from the mean of FGS (n=646) for fall
GPA (m=2.797, sd=.865), with CGS having a higher mean, meaning CGS on average have a
higher fall GPA than FGS. FGS, on the other hand, have a significantly lower fall GPA than
CGS.

RQ3B: In the spring 2016 semester, how do FGS and CGS compare in terms of academic

performance measured by GPA? Table 8 below shows the descriptive statistics that correspond

to RQ3B.
Table 8
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
CGS 877 3.069 .859 .029
FGS 600 2.719 975 .040

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare spring 2016 GPA in CGS and FGS

conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores for CGS (m=3.069, sd=.859) and

FGS (m=2.719, sd=.975) conditions; (t(1475)=7.271, p <.001). The mean of CGS (n=877) for
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spring GPA (m=3.069, sd=.859) is significantly different from the mean of FGS (n=600) for
spring GPA (m=2.719, sd=.975), with CGS having a higher mean, meaning CGS on average
have a higher spring GPA than FGS. FGS, on the other hand, have a significantly lower spring
GPA than CGS.
Discussion

Research Question 1

In regards to how FGS and CGS compare in terms of self-efficacy, the statistical tests
performed showed that there was no statistically significant difference between FGS and CGS in
terms of to the degree to which they believe they can do well on all problems and tasks assigned
in their course, do well in their hardest course, and persevere on class projects even when there
are challenges. This is important because it does not support the initial hypothesis of this thesis
that FGS have lower levels of self-efficacy than CGS in their first year at UNI. These findings
contradict previous research that found that FGS have lower levels of self-efficacy than CGS
(Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007; Wang & Castaneda-Sound, 2008). | expected that because
FGS enter college with less cultural capital than CGS, they would have less self-efficacy in terms
of academics. The majority of both FGS and CGS, however, answered the three self-efficacy
questions with answers ranging from a 5-6 out of 7 (absolutely certain) in regards to the degree
that they are certain they can do well and persevere. Therefore, first-year students on average
enter UNI with a relatively high degree of academic self-efficacy, regardless if they are FGS or
CGS.

Ward et al. (2015) found that FGS approach tasks with less confidence than CGS, but
perhaps FGS enter UNI with the belief that they have the potential to do well in their courses

overall. This may be due the fact that UNI is relatively small compared to the two other state
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universities in lowa, and as a result, there is a lower student to faculty ratio. Perhaps the smaller
size contributes to both FGS and CGS at UNI feeling they have the opportunity to get to know
their professors and receive their help and guidance when they encounter obstacles compared to
students at other institutions.

Related to self-efficacy, the statistical test performed showed there was a significant
difference between FGS and CGS in terms of their expected GPAs. FGS on average expected to
have a lower GPA compared to CGS. While the expected GPA question on the Mapworks
survey is not categorized in the Self-Efficacy module, it could be argued that it is a measure of
students’ academic self-efficacy since self-efficacy is defined as one’s belief in their capability to
complete tasks to succeed in school (Wang & Castaneda-Sound, 2008). This is important
because FGS enter college with the self-imposed expectation that they will not perform as well
academically as their CGS peers.

These results suggest that UNI could help FGS feel more psychologically prepared for
college rather than simply offering academic resources. It is interesting how FGS and CGS on
average both expect to do well and persevere in their courses despite obstacles, but perhaps this
reveals that students have unrealistic expectations in regards to just how difficult their courses
will be. In addition, it does not necessarily fit that FGS on average believe they can do well on
all tasks assigned in a course, do well in their hardest course, and peresevere on projects when
there are challenges, yet they expect to achieve a lower GPA on average than CGS. There seems
to be an incongruity in how FGS believe they can perform and what their actual grades will be.
FGS have confidence in their abilities to endure and persevere through obstacles, but they do not
have confidence in their final results. One way to explain this might be that FGS have overcome

numerous challenges in their courses in high school, yet they still received low GPAs. More
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research would be needed in this area. To address academic self-efficacy in college, Clauss-
Ehlers and Wilbrowski (2007) found academic strategy programs are not effective in helping
FGS achieve high GPAs. Therefore, if UNI offered a workshop to help FGS psychologically
prepare for the challenges they may face in their courses, this may be more beneficial than
general academic tips or advice.
Research Question 2

In regards to how FGS and CGS compare in terms of campus involvement, the statistical
tests performed showed that there was a significant difference between FGS and CGS in the
degree to which they intended to participate in a student organization. The mean for CGS was
5.14 on a scale of 1 (not at all likely) to 7 (extremely likely) for their intent to become involved,
while the mean for FGS was only 4.43. This is important because it supports the initial
hypothesis that CGS on average are more likely to become involved on campus than FGS. This
aligns with previous research that found FGS are less engaged in terms of campus involvement
than CGS (Mehta et al., 2011; Pascarella et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005). It is important for all
students to become involved on campus in some way because it correlates with higher levels of
academic persistence and success (Jackson et al., 2011). However, because FGS are more likely
than CGS to attend college part-time, live off campus, and work off campus (Engle & Tinto,
2008), it may be more difficult for them to find time to get involved. In addition, FGS’ lack of
cultural capital may contribute to them either not knowing how to get involved or not knowing
the benefits of involvement.

There was not a statistically significant difference between FGS and CGS in the degree to
which they intended to hold a leadership position in a college/university student organization.

The mean for CGS was 4.63 on a scale of 1 (not at all likely) to 7 (extremely likely) for their
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intent to hold a leadership position in a student organization, and the mean for FGS was 5.25
Considering first-year students participated in the survey, and it would be unlikely for a first-year
student to hold a leadership position in a student organization when they have just arrived on
campus, these results are rather surprising. Perhaps FGS and CGS have an unrealistic view of
leadership positions at a university compared to leadership positions in high school. For
example, there is often more time and options for students to hold leadership positions in high
school. Since FGS and CGS take Mapworks in their first year of college, they might not yet
realize that holding a leadership position in a university organization takes much more effort and
commitment than many high school positions, and they might not yet know there are not as
many opportunities for first-year students to hold leadership positions when they first arrive on
campus.

These results suggest that UNI could make an extra effort to encourage FGS to become
involved in student organizations on campus and reach out to them to help them feel connected.
While UNI currently offers programs to FGS such as Jump Start, which is an extended
orientation program that aims to help underrepresented students transition to college, perhaps
additional steps need to be taken throughout the school year to check in with FGS to ensure they
know how to become involved and are aware of what opportunities are available to them. There
is a student organization on campus called First Generation Students. Although this group is
important for supporting FGS at UNI and connecting FGS to each other, FGS should also be
encouraged to join the same groups as CGS to prevent FGS from feeling stigmatized for their

status or isolated from their peers.
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Research Question 3

In regards to how FGS and CGS compare in terms of academic performance measured by
GPA, the statistical tests performed showed there was a significant difference between FGS and
CGS in terms of both their fall 2015 and spring 2016 GPAs. In fall 2015, the mean GPA for CGS
was 3.094, while the mean GPA for FGS was 2.797 on a 4.00 scale. In spring 2016, the mean
GPA for CGS was 3.069, while the mean GPA for FGS was 2.719 on a 4.00 scale. As the data
shows, FGS had statistically lower GPASs than their CGS peers on average in their first and
second semesters at UNI. This is consistent with research that has found FGS to have lower
GPAs than CGS (Mehta et al., 2011); however, these findings are contrary to studies that have
found no significant difference between FGS and CGS in terms of GPA (Dumais & Ward,
2010).

While these findings in regards to GPA were statistically significant, it is important to
note that GPA is only one measure of academic success. It seems significant, though, that FGS
had statistically lower self-expected GPAs on the Mapworks survey and had statistically lower
official GPAs during their first and second semesters of college. Perhaps due to a lack of cultural
capital, FGS on average enter college with the mindset that they will achieve lower GPAs, and as
a result, their expectations become reality. Since a link has been found between campus
involvement and academic success (Jackson et al., 2011) and FGS did not intend to become
involved in student organizations to the same extent as CGS, this may also contribute to FGS
having lower GPAs on average than CGS. For example, if CGS on average are involved in at
least one student organization, this could help them better manage their time and meet more

people who could potentially offer them academic advice on a specific class or professor.
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Limitations

This study is limited because it only examined data from a single academic year, and the
Mapworks data was self-reported. There is a possibility that the survey results from the 2015-16
academic year at UNI do not align with the results from previous years and is not representative
of typical outcomes for FGS and CGS at UNI. There were only 1,549 students who answered
whether they identified as CGS or FGS status, and this study assumed that all students answered
this single question correctly and honestly. Since students self-selected their answers to the
Mapworks questions, this study also assumed that all students read each question carefully and
thought about their answer as opposed to simply selecting arbitrary answers to finish the survey.
Although the Mapworks survey was voluntary for students to take, students were persuaded to
complete it in order to be entered for a chance to win prizes. As a result, there is a chance that
some students could have lied or rushed in order to finish the survey just to win a prize. Despite
these obstacles, self-reported data tends to be reliable (Cassady, 2001).
Recommendations for Future Research and Practice

In the future, more research could be done to compare FGS and CGS throughout their
entire college careers. For example, it would be interesting to see whether CGS continually
achieve higher GPAs than FGS throughout their years in college. It may also be beneficial to
expand this study to compare FGS and CGS in terms of retention and how long it takes them to
complete their degrees, for these could be related to self-efficacy. Finally, additional research
could be helpful to identify more specific measures UNI could take to meet the needs of its FGS

in terms of self-efficacy, campus involvement, and academic performance.
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To address FGS’ lack of self-efficacy as shown through their lower expected GPAS (see
table 4), UNI could offer FGS psychological preparation strategies to help them feel more
confident in their belief that they can complete tasks to succeed in their college classes. As
stated, this would be more beneficial to students than workshops or seminars on academic
strategies such as note taking (Clauss-Ehlers & Wilbrowski, 2007). To address FGS’ lower intent
to participate in student organizations (see table 5), UNI could offer a session during Jump Start,
an extended orientation program that first-generation may opt to participate in, that explains the
benefits of involvement and how to join a student organization. In addition, UNI could have
Jump Start leaders check in with their students throughout the school year to ensure FGS are
taking advantage of opportunities to become involved. Addressing these two areas will also help
address FGS’ lower GPAs (see tables 7 and 8). If FGS enter college with higher levels of self-
efficacy in regards to what they expect their GPASs to be and become involved in a student
organization since involvement is connected to academic success (Jackson et al., 2011), they
may earn higher GPAs. In addition to these recommendations, it may help to explore what other
colleges or universities have done to support their FGS population in these areas.

Conclusion

As both a resident assistant and orientation staff member, I have met numerous FGS
during my time at UNI. There seems to be a common misconception among CGS, however, that
there are not many FGS at UNI. However, at this study shows, 603 out of 1059 students who
participated in the 2015-2016 Mapworks survey self-reported as FGS. This is significant because
the data shows there is a large presence of FGS on campus, and this thesis has identified several
key, statistically significant differences between FGS and CGS in regards to how they approach

and perform in their first year at UNI, including their expected GPAs, intent to participate in a
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student organization, and fall and spring GPAs. This thesis contributes to the body of research
regarding how FGS compare to CGS during their first year at a university. This thesis is
significant for UNI because it used data taken from UNI students to identify specific areas in
which UNI can better prepare FGS for college in terms of self-efficacy, campus involvement,
and academic performance. If UNI applies this data to offer FGS psychological support to
increase self-efficacy and additional information and guidance to increase campus involvement,
then FGS may also simultaneously increase their academic success as measured by GPA. As
FGS continue to grow in their involvement and GPAs, the entire student body and institution will
reap the benefits. As a future high school teacher, | look forward to continuing to work with FGS
who are on the college track and offering them the support and advice | have gained through my

research.
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Appendix
Mapworks Survey Questions

Academic Background
Which best describes the highest level of education achieved by a parent or
legal guardian?

High School diploma or less

Some college

Completed an Associate’s degree

Completed a Bachelor’s degree

Completed a Graduate or Professional degree
Don’t know or not applicable

Prefer not to answer

G@MmMOOmP>

Academic Self-Efficacy

To what degree are you certain that you can:

(Response options: 1 [not at all certain], 2, 3, 4 [moderately certain], 5, 6, 7 [absolutely certain],
Not applicable)

A. Do well on all problems and tasks assigned in your courses?
B. Do well in your hardest course?
C. Persevere on class projects even when there are challenges?

Expected GPA
What do you think your GPA will be this term?

A. GPA of 3.50 or higher (Mostly As)

B. GPA of 3.00 to 3.49 (Mostly Bs)

C. GPA of 2.50 to 2.99 (Some Bs and Cs)
D. GPA of 2.00 to 2.49 (Mostly Cs)

E. GPA less than 2.00 (Lower than Cs)

Campus Involvement

During this term, to what degree do you intend to:

(Response options: 1 [not at all], 2, 3, 4 [moderately], 5, 6, 7 [extremely], Not applicable)
A. Participate in a student organization?
B. Hold a leadership position in a college/university student organization?
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