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ABSTRACT

THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF RECENT HIGH-SCHOOL GRADUATES IN A THREE-

CREDIT, SEMESTER-LONG, COMMUNITY -COLLEGE STUDENT-SUCCESS SEMINAR

Student success has been an emerging topic within K-through-16 education in recent
years. Community colleges play a valuable role within higher education, and they are challenged
to support and foster the success of studentsin reaching their goals to earn associate’s degrees,
certificates, and to transfer to 4-year ingtitutions.

Student-success seminars have been linked to positively impacting numerous outcomes
such as student grade-point averages, student retention, and student satisfaction. Few studies
have explored how and why the experiences of participants in a student-success seminar relate to
these outcomes from the perspective of the students who participated in the courses.

To gain abetter understanding of these student experiences, | conducted a qualitative
phenomenological study using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to help answer the
following research questions:

1. What are the lived experiences of first-year community-college students who
participated in a semester-long, student-success seminar?

2. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence
their overall community-college experiences?

3. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence

their decisions to remain at their institution?



Six students participated in the study through semistructured interviews to explore their
lived experiences in athree-credit, semester-long, community-college student-success seminar.
Data analysis reveal ed five superordinate themes that helped to describe participants’
experiences through a metaphorical journey at sea. These superordinate themes included choppy
waters, a guiding light, a clearer destination, charting a course, and taking the wheel with the
crew on board.

Findings of this study suggest that the student-success seminar was beneficia to the
participants in the following ways: mitigating the stress and anxiety associated with their high
school-to-college transitions; enforcing their view of their course instructor as a source of
comfort, trust, accountability, and encouragement; helping them to identify and affirm career and
major goals; affirming their decisionsto remain at their institution and continue their education;
providing various resources that helped them achieve major and career goals; and increasing
self-confidence to help them become more autonomous in their academic journey. This study
provides a unique student perspective into the student-success-seminar experience and
contributes to higher education by assisting community colleges in helping their students thrive
in their high school-to-college transition and beyond. The findings also provide insight into how
and why the student-success-seminar experience may contribute to various student outcomes

highlighted in the current study.
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DEFINITION OF TERMS

Sudent-success seminar: A course that is usually aimed at students who have no
previous college experience and is designed to provide them with useful information about the
institution, assistance in academic and career planning, techniques to improve study habits, and
opportunities to develop personal skills such as basic financial literacy (Cho & Karp, 2013).

Lived experiences. The way in which people make sense of life experiences that are of
major significance (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).

Sudent/environment interaction theories and models: Models and theories that assert that
environmental factors influence behaviors through interactions with an individual’s
characteristics (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

Inter pretative phenomenological analysis (IPA): A qualitative research approach
committed to the examination of how people make sense of their major life experiences (Smith

et ., 2009).



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, | highlight the current emphasis that has been placed on student successin
higher education. Next, | discuss student-success seminars as a resource within community
colleges to support student success. Following that discussion, | present the significance and
purpose of this study, along with the research questions. | also share limitations and delimitations
of the investigation. Finally, | present my perspective as aresearcher.

Overview

If wewant Americato lead in the 21st century, nothing is more important than

giving everyone the best education possible—from the day they start preschool to

the day they start their career. (White House Press, 2012)

The aforementioned quote from President Barack Obama speaks to the increased
emphasis on improving the quality of education across K-through-16 within the United States.
Thisinitiative is recognized within higher education through various state measures; California’s
Student Success Act (SB 1456, 2012) has tied community-college funding to the matricul ation
services of orientation, assessment, counseling and advising, and educational planning. Texas’s
Transfer101.org (2015) website has been devel oped to provide information to students and
advisors to help increase the number of community-college students who transfer to 4-year
universities. Likewise, Florida, North Carolina, and Ohio participated in the Completion By
Design State Initiative (2011), with its commitment to the creation of an action plan for
increasing community-college completion and graduation rates. In addition, private sources of
support for improving higher education include the Lumina Foundation (2014), with agoal to
have 60% of Americans hold high-quality postsecondary degrees or credentials by 2025, and

also the Boosting College Completion for aNew Economy Initiative (2011), sponsored by the



Education Commission of the States, which worked with legislative and higher-education leaders
to improve their state economies through increasing the number of residents with postsecondary
degrees. As an important link in the K-through-16 educational system, community colleges must
find innovative and effective approaches in their responses to the various initiatives that seek to
support and improve student success.
Statement of the Problem

Asan integral part of the higher-education system, community colleges, which
represented 45% of total enrolled US undergraduates as of the fall of 2014 (AACC, 2016b), are
essential in supporting student success. Some of the missions of community colleges include

... providing open access to postsecondary education, preparing students for transfer to

4-year ingtitutions, providing workforce development and skills training, and offering

noncredit programs ranging from English as a second language to skills retraining to

community enrichment programs or cultural activities. (AACC, 2016a)
Many students are attracted to the community-college experience for these and other various
reasons, which include the willingness of community colleges to serve students who are part-
time, minority, first generation, disabled, and single parents (AACC, 2016b). Furthermore,
community colleges are considerably more affordable than 4-year institutions. According to the
College Board (2016), the average 2016-2017 cost of yearly tuition and fees for public, 2-year,
in-district, full-time, undergraduate students was $3,520, in comparison to public, 4-year
institutions’ cost of $9,650. Private, nonprofit, 4-year institutions were even more costly, at
$33,480.

The willingness for community colleges to offer open access to a constituency that may
not otherwise have an opportunity to pursue a higher education, along with their less expensive

tuition than 4-year and private institutions, make community colleges viable options for many

current and future students. Based on various initiatives that promote student success, such as



those discussed earlier, community colleges must find and implement innovative approaches to
help students thrive in their college environments and complete their educational goals both
successfully and in atimely manner.

For community colleges to formulate and implement effective student-success strategies,
they must understand factors that contribute to students leaving or remaining enrolled in an
institution, which in turn affects students’ ability to complete their goals to earn degrees and
certificates, to transfer to 4-year universities, or both. Although national data on term-to-term
community-college student persistence is limited, according to the National Student
Clearinghouse Research Center (2015), the first-to-second-year persistence rate for all entering
students at 2-year public institutions for 2013 was 57.6%. In comparison, the persistence rate for
all entering students at 4-year public institutions was 79.3%, which suggests that community
colleges may lose more students than 4-year universities between students’ first and second years
of enrollment.

Furthermore, Tinto (1993, p. 14), referring to findings from ACT (1992) that reported
first-year attrition at 47.9% and 28.3%, respectively, for al entering students at public 2-year and
4-year ingtitutions, stated that many students drop out of college early in their academic journeys.
More recently, ACT (2015) cited that the first-to-second-year retention rate for 2-year public
institutions was 54.7%, while 4-year public institutions reflected a slightly higher figure, at
64.2%. These data illustrate the importance for community colleges to help students succeed in
their matriculation goals early in their academic careers, during atime that appears to be
significant with regard to their deciding whether or not to return to school.

In addition to facing the issue of losing students who decide not to return from the first to

second year of their education, community colleges also must deal with waysto assist their



students in completing their degree, certification, or transfer goals in a reasonable amount of
time. A review from the National Center for Education Statistics of 2008 through 2013
graduation rates for 2-year degree institutions (NCES, 2015, p. 234) found that, of the students
who began their pursuit of a certificate or associate’s degree in the fall of 2010, only 29% of full-
time, first-time, undergraduate students obtained a certificate or associate degree within 3 years
or less; this outcome indicates that 71% of the students took longer than 3 years to complete a 2-
year degree. These results suggest that most students seldom complete their educational degree
objectivesin atimely manner. Thus, community colleges are challenged to improve their
student-support programs and services, not only to help students graduate and transfer, but aso
to decrease their time to completion and to help them better integrate into the college
environment. Student-success seminars may be a viable resource that community colleges can
use to help achieve this task.

Student-success seminars, aso referred to in the literature as college 101, student
orientation, freshman experience, and the like, are offered in the United States at 94% or more of
all 4-year accredited colleges and universities (Padgett, Keup, & Pascarella, 2013). In a 2012
survey by the Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE), 83% of
participating community colleges responded that they offered such a course. Student-success
seminars are usually intended to help new students gain information about college and academic
and career planning, obtain improved study habits, and acclimate to the college environment
(O’Gara, Karp, and Hughes, 2009). While the specific curriculum of student-success seminars
may vary from institution to institution, the common goal of such coursesisto improve academic
performance and student persistence by integrating students socially and academically

(Goodman & Pascarella, 2006).



It is possible that student-success seminars can help students achieve a smoother
transition into college through better integration with the campus environment. Tinto (1975,
1993) and Astin (1977, 1984, 1993) argued that students’ experiences with, and connections to,
their college environments may impact their decisions to remain at or leave an institution.
Examples of areas in which research has identified some of the positive effects of student-
success seminars include increased student outcomes such as student grade-point averages
(GPAS) (Stovall, 2000), student satisfaction (Duggan & Williams, 2011; O’Gara et al., 2009;
Padgett, Keup, & Pascarella, 2013; Redmond, Boucebei, & Engstrom, 2013; Rhodes & Carifio,
1999) and student retention (Derby & Smith, 2004; Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Stovall, 2000).

Derby and Smith (2004) found that students who enrolled in an orientation course
obtained their degrees faster and were less likely to drop out than students who did not enroll in
the course. In alater study conducted by O’Gara et al. (2009), the researchers suggested that
student-success courses can deliver enhanced student support, thereby influencing students to
“bring about behaviors that supported persistence” (p. 8). More recently, Cho and Karp (2013)
determined that students who enrolled in afirst-semester, community-college student-success
course were more likely to earn college-level credits within their first year; and they were more
likely to persist to the second year than students who did not enroll in such courses. | will
highlight these and additional studiesin amore detailed review of the literature in chapter 2.

Significance and Purpose of the Study

Although various studies have explored the positive impact of student-success seminars
at the community-college level, many of these studies have focused on a quantitative research
approach, exploring relationships between student-success seminar courses and student outcomes

such asincreased first-year unit completion (Cho & Karp, 2013; Stovall, 2000), increased GPAS,



(Stovall, 2000), and increased retention (Derby & Smith, 2004; Goodman & Pascarella, 2006;
Stovall, 2000). Few studies have explored the qualitative aspects of student experiencesin a
student-success seminar. More specifically, no study has been identified that explored the lived
experiences of first-year students in athree-credit, semester-long, community-college student-
success seminar, which was the purpose of this study. Gaining insight into the how and why
components of student experiences in a student-success seminar can provide a better
understanding of aspects of students’ experiences that are contributing to the what components
of success such as retention, GPA, student satisfaction, and course completion.
Resear ch Questions
This study sought to answer the following research questions:
1. What are the lived experiences of first-year community-college students who
participated in a semester-long, student-success seminar?
2. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence
their overall community-college experiences?
3. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence
their decisions to remain at their institution?
Limitations
This study assumed that the participants would be forthcoming and share their ideas
candidly. Although as the researcher | tried to ensure participant anonymity, participants may
still have been cautious to share their true opinions. Furthermore, since the participants were
from a community college in the western United States and the purpose was to obtain rich
description from alimited number of participants, the results may not be typical for other

students in other locations within the United States.



Finally, while my employment may have been helpful in establishing a relationship with

the students, it also may have influenced their interview responses.
Delimitations

The research-sample participants were selected from a single-district community college
located in the Western United States, using a purposeful sampling method. Participants were
recent high-school graduates (within one year). | set these criteria because of my goal asa
researcher to focus on a period of time in the participants’ lives that was of major significance,
and also because of the literature that cites a notable attrition of students between their first and
second years of their college enroliment (ACT, 1992, 2015; Nationa Student Clearinghouse,
2015). To limit asignificant lapse of time since completion of the course, and to capture a more
accurate account of their experiences, participants also had to have completed the student-
success seminar within one year prior to the interviews. Participants were selected from several
student-success seminar sections to allow for a more representative sample of students who had
completed the course.

Researcher’s Perspective

| came to America as a Hungarian immigrant in 1983. My parents were unfamiliar with
the educational system in the United States, and neither of them completed a US college
education. After graduating from high school, | attended a community college, where | lacked
any life direction or idea of what career or magjor | wanted to pursue. | felt lost. Eventualy, | had
an encounter with a community-college counselor, who not only assisted mein my career and
educational planning, but also contributed to my belief that | was capable of succeedingin my

studies. As aresult of this positive experience, | was inspired to become a community-college



counselor with the goal to positively impact students who may have aso felt lost or without
direction in their lives.

Although I initially experienced difficulties with my college studies, some of my fondest
memories stem from my community-college experiences. During that time, though, | did not
have the opportunity to enroll in a student-success seminar, and therefore | learned to identify
and utilize student resources through my own endeavors. Having taught student-success seminars
in my current place of employment, | believe that there is a definite value to such coursesin
helping students make closer connections to their college environments, both socially and
academically. My community-college experiences as a student and as afaculty member have
been the impetus for my interest in and commitment to the community-college system, and also
for my desire to research the impact of a student-success seminar on student success.

Findings of previous studies that | reviewed in this dissertation have suggested various
benefits of student-success seminars, ranging from improved GPASs to increased retention of
students who participated in those seminars when compared to students who did not participate
in such courses; thus, these findings give insight into the what aspects of the impact of these
seminars on students. By examining the lived experiences of studentsin a community-college
student-success seminar, | sought to find out the how and why characteristics of the impact of
student-success seminars, to be better able to formulate my pedagogy to support and promote the
positive experiences of students. My intention is that the information from this research will help
current and future instructors of student-success seminars, including myself, contribute to
community-college student success from a perspective of student-environment interactions and

connections.



Recap

Because of various national, state, and private initiatives, community colleges have been
prompted to increase and improve components of their matriculation models. These changes are
intended to increase the rate of student degree completion and transfer to 4-year institutions, and
to assist students through the pipeline of higher education with increased efficiency and
accountability. Student-success seminars are aviable tool for community collegesin their
endeavor to meet the needs of this current challenge.

Currently, thereis alack of research that supports our understanding of the lived
experiences of studentsin athree-credit, semester-long, community-college student-success
seminar from the perspective of the participants in the course. In addressing this research gap,
this study adds to the positive movement that aims to support and improve student success at the
community-college level; it also addresses the lack of current studies that examine student-
success seminars through the eyes and voices of the students themselves. In the next chapter, |
will present areview of literature that is pertinent to this study and further supports my rationae

for studying the lived experiences of community-college students in a student-success seminar.



CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In this chapter, | discuss the current emphasis on student success within higher education
in the United States. I present a brief history of America’s community colleges, along with their
missions, visions, and purposes. Following this review, | introduce two prominent theoretical
perspectives on factors that influence students’ college departure and retention. Next, I examine
how community colleges may benefit from student-success seminars as a specific resource to
help their students thrive in their college environments. Finally, through areview of the
literature, | highlight studies that have identified some of the benefits of student-success
seminars.

Context

Student enrollment in US higher education has experienced a notable increase in the past
17 years. According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2015, p.
234), as of fall 2015, an estimated 20.2 million students were expected to attend colleges and
universitiesin the United States. When compared to similar statistics for the year 2000, these
data reflected an increase of approximately 4.9 million students (NCES, 2015, p. 234).
Community-college students accounted for 45% of all US college undergraduates as of fall 2014
(AACC, 2016b). As of 2016, there were 982 public community collegesin the United States
(AACC, 2016b). These statisticsillustrate the important role of community collegesin assisting
asignificant number of students within the US system of higher education. Moreover, recent
initiatives to promote higher education (e.g., Boosting College Completion, 2011; Completion by

Design State Initiative, 2011; SB 1456, 2012; Lumina Foundation, 2014; Texas’s Transfer
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101.org, 2015) bolster the need for community colleges to successfully increase both transfer and
degree- and certificate-compl etion opportunities.

The community-college experience is an attractive higher-education option to many
adults. For example, the nature of the origina comprehensive and open-access missions of
community colleges means that they serve many students who are part time, minority, first
generation, disabled, and single parents (AACC, 2016b). Furthermore, the considerably higher
cost of tuition at 4-year institutions compared to community-college tuition rates enhances the
attractiveness of community colleges to potential students. For instance, the average 2016-2017
cost of yearly tuition and fees for public, 2-year, in-district, full-time undergraduate students was
$3,520 (College Board, 2016). In comparison, these tuition rates are noticeably |ess expensive
than the cost of $9,650 for public 4-year institutions. And private, nonprofit, 4-year institutions
widen the affordability gap even further, with yearly tuition rates at $33,480 for 2016-2017
(College Board, 2016).

As noted, community colleges are challenged with the pressure to increase the number of
students who succeed in their college goals, and to accomplish that objective in atimely manner
(Boosting College Completion, 2011; Completion By Design, 2011; SB 1456, 2012; Lumina
Foundation, 2014; Texas’s Transfer 101.org, 2015). Implementing various support systemsin
hel ping students succeed in their college environmentsis avital part of the formulathat
community colleges must use to meet the national, state, and private initiatives for promoting
student success. For usto better understand how student success has become a more prominent
part of the community-college agenda, it is necessary to briefly examine the history of
community collegesin the United States. This history helps frame how the stated missions and

purposes of community colleges have supported and have advocated for student success. In the
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following section, | briefly review the literature related to the history of community collegesin
the United States, and the relationship of that history to the current focus on supporting student
success at community colleges.
A Brief History of the Community College

According to Witt, Wattenbarger, Gollattscheck, and Suppiger (1994), William Rainey
Harper, the first president of the University of Chicago, is credited as the person responsible for
the birth of the junior-college movement. Harper has been recognized for devising a plan in 1895
for the separation of upper and lower divisions of higher education, and referring to the first two
collegiate years as junior college, which led to his nationwide plan for creating junior colleges
(1994). Furthermore, Harper has been credited for establishing Joliet Junior Collegein Illinois as
thefirst public institution in the United States to be named a junior college. Harper’s plan and
vision are seen as the roots of community colleges currently offering the first 2 years of a 4-year
education, which at the time focused on undergraduate general education courses (Beach, 2010).

The original mission of community colleges in the United States included providing and
expanding educational opportunity for all (Beach, 2010; Vaughan, 2000; Witt et a., 1994).
Although one of the initial purposes of community colleges included assisting high-school
graduates with adelayed form of admission to 4-year universities, those purposes evolved into
broad and diverse missions that we can refer to as comprehensive. These comprehensive
missions were aimed at meeting the varying needs of the local community and beyond (Beach,
2010). To illustrate the comprehensive scope of the community college, Vaughan (2000)
outlined some community-college missions that included offering the first 2 years of a
bachelor’s-degree track; providing occupational and technical programsto train members of the

community for workforce readiness and developmental -education programs to assist students in
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remediating any deficiencies in their math and English learning; and making continuing-
education opportunities available to the members of the community (pp. 3-12).

The expansion of community colleges continued during the middle of the twentieth
century. The end of World War I1 in 1945 presented an urgent need for the US government to
provide returning military personnel with atransition into the job market. The Servicemen’s
Readjustment Act (Gl Bill) passed by Congress in 1944, significantly boosted community-
college enrollments across the nation (Vaughan, 2000). The authors of the Truman Commission
Report, written in 1947 with the goal to help education preserve the democratic ideals that were
fought for in World War 11, further supported the view that more community colleges were
needed. An assertion in the report was that “49 percent of high school graduates could profit
from two years of education beyond high schoal. . .” (Vaughan, 2000, p. 25). Additionally,
during this time, the Truman Commission was responsible for introducing the term community
college.

Vaughan (2000) described key events such as the passage of the 1965 Higher Education
Act as helping to boost funding for community colleges. Furthermore, Vaughan stated that
California’s Proposition 13, established in 1978, began atrend of states paying an increased
portion of community college costs instead of local entities (p. 26), prompting an increased
public demand for greater accountability from public institutions (p. 36). These changes, along
with the end of school segregation and the coming of age of baby boomers, helped to open
community-college access to a broader constituency (2000). From 1960 to 2000, community
colleges became more comprehensive in their offerings as they began providing workforce

training and community-development curricula
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Challengesfor Community Colleges

“In the 21st century, the community college’s success will continue to depend on its
ability to respond to a changing environment” (Vaughan, 2000, p. 29). More recently,
community colleges are experiencing increased pressures to prioritize matriculating and
transferring students over focusing on other branches of their comprehensive missions (Boosting
College Completion, 2011; Completion By Design, 2011; SB 1456, 2012; Lumina Foundation,
2014; Texas’s Transfer 101.org, 2015). Mendoza et a. (2009) cited student transfer and learning
outcomes as prominent centers of focus at community colleges. According to Griffith and
Connor (1994), during the | ate twentieth century, three main factors contributed to the waning
concentration on the comprehensive missions of community colleges, and those factors
suggested that the comprehensive nature of community colleges was facing an imminent threat.

The first factor that Griffith and Connor (1994) cited for the decline of focus on the
comprehensive nature of community colleges was tight budgetary constraints on public
education throughout the 1990s, which forced community collegesto prioritize academically
better-prepared students, thus taking away the focus on devel opmental education. Second,
arguments from advocates of career and technical education, and the transfer of students to 4-
year ingtitutions, were pressuring community colleges to place greater emphasis on those
particular areas instead of serving the comprehensive missions they had in the past. Finally,
many 4-year colleges during this time were more selective in their admissions because, to meet
budgetary constraints, they were offering fewer courses; this change, in turn, prompted increased
enrollments at community colleges, which responded by offering more classes that focused on

transfer preparation (Griffith & Connor, 1994).
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More recently, Bruininks, Keeney, and Thorp (2010) argued that universities are faced
with the “new normal in which they must embrace a clear vision of the future, including access
and opportunity for all learners and a culture of entrepreneurship and service” (p. 113). This
visonisin line with President Barack Obama’s 21st Century Initiative (White House Press,
2012), which calls for a smoother collaboration between K-through-16 educational institutions in
order to encourage a greater number of college graduates. Thus, while the comprehensive
mission of community colleges may be waning, current sources of federal, state, and private
initiatives are simultaneously advocating for an increased number of students to be provided with
the opportunity to pursue a higher education.

Based on the various measures and voices that promote increased access, opportunity,
and collaboration within higher education, there is areal need for community colleges to use
innovative approaches to assist current and future students to succeed in their educational goals,
whether those goals are to transfer, or to earn acommunity-college degree or certificate, or both.
To enable a better understanding of what can be done to help students complete their educational
goals, and to help them stay in college long enough to do so, | outline in the next section some
factors that have been found to contribute to students leaving college and also factors that have
contributed to their remaining in college.

Theoretical Perspectives on Why Students L eave or Remain in College

For oneto better understand why community colleges are tasked to implement various
resources and support programs to increase student success, it is necessary to gain some
perspective on why students leave or remain in their college environments. In this section, |

highlight two key theoretical viewpoints to help readers better understand student departure and
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student persistence in college. The work of both Vincent Tinto (1975, 1993) and Alexander Astin
(1977, 1984, 1993) provides the theoretical underpinnings of this study.
Tinto’s Model of Student Integration

Thefirst year of college appears to be particularly important in terms of students leaving
their academic environments because a significant portion of al leaving takes place during this
period (Tinto, 1993). In support of this assertion, Tinto cited statistical findings from the
American College Testing Program (ACT) (1992), which reported that, out of all institutional
leavers at private and public 2-year and 4-year institutions, 53.3% of all 2-year and 67.7% of all
4-year leaving took place during the first year. According to more recent data from the ACT
(2015), the first-to-second-year retention rate for 2-year public institutions was 54.7%, while 4-
year public institutions reflected a dlightly higher figure, at 64.2%. Tinto (1993) stated that, to
successfully retain students, institutions must be able to integrate those students into the “fabric
of institutional life” (p. 204). Tinto’s statement calls to community colleges to consider the use
of programs such as the student-success seminar to assist and support students to better integrate
into their college environments.

In his Student Integration Model, Tinto (1975) suggested that students who are able to
integrate into their campus environments are more likely to graduate because of an increased
commitment to thelir institution. Adding to his theoretical framework, Tinto (1993) presented his
Model of Institutional Departure to explain why students may choose to leave or remain within
their institutions of higher education. To support this model, Tinto (1993) utilized data from four
main sources for his research: the National Longitudinal Survey, which tracked the educational
activities of the high-school graduating class of 1972 (US Dept. of Ed., 1972, ascited in Tinto,

1993, p. 13); the High School and Beyond study of the high-school graduating class of 1980
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(Eagle & Carroll, 1988, ascited in Tinto, 1993, p. 13); the ACT survey of ingtitutions (ACT
1992, ascited in Tinto, 1993, p. 13), which tracked first-year persistence of the entering fall 1990
classfor 2-year and 4-year public and private institutions; and the Survey of Retention at Higher
Educational Institutions (Chaney & Farris, 1991, as cited in Tinto, 1993, p. 13). Using these
sources, Tinto (1993) examined awide variety of factors pertaining to student departure from
college. Tinto (1993) determined that students leave institutions of higher education because of a
lack of social and intellectual integration into their college environments:

An institution’s capacity to retain students is directly related to its ability to reach out,

make contact with students, and integrate them into the social and intellectual fabric of

ingtitutiona life. (1993, p. 204)

Tinto’s Model of Institutional Departure has been referred to as the first detailed longitudinal
model for explaining connections between the academic environment and student persistence
and retention (Tinto, 2006).

Figure 2.1 illustrates Tinto’s (1993) model and shows factors that influence student
departure and student retention, which range from students’ family backgrounds and prior
schooling, to their institutional experiences and how well they integrate into their respective
ingtitutions. The figure includes a representation of various precollege entry attributes such as
family background, skills, and abilities, and prior schooling. These attributes lead to students’
goals and commitment levels, which are closely related to what Tinto referred to as institutional
experiences, and include both formal and informal student experiences (1993). It is these formal
and informal institutional experiences, according to Tinto (1993), that ultimately lead to how
well or poorly studentsintegrate into their academic environment, and thereby influence their

decision to leave or remain in an institution.
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Tinto’s models for explaining factors that contribute to student departure and student
retention (1975, 1993) can be useful for professionals within higher education to better
understand how to facilitate student successin terms of the support services and resources they
offer to help students better connect to their college environments. If community colleges can
provide students with opportunities to feel more connected to and integrated with their
institutions, especially during the critical transition from high school to college, those students

may be more likely to stay the course in reaching their academic goals.
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Fig. 4.1. A longitudinal model of institutional depatture.

Figure 2.1. A longitudinal model of institutional departure. Reprinted from Leaving College:
Rethinking the Causes and Cures of Sudent Attrition (2nd ed.), by V. Tinto, 1993, p. 114.
Copyright 1993 by the University of Chicago Press. Reprinted with permission.
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Astin’s Theory of Student | nvolvement

A second prominent theoretical perspective that explains influences that contribute to
students leaving or remaining in their college, and which isrelevant to this study, is Alexander
Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement. Astin (1977) researched the impact of college on
students through a longitudinal approach that examined more than “80 measures of attitudes,
values, behaviors, achievement, career development, and satisfaction” (p. 4). A notable finding
in Astin’s work was his assertion that . . .affective changes may be attributed in part to the
college experience rather than simply to maturation factors” (p. 70), which suggests that how
students feel about and perceive themselvesis influenced by their college environment.

Astin (1984) referred to student involvement as the amount of time and energy a student
devotes to his’her academic experience. He asserted that a highly involved student “devotes
considerable energy to studying, spends much time on campus, participates actively in student
organizations, and interacts frequently with faculty members and other students” (p. 518).

A later study by Astin (1993) focused on environmental variables such as the students’
ingtitutions, curriculum, faculty, and peer groups; the study included these measures with the
objective of helping institutions better understand the cognitive and affective influences of
students’ college environments. Referring to his Input-Environment-Outcome model, Astin
(1993) argued that the characteristics of students when they enter college (inputs) are influenced
by their experiences with peers, faculty, services, and so on (environment), and these factors
interact and result in a set of characteristics following their college experiences (outcomes).

For example, Astin (1993) found that student satisfaction tended to be high where faculty
was “strongly Student Oriented” (p. 311). Furthermore, student satisfaction was enhanced by

repeated interaction both with faculty and with fellow students (Astin, 1993, p. 311). Moreover,
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Astin found that student academic involvement, involvement with faculty, and involvement with
peer groups were positively associated with learning, academic performance, and retention. He
also determined that students’ satisfaction and perceptions of their environment were influenced
more by students’ environmental experiences than by their entering characteristics (p. 310).
These findings suggest that students with higher levels of involvement in their college
environments are more likely to succeed in their educational goals and less likely to leave their
institutions, and that student success in college may be influenced more by the environment than
by influences of background and precollege characteristics.

In summary, Tinto (1975, 1993) and Astin’s (1977, 1984, 1993) theoretical frameworks
and models highlight the impact of the student-environment experience with regard to student
departure and student retention in college. These perspectives present the opportunity for us to
examine how community-college programs and services may contribute to the experiences of
students, which may in turn influence students in their decisionsto leave or remain enrolled at
their institutions.

As noted previously, community colleges currently need to implement various resources
and programs to help boost the success of students in their transfer and matriculation goals. In
the next section, | highlight student-success seminars as a specific resource to help students
succeed in community colleges; | aso discuss the various benefits of student-success seminars
that have been identified in thisreview of the literature.

Student-Success Seminars

Community colleges depend on various resources and programs to help their students

succeed in completing their educational objectives. These include tutoring, supplemental

instruction, learning communities, and others (CCCSE, 2012). As previously mentioned, one
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such frequently used resource is student-success seminars, which have been found to help
community colleges promote and support student success in various ways. These benefits
include increasing student retention (Derby & Smith, 2004; Goodman & Pascarella, 2006;
Stovall, 2000) and student satisfaction (Duggan & Williams, 2011; O’Gara et al., 2009; Padgett
et a., 2013 Redmond et al., 2013; Rhodes & Carifio, 1999), and improving other student
outcomes such as grade-point averages (GPAS) (Cho & Karp, 2013; Stovall, 2000).

Student-success seminars are also referred to in the literature as student orientation,
introduction to college, freshnman experience, and the like (O’Gara et al., 2009). Although first-
year seminars have been reported to be offered as far back as 1882 at Lee College in Kentucky,
their exact origins are difficult to trace because of a scarcity of historical records (Barefoot &
Fidler, 1996). Such courses declined in popularity toward the middle of the 20th century
(Barefoot & Fidler, 1996; Drake, 1966). This change was attributed to universities shifting their
focus to intellectual and academic aspects of the student experience as opposed to life adjustment
(Drake, 1966).

We can trace the resurgence of the concept of the first-year or freshman experience to
1972, when the University of South Carolina created and implemented the University 101 course
as ameansto ease unrest and help bond students after campus riotsin 1970 over the Vietnam
War and other issues (University 101, 2015). This concept eventually lead to John Gardner and
colleagues developing The Freshman Y ear Experience at the University of South Carolinain
1982 (Upcraft et al., 2005), which, helped pave the way for the growth of the student-success-
seminar movement.

The Freshman Y ear Experience program and student-success seminarsin general, were

designed to help students acclimate to and connect with their college environment (Upcraft et al.,
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2005). “Orientation classes are designed to better connect students to the campus environment
and allow them the opportunity to meet other students, faculty, and administrators” (Derby &
Smith, 2004, p. 766). Because of their potential benefits, student-success seminars have been
found to be viable retention tools within higher education. Padgett et a. (2013) stated that,
according to national data, 94% or more of accredited 4-year colleges and universitiesin the
United States offer afirst-year seminar to at least some students, and more than half of these
colleges and universities offer afirst-year seminar to 90% or more of their first-year students.
Another recent survey of 288 community colleges found that 83% of respondents offered such a
course (CCCSE, 2012). These statistics suggest that while student-success seminars are offered
at both 2-year and 4-year colleges, they are more frequently used at the 4-year level.

Most of the research on first-year seminars has focused on their impact on retention and
academic performance measures (Padgett et a., 2013). For example, Stovall’s research (2000)
supported the argument that students’ participation in a student-success seminar had an impact
on both their college academic performance and their persistence. In her article, Stovall
suggested that student participation in a student-success course could be especially beneficial for
minority students who attend predominately White community colleges (2000). Stovall’s
comparison of first-semester academic performance of White participants versus White
nonparticipants indicated a 0.401 increase in first-term GPA for White participants. When
comparing the first-semester academic performance of minority participants to the first-semester
academic performance of minority nonparticipants, Stovall found that the minority participants’
first-term GPA was 0.872 points higher than that of the minority nonparticipants.

Stovall (2000) concluded that participants in a student-success course had higher first-

term GPAs, completed greater percentages of their first-term credit hours; had greater odds of
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persisting to the second semester, the second year, and the third year; and had greater odds of
graduating from community college at 3 years after their initial enrollment compared to students
who did not participate in such courses (2000). Stovall’s findings suggest that, by aiding the
early integration of students into the college environment, enrollment in a student-success course
appears to positively impact both the short-term and long-term academic persistence of students.
Derby and Smith (2004) aso sought to investigate whether students in orientation classes
experienced higher rates of retention when compared to students who were not enrolled in such
courses. The researchers studied a sample of three cohorts of 7,466 matriculates who attended a
midwestern community college from fall 1999 through spring 2002. The participants varied in
ethnicity, their median age was 24, and they represented afairly equal gender balance. Derby and
Smith sought to identify arelationship between taking an orientation course and (@) student
success in obtaining a transferable degree within a specified 2-year time period; (b) student drop-
out (completing less than three semesters of coursework within a 2-year period, having athree or
more course-load average, and having a GPA below 2.0); (c) student reenrollment after an
enrollment break of one, two, or three semesters; and (d) student persistence (carrying an average
of three or more courses and completing four semesters of coursework within a 2-year period).
The results of the study indicated that students who enrolled in an orientation course
obtained their degrees faster than those who did not enroll in the course (Derby & Smith, 2004).
Additionally, an increased proportion of students who took the course did not fit the dropout
criteriaand were less likely to drop out. Furthermore, the researchers found that students who
took the orientation course were more likely to reenroll after taking one-, two-, or three-semester
breaks in their enrollment. The researchers concluded that students who did not enroll in or

complete the orientation course were less likely to persist, while students who took the course
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persisted over time. These results were consistent across all three of the cohort groups of the
study, suggesting that student-orientation courses appear to contribute to increased student
persistence and decreased student attrition.

According to Cox (2005), of the 322 2-year, 4-year, private, and public institutions that
participated in the 2003 national survey of first-year seminars, 58.7% of responding institutions
reported an increase in freshman-to-sophomore persistence, and 58.4% of responding institutions
indicated improved student connections to their peers as aresult of their students participating in
a student-success seminar (p. 90). Data collection and analysis for this survey was conducted
using student and instructor focus groups, student and instructor interviews, student course
evaluations, survey instruments, and institutional data (Tobolowsky, 2005, p. 37). Although this
type of research helps depict how student-success seminars may benefit institutions of higher
education, Goodman and Pascarella (2006) noted that, despite their increased popularity in
colleges and universities, first-year seminars were still in their inaugural state in terms of
research that had documented their positive outcomes. Goodman and Pascarella (2006) also
stated that while the research on first-year-seminars had increased, there was still aneed for
additional studiesto explore causal relations that are linked to various outcomes.

In another study on community-college student-success seminars, Rhodes and Carifio
(1999) sought to assess student perceptions of a freshnman seminar (FS) course offered at a
northeastern community college. The researchers randomly selected five students each (n = 15)
from three FS sections that were a part of the seven FS sections the college offered each fall
semester. Participants were interviewed about their FS experiences through nine questions that

represented nine factors. The researchers analyzed the data by tabulating respondents’ key
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words, phrases, and short sentences into an 11-category matrix. They categorized responses as
positive or negative based upon researcher agreement of the categories.

The findings of this study indicated that, in an examination of the nine factors,
approximately half the respondents felt positive about each factor, and half the respondents felt
negative about each factor (Rhodes & Carifio, 1999). The emergent theme of the data analysis
indicated that it was primarily older students in the study who voiced dissatisfaction about the FS
in areas relating to course content; themes included participants objecting to the FS being a
college requirement and also being a “waste of time.” Specifically, older respondents indicated
that they did not need to be taught about the “value of their education” or “content related to
teaching respondents thingsabout themselves” (Rhodes & Carifio, 1999, p. 522). The researchers
also found that the FS failed to meet the needs of older, nontraditional students, such asbeing a
straightforward, educational experience that catered to their busy lifestyles. “Adult learners and
student learners are differentiated by their set of life experiences and have a different set of
needs”’ (Rhodes & Carifio, 1999, p. 522). These findings suggest that FS courses may be more
relevant for first-time, younger students entering college than for older learners, based on the
evidence that, in contrast to younger studentsin this study, older students appeared to have a
developed sense of self and an understanding of the value of higher education (Rhodes &

Carifio, 1999).

Adding to the literature on student-success seminars at community colleges, O’Gara et al.
(2009) examined the effects of student-success courses at two urban community colleges. The
authors maintained that such courses could deliver enhanced student support, thereby influencing
students to “bring about behaviors that supported persistence” (p. 8). Participantsin this study

were randomly selected from a sample of first-time enrollees from two urban community
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colleges. One hundred seventy-six students received letters of invitation to participate in the
study and were offered $100 cash stipends. The researchers conducted 60-minute interviews with
afinal sample of 44 students during their second semester of enrollment, with subsequent
interviews 6 months | ater.

The interviews in this study probed students’ perceptions about their initial college
experiences, including their reasons for enrollment; their goals; their first- and second-semester
courses; and whether or not they were enrolled in the student success course and, if so, their
experiences and perceptions of the course (O’Gara et al., 2009). The researchers also conducted
interviews with various college staff members to better understand the variety of services
available to students. Coding was specifically created to focus on the student-success-course
factors; these factors pertained to whether students took the courses, and if they did, whether
they found them helpful, and also the various types of information students received from the
courses. O’Garaet al. (2009) surmised that students generally found the coursesto be favorable
in helping them find information about the college. The researchers noted that their findings
provided evidence that the student-success courses in the study were a key component in helping
students adjust to the community-college environment.

In another qualitative research study undertaken to derive a better understanding of the
impact of a student-success seminar on students, Duggan and Williams (2011) studied the course
syllabi from 10 community colleges in two states to create an interview guide and checklist for
students to complete during interviews with the researchers. The researchers conducted
interviews with 60 students who had completed an orientation course, and they coded the
interview transcripts for themes relating to the research questions. Most of the interviewees

completed their face-to-face orientation course during their first semester.
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Results of the study indicated that, overall, students found their orientation course to have
prepared them well for college; yet a few students deemed the course a “waste of time and
money” (Duggan & Williams, 2011, p. 126). Some of the information students found useful
included how to balance school, home, and work; information on student clubs and
organizations; and time-management and organizational skills. Generally, participantsin the
study strongly recommended that future community-college students enroll in an orientation
course. Similar to findings in the research conducted by Rhodes and Carifio (1999), Duggan and
Williams (2011) aso noted that since some the students reported that they did not benefit from
an orientation course, these types of courses may not be suitable for all students. Although this
assertion presents a question with regard to how orientation courses are best offered and to
whom, the vast majority of students who took the course reported positive experiences, which
supports the position that student-success courses are a valuable asset to community colleges.

Providing an additional perspective on the impact of a student-success seminar on
community-college students, Redmond et al. (2013) conducted a pilot study on afirst-year
seminar that examined embedding the course in a learning community that employed project-
based learning strategies, tutoring, and mandatory study periods. The study was based on an
examination of Georgia Perimeter College as a participant in the Developing a Community
College Student Roadmap project, sponsored by the Association of American Colleges and
Universities. This project included 12 community colleges whose aim was to become one of the
national models for student success. In analyzing the impact of the course, the researchers found
that students who enrolled in afirst-year seminar in the fall of 2011 persisted to the spring of
2012 at arate of 76.4%, in contrast to a 69.6% persistence rate for a comparison group of all

freshmen who did not take the first-year seminar.
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Analysis of this study’s focus-group interviews indicated that students found the first-
year seminar to be beneficial in their transition to college, particularly in enhancing their
understanding of academic life, including time-management skills; improving their ability to
identify and rank priorities; and providing the opportunity to become aware of different learning
styles (Redmond et al., 2013). Students also felt that having a “great instructor” was an important
part of making the course enjoyable and effective. Participants in the study reported a sense of
support and encouragement from each other and also reported being more aware of career
options, experiencing a sense of increased engagement with others on campus, and having
increased critical and creative-thinking skills following their participation in the first-year
seminar.

In amore recent study on the academic impact of student-success seminars, Cho and
Karp (2013) examined whether student-success-course enrollment, and also institutional
characteristics, had positive associations with shorter-term student outcomes, including earning
college credits within the first year and persisting into the second year. This study built on a
large-scale study conducted by the Community College Research Center in 2007 that included
all 28 of the Florida community colleges. According to Cho and Karp (2013) the larger study had
found that students who enrolled in a student-success course, in contrast to students who did not
enroll, were more likely to succeed as measured by credential completion, college persistence,
and transfer to a4-year college in the Florida state-university system. Cho and Karp (2013)
found that the Florida study did not assess whether participants had enrolled in a Student Life
Skills (SLS)/student-success course early in their college careers; thus, in their study they
addressed this observed gap. Furthermore, the Florida study had counted enrollment in a

nonacademic internship as enrollment in a student-success coursg, failing to differentiate the data
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between the two types of courses. Cho and Karp addressed this issue by using more detail about
student-success courses, such as excluding internships from the data that had been counted in the
Florida study as enrollment in a student-success course.

Cho and Karp (2013) measured student success within the first 15 credits of each
student’s total attempted credits, and within each student’s first semester at the institution. The
researchers used a regression analysis to measure short-term academic characteristics associated
with whether students earned any creditsin thefirst year and their persistence into the second
year. The findings suggested that students who enrolled in a student-success course in their first
semester were more likely to earn college-level credits within their first year and were more
likely to persist to the second year in comparison to students who did not enroll in a student-
success course in their first semester.

While the studies reviewed thus far have largely highlighted the impact of student-
success seminars on student outcomes such as persistence and retention, Padgett et al. (2013)
sought to investigate the influence of participation in afirst-year seminar on students’ need for
cognition (individuals’ motivation and desire to purposefully seek out, engage, and enjoy
cognitive activities). The study drew from a sample of 48 colleges and universities that
participated in the Wabash National Study (WNS) of Liberal Arts Education, alongitudinal
study that investigated “the effects of the liberal arts experiences on a series of cognitive and
psychosocia outcomes associated with undergraduate education” (as cited in Padgett et al .,
2013, p. 137). Analysis of first-year, full-time undergraduates who entered college in 2006,
2007, and 2008 provided the researchers with a sample that was representative of three cohorts.

Using both a comprehensive pretest-posttest and instruments such as the 18-item need-

for-cognition (NFC) scale that measures individuals’ desire to seek out and engage in cognitive
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activity, the researchers used student participation in afirst-year seminar as an independent
variable, and first-year students’ lifelong learning orientations as a dependent variable. In
analyzing the data, the researchers found that participation in afirst-year seminar significantly
increased students’ need for cognition. More specifically, the authors stated that first-year
seminars enhanced student development with a motivation to inquire about academic and
cocurricular learning experiences outside of the seminar, and they asserted that the impact of
first-year seminar participation went beyond students’ experience in that specific course, to other
curricular and cocurricular learning experiences (Padgett et al., 2013, p. 145).

Summary

As of 2014, community colleges served 45% of undergraduate studentsin the United
States (AACC, 2016b). Furthermore, various national, state, and private initiatives currently
promote a push for student successin US higher education (Boosting College Completion, 2011;
Lumina Foundation, 2014; SB 1456, 2012; Texas’s Transfer 101.org, 2015). Consequently,
student successis at the top of the agenda for many 2-year and 4-year colleges and universitiesin
the United States. Several studies highlighted in this chapter suggest that student-success
seminars are effective in helping students succeed in community college.

Thereview of literature in this chapter has identified various benefits of student-success
seminars for community-college students. The highlighted research reflects the positive impact
of student-success seminars on various outcomes such as increasing student retention (Derby &
Smith, 2004; Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Stovall, 2000); student satisfaction (Duggan &
Williams, 2011; O’Gara et al., 2009; Padgett et al., 2013; Redmond et a., 2013; Rhodes &
Carifio, 1999); and GPAs (Cho & Karp, 2013; Stovall, 2000). These outcomes speak to assisting

students during their early experiences of their higher education, which represent a critical period
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of transition. Therefore, thistime period may have a significant impact on students’ success and
their decision to remain enrolled in and continue their education at an institution.

Tinto (1975, 1993, 2006) and Astin (1977, 1984, 1993) have suggested that students who
are connected to their academic environments are more likely to remain enrolled and persist
when compared with students who do not establish a connection to their academic environments.
The findings of the O’Gara et al. (2009) study suggested that a student-success course was a key
component in helping students adjust to the community college, while Rhodes and Carifio (1999)
indicated that student-success seminars might be more beneficial for younger students than for
older students.

The impact of first-year seminar participation may go beyond students’ experiences in
that specific course, to other curricular and cocurricular learning experiences (Padgett et al.,
2013). As such, student-success seminars have aso been found to be beneficial in students’
transition to college through enhancing their understanding of academic life, such aslearning
time-management skills, developing their ability to identify and rank priorities, and increasing
their understanding of different learning styles (Redmond et al., 2013).

The literature on student-success seminars in this review includes both quantitative and
gualitative studies with regard to the benefits of such courses, yet there is alack of identifiable
research that examines student-success seminars from a phenomenological perspective. More
specifically, the review of literature in this study has recognized a research opportunity to better
understand the lived experiences of students in a community-college student-success seminar.
O’Gara et al. (2009) have pointed out a lack of qualitative research that looks at student-success
courses through the student perspective. The following chapter in this study will provide the

reader with a more detailed explanation of how this study will address the gap in the research on
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community-college student-success seminars that has been identified in this review of

the literature.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

In this chapter, | reintroduce the research questions, present the research design, and
discuss the methodology for this study. Additionally, | provide an overview of the participant
selection, data-collection and data-analysis strategies, and evidence of steps taken for enhancing
trustworthiness of the study.

Purpose and Resear ch Questions

The purpose of this study was to fill aresearch gap by examining the lived experiences of
students in a semester-long, three-credit, community-college student-success seminar. Gaining
insight into the how and why components of student experiences in a student-success seminar can
provide a better understanding of aspects of students’ experiences that may be contributing to the
what components of success such as retention, GPA, student satisfaction, and course completion.
This study sought to answer the following research questions:

1. What are the lived experiences of first-year community-college students who

participated in a semester-long, student-success seminar?

2. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence

their overall community-college experiences?

3. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence

their decisions to remain at their institution?

Thereview of literature in the previous chapter has identified several qualitative studies
on student-success seminars, but these studies differ from the current study. For example, in
O’Gara et al.’s (2009) research, the student-success courses in the study were offered at two

urban community colleges as a one-credit course that met weekly for 55 minutes at one
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institution, and for 50 minutes at the other institution. In the current study, in contrast,
participants participated in a three-credit, student-success seminar that met for three 50-minute
sessions or two 75-minute sessions per week for 18 weeks at a single institution.

Rhodes and Carifio (1999) also used a qualitative research approach to examine student-
success seminars, yet severa of their participants were more than 25 years of age (older
students). In addition, Rhodes and Carifio interviewed their participants during the last 2 weeks
of the semester, while the participants were still completing the course. In the current study,
participants were recent high-school graduates (within one year of graduation and therefore,
younger students) who transitioned directly from high school to community college.
Furthermore, the current research occurred after the semester ended and students had compl eted
their experiences in the student-success seminar, as opposed to during the last few weeks of the
course (interviews during the in-process stage may not account for factors that could impact
participant’s experiences toward the end of the semester, after their participation in the study).

Furthermore, Rhodes and Carifio (1999) used a set of nine predetermined questions for
their participant interviews, and each question was coded to reflect an inquiry into specific input,
such as determining aspects of the freshman seminar that participants found useful. The data
were then entered into an 11-category matrix that were classified by positive or negative
responses. Rather than using a deductive approach, | analyzed data from participant interviews
and identified emergent themes in the current study. Also, the FS courses in Rhodes and
Carifio’s (1999) study were mandatory, which may have contributed to older students feeling
dissatisfied with the course. In contrast, this study encompassed student-success seminars that

are highly recommended, but not mandatory.



Finally, in their study, Rhodes and Carifio (1999) were intentional in informing their
participants that the researchers were interested in both negative and positive comments during
their interviews. The current study reflects an interest in all aspects of the participants’
experiences in a student-success seminar. The interviews contained one guiding question that
asked what participants may not have found beneficial in the student-success seminar. Rather
than soliciting explicit negative or positive feedback, | sought to let the interview conversation
shape how participants’ lived experiences were analyzed. This approach is complementary to the
nature of interpretative phenomenological research, in which

The ‘conversation’ . . . isaso rather artificial; the aim of an interview islargely to

facilitate an interaction which permits participants to tell their own stories, in their own

words. (Smith et a., 2009, p. 57)

Using an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach, | encouraged the
students in the present study to describe their experiences of the three-credit, nonmandatory, but
highly recommended community-college student-success seminar. Participants were recent high-
school graduates.

Resear ch Design

| used a qualitative research approach to better understand the lived experiences of the
participants. Creswell (2012) stated that “qualitative research begins with assumptions and the
use of interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing
the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 44). Willis (2007)
described qualitative research as having a goal of understanding a situation or context, rather
than discovering universal laws. The phenomenological qualitative research approach, one of the
five main branches of qualitative research, seeks to describe the common experience of

participants identified as the phenomenon. Within the use of a phenomenological lens of inquiry
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for this study, | further narrowed my methodol ogy through the approach of interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA), as defined by Smith et a. (2009).
I nter pretative Phenomenological Analysis (1PA)

IPA has been described as an approach to qualitative inquiry that seeksto provide the
researcher with insight into “how people make sense of major life experiences” (Smith et al.,
2009, p. 1). More specifically, IPA seeks to offer an understanding of the particular experiences
of participants; the approach is concerned with how a phenomenon such as an “event, process, or
relationship” is understood from the perspective of the person going through the experience (p.
29). Furthermore, IPA involves the researcher making sense of how the participants make sense
of their experiences (p. 36). Smith et a. (2009) referred to this process as the hermeneutic circle
(p. 28).

The research approach of IPA is appropriate for this study because the purpose of my
inquiry was to understand the lived experiences of students in a student-success seminar. The
studiesidentified in chapters 1 and 2 have focused on the relationshi ps between student-success
seminars and student outcomes, such as increased first-year unit completion, increased grade-
point averages, student satisfaction, and increased retention (Cho & Karp, 2013; Derby & Smith,
2004; Duggan & Williams, 2011; Goodman & Pascarella, 2006). In essence, these studies
address what student-success seminars do for students related to outcomes. The current study
addressed, from the student perspective, how and why these seminars enhanced or influenced
their college experience.

Participants and Procedures
This section includes a description of the recruitment process and the participants, and

details about the process of data collection, analysis, and interpretation. It also contains
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information about the coding process and identification of emergent themes. In the final section,
| discuss the methods | employed to help establish trustworthiness in this study.
Sample

| used purposeful sampling in this study. Smith et a. (2009) stated that purposeful
sampling isused in IPA to “grant us access to a particular perspective on the phenomena under
study” (p. 49). In essence, rather than representing a sample population, the participant
represents a perspective. Creswell (2014, p. 189) suggested that, for a phenomenological study, a
sample size of three to 10 participants is acceptable. Smith et al. (2009) recommended between
three and six participants for an IPA study sample.

For this study, | interviewed six participants, which was sufficient to reach saturation. |
recruited participants from the main campus of a single-district, multicampus, community
college located in the western United States, hereafter referred to as CCC. CCC is an Hispanic-
serving institution, with about 56% of its student population identified as Latino/a.

Participants were delimited to those who were within one year of high-school graduation
and in their first year of attendance at CCC. This delimitation was to capture a sample of students
who were more likely to be experiencing the significant life transition of moving from high
school to college and because the literature previously discussed states that most students leave
an institution during their first year. Participants all completed a three-credit, semester-long,
community-college student-success seminar within one year of participating in the study and
were recruited from various daytime course sections during the semester preceding the

interviews.
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Recruitment of Participants

To recruit participants, | visited various course sections of the student-success seminar at
CCC and explained the purpose of the study. The student-success seminar provided an
introduction to the college experience for first-year students through an exploration and
application of the psychological, social, and physical principles and life-management skills that
impact lifelong learning, well-being, and success. Topicsin the course ranged from career
exploration and learning strategies, to wellness and lifestyle choices, and aso included
educational and transfer planning. Average course enrollment was 39 students per course section,
with approximately 12 course sections offered each fall and spring academic semester. The
student-success seminar was recommended for all incoming CCC students.

After | visited the course sections and explained the study, | left asign-up sheet and
description of the study with the course instructor. Interested participants were asked to provide
their names and contact information on the sign-up sheet so they could be contacted to explain
further details. | clarified with each instructor, and ensured that prospective participants also
understood, that students’ course grades would not be impacted by their participation or lack of
participation in the study. This clarification was also included in the informed-consent form that
| provided to and reviewed with each participant before the interviews began. As the researcher,
| provided a $15 gift card to a coffee shop to each participant at the conclusion of the follow-up
meeting. | announced this incentive when | visited the classes to recruit participants, and the
incentive was highlighted on both the sign-up sheet and the informed-consent form.
Participants

Six students participated: four women and two men. All of the participants self-identified

their ethnicities as either Mexican or Mexican American. A specific population or ethnic group
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was not purposely recruited in the study. This was an unintended sample outcome. The
participants were all first-year students at CCC and had graduated from high school the spring
prior to beginning their fall semester at CCC. The participants represented three daytime sections
of the student-success seminar taught by three different instructors. All participants completed
the student-success seminar and returned to CCC for the Spring 2016 semester. Table 3.1
provides a summary overview of the participants’ background information. | describe each
participant briefly in the sections that follow, using their chosen pseudonyms.

Table3.1
Participant Background Information

Name Alondra  Amy Bill Jocelyn Nick Nicole
Gender Female Female Male Female Male Female
Age 19 18 18 18 19 19

Enrollment Status Full-time  Full-time Full-time  Full-time  Full-time Part-time

Language
. . Arts & : Computer Allied : Allied
Academic Magjor Social Sciences Science Health Agriculture Health
Sciences
Ethnicity (self- Mexican  Mexican Mexican  Mexican  Mexican Mexican
identified) American  American  American
First in family to No No Yes Yes Yes No
attend college
Working Yes No No No Yes No
Alondra

Alondrawas a 19-year-old female student at CCC. She was enrolled full-time and was
pursuing a double major in language arts and social sciences and planned to transfer to a 4-year
institution and earn bachelor’s degreesin her chosen majors. Alondrawas bornin Mexico and

came to the United States at an early age. She identified as Mexican. She worked seasonally
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during the summers as a field worker. Alondrawas the third person to attend college in her
family, with her two older siblings having attended and having completed college.
Amy

Amy was an 18-year-old female student at CCC. She was enrolled full-time and was
pursuing the sciences with the goal to transfer and compl ete her studies to become a veterinarian.
Amy was born in the United States and identified as Mexican. Although Amy’s two siblings both
attended college, neither of them completed their college education. Amy was not working at the
time of the interview.
Bill

Bill was an 18-year-old male student at CCC. He was enrolled full-time and was
majoring in computer science. His goals were to earn an associate degree at CCC and then
transfer to a4-year university to earn abachelor’s degree. Bill identified as a Mexican American.
Bill had three younger siblings and was the first in his family to attend college. Bill was not
working at the time of the interview.

Jocelyn

Jocelyn was an 18-year-old female student at CCC. She was attending full-time and was
planning to pursue a profession in the medical field, with goals to earn a bachelor’s and a
master’s degree in Allied Health. Jocelyn identified as Mexican American. Jocelyn was the first
to attend college in her family. She was not working at the time of the interview.

Nick

Nick was a 19-year-old male student at CCC. He was attending full-time and planned to
transfer to afour-year university to earn abachelor’s degree in Agriculture. Nick was the first
person in hisfamily to attend college. Nick worked part time as atrandator in heathcare and as

afield worker. Nick identified himsalf as Mexican American.
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Nicole

Nicole was a 19-year-old femal e student at CCC. She was enrolled part-time for the
spring 2016 semester. Nicole planned to earn her associate’s degree in the Allied Health area at
CCC and did not plan to transfer. Nicole was born in the United States and identified as
Mexican. Nicole was the fourth person in her family to attend college, with three older siblings
having attended before her. Two of those siblings completed their college education, while the
third sibling was in the midst of finishing her degree. Nicole was not working at the time of the
interview.

Data Collection

| conducted the interviews in a private and quiet environment. All participants reviewed
and signed informed-consent forms that briefed them on the goals and purpose of the research. |
also informed participants that they had the option to discontinue participation at any time during
the research process. The interviews were semistructured; | used guiding questions throughout
the interview process (see Appendix E). | asked additional questionsif further clarification or
new areas of probing were needed.

Creswell (2014) stated that follow-up interviews with participants can allow for
participants to comment on the researcher’s findings. Accordingly, after the first round of
interviews and data analysis, | conducted follow-up meetings with each participant. During this
second meeting, | shared my initial analysis of the interview and provided the opportunity for
each participant to give feedback about whether or not my interpretation of the interview content
was congruent with what the participant intended to communicate. This step contributed to the
trustworthiness of the study, which | describe in greater detail later in this chapter.

| used a variety of methods to ensure confidentiality of datain this study. All participants

had the opportunity to choose a pseudonym for themselves, which | used throughout the
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interview. These pseudonyms were kept with the participants’ signed informed-consent forms.
The information connecting the participants with their pseudonyms was kept in alocked site
separate from all data gathered. This locked information was placed in the custody of one of my
two committee co-chairs.
Data Analysisand I nterpretation

To conduct the analysis of the data collected, | followed the recommended analytic
process of Smith et al. (2009, pp. 79-108). This process included (a) reading and rereading the
transcribed text of the interviews, (b) making initial notes that included free textual analysis and
exploratory comments, (c) devel oping emergent themes, (d) searching for connections across
emergent themes, (e) moving to the next case and repeating the aforementioned steps, (f) looking
for patterns across cases, and (g) writing up analyses of the findings. | outline these analytic steps
in greater detail in the ensuing sections of this chapter.
Transcription

Before beginning the data analysis, each interview was transcribed from an audio
recording to written form using a transcription service. Smith et a. (2009) recommended that a
transcript should show all spoken words of everyone present. Thus, | took measures to ensure
that the recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim for each participant. To facilitate an
expedited timeline for my research analysis, | had the data transcribed after each interview and
began the data analysis while | continued with the subsequent interviews.
Initial Reading

Thefirst step in the data analysis was to read and reread the transcribed interviews to
immerse myself in the collected data. During the first several readings, | also listened to the

audio recording of the interview. These steps helped ensure that | had an accurate understanding
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of the transcribed data and a thorough comprehension of the interview content. According to
Smith et al. (2009), one of the purposes of initial reading is to ensure that the participant
becomes the focus of the analysis. This step is designed to slow down the tendency to summarize
complex information in short periods of time and to really gain a sense of what the participant is
experiencing (Smith et al., 2009).
Exploratory Noting

After theinitia reading and rereading of the transcribed data, | followed Smith et al.’s
(2009) second step of data analysis to develop initial notes that examined “semantic content and
language on avery exploratory level” (p. 83). In this step, | focused on identifying the meaning
of the interview content to recognize how participants talked about, understood, and thought
about their experiences in the student-success seminars. This step assisted me in developing a
detailed set of notes and comments about the acquired data, and hel ped provide a sound
foundation for subsequent coding in my analysis. Within my exploratory noting, | utilized
descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual coding, as Smith et al. (2009) discussed.
Descriptive, Linguistic, and Conceptual Coding

“One basic element of exploratory commenting is analyzing the transcript to describe
content” (Smith et al., 2009, p.84). This step refers to beginning the coding of the data. | placed
my exploratory notes into three categories of coding that included descriptive comments,
linguistic comments, and conceptual comments.

Descriptive coding. First, | analyzed the interview transcripts for descriptive comments
that included key words, phrases, and explanations by the participants. Here, | focused on
identifying what the participants said within the transcripts. | used this step to describe content. |

highlighted my descriptive codes in yellow in the text of the transcription.



Linguistic coding. In the next step of dataanalysis, | further analyzed the previously
highlighted text, to conduct my coding on alinguistic level. | used Smith et al.’s (2009)
techniques of considering “pronoun use, pauses, laughter, functional aspects of language,
repetition, tone, degree of fluency (articulate or hesitant),” (p. 88) and metaphorsin the text to
analyze how the content and meaning of the interview were presented. | made my linguistic
coding comments with blue ink to differentiate them from other forms of coding.

Conceptual coding. In the third category of coding, | made conceptual comments. Smith
et al. (2009) stated that this method is more interpretative and may include drawing on personal
experiences that may be tied to the researcher’s new understanding of the participants’ world.
Through thinking about my own past experiences as an instructor who has taught a student-
success seminar, | was able to make better sense of the key events and experiences of the
participants. Conceptual coding also involves shifting the researcher’s focus toward the
participants’ understanding of the subject they are describing (Smith et a., 2009). | wrote my
conceptual commentsin red ink in the margins of the transcripts. Figure 3.1 provides an example

of the different levels of coding that | used for data analysis of the transcribed interviews.
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Interviewer: Okay. So, the first question I have for you is to please
tell me about your experience in the student success seminar?

Interviewee: Well, right out of high school, I'm kinda like not good F@a = aﬂ/

with change. So like from middle school to highschool, it was déz? g’%

pretty nervous in the beginning. And now from high school to Céaq "4’?5"7{‘0,1 s
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writing the name just start lecturing that was I expecting. There

you feel like comfortable and not afraid to ask questions. And I _..aCOM ﬁ)wé fyo/\/\

like how she explained everything so well like, she told us like ol

what the goal of that class was. And, she was gonna show us all __3 é""b s,

resources and --cos I'm a shy person, I don't like asking questions, laan l//spwd;

I don't like you know uhm.. So, she made me feel really
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Interviewer: Okay. What were you mainly nervous about?

Interviewee: I don't know uhmm, just transitioning like the new. I /35

didn't know what to expect other than like a professor and lectures. 6 (a"% ﬁf’

I didn’t know what else to expect, I didn't know if they were gonna A 10T, ol
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Interviewer: So, little bit change that kinda unknown? Yeah?
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Interviewer: Okay. And so you said, she, being the instructor made
you feel comfortable

Interviewee: Yeah

Interviewer: So, what what was it about her that you felt like you,
you know put more at ease, that made you comfortable?

[ntervieweg: I think the way she talked' to us.The way, shedidnt -, 77, 914/%,#0 L
really feel like a professor, in a way. Like, she felt like someone @5 oL Souic.@
that was there just to help. Not just someone that was, "I'm gonna e
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Figure 3.1. Example of levels of coding used in data analysis.



Theme Development

The next step of the data analysis was to develop what Smith et al. (2009) referred to as
emer gent themes, which represent data that may be recurrent throughout the interview. | used
this step to devel op emergent themes for each interview. The comprehensive exploratory
comments | created in the previous step helped me to develop a data set that | then reduced
through identifying relationships, connections, and patterns among my exploratory notes. Smith
et a. stated that the main purpose of this step isto turn the previously devel oped codes into
“concise pithy statements of what was important in the various comments attached to a piece of
transcript” (p. 92).

More specifically, after descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual coding was completed, |
assigned numbers for recurring themes within individual cases. For example, | assigned
Jocelyn’s recurring theme lost in new environment the number 1. Once atheme was no longer
recurring for an individual participant, saturation of the data had been reached for that theme and
| moved on to identifying the next individual emergent theme. | continued this process for all
individual emergent themes. After completing coding for the six individuas, | noted that similar
themes were emerging and no new themes were devel oping. Consequently, no additional
interviews were needed because data saturation for the study had been reached.

After all individual emergent themes were identified, | began my cross-case analysis, in
which | searched for connections among the emergent themes across interviews; these
connections ultimately became what Smith et al. (2009) called superordinate themes. In this
process, | began looking for similarities within the individual emergent themes, and | placed
those themes within superordinate themes, which represented the collective experiences of

participants. Saturation was reached when | identified no new superordinate themes through the
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anaysis of ssimilar emergent themes. As afina step of my dataanalysis, | used a metaphorical
journey at seato characterize the superordinate themes. For example, emergent themes centering
on worry, anxiety, and nervousness as aresult of the high school-to-college transition | labeled
choppy waters. The metaphorical labels helped to capture the essence of participants’
experiences in the student-success seminar.

Trustworthiness

| employed various methods to help establish trustworthiness in this study, using a
combination of Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria and Creswell’s (2012, 2014) standards. Some
of these approaches included member checking; rich, thick descriptions; and prolonged
engagement with the participants.

The first element of Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria for establishing trustworthinessis
credibility, which seeks to provide confidence in the truth of the findings. Similar to Creswell
(2014) making recommendations for convincing readers of the accuracy of the research, Lincoln
and Guba (1985, pp. 289-331) discussed various activities for increasing the probability of
establishing the credibility of research findings. These strategies include prolonged engagement,
persistent observation, and member checks. Prolonged engagement refers to the researcher
investing enough time to build trust with the participants to learn the “culture,” and to help the
researcher rise above his or her own preconceptions. All interviews began with my acquiring
some background information about the participants that hel ped me to better understand them,
which contributed to our ability to establish rapport from the early part of the
participant/researcher relationships.

My meetings with the participants and discussions about the study through my classroom

recruitment presentations and through phone conversations with interested participants before |
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conducted the interviews also spoke to the use of prolonged engagement and further contributed
to building rapport with the participants. This was an important step of my research design
because Creswell (2012) stated that building trust with the participants may help elicit open and
honest responses. | further established credibility by ensuring that | was familiar with the culture
of both the student-success seminar and the student population of the institution where the
research was conducted, which spoke to the persistent observation aspect of credibility.

Another technique that | used to help establish credibility was to conduct member checks
with my participants. Creswell (2014) described member checking as a means to “determine
accuracy of the qualitative findings through taking the final report or specific descriptions or
themes back to the participants and determining whether these participants feel that they are
accurate” (p. 201). This step provided the participants an opportunity to assess my interpretations
of their experiences via the emergent themes | developed. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted,
“if the investigator is able to purport that his or her reconstructions are recognizable to audience
members as adequate representations of their own (and multiple) redlities, it is essentia that they
be given the opportunity to react to them” (p. 314).

To further strengthen the study’s trustworthiness, | attempted to ensure that my research
had the element of transferability. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), transferability seeksto
determine the extent to which findings of an inquiry are applicable in other contexts. Creswell
(2014) stated that athick description “may transport readers to the setting, and give the
discussion an element of shared experiences” (p. 202).

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the researcher has the responsibility to provide
data that allow others to determine whether the research is transferable. | have provided athick

description of my data analysisthat is clear and detailed, to help assure that the findings of the



study may be evaluated by consumers of this research for applicability to their own studies and
their own research populations. My data analysisis presented in a manner that clearly, and in
depth, reflects the lived experiences of studentsin athree-credit, semester-long, community-
college student-success seminar.

Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 328) stated that areflexive journal may help contribute to the
trustworthiness of a study. So, as an additional measure to add to the trustworthiness of this
study, | kept areflexive journal to document my progress and process. This journa provided an
overview of my research steps and progress, and it also allowed me to address issues that may
have arisen throughout the research process. Finally, to further contribute to the trustworthiness
of this study, | had one of my coded transcripts reviewed by two peers, to examine my process
and accuracy in capturing codes. Feedback from these peers suggested that my coding analysis
was trustworthy. Both peersindicated that their coding analysis was congruent with my
interpretation.

Conclusion

In this chapter, | have presented the research methodology for the study, which examined
the lived experiences of students in athree-credit, semester-long, community-college student-
success seminar. | aso have discussed how this study is different from some of the studies
identified in the literature. | have presented my research design and discussed IPA as my
research approach, and presented an overview of my participant selection and procedures.
Finally, | have highlighted my data-analysis methods and interpretation, including my coding,
and the methods | used to ensure trustworthiness in the study. In the following chapter, | present

and discuss my findings and offer answers to the research questions within the current study.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

The goal of this study was to better understand the lived experiences of first-year
community college students who had participated in a semester-long student-success seminar. |
begin the chapter by explaining in more detail the superordinate themes that | developed through
analysis of the data. To capture the essence of the lived experiences of the participants, |
represent the superordinate themes using a nautical metaphor. These superordinate themes are
choppy waters, a guiding light, a clearer destination, charting a course, and taking the wheel
with the crew on board. Each of these themes consists of emergent themes that help to support
my analysis of the data (see Figure 4.1). In the following sections of this chapter, | describe these
superordinate and emergent themesin detail and in relation to the student-success seminar
experience of each participant. In the final section, | offer answers to the following research
guestions within the context of the identified superordinate and emergent themes:

1. What are the lived experiences of first-year community-college students who

participated in a semester-long, student-success seminar?

2. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence

their overall community-college experiences?

3. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence

their decisionsto remain at their institution?

50



Superordinate Theme 1 Superordinate Theme 2
Choppy Waters A Guiding Light
Emergent Themes Emergent Themes
Feeling lost in an unknown environment Instructor as a source of comfort and trust
Concerns about succeeding as a student and as an adult Instructor as a source of accountability and
encouragement
Superordinate Theme 3 Superordinate Theme 4
A Clearer Destination Charting a Course
Emergent Themes Emergent Themes
Awareness and reinforcement of college major and Awareness of campus resources
career possibilities Awareness of study tools
Affirmation of continuing college education at CCC Classroom guests as academic-success role models

Superordinate Theme 5
Taking the Wheel With the Crew on Board
Emergent Themes
Building self-confidence through classroom experiences and interaction

Building self-confidence through sense of community

Figure 4.1. Superordinate and emergent themes of research study.
Superordinate Theme 1: Choppy Waters
A voyage at sea can be affected by the conditions at hand. The waters can sometimes be
calm and smooth. In such circumstances, those taking the journey may avoid encountering
difficulties as they navigate uncharted waters and arrive at their destination without many issues.
Other times, however, waters may be rough and turbulent, making navigation and moving

toward a destination a more challenging task.
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Similarly, the first superordinate theme | identified in this study was choppy waters. Just
as turbulent conditions at sea may bring forth anxiety for those traveling, the choppy waters that
five of the six of the participants spoke to as they entered their first semester of college and
began their experiences in the student-success seminar presented them with stress and
challenges. These participants talked about their high school-to-college transition bringing them
some anxiety as a part of their experience in the student-success seminar. | describe these choppy
waters through the identified emergent themes of feeling lost in an unknown environment and
concerns about succeeding as a student and as an adult.

Emergent Theme: Feeling Lost in an Unknown Environment

Amy described experiencing anxiety about making the transition to a new college
environment. She attributed this source of anxiety to stress factors such as not knowing what to
expect in college, entering a new unknown environment, and not knowing what to expect from
instructors: “. . .just transitioning. . . I didn’t know what to expect other than like a professor and
lectures. . . I didn’t know if they were gonnabe friendly or barely even talk to us or not.” These
stressors contributed to Amy feeling lost, which presented her with a great deal of anxiety as she
began her new college experience. She stated, . . .the first day, [ was very, very nervous; | was
very nervous.”

Jocelyn aso felt lost in her new and unknown college environment, which contributed to
the choppy waters she encountered. Jocel yn attributed her sense of feeling lost to her concerns
about navigating the college campus, figuring out her new class schedule, and becoming familiar
with her new surroundings. She began her college experience without an understanding of what

she was getting into:
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...a first when | got into that program [student-success seminar] . . . I didn’t know what

| was getting into . . . for abrand new student coming into, like, community college. . . |

was completely lost. I didn’t know where to go, what classes to take. . . . I felt lost.

Alondra also described a general feeling of being lost in an unknown environment, which
contributed to her experience of choppy waters: “I felt like I was pretty nervous in a new
environment because I wasn’t used to it. . . . [ was pretty nervous because I didn’t really know
anyone in the class and, like, I didn’t know what was gonna go on. . .” Similar to the other
participants, Alondradid not have a clear understanding of her new college environment, and
because of this lack of clarity, shefelt lost at CCC.

Nick also encountered choppy waters as aresult of feeling lost at CCC, which he
attributed to hislack of understanding of the college environment:

WEell, | knew very little about the college. | only found out more after taking the class. . . .

I didn’t know how it was gonna be. . . . well, I didn’t know where I should go, what I

should do, how I should act, what am I supposed to say and I’'m supposed to not say.
Additionally, Nick’s family had not attended college themselves and did not understand how it
worked: “My family did not know about college, so they could not give advice for me to do
well.”

Bill aso encountered choppy waters because he felt lost. He too was the first personin
his family to attend college, and, similar to Nick, Bill’s family did not understand how college
worked: “. . .I’m the first one to go for my family. So I was nervous at first because it was my
first time going to college and | thought | would be lost, like, no guidance.”

Emergent Theme: Concerns About Succeeding Asa Student and Asan Adult
Amy was anxious about facing some adult responsibilities as part of her new lifeasa

college student. For example, she mentioned living independently from the family: *. . .we went

over like, living on our own . . . so apartments, looking for apartments, it made everything like a
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reality.” Furthermore, Amy discussed becoming aware of skills such as budgeting as part of
succeeding as an adult: . . .budgets and things I don’t know how to do now, but learned about; it
helped me think about the future and becoming an adult in a less nervous way.”

Alondra also became aware of college as atransition to adult responsibilities. Referring
to what her instructor would say in the class, Alondra recounted realizing that becoming an adult
was a part of her college experience:

.. .I mean just the fact that she was always like, telling us, like, “Oh, you guys need to be

responsible,” like, “You guys are grownups now. . .” It made me realize that we kind of

were because she was like “You can’t lean towards [on] your teachers, or . . . your
instructors anymore. . .”

Thisreality check was recurrent for Alondra as she came to terms with other aspects of
entering an environment in college that included more adult responsibilities: . . .basically,
you’re responsible, because in high school . . . you have afull schedule and, like, they schedule it
for you . . . now you haveto, like, make your own decisions. . .” This sense of adult
responsibility and concerns about succeeding as an adult contributed to Alondra finding herself
in some choppy waters.

Nick was thefirst person in his family to attend college. In hoping to set an example for
his three younger siblings, he also experienced a sense of choppy waters as he felt pressure to
succeed as a student in college. “I feel like | go to college and show my [siblings] that we can do
everything. And to be someone, like, cultivated in this country; that’s why I want to go to
college.” Nick felt a strong duty to thrive in college as a message to his siblings, so they could
succeed as well.

To summarize, the first superordinate theme suggests that the high school-to-college

transition may bring forth anxiety for those experiencing the transition. All but one of the

participants shared feelings of anxiety about this transition, and various aspects of the sources of



their anxiety were unique to their individual experiences. Participants experienced anxiety as the
result of feeling lost in a new environment because they were unfamiliar with their new
surroundings and did not know how to navigate the college campus, and also because they did
not know what to expect from their instructors, did not understand their class schedules, and did
not have any guidance about college from their families. Within this context, worries about
succeeding as students and as adults also contributed to the anxiety some participants
experienced. These emergent themes helped to create the choppy waters that participants
experienced at the beginning of their high school-to-college transitions and the onset of their
journeysin higher education.
Superordinate Theme 2: A Guiding Light

During achallenging journey at sea, where choppy waters may present difficulties,
travelers have relied on the stars and lighthouse beacons to gain a sense of direction and
assistance in reaching their destinations. These sources of light provide guidance and offer a
sense of security in their navigation; they know that the light source will help supply trustworthy
information about location, ways to be safe, and security during their journeys. The second
superordinate theme | identified in this study relates to the guiding light of the lighthouse, with
the instructor of the student-success seminar representing the guiding light. All of the
participants spoke to this theme. All provided details that were specific to their experiences about
why they felt that their instructors were guiding lights and sources for helping them to succeed in
their college environment. The two emergent themes | identified within this superordinate theme
were instructor as a source of comfort and trust, and instructor as a source of accountability and

encouragement.
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Emergent Theme: Instructor Asa Source of Comfort and Trust

Amy viewed her instructor as a source of comfort and trust: «“. . .she was redlly nice and |
felt like, comfortable. . . | like how she explained everything so well; like, she told us what the
goal of the class was. . .” Amy’s sense of comfort and trust stemmed from her feeling that the
instructor was approachable and wanted to help students in class: “I think the way she talked to
us. The way she didn’t really feel like a professor, in a way. . . . she felt like someone that was
just there to help.”

Jocelyn felt that she was able to approach her instructor both within and outside of class
meeting times for assistance, which made her feel she had someone to trust to help her with
various issues: “The instructor . . . he would help me with everything. He even helped meto
register for my classes, be on the right track.” This guidance from the instructor provided Jocelyn
with a clearer idea about the details of her educational plan: “. . .heisobviously trying to help me
‘cause he knows what he’s doing. . . | would ask him about my general ed and how it would
count for transfer . . . so I’d go back to him for that. . .” Jocelyn viewed her instructor as the
“expert professional” and trusted him to help her stay focused on her academic goals.

Similarly, Bill found comfort in hisinstructor, who offered him clear guidance and
helped him with his high school-to-college transition. This guidance eased some anxiety he was
experiencing because he did not understand various aspects of the college experience:

Well about the course, | want to clarify about the instructor. . . . shereally made my first

experience more comfortable at [CCC]. . . .she taught me how college works, like

studying, getting tutoring, about scholarships.
Emergent Theme: Instructor Asa Source of Accountability and Encour agement
Nick’s instructor encouraged him to use class information, and also kept him accountable

in his studies through various course assignments and homework: “Well, the instructor was
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really good. She was alittle strict, and she always gives us alot of homework and just tell[s] me
more about college and what we should do with that [information].” Additionally, Nick and other
students in the class were repeatedly held to high standards of classroom conduct: “Well, she
always required usto be on timein class, never be late.”

Alondra’s instructor encouraged her to take her college education and her future
seriously, and this encouragement appeared to inspire her to succeed in college: “[ The instructor]
was like, ‘if you’re gonna wanna win the race, like, you can’t stop; like, you have to keep
going.”” These words of encouragement resonated with Alondra on a social level, as well:

“. . .shewas always, like, telling us to, like, meet new people. . . .so | took her advice. . .”
Alondra saw her instructor as a source of encouragement, a guiding light in her new college
environment.

Likewise, Nicole was encouraged by her instructor to interact with other studentsin her
student-success seminar: . . .him telling, like, usto go see, like, what othersthink . . . he put us
in groups, and then we had to discuss.. . . thelecture. . . to see like, what other people think, not
just us.” Asaresult of her instructor’s encouragement to exchange ideas and viewpoints with
other students, Nicole became more comfortabl e interacting with her peers.

Within this guiding light theme, some participants’ sense of comfort and trust was
reflected by the instructor’s approachability and helpfulness. Additionally, some instructors
provided guidance to students by helping them with course registration, clarifying general
education and transfer issues, and offering information about other aspects of the college
experience such as studying, tutoring, and scholarship resources. Moreover, as Alondra and
Nicole noted, participants felt they were encouraged by their instructors to interact with other

studentsin class, and to take their college education seriously. Participants also felt that their
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instructors kept them accountabl e through various homework assignments and classroom
etiquette standards, such as expecting students to be on time. Overall, the instructors became
guiding lights to help participants gain their bearings on their college journeys, to help them
navigate some of the hazards they might encounter along the way, and to remind them they were
not alone on their voyage.
Superordinate Theme 3: A Clearer Destination

Once travelers at sea are able to gain a sense of their bearings through a guiding light,
they have a clearer vision of where they are headed. Continuing with this metaphor, the third
superordinate theme | identified with the participants in this study was a clearer destination. This
theme reflects the outcome that participants who completed the student-success seminar had a
clearer idea of where they were headed in terms of career and college major choices. | labeled
the emergent themes in this superordinate theme awareness and reinforcement of college major
and career possibilities, and affirmation of continuing college education at CCC. These themes
were reflected in the comments of all participants.
Emergent Theme: Awareness and Reinforcement of College Major and Career Possibilities

Amy had a clear idea of her mgor and career goal s before she began her first year of
college. Her career exploration experience in the student-success seminar provided her with
information that reinforced these goals:

.. .since I was like 10, “I’m gonna be a Vet”—that’s what I told my dad. And ever since

then, that’s what I’ve been planning to do. And I think when | got there [the student-

success seminar], | did more research on my education, but it stayed the same.

Career exploration was a significant part of the student-success seminar. For some
students, such as Amy, this component helps to confirm their already chosen career paths, while

for others, it offers career options that they can investigate further.
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When Bill entered college, he did not have clear career or academic maor goals, but his
experience in the student-success seminar helped him identify options for goals during the
decision-making process. As he explained,

Well, the success seminar really help[ed] me. I chose my major in the class. That’s where

| decided | want to do this. And then | saw more opportunitiesto . . . visit certain

universities | want to transfer to; so throughout the course we made a PowerPoint to
explain our major. | went more into detail on the job | wanted to do. . . . | searched more
and more to see what | want to do, and then | found certain types of jobs that were related
to the [my] major. And that really helped me to explain to others what | want to do, but
also for myself. As| searched, | got more comfortable with the major | chose and the
career.

At the beginning of the course, Bill felt lost in planning his future. As he gained more
clarity about his major and career options through his research in the course, he was able to
approach his college experience with a greater sense of clarity about his future, aswell. By
gaining an understanding of different magjors, Bill was able to narrow his major and career choice
and focus on those choices: “So comparing it to other courses, I think the student-success
seminar, [ mean, it really helped me a lot to see what I wanted to do with my career.”

Nick also gained awareness of possibilities for his major and career from his student-
success seminar experience. This awareness prompted him to consider the viability of his choices
for major and career not only in the short term, but also over the long term:

WEéll. . . | was here to study about agriculture, but then the teacher told me there was a lot

... of different jobs to do, and she told methat . . . | should think about the jobsin the

future, in5years, . . . if | want to be happy with ajob.

Emergent Theme: Affirmation of Continuing College Education at CCC

Severa participants discussed the impact of the student-success seminar on their
decisions to continue their education at CCC. Although Amy stated that she would have returned

to CCC the following semester without having participated in the student-success seminar, she

did not feel that the course reinforced that decision. Jocelyn, however, felt that the seminar
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reinforced her desire to continue her education there: “So it helped me to want to come back
because they [the course instructor] introduced so much help, and it made me realize and open
my eyes that [ wanted to actually be here.”

Bill aso felt that the student-success seminar strengthened his decision to remain enrolled
at CCC: “I probably would have returned, but I won’t [wouldn’t] have any clarity. I would be
clueless towards a lot of things.” Bill’s statement suggests that the student-success seminar
helped to clarify alot of details about college, which helped him continue his education.

Similarly, Nicole felt that she also would have returned to CCC the following semester
even if she had not taken the student-success seminar. Her experience in the course, including
information from and exposure to various guest presenters, helped reinforce that decision:

Yeah I think I would have come back anyway if I didn’t take the class. But it was really

encouraging . . . to see what you can do; and like, all the presenters that came to talk to

us, so it’s really helpful. . . . Like financial aid. . . I don’t really know the other program
that they were talking about. . . ahh, the STEM [Science, Technology, Engineering and

Mathematics). . .

Alondrafelt that the student-success course would be beneficial to help someone decide
to return if they were not certain about coming back: “I probably would have [returned] because
my [sibling] isreally on me. . . | felt like, for anybody who is still like, in between staying . . . the
course is helpful.”

Nick stated that he may not have returned for the following semester had he not
completed the student-success seminar: “Well, maybe I wouldn’t be here because I work, and I
was stressed, and the class helped with that stress.” He was able to take advantage of the
resources the student-success seminar offered. Knowledge about and use of these resources

appeared to help aleviate some of his stress and contribute to his decision to continue his

education at CCC.

60



In summary, the student-success seminar helped students identify a clearer destination
through picking majors and clarifying career goals. The seminar also helped to affirm majors and
career goals for those students who had already decided on an academic and career path.
Furthermore, the majority of participants’ experiences in the student-success seminar appeared to
support and reinforce their decisions to continue their college education at CCC after they
completed the student-success seminar.

Superordinate Theme 4: Charting a Course

During atrip at sea, travelers need tools, maps, and instruments that will help make the
trip as smooth as possible. Once they have established a clear destination, they can determine
details regarding how to best reach that destination. By charting a course with the safest and best
route, travelers can better avoid the choppy waters that may otherwise impact their trip. In that
context, the fourth superordinate theme I identified from the participants’ responses in this study
was charting a course. Within this theme, participants identified various resources that they
perceived helped them succeed both academically and socially in their college environments.
Consequently, the emergent themes | identified within this superordinate theme were awareness
of campus resour ces, awareness of study tools, and classroom guests as academic-success role
models. Five of the six participants spoke about the types of tools, maps, and instruments that
contributed to the course they charted for their completion of college.

Emergent Theme: Awareness of Campus Resour ces

Amy found that the student-success seminar helped her become aware of avariety of
campus resources. For instance, awareness of the campus library helped her utilize its resources
in completing her English papers: “I think if [ didn’t take that class, I wouldn’t have known

resources likethelibrary. . . . that’s been so helpful for papers.”
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Likewise, Jocelyn became aware of various resources that could help her navigate the
college environment and succeed as a student. This assistance came in various ways, including
help with college forms such as financial-aid paperwork, and with borrowing a textbook from the
classinstructor for the semester:

They [the class] had alot of resources. | like the fact that [the instructor] even let us

borrow the book for the semester. That’s . . . less stress for me to try to find a book even

though | have financial aid. . . .the classhasalot of resources. . . . | like how they
specified . . . how to correctly fill, like, financial aid for next semester; stuff like that.

Nicole found that information from guest speakers on financial aid and campus programs
was useful in helping her succeed in college. Furthermore, she was able to feel like she had
access to different sources of academic and personal support throughout the campus, “like where
togo. .. al those presenters that came that like told us where to go when we need help. . .” For
example, she was able to access academic counseling services to help with her course planning
based on information academic counselors provided in class: . . .for counseling, they [students]
can go there; . . . if they have questions about the classes they are taking right now, or about their
major, they can go there for that too.”

In the student-success seminar, Bill learned about several resourcesto assist with his
college success, including information about scholarships and tutoring:

[ The instructor] taught me how college works, like studying, getting tutoring,

scholarships, all of that. . . . | remember one day we went to atutorial session, | think in

the library, and they showed us how to handle the first semester . . . first year of college,
to transition better for the next years as | move on.

Bill was able to feel better prepared for his academic future as aresult of the resources he was

exposed to in his student-success seminar.
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Emergent Theme: Awareness of Study Tools

Amy found that the student-success seminar provided her with tools that helped with her
academics: “We learned learning styles . . . note taking was really helpful . . . and | used that in
bio. . .” The study tools Amy learned about in the student-success seminar helped boost her skills
and self-confidence toward her academics:

.. .I know if I wouldn’t have taken that class, I wouldn’t have asked questions about the

resources [study tools] we have here. . . [ wouldn’t have gotten the grades that I did. I

think it’s really important to take that class.

Nick was the first person to attend college in hisfamily. Asaresult, he believed he had
very limited knowledge of how to study and manage his college schedule. The success strategies
and resources in the student-success seminar helped him better manage his academics. For
example, Nick found time-management and study skills to be useful tools for college success:

...when you are tired, you are not supposed to study alot, and when you have alot of

power, you can . . . study and do your homework. When you have free time, you could

read alot of stuff.
Nick’s awareness of how to better manage his time helped him to choose a more manageable
course load for his next semester: “The class also helped you to choose [a] better class [schedule]
because when | started the first semester, | took six classes; and then | dropped two because |
thought I was not ready.”
Emergent Theme: Classroom Guests As Academic-Success Role Models

Jocelyn discovered that several of the guest speakers in the student-success seminar were
former community college students, “so I thought it was really interesting how many guest

speakers did go to community colleges, and they transferred; so they’re doing fine.” Seeing these

former students who became successful professionals after once being in her place as a new
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community college student prompted Jocelyn to view the classroom guests as academi c-success
role models.

For the participants in this study, the results suggest that resources and role models for
college success are an important part of preparing students for a successful college experience.
They may become aware of resources on campus, such asthe library or counseling; gain
awareness of study tools, such as learning styles and note taking; or experience classroom guest
speakers as role models for academic success.

Superordinate Theme5: Taking the Wheel With the Crew on Board

Participants started off in choppy waters, but they made progressin their travelsin the
new college environment through their instructors serving as guiding lights, and through the
greater clarity they gained in their academic and career goals which helped them chart a clearer
course toward their destinations. Although they had not yet fully reached their destinations, they
became more prepared to successfully handle their journeys at CCC. A final element of the
participants’ metaphorical nautical journey was their increased confidence to take the wheel to
steer toward their destinations. They were not wholly alone in taking the wheel because they still
had a support system to assist them with their navigation, as described in the earlier
superordinate themes. Nevertheless, the participants were more confident in becoming the main
navigators of their educational journeys. Consequently, the fifth superordinate theme | identified
in this study was taking the wheel with the crew on board. Emergent themes within this
superordinate theme included building self-confidence through classroom experiences and
interaction and building self-confidence through sense of community. Four of the six participants

spoke to their growth in navigating their academic journey.



Emergent Theme: Building Self-Confidence Through Classroom Experiences and
I nteraction

Jocelyn stated during her interview that she was typically a shy person until she became
comfortable with the new people she met. Jocelyn’s experience in the student-success seminar
helped her to become more confident in her interactions with other students:

.. .I noticed that they [the instructor] always make us present . . . so that really helped me
gain confidence and be friendly with people and not be scared to just talk to people and
say, you know, like “Let’s work together.” . . .since we had to present daily it made . . . it
OK totalk to people.

Jocelyn’s presentations in class also helped her to gain more confidence as a public speaker,
which prompted her to become more engaged as a student: “I participated more. In all my classes
I participated more. I’m not afraid to shout answers, and it’s OK if you’re wrong, and it’s OK if
you’re right.”

Nick was able to gain aboost in his self-confidence by presenting to and interacting with
other students within class: “There was a presentation that I did. . . I was nervous because there’s
alot of students. . . that was helpful to be in front of people, to talk to alot of people. .. .wedid
a lot of presentations.”

Bill’s self-confidence also grew through his classroom experiences and interaction:

Well, my experience in the student-success seminar was very pleasing. | learned alot of

details about how to become successful in the college education world and for my future
academics. It taught me how to become less afraid to join clubs, apply for scholarships,
and interact with other classmates.

Bill was able to acquire more specific details about social and academic options through his

classroom experiences, which allowed him to be more confident to apply for scholarships and

join clubs.
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Emergent Theme: Building Self-Confidence Through Sense of Community

Bill aso became more confident by gaining a sense of community through his experience
in the student-success seminar. This involvement spanned various parts of the college campus:
“So I took the class, and then after I finished the course, it actually made me more comfortable to
be around the campus. | actually started spending more time here in the library and around the
campus. . .”

Bill was also able to meet new people who contributed to his sense of community in
college: “. . .you’re more comfortable if you talk to everyone. So say if I go and present in front
of the class, I would be more comfortable since I’ve talked to every single person in the class.”
Through the various positive connections Bill made with other students and throughout the
campus, he felt a sense of community within his college environment, which made him more
confident in that setting.

Alondra also increased her self-confidence via her sense of community within the
student-success seminar: “I was able to meet new people. We were aways like, connecting with
each other; and like, if they didn’t know what the homework was or if they lost it. . . we were
always there for each other.” This feeling of community provided Alondra with the belief that
she had a support system throughout her current and ensuing college experiences, thus allowing
her to feel more confident: “It made me feel like I could do this. . . having them there for me.”

Alondra’s connections with other students in the student-success seminar also provided
her with the confidence to connect with the rest of her college environment:

It [the student-success seminar] gives guidance, and, like, the people are really nice and

you do group things. . . you get to know them really well . . . throughout college you see

them .. . you won’t feel like, “Oh, like, I only know that person from that club, and I’'m
not going to talk to them”; it’s more like, “Oh, hey, I remember you.”
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Asaresult of thisincrease in self-confidence, Alondra ended up joining the sociology club:
“...I’'ve wanted to join a club and, like, there was an opening for the sociology club this
semester, and I kind of just remember, like . . . it’s something new but I should try it. . .”

To summarize this superordinate theme, participants experienced increased self-
confidence by interacting with classmates, speaking publicly during class presentations,
connecting with other parts of the college campus such as clubs, spending more time on campus,
and meeting and networking with other studentsin class. This increased self-confidence
trandated into their choosing to take the wheel during their academic journey, while they still
had the support of the “crew on board.”

To describe the outcomes of this study, | have used the device of anautically themed
journey at seato describe the lived experiences of first-year community college studentsin a
semester-long student-success seminar. As participants began their college journeys, they found
themselves in choppy waters, which represented the various challenges they experienced as they
began their transition to college and their experiences in the student-success seminar. Asthey
moved ahead on their journeys, participants were able to gain a sense of their bearings through
trusting and finding comfort in their student-success seminar instructors, whom they viewed as
guiding lights. Moving ahead, participants were able to establish a clearer destination toward
their goals, establishing or affirming college-major and career-path options.

With a clearer destination, their academic journeys continued as they charted their
courses using the various academic tools, maps, and instruments available to them for solid
navigation through the unknowns and uncertainties of the college environment. A final element
of their new journeys was when they gained increased confidence and took a more activerole in

guiding their choices—the metaphorical ship—toward their destinations. Collectively, these five
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superordinate themes hel ped capture the essence of the lived experiences of the participants in
this study and provided a means for me to answer the research questions.
Answering the Resear ch Questions

Although each participant’s experiences in this study were unique, the superordinate and
related emergent themes apply across all cases to capture the essence of participants’ lived
experiences in the student-success seminar. The superordinate themes of choppy waters, a
guiding light, a clearer destination, charting a course, and taking the wheel with the crew on
board and their related emergent themes helped me to answer the research questions presented
within this study.

Resear ch Question 1

To address the first research question of this study, “What are the lived experiences of
first-year community-college students who participated in a semester-long, student-success
seminar?,” I chose to use the metaphor of anautical journey. During this journey, participants
encountered various experiences that were similar to part of avoyage at sea. These experiences
reflecting the challenges and tribulations participants encountered on their journey are described
in this chapter through the identified superordinate and related emergent themes.

The findings suggest that some participants went through an anxious transition from high
school to college, described by the choppy-waters theme, as they began their experiencesin the
student-success seminar. The participants recognized that their high-school experience was more
structured—they knew what was expected and how to get from one point to the next. However,
the college experience was a whol e different world. Some participants felt anxious and lost being
in anew environment and not knowing their instructors or class schedules. Additionally, they

were lost because they did not have a clear idea of what college was going to be like and were
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not sure how to navigate a new campus. Furthermore, some participants felt lost as aresult of
their families not being able to give advice about college since they had not attended college
themselves. For other participants, being in college appeared to give them a heightened
awareness of adult and student responsibilities, such as living on their own and developing their
academic schedule.

The lived experiences of these participants also suggested that they relied upon and
viewed their course instructors as guiding lights, much like lighthouse beacons or starsin the
sky. The participants viewed their student-success seminar instructors as sources of support they
could look to for direction in their new college environment. In addition to being lights that
provided guidance, the instructors provided participants with comfort and trust through being
approachable and serving as resources for issues and challenges inside and outside of the
classroom. The students also viewed their instructors as sources for accountability by expecting
students to exercise good habits such as being on time and compl eting homework. Instructors
were also a source of encouragement to participants as they urged them to interact with other
students and to research their academic majorsin greater detail.

Additionally, the student-success seminar contributed to participants gaining a clearer
sense of their destinations in terms of college majors and career paths. Some participants did not
have any idea of their prospective college major or career path prior to the course. For other
participants, their lived experiences in the student-success seminar helped to reinforce an aready
chosen major or career path. Through their experiences in the student-success seminar, these
students were able to research and identify options for their prospective majors and careers.
Through this process, they also gained clarity on the requirements for completing their career

and educational goals.
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The lived experiences of the student-success seminar also seemed to reinforce
participants’ decisions to continue their college education at CCC. This outcome was evident in
the statements by some participants that, had they been on the fence about returning to CCC, the
student-success seminar would have helped them decide to continue their education. Others
stated that they would have continued at CCC regardless of having taken the course, but the
seminar strengthened their decision to return. One participant explicitly stated that he most likely
would not have returned to CCC had he not participated in the student-success seminar.

A fourth theme of participants’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar
suggested that, once they had more clarity regarding their destination in the form of prospective
majors and career goals, they were better equipped to chart a course for reaching their goals. To
chart this course, participants needed the aid of various resources that help with college success.
These resources included the campus library, financial aid, scholarship information, accessto
tutoring, the ability to borrow atextbook, and academic counseling. Some of these resources
were provided directly by the student-success seminar instructor, while the participants
discovered other resources through guest-speaker presentations in class. Participants also became
aware of study tools, such as learning styles and study skills, as resources. Additionally, they
viewed some of the classroom guests as academic-success role model s because they had
formerly attended community college and participants perceived them as successful
professionals.

Lastly, participants in this study were more confident about taking charge of their
academic journeys based on their seminar classroom experiences and interactions. They gained
confidence by connecting with other students, completing class presentations, and engaging in

public speaking. This confidence prompted participants to interact more with other students both
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within the student-success seminar and throughout the campus, such as with campus clubs.
Participants also gained a greater sense of community. By interacting with other students, they
felt comfortable meeting and talking with more students; and for some participants, this comfort
translated to spending more time on campus.
Resear ch Question 2

To answer the second research question, “How do these students’ lived experiences of the
student-success seminar influence their overall community-college experiences?,” it’s important
to note that the college experience is one that includes both social and academic involvements.
The participants suggested that the student-success seminar was a positive influence for their
overall community-college experiences. As discussed, participants in this study benefitted from
positive socia interactions and experiences with their course instructors, other students, and
various persons throughout the campus whom they identified through classroom presentations.

Academically, participants were introduced to a variety of resources such as study tools
and other resources and information about potential majors and career paths that helped to
support their progress and success at CCC. In addition, participants’ experiences in the student-
success seminar appeared to offset some of the stress and anxiety that was a part of their high
school -to-college transitions; the seminar helped calm some of the choppy waters they
encountered at the onset of their academic journeys.

Students’ lived experiences in the student-success seminar may also help them become
more engrained in the fabric of their institution. This potential was evident through some
participants’ reports of joining campus clubs and spending more time on campus as a result of

their seminar experience. Furthermore, resources that the participants became aware of in the
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student-success seminar provided additional connections to the campus environment and also
appeared to reinforce their decisions to continue their education at CCC and beyond.
Resear ch Question 3

In response to the final research question, “How do these students’ lived experiences of
the student-success seminar influence their decisions to remain at their institution?,” the
participants’ experiences seemed to support their decisions to remain enrolled at their institution
after completion of the seminar. Although the majority of participantsin this study stated that
they would have returned to CCC even if they had not taken the course, they also indicated that
their experiences in the seminar helped to reinforce their decision to return to CCC. Finally, the
confidence participants gained in their classroom interactions and experiences, and in the sense
of community they gained, suggests that this increase in self-confidence also may have
contributed to reinforcing their decision to remain enrolled at their institution. This outcome
suggests that the student-success seminar experience may also have a positive effect on student
retention.

Factors such as instructors serving as guiding lights, and participants being able to clarify
their destinations and gain confidence in themselves to handle the “whedl of the ship”
contributed to their beliefs that the student-success seminar helped reinforce their decisions to
remain at CCC. For example, participants discovered that they could count on their instructors as
sources of comfort, trust, accountability, and encouragement. As aresult, their instructors offered
them a support system that made them feel safe in their new environment and provided a push
for them to succeed.

Another factor that may have contributed to participants’ decision to remain enrolled at

CCC wastheir identification or affirmation of an academic major or career path, as depicted by
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the superordinate theme of a clearer destination. By being aware of both their goals and the
reguirements to meet those goal's, these students gained a sense of clarity for following through
with their educational and career goals.

Conclusion

In this chapter, | have discussed the lived experiences of the student-success seminar
through superordinate themes that capture the elements of a metaphorical seavoyage. This
voyage represents participants beginning their college experiences feeling anxious as a result of
their high school-to-college transitions, and the rest of their early journey that led to them
ultimately taking more control as they navigated toward their chosen academic and career
destinations.

The findings of the lived experiences of students in a student-success seminar presented
in this study suggest that such a seminar provides numerous benefitsto first-year community
college students. These apparent benefits include aleviating the anxiety associated with the high
school-to-college transition for students by providing them with support and guidance from their
seminar instructors, offering resources that help them succeed in the college environment, and
forging their connections to the college and with other students. Based on the lived experiences
of the participant in this study, such seminars may also contribute to students’ retention by
providing them with the support and self-assurance that will enable them to continue their chosen

courses of study.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

| begin this chapter by discussing how the findings of the current study relate to the
relevant literature reviewed in this dissertation. Next, | discuss future research opportunities,
followed by presenting various implications for practice as they pertain to designing, offering,
and teaching student-success seminars at the community college. Finally, | share my perspective
as the researcher and offer a conclusion to the chapter.

Findings Related to the Literature

The relevant literature includes theories regarding student institutional leaving, and also
other research that includes benefits of student-success seminars as that research relates to
transition from high school to college, and then in general beyond the seminar itself. | also
address the value of the information provided in student-success seminars, and the relationship
between student retention and student-success seminars.
Overview

The concept of the student-success seminar can be traced back to 1882, at Kentucky’s
Lee College (Barefoot & Fidler, 1996). After declining in popularity during the mid-20th
century, such courses received renewed interest in 1972, when the University of South Carolina
implemented the University 101 course to help ease campus unrest and facilitate student bonding
(University 101, 2015). Currently, such courses are designed to better connect students with and
integrate them into their college environment, both socially and academically (Goodman &
Pascarella, 2006; Upcraft et al., 2005). Various studies have explored relationships between
student participation in a student-success seminar and outcomes such as first-year unit

completion (Cho & Karp, 2013), GPAs (Cho & Karp, 2013; Stovall, 2000), retention (Derby &
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Smith, 2004; Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Stovall, 2000), and student satisfaction (Duggan &
Williams, 2011; O’Gara et al., 2009; Padgett et al., 2013; Redmond et al., 2013; Rhodes &
Carifio, 1999). The current study suggests some possible interpretations to help explain how and
why some of the aforementioned outcomes may be occurring. In the following section | discuss
how the current study relates to Tinto’s (1975, 1993) and Astin’s (1977, 1984, 1993) theoretical
approachesto institutional leaving. In addition, | discuss how the current study relates to the
studies highlighted in this chapter, which offers a basis for better understanding how and why
student outcomes may have occurred within these studies. | discuss the possible reasons for these
outcomes in the concluding section of the chapter.

Tinto, Astin, and Institutional L eaving

According to Tinto (1993) the majority of institutional leaving takes place during the first
year of college. To help better explain this occurrence, Tinto asserted that students |eave higher
educational institutions because of alack of social and intellectua integration into their college
environments. Tinto (1975) suggested in his Student Integration Model that students who were
better integrated into their college environments were more likely to be committed to their
institution, and therefore to remain at their institution long enough to complete their goal to
graduate. Integration, as described by Tinto, refersto the social and academic connections
students make within their institutions.

To expand on his theoretical framework, Tinto (1993) added his Model of Institutional
Departure, which included the term institutional experiences to describe formal and informal
experiences that lead to how well or poorly students integrate into their academic environment.
More specifically, Tinto (1993) stated that formal academic institutional experiences, such as

academic performance, and informal academic institutional experiences, such as student
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interactions with faculty/staff, impact student decisions regarding leaving or staying at their
institutions. Furthermore, Tinto asserted that formal social institutional experiences, such as
extracurricular activities, and informal social institutional experiences, such as peer group
interactions, also contribute to students’ decisions to leave or remain at their institutions.

Findings from the current study reveal that participants encountered several opportunities
to become integrated within CCC through both formal and informal institutional experiences.
For example, in viewing the course instructor as a guiding light, participants experienced the
instructor as a source of comfort, trust, accountability, and encouragement. These experiences
with the instructor had the potential to impact student performance in class, and thus were a part
of the participants’ interaction with formal academic institutional experiences that involved their
academic performance. Additionally, participants encountered formal institutional academic
experiences that built awareness and reinforcement of college major and career possibilities, and
also affirmed their commitment to continuing their college education, giving them a clearer
destination.

Additional formal institutional experiences that participants encountered in the current
study involved charting a course, whereby students in the student-success seminar became
aware of campus resources and information about study tools. Results of the current study also
show that, following their introduction to resources and study tools, some students followed up
to access these resources, which involved further interactions with college faculty and staff.
These interactions can be considered informal institutional experiences.

Various formal and informal institutional social experiences were also encouraged
through the student-success seminar. Such interactions with the CCC environment may have

encouraged participants to become more proactive in taking control of reaching their goals. This
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isevident in the study in participants taking the wheel with the crew on board as they gained
increased self-confidence through classroom interaction with peers and through their interactions
with the campus community.

The participants’ increase in self-confidence, along with the other previously mentioned
academic and social interactions attributed to the student-success seminar experience, may have
prompted them to take a more active role in navigating toward their destination on their
metaphorical journey at sea. Asaresult of al this, participants may have established stronger
levels of commitment to their studies at CCC. This outcome speaks to Tinto’s (1975; 1993)
Student Integration and Institutional Departure models and helps to shed light on how and why
the student-success seminar experience could have facilitated participant integration with the
CCC environment, which in turn may have influenced participants’ decisions to return to CCC
following their student-success seminar experience.

Another model that addresses why students may decide to leave or remain at an
institution is Astin’s (1993) Input-Environment-Outcome model. This model has been used to
suggest that student characteristics upon entering college (inputs) are influenced by student
experiences with peers, faculty, services (environment), and result in new characteristics
following those college experiences (outcomes). Examples of inputs in Astin’s model include
high-school grades, parental education, and race and ethnicity. The environment in Astin’s
model relates to various programs, policies, faculty, peers, and educational experiences that
students may encounter. Examples of outcomes in Astin’s model include cognitive outcomes
such as reasoning and logic skills, and also changes in students’ attitudes, values, and self-
concepts. Astin found that student satisfaction with the college environment tended to be high in

an environment with a strong faculty orientation toward students. In addition, learning, academic
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performance, and retention were positively associated with student academic involvement,
involvement with peers, and involvement with faculty. Astin went on to say that students’
perceptions of their college environment were influenced more by students’ environmental
experiences than by the characteristics they exhibited at the time of entering college.

In the current study, participants found themselves in choppy waters that represented a
variety of stressors and challenges. These choppy waters stemmed from participants feeling lost
at CCC astheresult of being in an unknown environment. Additionally, some participants
experienced choppy waters because of their concerns about being successful as an adult and asa
student. These elements of participants’ experiences may be considered some of the inputs as
defined by Astin’s (1993) model. As participants continued in their journey at CCC, their
experiences with peers, faculty, and other campus constituents influenced their input
characteristics in various ways.

Through their interactions with their student-success seminar instructors, their peers, and
guest speakers from around campus, participants were introduced to the environment of CCC.
Thus, with their instructor serving as a guiding light, the choppy waters began to cam and the
participants began to sense a clearer destination. Furthermore, participants experienced an
increase in self-confidence through taking the wheel with the crew on board, confidence that was
built through their classroom experiences and interactions, and through their sense of community
on campus. Thus, the student-success seminar experience may serve as a part of the environment
as described by Astin (1993).

Participants in the current study also became aware of resources that were available to
help them in charting a course. The campus resources, study tools, and academic-success role

models are also related to the environment part of Astin’s model. Astin (1977) stated that
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«“, . .affective changes may be attributed in part to the college experience rather than simply
maturation factors” (p. 70), suggesting that how students perceive themselves and feel about
themselvesisinfluenced by their college environment (Astin, 1984). The findings of the current
study speak to Astin’s assertion that the way students feel about themselves is influenced more
by their college environment than their incoming characteristics, as highlighted by the various
aspects of participants’ metaphorical journey at sea.

In summary, the findings of the current study speak to both Tinto (1975,1993) and
Astin’s (1977, 1984, 1993) theoretical models. In the current study, both formal and informal
institutional experiences, which were part of the college environment, appears to have influenced
students’ decisions to remain at CCC by influencing and mitigating some of the student inputs
and contributing to helpful outcomes. In other words, participants in this study reported having
positive experiences through the student-success seminar, which they stated reinforced their
decisions to return to college the following semester.

Current Research

In this section, | again focus on current research in terms of the benefits of the student-
success seminar relative to the high-school-to-college transition and in general. | also discuss the
specific value of the information provided in student-success seminars, and the relationship
between student retention and student-success seminars.

Student-Success Seminars and the High School-to-College Transition

Studies have suggested that student-success seminars can help students with their high
school -to-college transitions. Redmond et al. (2013) found that students viewed the first-year
seminar to be beneficia in their transition from high school to college. The first-year seminar

encouraged them to understand college student life, learn time-management skills, identify and
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rank priorities, and recognize learning styles. Students also stated that support and
encouragement came from each other, and that having a “great instructor” made the course more
effective and enjoyable. Furthermore, participants reported being aware of more career options
asaresult of their first-year student-success seminar experience. All of these factors contributed
to a better transition. O’Gara et al. (2009) found that students generally viewed student-success
seminars favorably in helping them find information about the college, and aso in helping them
adjust to the community-college environment. Similar to Redmond et a. (2013) and O’Gara et
al.’s (2009) findings, the findings of the current study speak to how student-success seminars can
both provide students with information about the college and help them with their adjustment to
the college environment.

The participants in the current study began their high school-to-college transition having
experienced various challenges. This was described previously through the choppy waters that
represented their feeling lost in their new college environment, and being concerned about
succeeding as adults and as students. Participants adjusted to their new college environment with
the help of the student-success seminar, which helped to offset the anxiety and stress that they
associated with their high school-to-college transitions. One main key to this adjustment was the
student-success seminar instructor. As a guiding light, the instructor served as a source of
comfort, trust, encouragement, and accountability, and thus was a part of why the seminar
assisted the studentsin their transition to college.

Similar to participants in the Redmond et al. (2013) and O’Gara et al. (2009) findings,
participants in the current study also gained information about college campus resources and
college study tools through their student-success seminar instructor and the classroom

presentations from various guest speakers. Participants described how the course helped with

80



identification of various resources such as the campus library, counseling, study skills, and
classroom guest speakers. This support facilitated students’ ability to chart a course to help with
their social and academic integration to CCC, which in turn contributed to a better transition for
them to and through college and thus speaks to how and why the course was helpful. In addition,
resources introduced through the course helped participants gain a greater sense of clarity in their
overall college experience, which led to a clearer destination for them, yet another example of
how student-success seminars may help students with their high school-to-college transition.
Benefits Beyond the Student-Success Seminar

The benefits of participation in a student-success seminar can extend beyond the course
itself. For example, Padgett et al. (2013) suggested that student-success seminars appear to
enhance students’ development by increasing their motivation to inquire about academic and
cocurricular learning experiences outside of the student-success seminar. The researchers
proposed that the impact of participation in a student-success seminar went beyond that
particular course experience and extended to other learning experiences. As an example, Cox
(2005) found in the 2003 national survey of first-year seminars that 58.4% of institutions
responding to a survey item about improved peer connectionsidentified students’ participation in
a student-success seminar as the reason for improved student connections with peers.

The findings of the current study also suggest that participants developed connections
with peers because of their classroom experiences and interactions within the student-success
seminar. For example, participants talked about building a sense of community with other
students on campus through the seminar. In addition, participants appeared to gain an increasein
self-confidence through their classroom experiences and interactions. This increased self-

confidence encouraged participants to become involved in their college environment by spending
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more time on campus, utilizing tutoring services and the library, and joining campus clubs. In
essence, through their sense of community, as described previously by their taking the wheel
with the crew on board, participants experienced the impact of the student-success seminar on
other parts of their college experiences. These findings relate to the study results of both Padgett
et a. (2013) and Cox (2005) and also expand on them by posing the possibility that building
community within the course and gaining more self-confidence may be aspects of how the
student-success seminar experience can improve peer connections and aso extend beyond the
course to other college experiences.
Useful Information From Student-Success Seminars

Duggan and Williams (2011) concluded that students who participated in an orientation
course found the following information useful: balancing school, home, and work; learning about
college clubs and organizations; and developing time management and organizational skills. In
charting a course, the participantsin the current study became aware of various resources similar
and in addition to the resources discussed in Duggan and Williams’ study. These resources
included study tools; time management; information about different learning styles; help with
financial aid paperwork; campus resources such as the library, counseling, and tutoring; and aso
classroom guest speakers who represented various campus constituencies. The current study
highlights the importance of specific resources and information that may be helpful and could be
included in a student-success seminar curriculum to better help students navigate the college
environment.
Retention and Student-Success Seminars

Stovall (2000) found that participants in a student-success course had greater odds of

persisting to the second semester of college than did nonparticipants. In the current study, all
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participants returned to CCC the semester following their student-success seminar experiences.
Although it is not possible to ascertain whether the experience of the student-success seminar
had a strong influence on the other seminar participants’ decisions to return, one participant in
the current study stated he would not have returned had it not been for his participation in the
student-success seminar. However, it isimportant to note that the majority of participants stated
that their experience in the course affirmed their decision to return to CCC, as highlighted by the
earlier discussions of the clearer destination they experienced as a result of their seminar
participation.

In summary, the studies reviewed in this chapter suggest that the benefits of the student-
success seminar extend beyond the course experience; foster better connections with peers; assist
with the high school -to-college transition; provide useful information about college resources,
programs, and services to students; and support students in continuing their college education.
The current study speaks to these reviewed studies by highlighting how and why participantsin a
student-success seminar may experience these outcomes.

Future Research

The current study provides possible explanations of how and why athree-credit,
semester-long, community-college student-success seminar may relate to various student
outcomes that have been previously discussed; however, additional research is needed to expand
on the current body of literature in this area. Therefore, | offer recommendations for future
research opportunities within this section.

As noted previously, the current study relates to Astin’s (1993) Input-Environment-
Outcome model primarily in terms of the input and environment parts of the model, suggesting

that students’ characteristics (inputs) can be influenced, mitigated, or enhanced by their
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experiences with peers, faculty, services, and so on (environment). Future research could explore
the outcomes that participants experience following their graduation from a community college,
or after the transfer to or graduation from 4-year colleges and universities. This research could
help close the loop as it relates to Astin’s model (1993) by addressing its third component,
outcomes. Additionally, this type of future research could help institutions better understand how
the student-success seminar experience relates to, or influences, various outcomes such as
changes in student attitudes, values, and self-concepts that may take place after participants’
college experiences.

A second recommendation for future studiesis to conduct research that can help identify
what both nontraditional students (i.e., those who are older than 25), and those who take the
student-success seminar during the second semester or their second year, may find most helpful
in such aseminar. O’Gara et al. (2009) found that the few students who did not find the student-
success course useful took the course during their second semester rather than their first semester
of college. Those students did not feel that the student-success course benefited them; they were
already aware of some of the information that was offered in the course to acquaint students with
the college. Additionally, Rhodes and Carifio (1999) found in their study that older students did
not find their freshman seminar experience useful for reasons similar to those O’Gara et al.
(2009) found. Thus, a study addressing this research recommendation could help identify
specific elements that should be included in a student-success seminar built for second-semester
or second-year students or nontraditional students.

A final recommendation for future studies is to delve deeper into the incoming
characteristics of students, described by Astin (1993) as inputs. Duggan and Williams (2011)

discovered in their research that, while participants found information in their orientation/student



success courses useful, the usefulness of topics varied amongst students. It is possible that

the impact of the student-success seminar and its influence on one’s environmental experiences
may differ based on student inputs. Thus, it would be useful to explore student inputs such as
ethnicity, family income, whether the student is the first in the family to attend college, past
educational experiences, and whether or how these inputs influence students’ experiencesin the
student-success seminar.

One example of inputs in Astin’s model that related to this study was the cultures and
ethnicities of participants and how those inputs may have influenced their lived experiencesin
the student-success seminar. In this study, all participants self-identified as Mexican or Mexican
American. Their experiences of the seminar may be related to CCC being an Hispanic-serving
institution, where participants represented the majority of the student population, or it may have
been influenced by cultural aspects that were not addressed in the current study. Future research
could delve into how the ethnic and cultural backgrounds of participants may influence their
student-success seminar experiences.

Additionally, exploring the impact of participants having other family members who
attended or graduated from college may help further clarify how and why the student-success
seminar impacted their college experiences. In this study, half of the participants were thefirst in
their familiesto attend college. Inquiry into how participants’ experiences may differ in a
student-success seminar as aresult of influences by family members who enrolled in or
graduated from college, can bring forth additional insight into the student-success seminar
experience. Thisresearch could contribute to increased clarity regarding how and why students
with varying inputs may gain value from student-success seminars, and also what components of

the experience may be most useful for those students.
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Implicationsfor Practice

The current study’s findings present several implications for practice as it relates to
designing, offering, and teaching student-success seminars at the community college level. |
discuss these implications in more detail throughout the ensuing sections.

Thefirst implication for practice asit relates to the current study isto offer modified
versions of the student-success seminar, to reach abroader base of students. The outcomes of
research by O’Gara et al. (2009) and Rhodes and Carifio (1999) suggest that varying student
populations may not find the student-success seminar experience equally beneficial. Therefore,
community colleges could develop workshops or courses that are designed for older and
returning students, or for students who do not take a student-success seminar during their first
semester of college after having recently completed high school. This format would offer more
students the opportunity to gain useful information about the college and to become better
integrated with the college environment while avoiding a “one size fits all” approach to
accomplishing these goals.

The second implication for practice asit relates to the current study isto consider making
student-success seminars a highly recommended or mandatory course for al incoming freshman
community-college students. According to Goodman and Pascarella (2006), while many 2-year
ingtitutions offer first-year seminars, these types of courses are not mandated across the
community-college system. More recently, 83% of participating community collegesin the 2012
survey from the Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE) indicated that
they offered a student-success course. Of those colleges, only 15% stated that the course was
required for al first-time, full-time, and part-time students (CCCSE, 2012). Research by Cho and

Karp (2013) found that students who enrolled in a student-success course in their first semester
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were more likely to earn college-level credits and were more likely to persist into the second year
as opposed to students who did not enroll in a student-success course in their first semester. In
the current study, all but one of the participants spoke to experiencing choppy waters at the
beginning of their high school-to-college transition, and the student-success seminar appeared to
help offset the stress and anxiety associated with these choppy waters. Thus, based on the results
of the current study, offering a student-success seminar as a highly recommended or mandatory
course for al incoming freshmen community-college students could be beneficial in helping
those students with their college transition and with shorter-term student outcomes such as
earning college-level credits and persistence into the second year.

In addition to offering student-success seminars to all new students, adequate training of
course instructorsis essential to maximizing the possible benefit of the student-success seminar.
The current study suggests that students’ relationships with the seminar instructor is an important
part of their experience. Participants viewed their instructors as guiding lights and considered
them to be sources of comfort, trust, accountability, and encouragement. Thus, it isimportant to
select and train instructors to teach the student-success seminar in amanner that best supports
these elements of serving students as a guiding light.

Instructor training should include enhancing instructor communication skillsin ways that
foster their ability to serve as sources of comfort, trust, accountability, and encouragement. For
example, active listening skills and empathy could be topics that are covered in training.
Furthermore, instructors can be encouraged to realize how their awareness of campus resources
and their positive relationships with campus constituencies may serve them to be able to better
link students with such resources, thus facilitating students’ abilities to charting a course through

their college experience.
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As an additional recommendation for training, | suggest that instructors establish
relationships and collaborate with the college’s academic counseling department. Academic
counselors (or their equivalent titles at various community colleges) can provide up-to-date
information on choosing and finding academic majors and career options, and aso current
information about transfer and degree requirements. Thus, the proposed collaboration with the
academic counseling department would help to ensure that this type of information is embedded
in the course curriculum.

Although academic freedom allows al instructors to teach in their own styles and place
their personal touches on the course curriculum, there should be common learning outcomes for
the course and common topics covered by all instructors. Based on findings from the current
study, these topics could include study skills; time-management skills; learning styles;
information about financial aid, the campus library and tutoring, campus clubs, academic
counseling services, and scholarships; career exploration; and guest speakers from various
campus departments.

The recommendations presented for designing, offering, and teaching student-success
seminars within the community college may maximize the impact of the student-success seminar
on participants. Adjusting the format of the student-success seminar to meet the needs of
different student populations; offering the student-success seminar during the first semester asa
highly recommended or mandatory course for incoming freshmen students; training instructors
to better serve as sources of comfort, trust, accountability, and encouragement; promoting
curriculum that supports best practices; and encouraging instructors to collaborate with the
college’s academic counseling department are all important aspects of helping to achieve these

goals.
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Researcher’s Reflection

As previoudly disclosed in Chapter 1, | came to the United States as a Hungarian
immigrant in 1983. Because my family was unfamiliar with the educational system in anew
country, | did not receive much guidance or have much understanding about the details of a
college education. After graduating from high school, | decided to attend community college to
explore my major and career options. Much like the students in the current study, | too
experienced my own metaphorical journey at sea. | felt lost during my high school -to-college
transition as the result of being in an unknown environment and being unaware of various
student services and campus resources. Additionally, | felt the pressure of succeeding as an adult
and as a student. These factors contributed to my own stress and anxiety at the onset of my
community-college experience and presented my own encounters with choppy waters. As|
reflect on the findings of the current study, | believe it has further reinforced my thoughts that |
would have greatly benefited from participating in a student-success seminar during this time of
my life. Although | eventually was able to chart my own course and take the metaphorical wheel
to navigate my academic journey, | believe that | would have greatly benefited from a guiding
light during my first semester of community college, which likely would have provided a clearer
destination and assisted in my charting a course earlier in my college experience.

Another reflection | have about the findings of the current study isthat | have a greater
appreciation of how student-success seminars may be utilized to help students integrate socially
and academically into the college environment. This integration can ultimately contribute to their
decision to continue their education after their student-success seminar experience. | have gained
aclearer understanding of how the current study relates to the various student outcomes that

have been identified in the literature reviewed within this study.
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A third reflection related to the current study isthe insight | have gained into the role and
impact of the student-success seminar instructor. Prior to conducting the current study, | believed
that the instructors were an important part of students’ lived experiences in the course. However,
through the study and after delving deeper into the instructors’ role, I recognized that their
impact appears to be very important, and that students see them as a source of comfort, trust,
accountability, and encouragement. | now have a better understanding of the value of selecting
and training instructors in ways that will facilitate their ability to be guiding lights. Additionally,
| found that, while the course curriculum is an integral part of the student-success seminar
experience, instructors who teach the curriculum may influence how students are impacted by
what is being taught in seminar. In other words, not “just anyone” should, or could, teach student
success-seminars.

Finally, the current study has taught me that research often can be a continualy evolving
and inductive process, which was the case in the current study. As the researcher, | edited
emergent and superordinate themes several times. These adjustments were based on new
discoveries and insights as | continually analyzed and organized the data. As aresult of these
adjustments, | was able to ultimately develop the metaphorical journey at seato describe and
capture the essence of the lived experiences of participantsin the study. Thus, | have a clearer
understanding of the need to be patient, open, and flexible while conducting qualitative research,
and | aso believe that | have consequently become a better researcher.

Another aspect of my study that speaks to the inductive and continually evolving nature
of research was the ethnic composition of my participants and my reflections about how that may
be explored in future research. As previously mentioned, al of the participantsin the current

study self-identified as Mexican or Mexican American. | did not purposefully recruit participants
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who represent a specific ethnicity. The fact that all participants identified with asimilar ethnicity
prompts me to encourage future researchers to explore this area. In hindsight, had | taken into
account the ethnic background of my participants, | would have requested an additional
interview to explore how their identity as Mexican or Mexican American might have influenced
their lived experiences of the student-success seminar. Without that additional information from
participants, it is difficult to suggest findings related to ethnicity.

Final Thoughts

In this chapter, | have discussed how the findings of the current study relate to the
relevant literature reviewed in this dissertation. | have presented suggestions and opportunities
for future research and discussed various implications for practice as they pertain to designing,
offering, and teaching student-success seminars at the community college. | also have shared my
reflection as the researcher.

This study adds to the current body of research on community college student-success
seminars and how these seminars may impact students who participate in such courses.
Additionally, the current study also helps to answer how and why various student outcomes that
have been identified in the literature may be occurring as aresult of participation in a student-
success seminar. This study focused on the lived experiences of first-year community college
students who had participated in a semester-long student-success seminar. | used a qualitative
research approach with interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to gain a deeper
understanding of the lived experiences of the participantsin the study and to help answer the
following research questions:

1. What are the lived experiences of first-year community-college students who

participated in a semester-long, student-success seminar?
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2. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence

their overall community-college experiences?

3. How do these students’ lived experiences of the student-success seminar influence

their decisions to remain at their institution?

Findings of the study resulted in five superordinate themes and 11 supporting emergent
themes. Superordinate themes included choppy waters; a guiding light; a clearer destination;
charting a course; and taking the wheel with the crew on board. | used these superordinate
themes to describe the lived experiences of participants through a metaphorical journey at sea
and help answer the research questions.

The findings of the current study can assist community colleges in maximizing the
positive impact of student-success seminars on students who participate in such courses. These
findings suggest that the student-success seminar experience may help to offset theinitial stress
and anxiety of the high school-to-college transition that was described in the current study as
choppy waters. Furthermore, through the instructor serving as a guiding light, participants may
be presented with a clearer destination through awareness and reinforcement of college major
and career possibilities. This clearer destination may help participants chart a course and
ultimately help them to take the wheel with the crew on board. Student success-seminars appear
to be a valuable resource for community colleges both in the present and in the foreseeable
future, and they may provide various experiences that contribute to student outcomes discussed

within the current study.
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APPENDIX A: CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY

Colorado State University

TITLE OF STUDY: The Lived Experiences of Recent High School Graduatesin a Three-
Credit, Semester-Long, Community-College Student-Success Seminar

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Sharon Anderson, PhD, Professor, School of
Education, sharon.anderson@col oState.edu; (970) 491-6861

COPRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Aron Szamos, candidate for the degree of PhD in
Education and Higher Education Leadership, aszamos@hotmail.com; (831) 905-3321

WHY AM | BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THISRESEARCH? This study
is focused on obtaining the experiences of first-year community college students who are recent
high-school graduates and who have completed a three-credit, semester-long, student-success
seminar at awestern United States community college.

WHO ISDOING THE STUDY ? The researcher for this study is Aron Szamos,
candidate for the degree of PhD at Colorado State University. The principal investigator, Dr.
Sharon Anderson, will be available for support in al phases of the study.

WHAT ISTHE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY ? The purpose of the study isto learn
about the lived experiences of students at a western United States community college as those
experiences relate to their participation in and completion of a student-success seminar, and their
decision to remain enrolled in college.

WHERE ISTHE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST? This study will take place in a private and quiet location in a study room in the campus
library. Participants will be asked to submit to an interview lasting between 60 minutes and 90
minutes and attend a follow-up interview for 30 minutes to 60 minutes after the research has
been gathered.

WHAT WILL | BE ASKED TO DO? You will be asked to answer severa interview
guestions relating to your experiences in your student-success seminar after you have completed
the student-success seminar. The interviews will be informal and you are encouraged to speak
openly and honestly about your experiences. You will also be invited to participate in a follow-
up interview where you can review the transcript and my notes and interpretation of the
interview content. Because it isimportant to accurately capture your comments, all interviews
will be audio recorded.

ARE THERE REASONS| SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THISSTUDY? You
must be afirst-year student at the community college where the research has taken place. Further,
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you must have completed and passed, with a grade of C or higher, the student-success seminar
within one year of graduating from high school.

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?

There are no known risks to participating in this study. It is not possible to identify all
potential risks in research procedures, but the researcher(s) have taken reasonable safeguards to
minimize any known and potential, but unknown, risks.

ARE THERE ANY BENEFITSFROM TAKING PART IN THISSTUDY? There
may be no direct benefit to you associated with participation in this research; however, you may
benefit from the study from being given the opportunity to express personal beliefs and
experiences related to the student-success seminar that you completed. This study may provide a
better understanding of this experience and help to influence future planning and devel opment of
student-success seminars in away that may be more beneficial to students.

DO | HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY? Your participation in thisresearch is
voluntary. If you decide to participate in the study, you may withdraw your consent and stop
participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.

WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT | GIVE? We will keep private al
research records that identify you, to the extent allowed by law.

This study is not anonymous. We will be obtaining your name or other identifiable data
from you; however, you will have the opportunity to select a pseudonym or have one assigned to
you in order to prevent persons outside of the research team to identify you. We may be asked to
share the research files for audit purposes with the CSU Institutional Review Board ethics
committee, if necessary.

CAN MY TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARL Y ? You may be removed
from the study if you fail to show up for scheduled interviews. Every attempt will be made to
accommodate your schedule, but repeated absences may require that you to be dropped from the
study. While you will have the option to withdraw from the study at any time, your
compensation will be provided to you only at the conclusion of the follow up interview.

WILL | RECEIVE ANY COMPENSATION FOR TAKING PART IN THIS
STUDY ? Participants will receive a $15 (USD) Starbucks gift card at the completion of the
follow-up interview.

WHAT IF | HAVE QUESTIONS? Before you decide whether to accept thisinvitation
to take part in the study, please ask any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you
have questions about the study, you can contact the investigators, Sharon Anderson, at
sharon.anderson@col ostate.edu, or Aron Szamos, at aszamos@hotmail.com If you have any
guestions about your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact the Human Research
Administrator, at 970-491-1553. We will give you a copy of this consent form to take with you.
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WHAT ELSE DO | NEED TO KNOW? After your initia interview, afollow-up
interview will be held so that you can review the transcript of the interview and check for any
errors or omission and discuss my interpretation of the interviews. At the completion of the
follow-up interview, you will be given a $15 (USD) gift card to a coffee shop.

Y our signature acknowledges that you have read the information stated and willingly sign
this consent form. Y our signature also acknowledges that you have received, on the date signed,
acopy of thisdocument, containing _3 pages.

Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study Date

Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study

Name of person providing information to participant Date

Signature of Research Staff Date
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APPENDIX B: LETTER OF COOPERATION

Colorado State University
Institutional Review Board
601 South Howes St.

Suite 208 University Center
Campus Delivery 2011

Fort Collins, CO 80523-2011
Attention: IRB Coordinator

Dear Sir or Madam:

| am aware that Aron Szamos, a graduate student in the School of Education at Colorado
State University, is conducting aresearch study entitled THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
RECENT HIGH-SCHOOL GRADUATESIN A THREE-CREDIT, SEMESTER-LONG,
COMMUNITY-COLLEGE STUDENT-SUCCESS SEMINAR, and he has shared with me the
details of the study. | feel comfortable that the participantsin this study will be adequately
protected, and | give Aron Szamos permission to conduct this study at our institution.

Aron Szamos will have access to recruiting potential participants for his study by visiting
various sections of the [JJlij student-success seminar, where he will present an overview of his
study and provide interested participants with a sign-up sheet in order to be contacted with
further information about participating in the study. Alternatively, Aron may request that the
Counseling Department send e-mails to prospective participants who have completed the [}
student-success seminar during the fall 2015 semester. The e-mails will provide an overview of
the study and Aron’s contact information for prospective participants.

If there are any questions, please contact my office.

Sincerely,
Dr. I Dr. I
Dean of Student Affairs Vice President of Student Affairs
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APPENDIX C: SCRIPT FOR RECRUITMENT OF PARTICIPANTS

My nameis Aron Szamos and | am aresearcher from Colorado State University in the
School of Education department. We are conducting a research study on the experience of being
in a student-success seminar at the community college, which is designed to understand what
students participating in and completing the student-success seminar are experiencing. Thetitle
of our project is The Lived Experiences of Recent High-School Graduatesin a Three-Credit,
Semester-Long, Community-College Student-Success Seminar. The Principal Investigator is
Sharon Anderson, PhD, School of Education and the CoPrincipal Investigator is Aron Szamos,
PhD student, School of Education.

We would like you to take part in informal interviews at the campus library, in areserved
private study room or other location that is convenient to you. Participation will take
approximately 60 minutes to 90 minutes for initial interviews. Additional interviews lasting
approximately 30 minutes to 60 minutes will be conducted to provide follow-up information or
to more thoroughly address a previously discussed topic, and to review my notes of your
interview to ensure accuracy. Both sets of interviews will be digitally recorded. At the
conclusion of your second interview, you will receive a $15 gift card to a coffee shop asaform
of compensation for your time and participation in the study. Y our participation in this research
isvoluntary. If you decide to participate in the study, you may withdraw your consent and stop
participation at any time without penalty.

We may publish the results of this study; however, we will keep your name and other
identifying information private. All participants’ names will be replaced with pseudonyms, and

all audio files and transcripts will be stored on alocked, password-protected computer. Only the
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researchers will have access to these files, and the audio files will be destroyed once they have
been transcribed. Data will be used for a dissertation study and will be reviewed by Colorado
State University educators. While there are no direct benefits to you, we hope to gain more
knowledge on the phenomenon of participating in and completing a student-success seminar, in
an effort to give voice to the student population in the study. An additional goa of the study is
find out how and why the student-success seminars may influence participants to remain enrolled
in college after completion of the course. There are no known risks associated with this study.

If you would like to participate in the study or have any questions, please provide your
contact information including your name, phone number, and e-mail address on the provided
sign-up sheet. Y our participation or lack of participation will not impact your grade in this
course.

Y ou may also contact Aron Szamos at aszamos@hotmail.com, (831)905-3321, or Sharon
Anderson at sharon.anderson@col ostate.edu, (970) 491-6861. If you have any questions about
your rights as avolunteer in this research, contact the CSU IRB at

RICRO_IRB@mail.colostate.edu, 970-491-1553.

Sincerely,
Sharon Anderson, PhD Aron Szamos
Professor, School of Education PhD Student, School of Education
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APPENDIX D: IRB APPROVAL LETTER

University

Hescarch Integrity & Compliance Review Office
Office of Vice President for Research

Fort Collins, CO 80523-2011

(970) 491-1553

FAX (970 491-2293

Date: December 8, 2015

To: Sharon Anderson, Ph.D., School of Education
Aron Szamos, School of Education

From: IRB Coordinator, Research Integrity & Compliance Review Office
(RICRO_|IRB@mail.colostate.edu)

Re: The Lived Experiences of Recent High School Graduates in a Three-Credit,
Semester-Long, Community-College Student-Success Seminar

IRB ID: 120 -16H Review Date: December 8, 2015

This project is valid from three years from the review date.

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) Coordinator has reviewed this project and has declared the study exempt
from the requirements of the human subject protections regulations with conditions as described above and as

described in 45 CFR 46.101(b):

Category 2 - Research invelving the use of educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement),
survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public behavior, unless: (i} information obtained is
recorded in such manner that human subjects can be identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the
subjects; and (ii) any disclosure of the human subjects’ responses outside the research could reasonably place
the subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects’ financial standing, employability, or
reputation.

The IRB determination of exemption means that:

« This project is valid for three years from the initial review. After the three years, the file will be closed
and no further research should be conducted. If the research needs to continue, please let the IRB
Coordinator know before the end of the three years. You do not need to submit an application for annual
continuing review.

= You must carry out the research as proposed in the Exempt application, including obtaining and
documenting (signed) informed consent if stated in your application or if required by the IRB.

= Any modification of this research should be submitted to the IRB through an email to the IRB Coordinator,
prior to implementing any changes, to determine if the project still meets the Federal criteria for exemption.

= Please notify the IRB Coordinator (RICRO_IRB@mail.colostate.edu) if any problems or complaints of the
research ocour.

Please note that you must submit all research involving human participants for review by the IRB. Only the IRB
or designee may make the determination of exemption, even if you conduct a similar study in the future.
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APPENDIX E: PARTICIPANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND INTERVIEW

QUESTIONS

Participant Background I nformation
Participants will be asked to provide the following background information:

(a) Age

(b) Gender

(c) Enrollment status: full-time or part-time student?

(d) Academic mgjor

(e) Educational goals

(f) Ethnicity (optional)

(g) First to attend college in family?

(h) Receiving financial aid?

(1) Working? (approximate hours per week)

() Selection of anonidentifiable name you wish to use to establish anonymity for the
purposes of this research project. If you are unable to select a nonidentifiable name,
one will be selected for you by the researcher.

Interview Questions
The following guiding interview questions will be used for this study:

1. Pleasetell me about your experience in the student-success seminar.

2. What stands out to you about your experience in the student-success seminar?

3. What did you find beneficial?

4. What did you feel was not beneficial ?
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5. How did the course influence your college experience?
6. Asyou reflect upon your experiences in the student-success seminar, how has it
influenced/impacted your future educational decisions?
7. How has the student-success seminar impacted your decision to remain enrolled in
college and return to college for the next semester?
These questions are designed to be leading questions for the interview. Additional questions will
be developed in response to the interview flow and participant answers. As the researcher, | will

use my experience and skills as a counselor to develop these additional questions.
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